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   Introduction

   God, in His goodness, having given us the history of our Lord Jesus Christ, in His journey through this world, we have a reliable, because inspired, account of events in which the eternal destiny of each one is involved. Moreover, through this account, God would have our hearts attracted to the living Christ as the all varied glories of His life, and death, and resurrection, pass before us.

   To appreciate these glories God would have us discern the different relationships in which Christ may be viewed, as well as the varied characters in which He is presented. To this end we have four Gospels, each giving a distinct presentation of the glory of Christ. The study of the gospel of Matthew clearly shows that the special details that are given in connection with the incidents, as well as the teaching, have in view the presentation of the Lord Jesus as the long promised Messiah — the Son of David, in connection with Israel.

   In the gospel of Luke it is equally plain that the Lord Jesus is presented as the Son of Man, making known the grace of God to a world of needy sinners.

   In the gospel of John we have the presentation of His divine glory as the Son of God.

   In the gospel of Mark, the whole record is consistent with the presentation of the Lord Jesus as the Servant of Jehovah, serving others in love. Centuries before the coming of Christ, Isaiah had foretold that the Lord Jesus would come into the world as the Servant of Jehovah, for the word of the LORD came to the prophet saying, "Behold my Servant, whom I uphold — mine elect, in whom my soul delighteth; I will put my spirit upon Him He shall bring forth judgment to the Gentiles" (Isa. 42: 1). All the details of this gospel have in view the presentation of His perfect service for needy man, as the Servant of Jehovah carrying out His will.

   (Mark 1: 1-20) THE PREPARATION OF THE WAY OF THE LORD

   In the gospel of Mark the Holy Spirit presents the Lord Jesus in all His lowly grace as the Servant of Jehovah. Nevertheless, we are ever to remember that the One who stoops to become the obedient Servant never ceases to be Who He is, as a Divine Person, because of what He became as a lowly Servant in the likeness of men. Thus, to guard His glory, the gospel opens with a sevenfold witness to the greatness of His Person.

   (V. 1) The first witness is the writer of the Gospel. Mark, who is used by the Holy Spirit to bring before us the One who made Himself of no reputation, and took upon Him the form of a servant, opens his gospel by reminding us that He is "Jesus Christ, the Son of God."

   (Vv. 2, 3) Secondly, the prophets are quoted, as bearing witness to the glory of His Person. They not only foretell His coming, but they announce His glory. Jehovah's word to Malachi is, "Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before Me." The Spirit applies these words to Christ, for He says, "Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way." Jesus of the New Testament is the Jehovah of the Old Testament. (Mal. 3: 1). The second quotation from Isaiah speaks of preparing the way of the LORD. Thus again it is Jehovah whose way is prepared — for Jesus is Jehovah. (Isa. 40: 3).

   (Vv. 4-8) Thirdly, we have the witness of John, the Forerunner, to the glory of the perfect Servant. On the one hand, he bears witness to the sinful condition of man, and the need of "repentance for the remission of sins;" on the other hand, he witnesses to the glory of the One who had come in lowly grace as the Servant to meet man's need. He takes his stand in the wilderness, "and there went out to him all the land of Judaea, and they of Jerusalem." Long centuries before, the Lord had said to the prophet, "Behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak to her heart" (Hosea 2: 14). As one has said, "There was no talking to her heart . . . in the fair and flourishing city . . .; but out in the cold, hungry, waste wilderness, He allured her," there to speak to the conscience and win the heart. And to-day how often this way is taken with sinners, and, indeed with saints. We seek comfort and ease, too often to find our hearts growing cold and careless; then the Lord breaks in on our ease with sorrow and trial, in order to speak to our hearts and attract us to Himself.

   Appealing to the conscience, John shows that our sins have turned the fair creation into a moral wilderness, and separated man from God. His manner of life, lived apart from the world, was in consistency with his testimony. Above all, he bore witness to the glory of the One that was coming. If the One who "thought it not robbery to be equal with God," stoops to become a Man, and takes the form of a servant, John, the greatest among prophets, delights to own that a yet greater Servant has come, the latchet of whose shoes he is not worthy to unloose. John may, indeed, baptize with water, and by this sign of death separate people from their former associations with a corrupt world, but Jesus will baptize with the Holy Ghost — a Divine Person — the seal that henceforth believers belong to Christ in a new world.

   (Vv. 9-11) Fourthly, we have the witness of the voice from Heaven to the glory of Christ. In infinite grace the Lord submits to baptism, thus identifying Himself with the godly remnant in separation from the guilty nation. Straightway the Father's voice is heard declaring His glory as the "beloved Son," the One in whom the Father finds His delight. Already, in days of old, Jehovah had said by the prophet, "Behold my Servant . . . in whom my soul delighteth: I will put my Spirit upon Him" (Isa. 42: 1). Thus the voice from heaven can say, "My Servant" is "My beloved Son." It has been truly said, He was "sealed by the Holy Spirit even as we are; He, because He was personally worthy of it; we, because  He has made us worthy by His work and by His blood" (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 12, 13) Fifthly, we have a brief allusion to the temptation in the wilderness. The temptation of our first parents in a garden of delights brought out their weakness whereby they were overcome by Satan. The temptation of our Lord, in a wilderness, became a witness to His infinite perfection, whereby He overcame Satan.

   Sixthly, creation, itself, bears witness to the glory of His Person, for we read, He was "with the wild beasts." However much the beasts may fear men, they have no fear of this blessed Man, for He, indeed, is their Creator.

   Lastly, we read, "the Angels ministered unto Him." The One who came to be the Servant is, Himself, served by angelic hosts. He is none less than "the Son," "the First Begotten," of Whom, when He comes into the world, it is said, "Let all the angels of God worship Him." (Heb. 1: 5, 6)

   Thus, in their various seasons, heaven and earth, prophets and angels, declare the glory of Jesus as a Divine Person and so prepare the way of the Lord for the lowly place He was about to take as the Servant among men.

   It will be noticed that, in this gospel, no genealogy is given, and no details of His birth, or circumstances of His early life are recorded. These details, so precious and needed, duly recorded by others, would hardly be in keeping with either the Gospel of Mark or John. Here, as the Servant, He takes a place beneath all genealogies, whereas, in the gospel of John, as the Son, He takes a place above all human genealogies.

   Following upon this sevenfold witness to the glory of His Person, we have, in these introductory verses, the record of the event that prepared the way of the Lord to enter upon His public service, the character of His service, and the sovereign grace that chose others to be His companions in service.

   (V. 14) It is significant that it was after John had been "put in prison" that Jesus came forth to serve. Nature might argue that if the Forerunner is rejected it will be useless for Jesus to proceed with His mission. But God's times, and ways, of action, are very different to those of men. The ministry of John, as indeed the rejection of John, was a demonstration of man's sin and need; but this only prepared the way for, and proved the need of, a ministry of grace that alone can meet the need. When the world proved its sin by rejecting John, God declared His grace by sending Jesus.

   (V. 15) The great end of the Lord's service, as recorded in the Gospel of Mark, is summed up in this verse. He was present in the midst of Israel to proclaim that the Kingdom of God had drawn nigh — a Kingdom marked by righteousness, peace, and joy (Rom. 14: 17). Already, John had come in the way of righteousness, convicting men of their sins — now the Lord was present — not to judge men for their sins, — but in grace, calling men to repent in view of the glad tidings that proclaims the forgiveness of sins.

   (Vs. 16-20) We then learn the grace of the Lord that identifies others with Himself in service. He passes by the official priests, the learned scribes, and the religious Pharisees, and takes up humble fishermen. Simon is one who can say, "Silver and gold have I none," and of whom the world said he was an "unlearned and ignorant man" (Acts 3: 6; Acts 4: 13). The lack of riches and human learning is no hindrance to being a companion of the Lord, or to being used in His service. Nevertheless, however humble the calling of those the Lord may engage in His service, they are not unemployed. These simple men were pursuing their occupation of fishermen, when the Lord called them to become fishers of men. The Lord's service is not to be taken up by those who have nothing else to do.

   Moreover, His servants need to be fitted for service, and this training can only be effected by being in His company, therefore, the Lord's word is "Come ye after Me, and I will make you to become fishers of men." This is still true, for the Lord's word remains, "If any man serve Me, let him follow Me" (John 12: 26). Alas! we may be content with believing the gospel for the benefit of our souls, and know little of going on to follow the Lord in the path of faith and lowly obedience that prepares the way for service. We may not be called to literally forsake all, as with the disciples when the Lord was present on earth, but if we are to serve Him it can only be as, in spirit, He becomes the blessed Object before the soul. All may not be called to surrender their daily calling. This, indeed, is only the path of a few. The majority of God's people are definitely told to remain in their earthly calling (1 Cor. 7: 20). Nevertheless the Lord has some service for all, for "Unto every one is given grace according to the measure of the gift of Christ" (Eph. 4: 7). This service will involve the surrender of all those things that would entangle us in the affairs of this life, and can only be carried out as we keep near to Him. On the part of these disciples there was an immediate response to the Lord's call, for we read, they "followed Him," and again they "went after Him."

   (Mark 1: 21-45) THE PERFECT SERVANT

   The Lord's way has been prepared and the companions in His path of service have been chosen. In the portion that follows we have the record of certain incidents that very blessedly set forth the perfect Servant. In the glory of His Person He must ever be alone; but in His service we have the perfect pattern for any servant of the Lord. Peter gives us a very beautiful epitome of the Gospel of Mark when he says, "God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Ghost and with power; who went about doing good, and healing all that were oppressed of the devil, for God was with Him." (Acts 10: 38). We, indeed, are not called to perform miracles of healing, for in a day of failure the Church has been shorn of her ornaments; but in the manner of His service we are called to follow Him.

   (Vv. 21, 22). Accompanied by His disciples the Lord entered the synagogue at Capernaum and taught on the sabbath day. At once we see an outstanding mark of the perfect Servant, for we read, in contrast to the scribes "He taught as one that had authority." His word did not consist of mere arguments that appeal to reason, but He spake with the authority of One who proclaims the truth in convicting power. In our day, and measure, we are to use any God-given gift with authority, for, says Peter in his Epistle, "If any man speak, let him speak as the oracles of God." (2 Peter 4: 10, 11). If we present doctrines with all the arguments for and against, leaving our hearers to judge whether it be truth or not, we shall hardly be speaking with authority, but rather as those who are groping for the truth. We are to speak as those who by grace, know the certainty of the truth they proclaim. This is not inconsistent with the lowly mind, for indeed it is the lowly that will know the mind of God, as we read, "The meek will He teach His way" (Ps. 25: 9).

   (Vv. 23-28). The casting out of the unclean spirit makes manifest another mark of the perfect Servant. If He speaks with authority, His word carries power. In the place of religious profession there was a man with an unclean spirit. The presence of Jesus is intolerable to such; thus, "he cried out, saying, Let us alone." Whatever the ignorance of man, the demons know that this lowly Servant — Jesus of Nazareth — is none less than the Son of God. The Lord, however, will have no witness borne to Himself by the Devil. Thus He rebukes the demon, silences him, and commands him to come out of the man. The demon having shewn his power over the man by tearing him, and crying with a loud voice, has to submit to the yet greater power of the Lord by coming out of the man.

   The audience, already astonished that He taught with authority, are now amazed at the power that accompanied His word of authority, to which even unclean spirits have to submit.

   (Vv. 29-34). Yet another beautiful trait of the perfect servant comes before us in the scenes that follow. Though this blessed One has all authority and power He is accessible to all. When He enters the humble home of a fisherman, and there is one in need of His healing power, we read, "Anon they tell Him of her." Again, when the sun was set, "they brought unto Him all that were diseased." With the great men of this world it is far otherwise. The greater their authority and power the less accessible they are to the poor and needy. Nor is the Lord any different to-day: though high in heavenly glory we can "tell Him," and bring "unto Him," all our sorrows and our needs.

   Not only did He heal men of divers diseases, He also delivered them from the power of demons. But while manifesting His complete power over demons, He "suffered not the demons to speak because they knew Him". As one has said, "He refused a testimony that was not of God. It might be true, but He would not accept the testimony of the enemy."

   (V. 35). The crowded scene of the busy evening is followed by an early morning scene when, a great while before day, we are permitted to see the Lord departing into a solitary place to pray. Thus we learn that dependence upon God, expressed by prayer, is another mark of the perfect Servant. The power of service in public is found in prayer in secret. We hear the voice of Jesus, through the prophet, anticipating this moment, as He says, "The Lord God hath given me the tongue of the instructed, that I should know how to speak a word in season to him that is weary: He wakeneth morning by morning, He wakeneth mine ear to hear as the instructed." (Isa. 50: 4). We have seen the Lord using the tongue of the instructed; now we see Him with the opened ear, to hear as the instructed. Thus we learn that prayer is behind His teaching (21), and His preaching (39). Well for us to seek to follow His perfect example and begin our day with God in prayer, before we face our fellow men in public, for it is difficult to find a "solitary place" in the burden and heat of the day.

   (Vv. 36-39). The disciples follow, and having found the Lord, they say, "All men seek for Thee." This brings to light another mark of the perfect Servant — the refusal of mere popularity. Nature might argue that if all are seeking us, it is the time to stay: but that was the moment when the Lord said, "Let us go into the next town." As the Servant of Jehovah He was not here to win popularity, but to do the will of God.

   (Vv. 40-42). we have seen the power of the servant, and the secret of power; now we are permitted to see the grace that makes the power available for the vilest of sinners. A poor leper, driven by his need and attracted by a power which he realises can meet his need, comes to the Lord, but with a doubt as to His grace to use the power on behalf of one whose loathsome disease made him an outcast from man. Thus, he says, "If Thou wilt, Thou canst make me clean." Looking at Christ he had no doubt as to His power; looking at himself he questioned the Lord's grace. So, at times, with ourselves, if we get a view of the blackness of our hearts, we may question the grace of His heart, until, in His presence we find, like the leper, that the heart of Jesus is "moved with compassion" towards the vilest of sinners that turns to Him. Even so, the woman at the well, and the thief on the cross, found in Jesus One that knew the worst about them and yet had grace in His heart for them. His grace is greater than our sin. In the case of the leper, the Lord dispels the doubt by His words, "I will," expressing the love and compassion of a heart that is ready to use His power on behalf of a needy man.

   (Vv. 43-45). Another beautiful trait of the perfect Servant is seen in what follows. He does not seek His own glory, but the glory of the One He serves. So hear the Lord saying to the healed leper, "See thou say nothing to any man." Nevertheless, he is to tell the priest and thus the law becomes a witness to the presence of God in grace. Under the law, God alone could heal the leper, and the priest could only bear witness to what God had done.

   Thus, at the outset of the Lord's path of lowly service, there passes before us His perfection as the Servant. His service is marked by authority, accompanied with power. His power is combined with accessibility to the lowly and the needy, and exercised in dependence upon God: he refuses to use His power to gain popularity; it is combined with tender compassion, and never used simply to exalt Himself.

   (Mark 2) THE MINISTRY OF THE LORD

   In the previous portion of the Gospel we have seen the perfect Servant; in this fresh division there passes before us the perfection of His service, the faith that profits by it, and the opposition that it raises. We are privileged to see that the Lord's ministry is marked by righteousness and grace — righteousness, that raises the question of sins (1-12), and grace that blesses sinners (13-17). Such a ministry at once arouses the opposition of men, for righteousness that raises the question of sins disturbs the conscience, and grace that blesses the sinner is offensive to religious pride.

   (Vv. 1, 2). Already we have seen the Lord and His disciples at Capernaum. Now again he enters this favoured town and crowds assemble to whom the Lord preached the word. It looked, indeed, as if souls were eager to hear the truth, but, alas! a little later the Lord has to say, "Thou Capernaum which art exalted unto heaven, shall be brought down to hell, for if the mighty works which have been done in thee, had been done in Sodom it would have remained until this day. But, I say unto you it shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment than for thee." It was at Capernaum the man was delivered from the unclean spirit; there Simon's wife's mother was healed; there it was that all the diseased were brought to Him in crowds, and were healed, and there the sick of the palsy received the forgiveness of his sins. Capernaum was, indeed, brought near to heaven, and the power and grace of heaven, but all in vain, as far as the mass were concerned. As in that day, so in this, mere crowds do not mean that souls are exercised or consciences are awakened. The advent of the Lord in their midst was but a nine days wonder in their eyes; but, before God, the lack of repentance in the presence of such a ministry left them in a more terrible plight.

   (Vv. 3, 4). Nevertheless, where there was faith in Christ there the blessing was received. God's work is not done by mass movements, but by individual work in souls, and where there is faith there will be difficulties to overcome. The palsied man was in himself helpless, so was "borne of four"; but, even so "they could not come nigh unto Him for the press." But faith overcomes every obstacle.

   (V. 5). The Lord recognises their faith, and, as ever in His dealings with us, looks beyond the mere outward need that may bring us to Himself and deals first with the root of the trouble. Beyond the disease of the palsied man, as of all disease, there is the question of sin that has brought disease and death into the world. It may be that the man, and those who brought him, were little exercised as to the sins, nevertheless they had faith in the Lord and at once the Lord responds to this faith and can begin to unfold the blessings of those that believe; thus, He can say "Thy sins be forgiven thee."

   (Vv. 6, 7). The moment the Lord uses His power to forgive sins the opposition commences. Men did not object to demons being cast out and diseases being healed, and lepers being cleansed, for these things relieved man of bodily trials without necessarily disturbing his conscience. Directly He speaks of sins, the conscience is touched, and men begin to oppose. They say, "Who can forgive sins but God only?" Their argument was true in principle, for God alone can forgive sins: it was wrong in application, for they failed to see the glory of the Person who was present — God manifest in flesh.

   (V. 8). The reasoners are left without excuse for the Lord proceeds to give evidence of the glory of His Person. He shows that they are in the presence of One from Whom no thoughts are hidden. They may have uttered no word, but all was known to the Searcher of hearts, Who can say, "Why reason ye these things in your hearts?" Is not the answer to their reasonings, as to all human reasonings, that where there is no sense of need there is no realization of the glory of the Person of Christ?

   (Vv. 9-12). In grace the Lord speaks another word which manifests His divine power in a way that even nature can appreciate. Whether is it easier to say "Thy sins be forgiven thee; or to say, Arise, and take up thy bed, and walk?" It has been truly said, "They were equally easy to God, alike impossible to man." In order that men "may know" that the Lord had power to forgive, He also said to the palsied man "Arise, and take up thy bed, and go thy way into thine house." This outward sign of power guaranteed the inward gift of grace. The people at once say, "We never saw it on this fashion."

   (Vv. 13-15). The proclamation of the forgiveness of sins has aroused the resentment of the Jewish leaders. This opposition is the first sign of the total rejection of Christ which involved the setting aside of the Jews. Hence it becomes the occasion of bringing to light, in the call of Levi, an intimation of the new dispensation about to be introduced by the Lord. Thus we read, "He went forth by the sea side." The sea in Scripture is often used to set forth nations, and therefore is suggestive of the great truth that the Lord was about to become the gathering centre of Christianity for believers from Jews and Gentiles. The word to Levi was, "Follow Me." Moreover, the fact that Levi was a publican, or taxgatherer, sets forth the great characteristic of Christianity in contrast to the law. No occupation was more degraded and scandalous in the eyes of a Jew, than that of a man who made his living by the extortion of tribute for the hated Roman. That the Lord should call such was great grace that lifts a man from the lowest place of degradation as a sinner into the highest place in the service of the Lord as an apostle. At once Levi responds to the call, and makes a feast in his house to which he invites many publicans and sinners to meet the Saviour of sinners.

   (V. 16). Such a display of grace stirs up the opposition of those marked by the pride of intellect and the pride of religion. They were deeply offended by the grace that, passing them by, takes a sinner, far beneath them in moral degradation, and lifts him into a place far above them in blessing and power. These opposers do not approach Christ, as an exercised soul would have done, but they turn to the disciples, and, as the Serpent tried to shake the woman's confidence in God by asking what appeared to be a very simple question, so these men attempt to shake the confidence of the disciples in the Lord by asking what might appear to them a very reasonable question, "How is it that He eateth and drinketh with publicans and sinners?"

   (V. 17). The Lord disposes of this question with a simple illustration, 'They that are whole have no need of the physician, but they that are sick." He then applies the illustration, by saying, "I came not to call the righteous, but sinners." They insinuated that the Lord was associating with sinners; His reply is that He was "calling" sinners out of their things to follow Him. Grace to the sinner does not mean indifference to his sins.

   (V. 18). But the Pharisees grow more bold. They had sought to undermine confidence in the Lord by going to the disciples with questions about the Lord; now they will seek to find fault with the disciples by raising questions with the Lord about the disciples. "Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but thy disciples fast not?"

   (Vv. 19, 22). Again the Lord uses an illustration to expose their folly. Would it be seemly to fast in the presence of the Bridegroom? In like manner would it be appropriate to fast in the presence of the One Who was dispensing blessing on every hand? The days were coming when Christ would be no longer present. Solemn consideration for these opposers of grace; then, indeed, fasting would be appropriate; not simply fasting from food, but from the pleasures of a world that has rejected Christ. As ever, the Lord does more than answer their question. He proves that their question exposes their utter incapacity to enter into the new ways of God in grace. The new character of grace displayed in life and walk and ways, could not be attached to the older order any more than a piece of new cloth could be attached to an old garment. Nor can the inner life, and power of this new life, be contained in the old vessels. New wine demands new vessels. The power and energy of the Holy Spirit cannot have anything to say to the flesh. The Lord was introducing that which was entirely new, set forth in figure by the "new cloth," the "new wine," and the "new bottles." When the new is brought in we cannot go back to the old. Alas! Christendom has attempted to do so by attaching the forms of Judaism to Christianity. The doctrines of grace have been acknowledged, while in practice the forms of the law have been adopted.

   (Vv. 23-29). In the incident that took place on the Sabbath, we see a further intimation that the whole system, represented by the Sabbath, was about to be set aside. In raising the question of the Sabbath, the Pharisees profess great zeal for the outward observance of a day, while wholly indifferent to the fact that the Lord of the Sabbath, and His disciples were left to hunger. They assumed to be glorifying God at the very moment when they were rejecting His witness. The Lord exposes their unreality by recalling the history of David and his companions, who in the day of their rejection were left to hunger. In these circumstances, when God's anointed was rejected, and hunted, and hungered, the shewbread ceases to have its value in His sight, and therefore no sin was committed though David and his companions acted contrary to the letter of the law in eating of the shewbread. So with the Sabbath: it was for the blessing of men, and not for increasing the sufferings of hungry men. Moreover, "The Son of Man is Lord also of the sabbath," and therefore above the Sabbath that He instituted.

   Thus in the course of the chapter we are permitted to see the righteousness that raises the question of sins; the grace that forgives sins and calls sinners, and the faith that obtains the blessing. Then we see the opposition that the natural heart, if left to itself, will ever raise against a ministry of righteousness and grace. Lastly, this position becomes the occasion of showing the change in the dispensation about to take place.

   (Mark 3) THE CHANGE OF DISPENSATION

   In the former chapters we have seen the perfect Servant, in His ministry of grace and power, dispensing blessing in the midst of the Jewish nation. We have also seen that, while this ministry brought to light the faith of a godly remnant, it also aroused the enmity of the leaders of the nation who dared to charge the Lord with being a blasphemer, of associating with sinners and breaking the sabbath.

   This opposition foreshadowed the great change of dispensation about to take place. The Jews, who reject their Messiah and commit the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost, will be set aside and grace will flow out to the Gentiles. The old order, under law in Judaism, will give place to the reign of grace under Christianity. This change of dispensation is indicated, in this fresh division of the Gospel, by a series of incidents that take place in the synagogue (1-6); by the sea (7-12); on the mountain (13-19); and in an house (19-35). Each place and scene has its special significance.

   (Vv. 1-6). The first incident tells us that the Lord "again entered into the synagogue," thus setting forth His presence in the midst of the Jewish nation — for the synagogue was the meeting place of those under law. What an arresting scene takes place in this synagogue at Capernaum! God's perfect Servant — the Lord of glory — is present with power to bless, and grace in His heart to use the power on behalf of the needy. Man is there in all his deep need, but powerless to help himself, for his hand is withered. The religious man is there with no sense of his need, no realisation of the glory of the Lord, and indifferent to the need of others.

   Of these Pharisees, we read that "they watched Him," not to learn of His ways and the grace of His heart, but in the hope that He would do good "on the sabbath day" in the healing of a poor needy man that was present, and thus give them occasion to bring a charge against the Lord of working on the sabbath. What a witness to the perfection of Christ, that His enemies do not expect any evil from Him, but can count upon His doing good! And in our day, and measure, do not the men of the world bear unconscious witness to the truth of Christianity, inasmuch as they expect Christians to do good and act in a way different to themselves. If Christianity is all false, why should unbelievers expect the Christians to act in a better way than themselves?

   If the Lord was not the Son of God and the Servant of Jehovah, why should these Jews expect Him to heal this man? They unconsciously bear witness to the grace of His heart and the hardness of their own hearts. Seeing that the Lord knew what was in their hearts and that they were seeking an occasion against Him, we might judge it would have been prudent to refrain from healing the man in public, and thus deprive these wicked men of the opportunity that they sought. But the Lord was here to manifest the grace of God and so proceeds to act with the utmost publicity. He tells the man to "stand forth" before them all. By His question the Lord gives these men an opportunity to state their difficulties as to healing on the sabbath day. But we read, "They held their peace." This silence was not that lowly grace that marked the Lord when, in the presence of insults, He answered never a word. It was the silence of mere policy and, more eloquently than words, exposed the impotent hatred of their hearts. The Lord looked upon them with righteous anger. But behind the anger there was distress. He was grieved for the hardness of their hearts that was wholly indifferent to the need of the man, perfectly helpless to meet that need, and bitterly opposed to the One who had both the grace and the power to bless. In result, the men that would not allow the Lord to do good on the sabbath, were perfectly prepared to do evil. Already they had watched to accuse Him; now they take counsel to destroy the Blesser.

   (Vv. 7-12). The malice of the Jew cannot stay the grace of the Lord, or check His unwearied service of love. It does, indeed, divert that service into other channels, and become the occasion of grace reaching a wider circle. This change in the ways of God is suggested by the Lord withdrawing from the synagogue — the Jewish centre — and taking His place by the sea, so often used in Scripture as a figure of the nations. The rejection of Christ by the Jew opens the door for the blessing of the Gentile.

   Further, in this new position, we have an indication of the new principles which mark the day of grace. The Jews in the synagogue were governed by sight — "they watched Him"; their hearts were hardened to their own need, and filled with enmity to the One who alone could meet their need. In contrast, by the sea side, "a great multitude," including Gentiles, were attracted to the Lord "when they had heard what great things He did." Faith cometh by hearing and is the outcome of a sense of need. For, if they were drawn to Christ by His grace, they were driven to Him by their need. "As many as had plagues" came. Solomon, in his prayer, speaks of every man knowing "the plague of his own heart," and points the only way of relief in spreading it out before God (1 Kings 8: 38). A plague in the heart is something known only to the individual, that comes in to mar his joy. Some question between the soul and God that is unsettled; it may be some secret sin unconfessed. Faith, realising the grace that is in the heart of Christ, can spread the plague out before Him, and find deliverance from every evil influence.

   (Vv. 13-19). Again the scene changes from the sea to the mountain. The Lord had been with the Jews in their synagogue to find only the withered hand, the hard heart, and deadly enmity. He had been by the sea side the centre of attraction for needy souls, drawn from Jews and Gentiles. Now we are lifted above man's world to learn on the mountain something of the new ways of God. In the sovereign choice of the Twelve we see the foundation laid for the new order of blessing about to be introduced. The Church is called out from Jews and Gentiles, and is "built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief corner stone." (Eph. 2: 20). When at last we have a description of the Church in glory, we find in the foundation of the city the names of the Twelve Apostles of the Lamb. (Rev. 21: 14).

   This new work does not flow from the responsibility of man. It is wholly of God. The Lord, having separated Himself from man and his world, according to His own sovereign choice "calleth unto Him whom He would". He calls them, He ordains them, He sends them forth, and He gives them power. But above all, they are chosen that "they should be with Him." The nearest and dearest object of His heart is to have His people with Himself. Here, however, it is specially in view of service, for which the only true preparation is the company of the Lord. So the Lord could say in an earlier scene, "Come ye after me, and I will make you to become fishers of men." (and again, at a later day, "if any man serve me, let him follow me" (John 12: 26)). To reach Christ we must be separate from the world, even as He is, set forth by following Him into the mountain. There, from His company, in the separate place, they are sent forth to preach the glad tidings. This was something entirely new. In the Jewish system there was, indeed, the reading and expounding of the law in their synagogues, but there was no preaching. This new thing was to be introduced with the power to heal diseases, and cast out demons. Christ, not only does miracles Himself, but, He can give others the power to perform them.

   (Vv. 19-21). Associating the disciples with Himself, the Lord now enters into an house. Connected with the house we have the relations of the Lord according to the flesh. If in the mountain we see the foundation laid for that which is entirely new, in the house we learn that the Lord no longer owns any connection with Israel after the flesh. His relatives felt the reproach of being connected with One who was condemned by their leaders, and whose teaching and practice condemned the world. Not being prepared for the reproach of Christ, they would seek to restrain Him, for they said, "He is out of His mind." They probably admitted all the hard things that their leaders said about Him, but they said, "He is beside himself," and should be put under restraint.

   (V. 22). The scribes from Jerusalem, who by reason of their official position and intellectual superiority, had power and influence with the people, will not accept the plea of madness. They knew it was not the diseased mind of a madman, concentrating all his energy on one aim, but a very real power that cast out demons. They knew it was a power above that of man. They would not own it was of God, and hence they were compelled to impute His power to the devil — the only other power.

   (Vv. 23-30). This terrible charge seals their doom. And yet with what perfect calm and grace the Lord meets this wickedness. In the mountain the Lord had just called unto Himself the Twelve, to associate them with Himself in blessing. Now He calls His enemies unto Him to pronounce their doom. Solemn thought! The One who calls in grace, will call in judgment. The Lord shows that their charge was, not only ignorant folly, but deliberate blasphemy against the Holy Ghost. Here was One who was stronger than the strong man, who was taking his goods from him, showing, indeed, that He had bound the strong man. All this power was exercised by the Lord Jesus in the power of the Holy Ghost (cf. Acts 10: 38). Hence to ascribe His power to the devil was to call the Holy Ghost a demon. This was a sin that could not be pardoned. It was the end of all hope for Israel on the ground of responsibility. This, then, is the solemn climax to all the Lord's gracious service in this world. "Man can see nothing in the activity of divine goodness but madness and the work of the devil." (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 31-35). The solemn scene that follows is the terrible result for the Jewish nation. All relationship with Israel after the flesh is renounced. Every link with the nation is broken. At the same time the Lord distinguishes a remnant who are in relationship with Himself, not by reason of their natural connection with Israel, but by faith in His word (see John 6: 39, 40).

   (Mark 4) FRUIT FOR GOD AND LIGHT FOR MAN

   In the fourth chapter of Mark we have four parables, and the incident of the storm on the lake, giving a complete picture of the Lord's service on earth at His first coming, with the result of that service when left to the responsibility of men during the time of His absence.

   (Vv. 1-20). The rejection of Christ by the Jewish leaders, and the consequent breaking of all links with Israel according to the flesh, on the part of Christ, as set forth in Mark 3, gives occasion to reveal the true character of the Lord's service. Up to this moment, in His ministry of grace, it might appear that He was seeking fruit from Israel; it now becomes manifest, by the parable of the Sower, that, actually, He was doing a work to produce fruit. His ministry was, indeed, a test for Israel proving that there is no fruit for God from fallen man, as such. If there is to be any fruit it can only be through God's own work in the souls of men set forth in figure by the sowing of the seed.

   Moreover, if a work of God is necessary, it cannot be confined to one nation. It proves that the Jew is as needy as the Gentile, and that both alike are helpless to secure their own blessing. Thus the Lord's service Of grace has in view all the world. This truth may be indicated by the fact that the Lord "began again to teach by the sea side."

   In the strict interpretation of the parable we must all recognise that the Lord is the Sower, and the seed is the word of God. Therefore the Sower was perfect, the sowing was faultless, and the seed good. Nevertheless, owing to the character of the soil, in three cases out of four no lasting result is produced. The parable indicates that when the gospel is preached, it may be listened to by four different characters of hearers. To use the language of the parable, there are "way side" hearers; "stony ground" hearers; some likened to "thorny ground," and, lastly, some "good ground" hearers.

   The "way side" hearers are those who hear without the conscience being reached. It is like seed that falls on the hard road, but does not penetrate beneath the surface. The birds of the air can easily devour such seed, and Satan can take away that which is of only passing interest to the mind without touching the conscience.

   The seed that falls on stony ground springs up and makes a certain amount of show, but before the heat of the sun it fades away because there is no depth of earth. The Lord explains that this represents those who, when they have heard the word, immediately receive it with gladness, but there is no work of God in their souls. It is not a good sign when a soul, without previous exercise, receives the word with joy. If God is working with a soul, He deals with the conscience, awakening a sense of sins and guilt. Thus the first effect of the word is not joy but trouble. This leads to self-judgment and repentance towards God. Following upon self-judgment the darkness passes and the light of God penetrates the dark heart producing exercise which is met by the love of God inspiring confidence, when the light has done its work.

   The third case is that of one who hears the good news, but the word is choked and produces no lasting result. In each case the Lord is speaking of those who have heard the word, not of those who have never heard the gospel. Hearing the word would denote some kind of profession that would lead to the hope that there is true conversion until proved to be otherwise. The thorny ground hearers represent those who are so overwhelmed by anxiety as to present things, or so active in the pursuit of worldly things, that their profession fades away. The lust of other things chokes the one thing needful. The poor may be crushed by cares; the rich by the deceitfulness of riches. How solemn for the soul to be ruined by cares or lost by riches! What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?

   The last case is the good ground hearer. Good ground is always prepared ground. The conscience has been reached, and as a result fruit is produced, but, even so, it is in different degrees, some thirty, some sixty, and some an hundredfold. The things which are fatal to the unbeliever may grievously hinder the fruitfulness of the true believer.

   (V. 21). In the second parable we learn that the one who has received the good seed of the word into the heart is fitted, and responsible, to be a witness before men. That which is fruit for God becomes light to man. The shining of the light is not a question of gift, nor the exercise of gift in preaching and teaching, but rather the new life expressing something of Christ as being like Christ, "blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation among whom ye shine as lights in the world" (Phil. 2: 15).

   The Lord warns us that, as there are hindrances to the seed becoming effectual, so, when the word has truly wrought in the heart, there may be hindrances to the light shining out to others. Even as the seed may be choked by the cares of this world, or the deceitfulness of riches, so the light may be dimmed, on the one hand, by our lives being absorbed in the business of life, represented by the bushel; or, on the other hand, by seeking to take our ease, as set forth by the bed. The Christian is viewed not as the light, but as the light-holder. Christ is the light, the Christian is the candlestick, or light-bearer.

   (V. 22). How far we have been faithful, or unfaithful, in bearing witness for Christ, will at last be made manifest. The secret for shining for Christ is having Christ in the heart. "Unless the heart be full of Christ, the truth will not be manifested: if the heart be full of other things, of itself, Christ cannot be manifested" (J.N.D.).

   (V. 23). How then are our hearts to be filled with Christ? The Lord's exhortation indicates that if we are to enlighten others we must first hear for ourselves, "If any man have ears to hear, let him hear." The Lord Himself, can say through the prophet, "The Lord, Jehovah, hath given me the tongue of the instructed, that I should know how to succour by a word him that is weary. He wakeneth morning by morning, He wakeneth mine ear to hear as the instructed." (Isa. 50: 4 N. Tr.). If we are to have the tongue of the instructed, we must first have the ear of the learner. If we are to know how to succour by a word him that is weary, we must first hear the word of One who is never weary. Like Mary of old, we must sit at His feet, to hear His word, before we can witness to others.

   (Vv. 24, 25). Moreover, in witnessing to others we ourselves shall be blessed, for the Lord can say, "With what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you." The more we give to others, the more will be given to us. If the light we have is allowed to shine, we shall get more light. One has truly said that Heaven's law is 'Scattering for increase'. But let us also remember that if we do not use the light we have we shall lose it. It is not life, but light, that we lose.

   (Vv. 26-29). The Lord uses a third parable to show that the time in which the believer's testimony is rendered, is during His absence. The Kingdom of God was about to take the form in which the King would be absent. It is as if a man, having cast the seed into the ground, does nothing further until the time of the harvest. The Lord had personally sown the seed at His first coming, and at the end of the age will personally return when the judgment of this world is ripe. Between His first and second coming the Lord is at the right hand of God, and though ever working in grace, on behalf of His people, He does not publicly and directly interfere in the affairs of this world. The seed, however, that the Lord has sown grows and brings forth fruit.

   (Vv. 30-34). The last parable sets forth the result of the seed-sowing when left to the responsibility of man. Christianity, which in its beginning was very small in man's sight, even like a "grain of mustard seed," becomes in the hands of man a great power on the earth. But in its greatness, it becomes a shelter for evil. "The fowls of the air lodge under the shelter of it." That which at the beginning gathered souls out of this world around the Lord, in the end becomes a vast system which shelters every evil thing.

   (Vv. 35-41). The incident of the storm on the lake, presents a picture that completes the teaching of the chapter. We have seen the Lord sowing the good seed, and then learnt that those in whose hearts the seed has become effectual, are left in this world to be a light for Christ. By the third parable we have been instructed that this witness would take place during the absence of Christ. In the last parable we learn that, during His absence, there would grow up a vast religious profession that would become a shelter for evil. Now we learn that, in such a world, the Lord's true people will meet with trials, but that the Lord Jesus, though absent to sight, is present to faith, and is supreme over all the storms His people have to meet.

   The touching scene is opened with the Lord's words, "Let us pass over unto the other side." His last words to Peter, ere He left this world were, "Follow thou Me." Attracted to Himself by our need, and drawn by His grace, we follow Him in a path that leads to "the other side" — far into those depths of glory where He has gone. If, however, we are in company with Him, we may expect conflict, for the devil is ever opposed to Christ. Thus, in the picture, we read, "there arose a great storm of wind." Nevertheless, Jesus was with them, but He was "asleep on a pillow." As in the parable, having sown the seed, He was as one that slept (verse 27), so actually in the storm He was asleep, and thus apparently indifferent to the trials of His people. Such circumstances become a very real test to our faith, and, like the disciples, we may even begin to question whether, after all, He cares for us. But if such circumstances are allowed to prove our faith, they also become the occasion of manifesting His supremacy over all the trials we have to meet. As of old, He "arose and rebuked the wind, and said unto the sea, Peace, be still," so today, in His own time and way, He can still every storm and bring us into "a great calm". In the spirit of this striking picture, the apostle can write to the Thessalonian believers saying, "Now the Lord of peace Himself give you peace always by all means. The Lord be with you all" (2 Thess. 3: 16). Faith realises that whatever storms we may have to meet, the Lord is with us to give peace at all times and in all circumstances. Occupied with "a great storm of wind and the waves" that beat into our little ship, we may forget Christ and selfishly think only of ourselves, and then say, like the disciples, "We perish." But will any storm that the devil can raise ever frustrate the counsels of God for Christ and His people? Not one of His sheep will ever perish; all will be brought home at last. The trouble with the disciples, as too often with ourselves, is that we have but a feeble sense of the glory of the Person that is with us. They but little realised that the Man that was with them was also the Son of God.

   (Mark 5) THE INDIVIDUAL BLESSING OF SOULS

   We have seen the perfect Servant sowing the good seed. Now we are permitted to see another form of His service — the dealing with individual souls. In this gracious service we see, not only the spiritual blessing of souls but also divine power overcoming the devil, disease, and death. It thus becomes clear that, in the Person of the Lord, God was present with grace and power to deliver man from the effects of sin; but, even so, man finds the presence of God intolerable.

   (Vv. 1-5). In the story of the demoniac we have first brought vividly before us the utter misery of the man under the power of Satan. We see a man "who had his dwelling among the tombs." Where men dwell, there they die, and hard by their dwellings will ever be found a burying place with its tombs, ever reminding us that this world is under the shadow of death. All Satan's power is put forth to drive men into death. "The thief cometh not but for to steal, and to kill and to destroy" (John 10: 10). He would rob us of every spiritual blessing, kill the body, and destroy the soul.

   Secondly, the story shows the utter helplessness of man to deliver himself, or others, from the power of Satan. All the efforts to restrain the violence of this poor man, or to tame him were in vain. So today every attempt to restrain evil or reform the flesh entirely fails to deliver the world from its violence and corruption, from the power of Satan, or to change the flesh.

   (Vv. 6-13). Thirdly, we learn that though we are ruined and helpless, yet, in the Person of Christ there is One with power and grace to deliver us from all the power of Satan. The poor man is so entirely identified with the unclean spirit that his body is the dwelling place and instrument of the demon, who acts and speaks through the man. But demons have to bow in the presence of One that they know is the Son of God with all power to consign them to their just doom. Men may be ignorant of the glory and authority of Christ, but not so demons. Seeing that at the word of Christ they must come out of the man, they ask that they may be sent into swine. Apparently evil spirits require some natural body through which to act. Having obtained leave, they enter the swine with the result that the destructive malice of the demons is at once seen for in their case there was no restraint that the demons could not at once overcome. Thus the whole herd immediately rushes to destruction.

   (Vv. 14-17). Fourthly we learn from this solemn incident that if the power of Satan is terrible to man, the presence of God is intolerable, even when present in power and grace to deliver man. One has said man is "more afraid of Jesus and His grace than of the devil and his works." The men of the city, coming out "to see what it was that was done" are at once faced with the evidence of the grace and power of Jesus. The man who had long been a trial to the country, they find "sitting, and clothed, and in his right mind." Beautiful picture of a truly converted soul, delivered from the terrible power of Satan, and brought to rest at the feet of Jesus; no longer naked and exposed to judgment, but clothed, cleared from every charge, justified before God, Christ his righteousness, and in his right mind — reconciled, with all the enmity against God withered up.

   Then we read, "They were afraid." What a comment upon the men of this world! They see the evidence that God had drawn very near, and they were afraid. Guilty man is ever afraid of God. Adam, fallen, was afraid; Israel, at Sinai, were afraid, and the men of Gadara were afraid. It matters not how God comes, whether as a visitor in the Garden of Eden, in majesty at Sinai, or in grace as at Gadara, the presence of God is insupportable to guilty man. Men prefer the demons, the demoniac, and the swine, rather than the Son of God even though He be present in power and grace to deliver man. So we read "They began to pray Him to depart out of their coasts". Their prayer was answered — He departed.

   (Vv. 18-20). Lastly, we see, in striking contrast to the men of this world, that the man that has been so richly blessed desires to be with Jesus. In due time his desire will have a glorious answer, for we know that Christ had died for believers that "we should live together with Him," and very soon we shall be for ever with the Lord. In the meantime we have the privilege of being for Him in a scene from which He has been rejected. Thus the Lord can say to the man, "Go home to thy friends, and tell them how great things the Lord hath done for thee, and hath had compassion on thee. And what was the result? "All men did marvel." The more we realise our utter ruin under the power of Satan and what Christ has done for us, and the compassion shown toward us, the more we may marvel.

   (Vv. 21-23). Underlying the incidents of this chapter there is surely dispensational teaching setting forth the ways of God with Israel and the nations. From the herd driven into the sea, are we not intended to learn that, as the result of the rejection of their Messiah, the Jews were about to be scattered among the sea of nations? In the incident that follows the dying child, do we not see a picture of the condition of the nation morally when the Lord was present? But even as in the end of the story the Lord raised the child from death, so, when He returns to earth He will revive the nation. In the meantime we learn, from the story of the woman, that wherever there are individuals that have faith in Christ they will obtain the blessing.

   (V. 24). In the case of the woman the Lord distinguishes between true faith and mere outward profession. Seeing that "much people followed Him and thronged Him," it might appear that the Lord was surrounded by a number of believing followers. Even so today it might seem as we see religious buildings crowded with professed worshippers of Christ, as we hear the Name of Christ taken upon the lips of men and women of the world in hymns and prayers, and as we hear the Name of Christ attached to the works of men, that there are a vast host of believers in Christ. Indeed, men do so judge, for they speak of themselves as Christians, call their lands Christian countries, and speak of their governments as Christian governments. But does this imply that all are true believers in the Lord Jesus? That all have personal faith in Christ? Alas, no! There is still the great throng of outward profession; and still the Lord distinguishes those who have personal faith in Himself, for we read, "The Lord knoweth them that are His." The crowd may have been sincere, for they saw the miracles and enjoyed the benefits that they received from Christ, but with no sense of their need of Christ they had no personal faith in Christ. Even so today, people may be quite sincere when they adopt, as they say, the Christian religion. But this outward profession of Christianity — this joining the throng to follow Jesus — will not save the soul, will not settle the question of sins, and death and judgment: will not break the power of sin, or deliver from the corruptions of the flesh and the world and the fear of death.

   (V. 25). For true blessing there must be personal faith in the Lord Jesus. In the case of the woman we have this personal touch of faith very blessedly illustrated. First we see that where there is faith there will always be some sense of need of a personal Saviour. The sense of need may vary greatly in different cases, but it will be there.

   (V.26). Secondly, not only was she conscious of her need, but she realised the utter hopelessness of her case as far as her own efforts, and the skill of man, were concerned. She had suffered many things of many physicians and had spent all in vain attempts to meet her need.

   (Vv. 27-29). Thirdly, faith is not only conscious of need, and our own helplessness to meet the need, but perceives something of the excellency of the Person of Jesus — sees, indeed, that in Him there is grace and power to meet the need. Moreover faith makes a person humble. The needy soul is ready to take the lowly place and to say, like the woman, "If I may but touch the hem of His garment, I shall be whole." We have not to do some great thing to secure the blessing, that would only pander to our pride, but we are made willing to be nothing and to give Christ all the glory. The virtue is in Christ, not in the faith; the touch of faith secures the blessing by putting us in touch with the One in Whom is all the merit.

   (Vv. 30-34). Then we see that the Lord delights to encourage faith. He is not content that the one who has received the blessing should go quietly away. He brings the believer into His own presence there to tell him all the truth. He delights that we should have everything out with Him —  that there should be no distance or reserve between Himself and His own.

   Lastly, we see the result of getting into the presence of the Lord and having all out with Him. Like the woman we can then go on our way, not trusting in our feelings or in some experience, however real, but with the assurance of His own word. Thus the woman learns from His own lips that she was healed, for He can say, "Thy faith hath made thee whole."

   (Vv. 35-43). While the Lord is dealing with the case of the woman, there comes one from the house of the ruler, saying, "Thy daughter is dead: why troublest thou the Master any further?" This person little knew either the power of His hand or the tender love of His heart. However deep our sorrows, however great our trials, we need not fear to "trouble" the Lord with our burdens. He was here to share our griefs and bear our trials. Entering into the feelings of the poor father, the Lord drops a word of comfort into his heart — "Be not afraid, only believe." As far as man was concerned the case was manifestly hopeless, the child was dead. But the case was not beyond the reach of Christ. Having dealt with unbelief and put out those who laughed Him to scorn He raised the child and cared for her needs.

   (Mark 6) THE SERVICE OF CHRIST WHEN REJECTED

   The great truths that come before us in chapter six are connected with incidents that take place in the country, the king's court, the desert place, the mountain and the stormy sea. In the first two incidents we learn the low moral condition of the world that rejects Christ: in the last three, we discover the fulness of the resources in Christ for those who follow Him apart from the course of this world.

   (Vv. 1-6). In the first scene we see the Lord in His lowly service of love associating with the humble folk of "His own country," "His own kin," and "His own house". He comes into their midst with divine wisdom, and divine power, ministering the truth among the poor of the land, and healing some sick folk; but in no wise does He pander to the vanity of human nature that loves pomp and display, and rejects men because of their humble origin. The Lord's ministry of grace makes manifest this low moral condition of the people. They are indeed astounded at His teaching and His wisdom, and cannot but admit His "mighty works," but "they were offended at Him." The flesh is ever the same, so that in our day are we not in danger, at times, even as Christians, of hindering the work of God by the pride and vanity of the flesh that slights the ministry of a servant of God because of his humble origin; or, as servants, we may fail by seeking to obtain a hearing on the ground of wealth or social position. With the Lord all was perfect; the failure was on the part of the people. These simple country folk belittled the wisdom of the Lord's teaching, and the might of His works by saying, "Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary?" And they said, "His brothers and sisters are with us." They failed to discern the glory of His Person and the grace of His heart, that though He was rich yet for our sakes He had become poor that we through His poverty might be made rich. Thus the Creator had become the Carpenter, and the Son of God the Son of Mary. The Lord reminds those that reject Him, because of His humiliation, that "A prophet is not without honour, but in his own country, and amongst his own kin, and in his own house." This does not imply that the Lord was rejected in His own country, as we might be, because of known weakness or failure, but that familiarity with Him in the affairs of this life are used to discount His divine mission from God.

   The result is He could there do no mighty work because of their unbelief. It is a solemn consideration how much, in our day, unbelief may hinder the work of God. If faith, as in the case of the sick woman of the last chapter, draws forth the blessing, it is equally true that unbelief hinders its outflow. Nevertheless, His grace, rising above our pride and unbelief, healed some "sick folk" even though the blessing is limited to "a few". "He marvelled because of their unbelief." Alas! do we not at times give Him occasion to marvel at our unbelief? Nevertheless He pursued His way, teaching in the villages round about, unwearied in His service in spite of pride and unbelief.

   (Vv. 7-13). The rejection of His service may hinder any performance of a mighty work in His own country, but it cannot stay the grace of His heart. Thus the Lord sends forth the twelve as a fresh witness to His presence in grace and power for the blessing of men. A striking witness is borne to His glory as a Divine Person by the fact that He "gave them power over unclean spirits." Anyone can exercise power and perform miracles if the power is given to them — but, who but God can give the power? Further the manner in which they went forth was, in itself, a witness to the presence of the Lord of all. They were to go forth taking nothing for their journey. They were to rest in the providing care and protection of the Lord present on earth, who would so dispose of the hearts of men, and govern circumstances, that they would lack nothing.

   Their mission was not to degenerate into a social round of visits. They were on the service of the Lord, and therefore were to abide in the same house in any particular place. The substance of their preaching was repentance, for the presence of the King, and the good news of the Kingdom, had been proclaimed, with the result that the leaders had rejected Christ because of the greatness of His claims, while the people had refused Him because of the lowliness of His position. The leaders accused Him of doing His mighty works by the power of the devil; the people aid He is only a carpenter. The nation is called to repent of this wickedness. Moreover, it was a final testimony for judgment was to be pronounced upon those that rejected this mission.

   (Vv. 14-29). The result of this mission, accompanied by signs of power, was that "His name was spread abroad." Would that all servants so ministered Christ that they left behind them a savour of Christ, and the sense of the preciousness of His Name. Alas! too often the preacher may be so advertised, and so many methods adopted that appeal to the natural man, that the preacher's name becomes spread abroad rather than the Name of Jesus 

   Nevertheless, however widely the fame of Jesus may be proclaimed, unless there is a work of God in the soul, it only leads to speculation, as in that day, when some said that it was John the Baptist risen from the dead, others that it was a prophet. But the speculations of the human mind never reach the truth as to the Person of Christ. However, the fame of Christ reaches the court circle. Already we have seen the utter lack of all spiritual discernment in the lower classes, now we are to learn the low moral condition of the higher circles. With king Herod, the report of Christ does more than lead to speculation, it awakens an uneasy conscience. This leads to the story of his sin. He had formed a guilty marriage with his brother's wife and had been rebuked for his sin by John the Baptist. This rebuke had aroused the enmity of Herodias the guilty adulteress. She would have killed John but could find no way to do so, or Herod feared John knowing that he was a just man and a holy. Herod, though an unprincipled man, could appreciate goodness in others, and indeed listened to John and did many things by his counsel. However, Herodias waits her time, and a court revel gave her the opportunity she sought. The king, pleased by a dance, makes a rash promise, and rather than break his promise has John killed. It has been well said, "The devil's promises are better broken than kept."

   The rejection and murder of the Forerunner is a solemn indication that, in due time, Herod will take his part in the rejection and crucifixion of Christ.

   (Vv. 30-44). The apostles, having fulfilled their mission, gathered themselves unto Jesus." Having been sent forth by the Lord, they now return to Him. How good for every servant, when any little service has been accomplished, to get back to the Lord and tell Him all things that they have done and taught. Too often we are inclined to tell others, though at times it may be right to encourage the Lord's people by telling them of His work. There is, however, this great difference, if we gather the assembly of God's people together, as was the case with Paul and Barnabas at Antioch, it should be to rehearse "all that God had done, and how He had opened the door" (Acts 14: 27). But when, after service, we gather together unto Jesus, it is to tell Him what we have done and taught. How good for our souls to pass in review our acts and words in the presence of One, Who will never flatter, and before Whom we cannot boast, and from Whom nothing can be hid; there to learn, it may be, our weaknesses and defects. Alas! we may be full of ourselves and our service; but, in the Lord's presence we can speak freely of all that possesses the thoughts and burdens the mind, and thus have our spirits calmed so that we may think soberly of ourselves, or forget ourselves and our service to be occupied with Himself. We have no record of any comment on their service, but we learn the Lord's sympathy and care for His servants. They had spoken of their service, but He is concerned about them and the rest they need. Hence, He can say, "Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place and rest a while." The eternal rest remains, but here there is the "rest a while."

   It has been pointed out that there are three reasons for the disciples being led apart into the desert place. First, the Lord retired into the desert on account of the murder of His witness, a sure sign of His own rejection and crucifixion. This indicated that the dispensation was about to change, and so the Lord takes a place outside and apart from the guilty nation. This dispensational reason is prominent in Matthew 19: 13. Secondly, there is a reason for the Lord taking an outside place in connection with the service of His disciples. Very naturally this has a prominent place in the gospel of Mark. Their service had taken them into the world, and had created such a stir that "there were many coming and going." Under such circumstances the servant needs to be drawn apart from the restless spirit of the world to be with Himself, and rest a while. The third reason for this incident is presented in the gospel of Luke, where we learn that the disciples are drawn apart to be instructed of the Lord (Luke 9: 10, 18-27).

   In our day we, too, need to be withdrawn from the world to learn that we are not of it, even if sent into it on the Lord's service. Our blessings are heavenly not earthly. So, too, we need to be alone with the Lord to escape the spirit of the world, with all its restless activity, and never more so than when some little testimony for Christ has for the moment made some stir in the world. We also need to be in the privacy of the Lord's presence to learn His mind.

   At the Lord's word they depart into the desert place privately. However, "the people saw them departing," and, in their eagerness to reach Christ, "outwent them, and came together unto Him." It seemed then that, after all, they would be robbed of their rest. But the Lord, in His tender care for His own, and compassion for the people, came out from the place of retirement to meet the people. There might be rest for His disciples: there was no rest for Him. His compassion would not let Him rest; so we read, "He began to teach them many things."

   When the day was far spent the disciples came from their rest, and said to the Lord, "Send them away." It would seem as if the disciples looked upon them as intruders upon their rest and would fain be rid of them. But the Lord will not send them away hungry, for is it not written, "I will satisfy her poor with bread." No failure on the part of Israel can wither up the kindness and compassion of the heart of Jehovah. He will "teach them many things" for the blessing of their souls, and provide the loaves and fishes to meet the need of their bodies. He is the same today; in spite of all our weaknesses and many failures He cares for our souls and provides for our bodies. Moreover, in carrying out this work of love, He uses others. He can say to the disciples, "Give ye them to eat." But, as so often with ourselves, their faith was not able to use His power. They can only think of how much they would require, forgetting the vast resources they had in Christ. Having made manifest the utter inadequacy of their own resources, the Lord brings their little — the five loaves and the two fishes — into touch with heaven's plenty, with the result that five thousand men "did all eat and were filled."

   (Vv. 45, 46). The story unfolded in the following verses brings again before us the great fact that the Lord was about to leave His disciples in a world from which He was rejected. The Lord had just fed the multitude, His compassion being drawn out to them as sheep not having a Shepherd. Alas! not only were they without one to lead them into green pastures, and care for their souls, but when the Good Shepherd came into their midst they had no eyes to discern His glory and no heart to receive Him. So, the Lord having sent away the people, "departed into a mountain to pray." In picture the nation is dismissed, while He takes a new place on high to intercede for His own who are left to witness for Him in a world from which He has been rejected.

   (Vv. 47 - 52). The disciples find that not only are they bereft of the bodily presence of the Lord, but that they have to face the storms of life, and have to toil in rowing. Everything in this world is contrary to the Lord's people. But if the world is against us and the devil is opposed to us, the Lord on high is interceding for us. But if the Lord is absent, He is not indifferent to the storms and difficulties His people have to meet. "He saw them toiling," and He came to them. But He came in a way that set forth His superiority to all the circumstances they were in, for He came "walking on the water." The display of a power so far beyond that which is possible to man, filled the disciples with fear. "They were sore amazed in themselves beyond measure, and wondered." But the One whose power is greater than all the storms that men or the devil can raise, is the One Who is for us. He had been praying for them on the mountain, He had seen them toiling, and now He comes to them. Nevertheless, He tries their faith, even as believers are often tested in our day, for we read, He "would have passed them by." His power, His intercession, His loving care, are all at their disposal, but have they the faith to avail themselves of His fulness? In their trouble they cry out, "and immediately He talked with them," saying, "It is I; be not afraid." He may come to them in the glory of His power, above all storms, but He assures them that it is Himself — Jesus, their Saviour, Shepherd, Friend. The One that a little while before men had rejected as only a Carpenter, is now seen to be the Creator who can walk upon the sea, and Whom the winds and the waves obey.

   Alas! like ourselves too often, the disciples had not "considered" the greatness of His power and grace displayed on a former occasion. Occupied with themselves and their difficulties their hearts were hardened and little able to avail themselves of their resources in Christ.

   (Vv. 53-56). The chapter closes with a foretaste of the blessing of a future day when Christ will come again, and through a godly remnant of the Jews bring blessing to the earth. Then indeed the toil of the godly will be over, opposition will end, the storms will cease, and Christ will be received where once He was rejected.

   (Mark 7) MAN EXPOSED AND GOD REVEALED

   We have seen in chapter 6, the exposure and condemnation of the social and political world. In this chapter we have the condemnation of the formal religion of the flesh (1-13); the exposure of the heart of man (14-23); and the revelation of the heart of God (24-37).

   (Vv. 1-5). The chapter opens with the religious leaders of the nation coming to Jesus, not with any sense of their need or of His grace, but, alas! to oppose Christ by finding fault with His disciples because they ate bread with  unwashen hands. The religion of these men consisted in honouring the tradition of their ancestors, by the performance of certain outward forms and ceremonies which any one can do, and which make a reputation before men, but leave the heart far from God.

   (Vv. 6-13). In His reply to these men, the Lord exposes the emptiness of their religion that consists in mere outward forms. First, it leaves men mere hypocrites, as proved by Scripture, for Isaiah said of such, "This people honoureth me with their lips, but their heart is far from me." Hypocrisy is pretending to be what we are not. By their religious acts they professed great piety before men, and by their words they professed to reverence God; actually their hearts were far from God. (Isa. 29: 13: Ezek. 33: 31).

   Secondly, the Lord shows that such religion is "in vain". It may gain for its devotees a reputation for piety before men, but it is worthless in the sight of God.

   Thirdly, it sets aside the plain word of God in favour of the traditions of men. The Lord gives an example of this great evil. The word of God gives plain directions for the children to honour the parents; but they had a tradition by which they could profess to set aside their property for the use of God by saying "It is Corban," meaning a gift devoted to God, and therefore could not be used to help a needy parent. Thus, by their tradition, they set aside the word of God, evaded their responsibility to their needy relatives, and ministered to their own covetousness.

   It adds solemnity to this passage, if we remember that these Pharisees and Scribes from Jerusalem were the religious leaders of the remnant that had been delivered from Babylon. There was indeed, in the Lord's day, a little feeble remnant within this remnant, who feared the Lord, thought upon His Name, and looked for redemption in Israel, but alas! the mass had sunk into the terrible condition set forth by these leaders. They were no longer idolaters. Outwardly they were very pious before men, and with their lips they made a fair profession before God, but we learn that all this is possible and yet the heart be far from God, and the word of God be set aside by the traditions of men.

   (Vv. 14-16). Having exposed the hypocrisy of the outward religion of the flesh, the Lord, in the hearing of "all the people," shows that the source of defilement is not from without, but from within. The washing of hands and cups and pots, simply deals with defilement from without, but the source of moral defilement springs from the inward evil of the heart. This cuts at the root of all worldly religion of the flesh which simply deals with externals and leaves the heart untouched. God works from within and deals with the conscience and heart. The real source of defilement is not a man's environment but himself. It is true that man being such as he is — a fallen creature — if he goes into scenes of evil and temptation, his surroundings will stir up his lusts within. But even so the source of the evil is from within. An Angel can pass through Sodom and not be defiled, but not so Lot. There was no evil heart in the Angel to answer to sin; there was in Lot.

   (Vv. 17-23). Alone with His disciples the Lord enlarges upon this theme, and interprets His illustration. Moral evil has its root in the heart whatever form the evil may take, whether it be evil thinking, evil acts, such as adulteries, murder, thefts or deceit, evil looking, or evil speaking in blasphemy, pride and foolishness. "All these evils come from within, and defile the man."

   (Vv. 24-30). The evil of the heart of man being exposed, we nave in the story of the Syrophenician woman a blessed unfolding of the heart of God — a heart that, full of love, maintains the truth while dispensing grace to needy sinners. The Lord as He passed through this world that had rejected Him would fain be hid, thus revealing the lowly mind of Christ that led him to make Himself of no reputation. But such was His perfection — so great the contrast to all around — that He could not be hid. As one has said, "Goodness joined with power are too rare in the world to remain unnoticed" (J.N.D.)

   The woman was a Greek, that is a Gentile, but her deep need brought her to the Lord. She had faith in the power of Jesus, and in His grace to use the power on behalf of a Gentile dog. The Lord draws out her faith by saying, "Let the children first be filled: for it is not meet to take the children's bread and cast it unto the dogs". This was a great test for faith. She might have argued, "Then I am only a dog and have no claim upon the Lord; the blessing only belongs to the children." Her faith triumphs over this difficulty by admitting the truth as to herself and falling back upon the grace that is in His heart. She can say, as it were, "Yes, as far as I am concerned, it is true I cannot claim the place of a child. I am but a dog, but my whole trust is in what You are and not what I am. I see there is such grace in your heart that you would not deny a crumb to a dog." This is ever the way of faith to own the wretchedness, the vileness, and unworthiness of our hearts, and rest in the perfect grace of His heart. Faith lays hold of Christ and rests upon Who He is and what He has done.

   This was a faith that the Lord would not, and could not, deny. He could not say, "I am not so good as you suppose," or "My grace is not so great as you imagine." Blessed be His Name, His grace exceeds all our faith, and He delights to respond to the smallest faith. Thus faith in Christ secures the blessing, and He can say to the woman, "For this saying go thy way; the devil is gone out of thy daughter."

   (Vv. 31-37). In the closing scene the Lord is found again in Galilee, amongst the people of Israel. They bring to Him one that is deaf and with an impediment in his speech. The man fitly represents the condition to which sin had reduced the nation. Christ is in their midst with grace and power to meet their need, but sin has so blinded them that the nation, as a whole, cannot avail themselves of the healing virtue that is in Christ.

   Nevertheless their sin cannot change His heart of love. Hence He will not turn away a case of need. If He will not send away a Gentile woman, neither will He refuse an appeal on behalf of a needy Jew. But in dispensing grace, He will, in both cases, maintain truth. So we read, "He took him aside from the multitude." He is not indifferent to their rejection of Himself. If He works in their midst it is because of their need, and not because they are Jews. Sin has put Jew and Gentile on one common level, and grace can bless either on the ground of their need.

   In showing grace the Lord looked up to heaven and sighed. He ever acted in dependence upon the Father and in accord with the mind of heaven. His heart was sustained by heaven if it was broken by the sorrows of earth. We, too, as the sorrows of earth press upon our spirits may well sigh; but, too often, we sigh without looking up to heaven, and so become vast down and depressed. Looking around we sigh; but looking up we are sustained. Having healed the man He charges them that they should tell no man. He was here as the perfect Servant, so would not use His mighty power and grace to exalt Himself. His mind was to make Himself of no reputation. But He could not be hid. The people were beyond measure astonished and said, "He hath done all things well: He maketh both the deaf to hear, and the dumb to speak."

   (Mark 8) CHRIST IN THE OUTSIDE PLACE

   In the previous chapters, 6 and 7, we have seen that the presence of the Lord Jesus, in the midst of men, had made manifest the corruption and unbelief of the social, political, and religious world. Every overture of grace being rejected the Lord retires from the haunts of men and is found apart in "the desert place," alone on "a mountain," and "walking upon the sea." (Mark 6: 31, 46, 48).

   In chapter 8, the Lord identifies His own with Himself in this outside place, and exhorts them to follow Him (1, 10, 27, 34). Further we learn the fulness of the resources in Christ for those who follow Him in the path of separation. Their needs are met (1-9); opposers are silenced (10-13); spiritual vision is given to see all things clearly (14-26). Moreover while we are warned that to follow Christ through a world from which He is rejected, will entail suffering, reproach, and present loss, we are also encouraged by the prospect of the glory of the Kingdom to which the path of suffering leads. If we suffer with Him. we shall also reign with Him.

   (Vv. 1-9). The former miracle in which the Lord fed the five thousand, had a distinctly dispensational bearing, as it became a solemn witness that the One the nation rejected was their true Messiah. It is immediately followed by the Lord taking a place on the mountain as intercessor, while His disciples are left to face the opposition of the world — a picture, surely of Christ's present service on high on behalf of His people.

   This second miracle of feeding the multitude has a more distinctly moral significance as setting forth, not only the resources that are in the Lord to meet the needs of His people, but also the compassion of His heart that feels for those whose needs He meets. The disciples do not come to the Lord, as in the former miracle, calling His attention to the people's needs. Here everything proceeds from the Lord. He sees the need; He calls the disciples to Himself; He brings before them His compassion; He sets the people in rest, making them to sit down; He takes what is to hand, and giving thanks for it, distributes it to the people through the disciples, and thus satisfies their need.

   Let us remember that He is the same today. He knows our needs, and has the heart to love and the hand to nourish and cherish His people (Eph. 5: 23, 25, 29). Too often, like the disciples, we feel the need and the utter inadequacy of the little we have to meet it. If, however, like the Lord, we bring our little into touch with heaven and give thanks for it, should we not find that God can make it go a long way, and not only meet our need, but even have something in hand?

   (Vv. 10-13). On a previous occasion when the disciples entered a ship, the Lord went up into a mountain to intercede for them (Mark 6: 45-47). On this second occasion the Lord went "with His disciples," setting forth the further truth that, He is not only for us on high, but, with us to support us in the storms of life, and in meeting the opposition of the enemy. This opposition is ever directed against Christ: so we read that having come to land the Pharisees "began to dispute against Him" (N. Tr.). Already signs in abundance had been given- therefore to ask for a further sign only betrayed the enmity and unbelief of the flesh. The wickedness of man, however, became an occasion for revealing the perfection of the heart of Christ. Their malicious opposition aroused no angry resentment in the Lord, as too often some little opposition may do with ourselves. With Him it was met with feelings of sorrow and pity, for we read, "He sighed deeply in His spirit." He asks the searching question, "Why doth this generation seek after a sign?" Signs are of no avail, and proofs useless, to those who, moved by malice refuse to believe. Such seal their own doom, for we read that the Lord "left them and . . . departed to the other side." Solemn, indeed when men leave the Lord; but how far more terrible the condition of those from whom the Lord departs.

   (Vv. 14-21). Upon entering the ship the second time we learn that the disciples had forgotten to take bread, and what was more serious had forgotten the grace and power of the Lord that had met the needs of hungry multitudes. Occupied with their material needs they fail to understand the warning of the Lord against the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod. Though associated with Christ in a path apart from the corrupt world, they were, as with believers today, in danger of being leavened with the time-serving spirit of the political world which marked the Herodians, or the form of godliness without the power that marked the Pharisees.

   As so often with ourselves, the disciples reason about the Lord's words and miss their spiritual import by materialising them and seeking to reduce hem to the level of the human understanding. The Lord rebukes them for heir lack of spiritual perception, and short memory of His grace and power. He asks some searching question which we may well address to ourselves. "Why reason ye?" Why "perceive ye not yet, neither understand?" "Have ye your heart yet hardened?" "Do ye not remember?"

   Instead of facing facts, and listening to the truth, we, at times "reason"; and our natural reasoning obscures our spiritual understanding. Behind the darkness of nature there is, too often, the hardness of heart which comes from so quickly forgetting the grace and love of His heart — we do "not remember". These searching questions have a voice for all believers, for they were uttered, not to opposers, but, to true disciples.

   (Vv. 22-26). The case of the blind man clearly sets forth the difference between the nation and the disciples. The nation, as such, were in total blindness. The disciples, though true believers in the Lord, at that time lacked spiritual intelligence. They saw but dimly His Divine glory. They recognised and owned Him as the true Messiah, but their Jewish prejudices, and habits of thought hindered them from seeing fully His further glories as the Son of Man and Son of God. For this they needed to be wholly separated from the nation; and hence the significance of the Lord's act in leading the man out of the town, as before He had taken the deaf and dumb man aside from the multitude.

   At the first touch the man's sight was received, but he had not at once the skill to use the sight. He said, "I see men as trees walking." The disciples were in like condition spiritually. They were hindered from discerning the glory of the Lord by having an exalted sense of the greatness and importance of man. We need, not only the grace that gives sight, but the further grace to use the sight that we may see "every man clearly" — to see men as they really are, and to see ourselves in all our weakness, and above all to see Jesus in all His perfection.

   The Lord sends the man to his house. He was not to return to the town, nor tell it to any in the town. The time for testimony to the nation at large was over.

   (Vv. 27-33). The discourse of the Lord with His disciples that follows, shows, not only the unbelief of the natural man, but how little the true disciples discerned His true mission and glory. The great test question then, as now, is "Who do men say that I am?" All glory for God and blessing for man turns upon the Person of Christ. It becomes manifest that mere human intelligence will never arrive at the truth. The men of that day included many scholars with great intellectual abilities, nevertheless all their thoughts about Christ ended in speculation and uncertainty. Some said He was John the Baptist, others that He was Elias, others again that He was one of the prophets. None arrived at the truth. In contrast we see in Peter the result of simple faith in one that was an ignorant and unlearned man when measured against the intellectual leaders of this world. Faith does not speculate or reason, but with the utmost certainty arrives at the truth, for faith is the gift of God. Thus Peter can say, "Thou art the Christ."

   The Lord charged them that they should tell no man of Him. He had been rejected by the nation, so His position as the Messiah is for the time set aside and the Lord takes the wider title of Son of Man which leads to greater glories than earthly dominion in connection with Israel, for as Son of Man He will have universal dominion over all created things. But before He can take His place as Son of Man with all things put in subjection under Him, and exercise His grace towards all men, He must go into death, accomplish redemption and break the power of Satan, death and the grave. With the cross in view He began to teach His disciples that the Son of Man must suffer many things, be rejected and killed, and after three days rise again. Of this great truth the time had come to speak openly to the disciples, and no longer in parables.

   At once it becomes manifest that though the disciples had true faith in Christ, yet, like the man with the partially recovered sight they but dimly discerned the glory of the Lord as the Son of Man. Peter could not endure the thought that His Master and Lord should be despised and rejected of men, and so rebuked the Lord. Knowing the effect that Peter's words would have upon the disciples, the Lord, looking upon them, "Rebuked Peter, saying, Get thee behind me Satan: for thy mind is not on the things that be of God, but the things that be of men." (N. Tr.). How solemn that, as true believers, it is possible to make statements with the utmost sincerity which come from Satan. Peter may have thought he was only expressing a loving sentiment for His Master; actually he was doing the work of Satan by seeking to turn the Lord from the path of obedience to the Father's will, and casting a stumbling block in the way of the disciples. He was viewing all from a merely human standpoint. At the moment he saw men as trees walking.

   (Vv. 34-38). The Lord having called the people unto Him, with His disciples, leads their thoughts from "the things that be of men" by instructing them in the mind of God. If they would follow Him into the new world of blessing and glory that He was opening up as the Son of Man, they must be prepared for His position of suffering and rejection in this world. Here it is no question of expiatory suffering when forsaken by God, but of meeting the contradiction of sinners and suffering from the hands of men, in which, in some little measure, believers can share even to a martyr's death. To follow Christ in a world from which He has been rejected will mean that self must be denied, the present life let go, and the world refused. But whatever the path involves in this world, it leads to the day of glory when the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.

   Contemplating the Lord Jesus as presented in this chapter, we see Him in the outside place with His own, having a perfect knowledge of our needs, with a heart that feels for us in our needs, and a hand that provides or our needs. Moreover to follow Him will mean that we, not only walk where He walked — in the outside place, but that we walk as He walked. In our little measure we shall have hearts moved with compassion for the needs of others; we shall give thanks for God's mercies, and we shall meet the opposition of those who dispute against us, in no spirit of resentment, but with sorrow of heart. We, too, shall deny ourselves, accept the path of reproach, refusing the life here and the present evil world, while looking on to the glory of the world to come, even as He, for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of God (Heb. 12: 2, 3).

   (Mark 9) THE POWER OF THE WORLD TO COME

   As the disciples beheld the grace, and love, and power of the Lord Jesus in relieving men of their distresses, they saw, indeed, something of the blessedness of the Kingdom of God, but in circumstances of weakness, for the King was in their midst as a poor Man, despised and rejected of men, with not where to lay His head. In order to sustain their faith, and ours, in following a rejected Christ in His lowly path of suffering and reproach, the Lord passes before us a vision of the coming glory to show that the path of outward weakness will end in "the Kingdom of God come with power."  

   (Vv. 2, 3). To see this glorious vision, the Lord leads Peter, and James, and John into an "high mountain apart by themselves." And, if, as believers, we are "To look beyond the long dark night, And hail the coming day," we, too, shall need, in spirit, to be lifted above the turmoil of this poor world, to find ourselves alone with Jesus. In such moments, as with the disciples, our souls will, above all else, be engaged with the glory of His Person. Thus, in this vision, the disciples are first arrested by the glory of the Lord; "He was transfigured before them." In after years, Peter. writing of this great scene, can say, "We made known unto you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ." They say, not only His coming, but "the power" of His coming. They saw a sample of the mighty power that at His coming will change us into His likeness in the twinkling of an eye. In a moment He was "transfigured," and His garments of humiliation were changed into shining raiment "exceeding white as snow."

   (v. 4). Further we learn that in His reign of glory and power there will be associated with Him, not only the saints of the present period, represented by the three apostles, but also all believers who lived before the Lord came to earth, represented, in the vision, by Moses and Elias, the two outstanding witnesses to God in the times of the law and the prophets.

   (Vv. 5-8). These witnesses will be associated with Christ in His earthly glory; but, however great in their day, they must give place to Christ. His personal glory is maintained as the One who is supreme. From the nation He had received dishonour and shame. From ignorant but true disciples He receives little more than the honour and glory they would give to Moses and Elias, for Peter would put the Lord on the same level with these great servants. Later, when the Holy Spirit had come, Peter sees the true significance of this great scene, for, he says, the Lord Jesus "received from God the Father honour and glory, when there came such a voice to Him from the excellent glory, This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased." The honour that He received from the Father, and heaven — the excellent glory — is in contrast to what He received from man, the world, and even true disciples. In our day, are believers not in danger, at times, of falling into the snare of forgetting that, however outstanding the devotedness and spirituality of individual servants may be, the Lord is supreme? They may change and pass away; but of the Lord alone it can be said, "Thou remainest," and "Thou art the Same." Thus with the disciples, having heard the voice from heaven, saying, "This is my beloved Son: hear Him," "they saw no man any more, save Jesus only." Moreover, they saw that He was "with themselves." They had just seen two men "with Jesus" in glory: now they see Jesus "with themselves," in the path that leads to glory. Good, for us, to realise the glory of the Person of Jesus — the One that we shall be with in the glory, and that He is with us on the way to glory.

   (Vv. 9, 10). To make this possible the blessed Lord must die and rise again from among the dead. So, in a later day an apostle can write, "He died for us, that whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with Him" (1 Thess. 5: 10). At that time this great truth raised a difficulty in the minds of the disciples. They believed in a general resurrection at the last day (John 11: 24); but that any one should rise from among the dead leaving others in their graves for a later resurrection was something entirely foreign to their thoughts. This, however, is the fundamental truth of Christianity. The resurrection of Christ from among the dead is the everlasting proof of God's acceptance of His work, and that believers are accepted in Him, and will share in the first resurrection of the just. So we read, "Every man in his own order: Christ the firstfruits; afterward they that are Christ's at His coming." (1 Cor. 15: 23).

   Alas! as with ourselves, too often, when faced with difficulties, they kept the difficulty "with themselves, questioning one with another", instead of spreading their difficulty before the Lord.

   (Vv. 11-13). The disciples, however, have another difficulty about which they do speak to the Lord. The scribes said that Elias must first come, but apparently Elias had not preceded the Lord. The difficulty arose from the act that while they accepted the Scriptures that spoke of Christ coming in glory, they overlooked those that spoke of His coming to suffer as the Son of Man. The prophecy of Malachi stated that Elias would precede Christ's coming in glory. This prophecy will surely be fulfilled. Nevertheless, morally he had already come in the forerunner, John the Baptist, who Same in the spirit of Elias calling the people to repentance (see Matt. 11: 14).

   (Vv. 14-19). In the former chapter the Pharisees "dispute against" Christ (Mark 8: 11). Coming down from the Mount, the Lord finds the scribes 'disputing against" His disciples (N. Tr.). Later, the Lord reminds us that, "The servant is not greater than his Lord," and He adds, "If they have persecuted Me, they will also persecute you" (John 15: 20). Little wonder, if men dare to "dispute against" Christ, they are opposed to believers. With the Lord this opposition only drew out His perfection; but with us, too often, it exposes our weakness. So, in this scene, having caught a vision of the glory of the Lord on the top of the Mount, we find the misery of man, the power of Satan, and the weakness of the disciples at the foot of the Mount.

   When the Lord sent forth the Twelve, He "gave them power over unclean spirits," and for a time they used this power, for we read, "they cast out many devils" (Mark 6: 7, 13). Here, however, their faith failed. They could not cast out the dumb spirit. There was power present to work miracles, and overcome all the power of Satan, but man could not profit by it, and the disciples had no faith to use it.

   In the presence of this failure, the Lord has to say, "O faithless generation, how long shall I be with you? how long shall I suffer you?" — words that indicate the solemn import of the failure of the disciples. It meant that the testimony of God through the disciples had fallen to the ground, and, as a result, the dispensation would come to an end. "How long shall I be with you?" implies that a limit was set to the Lord's sojourn on earth. A needy generation, oppressed by the power of the devil would not drive the Lord away: on the contrary, it was the deep need of man, under the power of Satan, that brought the Lord Jesus into the world. "Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners." It is the "faithless generation," not the needy generation, that brings His mission of grace and power on the earth to an end. When there is no longer power to use the resources in Christ, His service on earth is finished.

   Has this not a voice for Christians, for again, is it not the failure of God's people, rather than the increasing wickedness of the world, that is bringing this day of grace to its close? That which professes to be a public witness for Christ on the earth in its last phase becomes so nauseous to Christ that He has to say, "I will spue thee out of my mouth."

   Nevertheless, the goodness of the Lord is not withered up by the opposition of man, or the failure of His own, for the Lord can add the comforting words, concerning the demon possessed man, "Bring him unto Me." As one has said, "Faith however small it be, is never left without an answer from the Lord. What a consolation! Whatever be the unbelief, not only of the world, but of Christians — if only one solitary person were left in the world who had faith in the goodness and power of the Lord Jesus he could not come to Him with a real need, and simple belief, without finding His heart ready and His power sufficient." As, in the presence of the failure of His own disciples, He could say on earth, "Bring him unto Me," so in the last solemn moments when the Lord is about to spue the professing church out of His mouth, He can say, "Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear My voice, and open the door, I will come into him, and will sup with him, and he with Me." However dark the day, however great our failure, Christ is the Same, and Christ remains. He still stands at the door, and is ready to bless "any man" that hears His voice and opens the door to Him. May it be our happy lot to respond to His voice, and say,

   O Lord and Saviour, we recline 

   On that eternal love of Thine,

   Thou art our rest, and Thou alone 

   Remainest when all else is gone.

   (Vv. 20-27). In response to the Lord's words, they brought the case of need "unto Him." But, as too often with ourselves, they come with feeble faith in the power of the Lord, for the poor father says, "If Thou canst do anything, have compassion on us, and help us." The Lord in His reply says, "The 'if thou couldest' is 'if thou couldest believe': all things are possible to him that believes" (N. Tr.). One has truly remarked on these words, "Power connects itself with faith; the difficulty is not in Christ's power, but in man's believing; all things were possible if he could believe. This is an important principle Christ's power never fails to accomplish all that is good for man; faith alas! may be wanting in us to profit by it." (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 28, 29). Alone with His disciples, in the house, we learn from the Lord the deeply important truth that the faith which uses the Lord in all our difficulties can alone be sustained by intimate communion with God, set forth by prayer, and abstinence from the things of the world, set forth by fasting. As with the disciples, so with ourselves, behind our lack of faith to use the power of the Lord there is a lack of communion in prayer with the Lord.

   (Vv. 30-32). The glory of the Kingdom had been revealed; the power and grace of the Lord to bring in the blessings of the Kingdom had been manifested, only to bring out the unbelief of the world, and the failure of His own to use the power in their midst. His departure was at hand, and the time for all public appeal to the nation, as a whole, had gone by. He will, indeed, dispense grace to individual need, but the reigning time had not yet come, so, as He went through the land, "He would not that any man should know it." The sin of man was about to rise to its height in killing the Son of Man. But this would become the occasion of manifesting the mighty power of Christ over sin, and Satan, and death, by rising from the dead. The Lord's words again manifest the weakness of the disciples. They not only lacked spiritual intelligence to understand the truth of the resurrection, but they "were afraid to ask Him." In the matter of the man with the evil spirit their faith was too weak to use the power of Christ; now their confidence is too small to use the wisdom in Christ. Alas! how often, like the disciples, when difficulties arise, we seek solution by discussing them "one with another" (Verse 10), instead of turning to Christ, our Head, with Whom is all wisdom.

   (Vv. 33, 34). Alone in the house with His own, the Lord, by a simple question, reaches the conscience of His disciples, and exposes the root of much of their weakness. By the way they had disputed among themselves, and the subject of the dispute was "who should be the greatest." Alas! since that day, how often the desire to be the greatest has been the real root of many a dispute among the people of God. Whatever the immediate question under discussion, underneath there has often been a great deal of self in the dispute; for self not only wants to be great, it wants to be "the greatest." If a believer wants to be the greatest, sooner or later it will lead to a dispute in which any little slip in a brother will be seized upon in the endeavour to belittle him in order to exalt self. The very thought of being great shows how little the disciples comprehended the truth of the Kingdom. They failed to see that the Kingdom is for the display of all that God is in love, righteousness, grace and power. So too, in our day, we may fall into the snare of using the assembly as a sphere in which to exalt ourselves. The Corinthians were doing so by means of gifts, and carnal methods: the Galatians were doing so by legality; and the Colossians were in danger of doing so by fleshly religion.

   If, however, believers can dispute among themselves, they have to hold their peace in the presence of the Lord. We may be sure that when believers start disputing among themselves, they are no longer consciously in His presence. 

   (V. 35). With infinite patience, the Lord instructs His disciples. In the presence of their heartlessness that sought their own greatness at the very moment when He had reminded them that He was about to be killed, He does not rise up with indignation and leave them, but "He sat down, and called the twelve" around Him, and gently instructs them in the path of true greatness. If any one desires to be first in the Kingdom, let them be last in the path that leads to glory — let them become the "servant of all." We might be prepared at times to serve some great person, or some devoted saint, and exalt ourselves by so doing; but are we prepared to be the "servant of all?" It has been truly said, that "Love is the most powerful of all things, and loves to minister, not to be ministered to," and again, "He who is smallest in his own eyes is the greatest" (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 36, 37). Having instructed the disciples in the path of true greatness, the Lord illustrates His instruction by placing a little child in their midst and showing how He, Himself, could stoop to taking a little child into His arms of love. The disciple who can receive one of such little children, in His Name, will be following the Lord in the path of true greatness. He will be stooping to the lowest in the Name of the Highest. So doing he will find himself in company with Christ, and to receive Christ is to receive the One that sent Him. Thus refusing self, and self-exaltation, we shall find ourselves in company with Divine Persons.

   (Vv. 38-41). We have seen the danger of exalting self; in the incident that follows we see another snare, the danger of exalting a company. John says, "Teacher, we saw one casting out demons in thy Name, and he followeth not us: and we forbade him, because he followeth not us." They themselves, though following with Christ, had just failed, through lack of prayer and fasting, to cast out a demon. Now they forbid one to do, what they had failed to do because he followed not with them. The Lord in his answer, shows that what is of value, above all else, in His sight, is the disciple's relation to Himself. It may be true that the man had not the faith to identify himself with the disciples who were following the Lord in the outside path; but, if he could do a miracle in Christ's Name it was evident he set value on that Name and would not speak lightly of it.

   So absolutely had the world rejected Christ that there would be none in that circle but opposers of Christ. If there are any not against Christ they must belong to those who are on His part, even if they lacked the faith to publicly identify themselves with Him. John had said they are not "with us," but, even so, the Lord can say they are "not against us." The disciples were making too much of this wretched "us" — the weak little company gathered round Christ — and too little of Christ — the glorious Person to Whom they were gathered. The Lord reminds them that His Name is everything. The smallest act, even to giving a cup of cold water to one that belongs to Christ, if done in His Name will not lose its reward.

   (Vv. 42-48). Warnings follow. Let us beware that in condemning others hat we are not putting a stumbling block in the path of one of Christ's little ones. Further, let us see to it that we deal faithfully with every evil tendency in ourselves, by refusing all that would lead into sin. This may entail the stern refusal of that which is most precious to the flesh — the land, the foot, and the eye, and every form of evil into which these members can lead us. Let us not forget that these evils are taking men on to the never ending judgment.

   (Vv. 49, 50). All will be put to the proof. The fire will try both saints and sinners, "Every one shall be salted with fire, and every sacrifice shall be salted with salt." The sinner that rejects Christ will pass into the fire that is not quenched: but the true saint will be tested by fire that will take the form of trials or even persecution. The apostle Peter tells us that our faith may be tried with fire, and warns us not to think it strange if we are passed through a "fiery trial" but rather to rejoice, inasmuch as if we partake of 'Christ's sufferings" we shall also share in "His glory" (1 Peter 1: 7; 1 Peter 4: 12, 13). The believer's life here is also viewed as a sacrifice, for we are to present our "bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God" (Rom. 12: 1). But the sacrifice is to be kept pure, "salted with salt." The Christian, if practically holy, becomes a witness in the midst of the world. Apart from holiness, his life is like salt that has lost its savour. We are to have salt in ourselves and walk in peace with others.

   In the course of the chapter we see, on the one hand, the perfections of Christ, and on the other, the exposure of what the flesh is even in true disciples — those who loved and followed the Lord. In the presence of the glory the disciples were "sore afraid" (6): in the presence of the power of Satan they lacked the faith to use the power that was at their disposal in Christ (18, 19): behind this lack of faith there was the neglect of prayer and fasting (29): being little in communion with God in prayer, when difficulties arose in their minds they discussed them one with another, but were afraid to ask Him (10, 32): out of touch with Christ, they disputed among themselves, each seeking to be the greatest, and condemned what another was doing in the name of Christ because he was not in their company (38).

   If, however, we see our own weakness in the disciples, we see the fulness of our resources in Christ. We see on top of the Mount the glory and power of the Kingdom, and that we shall be with Him in the glory. At the bottom of the Mount we see amidst all our weakness and difficulties He is with us our unfailing resource, the One to Whom we are invited to bring every trial and all our hard questions (19, 33): the One who is our teacher (31), to whose Name we gather (39), and who will reward the smallest act done in His Name (41).

   (Mark 10: 1-45) SUFFERING AND GLORY

   In this portion of the gospel three important principles are brought before us:- First, we learn that the Lord owns natural relationships as originally established by God, and creature goodness. Marriage is respected (2-12); children are recognised (13-16); and natural uprightness and amiability are acknowledged (17-22). Secondly, we see that the natural relationships that have been established and owned by God, have become corrupted by man. The marriage relationship has been marred by the hardness of man's heart (5); children are despised as of small account (13), and natural integrity and earthly possessions are used to separate the soul from God, and hinder men from entering into the Kingdom of God (22, 23). Thirdly, such being the failure of the natural man, those that follow Christ into the kingdom, must, in this present world, be prepared for suffering. However great the earthly riches, the one that follows Christ must take up the cross (21); face persecution (30), and be prepared to take a lowly place in this world, in view of the world to come (44). Of such a path, Christ, as the lowly Servant, is the perfect example (33, 34, 45).

   (Vv. 1-12). The relationship of marriage is introduced by the Pharisees coming to the Lord with the question, "Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife?" Evidently they had no real desire to learn the truth, for we read, they were "tempting Him." Apparently they hoped that by the Lord's answer they would be able either to accuse Him of ignoring what Moses said, or else sanctioning the loose customs that prevailed amongst the people. As usual, when men in their folly seek to tempt the Lord they themselves are thoroughly exposed.

   The Lord meets the question, "Is it lawful?" by appealing to the law. "What did Moses command you?" In their reply they sought to turn aside the Lord's question by speaking, not of what Moses commanded, but of what Moses allowed (N. Tr.). So doing they unwittingly exposed the hardness of their hearts. They neglected the positive commands of Moses, and speak only of special precepts instituted to meet their own hardness. The commands met God's heart for man; the precepts as to divorce were to meet their hearts.

   Having exposed the hardness of man's heart the Lord presents the truth of the marriage relationship according to the creation order established by God from the beginning. Thus the Lord puts His sanction upon the marriage tie, and enables the Christian to take up the relationship according to the order of creation and not according to the precepts of men.

   In the house the Lord further instructs His disciples as to the solemnity of annulling the marriage tie in order to indulge the desires of the flesh towards another woman. In God's sight this is to fall into the most degrading sin.

   (Vv. 13-16). In the next incident we see that even the disciples were strangers to the mind of the Lord as to little children. Apparently they thought the Lord was too great to notice these little ones, and they too insignificant to attract His attention. In rebuking those who brought their young children to be blessed by the Lord they entirely misrepresented their Master, failed to see what is beautiful in a child, and denied the principles of the Kingdom that they professed to preach.

   The action of the disciples arouses the righteous indignation of the Lord. He meets their poor thoughts by saying, "Suffer the little children to come unto Me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God." There is a welcome in His heart for the weak and simple. Even though the root of sin be in them, yet their simplicity and confidence are the outstanding marks of those who enter the Kingdom of God. And even as He took these little ones into His arms and blessed them, so will the everlasting arms be under all those who in simplicity and confidence put their trust in Him, and His hands be lifted up to bless them (Deut. 33: 2, 7: Luke 24: 50).

   (Vv. 17-22). In the incident that follows we learn that creature excellence, and earthly possessions, however right in their place, not only can give no entrance into the Kingdom of God, but may be a real barrier to blessing. Nature at its best has no sense of its need of Christ, and no true apprehension of the glory of Christ.

   There was much that was excellent in this rich man. He was full of youthful ardour for he came "running." He was ready to admit the superiority of Christ for he reverently "kneeled" to Him. He was desirous to do right, for he asks, "What shall I do?" Outwardly his character was excellent. He had not been depraved by the indulgence of sin. He had kept the outward law. There was much that was lovely in his character — the fruit of creation — that called forth the Lord's esteem and love. As one has said, "He was amiable and well disposed and ready to learn that which is good; he had witnessed the excellence of the life and works of Jesus and his heart was touched at what he had seen" (J.N.D.).

   Yet all this natural excellence left him without any true appreciation of the Person and glory of Christ, or any true sense of the state and need of his own heart. He could discern the pre-eminent excellence of Christ as a Man, but he could not discern the glory of His Person as the Son of God. Nature, however excellent, cannot discern God is Christ. So the Lord can say to Peter, on another occasion, "Blessed art thou . . . for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven." The Lord, taking the young man up on his own ground, will not admit that man is good, "There is none good but one, that is, God." Christ, indeed, was good, out He was God. He was always God, and God became man without ceasing to be, or being able to cease being, God" (J.N.D.).

   Moreover, having no sense of his need, the young man does not ask "What must I do to be saved?" but "What shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" His fine natural disposition blinded him to the fact that, in spite of all his good qualities he was a lost sinner in need of salvation. The Lord draws aside the veil and exposes the true state of his heart, by telling him to "Go, sell that thou hast, and come and follow Me." This brings to light the solemn fact that in spite of his amiable and excellent character, he had a heart that prefers money to Christ; thus we read, "He was sad and went away grieved." How entirely this proves there is no good in man for God. An excellent character is no indication of the moral state of the heart. Truly one has written, "The thing that governs the heart, its motive, is the true measure of man's moral state, and not the qualities which he possesses by birth, however pleasing these may be. Good qualities are to be found even in animals; they are to be esteemed, but they do not at all reveal the moral state of the heart." (J.N.D.)

   Christ, Himself was the perfect example of the course that He proposed for the young Man. "Ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that ye through His poverty might be rich." (2 Cor. 8: 9). Not discerning the glory of the Lord, this young man failed to see His grace. We never see His grace until we have seen His glory. 

   (Vv. 23-27). Knowing the effect of His words upon the disciples, the Lord, as He looks upon them, presses home the lesson we are to learn from this young man, by saying, "How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God!" These words were an astonishment to the disciples, who, with their Jewish thoughts of earthly blessing looked upon riches and possessions as a mark of God's favour. Moreover the thought in their heart, as with ourselves too often, was possibly, if only we had riches how much good we might be able to do. To meet these difficulties the Lord shows that the great danger of riches lies in the fact that men think they can secure salvation and the blessings of the Kingdom by means of riches, and thus put their trust in riches. Let us note that the Lord does not speak of a literally rich man, but of one that trusts in riches. This is a danger to which the poorest in actual possessions is exposed equally with the one who possesses most. The Lord uses a figure to show how difficult it is for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God. With astonishment the disciples ask, "Who then can be saved?" In reply the Lord tells us, "With men it is impossible, but not with God." Their question would indicate that the thought lingered in their minds that in some measure at least their salvation depended upon themselves. They had to learn, as we all have to learn, that our salvation is wholly the work of God, and not of man at all. Neither law nor nature, riches or poverty have any part in the saving of the soul. Salvation rests wholly in the power of God's grace, and what is impossible for man is possible with God. Thus we read, "By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast." (Eph. 2: 4-9).

   (Vv. 28-31). Peter suggests that the twelve had taken the course that the Lord had set before the young man, and asks, as it were, what they should have? The Lord replies that they would gain a hundredfold now in this time, with persecutions, and in the coming age eternal life. If we leave the circle of our unconverted and natural relations, we shall find we are in the far larger circle of the family of God. This may result in a measure of persecution from the world circle that we have left, but it is the pathway into life. The Lord's words, however, indicate that it is not the mere fact of leaving all that will be rewarded, but doing so from a right motive. It must lot be done to exalt self, or even gain a reward but as the Lord says, "For my sake and the gospel's."

   The Lord adds a searching word, "But many that are first shall be last; and the last first." This would surely be a warning word against the self-complacency to which we are all so prone, and which apparently marked the words of Peter when he said, "Lo, we have left all." What, indeed, lad he left, but a few old nets that wanted mending! Let us beware of boasting in what we have given up for Christ. It has been well said, "It is not the beginning of the race that decides the contest; the end of it is necessarily the great point. In that race there are many changes, and withal not a few slips, falls and reverses." The real question is not what we have left in the past, but what are we doing today?

   (Vv. 32-34) The twelve had left all to follow Christ; but so little had they counted the cost, that at once they find themselves in a path that fills them with fear. "They were amazed" as they see the Lord deliberately taking a path that will involve trial and persecution, and they were afraid for themselves. The Lord does not hide from them the sufferings He was bout to face. He tells them that as the Son of Man he was about to be delivered up to the leaders of the Nation and of the Gentiles, who would heap every insult upon Him, and kill Him, but after three days He would rise again.

   (Vv. 35-45) At that time the Lord could not find one amongst the twelve who could enter into His mind, feel with Him, or understand the need of His sufferings. Possessed with the thought of a kingdom on earth James and John come forward with a desire for a high position, close to the Lord's Person, in the kingdom. There was true faith that the kingdom was going to be established, but, as so often with ourselves, there was a good deal of unjudged flesh intruding into the realm of faith. They viewed the kingdom as an opportunity for their own advancement, rather than as the sphere for the display of the glory of Christ. "That which is born of the flesh is flesh," whether it be in obscure saints or leading apostles; and how often since that time has the ugliness of the flesh especially betrayed itself in those that seem to be somewhat.

   The Lord turns this fleshly question into an occasion for instruction. He presses that the path to the glory of the kingdom is through suffering. He alone could accomplish redemption by the sufferings of the cross when forsaken by God. But the disciples should have the privilege of drinking the cup of suffering from the hands of men. Moreover if He could assure to them the privilege of suffering for His Name's sake, He could not give them a place at His right hand in the kingdom. He had taken the place of the Servant, and He leaves to the Father to say who shall have a place of special privilege in the day of glory.

   Furthermore, the flesh betrays itself in the ten whose indignation with James and John proved that jealousy was at work in their own hearts. One has said, "It is not alone by the fault of one or another that the flesh becomes apparent, but how do we behave ourselves in the presence of the displayed faults of others? The indignation that broke out in the ten shewed the pride of their own hearts, just as much as the two desiring the best place."

   Jesus calls them to Himself and corrects the fleshly thoughts of the two disciples and the ten, by setting before them the path of true greatness. If He cannot give them the chief place in glory, He can shew them the path that leads there. The One who takes the lowest place on earth as the bondman of all, will have the highest place in glory. Of such a path the Son of Man was the perfect pattern.

   (Mark 10: 46 - 11: 26) REJECTION OF THE KING

   In each of the first three Gospels the Lord's entry into Jerusalem, and the miracle by which sight is given to the blind man, introduces the closing events that lead to His death and resurrection. His life upon earth as the Son of Man who came to minister in lowly grace is finished. Now He presents Himself to Jerusalem as the Son of David — the promised Messiah. His rejection as the perfect Servant of Jehovah is followed by His rejection as the Son of David, and both prepare the way for His yet greater service of giving His life as a ransom for many as the Son of Man.

   (Mark 10: 45-52) The Lord enters Jericho — the city of the curse — not in judgment to execute the curse, but in lowly grace that was about to bear the curse. Passing out of the city we hear of a blind man sitting by the wayside begging. May we not say that the physical condition of the blind man sets forth the moral condition of the nation? The Messiah was present with grace and power to bless, but the nation, as such, was blind both to the glory of His Person, and to its own deep need. All they could see in Jesus was a despised Nazarene.

   In contrast to the crowd, Bartimaeus was conscious of his need, and his own helplessness to meet his need. As ever it is the needy soul that is attracted to Jesus, and that discerns His glory. The people may speak of Jesus as a Nazarene, but faith can discern in that lowly Man the Son of David, the One of whom it is written that He would "open the blind eyes" (Is. 42: 7). Thus the blind man can "cry out, and say, Jesus, Thou Son of David, have mercy on me."

   As ever, when a soul is seeking Jesus there will be hindrances to overcome. Many would have the blind man hold his peace, and not have the Lord disturbed by a beggar. But faith rising above every hindrance, cried out the more a great deal, and grace on the part of the Lord "stood still" and commanded him to be called. Casting away his garment, he rose and came to Jesus. Good, indeed, when conscious of our need, and discerning something of the glory of Jesus, we cast away the garment of any righteousness of our own in which we might trust, and come to Jesus just as we are, in all our need and helplessness. Very blessedly, when the Lord asks, "What wilt thou that I should do unto thee?" the blind man replies, "That I might receive my sight." The Lord takes the place of the doer, and the blind man accepts the place of the receiver. At once the Lord acknowledges this simple faith. The blind man receives his sight and "followed Jesus in the way," from henceforth to be His disciple. He did not attempt to follow Jesus in order to receive his sight; but having received the blessing he became a follower. We must first receive the blessings of salvation and forgiveness through what Christ has done before we can follow Him as an object for our soul's delight.

   (Mark 11: 1-6). Having come nigh to Jerusalem, preparation is made for the Lord's presentation to Israel as the Son of David in fulfilment of the prophecy of Zechariah (Zech. 9: 9). This was a fresh witness to the glory of the Lord and a last testimony to the people. Coming as the King He acts with kingly authority. If any question is raised as to why the disciples were loosening the colt, it would be sufficient to reply "that the Lord hath need of him," and straightway every question would cease. So it came to pass and so will it be in the coming day of glory, when it will be true of Zion that "Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power." (Ps. 110: 3).

   (Vv. 7-11). Entering Jerusalem, the Lord is surrounded by a crowd who praise Him as the King, quoting Psalm 118: 25, 26, "save now . . . Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the LORD." Such will be the cry of the nation in a day to come, when a remnant awakened to repentance will look to the LORD for salvation. That time had not yet come. But though the leaders of the nation reject the Lord, the babes and sucklings may render a testimony to His glory (Ps. 8: 2). Having entered the city and the temple, everything passes under the searching gaze of the Lord, only to make evident the signs of rebellion, corruption and unbelief — a condition that the Lord refuses to sanction by His presence; thus, at eventide, He returns to Bethany where there were a few by whom He was loved and owned.

   (Vv. 12-14). On the morrow, returning to the city with His disciples, we read of the King that "He was hungry." He sought fruit on a fig tree, but found "nothing but leaves." May we not say, that with the Lord, it was not only a physical hunger, but a spiritual hunger that sought for some return from Israel for all the centuries of goodness bestowed upon the nation by God? Something that would be fruit to satisfy the heart of God. As in the tree, the Lord found plenty of leaves but no fruit; so in the nation, He found a great profession of piety before men, but nothing in the secret life that would be fruit for God.

   How solemn the result! Those who, whatever their religious profession before men, cease to live rightly before God, will be set aside as a testimony before men. Thus the Lord has to say, "No man eat fruit of thee hereafter for ever." This surely is a principle of wide application, for, at a later date, the Lord has to say of the church at Ephesus, that made such a fair show of piety with their works, that their affections were not true to Himself, for He has to say, "Thou hast left thy first love." In result the Lord warns them that He would remove their candlestick. The heart not being right with Christ they would lose their testimony before men — a solemn reminder to us all that the real test of spirituality is not the outward profession of piety before men, but the secret life lived before Christ.

   (Vv. 15-19). Having come into the city Jesus went into the temple, only to find how great had been the corruption of the House of God in the hands of men. That House through which God approaches men, and man can approach God, had become corrupted in the hands of religious professors into a means of indulging their greed. What the leaders in Israel did, it is possible for the leaders in the Christian assembly to do, but for the grace of God. In after years, the Apostle Paul warns us against the intrusion into the Christian circle of men of corrupt minds that "suppose gain to be the end of piety" (1 Tim. 6: 5). Again the Apostle Peter, who presents the Church as the House of God, exhorts leaders to beware of attempting to feed the flock of God for "filthy lucre" (1 Peter 5: 2). He also warns us, in his second epistle, that the time will come when men will arise in the Christian circle who "through covetousness" will "make merchandise" of believers. Thus we learn that the flesh never alters. The covetousness that corrupted the House of God at Jerusalem, has intruded with its corrupting influence into the spiritual House of God. So the time has come "that judgment must begin at the House of God." (1 Peter 4: 7).  

   In plain terms the Lord condemns this corruption. The House which, according to Scripture, was to be a house of prayer for all nations, had been made into a den of thieves (Isa. 56: 7: Jer. 7: 11). The only effect of the Lord's denunciation of this wickedness was to raise the most extreme opposition against Himself. "The scribes and chief priests heard it, and sought how they might destroy Him." And, in our day, in the presence of he corruption of Christendom, those who seek to follow the Lord in making any stand for the truth, will in some measure encounter opposition. "Truth faileth; and he that departeth from evil maketh himself a prey." (Isa. 59: 15).

   (Vv. 20-26). The Lord instructs His disciples in the great principle that enables the feeblest saint to overcome the greatest difficulty and the most subtle opponent. Outwardly all the power and authority of the established order was in the hands of those who were opposing the Lord and His teaching. How then were a few poor fishermen to stand against the wisdom and power of men in high places? The Lord's answer is, "Have faith in God." All the power of those who were represented by the barren fig tree would vanish before the power of God used by faith. The Jewish nation which represented the whole system of the law, loomed large in the yes of the disciples, even as a mountain that had stood for ages. Nevertheless, though to sight the nation looked so stable and enduring, faith could discern that it was about to be cast into the sea of nations. But though the mountain would be removed, God would remain, the unfailing resource for faith.

   Moreover, faith expresses itself in prayer to God. But faith in God not only implies that we make known our requests to God, but in doing so, we look for an answer. So the Spirit of God by the Apostle Paul can exhort us to pray "at all seasons with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perseverance." (Eph. 6: 18). Thus we are warned against the formal repetition of general requests.

   Furthermore, in prayer, we are warned by the Lord against cherishing revengeful thoughts against those who may have offended, or opposed us. Nothing will so hinder our prayers as unbelief in God — the One to Whom we pray, as an unforgiving spirit to man about whom we may pray. One has truly said that the Lord "joins with believing prayer the need of a tender spirit of forgiveness towards any against whom the heart might retain the sense of wrong, lest the Father's government should be made to remember one's own offences" (F.W.G.).

   (Mark 11: 27 - 12: 44) THE REJECTION OF THE LEADERS

   We have seen the Lord Jesus presented to the nation as the King — the Son of David, only to be rejected by the leaders who "sought how they might destroy Him." In this portion of the Gospel, the leaders of the different classes that composed the nation, are exposed in their true condition and rejected by Christ.

   (Mark 11: 27-33). As ever, the most bitter opponents to Christ are the religious leaders of a corrupted system. The chief priests, the scribes and elders, are the first to be exposed in the presence of the Lord. By the exercise of Divine power and grace the Lord had given sight to a blind man. As the Son of David, He had entered Jerusalem and cleansed the temple. Alas! these religious leaders, thinking only of themselves and their religious reputation, were alike indifferent to the needs of men, and the holiness of God's house. Seeking to maintain their own authority, they were jealous of any action in the religious sphere, apart from their direction. Indifferent to the corruption that existed in the House of God, and incapable of dealing with it themselves, they oppose the One who can, and does, deal with the evil, by raising the question of authority.

   The Lord meets their opposition by asking a question as to John the Baptist. Seeing they take the place of religious leaders, can they decide whether the authority for his mission came from heaven or from men? The Lord's question not only demonstrates their incapacity to judge of questions of authority, but exposes their utter insincerity in raising the question.

   Their reasoning among themselves, before answering the Lord, proves their utter lack of all principle. Whatever their convictions, they were ready, as a matter of policy to answer one way or the other. But, they judge that either answer might expose them to condemnation from the Lord or from men. Therefore, they fall back on silence, by saying, "We cannot tell." Their hypocritical wickedness being exposed, the Lord refuses to answer their question.

   (Mark 12: 1-12). The religious leaders have been exposed as hypocrites, who, thinking only of their own religious reputation, "feared the people," but had no fear of God. The Lord now sets before them, in a parable, the moral history of the nation to show that, as with the chief priests at that time, so, throughout the past, the leaders had always broken down in responsibility. Moreover, looking on to the near future, the Lord foretells the judgment coming upon the leaders and the nation. Like the vineyard in the parable, Israel had been established in a choice land, and separated from the nations by a law which regulated their lives, and, like a hedge, set bounds around them. Moreover, like the place, digged for the vinefat, provision had been made for the nation to bring forth fruit for God. Further, as with the tower in the vineyard, they were protected from every enemy. Then the nation had been set in responsibility to maintain their unique position and bring forth fruit for God.

   In due season, God seeks some return from the nation for all His goodness. Alas! this moral trial of man as exemplified in Israel's history, only serves to prove his utter ruin. Man has no heart for God, even when so richly blessed by God, and when given every opportunity of realising this goodness.

   So it comes to pass that every overture on the part of God, in seeking fruit from the nation, is, not only repulsed, but met by increasing resentment. The first servant is sent away empty. The second is treated with insult. Others are sent, and meet not only insult, but persecution even unto death. Increasingly, the nation shows the failure of man under responsibility. But there is one last test, to see if it is possible to act upon the heart of man. There is one Son — the well beloved Son — He shall be sent, and if there is a spark of goodness in the husbandmen, they will surely reverence the Son. There may be cause of dislike and even hatred in the best of prophets and kings, but in the Son there can be no cause of hatred. Alas! He has to say, "They fought against Me without a cause. For my love they are my adversaries . . . they have rewarded me evil for good, and hatred for my love" (Ps. 109: 3-5).

   The advent of the Son made manifest the real state of the heart of man. Israel would fain have a kingdom without Christ, and the Gentiles would have a world without God, even as the husbandmen in the parable say, "This is the heir, come let us kill Him, and the inheritance shall be ours." And as it was with the leaders of Israel, in the day of the Lord, so it is with the whole world today. It is increasingly seen that man's will is to shut God out of His own world. The evolutionist would shut God out of His creation; the politician would exclude God from government, and the modernist would shut God out of religion.

   Here, then, we are permitted to see the true character of the flesh that is in us. It can be patriotic and social and religious, but if it is allowed to have its own way it will kill Christ and cast Him out of the world. CHRIST — the Christ of revelation (for the flesh can even invent a Christ of its own imagination) — is the real test, and proves that however fair the outward appearance of the flesh at times, at root it is always in deadly opposition to Christ.

   This rejection of Christ brings governmental judgment upon the nation, and would lead to others being taken up from whom God will seek fruit. The Lord quotes their own Scriptures (Ps. 118: 22, 23) to convict them of their sin in rejecting Himself. By this terrible sin they were acting in direct opposition to God; for the One they were about to nail to a cross, God was going to exalt to the highest glory. Nevertheless, the Lord indicates that the time is coming when a repentant remnant will own that what the Lord has done is marvellous in their eyes.

   With the conscience touched, but the heart unreached, man is only maddened. Thus, with these wicked men, they sought to lay hold of Him, but for the moment they are hindered by mere policy, for they feared the people. So "they left Him and went their way." How hopeless the condition of those who deliberately turn their backs on Christ and go their way.

   (Vv. 13-17). The religious leaders of the nation having been exposed in all their hatred of Christ, we are now to see the exposure of the leaders of the different parties, into which the nation had become divided. First there comes before the Lord the Pharisees and Herodians. Though opposed to one another, they were united in their hatred of Christ, and alike in their desire to exalt themselves in this world. The Pharisees were seeking a religious reputation by the outward observance of forms and ceremonies; the Herodians were seeking advancement in the social and political world. Of necessity they both find that One who is here entirely for the glory of God must condemn such aims, and hence they oppose the Lord. All that He was, every truth that He taught, His every act, sprung from motives entirely different to those which swayed the lives of these men. Thus, if they come to Christ, it is not to learn at His feet, but in the hope of catching Him in His words. The worldly motives that swayed them had so entirely blinded them to the glory of Christ, and so puffed them up with the conceit of their own powers, and importance, that they actually thought they could catch the Lord of glory in His words.

   Moreover, they think that the tactics that can often be used so successfully with their fellow-men can be used with the Lord. Thus by flattery and falsehood they seek to entrap the Lord. They say, "Thou art true, and carest for no man: for Thou regardest not the person of men, but teachest the way of God in truth." This, though true in fact, was not the true expression of their evil hearts. Having, as they thought, prepared the way by flattery, they put their question, "Is it lawful to give tribute to Caesar or not?" Their wicked minds had devised a question which, they thought, would compromise Him, whatever answer He gave, be it "Yes" or "No," with either Jews or Gentiles.

   The Lord exposes their hypocrisy with His question, "Why tempt ye Me?" Seeking to catch Him in His words they fall into their own trap and make manifest their low condition, actually before men, and morally before God. In answer to the Lord's request, a penny is brought to Him, and He asks, "Whose is this image and superscription?" and they said unto Him, "Caesar's." Obviously, then, it belongs to Caesar; that being so it is only right to "render to Caesar the things that be Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's." The Roman power could find no fault with rendering to Caesar the things that are Caesar's; the Jew could find no fault with the principle of rendering to God the things that are God's. The fact that Caesar's money was circulating in the land was a witness to the low condition of the nation in bondage to the Gentile. Alas! in spite of their humiliating position there was no true repentance, for they continually rebelled against Caesar, and they rejected their own Messiah. Perceiving the wisdom of the Lord's reply, they marvelled, but, alas! they had neither conscience toward God nor man.

   (Vv. 18-27). The Pharisees and Herodians having been exposed and silenced in the light of the Lord's presence, the Sadducees now approach the Lord, only to have their ignorance and infidelity laid bare. The Sadducees were the materialists of that day, and represented the infidelity of the flesh. It has been truly said, "The strength of infidelity lies in putting difficulties, in raising up imaginary cases which do not apply, in reasoning from the things of men to the things of God." (W. K.). So in this case these wicked men seek to oppose the truth by ridicule. They raise an imaginary case which they judge, shows the absurdity of resurrection. As usual with infidels, they betray gross ignorance of Scripture and ignore the power of God. If Scripture had said that people marry in the resurrection state their imaginary case might indeed have presented a difficulty. If God had no power, the resurrection itself would be impossible.

   There is not a line in Scripture to say that the relationships of earth will be continued in heaven. We shall not rise as husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and servants, but in this respect shall be as the angels. We shall not be angels, as people vainly imagine, but like them in being free from earthly relationships. The believer will enjoy privileges, and heavenly relationships far above angels, and the passing relationships of the time state.

   As touching the resurrection, the Lord again shows their ignorance of Scripture. They had quoted Moses, in the endeavour to show that the Lord's teaching was in opposition to Moses; the Lord therefore turns to Moses to expose their ignorance of what He had said. Is it not recorded in the book of Moses that "in the bush God spake unto him, saying, I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." When the incident at the bush occurred, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had been long dead, yet God still speaks of Himself as their God: He is not, however, the God of the dead, but the God of the living. Though dead to this scene, they still live and will rise again to enjoy the promises of God, which, sin having come in, can only be fulfilled on resurrection ground. Thus the Lord can say to the infidels of that day, as of this, "Ye therefore do greatly err."

   (Vv. 28-34). The Sadducees are followed by a representative of the Scribes, who were the interpreters of the law, and believed that some laws were of greater importance than others. He asks the Lord to give His judgment as to "Which is the first commandment of all?" In His perfect wisdom the Lord passes over the ten commandments which would naturally occur to the mind of man, and selects certain great exhortations from the Pentateuch which sum up the law and express man's whole duty to God and man.

   The first responsibility of man is to maintain the unity of the Godhead according to the Scripture which says, "Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord." It follows then, that man is responsible to love God more than himself, and to the exclusion of every other object as a competitor; secondly, to love his neighbour as himself. This is the summing up of the whole law and presents the whole duty of man upon earth according to the law. If these two laws were kept none of the other laws would be broken.

   The scribe bears witness to the perfection of the Lord's reply. His conscience tells him that the Lord has expressed the truth. He recognises that to give God His due, and act rightly towards one's neighbour is of more value than all outward forms and ceremonies of the law. As ever, in God's sight, the moral condition of the soul is of far greater importance in the sight of God than the outward show of piety.

   The Lord recognises the discreetness of this lawyer. As far as intelligence and an honest recognition of the truth goes, he was not far from the kingdom of God. But, alas! he was outside. He saw the truth of what Christ said, but he did not see the glory of Christ, or bow in recognition of the truth of His Person. As one has said, "Whether a person is near or far off from the kingdom of God, it is equally destructive if he does not enter it." (W. K.). As with many others, the lawyer saw what was in the law, but he failed to see his own deep need as one that had entirely failed to meet the demands of the law, and hence he failed to see the glory of the Person of Christ, and the grace that was in Him to meet the need of those who have entirely failed in their responsibilities.

   After this, no man durst ask the Lord any question. Representatives of all classes — Priests, Rulers, Pharisees, Herodians, Sadducees and Lawyers — had come with their questions, tempting the Lord, only to find themselves exposed and silenced. The Pharisee, who professed to uphold religion, had not rendered to God the things that are God's. The Herodian, who professed to maintain the political interest of Caesar had not rendered to Caesar the things that are Caesar's. The Sadducee, that boasted in intellect, was remarkable for his ignorance. And the Scribe, who expounded the law, had not kept the law. However opposed to one another, they are all united in opposition to Christ, and in manifesting the complete ruin of man in responsibility.

   (Vv. 35-37). Having answered all questions and silenced every opposer the Lord, Himself, asks a question of supreme importance, for it touches the glory of His Person upon which all blessing for man depends. "How say the scribes that Christ is the Son of David? For David himself said by the Holy Spirit, the LORD said to my Lord, Sit Thou on my right hand, till I make thine enemies thy footstool." The questions of His adversaries had been based on the reasonings and imaginations of their own minds: the Lord's question is based on Scripture, and goes to the root of their solemn position, for it brings to light the mystery of His Person, which they refused to acknowledge. The scribes saw truly that the Messiah would be the Son of David, but they did not see, what the Holy Spirit distinctly states in their own Scriptures, that He was not only the Son of David but also David's Lord. How can He be both David's Son and David's Lord? There is only one answer. He is truly Man, and yet as truly a Divine Person. Refusing to own the truth of His Person they miss the blessing, and the One they reject passes to the right hand of God, there to wait until the time comes to deal with all His adversaries in judgment.

   (Vv. 38-40). The exposure of the leaders is followed by the Lord's word of warning against those who made a great religious profession, but whose one motive was the exaltation of themselves. Such, love display — "long clothing;" public recognition — "salutations in the market-places;" religious pre-eminence — "the chief seats in the synagogues;" social distinction — "the uppermost rooms at feasts;" self-aggrandisement, even at the expense of widows; and religious ostentation when, "for a pretence" they "make long prayers." How solemn are the Lord's words, "These shall receive severer judgment." The greater the pretension, the greater the judgment.

   (Vv. 41-44). In contrast to those who have been exposed as religious hypocrites, we are permitted to see that there were those in the nation that the Lord delights to own, represented by this poor widow. The godly remnant that returned from Babylon in the days of Ezra to build the House of God, are still seen in this devoted soul who gave up all her living to maintain the House of God. Ignorant she may have been that this house had been corrupted by man and was about to be destroyed in judgment; but her heart was right with God, and her motives pure. She gave but two mites, but, in God's sight it was more than all others gave, though they cast in much. They gave of their abundance; "she of her want did cast in all that she had, even all her living." God judges of the value of a gift, not by the amount given, but by what is kept back for self.

   (Mark 13) THE GREAT TRIBULATION

   The low condition of the Jews has been exposed and the leaders of every party condemned in the presence of the Lord. They had rejected, and were about to crucify their Messiah. This supreme wickedness would bring the nation under the governmental judgment of God leading to the great tribulation foretold by the prophets. This would entail difficulties and dangers, suffering and persecution, for the Lord's true disciples — the godly remnant in the midst of an ungodly nation. To prepare them for these terrible days, the Lord alone with His disciples, foretells the course of events, warning them of the dangers to which they will be exposed, and instructing them how to act in the presence of these perils.

   (Vv. 1, 2). This instruction is introduced by one of the disciples calling the Lord's attention to the beauty and magnificence of the temple. The Lord admits that the buildings were great, but, that which is so admired by men had become a den of thieves in the sight of God and was doomed to destruction. Not one stone would be left upon another.

   (Vv. 3, 4). This statement that would sound so strange to those who looked upon the temple as the house of God and the glorious centre of their religion, leads one of the disciples to ask, "When shall these things be? and what shall be the sign when all these things are going to be fulfilled?"

   In the discourse that follows, the Lord does much more than answer these questions. They were thinking of events, but the Lord had before Him His own and their sufferings and dangers in the midst of the events. Moreover, in the account given by Mark, the Lord, in harmony with the special purpose of the gospel, very specially admonishes His disciples as to their service in bearing testimony to Himself in the midst of the nation by whom He has been rejected.

   To understand the warnings and instructions, it is very necessary to remember that the disciples represent the godly Jewish remnant, and therefore the ministry of which the Lord speaks is not distinctively christian ministry in connection with Christianity, though there are many principles and truths that equally apply to both God's earthly and heavenly people. It is a ministry that was commenced by the twelve in the midst of the Jews during the Lord's presence on earth, and, after His ascension was continued amongst the Jews until the rejection of the Holy Spirit at the stoning of Stephen. It will again be taken up by a godly remnant amongst the Jews after the Church has been caught away, and will widen out to all nations. The gospel they preached, and will yet preach, is not exactly the gospel that is preached today. It will indeed be Christ and His work that they proclaim, and the grace of God that forgives sinners on the ground of Christ's work. But it will be the good news that He is coming to reign and that repentance and forgiveness of sins through faith in Christ is the way of entrance into the blessings of the earthly kingdom. (Rev. 14: 6, 7).

   (Vv. 5, 6). The Lord opens His discourse with five warnings. First, the disciples are warned against false Christs. Many will come in the Name of Christ; some even daring to say "I am Christ," and the Lord adds, that such will "deceive many." This warning proves how distinctly the Lord has in view the godly remnant in the midst of the Jewish nation. Christians, instructed in Christian truth, would not be deceived by a man professing to be the Christ; for they know the next time they will see Christ it will be in the clouds. The godly remnant will rightly be looking for Christ to appear on the earth, and therefore might easily be deceived by the report that He had come.

   (Vv. 7, 8). Secondly, the disciples are warned against concluding that the end is near on account of "wars and rumours of wars." "Such things must needs be" in a world that has rejected Christ. Wars, earthquakes, famines and troubles, are the beginning of sorrows, not the end.

   (Vv. 9-11). Thirdly, the disciples are warned that their testimony will bring them into conflict with the authorities of the world. But this persecution would be the means used of God to bring the gospel before the great ones of the earth — a "testimony to" rulers and kings (N. Tr.). Moreover, this gospel must first be preached among all nations before the end when Christ comes. In view of this testimony, and the persecution it entails, the Lord instructs His disciples not to be careful beforehand as to what they shall say when prisoners before the great ones of the earth, nor to prepare their defence. It would be given them what to say, in that hour, for they would not be the speakers, but simply the mouthpiece of the Hole Ghost.

   (V. 12). Fourthly, the disciples are warned that the presentation of the truth in the power of the Holy Spirit awakens such enmity in the human heart that persecution will come from natural relations, and the closer the relationship the more bitter the hatred. Brother will rise against brother, father against son, and children will rise up against parents, causing them even to be put to death.

   (V. 13). Fifthly, the disciples are warned that the persecution would not only come from those in authority, and from the closest natural relations, but, they would be hated of all men because of their confession of the Name of Christ. But he that endures to the end will be saved — whatever the end may be, whether a martyr's death or the coming of Christ to the earth. As ever, the test of reality is continuance. There may, indeed, be failure, and even the love of many growing cold, but those that are real will endure. Peter broke down, but his faith did not fail; he continued to the end.

   (Vv. 14-20). In the portion of the discourse that follows, the Lord passes on to speak of events that are yet future. The Church period is passed over in silence, and we learn what will take place at Jerusalem during the time of the great tribulation that will follow the Church interval. This terrible time is definitely foretold by the prophet Jeremiah, who says, "Alas! for that day is great, so that none is like it, it is even the time of Jacob's trouble" (Jer. 30: 7). Again, Daniel looks on to this time, when he says, "There shall be a time of trouble such as never was since here was a nation even to that same time" (Dan. 12: l). So in the corresponding passage in Matthew 24: 21, as well as in this discourse recorded by Mark, the Lord tells us that in the time of this great tribulation there shall be days of affliction "such as was not from the beginning of the creation which God created unto this time, neither shall be."

   The destruction of Jerusalem, with all its horrors, may have foreshadowed the future, but in nowise fulfils the prophecy of this time of trouble. We learn from this passage that immediately following the great tribulation, the Lord will come to earth. It is evident that after the destruction of Jerusalem the Lord did not come. Moreover there cannot be two times of tribulation "such as never were." Furthermore, Daniel tells us that this time of trial for the Jewish nation will take place during the reign of Antichrist, who will be received by the nation that has rejected their own Messiah (John 5: 43). During the reign of this wicked man there will be set up the most terrible form of idolatry which the Lord refers to as "the abomination of desolation." The effect will be to spread desolation in Jerusalem and Judaea.

   The setting up of this abomination will be the culmination of man's hostility to God. It will be the sign that the testimony of the godly remnant is finished, and that they are to flee from Judaea to the mountains. There has been nothing in the past, nor will there be in the future, to equal the terrible afflictions of these days. It will be so great, both for the nation and the godly remnant, that unless the Lord shortens the days no flesh will survive. For the elect's sake the days of this great trial will be shortened.

   As ever, the Lord thinks of His own in the midst of trials and afflictions. He warns them, He instructs them, and He cares for them. He thinks of the workmen in the field and the women in the home, and he is not unmindful of the weather.

   (Vv. 21-23). The Lord warns the disciples against false hopes of deliverance; against false reports, of false Christs; against false prophets, false signs, and apparent wonders. Their safety will be in remembering the words of the Lord, "I have foretold you all things."

   (Vv. 24, 25). "In those days'', following upon the great tribulation amongst the Jews, all established authority among the Gentiles will be overthrown. The order that God has established for the government of the world will fall into confusion. Supreme power, as figuratively set forth by the sun, is darkened. Derived authority, as figured by the moon, ceases to have any influence, and subordinate authorities, likened to the stars, lose their place and power. This dispensation, in spite of all men's boasted progress will end in unparalleled tribulation, confusion and anarchy.

   (V. 26). The wickedness of Jew and Gentile having come to a head, God publicly intervenes by the coming of Christ as the Son of Man to take possession of the earth. His first coming was in circumstances of weakness and humiliation; His second coming will be in great power and glory.

   (V. 27). The gathering together of the elect of Israel dispersed among the Gentiles, will immediately follow the coming of the Son of Man. We know from other Scriptures, that the Church will have already been gathered to meet Christ in the air, and will appear with Him; but of this we hear nothing in this passage. The Lord is speaking to Jewish disciples, and of Jewish hopes, and does not speak of truths concerning the Church and of which His hearers, at that time, could have no knowledge.

   (Vv. 28, 29). The fig tree putting forth its tender leaves assures us that summer is nigh. So the appearance of the godly remnant in the midst of the apostate nation of Israel will presage the near approach of the time of blessing for the nation.

   (Vv. 30,31). The perverse and unbelieving generation of the Jews will not pass away till all these things be done. They may, indeed, be scattered among the nations, with no land of their own, but as we know they have never been absorbed by other nations. Moreover, the Lord's words will not pass away till all these things be fulfilled. We know this must be true of all the Lord's words; but it is specially stated in regard to His second coming because of the unbelief of our hearts as to any intervention of God in regard to the course of this world.

   (Vv. 32-36). Of the day of His coming knoweth no man, not even the Son who had become Man. Speaking as in the place of a Servant He could say He knows not the day. Not knowing the day, we are to "watch and pray." Christ is as one who has gone into a far country and given authority to his bondmen and to every man his work, and commanded the porter to watch. Let the Lord's servants watch, therefore, lest coming suddenly He may find them overcome by the world, and spiritually asleep to Himself.

   (V. 37). The Lord's closing words are an exhortation to all His people. All the details of the future may not have an immediate application to Christians, but the closing word to watch is for all. Believers, of every dispensation receive their authority from the Lord, and are the servants of the Lord, each having some work given to them by the Lord. Each one is to beware of falling into spiritual sleep and failing to work for the Lord.

   (Mark 14) THE SHADOW OF THE CROSS

   With chapter 14, we enter upon the last solemn scenes of the Lord's life, in which many hearts are revealed. The corruption and violence of the Jewish leaders, the love of a devoted woman, the treachery of the betrayer, and the failure of a true disciple, pass before us. Above all there shines forth the infinite love and perfect grace of Christ as He institutes the Supper, faces the agony of Gethsemane, and submits in silence to the insults of men. 

   (Vv. 1, 2). The chapter opens with a brief record of the deadly hostility of the leaders of the nation. Already they had compassed the Lord about with words of hatred, and fought against Him without a cause; they had rewarded Him evil for good and hatred for love (Ps. 109: 2-5). At every step He had manifested perfect grace; on even hand He had wrought only good. He had healed the sick, clothed the naked, fed the hungry, forgiven sins, delivered from the devil and raised the dead. He had warned these men, pleaded with them, and wept over them, but all in vain.  

   Thou loved'st them, but they would not be loved,

   And human hatred fought with love divine

   They saw Thee shed the tears of love unmoved,

   And mocked the grace that would have made them Thine.

   Now, at last, the time has come when they are determined to take Him and put Him to death. To carry out their purpose they have to resort to craft, the sure proof that their motives were evil, and that though they may fear men, they have no fear of God. The people, if they had little sense of their personal need of Christ, could at least appreciate His goodness and the benefits of His miracles. Fearing any uproar, when crowds were gathered at Jerusalem for the passover, these leaders decide that they will not take the Lord on the feast day. God, however, had determined otherwise and, as ever, His will prevails in spite of the craft and plots of men.

   (Vv. 3-9). With this brief reference to the leaders we pass to the beautiful scene in the home at Bethany. As the Lord sat at meat, in the house of Simon the leper, a woman, who we know from other accounts was Mary the sister of Martha, brought an alabaster flask of very precious ointment of spikenard and poured the contents on the Lord's head. Mary thus expresses her appreciation of Christ, her affection for Christ, and her spiritual insight. At the moment her intelligence appears to have exceeded that of the other disciples. Won by grace and attracted by love, she had, in other days, sat at His feet to hear His word. As one has said, "The grace and love of Jesus had produced love for Him, and His word had produced spiritual intelligence."

   Her love to Christ made her sensible of the increasing hatred of the Jews. Her act was the witness of love's appreciation of Christ at the very moment when the plottings of men expressed their hatred of Christ. Alas! Mary's act of homage brings to light the avarice of some who were present. We know, from the account in the Gospel of John, that Judas was the leader of those who were indignant with Mary. That which was gain to Christ was loss to Judas. Men can appreciate beneficent acts for men, but can see little, if any, value in an act of homage that has only Christ as the object. In like spirit are we not, as Christians, in danger of being rightly active in preaching to sinners and in care of saints, while showing little appreciation for an act of worship that makes everything of Christ? Let us not forget that those who murmur at the devotedness of Mary, in reality put a light upon Christ. If Mary's act is mere waste, then Christ is not worthy of the homage of His people.

   If, however, Man's act calls forth the indignation of men, it draws out the appreciation of Christ. The Lord delights to say, "She hath wrought a good work on Me." In Luke 10, we read that Mary chose "that good part". Here, we learn, that she does "a good work." The good part is to sit at His feet and hear His word, the good work is work which has Christ for its motive. There may be much activity in service, but if Christ is not the motive it will have little value in the day to come. Moreover, the Lord not only commends Man's work on account of its pure motive, but also because she had done "what she could." In service for Christ it is not possible to overlook an opportunity for some comparatively small and obscure act of service, and aim rather at a great public work which, after all, may have the false motive of exalting self. Does not this fine scene encourage us to do what we can, however small the service, with the pure motive of exalting Christ?

   Very blessedly, the Lord gives us the true spiritual significance of her act. She had come aforehand to anoint His body to the burying. Others, indeed, will come when it is too late with their sweet spices to express their true, but unintelligent appreciation of Christ. Mary, with greater spiritual intelligence expresses her love before the burial. So great is the value that the Lord sets upon Mary's act that He says, "Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached throughout the whole world, this also that she hath done shall be spoken of for a memorial of her." Her act of love is to be used for all time as a beautiful example of the true and proper result of the gospel. Not only does the gospel bring to us the knowledge of salvation and the forgiveness of sins, but it wins the heart to Christ, so that He becomes the supreme object of life. We know that the Lord's Supper which has been celebrated throughout the ages is a continual memorial of the perfect Saviour and His infinite love to His people; but the one supper that took place at Bethany has become the lasting memorial of a devoted saint and her love to Christ.

   (Vv. 10, 11). The "good work" of Mary is immediately followed by the evil work of Judas. Urged on by the enmity of the devil without, and the covetousness of the flesh within, Judas, without conscience toward God, went to the chief priests to betray the Lord into their hands. They, equally without conscience or fear of God, promised to give him money. To gain the bribe, Judas pursues his evil work of seeking to betray the Lord at a moment convenient to the chief priests.

   (Vv. 12-16). Unmoved by the plottings of wicked men, the Lord pursues His course of perfect love for His own, and institutes the supper whereby we may all have the privilege of emulating Mary's act of worship. the incidents that prepare the way for the supper, though in themselves simple, bring into display the glory of the Person of the Lord. Two disciples are sent forward to prepare the feast. The Lord is going to death, but, none the less, He is the King with royal rights that can claim the guest chamber, and to whose sovereign will all must submit. Moreover, He is a divine Person to whom everything is known. The man with the "pitcher of water," "the goodman of the house," the "large upper room furnished," are all before His eyes. The disciples going forth to carry out His instructions find all things come to pass as He said unto them.

   (Vv. 17-21). In the evening He cometh with the twelve and they sat down to partake of the Passover — the commemoration of the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt. The Lord was about to accomplish a far greater deliverance for His people. This eternal redemption necessitates His death which would be brought about through the betrayal of one of the twelve. The Lord, in His perfect love felt deeply that one of those who had lived in His holy presence, heard His words of grace, witnessed His infinite love and patience, should thus act. It was an expression of the anguish of His heart, when He said, "One of you which eateth with Me shall betray Me." The greater and the more perfect the love the greater the anguish in the presence of such a betrayal of love. Never had love in all its perfection been so expressed as in Christ, and never had one lived outwardly so near to Christ as Judas. Yet all in vain, for even if he had any appreciation of the love, he loved money still more. The heartlessness of the betrayal, and its utter wickedness is seen in that the one who was about to betray the Lord could dip with Him in the dish. The Lord would have others to share with Him in His sorrows. It has been said, "He does not proudly hide them," but desires to lay His sorrows as a Man in human hearts; love "counts upon love" (J.N.D.). The sorrows of the forsaking when upon the cross we cannot share, but these are the sorrows caused by men, into which as men we can, in our small measure enter. But the betrayal of Judas was long foretold: all was taking place "as it is written." But woe to the betrayer, for again it has been said, "The accomplishment of God's counsels does not take away the iniquity of those who fulfil them; otherwise how could God judge the world?" (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 22-24). The institution oft the Lord's Supper follows. The words "as they did eat" clearly distinguish between the Passover of which they were partaking and the Lord's Supper. In His supper the bread represents His body; the cup, His blood, shed not for Jews only but for many. It is a supper of remembrance. We are loved with such a love that the Lord values our remembrance of Himself. The blood of Christ in all its infinite value is ever before the eye of God, and He desires that it should ever be remembered by His people.

   (V. 25). The Lord has used the cup as the symbol of His blood shed for many. Looking at the wine in its natural sense as the fruit of the vine, it would set forth earthly joy. The death of Christ breaks His links with earth and earthly, until at last the Kingdom of God is established on the earth. Today the believers' links are with a heavenly Christ Who has suffered on earth; they wait for the future Kingdom to share with Christ in the glories and joys of the earthly Kingdom.

   (V. 26). After the supper, having sung a hymn, "they went out into the mount of Olives." The two things are so marvellous. We could understand better His singing a hymn, and remaining in the Upper Room, or going forth without singing. But to sing a hymn when going forth to meet His enemies, the betrayal, the denial, the agony of Gethsemane, and the Forsaking of the cross, would prove a calmness of spirit that was surely the outcome of having the Father's will in view and the joy that was set before Him beyond the cross.

   (Vv. 27-31). The very circumstances, however, that reveal the perfection of the Lord disclose the weakness of the disciples. They can sing together in the presence of the Lord, and yet, that same night, when out of His presence they will be offended and scattered. Alas! how solemnly they set forth what has happened amongst the Lord's people. It is only in His presence with every heart engaged with Himself that we can sing together, as the prophet can say, "With the voice together shall they sing; for they shall see eye to eye" (Isa. 52: 8). It is only when every eye is fixed on Him that we shall see eye to eye. Out of His presence we easily become offended because of Christ, and offended with one another, and offended saints will soon part company and become scattered sheep. Never again will the dispersed of Israel, or the scattered and divided church, sing together until they all meet around the Lord and see Him face to face.

   But, blessed be His name, He never fails; therefore the scattering will end and the gathering time will come. So in their day the disciples would find, for after He was risen they would learn that the Lord was unchanged in all the love and grace of His heart. He, the great Shepherd of the sheep, would go before them and once again His sheep would follow Him.

   The Lord has given the word of warning, followed by a word of encouragement. Alas! like Peter we, too often, are heedless of His warnings, and miss the blessing of His words of encouragement, because of our self-confidence. Ignorant of our weakness we think that we are safe though others may fail. So Peter says, "Although all shall be offended yet will not I." They would all be offended, but the one who takes the lead in expressing his self-confidence would have the greatest fall. We break down in the very thing about which we boast. Peter boasts that he will never be offended. The Lord says, "This night . . . thou shalt deny Me thrice."

   This forecast of his coming failure, only makes Peter more vehement in his protestation of devotedness to the Lord. He says, "If I should die with Thee, I will not deny Thee in anywise." Doubtless Peter was sincere, but we have to learn that sincerity is not enough to keep us true to the Lord. We need to be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus if we are to overcome the weakness of the flesh, escape the wiles of the devil and be delivered from the fear of man. All that the devil needs to encompass the fall of an Apostle, when out of touch with Christ, is the simple question of a young girl. Peter's boasting, in which all the disciples join, calls forth no further word from the Lord. Evidently there are occasions when the statements of believers are so manifestly in the flesh that it is useless and needless to attempt any reply. There is a time to be silent and a time to speak.

   (Vv. 32-42). It was a deep sorrow to the Lord that the nation were plotting to put Him to death, that one of the twelve was about to betray Him, that another was going to deny Him, and all would be offended because of Him, but in Gethsemane the Lord faces the far deeper sorrow that He was about to endure at the cross when, made sin, He would be forsaken by God. In the presence of this great sorrow, as in all the other trials of His perfect life, He gave Himself to prayer. But, whatever relief prayer may bring, the immediate effect is to make the trial more acutely felt. Prayer brings all the circumstances into the presence of God, there to be realised in all their true character. The ruin of Israel, the treachery of a Judas, the weakness and failure of His own, the power and enmity of Satan, the reality of judgment, the righteous requirements of a holy God, were surely felt and entered into by our Lord in the presence of the Father.

   The Lord takes with Him into the Garden, Peter, James and John — those who in due time will have a special place as pillars in the church. Already they had been the chosen witnesses of His glories on the Mount; now they are given the opportunity to share His sorrows in the Garden. The actual forsaking on the cross, none could share, but in the exercise of soul in anticipation of the cross others can, in their measure, have part. For Him, death was, as our holy substitute the bearing of the penalty of sin, therefore He can say, "My soul is exceeding sorrowful unto death." Having borne the penalty of death, He has for the believer robbed death of its terrors. Stephen can rejoice in the prospect of death, and Paul can say it is far better to depart and be with Christ. It was part of His perfection to deprecate the cross, and therefore He can say to the Father, "All things are possible to Thee; take away this cup from Me." But it was equally part of His perfection to submit to the cross and carry out the Father's will; therefore He can add, "Nevertheless not what I will, but what Thou wilt."

   The sorrows of the Garden were too deep, as before the glories of the Mount were too great for poor weak human nature. On both occasions the disciples find relief in sleep. Peter who had gone beyond others in boasting of his devotedness to the Lord, is specially addressed by the Lord when He comes to these sleeping saints and asks, "Simon sleepest thou? Couldest not thou watch one hour?" Prayer, which expresses our dependence upon God, will alone prepare us for coming temptation. The self-confidence of nature leaves us, too often, with little dread of temptation and therefore with little sense of our need of prayer. Yet, with tender compassion the Lord owns the reality of their love for Himself while recognising their weakness; "The spirit truly is ready, but the flesh is weak."

   Again, He went away and prayed, only to find when He returned to His disciples that they were still asleep. The Lord's warnings had been unheeded, for their eyes were heavy with sleep. The third time the Lord returns to the disciples, He has to say, "Sleep on now and take your rest." They had missed the opportunity of watching with the Lord and proved their own weakness, and the Lord has to say, "It is enough." The time for watching and praying had passed; the time of trial had come; the betrayer was at hand, and the One who had watched and prayed, can now say in confidence and dependence upon God, "Rise up, let us go."

   (Vv. 43-45). In the solemn betrayal scene that follows, we see the evil of our own hearts when left to ourselves and hardened by Satan. Apart from the grace of God how easily we can indulge the flesh, and, giving way to our lusts, come under the power of Satan, leading even to the betrayal of Christ. Thus, with Judas, he can say to the enemies of the Lord, "Take Him and lead Him away safely." It would seem that Judas was mocking them when he said, "Lead Him away safely." Apparently he had counted upon the Lord passing through the midst of His enemies, as on former occasions, and thus the Lord would deliver Himself from His enemies, while Judas would secure the money that he coveted. Knowing nothing of the counsels of God or the perfection of the obedience of the Lord, he was lot prepared for the submission of the Lord to His enemies in order to carry out the will of the Father according to the words just uttered in the Garden, "Not what I will but what Thou wilt."

   Thus, absorbed with the gratification of his own lust, and blind to the glory of Christ, Judas dares, not only to betray the Lord, but to do so with a kiss. A little later the enemies of the Lord will spit in His face; but with equal grace the Lord submits to the awful hypocrisy of the betrayer hat kisses Him, as to the insulting contempt of enemies that spit upon Him. Wonderful Saviour that endured the contradiction of sinners!

   (Vv. 46, 47). But if Judas, the betrayer, was not prepared for the submission of the Lord to His enemies, neither was Peter, a true disciple. His name is not mentioned but we know that it was Peter who drew his sword and smote a servant of the high priest. Moved by lust, Judas betrays the Lord; moved by love, Peter defends the Lord. Nevertheless, in spite of his sincerity, actually Peter was opposing the path of the perfect Servant of Jehovah. No mention is made of the healing of the wound in this gospel, as the leading thought is not so much to present the power of the Lord, but rather His submission as the perfect Servant.

   (Vv. 48, 49). The covetousness of Judas has been exposed, and also the fleshly energy of Peter, who was ready enough to fight, if not to pray. Now the cowardice and meanness of these Jewish leaders is exposed. They could have taken the Lord daily in the temple in an open way, for the Lord had taught openly and publicly, but their cowardly fear of the people, and lack of all principle, led them to act as if they were dealing with a thief. They understood a thief, and how to deal with a thief, but the infinite perfections of Christ were beyond their comprehension.

   (Vv. 50-52). Further we see the weakness of the disciples. "They all forsook Him, and fled." One, however, ventures still to follow, only in the end to retreat with greater shame.

   (Vv. 53-65). In submission to the Father's will, the Lord allows Himself to be led away to appear before the Jewish council. Peter with true love to the Lord, "followed Him;" but, acting in self-confidence, he does so without the mind of the Lord, and so follows "afar off." Thus, as too often with ourselves, following without divine guidance, he enters into temptation without divine support, only to learn the utter weakness of the flesh.

   In the scene that follows we see, in the chief priests and their council, to what depths of wickedness religious flesh can sink. Already they had determined to put Christ to death; therefore, the trial that follows was not to enquire if He had done anything worthy of death, but rather a horrible device to cover murder with a show of justice. With malice in their hearts, they seek not the truth, but for witnesses "against Jesus to put Him to death." Failing to discover such, they fall back on false witnesses only to find that they will not serve their purpose, for these false witnesses condemned themselves by contradicting one another.

   Finally the high priest has to appeal to Christ, Himself. In the presence of all this enmity and malice the Lord "held His peace, and answered nothing." Peter, who was a witness of these solemn scenes, can in later years tell us that "when He was reviled" He "reviled not again." "As a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so He openeth not His mouth" (Isa. 53: 7). To the accusations of malice He had nothing to say; but when challenged as to the glory of His Person, He witnesses to the truth, without hesitation, cost what it may — the perfect example for all His servants. Having failed to carry out their wicked purpose by malicious lies, they now seek to condemn the Lord for witnessing to the truth. All the devil succeeded in doing was to bring to light the truth as to the glory of the Person of Christ and expose the utter wickedness of religious flesh, which if allowed for the moment to accomplish its wicked ends, is only an instrument to carry out God's "counsel determined before to be done."

   The Lord Jesus was indeed the Christ, the Son of the Blessed, but He was also the Son of Man who hereafter will be seen sitting on the right hand of power, and returning to earth in glory. Rejected as the Son of God, according to Psalm 2, He takes the place of Son of Man according to Psalm 8.

   In the eyes of these leaders, blinded by unbelief, the truth appears as blasphemy, and without a dissenting voice "they all condemned Him to be guilty of death." In perfect submission to the Father's will, the One who will soon be exalted to the right hand of power, and come again in glory, offers no resistance to the outrages of those who spit in His face and smite Him with their hands.

   (Vv. 66-72). Alas! the Lord has not only to meet the insults of wicked men, but also the denial of Himself by a disciple. The self-confidence of Peter had made him heedless of the Lord's warnings, and neglectful of the Lord's exhortations to watch and pray. The flesh has led him into temptation in which it cannot support him. While the Lord was silent in grace in the presence of the malice of His enemies, Peter was silent in fear as he warmed himself at the world's fire in the company of the Lord's enemies. When the Lord speaks to confess the truth, Peter speaks to deny it. In his self-confidence, Peter had said, "If I should die with Thee, I will not deny Thee." When put to the test by the simple question of a maid, without any suggestion of harm coming to him, still less of death, he scents danger and denies the Lord. But conscience will not allow him to remain in the company of those to whom he has lied. He goes into the porch, and immediately, according to the Lord's warning words, he hears the cock crow. But again the maid sees Peter, and remarks to those that stood by, "This is one of them." For the second time Peter denies the Lord. A little later, others said to Peter, "Surely thou art one of them." Peter not only denies the Lord for the third time, but does so with curses and oaths. How little Peter knew, what we too are so slow to recognise, that "the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked." Deceived by his own self-confidence he failed to realise that such was the desperate wickedness of his heart that cursing and swearing and denial of his beloved Master were there ready to break forth if the occasion arose.

   How solemn is Peter's course in these solemn scenes, recorded, not that we should dwell upon his failure to belittle a devoted servant of the Lord, but rather that we may learn the evil of our own hearts and take heed to ourselves. When the Lord warns Peter of his coming denial, Peter, in self-confidence, contradicts the Lord and boasts in his devotedness. When, a little later, the Lord is watching and praying, Peter is sleeping. When, in the presence of His enemies the Lord is dumb, like a lamb before her shearers, Peter is actually smiting with a sword. When the Lord is witnessing the good confession before the high priest, Peter is denying the Lord before a simple maid.

   Peter has broken down; but the Lord remains, and the Lord is the Same. The sufferings He endured through being rejected by the nation, betrayed by a false disciple, denied by a true disciple, and forsaken by all could not turn the Lord from His own or wither up the love of His heart. As Peter hears the cock crow for the second time, he calls to mind the word that Jesus had said, "Before the cock crow twice, thou shalt deny Me thrice." These words broke poor Peter's heart and led to tears of repentance. "When he thought thereon he wept." It has been well said, "While watchfulness and prayer are ever needed, he only will be blameless, and shameless, and without offence, who walks in the solemn conviction that he has to fear the outbreak of the foulest sins, unless his soul be occupied with Jesus." We do not know the deceitfulness of our own hearts, for the same passage that tells us it is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked, goes on to ask, "Who can know it?" Immediately, the prophet gives the answer, "I the Lord search the heart, I try the reins" (Jer. 17: 9). The One who searches and knows is the One who alone is able to keep us from falling, and restore us when we fall. Thus, the restored Peter is brought to confess on resurrection day when he owns, "Lord, Thou knowest all things." No more will he talk about his own heart, and boast about what he will do and not do, but rather will he leave himself in the hands of the One who knows all things — all the evil of our hearts and all the power of the enemy — and who alone can keep us from falling.

   O keep my soul, then Jesus,

   Abiding still with Thee,

   And if I wander, teach me

   Soon back to Thee to flee

   (Mark 15) THE CROSS

   In the scenes that surround the cross the evil of fallen man is disclosed in all its enormity. Every class is represented — Jews and Gentiles, priests and people, the ruler and his soldiers, the passers by and criminal thieves. However great their political and social distinctions, all are united in their hatred and rejection of Christ (1-32).

   When man and all his wickedness is lost to sight in the darkness that covered the land, we are permitted to hear the cry from the Saviour that tells us He was forsaken of God, when, as the Holy Victim, He was made sin that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him (33-38).

   Finally, when the forsaking is past, we have a threefold witness borne to the Lord Jesus by the centurion, some devoted women, and Joseph of Arimathea (39-47).

   (Vv. 1-15). Already the Lord has been unjustly condemned by the Jewish council. But all the world has to be proved guilty; therefore, as the perfect Servant of Jehovah, the Lord submits to appear before the judgment seat of the Roman power, only to prove the utter breakdown of government in the hands of the Gentiles.

   Before Pilate, the Lord is again challenged as to the truth, for at once Pilate asks, "Art Thou the King of the Jews?" The Lord replies, "Thou sayest it." As one has said, "Whether it was before the high priest or before Pilate, it was the truth He confessed and for the truth He was condemned by man" (W. K.). To the accusations of the Jews, He answered nothing. In the perfection of His way, He knows when to speak and when to keep silence. For the truth He will speak, but when it is a question of meeting personal malice against Himself, He is silent. Good for us to profit by His perfect example, and follow in the steps of the One who, when He was reviled, reviled not again. There is a time when silence will produce a far greater effect upon the conscience than any word that van be uttered. Nevertheless, such silence is entirely foreign to our fallen nature. Thus, Pilate marvelled at His silence.

   Knowing full well that all the accusations of the Jews had no real weight as proving any wrong on the part of Christ, Pilate seeks, on the one hand, to appease the Jews, and on the other hand, to escape the infamy of condemning an innocent person, by falling back on a custom at the Feast of the Passover, of releasing "one prisoner, whomsoever they desired." At that time there was a notable prisoner, named Barabbas, who lay bound for rebellion and murder. Encouraged by the multitude who were clamouring for this custom to be carried out, Pilate suggests that He should release Jesus, the King of the Jews rather than Barabbas, the murderer. 	

   To fall back on this custom was a mere compromise, and added to the wickedness of the judge; for if, as Pilate knew, the blessed Lord was innocent, a righteous judgment would demand that, apart from any custom, He should have been released. Moreover the injustice of Pilate in not at once releasing an innocent Man is increased by the fact that he was perfectly aware that, in having bound the Lord and brought Him before the judgment seat, these wicked men were moved by envy. Envy, or jealousy, whether in a sinner or in a saint is one of the greatest incentives For evil in the world. It was envy that led to the first murder, when Cain killed his brother: it was envy that led to the greatest murder when the Jews killed their Messiah. Well may the preacher say, "Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous; but who is able to stand before envy?" (Prov. 27: 4). With envy filling their hearts these religious leaders incite the people to choose Barabbas rather than Christ. Moved by envy they reject Christ, the One who is "altogether lovely," and choose a murderer and a rebel. Well for all believers to take to heart the lessons of this solemn scene, and heed the words of the apostle James when he warns us against allowing "bitter envying and strife" in our hearts. If not judged in the heart it will lead to confusion and every evil work, even in the christian circle (James 3: 14-16).

   Pilate may be a hardened man of the world, but at least he made some feeble remonstrance against the condemnation of the One that all knew to be innocent. Therefore, if he is to release Barabbas he asks, "What will ye then that I shall do unto Him whom ye call the King of the Jews?" Without any hesitation they cried out, "Crucify Him." We do not care for the company of a rebel and a murderer, but such is the enmity of the flesh to God, that, if left to ourselves, and we have to choose between a murderer and Christ, we prefer the murderer.

   Again Pilate asks, "Why, what evil hath He done?" Their only answer is the unreasoning cry of a mob, "Crucify Him." Willing to content the people, he abandons all show of justice, releases Barabbas, and having scourged the One that he knows to be innocent, delivers Him up to be crucified.

   (Vv. 16-20). In the treatment of the Lord at the hand of the soldiers we see the brutality of man that finds its pleasure in outraging a defenceless person. It was no part of a soldier's duty to maltreat a prisoner, but the lowly grace and perfection of this Holy Prisoner brought God near to them, and this was intolerable to fallen man. The One who will yet be crowned with many crowns at the hand of a righteous God, submits to be crowned with a crown of thorns at the hands of wicked men. He who will rule the nations with a rod of iron, allows poor wretched man to smite Him with a reed. In mockery they bow the knee before the One to whom they will have to bow in the day of judgment.

   (V. 21). The violent soldiers, indifferent to the liberty and rights of others, compel one returning from his labours in the field to bear the cross. Simon the Cyrenian had the honour of bearing the actual cross for the One who suffered on the cross for all the world. God, apparently was not unmindful of this small service for the Lord; for we are told that this Simon was the father of Alexander and Rufus. This seems suggestive of the Rufus mentioned in Romans 12: 13, and would imply that Alexander and Rufus were well known converts when Mark wrote his gospel.

   (Vv. 22-32). No indignity or humiliation is spared the Lord. Having crucified Him in the place of a skull, the soldiers gamble for His clothes. In derision they pour contempt upon the nation by the superscription of His accusation, "THE KING OF THE JEWS," and at the same time crucifying Him between two thieves. Unknown to themselves they were fulfilling scripture which said, "He was numbered with the transgressors."

   It might be thought that the passers by would at least refrain from taking part in this terrible scene, but even they wag their heads, rail upon Him, misapply His words, and challenge Him to "Save Himself, and come down from the cross."

   The chief priests join with others in mocking the Lord, when they said, 'He saved others; Himself He cannot save." This indeed, was true, little as they realised that it was the truth. But what they add is wholly false, for they say, "Let Christ the King of Israel descend now from the cross, that we may see and believe." Faith cometh by hearing not by sight. Moreover, had He come down from the cross belief would have been in vain. We should yet be in our sins.

   Finally, the Christ of God is rejected and scorned by the lowest criminals, for we read, "They that were crucified with Him reviled Him."

   (Vv. 33-36). We have seen the Lord rejected by all men from the highest to the lowest, and forsaken by His disciples. Now we are permitted to hear of His far deeper sufferings when forsaken by God. It is no longer he envy, malice, and cruelty of men that He has to bear, but the penalty of sin when delivered up to death by a holy God. Into this solemn scene no man can, or shall intrude. Darkness was over the land. Christ was alone with God hidden from every eye, when He, who knew no sin, was made sin. As made sin He had to endure the forsaking of God. But may we not say that, never was He more precious to God than when in perfect obedience He endured the forsaking of God? He ever glorified the Father, but never in a greater degree than when made sin and forsaken. That such a sacrifice was required magnifies the holy nature of God; that such a sacrifice could be given magnifies the love of God. No less a sacrifice could secure the glory of God or obtain the salvation of men.

   But what must it have been to His holy nature to be made sin? Coming into the world He was spoken of as that "Holy Thing": going out of it He was "made sin." The One who was the Object of the Father's delight from all eternity is forsaken. From the Twenty second Psalm, we learn that the One who utters the cry, "My God, my God why hast Thou forsaken me?" alone can give the answer, "Thou art holy, O Thou that dwellest amid the praises of Israel." If the purpose of the heart of God, to dwell in the midst of a praising people, is to be fulfilled, then the holiness of God must first be met. Nothing can meet the holy requirements of a holy God in respect of sin except the offering of Christ without spot.

   (Vv. 37, 38). When all was accomplished, "Jesus cried with a loud voice, and gave up the ghost." His cry with a loud voice proved, indeed, hat His death was not the result of the failure and exhaustion of natural rowers. One has said, "Jesus did not die because He could not live, as all others do." If the holiness of God was to be met, and salvation to be made possible for sinners, He must die; but no man took His life from Him. He, Himself, gave up His life.

   Immediately the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom. The veil separated the holy place from the holy of holies. It spoke, indeed, of the presence of God, but man shut out from God. Such was the character of the time of law. God present but man unable to draw near to God. The rending of the veil proclaimed that all was over with Judaism; but more it tells us that God can now in righteousness come out in grace with the good news of forgiveness for man, and that man can draw near to God on the ground of the precious blood.

   (V. 39). The great work of the cross being finished, the first voice to be lifted up as a witness to the glory of the Person of Christ, is a Gentile, the harbinger of the new day, when a great host from the Gentiles will confess the Saviour as the Son of God. Doubtless, this centurion had seen many a death on fields of battle, but never a death like that of Christ. He recognises that the One who can, with a loud cry, yield up His spirit, must be more than man. Thus, he can say, "Truly this Man was the Son of God."

   (Vv. 40, 41). Then certain devoted women, who had followed the Lord and ministered to Him of their substance, in the days of His flesh have honourable mention. In love they had followed the Lord in His life of service, they clung to Him in death upon the cross, they behold when His body is laid in the grave. It is easy to dwell upon their lack of intelligence, while falling far behind them in their devoted love.

   (Vv. 42-47). If when the disciples had fled, these devoted women shine forth in time of danger, so too an honourable counsellor is emboldened to come forward, and beg the body of Jesus for burial. Though a true believer, who waited for the Kingdom of God, yet his high social position may have hindered him from identifying himself with the lowly Jesus and His humble disciples. But, as so often, the greatness of the evil forces faith to show itself, and those whom we might judge to be spiritually of little account make a firm stand on the side of the Lord, when others that we might expect to take a lead entirely fail.

   Thus the word of God is fulfilled that tells us that though men appointed His grave with the wicked, yet He should be with the rich in His death (Isa. 53: 9 N. Tr.). Thus if men are allowed with every insult to nail Christ to a cross, that the counsel of God may be carried out, care is taken —  that great work being finished — that His body shall be buried with due reverence, and without further insults from wicked men.

   (Mark 16) THE RESURRECTION AND ASCENSION

   (Vv. 1-3). FOR THE THIRD time these three devoted women — Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome — come before us. Apparently they had already bought sweet spices to anoint the Lord's body when the sabbath was past. Unbelief thought to find the Lord's body in the grave, and ignorance would seek to retain it there. But the Spirit of God delights to take the precious from the vile, and dwell upon their devoted love that led them to purchase the spices and come to the grave at the rising of the sun.

   On the way to the grave they say to one another, "Who shall roll us away the stone from the door of the sepulchre?" To the reasoning mind of the natural man, there is still a great stone at the grave of Christ. Alienated from God, fallen man finds insuperable difficulty in the truth of resurrection. The Greek philosophers, as indeed the philosophers of today, may profess belief in the immortality of the soul, but they refuse to accept the resurrection of the body. It is pleasing to the mind of man to think that his soul lives on after it has left the body, but if the body is to be raised it is evident that the power of God must be put forth, and the thought of being dependent upon the God that men hate, is repugnant to the mind of man. Leave God out and resurrection is impossible, bring in God, and His power, and all difficulties vanish — the stone is rolled away.

   (Vv. 4-7). Coming to the grave these devoted women find that God had been before them, and the stone is rolled away; not indeed that the body of the Lord might leave the grave, but that disciples might enter in and see that the place where He had been laid is empty. No stone, however great, could hold the body of the Lord in the grave.

   Entering the grave they are at once confronted with a heavenly messenger to assure their hearts, and calm their fears, as he tells them, "Ye seek Jesus of Nazareth, which was crucified; He is not here; behold the place where they laid Him." They were seeking Jesus, and this being so, in spite of much ignorance and unbelief, all would be well. What are we seeking? Is Jesus the object of our hearts? As one has said, "It is the consecration of the heart to the Lord that brings light and intelligence to the soul" (J.N.D.). How often our blindness to truth and inability to distinguish between right and wrong can be traced to our lack of the single eye that has Christ as the One Object. We often seek our own will, and exaltation, rather than "seek Jesus" and His glory. The measure in which we "seek Jesus" is the measure in which we get light. We may seek many things that are good in themselves but short of Jesus: we may seek souls, seek service, the good of man, and the welfare of the saints; but, if we "seek Jesus" all else will fall rightly into its place and we shall find light for our path. Seeking Jesus, these women receive light from heaven and are sent on a service for the Lord.

   They were to deliver this message to "His disciples and Peter." It is touching to notice that in the gospel that so fully gives the details of Peter's grievous fall, we have this special mention of the name of Peter. Had the message been simply to the disciples, Peter might have said, "It cannot include me, I am no longer a disciple. Any such thought is dispelled by the special mention of Peter's name. The disciples are to learn that though they had all forsaken the Lord and fled, and though Peter had denied Him, yet the Lord's heart of love is unchanged towards them, and, as in the days of His life here, so now in resurrection, He will "go before" His disciples to lead the way, and they will "see Him," and all will come to pass "as He said." May we not say, in a wider sense, that in spite of the ruin of the church in responsibility, the scattering and failure of God's people, the time is coming when He will gather all His sheep together around Himself, our risen and glorious Lord, and we shall see Him face to face, and every word He has uttered will be fulfilled.

   (V. 8). They had seen the empty tomb, they had listened to the angel, but Jesus they had not seen; as we read in the gospel of Luke, "Him they saw not." Apart from Christ, Himself, the great stone rolled away, the empty sepulchre, the vision of angels, only leave us trembling and amazed.

   (Vv. 9-11). Now we learn that already the Lord had appeared to Mary Magdalene out of whom He had cast seven demons. The one who was a witness to the Lord's power over demons, now becomes a witness to His power over death. She carries the glad news that the Lord is risen to the disciples as they mourned and wept. Alas! though they heard the message, they believed not.

   (Vv. 12-13). The brief reference to the Lord's appearance to the two disciples on the way to Emmaus tells that neither was their witness believed.

   (Vv. 14-18). Finally we have the record of the Lord's appearance to the eleven, as they sat at meat. The Lord upbraids them for their unbelief which is traced to the hardness of their hearts. Cannot much of our unbelief be traced to the hardness of our hearts that, so often are unresponsive to His love and unimpressed by His word?

   In spite, however, of this exposure of their hearts, the Lord immediately sends them forth to preach to others. We might think that such unbelief and hardness of heart would be a proof that they were entirely unfitted for the service of preaching to others. But this very exposure of their hearts in the presence of the Lord was a preparation for service. It is when we find out something of the true character of our hearts, and learn our own nothingness, that God can take us up for blessing to others.

   They were to go into all the world and present the gospel to every creature. "He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be condemned." It would be contrary to the truth to deduce from this passage that baptism has any saving power before God, for the essential truth is believing the gospel. Therefore, it is not said, "He that believeth not, and is not baptized shall be condemned." As one has said, "Unbelief was the fatal evil above all to be dreaded. Whether a man was baptized or not, if he did not believe, he must be condemned." Baptism has this importance that it is the open sign before men of the faith before God. The man who professes to believe and yet refuses to be baptized is practically seeking to hide his profession of faith in order that he may keep in with the world. We may well question the reality of that man's faith. The true believer will confess his faith by separating from the world. Baptism is the sign of death, the great separator. By being baptized the believer leaves the world to come into the Christian sphere on earth amongst God's people.

   The Lord tells His disciples that signs should follow them that believe. In Christ's name they would cast out demons, speak with tongues, and heal the sick. It is to be noticed that the Lord does not say that these signs would follow an that believe, or that they would continue for all time. It is well to distinguish between the sign-gifts referred to by the Apostle in 1 Corinthians 12: 29, 30, and the nourishment gifts of Ephesians 4: 11. The sign-gifts in Corinthians were given to the early church for a public testimony, to attract the attention of an unbelieving world. The gifts for the nourishment of the body came from the ascended Head. Seeing that the church has entirely broken down in responsibility, the Lord ceases to call attention to a ruined church by outward and miraculous signs. But though the church is shorn of her outward ornaments, the Lord does not cease to love and nourish His body; thus the gifts of Ephesians go on to the end.

   (Vv. 19-20). Having given His commission to His disciples, the Lord was received up into heaven to take His place on the right hand of God. His work on earth as the perfect servant is finished. Nevertheless, He works with His disciples, confirming the word they preached with signs following. 
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Introduction

The Gospel of John is pre-eminently the gospel of the revelation of the glory of the Son. Other gospels present other glories of our Lord: Matthew unfolds His official glory as the Messiah; Mark presents the glory of His humiliation as the Servant; Luke presents His moral glory as the Son of Man; but John's high privilege is to present His personal glory as the Son.

Moreover, the presentation of Christ as a divine Person involves the revelation of every divine Person. The gospel opens with the presentation of the glories of the Son. As it proceeds, we have the revelation of the Father's heart (John 1: 18), the Father's hand (John 5: 17), and the Father's house (John 14: 1-3). As it draws to its close there is a very full presentation of the Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, in this gospel there is the introduction of an entirely new Man after a new order. The Lord speaks of Himself as "the Son of Man which is in heaven" (John 3: 13); as the Son of Man "which cometh down from heaven" (John 6: 33, 50); and as the Son of Man Who is about to "ascend up where He was before" (John 6: 62). Thus in the gospel there is the twofold presentation of Christ: first, as the only-begotten Son revealing the Father; and then as the Son of Man presenting a new order of man — a Man Who walked on earth, and lived in heaven.

To bring out these varied glories of Christ, different figures are used. In John 2 He is the temple wherein dwells the glory of God. In John 6 He is the true bread given from heaven to satisfy the need of man. In John 8 and 9 He is the Light of the world to bring men out of darkness. In John 10 He is the Shepherd to lead His sheep out of the old Jewish fold into the new Christian flock. In John 3 He is the Resurrection and the Life to deliver men from death. In John 12 He is the Corn of Wheat that dies to secure a seed His like. In John 15 He is the true Vine to enable His disciples to bear fruit for the Father.

Seeing that the great purpose of the gospel is to present the glory of the Son of God as a divine Person, it will be readily understood why there is no genealogy in this gospel, and no account of the birth and early years of the Lord. These details, so precious to faith, and beautiful and necessary in their place, would be entirely out of keeping with a gospel that presents the glory of His Person as the Son. As a divine Person He is above all genealogies, even as the Servant, in the Gospel of Mark, He takes a place below the need of a genealogy.

Furthermore, in the presentation of the Word become flesh, no details are given that connect Christ with earth and the nation of Israel. It forms no part of the purpose of this gospel to show the fulfilment of promises made in the past, to foretell the setting up of the kingdom in the future, or to instruct us as to the form the kingdom takes in the present. Again, let us remember, these truths are needed and precious in their place, though falling far short of the great purpose of John in presenting the glory of the Son of God. With the coming of the Son of God, and the consequent revelation of divine Persons and a new order of man, there is the setting aside of the old Jewish order and the introduction of Christianity. From the outset of the gospel both the nation of Israel and the world at large are viewed as having entirely broken down in responsibility, and as set aside in judgment to bring in Christianity. Further, the gospel sets forth Christianity according to the thought of God, and not according to the corruptions of Christendom; for, be it remembered, the gospel was probably written at a late date when the ruin, foretold by the apostle Paul, had already overtaken the Christian profession. Thus, in this gospel, we are lifted above the world, and carried outside Judaism and corrupt Christendom, to learn the blessedness of Christianity according to God's thought, founded upon the Person of the Son of God.

Christianity, being founded upon the Person of Christ, must of necessity take its character from Christ — "as the heavenly (One), such also the heavenly (ones)." In chapter after chapter we see this setting aside of the old order, and the introduction of that which is entirely new. In John 1 the law given by Moses gives way to "grace and truth" which came by Jesus Christ. In John 2 the temple at Jerusalem is set aside by the temple of His body. In John 3 "earthly things" give place to "heavenly things". In John 4 the natural water of the well is superseded by the fountain of the water of life. In John 5 the pool and the providential activity of the angel are set aside by the all-powerful voice of the Son of God. In John 6 the natural bread gives place to the true bread that comes down from heaven. In John 8 and 9 darkness is dispelled by light. In John 10 the Jewish fold is set aside by the Christian flock. In John 11 death is set aside by life.


We are thus permitted to see old things pass away, and all things become new. Time gives place to eternity, things earthly to things heavenly. In thought we are carried back into an eternity when time was not; in spirit we are taken beyond the bounds of earth to taste the joys of the Father's house.

How blessed, when all has broken down in the hands of men, to come to this gospel and have our souls engaged with divine Persons in Whom there can be no break down, to be led into the purpose of God which no ruin can touch, and to be transported into scenes where no failure of man will ever enter.

As we read this gospel we are, from the outset, in touch with eternal things and heavenly scenes, and find ourselves in company with divine Persons. And yet we can move easily in such high company without fear, for this glorious Person, the eternal Son, has drawn so near to us that He can sit beside a lonely sinner at the well, and bring a disciple to rest upon His bosom. So truly has He dwelt among us that to one He can make Himself beholden for a drink of water; to others He can stoop to wash their feet; while yet for others He can prepare a fire to warm them and a meal to feed them.

1. The Eternal Word

John 1: 1-18

The great theme of the introductory verses of the Gospel of John is the glory of the Person of Christ as the eternal Word. We are first carried back in thought into eternity to learn His glory as a divine Person; coming into time, there is displayed before us His glory as the Creator; finally, the Word is presented as becoming flesh, revealing to us His glory as the eternal Son in relationship with the Father.

John 1: 1, 2. The gospel opens with the sublime statement, "In the beginning was the Word." At once our thoughts are carried back into eternity, before time commenced or creation existed, to learn that the glorious Person Who is called "the Word" had no beginning. In the beginning of everything that had a beginning, the Word was, not "began". "'In the beginning was the Word' is the formal expression that the Word had no beginning" (N.Tn.).

At once we are told that the Word is an eternal Person. As the Word, this blessed Person is the revealer of God — the Person in the Godhead Who is in Himself, as well as by His acts and what He became, the expression of God and His thoughts.


Further, we are told that the Word was "with God". Not only is the Word an eternal Person, He is also a distinct Person in the Godhead. The "with" denotes, moreover, not only distinctness of Person, but also intercommunion between the Persons in the Godhead. Then we are told that "the Word was God." The opening statement, telling us that the Word is an eternal Person, would imply that He must be a divine Person. But we are not left, in a matter that touches the glory of His Person, to an inference, however correct. We are definitely told that "the Word was God" — a divine Person.

Finally, we learn, "The same was in the beginning with God." This is no mere repetition of the fact already stated that He was a distinct Person with God. Here we learn the additional truth that He was eternally a distinct Person. Thus carefully does the Spirit of God guard the glory of His Person against those who might admit the distinctness of His Person and yet assert that there was a time when He commenced to have a distinct Personal existence.

Both the Lord, referring to the commencement of His ministry, and John, speaking of the commencement of Christianity, use the expression "from the beginning". Here in reference to that which has no commencement we twice have the expression, "in the beginning". Further, it is to be noted that it is said that "the Word was with God" — not the Father. As the Word and God, so the Son and the Father are correlative. The designation God comprehends not only the Father but also the Holy Ghost and the Son. The Word and God speak of the nature of divine Persons: the Father and the Son tell of relationships between divine Persons. The great object of these verses is to establish the glory of Christ as in nature a divine Person.


In the fewest and plainest words the Spirit of God in these opening verses has presented the Godhead glory of our Lord. The Word is an eternal Person, a distinct Person in the Godhead, a divine Person, and an eternally distinct Person.

All the bright array of "heavenly things" that pass before us in this gospel are founded upon the glory of the Person of Christ. To call in question the Deity of the Son is to undermine the foundation on which all blessing for man is based. It matters not what elaborate religious systems men may build or how much they may profess to honour the Name of Christ, if they are not building on this foundation all will come to ruin.

John 1: 2 The glory of the Word as a divine Person having been stated, we pass from eternity into time to learn the two great ways in which God has been expressed through the Word: first, in creation (verse 3), and secondly, by incarnation (verse 14). Here, then, we learn that "all things were made by Him" — the Word. This positive affirmation is emphasised by the negative statement that "without Him was not anything made that was made." All things, great and small, animate and inanimate, spiritual and material — everything that has "received being" (N. Tn.) received it through the Word. The very form of words necessarily exclude divine Persons, of Whom it can be said that They have being, but not that They "received being". If creation comes into being, it is not only to prove there is a Creator, but in order, in its measure, to express the Creator. "The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth His handy-work. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth knowledge" (Psalm 19: 1, 2; Romans 1: 20).


John 1: 3. If verse 3 speaks of that which received being through the Word, verse 4 tells us of that which is in the Word. "In Him was life." With this statement we pass from the relation of the Word to the whole created universe to consider His relation to mankind. Thus the "life" spoken of can hardly be the natural life of creation. Truly, as the Creator, the Word is the source of the natural life, which, when given, whether in plants or animals, can propagate itself. This life is rather the spiritual life which becomes the light of men who already have the natural life. Life may be communicated to others, but life was never communicated to the Word — "In Him was life. "

This life was the light of men. The Lord can say, "He that followeth Me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life" (John 8: 12). The life in the Word was the perfect revelation to man of the invisible God. The light of nature will not reveal the heart of God.

The light of reason cannot find out God by searching. It is only the light of the life in the Word become flesh that can declare God.

John 1: 5. Man is fallen; if, therefore, the light shines before men, it is in a scene of darkness or ignorance of God. Further, we learn that "the darkness comprehended it not." This tells us that spiritual darkness is not only ignorance or absence of light; it is opposition to the light. Natural light would banish actual darkness; but, if man is left to himself, spiritual light will not banish his spiritual darkness. The light of the life of the Word brings out the moral incapacity of man, as later the love of His life calls forth the hatred of man.

John 1: 6-9. In the opening verses there is passed before us the glory of the Word in relation to God, then to creation, and lastly to mankind. In the verses that follow we learn the way God has taken to present the light to man in this world. Not only does God give the light, but He sends a forerunner to call man's attention to the light. No details are given of John the Baptist's connection with the Jew or things earthly. Here he is viewed as "sent from God," and as a witness to that which is entirely new — the Light. In other gospels he witnesses to the King and His kingdom for repentant Israel: here he witnesses to the Light for "all men".


If, however, God sends the forerunner, He carefully guards the glory of Christ. Great as John may be, there is only One Who is the Light. John, indeed, was "the burning and shining lamp" (John 5: 35, N.Tn.), but the Word was the Light that coming into the world lightens every man. The Light had a twofold effect: it exposed man, but revealed God. Truly the Lord "went about doing good," but the motive in all that He did was to make God known. He did not simply open blind eyes to relieve blindness, but to make known the love of God in relation to man's need. Light is the revelation of God in love according to the full truth of man's condition and God's holiness.

John 1: 10, 11. Then we are told the effect of the Light upon man when left to himself. The world did not know Him, and His own, the Jews, would not receive Him. The Light reveals that man is not only utterly insensible to what is good and perfect, but absolutely opposed to the One in Whom all this goodness is displayed. Left to himself the condition of man is hopeless.

John 1: 12, 13. God, in His sovereign grace, does not leave man entirely to himself. He works in grace in man, with the result that some receive Christ — they believe on His Name — and to such are given the right to become the children of God. They form a new race, not by natural generation — of blood; nor by their own efforts — the will of the flesh; nor by the will of others — the will of man; but as deriving a new life from God.

Incarnation. (John 1: 14-18). The first thirteen verses unfold the glories of the Person of the Christ. He is the Word, an eternal, distinct, and divine Person in the Godhead; He is the Creator of all things, the One in Whom is life, and the Light of every man.


John 1: 14. Now we are told how this glorious Person came into this world to bring the light of life to men. The One Who in the beginning was the Word becomes flesh. We have learnt Who He is in Person, Who He was in eternity; now we are told what He becomes in time. It is not said that He became the Word by incarnation, but that the Word became flesh.

This immense event — the incarnation of the everlasting Word — would lead us to expect great and blessed results. Three of the outstanding effects of incarnation are brought before us in these verses: first, the revelation of the eternal relationships between divine Persons; secondly, the attitude of God toward man; thirdly, the declaration of God in His fulness.

The eternal relationships between divine Persons. The Word having become flesh, the apostle can say, "We have contemplated His glory, a glory as of an only-begotten with a Father". The glory they beheld was not derived from the Manhood He assumed but from His relationship in the Godhead. His glory was a unique glory, the glory of an only-begotten Son, a relationship enjoyed in communion with God as a Father. Thus, while the reality of His Manhood is stated, the glory of His Person is carefully guarded.

The attitude of God towards man. The Word having become flesh, we at once learn what is in the heart of God toward man. The One Who became flesh dwelt among us "full of grace and truth". He came in a character that exactly suited man. He did not come making demands from man, as in the law, but as a Giver bringing blessing in grace to the unworthy. Moreover, the full truth came with Christ. All that Moses and the prophets stated was true, but not the full truth. The law tells me what I ought to be; it does not tell me what I am. "Christ shewed not what things ought to be, but what they are . . . Christ tells me the truth about everything, evil and good alike" (N.Tn.).

John 1: 15. The witness of John the Baptist to this glorious Person come in flesh is again given. The One Who is full of grace and truth takes a far greater place in time, even as He existed before John in eternity.

John 1: 16, 17. Moreover, the Word become flesh, and dwelling among us, not only set forth the fulness of grace that was in Christ, but, says the apostle, "Of His fulness we all have received, and grace upon grace" (N.Tn.). He was here not only to display grace in Himself, but to communicate grace to others, and that in abundance — grace upon grace. The law given by Moses was an exactor, demanding from man what he ought to be in relation to God and his neighbour. Grace, coming by Jesus Christ, brings blessing to man according to what he is in all his need, while fully maintaining the truth of all that God is in all His infinite holiness.


John 1: 18. The declaration of God. The Word having become flesh, there is at once the full declaration of God. In Old Testament days there were partial declarations of God in His attributes — as the Almighty and as the unchanging Jehovah — but there was no revelation of the heart of God until the Son came. No man was great enough to declare God. None but a divine Person could reveal a divine Person. "No one has seen God at any time." The Son, as the only-begotten in the bosom of the Father, revealed the Father as He knew Him. As one has said, this not only describes "the character of His glory here below; it is what He was (what He had been, what He ever is) in the Father's own bosom in the Godhead: and it is thus He declared Him."

2. The Threefold Witness of John the Baptist.

John 1: 19-37

Following the introductory verses, this gospel presents a striking testimony to Christ rendered by John the Baptist on three successive days. This witness is followed by a further presentation of the Lord, rendered by Himself, also on three successive days.

The first day's witness, rendered by John, is recorded in verses 19-28. The second day's witness is given in verses 29-34, commencing with the words, "The next day". The last day's witness is found in verses 35-37, introduced by the words, "Again the next day".

The witness of John the Baptist, as presented in the Gospel of John, is in striking contrast with his witness as recorded by Matthew and Luke. In the earlier Gospels, John renders a witness in the presence of sinners; here he bears witness as in the presence of the Son of God. With the crowds before him, he speaks as a prophet who searches the conscience, seeking to convict men of their sins. In the presence of a divine Person he speaks as a worshipper, in tender and lowly terms of One Whose shoe's lachet he is not worthy to unloose. There the guilt of the nation burdens his soul; here the glory of Christ absorbs his spirit. Christ has become all in all to John; he, himself, is only a voice that will soon be silent.


On the first day of John's ministry his great aim is to hide himself in order to magnify Christ. On the second day the theme of his ministry is the glory of Christ's Person and the greatness of His work as meeting the need of the world. On the last day of his ministry he presents the Person of Christ for the satisfaction of the heart of the believer.

The first day's witness of John the Baptist (verses 19-28)

If on this day John hides himself it is, first, that he may present Christ as the new gathering centre for His people. Then, in order to gather to Christ, he baptises to separate believers from the corrupt religious system of the day. Finally, he makes it clear that the Christ to Whom believers gather is in reproach with the religious world.

John 1: 19-21. These truths are brought to light by the interview between John and the representatives of the Jews. The priests and Levites, sent from Jerusalem, enquire of John "Who art thou?" With his heart full of Christ, John very blessedly replies, "I am not the Christ." This seems a remarkable answer, seeing nothing had been said, or asked, concerning Christ. It is as if John said, "You have come to me, but I am not the One you need, I am not the Christ". As a true witness he presents Christ and hides himself. The more he is pressed to speak of himself, the shorter his answers become. They say, "Art thou Elias?" He replies, "I am not". They ask "Art thou that prophet?" He answers with a single word, "No". John is decreasing that Christ may increase.

John 1: 22, 23. "Then said they unto him, Who art thou?" He replies that he is only a "voice". He is not Elias, foretold by Malachi; he is not the prophet promised by Moses; he is only the voice of whom Esaias had spoken. He refuses to take a place as a gathering centre for the people of God; he refuses to take a name, to exalt himself among the people of God. He is simply a voice to speak of Jesus in obedience to the Word of God. More-over, he speaks of Jesus in a wilderness world where there is nothing for God, and in the midst of a people who are without the fear of God.

John 1: 24, 25. If, however, John refuses to become a new gathering centre, why does he baptize? The Pharisees were well aware that baptism signified death, and therefore separation, for death is the great separator. If John baptized, it signified separation from the old order of things in order to have part in something entirely new. What, then, the Pharisees enquire, is the new centre of gathering, seeing that John refused to become a leader or centre?

John 1: 26-28. In his reply John admits that he baptises with water, implying that in order to gather round Christ it is necessary to separate from the corrupt religious system of that day. Further, he clearly indicates the necessity for this separation. The religious Jew had no appreciation of Christ. He was standing among them, but as One unknown. Not only was He unknown by the world, but unknown by the priests and Levites of Jerusalem. Yet, so great is this unknown One that John can say His "shoe's lachet I am not worthy to unloose".

Moreover, He is not only unknown, but He is in the outside place, "beyond Jordan". Thus from the outset of this gospel, Christ is presented as rejected by the nation, and in the outside place of reproach.

Nor is it otherwise today. As Christ was treated by the religious mass in the closing days of Judaism, so is He treated by the religious profession in the closing days of Christendom. However precious to individuals, He is still unknown by the easy-going religious profession; He is still outside the corrupt religious systems of the day; He is still in the place of reproach. Sorrowful as this surely is, it need not occasion surprise, for we are forewarned that the last phase of Christendom will find Christ outside the door of the easy-going Christian profession. (Revelation 3: 20).


The second day's witness of John the Baptist (verses 29-34)

On the first day John prepares the way of the Lord by hiding himself, in order that Christ may fill the vision of men. On this second day he presents a more positive witness to the glory of the Person, and work of Christ. He is the Lamb of God and the Son of God. As the Lamb of God He taketh away the sin of the world; as the Son of God He baptizeth with the Holy Ghost.

John 1: 29. John commences his witness on this day by saying, "Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world". This brings before us two parts of Christ's work: first, the dealing with sin sacrificially as the Lamb of God, by being made sin at the Cross; secondly, the taking away of the principle of sin from the world in a day to come.

The title Lamb is in view of the sacrifice of the Cross. "The Lamb of God" tells us of a sacrifice provided by God, in contrast with sacrifices brought by men in days of old. Being of God, the sacrifice is one that is entirely acceptable to God. The ultimate result of this great sacrifice will be the absolute removal of all trace of sin from the world. The words "taketh away the sin of the world" tell us what the Lord Jesus will do in the future as the result of the work that He has done, as the Lamb of God, in the past.

Sin is lawlessness; that is, man doing his own will without any thought or fear of God. All the misery of the world is the outcome of man doing his own will in a world of sin. The Lord will take away every trace of sin by bringing all into subjection to God. It is thus that the believer is today delivered from the power of sin by being brought into subjection to God. Based upon the fact that our old man has been crucified with Christ, we reckon ourselves dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Man, dominated by sin, has no thought of God. The believer has God before him; he seeks to live for the will and pleasure of God, and so doing is delivered from the power of sin. What is true for the believer now, who reckons himself dead to sin and alive to God, will in measure be true of the world in the Millennial day, when men will have to submit to God under the reign of righteousness. It will be absolutely true in the new heavens and the new earth, where righteousness will dwell. Then God will dwell with men in a scene where God's will is carried out by all, and in everything. No trace of sin will mar that scene; God will be all in all. At last the prayer will be answered, "Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven".

John 1: 30. Then John witnesses to the greatness of the One Who, as the Lamb of God, will do this work. He says, "He it is of Whom I said, A Man comes after me Who takes a place before me, because He was before me" (N. Tn. ). In time Christ came after John; in position He takes a place of pre-eminence far above John, for He existed in eternity before John.


John 1: 31. John is careful to show that his knowledge of the glory of the Person of the Christ was completely outside the flesh. It was not acquired by any natural knowledge of the Lord as being connected with the Lord by the ties of kindred. Twice, he says, "I knew Him not". Further, he answers the question of the Pharisees, "Why baptizest thou?" He explains that he was closing up the old order by baptism, in order to make Christ manifest to Israel as the great Centre of the new order of blessing. It was not to make himself manifest; he hid himself in order that Christ "should be made manifest".

John 1: 32. Further, John exalts Christ by showing that He was marked out from all others by the great fact of the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove and abiding upon Him. It was no new thing for the Spirit to descend upon a man for a certain purpose; it was an entirely new thing for the Spirit to "abide". Jesus receives the Holy Spirit as Man in virtue of His own perfection, and as being in relationship with the Father as the Son. "We are sealed, being sons by faith in Him in virtue of the redemption that He has accomplished."

John 1: 33, 34. The Spirit comes upon Christ "like a dove", not like tongues of fire as at Pentecost. The fire speaks of testing, and involves self-judgment. If the Spirit comes upon us, He tests all that is of the flesh, and demands its self-judgment. This leads John to speak of the second part of Christ's work: He "baptizeth with the Holy Ghost". It is not only as the Lamb of God He accomplishes redemption but, as the Son of God, He imparts the Holy Spirit in order that the redeemed may be led into the blessedness of their place as sons. John bears record that the One Who gives the Holy Spirit is the Son of God. Who but a divine Person could give a divine Person? These titles given to the Lord by John go far beyond what Christ is in relation to Israel. As the Lamb of God He does a work available for all the world, having a world-wide effect. As the Lamb, in Revelation, He is the Centre of all the redeemed. Then the baptism of the Spirit cannot be confined to Israel. The Word is, "I will pour out of My Spirit upon all flesh" (Acts 2: 17). As Son of God, too, Christ has authority over the nations (Psalm 2).

The third day's witness of John the Baptist (verses 35-37)

John 1: 35-37. On the first day of his ministry John, the greatest born of women, retires into the background in the presence of Jesus. On the second day he witnesses to the glory of Christ's Person and the greatness of His work. Finally, on this, the last, day of his ministry he says nothing as to the work of Christ or the gift of Christ, but speaks only of the Person of Christ. "He saith, Behold the Lamb of God." This was not, perhaps, so much a witness to others but rather the adoration of a heart engrossed with the beauty of Christ. For what John says of Jesus on this day is the result of looking upon Jesus. It was not the result of reading about Him in the prophets, or hearing about Him from others, but of looking upon Him; as we read, "John stood . . . and looking upon Jesus as He walked, he saith, Behold the Lamb of God".

Well for us if, amidst the hurry and rush of life, we too stood still for a little, and as it were made time to look upon "Jesus as He walked" — to drink into our souls of the graces and excellencies, the gentleness and kindness, the loveliness and meekness, the holiness and love, of Jesus that marked every step of His life through this dark world of sin and woe; and then, with full hearts, call the attention of others to the loveliness of the One Who is "altogether lovely" — to say, like John of old, "Behold the Lamb of God".

The effect of such a ministry is seen in the two disciples who heard John speak. They heard John, but they followed Jesus. Apparently they had listened unmoved to the ministry of John on the former days, but the ministry of the third day that flowed from a heart that was full of Christ reached hearts that needed Him.


The effect of beholding Jesus as He walked must be the realisation that He loves us; and His love, drawing out our love, attracts us to Him in such fashion that we are drawn after Him and we become followers of Christ. Are we not often content to know that we are under the shelter of the work of Christ, and sealed with the Spirit, without definitely following Christ? Following Christ must mean more than believing in Christ. It surely involves believing, for a follower must be a believer, and yet a believer is not always a follower. To follow implies that He has become the great Object before the soul — the One Who governs and controls the life. Is not the lack of this definite following the secret of the little progress that we make in our spiritual history; and does not this lack mark the difference between devotedness and half-heartedness?

3. The Threefold Ministry of Christ.

John 1: 38

Christ is the theme of all true ministry: its end is reached when those who listen are firmly attached to Christ. When, therefore, the two disciples are attracted to Christ in such true affection that they are constrained to follow Him, the purpose of John's ministry is accomplished.

The close of John's witness leads to the opening of the ministry of Christ. What was historically true at that time is still true in the spiritual history of the believer. If, through the ministry of a servant of the Lord, we are attracted to Christ, it is that we may come under His own gracious service of love.

As with John, so with the Lord, His ministry is presented on three successive days. The first day's ministry comes before us in verses 38 to 42. The second day's ministry commences with the words, "The day following" in verse 43, and continues to the end of the chapter. The third day's ministry is recorded in the first eleven verses of chapter 2 and is introduced with the words, "And the third day".

The first day of Christ's ministry (verses 38-42)


Very blessedly this first day's ministry presents, in picture, the service of Christ in gathering His people around Himself during this Christian period. That a living Person should be the gathering centre for God's people was something entirely new on the earth. To appreciate this service of love, we must remember that this glorious Person Who has engaged the affections of these two disciples — the Christ that they follow — is One Who is unknown by the world, rejected by religious flesh, and in the outside place (verses 10, 11, 26 and 28). Hitherto, Jerusalem with its temple had been the centre of religious activity for the professing people of God. In Judaism the rallying centre was a place: in Christianity the gathering centre is a Person, and that Person a rejected Man in the place of reproach. If we would gather to Him, we must, like the two disciples, be prepared to go forth unto Him without the camp, bearing His reproach (Hebrews 13: 13).

Alas! professing Christendom has largely reverted to the Jewish system, and once again erected magnificent buildings as the centre of its religious life. Moreover, ignoring the fact of the rejection of Christ, Christendom has sought, as it were, to bring Christ back to the world, instead of leaving the world to go to Christ. Men have sought to honour themselves by attaching His blessed Name to their systems, their schemes, and their countries. Christ, however, is outside the whole system of this world and its religion, and those who are personally attracted to Him in affection of heart must accept the outside place of reproach if they would reach Christ as their all-sufficient resource.

Thus this fine scene "beyond Jordan" presents a very beautiful picture of what Christianity is according to God — a company of believers drawn out of Judaism, and the world, whether social, political or religious, to gather round a Person Who becomes everything to them. It is not simply that His people are gathered together as those who have a common interest in His work; they are gathered to a living Person Who exercises an attractive power over their hearts. Having come under the efficacy of the work of Christ, and having received the gift of the Spirit, with the future made secure, we may well ask, "How are we going to be kept amid the trials and temptations of this world while on our way to heaven?" There is only one answer: we can only be kept as we gather to a living Person Who has all love in His heart, all power in His hand and all wisdom for His people. The living Christ is the solution to all our difficulties. We shall only find our way through this dark world as we follow Him and abide with Him. Without Him we can do nothing. Thus of these two disciples we read, "They followed Jesus" and "abode with Him" (verses 37, 39). Later the Lord gives a spiritual significance to these words as He says to His disciples, "Abide in Me," and with the final words of the gospel, "Follow thou Me" (John 15: 4; John 21: 22).


John 1: 38, 39. Already they had heard of Christ, they had looked upon Christ as He walked, they had been attracted to Christ, and they followed Christ. Now we learn the deep interest the Lord takes in these disciples who follow Him. We read, "Jesus turned, and saw them following". As then, so surely now, He takes note of those who follow Him.

Further, the Lord tests these two disciples with His question, "What seek ye?" If, like the disciples, we have taken a place outside the worldly religious systems of the day, we shall, in like manner, be challenged and tested as to our motives. Are not the difficulties that arise amongst the saints often allowed to search us and raise the question, "Why are we where we are?" Have we taken this place just to escape the evils of the religious world or to acquire light and better teaching or because our parents were in the path before us? If so, we shall surely be tested as to our motives lest by reason of having acted on some false or mixed motive we grow weary of the path and abandon the place of reproach.

In the case of the two disciples the Lord's testing question brings out the true motive as disclosed in their question, "Master, where dwellest Thou?" It becomes plain that they were not taking the outside place simply to escape the corruptions of Judaism, nor to receive some benefit for themselves, but because they longed to be with One to Whom they had been attracted in affection. The motive was not self, but Himself. They wanted to know the One to Whom they had been attracted, and therefore they say, "Where dwellest Thou?" We do not really know people by a casual meeting or an occasional interview; to know them we must be with them in their own home. Would we have a deeper acquaintance with Christ we must seek to know Him in His own home — the Father's home. Hence the word is, "Seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God". And where shall we get a deeper sense of things above than when found with two or three gathered together unto His Name with Himself in the midst?

To such desires the Lord delights to respond. As it has been said, we can have as much of Christ as we want. At once the Lord replies to these disciples, "Come and see"; and we read, "They came and saw where He dwelt". There is nothing in this world that speaks of Christ; and we may be sure that, whatever there is in our homes, there was nothing in His home to divert from Himself. Having seen where He dwelt, they came to know Him in His own home, and knowing Him they were delighted to abide with Him that day. The Person Who had drawn them into the outside place was the One Who held them there.

John 1: 40-42. There follows the proper outcome of abiding with Christ — the finding others

for Christ. Thus we read that one goes forth from that hallowed place to find his own brother Simon, and having found him "he brought him to Jesus". He did not bring him merely to an outside place, nor to a company in the outside place, but to a Person, to Jesus. And how beautiful is the reception that Simon has. He finds himself in the presence of One Who knows his name, and his father's name, and Who gives him a new name. In telling Simon his name, and his father's name, the Lord lets him know that he is in the presence of One Who know his whole history from the moment of his birth. In changing his name, Christ claims him for his own, for the right to change a name implies ownership and authority. Thus at the commencement of his spiritual history Peter learns that the Lord knows the whole of his history as a sinner, and yet claims him as His own for ever.

How beautiful is the path of these disciples in connection with Christ on this first day of His ministry, and how rich with instruction for ourselves. They are marked by:


Looking upon Jesus as He walked;

Hearing of Jesus, as one speaks of Him;

Following Jesus in the outside place;

Seeing where Jesus dwelt;

Abiding with Jesus;


Finding others for Jesus; and

Bringing them to Jesus.

The second day of Christ 's ministry (verses 43-51)

Here the picture changes, and Christ is seen as the gathering centre of His earthly saints, the Jewish remnant; before He had been presented as the gathering centre of His heavenly saints — the Church.

John 1: 43-45. We hear nothing, on this day of the dwelling place of Christ, the portion of the heavenly saints. On the previous day, two disciples left the world to gather to Christ to dwell with Him in His home. On this day Christ goes forth into the world and draws two saints to Himself to reign with Him in His Kingdom. This is in accord with all that is written in Moses and the prophets, who say nothing of His heavenly glories, but very much of His earthly reign. As the future King, Philip witnesses to Him as the legal Son of Joseph, and therefore heir to the throne.

John 1: 46-48. Nathanael, shows at first the characteristic Jewish unbelief, for he says, "Can there any good thing come out of Nazareth?" Furthermore, he represents the godly Jewish remnant who will be called out of the unbelieving nation, after the Church has been removed, and in whom repentance will be wrought for the nation's rejection of Christ. The Lord recognises Nathanael as one in whom there was no guile, for had not the Lord seen him in all his exercises under the fig tree? Doubtless he had been there confessing his sins, for only by confession to God can a soul be delivered from guile.


John 1: 49. As the result of guile being removed from his soul, he sees all things clearly, and confesses Christ as the Son of God and the King of Israel. These are the two titles under which, according to Psalm 2, the Jewish nation rejected Christ. In the court of the high priest, the nation denied that Christ was the Son of God: in the court of Pilate, they rejected His claim to be the King of Israel.

John 1: 50, 51. The Lord recognises the faith of Nathanael drawn forth by the Lord's own words.

After Nathanael confesses Christ, according to Psalm 2, the Lord now announces to him His

further glory, according to Psalm 8, as the Son of Man. As the Son of Man He will be set over all the works of God's hands, with all things put in subjection under Him. If earth beneath will be in subjection under Him, the heavens above will be opened over Him, and the angels, finding their glorious object of service in Christ on earth, will establish relations between heaven and earth.

The third day of Christ's ministry (John 2: 1-11)

The opening words of this chapter clearly connect the marriage in Cana with the last chapter. The marriage takes place on "the third day". If the first day sets forth in picture the gathering of believers to the Lord during the Church period, and the second day the gathering of the godly remnant of the Jews to the Lord after the Church has been caught up to heaven, may we not rightly conclude that the third day speaks of the restoration of Israel in the Millennial day? The whole incident is spoken of as a "sign" (verse 11, N.Tn.) and a sign is a natural or material fact with a spiritual significance. In its typical signification the marriage scene may well set forth the renewal of relationships between Jehovah and Israel. Hosea presents Jehovah as saying of Israel in the future, "I will betroth thee unto Me for ever; yea I will betroth thee unto Me in righteousness, and in judgment, and in lovingkindness and in mercies. I will even betroth thee unto Me in faithfulness" (Hosea 2: 19, 20).

Very significantly Hosea adds "After two days will He revive us: in the third day He will raise us up" (Hosea 6: 2). This may set forth the repentance of the nation that leads to their restoration in righteousness. This restoration will be the result of a moral cleansing brought about by repentance, set forth in picture by the filling of the empty water pots of purification. Then, when holiness is met, the wine of joy will flow forth for Israel.

4. The Ruin of Man and the Glory of Christ


John 2.

In reading the Gospel of John we must remember that it presents the setting aside of the Jewish and earthly order of blessing to introduce that which is entirely new, heaven, and eternal in its character. This new order of blessing — Christianity, involving the revelation of divine Persons — awaited the Incarnation of the Word. None but a divine Person is great enough to reveal divine Persons and disclose the purposes of the heart of God.

Everything in Christianity being founded on the Person of the Son, we can understand that the Gospel opens by unfolding the glory of His Person, thus laying the foundation of all lasting blessing for man and glory for God. Before, however, we are prepared to profit by the revelation of heavenly things we must be convinced of the hopeless condition, and utter ruin of fallen man.

This necessary exposure of man is brought before us in the second chapter. Here we learn, first, that man cannot secure his own happiness in natural and right things — the wine runs out (John 2: 1-11); secondly, man cannot avail himself of the religion that God has given him to secure blessing on earth — the Temple is corrupted (John 2: 13-17); thirdly, man cannot appreciate the goodness of God when He condescends to dwell amongst men full of grace and truth — Christ is rejected (John 2: 18-22); finally man cannot by natural reason appreciate Christ, for even though he reaches a right conclusion as to Christ it leaves man far from God. There is nothing in fallen man that God can trust (John 2: 23-25).


Further, if this chapter tells us of the ruin of man, it also discloses the glory of Christ, bringing true happiness, dealing with all the evil, overcoming the power of death, and attracting to Himself.

The marriage feast (verses 1-11)

Apart from the dispensational teaching of the marriage in Cana, telling us of the renewal of God's relations with Israel in a future day, there is the great moral lesson teaching us that all things earthly fail to minister lasting joy. Marriage is the greatest occasion in the life of a natural man, and rightly he seeks to make it a season of festivity and joy. Alas! the wine of human joy runs out. Man is incapable of securing his own happiness. Under exceptionally favourable circumstances man might have every opportunity to secure happiness if it were possible to do so by natural means. Youth, riches and health might be at his disposal, and used to the best advantage in lawful ways, such as marriage. None the less, the happiness will not last — the wine runs out. In the brightest moment of life there will be something to mar complete happiness, and over the joy of the passing day there hangs the dread of what the morrow may bring. Circumstances may change, health may fail, and death may break up the happiest home and end the closest relationships.

If, however, the marriage scene exposes the failure of man at his best, it also manifests the glory of Christ rising superior to every man, and everything, and securing a happiness for man that he cannot secure for himself. We are brought to learn that apart from Christ there is no lasting joy.

Moreover, if Christ secures true happiness, He does so as One Who is wholly apart from Israel and the world. In verse 1 we see a social occasion with which the mother of Jesus is connected. In verse 2 we see Jesus and His disciples forming a distinct circle apart from the world. They are called to the marriage; and in response, the Lord graces the occasion with His presence, thus putting His sanction upon a relationship instituted by God.

Nevertheless, when the wine runs short, He will not intervene at the instigation of His mother. He says, "Woman, what have I to do with thee? Mine hour is not yet come". Through His mother the Lord was connected with Israel and the law. By refusing to act in connection with the mother, He shows that all that He did, as presented in this Gospel, flowed from His relationship as the Son with the Father, and not from natural relationships with the mother or legal relationships with Israel. In this gospel the Lord is ever viewed as outside all earthly relationships, as a heavenly Man bringing in "heavenly things" (John 3: 12). He thus manifested forth His glory as being in relationship with the Father, as carrying out His will and finally securing joy for man.

The way the Lord takes to supply the good wine is surely significant. He causes the empty waterpots of purification to be filled and from these waterpots the wine is drawn forth. Does this not tell us, in a symbol, that the happiness of men will only be secured when holiness is maintained?

The cleansing of the Temple (verses 13-17)


If the marriage at Cana tells us that man cannot secure his own happiness by the natural means that God has instituted, the second scene, at Jerusalem, demonstrates that man cannot avail himself of the religion that God has given. If God provides a religion suited to man in the flesh, to regulate his conduct and secure his earthly blessing, man immediately corrupts it into a means of making gain. The House of prayer for all nations becomes the resort of changers of money, who turn the Father's House into a house of merchandise. The Lord deals with this great evil, and justifies His judicial act by claiming His relationship with God as His Father, and asserting that the Temple is His Father's house. Thus, once again, He manifests forth His glory before His disciples as the Son acting in zeal for the glory of His Father's house, according to the Scripture, "The zeal of thine house hath eaten me up" (Psalm. 69: 9). This psalm, now that the Son has come, receives a fuller and deeper meaning, disclosing to us that the rejected Man, of whom the Psalmist speaks, is none less than the Son.

"The Temple of His body" (verses 18-22)

The Jews ask for a sign, giving fresh occasion to show what is in the heart of man. The Lord, in His reply, indicates that as having become incarnate His body was now the true Temple or dwelling place of God. The Temple at Jerusalem was empty, and very soon would be pronounced to be their house and given over to destruction. (Matthew 23: 38; 24: 2). The temple at Jerusalem could be corrupted; with the Temple of the Lord's body no corruption was possible, though men could with violence seek to destroy His body. Again, and again, they sought to stone the Lord, and at last, when the hour was come, they were permitted to "destroy" the temple of His body. Man's wickedness becomes a further occasion for the manifestation of His glory as the Son, as well as His superiority over all others. Man may destroy, but he cannot raise the dead. Christ says, as it were, "When you have done your worst, when you have destroyed the temple of My body, I will raise it up". His resurrection will be the declaration in power that He is the Son of God.

The natural mind of man (verses 23-25)

The closing verses demonstrate the further important truth that, though man by his natural reason can reach certain correct conclusions by evidence that is brought before him, yet the conclusions of natural reason will leave him at a distance from God. Thus we read that many at Jerusalem "believed in His Name, when they saw the miracles which He did". On the evidence of sight their natural reason led them to the conclusion that Christ was all that He said He was, but there the matter ended. They had no sense of their need of Christ, no conscience work that brought them to Christ. It was belief about Christ founded on sight; not faith in Christ that drew them to Himself.

To such Christ did not commit Himself. This again manifests the glory of Christ. He is One Who "knew all men"; "He knew what was in man", and needed not, as others, that any should testify to Him of man. He is the Omniscient God.

What an exact picture of man and the world is presented in this chapter: natural things failing to bring lasting happiness; God's things corrupted; the One Who brings the grace of God rejected; and man's natural reason, even when correct, leaving him at a distance from God. Yet the exposure of man makes way for the revelation of the glory of Christ; hence, very blessedly, the chapter presents Christ as the resource of the believer. If we learn the failure of all things earthly, if we are burdened with the sense of all the evil that has come into the things of God, if we see death upon all, and our natural minds incapable of reaching God, in the midst of all the failure and ruin of man we find Christ, the One Who can fill the heart with joy, can deal with all the evil, break the power of death, and attract to Himself.


5. The Sovereignty of God and the Responsibility of Man

John 3.

If the second chapter of John proves the ruin of man, the third chapter presents the complete setting aside of the man that is ruined in order to bring in a new race by the sovereign action of God in new birth, and the work of Christ upon the cross. Man must be born anew, and the Son of Man must be lifted up (John 3: 1-17).

Nevertheless, the sovereignty of God does not set aside the responsibility of man. Hence man's responsibility to come to the light and believe in the Son is fully set forth (John 3: 17-21).

The chapter closes with the final witness of John the Baptist to the glory of Christ (John 3: 22-36). John must decrease and Christ must increase. Thus the way is cleared for the full display of the splendour of God in Christ — the Son, in the remaining chapters of the Gospel.


The sovereignty of God (John 3: 1-16)

The deeply important truths connected with God's sovereign work in man are developed in the story of Nicodemus, one who presents man at his best. Nicodemus is highly religious, eminently respectable, and thoroughly intellectual. He is a man of the Pharisees, a ruler of the Jews, and a teacher in Israel. Yet we learn that all these human excellencies will not enable a man to enter the kingdom of God. That which is flesh is flesh. It may be highly cultivated and refined flesh, as in the case of Nicodemus, or utterly degraded flesh as in the case of the woman in the fourth chapter, but, in either case, there is no appreciation of God revealed in grace. Apart from the sovereign grace of God working in us, none would come to Christ.

John 3: 1-3. Nicodemus, like those referred to in the end of the last chapter, had reached a right conclusion about Christ, based upon the external evidence of miracles. He says to the Lord, "We know that Thou art come a teacher from God, for none can do these signs that Thou doest unless God be with him". It was so far a just conclusion which the human mind is capable of reaching, but, if nothing more than the result of human reason, leaves the soul at a distance from God and without any sense of the need of Christ.

In contrast, however, to those who simply believed on the evidence of sight, there was in Nicodemus a sense of need. This contrast is emphasised by the better translation which opens chapter 3, by saying, "But there was a man . . . his name Nicodemus . . . he came to Him" (N.Tn.). Others reasoned and stopped (?) away; Nicodemus also reasoned but came, proving that behind his reasoning, and unknown to himself, there was a work of God in his soul, producing a sense of need and drawing him to Jesus.

The moment a sense of need is produced in the soul there is the consciousness that the religion of the flesh, official position as a ruler, and reputation as a teacher, are not enough. When this sense of need is produced by the Spirit there will be at the same time the consciousness that only Christ can meet it. Hence the soul is drawn to Christ.

At the same time Nicodemus comes by night. With the awakening of the sense of need of Christ, there is the consciousness that the world — and especially the religious world — will be opposed. Hence the first drawing to Christ is often secret.


Nicodemus calls the Lord, Rabbi (Master), and tells the Lord what he knows, and gives the Lord the place of Teacher, while taking the place of the learner. With no real knowledge of himself, he imagines that he is quite capable of learning if only he has someone to teach him. The Lord's reply, "Except any one be born anew he cannot see the kingdom of God", at once sweeps away Nicodemus' deferential recognition of the Lord as Rabbi, his knowledge acquired by human reason, and his natural aptitude to learn. It is all of the old nature and worthless when it is a question of being taught in the things of God. By human reason, and natural abilities, we can see a great many things in nature; but unless a man is "born anew" he cannot see the kingdom of God.

Here, then, the Lord connects the new birth and the kingdom; later He will speak of heavenly things, His own work, and eternal life. The kingdom was not presented, at that time, in its material and outward form which nature could recognise; it was presented in Christ in its moral characteristics. The King was present, but rejected; and its moral features were seen in Him, "righteousness, peace and joy". These are the blessings that will indeed characterise His Kingdom in the day of His reign, and are known now in the power of the spirit by those who believe in Christ in the day of His rejection. To see the kingdom in this moral way, in the King, was impossible to nature. For this there must be a work of God in the soul, here spoken of as new birth.

John 3: 4. Nicodemus, reasoning as a natural man, shows that the thoughts of the human mind are limited to man's experience. Man cannot, if left to himself, apprehend spiritual and heavenly things.

John 3: 5, 6. The Lord in His reply carries us beyond the bounds of man's experience and tells us what God is doing. This work of God, we learn, is not only necessary to see the kingdom but also to enter it. To have part on (in?) the kingdom in any form, whether morally, or in its outward glory, there must be a nature suited to the kingdom.


The Lord speaks of being born of water and of the Spirit; then He adds, "That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit". "That which" — that is the nature which — is born of the Spirit is spirit; it partakes of the nature of the One by Whom it is born; it is therefore an entirely new nature. The water is a figure of the Word applied by the Spirit, effecting the practical purification of our thoughts and hearts from the old nature and its desires.

"That which is born of the flesh is flesh" is a far-reaching statement. It shows that nothing after the flesh will do for the kingdom of God. Israel after the flesh cannot inherit the kingdom of God; but anyone that has this new nature — Jew or Gentile — is fit for the kingdom of God. The Lord is carrying us outside the Jewish nation and throwing open the kingdom to all that are born anew.

John 3: 7, 8. We have then the necessity of this new birth; but we learn, further, that this new birth is entirely of God. It is the sovereign action of the Spirit of God, likened to the wind which does not blow at the direction of man. We cannot say whence the wind is to come or where it is to blow: even so the sovereign action of the Spirit cannot be confined to the Jew or to any particular individual. We cannot control the action of the Spirit; it is not for us to say where or in whom He can work.

John 3: 9, 10. Nicodemus still marvels at truths so entirely contrary to his natural reason. He enquires, "How can these things be?" The Lord suggests that, as a teacher, he should have been acquainted with these things. Had not the prophet Ezekiel spoken of the "water" and the "spirit" working in men in order that they might be cleansed from their filthiness and have a new heart (Ezekiel 36: 25-27).

John 3: 11. In contrast with Nicodemus, and the leaders of Israel who took the place of teachers and yet were ignorant of their own Scriptures, the Lord spoke of truths of which He had perfect knowledge, and testified of things that He had seen. He not only knows what is in man (John 2: 25), but He knows all that is in the heart of God. He knows the extent of our need, and He knows the greatness of God's grace to meet that need.


Nevertheless, the Lord has to add, "Ye receive not Our witness". We may indeed question the witness of men, knowing full well it is only according to their limited knowledge: but when One testifies Who has perfect knowledge, and that witness is rejected, it proves the utter hopelessness of man when left to himself.

Thus we have a complete exposure and setting aside of the natural man at his best. First he may arrive at certain conclusions about God and Scripture which are right, but which leave him at a distance from God: secondly, when One Who has perfect knowledge bears witness to the truth man rejects the witness.

All proves the necessity of the great truth that man "must be born anew". The better translation is "anew" rather than "again", as in the Authorised Version. The word does not imply a modification or change of the old nature, but the impartation of a nature that is entirely new from its beginning. The word "again" is translated "from the very first", in Luke 1: 3, and "from the beginning" Acts 26: 5. Born anew does not mean that the Holy Spirit works on the natural man, as if He were turning a bad state into a good state; but that there is wrought in the man that which is entirely new.

John 3: 12, 13. In the first part of the chapter the Lord has been speaking of earthly things — the kingdom of God, and the necessity of new birth to see, and enter, the kingdom. At this point the Lord passes on to speak of heavenly things and eternal life, and the necessity of the Cross. If man would not believe when Christ spoke of earthly things, much less would he be able to believe in heavenly things. Hence if new birth is needed in order to see earthly things, much more is it needed to apprehend heavenly things. Of earthly things the Baptist has spoken, and the prophets had spoken, but no man had been to heaven to report the things that are there. But if no one was capable of ascending up to bring a report of heavenly things, there is One Who in grace came down from heaven — the Son of Man, which is in heaven. This is an expression of the deepest meaning. It shows that though the Lord is truly Man, yet He belongs to heaven, and is heavenly in character. We connect the thought of man with earth: but in the Son of Man we see a Man connected with heaven. He is the object of heaven's delight, the centre of heaven's praise. He may visit earth, but His home is in heaven. Though He walks on earth, He lives in heaven all the days of His sojourn here. The expression "heavenly things" only occurs in two other passages — Hebrews 8: 5, and 9: 23. It refers to Christianity.


John 3: 14. It is not, however, the thought of God that Christ should be the only Man in that bright scene. But if the counsels of God, that others are to be there after His order, are to be carried out, then the Son of Man must be lifted up. This at once brings us to the Cross, as meeting not simply our sins, deeply important as that is, but as meeting our state.

John 3: 15. The Son of Man being lifted up, the good news can now be proclaimed, "Whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life". We, as fallen men, were in a sinful state, and our lot was to perish. The effect of Christ's work — of His being lifted up — for all that believe is eternal life. The believer enters into the new and heavenly relationships of the Son of Man.

In this passage the Gospel is presented from God's side. It is the good news of the love and purpose of God's heart, rather than the good news of that which meets our need. In the commission given to the disciples, as recorded in Luke 24, they were told to preach repentance and remission of sins in the Name of Christ among all nations. This is the proclamation of that which meets the first need of one that repents, namely the remission of sins. In the Acts this is the burden of all the recorded preachings (see Acts 2: 38; Acts 3: 19; Acts 5: 31; Acts 10: 42, 43; Acts 13: 38; Acts 17: 30; Acts 26: 18). New birth, apparently, was not preached, nor indeed eternal life; though wherever the preaching was received, new birth was surely involved, and eternal life the result (see Acts 13: 47, 48).

In this portion of the chapter the sovereignty of God is prominent, and the Gospel is presented in all its greatness from God's side. Man's first concern is the fact that he has sinned, and God graciously meets this need by proclaiming the forgiveness of sins through the death and resurrection of Christ. But behind the sins committed there is the man that committed the sins. There is absolutely no good in this man, and therefore the holiness of God demands that this man should be utterly brought to an end in judgment. Furthermore, the judgment of death that rests upon this man has been carried out at the Cross only. Hence, the aspect of the Cross presented here is that prefigured by the brazen serpent. The children of Israel looking to the brazen serpent saw the likeness of that which, in them, caused all the trouble. So we are privileged to look back to the Cross, and see Christ made in the likeness of sinful flesh, and a sacrifice for sin (Romans 8: 3). There He was made what we are, in order to bear the judgment that rested upon us. That which is born of flesh is flesh, and is under judgment; and the judgment of all that we are according to the flesh has been carried out for the believer at the Cross. Even as this aspect of the Cross goes farther than bearing sins, so the blessing for the believer goes much farther than the forgiveness of sins. It is not only the end of the life that is under judgment, but the bringing in of a new life — eternal life — a life that consists in the enjoyment of relationships with divine Persons. How we enter into the practical enjoyment of this life comes out in John 4. It is by the Spirit within, as the living water springing up into everlasting life. Moreover, this great blessing cannot be confined to the Jew; it is also for the Gentile. Thus the word is "whosoever believeth in Him".


John 3: 16, 17. Moreover, behind all the dealing of God with the man under judgment, there is the love of God. This is of the deepest importance to our souls. Apart from this great truth, verse 14 might leave us with the sense that God is only a Judge — it may be a Judge that has been met to the full, but still a Judge. Here we learn that the God that has dealt in judgment is a God of love. The same Cross that reveals God as a righteous Judge demonstrates the greatness of His love. He so loved that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. While judgment has been met, and eternal life given to those who believe, in perfect righteousness according to verses 14 and 15, at the same time the blessing has its source in divine love according to verse 16.

Further, if it is a question of meeting righteousness, Christ is presented as the Son of Man; when it is a question of making known the love of God, Christ is presented as the only begotten Son of God. The One Who stands in man's place and bears his judgment must of necessity be a Man — the Son of man. The One Who makes manifest the heart of God must be a living Person — the only begotten Son.

In these verses everything is traced back to its source, whether in God or man, and all looks on to the final end, whether on God's side or man's. In God, the source of all His actions is found in His love; in man, the source of all the trouble is found in what he is, and not simply what he has done. The end, in God's purpose, is eternal life in a heavenly sphere for those who believe. For those who do not believe the wrath of God abideth on them for ever.

The responsibility of man (verses 18-21)


John 3: 18. If the first part of the chapter presents the sovereignty of God, the verses that follow bring before us the responsibility of man. God, in His love, has sent His Son into the world, not to condemn, but that the world through Him might be saved. If verse 17 tells us we can be saved only "through Him", the following verses tell us that those who reject Him are "condemned already". Men have not to wait until the judgment day to hear their condemnation on account of their evil deeds. If they reject Christ, whatever else they may have done, they are condemned already.

The passage makes it clear that there can be no judgment for the believer in Christ; otherwise it would deny the efficacy of the work of Christ when lifted up on the Cross. It makes it equally clear that the one who rejects Christ is condemned already. The blessing or the judgment turns upon the attitude of men to Christ, and not simply on the evil they have done.

John 3: 19-21. Man's responsibility is based upon the fact that "light is come into the world", and shone in full splendour in the Person of the Son, revealing the heart of God. Man is responsible to avail himself of the light. The fact that he has made himself incapable of doing so does not affect his responsibility. Men love darkness rather than light. But why is this? Because their deeds are evil. Thus, by his evil deeds man has made himself incapable of profiting by the light. A drunkard may drink himself into a condition in which he is unconscious and incapable of fulfilling his duties. Nonetheless he is responsible. Incapacity does not relieve from responsibility.

The evil deeds that men do lead them to hate the light that exposes their deeds and disturbs their conscience. An uneasy conscience makes the light insupportable. He that puts the truth into practice will not fear the light.

The final testimony of John the Baptist to the glory of Christ (verses 22-34)

In these closing verses John contrasts his own ministry with that of Christ, and, so doing, bears witness to the glory of Christ and the heavenly character of His ministry, before which he must decrease that Christ may increase.

John 3: 22-27. A question having arisen as to purifying, the Jews take occasion to call John's attention to the fact that all men were coming to Christ. John willingly admits that the crowds that once came to him are now gathering round Christ. He recognises that this is a work from heaven drawing to Christ, and is satisfied that it should be so.

John 3: 28-30. John then clearly sets forth the position in which he stood to Christ. He is the forerunner and, according to the illustration he uses, he is the friend of the Bridegroom. Christ is the true Bridegroom that will receive His bride, and John rejoices because he has seen the Bridegroom and heard His voice. John forms no part of the bride, nor does he see the bride; but, as the friend, he hears the Bridegroom's voice and his joy is full, and his mission accomplished. Therefore, he adds, "He must increase, but I must decrease". Love delights to see Christ exalted, even though the one that delights in Christ passes from the thoughts and vision of men. Would that every believer could catch this happy spirit of John that shrinks from publicity and prominence before men in order that Christ may be exalted, that makes nothing of self that Christ may be all in all.

John 3: 31-33. Finally, John bears witness to the glory of Christ as coming from above — from heaven, and thus of necessity taking a place above all who come from earth. John, whose origin was of earth, was earthly in character, and spake only of earthly things — the Messiah and His earthly kingdom. The One Who comes from heaven speaks of heavenly things which He has seen and heard. A prophet like John is not only[?] limited to earthly things; but, even so, they are things to come which do not yet exist on earth. Christ, on the contrary, speaks of actual things which exist in heaven.


John has to add the solemn fact that "No man receiveth His testimony". This testimony of heavenly things — things which exist in the presence of God — has no interest for men who neither understand nor desire the things of heaven. No man, if left to himself, receives the testimony of Christ. It can only be received by faith. The one who receives the testimony does so on the authority of God; he sets to his seal that God is true.

John 3: 34. The believer has good ground for receiving this testimony on the authority of God, for a divinely sent Person brings a divine message in the power of a divine Person. Christ was sent of God, to speak God's word, in the power of the Spirit of God. Moreover, the Spirit was not given by measure to Christ. It is no longer, as in the days of the prophets, a message containing a particular truth; but, seeing it is the Son that speaks, it is the presentation of the full truth.

John 3: 35, 36. It is generally thought that the last two verses express the testimony of John the Evangelist to Christ, as they speak of eternal life as a present and known possession, rather than presenting a prophetic testimony to what Christ gives, as in the testimony of John the Baptist. Thus it would seem that the Evangelist adds his witness to the glory of the Son. He says, as it were, "What the Baptist says — that 'God giveth not the Spirit by measure' unto Christ — must be true, for 'the Father loveth the Son, and hath given all things into His hand'". The fulness of truth presented by such a glorious Person leads, if received, into the fulness of blessing — everlasting life; but if rejected will finally leave the rejecter under the abiding wrath of God.


6. The Ways of Grace in the Blessing of Sinners

John 4.

The events recorded in the second chapter having proved the total ruin of man, the way is prepared in the third chapter to present the sovereignty of God working on behalf of man. Having irretrievably ruined himself, all blessing for man must depend upon God. Hence, in chapter 3, the truth is presented from God's side. The entrance into blessing depends upon the sovereign work of the Spirit in man; the foundation of our blessing rests upon the work of Christ on the Cross; and the source of our blessing is traced to the love of God for man.

In chapter 4 the truth is presented from our side, showing how a sinner is led into blessing. This is illustrated in the story of the woman at the well, who is brought from the lowest depths of misery and degradation to the highest heights of blessing. A woman, who is corrupt by birth and degraded by practice, is offered the very highest heavenly blessing — the living water, springing up into everlasting life — so that she may become a satisfied worshipper.

The truth of the chapter stands in striking contrast to that in John 2, There, in connection with respectable and religious man, the earthly joy runs out, and the temple worship is corrupted. Here, in connection with the story of a degraded woman, we have heavenly joys that never fail, and the worship of the Father in spirit and truth. The earthly joy is surpassed by the heavenly, and the temple worship set aside by the worship of the Father.

The chapter displays before us the splendour of God revealed in Christ Jesus, showing that such is the love of God, the efficacy of the work of Christ, and the sovereign action of the Spirit, as revealed in chapter 3, that earth's worst sinners can be led into heaven's best blessings. The heart of man can be satisfied with the living water, and the heart of the Father gratified with worship in spirit and truth.

The story of the woman at the well (verses 1-30)


Here we learn the way God takes to win our confidence so that the sinner is brought to believe in the love of God that gives the greatest of blessings to the worst of sinners.

John 4: 1-3. From the opening verses we learn that the Lord takes a place outside the Jewish sphere, indicating that the heavenly blessings that God has for man cannot be confined to the Jew. The Pharisees, having rejected Christ, were apparently displeased that the Lord attracted to Himself more disciples than John.

As to fact, we are told that "Jesus himself baptized not, but his disciples". Christ, who had before Him the counsels of God to bring sinners into heavenly blessings, could not carry out a rite which, though it separated souls from the guilty nation, only linked them with Himself on earth. For the disciples, at the moment it was right to baptize; for in the faith of their souls they knew Christ only on earth. Christ knew that, for the time, His earthly Kingdom was set aside. Thus He leaves Judaea to go into Galilee of the Gentiles (Matthew 4: 15), to teach us truths that are for all the world.

John 4: 4. In order to reach Galilee, "He must needs go through Samaria". Why must He needs pass through Samaria? It is true the direct route to Galilee was through Samaria, but there were other routes taken by strict Jews in order to avoid a people that they despised. The need, therefore, was not a question of roads and countries. May we not say, rather, that the need was in the heart of God? Before the foundation of the world God had purposed for blessing a poor sinful woman in Samaria and, to win that soul and gratify the heart of God, Jesus must needs go through Samaria.

The Samaritans of the Lord's day were justly looked upon as a corrupt race. The commencement of their history is recorded in 2 Kings 17: 24-41. Following the captivity of the ten tribes, the Assyrian king repeopled the land with men from Babylon and other heathen cities. Dwelling in the land of Jehovah, and yet not fearing the LORD, they were troubled by the LORD. In attempting to meet this trouble, the Assyrian king sent a priest of Jehovah to teach them the ways of Jehovah. In result they became a corrupt people who "feared the LORD, and served their own gods". Thus they had some dim knowledge of the Lord, and of the fact that the Messiah was coming.

John 4: 5-8. Into this corrupt country the Lord takes His journey to bless one needy soul. Coming to Jacob's well, and being "wearied with His journey", He sat on the well-side. Not only is He weary, but thirsty; for He asks the woman, who at this moment comes to the well, to give Him water to drink. Moreover, the disciples having gone into the neighbouring city to buy food, the Lord is alone.

How wonderful is this scene! The everlasting Word, the Creator of the worlds, the eternal Son, who dwells in the bosom of the Father, has become flesh and, having become flesh, He dwells among us full of grace and truth. He lays aside His royal estate and majesty to tread a pathway of humiliation as a stranger on earth. He does not pass through the land in kingly state, with a royal retinue, but He becomes a poor Man that we through His poverty might be rich. Thus with adoring wonder we find Him sitting by the well-side, a weary, thirsty, and lonely Man.

The everlasting God, the LORD, the Creator of the ends of the earth, the One Who "fainteth not neither is weary" is found as a Stranger in the land, and wearied with His journey. The One Who made every drop of water in the universe is Himself a thirsty Man in the world His hands had made. The One Who in heavenly glory had been ever surrounded by angelic hosts is seen on earth a lonely Man.

Why had He become a weary, thirsty, lonely Man? Because there was no other way in which He could get near to a poor degraded sinner, and so win that sinner's confidence, that all her guilty fears were removed and she brought to believe that, in spite of all her sins, God loved her. To make known the heart of God, He will face weariness, thirst and loneliness. There was everything around Him to make Him weary. Sin and sorrow, ignorance and ingratitude, hatred and opposition, met Him on every side, but He never wearied in His testimony to the love of God, or in His service of love to poor sinners, or in His tender care for His failing disciples.


What of the woman He had come to meet? Not only did she belong to a corrupt and despised race, but she was one who had drunk the cup of sin to its dregs. In the pursuit of pleasure and the gratification of lust, she had thrown off all restraint, and flung away her reputation and all that a woman holds dear. She had broken through the laws of God and man, and had sunk to the lowest depths of sin and shame. In result she had found, as ever, only bitterness and dissatisfaction, weariness and shame. Shrinking from contact with her fellow-women, she comes to draw water at an hour when other women would not be present. As ever, her sin made her a lonely woman.

In the ways of God, this weary, thirsty, lonely sinner finds herself in the presence of the weary, thirsty, lonely Saviour. She was wearied in the service of sin: He was wearied by His journey in the service of love. Her sins made her a lonely woman: His love made Him a lonely Man. Love brought Him where sin put her. Even so, a little later, His love takes Him into the place that sin brings us — the unutterable loneliness of the Cross, when lover and friend forsook Him; when He looked for some to take pity and found none, and for comforters but there were none. Betrayed by a false disciple, denied by a true disciple, forsaken by all the disciples; lifted up between heaven and earth; cast out by man, and forsaken by God, He had to face the awful loneliness of the Cross. What took Him into that loneliness? It was love — love that the waters could not quench, and the floods could not drown. The love that made Him a lonely Man at Sychar's well took Him into the yet greater loneliness of Calvary's Cross. If men reject such love, little wonder that they will find themselves at last in the loneliness of a lost eternity.

Good for us if, like the woman, we find ourselves alone with Jesus in a day of grace. If any fear to be alone with Him, let them drink in the blessedness of this wonderful scene, and mark the way He takes with this sinful woman. No harsh or unkind word escapes His lips; no word of bitterness or reproach is uttered. He simply says, "Give me to drink". Why did He ask for a drink of water? Truly the well was deep, and He had no means of drawing the water; but could He not have wrought a miracle to quench His thirst? For others, indeed, He works miracles of grace; but never do we read that He wrought a miracle to meet His own needs. There is but one answer: the eternal Son, sent by the Father to be the Saviour of the world, in the greatness of His way, condescends to be beholden to a fallen woman for a cup of cold water in order to win the confidence of her desolate heart.

John 4: 9. The woman is arrested by the fact that One, whom she perceives to be a Jew, should make a request to a Samaritan.

John 4: 10. The Lord's reply discloses that the woman knew neither her own need, nor the love of God, nor the glory of the One in whose presence she was. Had she known, she would have asked, and He would have given. She had yet to learn that God is a Giver in love, and that such is her need that she can only be a receiver in grace.

John 4: 11, 12. The Lord may speak of the gift of God, and His delight in giving the living water, but the woman, wholly engrossed with her cares and material things, pursues her own thoughts and speaks of the well, the natural water, and Jacob who had given them the well.

John 4: 13, 14. The Lord, in His reply, contrasts the water which occupied the woman's thoughts, with the living water of which He was speaking. The water of the well, like all earthly joys, of which it is the symbol, can never satisfy. There is no source of lasting satisfaction in things earthly. Money, pleasure, ambition, duties and earthly relationships, if pursued, may provide a moment's distraction or provide a passing gratification, but no lasting satisfaction. "Every one who does not know Christ has either a disappointed heart, or a heart seeking what will disappoint it" (N.Tn.).


In contrast the Lord proposes to give a poor sinner the living water — or life in the power of the Spirit, that will spring up into everlasting life. Not only can Christ meet our need as sinners, but beyond all our need, He gives a life that brings eternal satisfaction and leads the soul outside this world of need into another world — a world of satisfied desire.

To "live with Christ in life's eternal home,

 Where sin, nor want, nor woe, nor death can come".

John 4: 15. Alas! Heavenly things are outside the range of her thoughts. Thinking only of her daily needs, she gives the Lord's words a material significance. In common with mankind she would fain have the daily needs to be met without the daily toil the fall has involved. Men would be very content with earthly blessings if only the curse could be removed. "The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness upon him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned". Apart from the Spirit, human intelligence cannot comprehend divine things.

John 4: 16. It therefore follows that in His reply the Lord entirely ignores the woman's words. It is useless to speak further of things that are too great to a mind too small to apprehend them. Thus the Lord takes another way, and the only way whereby the darkness of our minds can be dispelled. He speaks to the conscience, and wins the heart. Intelligence in divine things comes by the conscience, and not by the intellect.

And how marvellous is the tender way He takes. He sits alone by the well side in company with a wicked woman to shew her herself and to make known Himself. He is going to expose her life to win her heart, but He does it alone. Thus He puts His finger on the dark blot in her life, and appeals to her conscience by saying, "Go call thy husband and come hither".


How full of meaning are the "go" and the "come" of this short sentence. "Go call thy husband" speaks of the sin of her life; "Come hither" tells of the grace of His heart. The "go" seems to say, "Your sins put you at an infinite distance from Me": the "come" seems to say, "My love draws you near to Me". Oh precious Saviour, who knows the worst about us, yet bids us come to Him! Where, indeed, shall we find a friend like Jesus? Where is there another in all the universe who knows all that we have ever done, and yet loves us, and, loving us bids us come to Him? What a revelation is this of divine love!

John 4: 17, 18. The woman feels the conscience-reaching power of the Lord's words and, shrinking from the light, seeks to evade the truth. She tells the truth to hide the truth, for she says, "I have no husband". But love presses home the truth more plainly. Her white lie is exposed. It is true she had no husband, for she had had five, and at the moment she was living in sin.

John 4: 19. At once the woman realises that she is in the presence of One to whom all secrets are known. She knows that none but God knows all the secrets of her heart; so without any excuse or further attempt to hide the truth, she exclaims, "Sir, I perceive that Thou art a prophet". She did not need anyone to tell her that Jesus was a prophet. Her conscience being reached, her understanding begins to be opened, and she can say, "I perceive". She has much to learn, but the light is getting into her dark soul. Why is it that they do not "perceive" that the Bible is the Word of God? There is one reason, and one only — the conscience has never been reached. "When", said the late J. N. Darby, "I find a book that tells me all things that ever I did, I know what it is. It does not require to be proved by man. The only thing that brings authority with it is the Word of God coming to the conscience."

John 4: 20. The woman is still preoccupied with her own thoughts; nevertheless her confidence is so far won that she can bring her religious difficulties to the Lord.

John 4: 21-24. The Lord in His reply takes occasion by the woman's remark to speak of the change in worship about to take place with the introduction of Christianity. On the authority of the Lord she is asked to believe that the hour was at hand when worship would no longer be a question of worshipping in a place, such as the mountain at Samaria or the temple at Jerusalem, but it would be the worship of a Person. Moreover it would no longer be the worship of a Person who is unrevealed, but of God revealed and known in grace as the Father. Further it would no longer be an outward worship by forms and ceremonies, but worship in spirit and truth. Again God will no longer be demanding worshippers, but as the Father He will seek worshippers. Finally, Christian worship is according to the true nature of God. "God is a spirit: and they that worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth."

John 4: 25, 26. The deep meaning of the Lord's words may be entirely beyond the comprehension of the woman, but at least they convince her that she cannot do without Christ; for this, surely, is the meaning of her words, "I know that Messias cometh, which is called Christ: when He is come, He will tell us all things". Christ, as the Prophet, has spoken to her conscience, and brought her face to face with her sins. In the presence of her sins she feels that earthly religion, whether in this place or that, will be of no avail. Her sins exposed and her religion withered up, she knows that none but the coming Christ can meet her case. Christ as the Prophet has convinced her of her need of Christ as a Saviour. Her language is really the expression of the desire, "Oh that Christ were come!"

Thus the way is prepared for the One Who has reached her conscience, to reveal Himself to her heart. "I that speak unto thee am He." She finds herself exposed as a sinner in the presence of the Saviour who has all grace to deal with her sins, and all love to win her heart.

John 4: 27. The disciples, returning from the city, "marvelled that He talked with the woman". Slow to appreciate the greatness of the grace of God, they marvelled, even as we still marvel, at such a scene. Alas! as so often, ignorance of grace is accompanied with moral distance from the Lord; so they fear to tell the Lord the thoughts that were passing through their minds. "No man said, What seekest Thou? or, Why talkest Thou with her?" They did not see that God, in the greatness of His grace, had come down into this world in the Person of the Son to seek worshippers. How wonderful, and Godlike, is the way He takes to find a worshipper! It is as if God said, "I want to find in that ruined world some heart which shall be so enraptured with a view of Myself that, lost in wonder, it will be compelled to worship". To find that soul the Everlasting Word becomes flesh and, as a lowly Man, passing by the great city of Jerusalem, the magnificent temple, the religious Pharisees, the learned scribes, and the ceremonial priests, He takes a journey into a corrupt and despised country where, at a well, weary and thirsty, He sits beside a poor sinful woman, dulled and degraded by sin; in order to win her confidence He makes Himself beholden to her for a drink of water: then, gently letting the light into her dark soul, He discovers to her the sin of her heart, that He may disclose to her the love of His heart, until at last there is no more spirit left in her, and there is nothing left but to worship and adore in the presence of the splendour of God revealed in Jesus.


John 4: 28-30. If the disciples are slow to be moved by the blessedness of the Lord's grace, on the woman it has an immediate and practical effect. Hitherto she has been absorbed in her daily toil of which the water pot was but a symbol. Now she has found a new Object in life — Christ fills her soul; thus she leaves her water pot and returns to the city to become a witness, in the very place of her sin, to the One Who has set her free.

How beautiful is the testimony that she renders. The Lord has said to her, "Come hither", and now she takes up the Lord's word and can say to the men of the city, "Come see a Man". She does not invite them to a place or even to a company of people, but to a Person. John pointed his disciples to Jesus — the Lamb of God: Andrew "brought Simon to Jesus": Philip says, "We have found Him . . . come and see": and the woman says, "Come see a man".

And Who is this blessed Man? One, she says, "who told me all things I had ever done". He told me, but He did not tell anyone else. Then she adds, "Is not this the Christ?" Yes, indeed, she was right; this must be the Christ; for who but Christ would tell me all things that ever I did, and yet love me and draw me to Himself?

The word that comes from the heart reaches the heart; and so we read, "They went out of the city and came to Him".

The Father's will in the service of sinners (verses 31-38)


John 4: 31-34. The disciples were occupied with material wants, rather than spiritual needs: yet their words show how truly they loved the Lord, for we read, they "prayed Him, saying, Master, eat". In His reply the Lord, while not denying the needs of the body, indicates that He had a source of sustenance and joy of which they knew little or nothing. "I have meat to eat that ye know not of."

Still thinking of natural need they said "one to another, Hath any man brought Him ought to eat?"

The Lord, in reply to their exercises, discloses to us the blessedness of the path He trod. He says, "My meat is to do the will of Him that sent Me, and to finish His work". Here was One Who, amidst all the sorrows of earth and the trials of the way, was sustained by the one object of doing the will of the Father. In the presence of the perfection of His way we may well challenge our hearts as to the motives that sustain us as we pursue our daily path. If honest with ourselves, shall we not have to admit that, at best, our motives are very mixed; and yet, how much more simple our lives would be if, in our little measure, realising that the Father has a will about us and a plan for us, our one desire was to do the Father's will and finish the work He has given us to do (2 Timothy 2: 4; Acts 20: 24; 2 Timothy 4: 7).

John 4: 35-38. For the instruction of the disciples, and ourselves, the Lord sets before us the blessedness of treading the path of the Father's will in the service of love for others, and thus encourages us to take the same path, in this respect, that He Himself was treading.

First, the Lord would engage us with the spiritual harvest, and not the natural. If the disciples were to reap the natural harvest they would have to wait four months; the spiritual need is ever present. The spiritual fields "are white already to harvest".

Secondly, the Lord reminds us that the one who is engaged in this service of love "receiveth wages". He does not necessarily "earn" them, as if he merely secured the just equivalent of his labours, but he "receives" wages; it may, indeed, be more than he has earned. The Lord will not be a debtor to any man, and retains His sovereignty in rewarding His servants.

Thirdly, the fruit of this service is lasting. For his natural labour, man only secures the things that perish in the using. In this spiritual service the labourer "gathereth fruit unto eternal life" (1 Thessalonians 2: 19).

Fourthly, it is service that leads to joy, and a joy that is shared with others. "Both he that soweth, and he that reapeth may rejoice together". The prophets and godly men of old had laboured, and the disciples were reaping the fruit of their labours. Was this not true in one sense of the Lord, Himself? The Father had been working hitherto (5: 17) by prophets and others from the beginning of the world, and the Lord could say that He was sent to finish His work (verse 34). In another sense the Lord, as the Sower, had commenced an entirely new work (Matthew 13); as a result, the Lord's servants, dispensationally are "reaping" rather than "sowing", and thus are instructed to reap rather than sow. Nevertheless, as a general principle, it surely remains true that, "One soweth, and another reapeth".


The Saviour of the world (verses 39-42)

John 4: 39-42. In the city of the corrupt Samaritans, the Lord is owned as the Saviour of the world. To the woman the Lord had said that salvation is of the Jews: now, He delights to show it is for the Samaritans. As one has said, "Without sign, prodigy or miracle, in this village of Samaria, Jesus was heard, known, and confessed as truly the Saviour of the world" (W.K.). The testimony of the woman to the grace of Christ had drawn their hearts to Him, and they besought Him to tarry with them. No Jew, clinging to his own righteousness and religious importance, would ever have confessed Christ to be the Saviour of the world. But he who has found himself as a sinner in the presence of One Who knows all his sins, and yet is full of grace for the sinner, can at once see that a door of blessing is opened to any and every sinner: and, though one cannot measure the depths of a love that passeth knowing yet, such can say,

But this I know, He heals the broken-hearted,

And stays our sins and calms our lurking fear,

And lifts the burden from the heavy laden,

For yet the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is here.

The story of the nobleman (verses 43-54)


John 4: 43-54. From the story of the woman we have learnt there is grace for the worst of sinners. In the instruction to the disciples we learn there is on every hand a world of needy sinners. In the city of Samaria, we learn that Christ is "the Saviour of the world". Now we are to learn that the blessing can only be received by faith.

Having spent two days in the city of Samaria, the Lord takes His way into Galilee. The men of Sychar had received the Lord on the ground of testimony: they said, "We have heard Him ourselves". In contrast, the Galileans received Him "having seen all the things that He did at Jerusalem". The Lord takes occasion by the nobleman coming to him with his need to rebuke the Jewish nation for looking for "signs and wonders" as a ground of faith.

The nobleman beseeches the Lord to come down and heal his son, who was at the point of death. From the Lord's words we may perhaps gather that the nobleman was putting the Lord to the test: if he could see Christ miraculously raise up his son, he would believe. The Lord rebukes this thought. Faith rests not upon external signs that appeal to sight but upon the word of God. Thus the Lord makes the blessing turn upon faith in His word, "Go thy way, thy son liveth". Thus the nobleman is tested: will he believe the word of Jesus apart from seeing signs and wonders? Very blessedly he answers to the test, for we read, "The man believed the word that Jesus had spoken".

Then having believed, he gets the sign as a confirmation of his faith. No signs can give faith; but miracles will confirm the faith that exists.


This was the second sign that Jesus did — a sign that showed the Lord had a power of arresting death in the case of one at the point of death. Israel as a nation, like the nobleman's son, was at the point of death, and Christ was present with power to arrest death and heal the nation, but to receive the blessing called for faith in His word. Alas! the nation proved their lack of faith by looking for signs.


7. The Ways of Grace in Deliverance from the Law

John 5.

John 2 presents the setting aside of the flesh by the work of the Spirit in us, and the condemnation of sin by the work of Christ for us (John 3: 6, 7, 14).

In the fourth chapter, in the story of the woman at the well, we learn the way of practical deliverance from the power of sin by a new life lived in the power of the Spirit, so that, in result, the believer should no longer serve sin. As the apostle can say, "The law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and death" (Romans 8: 2).

Chapter 5 presents the way of practical deliverance from the principle of law, and the weakness of the flesh. Man is raised up from the weakness which sin has brought upon him, and delivered from the law which cannot help him, by the power of the Son of God. The chapter has four main divisions: first, at the pool (John 5: 1-9); secondly, the rest of God reached through the deliverance of man (John 5: 9-16); thirdly, the glory of the Person who secures the deliverance of man and the rest of God (John 5: 17-29); lastly, the different witnesses to the glory of Christ (John 5: 30-47).

The story of the man at the pool, or deliverance from law (verses 1-9)


The scene by the well of Sychar had been used to show us God's way of deliverance from the power of sin. The pool of Bethesda is now used to present God's way of deliverance from law. Samaria and its corrupt people set forth the need of deliverance from sin: Jerusalem and the religious Jew are used to set forth the need of freedom from the law.

In the five porches of the pool were a great multitude of sick folk. Some were blind, some were lame, others had withered and helpless limbs; but all needed healing. These sick people were waiting round a pool in which the blessing they so sorely needed could be obtained. At a certain season, in the providence of God, an angel troubled the water, and the sick person who first stepped into the pool after the troubling of the water obtained the blessing.

Two things then become manifest: first, there was blessing to be obtained from the pool; secondly, the blessing could be obtained only by the efforts of the sick person.

Thus the pool becomes a striking picture of man under law. In the legal system of the Jews, as well as in the providence of God, there is blessing for man; but the blessing under law, or in the providence of God, can only be secured by man's own efforts, and to put forth these efforts calls for power in man. It follows that under law, the man who is in the worst plight, and therefore who most needs the blessing, is the least able to obtain the blessing. The disease from which he needs to be healed deprives him of the power to avail himself of the means of healing. This was the sad condition of the man who had been suffering from an infirmity for thirty-eight years.

As with the man in connection with his bodily needs, so with ourselves in connection with our spiritual needs. The power of sin from which we need deliverance has deprived us of the power of obtaining deliverance by our own efforts. The impotent man, for long weary years, had been struggling to obtain the blessing, but all in vain. At last he is brought to the point when he confesses that he is in need of a deliverer. He needed deliverance from his legal struggles to secure the blessing, and he needed strength over that which had hitherto carried him. In answer to the Lord's question he says, "Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool". He owns his utter weakness and the futility of all his efforts and therefore the need of another if he is to be delivered from his sad condition. Directly he ceases from his struggles and looks for a deliverer, he finds that a Deliverer is at hand. The Lord's word is, "Rise, take up thy bed, and walk". The man is delivered from his own efforts to get the desired blessing, with the result that, by the power of Another, he is made whole, and enabled to carry the thing which had carried him.

The impotent man is thus a striking picture of the man described in Romans 7, with whom the will to do right was present, but the power was wanting. When, however, all legal efforts to deliver himself from lusts are found to be in vain and the soul cries out, "O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me . . . ?", at once he finds there is a Deliverer at hand, and he can say, "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord". Thus we find in Christ One Who delivers us from our own legal efforts and enables us to overcome the very thing by which we have been overcome.


We have, however, carefully to note what we mean by deliverance from law. The principle of the law is that we overcome by what we do. The man in the seventh of Romans was seeking to act on this principle; he was struggling to overcome his lusts by his own efforts. Deliverance from law in a practical way, means that we are delivered from our own efforts. We are delivered from the weary struggle to overcome the flesh and the power of sin. It is not simply deliverance from our evil tempers and lusts that we need, but deliverance from our own efforts to overcome them, and in place of struggling with our tempers and lusts, and continually suffering defeat, to look to the Lord, and find in Him a Deliverer.

The principle of the pool is that "God helps those who help themselves". But Christ shows that He helps a man who owns that he is utterly helpless. The power is in Christ; deliverance depends upon the Deliverer.

The rest of God reached through the deliverance of man (verses 9-15)

The man having been healed, we read, "The same day was the sabbath". The significance of the sabbath is "rest from labour", as when in creation God "rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had made" (Genesis 2: 2; Exodus 20: 11). The creation rest was broken by sin, and now there can be no rest for God or man as long as man is under the power of sin and death. When, through the work and power of Christ, man is delivered from sin, and healed, "the same day" will be the true Sabbath.

This rest cannot be reached by man's own efforts under law. The law said, "Do this and thou shalt live"; but man did not, and could not, keep the law. His attempt to do so only made the evil of sin manifest, as well as his own utter weakness, and therefore his inability to obtain the rest of God by his own doings.

Nevertheless, man, ignorant of the true meaning of the sabbath, insists on the outward observance of the sabbath in order to acquire a religious reputation. But while insisting on its outward observance, man is wholly indifferent to the sin that broke into the rest. The blessing of the sabbath rest is for a people who keep the law, not for a people who break the law. Man may be content to rest in the presence of sin and the misery it entails. God cannot rest where sin and misery exist. His holiness demands that He should deal with sin; His love impels Him to work for the relief of the sinner.

The man's answer to these Jewish opponents is convincing to anyone not filled with enmity to Christ. "He that made me whole, the same said unto me, Take up thy bed, and walk.". The One Who had the mighty power to relieve his need gave him authority to carry his bed on the Sabbath. Who but those moved by malice would question the authority of One with such power?


Immediately these opposers ask, with seeming contempt, "What man is that which said unto thee, Take up thy bed and walk?" Whatever their thoughts, it is true that all turns upon the question, "Who is this Man?" This is still the question, Who is this glorious Person, full of grace and truth, who has come to dwell amongst men? All blessing for man hangs upon the glory of His Person, so blessedly brought before us in the verses that follow.

The man himself wist not who it was; for Jesus, passing through the land as a Stranger, had conveyed Himself away, a multitude being in that place. He was not here to bless the nation as such, for already it had rejected and opposed Him. He was seeking and saving His sheep, and calling them out of the nation. Thus the Lord goes after the man that is healed, and finds him in the temple. It would seem that his heart was touched by the blessing he had received, for at once he resorts to the temple to praise God. The Lord warns him that behind the sickness of the body there had been the indulgence of sin, and that sin brings its governmental consequences.

The man at once departs, and tells the Jews that it was Jesus that had healed him. Probably the man acted in simplicity, ignorant of their malice, and thinking that they too desired to know this wonderful Person. He evidently was filled with the mighty deed that had been wrought, as he twice refers to it (verses 11, 15). They are occupied with the fact that contempt had been poured upon their Sabbath-keeping pride. "Therefore did the Jews persecute Jesus, and sought to slay Him, because He had done these things on the Sabbath day."

The glory of the Person who delivers man, and secures the rest of God (verses 17-31)

The Jews had asked, "What man is that which said unto thee, Take up thy bed and walk?" We are now to see the glory of this Man who can deliver from the power of sin and the bondage of the law, and bring in the rest of God. If His glory is manifested, it is that all may honour the Son.

John 5: 17-19. The Lord opens this discourse by saying, "My Father worketh hitherto, and I work," words of the deepest meaning that we may well ponder, for they reveal the glory of Christ as the Son, and thus answer the objection of the Jews that "He had done these things on the sabbath day". What, we may ask, is the character of the works of the Father and the Son? Throughout the history of the world the works of men have been characterised by violence and corruption. The greatest power of man is displayed in devising means for the destruction of life. This scene at Jerusalem proves the character of the works of men, for at that moment the Jews were seeking to slay the One Who had just raised a man from a dying bed. In contrast to man's works, the works of the Father and the Son raise men from the dead and bring men into life and blessing.

Moreover, the Father had worked "hitherto". It is true the Father is only revealed as such when the Son comes into the world, but behind all that God has done in the world from the beginning of time we can now see the hand of the Father working in accord with the purpose and grace of His heart to relieve man from the presence of sin and death. We can thus trace the Father's work in the promise in the Garden of Eden; in His dealings with Abel and Enoch; at the flood; in the promises to the Patriarchs, as well as in the utterances of the prophets.

Then the Lord adds, "and I work". This brings into display the glory of His Person. Very rightly the Jews interpret this word of the Lord as meaning He was "equal with God". It was the assertion of His deity, and thus the revelation of the glory of His Person. It shows the equality of the Son with the Father, inasmuch as all that the Father does the Son does likewise. Moreover the Son does not work independently of the Father. All is done in perfect agreement as moved by the same thought and affection, for "the Father loveth the Son and sheweth him all things that himself doeth".

Nevertheless, having become Man, the Lord is careful to maintain all that is right and perfect in this condition. Thus, while asserting His glory as equal with the Father, He can say, "The Son can do nothing of Himself". Though equal with the Father, He receives all from the Father. Equality of divine Persons does not mean independence between divine Persons, as if there were two Gods. Two supreme and omnipotent beings would be an impossibility. Thus the Lord can say, "What things soever He (the Father) doeth, these also doeth the Son likewise".


The fact, however, that the Son does nothing of Himself, but only those things that the Father sheweth Him, plainly tells us that all the Son does is the manifestation of the Father. If the Jews saw the Son, they saw the Father; if they rejected the Son, they rejected the Father. The passage not only presents the glory of the Son, but tells us that in all that He was doing He was presenting the Father. In John 4 we are brought to the Father by the fountain of living water springing up unto eternal life, and we worship. Here the Father is brought to us in the Person of the Son.

John 5: 20. "The Father loveth the Son." This statement shows that there was One present on earth who was adequate for the display of the Father's love. To say that the Father loved a saint — even the greatest of saints — however true, would not adequately set forth the greatness of the Father's love. Men prove the poverty of their love by the smallness of the objects on which they oftentimes set their affections. The greater the object of the love, the greater the character of the love. In the Son every moral quality is found in perfection. The Father's love is so great it can be satisfied with no less an object than the Son.

Then the glory of the Son is shewn in another form. His works declare His glory. Already He had turned the water into wine, healed the nobleman's son, and raised up the man at the pool. These were works connected with the blessing of man on earth. There are, however, greater works that the Father has for the Son, which pass beyond the bounds of death and are connected with eternal life.

John 5: 21-23. The Lord proceeds to shew that the greater works are the work of resurrection, the work of quickening, and the work of judgment. These greater works will affect all men, believers and unbelievers. Believers will be raised and quickened: unbelievers and opposers, like the Jews to whom the Lord was speaking, will come under His strange work of judgment.

Quickening is giving life — a life that lives to God. In a spiritual sense the believer is quickened now; he is made consciously alive to God out of a state in which he was spiritually dead to God (Colossians 2: 13). Moreover, quickening not only refers to the soul of the believer but also to the mortal body, which at the coming of Christ will be entirely delivered from death, to put on immortality (Romans 8: 11; 1 Corinthians 15: 53). Unbelievers will be raised from the dead; they are not said to be quickened.

If, like the Jews, men refuse to honour the Son as equal with the Father, they will have to honour Him by meeting Him as the Judge. To refuse Him as the Son is to miss the blessing: to meet Him as the Judge will seal their doom. But the Father will have His Son honoured either as the Son or as the Judge. It is decreed that "all men" shall honour the Son. Quickened souls, in the power of a new life, delight to own Him as the Son. The wicked will be compelled to own Him as the Son in judgment. Moreover, the judgment will be not only that they have rejected the Son, but that, in doing so, they have also refused the Father. "He that honoureth not the Son honoureth not the Father which hath sent Him".


John 5: 24. In the verses that follow, the Lord distinguishes between death morally and death physically. The great fact in death is separation; it may be separation of soul and body as in physical death, or separation between God and the soul in moral death. It is of the latter that the Lord first speaks in verses 24-27. He shows how those who are dead to God in trespasses and sins can be quickened, and that such hear His word, and believe in the Father who sent Him. They not only escape judgment but they have life, and, in living the life, they pass out of the condition in which they were dead to God into one in which they live to God. They pass "out of death into life" (N.Tn.).

John 5: 25, 26. There is the responsibility of the sinner to hear and believe, but these verses present, rather, the sovereign act of the Son in quickening the morally dead. In result they hear the voice of the Son of God and live.

Hearing the voice of the Son of God is not simply hearing certain words that were spoken by the Lord. In Acts 13: 27 we learn that the people of Jerusalem heard the actual words of the prophets every Sabbath day and yet they knew not "the voice of the prophets". It is evident, then, we may hear the words and miss the voice. Again, in 1 Corinthians 14: 10, we read there are "so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them is without signification". The voice, then, is the true signification of the words — the message that the words contain. The signification of the voice of the Son of God is the revelation of God in love acting in sovereign grace toward man.

Thus the voice is that which is special and peculiar to the testimony rendered by a Person. The prophets had a voice — that which was peculiar to their testimony. John the Baptist speaks of himself as a voice; there was that which had peculiar significance in his testimony. There is that which is altogether unique and peculiar to the voice of the Son of God — and His sheep hear His voice (John 10: 3).

When the peculiar significance of the voice of the Son of God is heard, the soul lives. "They that hear shall live." Such pass out of the region of death into the region of life where God is known.


Furthermore, the Son of Man has authority to execute judgment. Men reject Christ as the Son of God, and seek to kill him as the Son of Man. God will have Him honoured both as Son of God and Son of Man by those who have rejected Him. This can only be in judgment, seeing they have rejected Him. Therefore He exercises judgment both as Son of God and as Son of Man (verses 22, 27).

John 5: 28, 29. In verses 24 to 27 we have the present effect of hearing the voice of the Son of God. It leads to life. In verses 28 and 29 the character of the voice, and the effect, is different. It will have an actual physical effect in raising the dead from their graves. It has been said the moral always comes first with God, and what is physical follows. In verse 25, when speaking of believers, it is said, "They that hear shall live". Here, in verse 29, which includes believers and unbelievers, nothing is said about life, but simply that those who "hear His voice . . . shall come forth".

There are two resurrections, the resurrection of life and the resurrection of judgment. The question as to which resurrection we have part in is here made to depend on moral grounds — doing good or doing evil. It is not put on the ground of faith or unbelief. It is true that no man can do good apart from faith in God; and also what God calls "doing good" may be very different to what man considers "doing good". Where there is life, it shows itself practically by doing good.

Both "life" and "judgment" require resurrection. If life is to be seen and enjoyed in its own proper sphere then the body must be raised from the dead. If man is to be judged, he too must be raised from the dead. Resurrection is a necessity to declare the glory of Christ.

The different witnesses to the glory of Christ (verses 30-47)

John 5: 30, 31. From this point in the chapter we have the Lord's presentation of the various witnesses to the glory of His Person — testimonies that leave the rejecters of Christ without excuse. There was, indeed, the Lord's own testimony to Himself. This was not merely the testimony of a man who spoke and acted according to the thoughts of his own mind, or of one who was seeking to enforce his own will. It was the testimony of One Who had taken the place of the perfectly dependent Man. In consistency with this place He could do nothing of Himself. Behind His testimony there was the hidden life of communion with the Father and dependence upon the Father. Therefore He can say, "As I hear, I judge: and My judgment is just; because I seek not Mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent Me". His judgment was not formed from what He heard from men, nor warped by seeking His own will. Too often our judgments are defective because our minds are influenced by men, and affected by the working of our own wills.


Nevertheless, however perfect His own witness, it would not by itself be valid according to the law, which says, "The testimony of two is true". One has said, "The testimony of one man might be true — absolutely; just as true in itself as that of two. But it would not be true in the same way to others; it would need confirmation". For this reason, though His judgment was just and His motives pure, He does not ask men to believe in Him simply on His own witness. There are four other witnesses which the Lord proceeds to give us:

First, the testimony of John the Baptist (verses 32-35);

Secondly, the testimony of His works (verse 36);

Thirdly, the testimony of the Father Himself (verses 37, 38);

Fourthly, the testimony of the Scriptures (verses 39-47).

John 5: 32-35. John the Baptist bore witness to Christ and the truth, and his witness was true. The Lord needed no witness from men, but to meet the Jews in grace, in order that they might be saved, the Lord brings forward John's witness. In his time, John was "a burning and a shining lamp" in the midst of the darkness that preceded the coming of Christ; and in his light men, for a season, were willing to rejoice, for they counted him to be a prophet (Luke 20: 6).

John 5: 36. There was, however, a greater witness than that of John. The works that the Father had given Him to finish — the great signs of John's gospel — which were the completion of the Father's works (verse 17), bore witness to the glory of His Person as the sent One of the Father.


John 5: 37, 38. Further, the Father Himself had directly borne witness to the glory of His Person. At the baptism, the voice from heaven had said, "This is My beloved Son in whom I am well pleased". As far as the opposers were concerned, this witness was all in vain. Though the Father had spoken, they had never heard His voice; to them, when He spake, it was only thunder. Evidently His word had no lodging-place in their hearts; for the One Whom He had sent they believed not.

John 5: 39, 40. Finally, there is the testimony of Scripture, in which the Jews boasted, thinking to find therein life and blessing. They would indeed do well to search the Scriptures, for they testify of Christ. Alas! while boasting in the Scriptures, they would not come to the One of whom the Scriptures spoke, and in whom alone life and blessing is to be found. The Lord does not say, "Ye cannot come", but "Ye will not come". It is true that man is dead in trespasses and sins and cannot come; it is equally true that he is alive in sins and will not come.

John 5: 41, 42. The Lord's motive in inviting men to come to Him was not that He might acquire honour from man, but that man might obtain blessing from God. The fact that they would not come to Christ exposed their condition and proved that the love of God was nothing to them; it had no place in their hearts.

John 5: 43. The Lord had come in the Father's name, presenting the love of the Father's heart. In their refusal to receive Christ they rejected a testimony that, while it revealed the love of the Father's heart, utterly condemned the evil and selfishness of their own hearts. This rejection of Christ would expose them to the terrible influence of the coming antichrist who will come in his own name. He will appeal to man's desire for greatness and power and glory. He will raise no question as to their sinful condition. He will require no moral change in man, but only that men shall yield him power and glory. This man, so thoroughly after their own hearts, they will receive.

John 5: 44. Their own low moral condition made it impossible for them to believe in Christ and receive the truth. Seeking honour and esteem from men hindered them from taking the lowly place, and owning their true condition as sinners, to receive blessing and honour from God.

John 5: 45-47. Moses, in whom they professed to trust, was their accuser. Had they truly believed in Moses, they would have believed in Christ, for he wrote of Christ.

The Lord closes the discourse by bearing a striking witness to the importance and value of the writings of Moses. He attaches greater value to the form in which the communications of Moses are given, than to the form of His own communications. The communications of Moses were written; His were oral. The writings of Moses and the Lord's words had equally divine authority, but the permanent value of what is written by inspiration is greater than inspired communications by the living voice.


8. The Ways of Grace in Deliverance from Want.

John 6.

Chapter 5 presents Christ as the Son of God giving life to whom He will. Chapter 6 presents Christ as the Son of Man giving life to those who receive Him, and the Sustainer of the life that He gives.

Two incidents are recorded in the first part of the chapter (John 6: 1-21), which present in picture the great theme of the Lord's discourse in the latter part. In the first scene, Christ acts as a King providing bread from His royal bounty to sustain natural life. In the second scene, Christ is presented in picture as Priest on high, supporting His own, and sustaining their spiritual life as they pass through a world where all is against them. In the discourse that follows, the Lord presents great truths which involve His Incarnation (John 6: 32-51); His work (John 6: 51-56); His resurrection (John 6: 57); and His ascension (John 6: 62). He is thus presented that all that believe in Him might live, and have this new life sustained, so that every spiritual want is satisfied.


The Feeding of the Five Thousand (verses 1-14)

This fresh sign is a witness to the intervention of God on behalf of man according to Psalm 132: 15, "I will abundantly bless her provision: I will satisfy her poor with bread". The great theme of the chapter — Christ for the satisfaction of the hearts of His people — is thus set forth in this sign. In chapter 4 Christ delivers from the power of sin; in chapter 5 He delivers from the bondage of law; and in chapter 6 He delivers from want.


John 6: 1-9. A great multitude is found on a barren mountain in need of food. As far as human power was concerned it was impossible to meet this need. But the Lord is present and He will meet the need; but before doing so, He uses the difficulty to test the faith of His own disciples. Have they faith to use the resources of the Lord when, on their side, all hope is gone? Thus the Lord says to Philip, "Whence shall we buy bread, that these may eat?" Then we are told, "This he said to prove him: for He himself knew what He would do".

Can we doubt that as it was then so it is now? Difficulties are allowed to arise among the people of God that are wholly insurmountable by man, in order to prove us. We profess to follow Him, confessing that without Him we can do nothing, but that His grace is sufficient. Then our profession is put to the test by a difficulty that we cannot overcome. However, we are told that "He himself knew what He would do" — words that assure us no difficulty will ever arise in our individual paths or amongst the people of God that He cannot solve. In the last and difficult days, teachers and leaders may fail us, but there is One to Whom we can turn in the darkest day, and in the presence of the greatest difficulty, with the certainty that He knows what to do.

Too often the root of the trouble is that we, on our side, are slow to own the humbling fact that we do not know what to do. We each think we do know, and all would be right if only others would do what we suggest. And thus we fail to turn to the One Who does know. As with the disciples, difficulties expose the poverty of our faith; while at the same time they reveal the greatness of the resources in the Lord. Philip can only think of the power of money to meet the case; though he has to admit that his plan would only provide the crowd with "a little". How different the Lord, Who, when He acts, gives "as much as they would".

While Philip talks of what a great deal they require, Andrew bemoans what a very little they have. Neither of these disciples think of the Lord and the vast resources in Him that are at the disposal of faith.

John 6: 10-14. The disciples having been proved to be lacking in faith, the Lord Himself reveals the grace of His heart, and the power of His hand, to meet the difficulty. Blessed for them, as for ourselves, that the breakdown of His people does not stay the hand of the Lord in acting on their behalf.

The scene that follows is surely a foretaste of Millennial blessing, setting forth the perfect administration of the Lord, and the power of One Person to calm the world's unrest and meet its desperate hunger. At His word five thousand men are in a moment set in perfect rest. He speaks the word, and at once we read, "The men sat down". So will it be in the day of the Lord when He "will break the bow and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and will make them to lie down safely" (Hosea 2: 18).

Moreover, the scene not only reveals the glory of His Person, but the perfection of the way He takes. We read, "Jesus took the loaves" — the five barley loaves — and having "given thanks", He fed the multitude. He uses the natural resources of earth in connection with the God Who had given them, owning that heaven is the real source of all blessing for man.


When the resources of earth, however small, are brought by the power of Christ into connection with heaven's inexhaustible supply, a very little will go a long way. In the day of the prophet, God can use a "widow woman" with a "handful of meal" and "a little oil in a cruise" to sustain a household for a full year (1 Kings 17: 15, 16). So Christ can use a lad with five loaves and two small fishes to feed five thousand men.

Moreover, so perfectly does the Lord "distribute" the necessities of life that every need is met. Idle luxury and extreme poverty, extravagant waste and desperate need, will no longer exist when the Lord has His rightful place as the Judge of all the earth. Men attempt to equalise the wealth of the world by attacking the rich, only to show that man's power is destructive and not administrative. Man can make the rich poor, though he cannot make the poor rich. Man can destroy the present order; he cannot bring in Millennial blessing.

When Christ dispenses the blessing, men receive as much as they will, and even so, when all are filled, there will remain "over and above". Now the demand exceeds the supply; then God's grace will fully meet man's need; but man's need will never exhaust God's grace.

Christ on the Mount and the Disciples on the Sea (verses 15-21)

John 6: 15-21. Arrested by the miracle of feeding the five thousand, the people confess Christ as the Prophet foretold by Moses, Who would, like Moses, come to the people from God to meet their needs and lead them into the promised blessing (Deuteronomy 18: 15-19). They would gladly make One Who exercised such mighty power their King, and thus their deliverer from the hated Roman. The reigning time had not yet come; so, refusing to be made a King, Christ departs into "a mountain Himself alone", there, in picture, to exercise His present work as the Priest.

The disciples, left behind, entered a ship to pass over the sea agitated by "a great wind that blew" amidst the gathering darkness — a true picture of Christ's people left in a dark world during His absence, opposed by the wicked, who, like the sea, cannot rest. Nevertheless, the disciples are supported by Christ Who comes to them in their dire distress.

This priestly work of Christ is now exercised on behalf of the Church, and will continue to be exercised on behalf of the godly remnant of the Jews when passing through the great tribulation. It is probably to these Jewish saints that the scene more particularly refers; thus completing the teaching of the first incident by showing that the blessing of the Kingdom will only be reached through the great tribulation.

When exposed to the awful activities of Satan in the time of their trial, the Jewish remnant will experience the sustaining grace of the Lord as High Priest after the order of Melchizidek. At length, when the storm of persecution rises to its height, and their condition is well nigh hopeless, the Lord will appear on their behalf and manifest a power above the power of the enemy, set forth in picture by Jesus walking on the sea.


In the presence of this display of power the disciples "willingly received Him into the ship". So we read, of the yet future day, "Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power" (Psalm 110: 3, 4). When humbled by their trials, they will receive in faith the One Who, in the day of their pride, was rejected in unbelief When Christ was received into the ship, the disciples reached "the land whither they went": so will Israel reach their blessing under the reign of Christ.

The Discourse of the Lord at Capernaum (verses 22-71)

John 6: 22-25. From the introductory verses of the Lord's discourse we learn that, the day following the feeding of the five thousand, the people who had been fed crossed the lake to Capernaum seeking for Jesus.

John 6: 26, 27. The Lord opens His discourse by exposing the motives of the people in seeking Him. It was not because of any sense of spiritual need or because they saw the glory of His Person as manifested in the sign, but because they ate of the loaves and were filled. If Christ would have met the temporal needs of men without raising any moral question as to their condition before God, they would gladly have followed Him. Alas! amidst the corruptions of Christendom the same motives govern men as in the day of corrupt Judaism. It is still true that men seek Christ, not because of the signs, but because of "the loaves and fishes". Men do not mind listening to sermons and hearing about Christ, so long as Christ is presented merely as One Who can improve the condition of the world, and meet the world's temporal needs. If, however, Christ is presented as the sign of God's intervention for man's eternal blessing, then the mass has no interest in Christ.

So, too, men will labour to obtain that which perishes with the using, while remaining indifferent to that food which endures unto everlasting life. The Son of Man came to give everlasting life, and fill the soul with satisfaction by delivering from spiritual want (verse 35).

Furthermore we are permitted to see in this discourse the glory of the Son of Man, as in the previous chapter there is disclosed to us His glory as the Son of God. Here His distinguishing glory in seen in the great fact that, as the Son of Man, He is sealed by God the Father with the Holy Spirit. Thus He is marked out from the whole race of mankind as God's possession, and One Who as Man is the Object of the Father's perfect approval and infinite delight.

John 6: 28. The Lord's word had clearly shown that these men had no sense of the glory of His Person, nor of the need of their souls. Their own words now tell us that they had no sense of their utter weakness. With great lightness they ask, "What shall we do, that we might work the works of God?" They take the ground that they are quite capable of doing anything that God requires if only they are instructed as to His wishes.


John 6: 29. How great was their darkness! Knowing neither their own helplessness nor God's grace, they thought of God as One demanding from man. They had yet to learn that the grace of God is not demanding works to obtain the blessing, but only asks that man should believe in the One Whom He has sent. Works would follow faith.

John 6: 30, 31. The people at once manifest their unbelief by asking for a sign. They fully understood that a sign was a proof of God's intervention in the affairs of men. Truly they had seen the Lord feed the five thousand, but, they argue, what is this compared with Moses feeding the great host of Israel for forty years in the wilderness.

Christ Himself was the sign of God's intervention in grace, and the signs that He did made it abundantly clear that a divine Person was present in grace in a lowly Man. Having no sense of their need, ignorant of Scripture, and filled with their own self-importance, they could not see the sign. They looked for a Christ to come with outward display in power over their enemies, and in a way that would put honour upon Israel. Instead, Christ came in lowliness, and they stumbled at His humiliation. Had they been sensible of their need they would have looked for redemption, and they would have seen the sign. It is manifest that the One Who came to accomplish redemption by sacrifice could have no part in the glory and honour of this world. Simeon and Anna looked for redemption in Israel, and they saw the sign (Luke 2: 34, 38).

John 6: 32, 33. The Lord answers that it was not Moses that gave them bread from heaven: in common with the people, he was only a receiver. The Lord then presents three great truths which distinguish Him as Man from Moses and all other men.

First, the presence of the Son of Man was the sign of the Father's intervention in love on behalf of man. No longer was God demanding from man in righteousness under law; but the Father was giving to man in love under sovereign grace.

Secondly, the Lord presents the great truth of His Incarnation. He is not simply a Man raised up on earth, as in the case of Moses and others; He is One "which cometh down from heaven". He is truly a divine Person, yet present as a Man on earth, a Man after an entirely new order — a heavenly Man.

Thirdly, He is the bread of God, that "giveth life unto the world". It is no longer giving life to Israel on their journey through the desert: Christ, the bread of God, is for every one that needs Him.

John 6: 34. Thinking only of the natural life, the people say, "Lord, evermore give us this bread". With no sense of their spiritual needs they had no discernment of His glory or the meaning of His words.


John 6: 35. In answer to their request, the Lord presents Himself as the true bread, and speaks of the blessed result of coming to Him. If they would have bread that would satisfy their needs for "evermore", they are welcome to come to Him, the One Who is the bread of life. As the bread of God, He gives "life" and "satisfaction", and this life is available for the world. Those that avail themselves of the gift of life, by coming to Him, will find that it is a life that meets the need of the soul: they "shall never hunger", and "never thirst".

John 6: 36. Alas! man left to himself rejects Christ when presented in Incarnation, even as later he rejects Him in death (verse 52) and as ascended (verse 66). The Lord has to say "Ye also have seen Me, and believe not".

John 6: 37. If, then, blessing depends upon man's responsibility, all is over; none will be blessed. But, as ever, when man is thoroughly exposed, God falls back on the counsels of His own heart. He will not allow all to perish; nor will He allow that the coming of the Son of Man shall be all in vain. There are those whom the Father has purposed to give to the Son; and, as the Lord can say, "All that the Father giveth Me shall come to Me". Seeing that the Father gives them, the Son will receive them; "Him that cometh to Me I will in no wise cast out". Whatever their nationality or their character, be they Jews or Gentiles, fallen women or hardened thieves, Pharisees or publicans, if they but come to Christ they will be received, for their coming is the proof that they are the gift of the Father to the Son.

John 6: 38-40. Moreover, the fact that the Lord received all that the Father sent was a proof that He was here to do the Father's will. Very blessedly the Lord presents Himself as come down from heaven, not to do His own will, but to be the Servant to accomplish the will of the One Who sent Him. The Father's will is committed to One Who is able to carry it out. The will of a divine Person can only be carried out fully by a divine Person; hence in these verses we have the Father and the Son. The Father wills His counsels of grace; the Son gives effect to these counsels.

The Father's will is presented in a double aspect. First, His will is seen concerning the Son. It is the Father's will that those given to the Son should be in the safe keeping of the Son, and that all such should be raised up by the Son in the last day. How blessedly the Father's will carried out by the Son assures all that come to Christ of their full salvation from every power of evil, and their final entrance into full blessing at the last day. Christ will "lose nothing". At that day all that has been known to faith will be brought into display. It might seem that as generation after generation of God's people pass away, and are forgotten by men, that they are forgotten by God. The Lord's words assure us that it is not so. Not one is lost or forgotten. They will appear again at the last day. The resurrection power exercised by the Lord will be the final proof that He has lost nothing. The "last day" refers to the end of the present age, when Christ comes to reign and will raise those given to Him by the Father to share with Him the heavenly joy and satisfaction of the Kingdom. Then will be realised in all their fulness the Lord's words that the one who comes to Him "shall never hunger" and "shall never thirst".

Secondly, the Father's will is presented in connection with man's responsibility. It is the Father's will that the Son is presented to all, that every one which seeth the Son and believeth on Him may have everlasting life — a life that will be entered upon in its fulness through resurrection at the last day.

John 6: 41, 42. The Jews, judging by appearances and reasoning according to nature, cannot accept the fact that anyone has come down from heaven. This is still the difficulty: the natural man can understand the genealogy of Christ according to the flesh, but he rejects the great truth that He is a divine Person, come in flesh, and hence a great deal more than the legal son of Joseph or the actual son of Mary.

John 6: 43-45. The blindness and unbelief of man only proves the necessity for a work of grace if any are to come to Christ. All are free to come, but, left to himself, man will not come. There is none that understandeth, none that seeketh after God. Thus the Lord clearly shows that if men are to be blessed, it can only be by sovereign grace. "No man can come to Me, except the Father which hath sent Me draw him. "


Moreover, the way the Father draws is by divine teaching, according to the word, "They shall be all taught of God". The Father enlightens the soul, convicting of the need of Christ on the one hand, and revealing the glory of Christ on the other. Thus the soul is driven by need and drawn by grace to Christ.

John 6: 46. The Lord guards the truth from any material thought. Being taught of God does not imply that any man hath seen the Father. The teaching is of a spiritual character.

John 6: 47-50. The Lord proceeds to sum up the truth in connection with His Incarnation. The one drawn of the Father believes on Christ as come down from heaven, and has eternal life. The manna in the wilderness sustained the natural life. The life that Christ gives is beyond the reach of death.

John 6: 51-55. From this point in the discourse the Lord passes on to speak of His death. Thus He says, "The bread that I will give is my flesh". The Lord not only speaks of eating His flesh but also drinking His blood. He must die in order to secure His seed.

Already the Jews had murmured among themselves as to His Incarnation; now they reason as to His death. Each fresh truth increasingly shows the utter incapacity of the natural mind to comprehend divine things. They say, "How can this man give us His flesh to eat?" They reject the Lord's words because they do not appeal to man's reason.

Divine truths can only be received through grace working by faith. The Lord therefore leaves their reasoning "How?" unanswered, and asserts the truth in yet stronger terms: "Unless ye shall have eaten the flesh of the Son of Man, and drunk His blood, ye have no life in yourselves" (N.Tn.). Both the Incarnation and death of Christ are presented as the objects and tests of faith. As one has said, "Those who receive the Incarnation in faith do also with like faith receive His death; and those only have eternal life". Men may indeed profess to admire and follow His perfect life, after a human fashion, but such do not believe in His Incarnation — that He came down from heaven; and such will equally reject His atoning death.

There is no life in fallen man Godward. He is alive in sin but dead to God. His evil nature separates him from God. For the believer, Christ's death ends the reign of sin. He appropriates Christ's death as his death, and thus is freed from the power of sin to live to God.

There are two distinct truths presented in verses 53 and 54. First, the eating for the reception of life in verse 53, where the better translation is "shall have eaten", conveying the thought of a completed act: secondly, the eating for the maintenance of life in verse 54, where the act of eating is presented as continuous.


John 6: 56-58. In the verses that follow, the Lord develops the blessedness of this new life. First, it is a life in which the believer is identified with Christ. The Lord can say that the one who feeds on His death, "dwelleth in Me, and I in him". The believer is identified with Christ before God, and the life of Christ is represented in the believer before men.

Secondly, it is a life which has Christ for its Object. The Lord can say, "As the living Father has sent Me and I live on account of the Father, he also who eats Me shall live also on account of Me" (N.Tn.). This carries us beyond death and implies a living Christ in resurrection the Object of the believer's life. The Lord's life on earth was one in which He sought not His own will, nor His own glory, but the will and glory of the One that sent Him; a life in which He did always those things which pleased the Father (John 5: 30; John 7: 18; John 8: 29). He lived every moment of that perfect life wholly on account of the Father. So the Christian living in the power of this new life will live for the glory, and will, and pleasure, of Christ.

Thirdly, this life is one on which there lies no shadow of death. The natural life sustained by natural food comes to its end by death. Death cannot end the life that is sustained by Christ and has Christ for its Object.

John 6: 59-62. The Lord's discourse had made manifest the unbelief of the people (verse 36); the unbelief of the Jews ( verses 41, 42, 52); and at length the unbelief of the disciples. If, however, they find it hard to believe in the Incarnation and the death of Christ, how much more will they be offended if the One Who is going into death ascends into glory? The natural man, and even the flesh in disciples, cannot rise above earth and material blessings. Christ coming down from heaven, and becoming incarnate, man cannot accept; Christ going in to death offends his pride; Christ ascending into heaven is utterly beyond his comprehension. All these great truths are bound together; refuse one, and all are lost; faith in one will prepare the soul to believe in all.

John 6: 63. The unbelief of the flesh only proves that it profits nothing. It may be highly cultivated as in the case of Nicodemus or a Saul of Tarsus, but even so it is utterly incapable of taking in the things of God. It is the Spirit that quickens, through Christ and His words, which partake of the character of the Spirit. They are spiritual, and where the Spirit works they are life.

John 6: 64, 65. There were some who professed to be His disciples, but they believed not. Men might indeed follow Him in the crowd, for the sake of material benefits, but no man truly came to Christ except it were given him of the Father. The Father draws (verse 44); The Son speaks (verse 63); and the Spirit quickens by applying His words in power to the soul.

John 6: 66-71. With the exposure of the flesh in its unbelief, many of His disciples went back and walked no more with Him. The people, the Jews, and the disciples have all made manifest the truth of the Lord's words, "The flesh profits nothing". There remains one circle — the twelve; and the Lord asks, "Will ye also go away?"

Very blessedly Peter answers, "Lord, to whom shall we go? Thou hast words of life eternal, and we have believed and known that Thou art the Holy One of God" (N.Tn.). If the Lord's discourse has exposed the unbelief of the flesh, it has also confirmed the faith of true believers. If such leave him they might still find religious profession, present ease and honour in this world, but for evermore they would leave behind life — eternal life — and all the heavenly and eternal blessing to which eternal life must lead.


Yet, even so, to be of the twelve would be no sure ground on which to build, for in that circle — the nearest to the Lord, and therefore the most privileged — the evil of the flesh would rise to its height; one of them was so completely under the power of the devil that the Lord can say of him he "is a devil". In due time he would be manifest as such by his betrayal of the Lord.

9. Christ Glorified and the Spirit Given

John 7.

Chapter 5 presented the Son of God giving life to whom He will. Chapter 6 has presented the Son of Man, come down from heaven, giving His life for the world, that he that believes in Him should have eternal life.

Chapter 7 presents the Lord Jesus as rejected on earth and about to take His place on high that, from His place in the glory, He may give the Holy Spirit to be His Witness in believers on earth until the day of His manifestation. Thus, while the truths of the sixth chapter are based upon the incarnation and death of Christ, in this chapter they flow from His ascension. The ascension of necessity involves a complete break with the world. The chapter, therefore, opens with the Lord's refusal to take any public part in the affairs of the world.

John 7: 1, 2. The teaching of the chapter is introduced with the statement that the Jew's Feast of Tabernacles was at hand. There were three great feasts in Israel — the Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles. The Passover, typical of the Cross, has been fulfilled. The Feast of Pentecost, typical of the descent of the Holy Spirit, has also had its fulfilment. The Feast of Tabernacles was the last feast in the Jewish year, when, for seven days, the children of Israel were to dwell in tents in remembrance of the fact that they had once been pilgrims in a wilderness, but also witness to the fact that the promises were fulfilled, and that the nation was established in peace and safety in the land (Leviticus 23: 33-43). The feast was celebrated after the harvest and vintage, which are both used in Scripture as figures of judgment (Revelation 14: 14-20). Thus the earthly blessing, which the Feast of Tabernacles signifies, will only be reached through the judgment of Israel and the nations. It is evident then that the typical meaning of this feast yet awaits it fulfilment.



John 7: 3-5. The occasion of the feast of Tabernacles forms a fitting introduction to the great truths of the chapter. For the mention of the feast raises the question, "Why has this feast not yet received its fulfilment?" The answer is clear; the One Who alone can bring in the blessing typified by the feast has been rejected by Israel and the world. In the course of the chapter this rejection of Christ, by every class, becomes increasingly plain and definite. His brethren do not believe in Him (verse 5); the people charge Him with having a devil (verse 20); the Jews marvel at Him, and seek to lay hands on Him (verses 15, 25, 30); and the leaders of the nation send officers to take Him (verse 32). Already, in chapter 6, it has been seen that every fresh unfolding of truth had led to a fresh falling off of His followers. The people had rejected Him (John 6: 36); then, in the smaller circle of the Jews, He is rejected (John 6: 41, 42); in the yet smaller circle of the disciples there are those who walk no more with Him (John 6: 61-66); and even amongst the twelve, one is exposed as a devil (John 6: 70, 71). In this chapter, as we have seen, His own brethren according to the flesh did not believe in Him. Naturally, we might think it must have been a great advantage to be connected with the Lord by the ties of nature. Alas! this passage shows that His own kindred were as unbelieving as others. If they were unbelieving, we know it was not from any cause in Him; it was the proof of the Lord's own words, "It is the Spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing".

Thus the higher the truths that the Lord unfolds, the greater His rejection by the world, the fewer His followers, and the more solitary His path, until at last we read, "Every man went unto his own house", and Jesus is left alone to go to the Mount of Olives (verse 53).

As it was then, so has it ever been; the deeper the truth, the greater the call for spirituality to appreciate it, the fewer there will be to walk in the light of it, and the more solitary the path of those who value the truth will become. The teaching of the Spirit leaves no room for the flesh; the path of Christ is a narrow one.

His brethren after the flesh argue that, if a man has been granted extraordinary powers, it is perfectly legitimate to use them to gain a place in the world for His own advantage and the profit of others. Behind their natural reasoning there was the unbelief of the heart. They did not believe in Him.

John 7: 6-9. The Lord's reply shows that, if He has been rejected, the time for his public manifestation to the world or taking public part in its affairs had not come. When the Lord publicly intervenes it will be by judgment. Had He at that moment taken any public part in the nation, as His brethren wished, it would have meant judgment for the nation.

We still, during the time of Christ's rejection, have to be on our guard lest we use our natural abilities or spiritual gifts to exalt ourselves before man or in the religious world. The Corinthian believers fell into this snare. They were using their spiritual gifts to exalt themselves before the world. Paul has to say to them, "Ye are full . . . ye are rich, ye have reigned as kings" (1 Corinthians 4: 8), and he condemns them for so doing. If the time has not come for Christ to take part in this world's public affairs, we may be sure it is no time for His disciples to do so. If we have the consciousness of the Lord's approval we shall not seek or desire the approval of the world, religious, social or political.

But for those who are of the world, their "time is always ready". If we love the world and the things of the world, the world will love us. If we speak as of the world, and about the world, the world will always be ready to hear us. A testimony to its evil, on the part of one who remains in separation from it, will call down its hatred. It was so in the most pronounced and absolute way in the case of our Lord. Moreover, it is Christ that the world hates; the more the believer exhibits Christ, the more it will call down the world's hatred. (John 15: 18, 19).

John 7: 10-13. Having borne witness to His break with the world, the Lord goes up to the feast, "not openly, but as it were in secret". He goes up to Jerusalem, not to take a public place in the world, but to attract individuals out of the world. This attitude of the Lord, as being in the world but not of it, raises "much murmuring among the people". Some recognise that, at least, He is "a good man"; others treat Him with contempt as a deceiver.

John 7: 14-16. Though the Lord refused to use His mighty power to gain the approval of the world, and refused to interfere in the affairs of the world because His time was not yet come, He, nevertheless, continued His teaching, as we read, He "went up into the temple and taught". In the verses that follow we have important instruction as to His teaching, and, indeed, all teaching.


It was a cause of wonder to the Jews that One, Who had never been instructed in their schools, should have such a knowledge of letters. This leads the Lord to give a test for all true teaching. What is its source? Is it human or divine? The Lord's teaching came from the Father Who had sent Him. Nothing moves the Lord from the position He had taken up as the "Sent One". If He goes up to the feast it is not to create astonishment by a display of learning, but to witness to the One by Whom He had been sent.

John 7: 17, 18. Moreover, true teaching imposes a test upon the hearer. If, then, the doctrine of the Lord is heaven-sent, it will require a right condition of soul for its reception. Readiness to practise the Father's will, prepares the soul to recognise what is of God. If we want to know we must be prepared to do. Nothing so effectually blinds to the truth as the working of our wills. How simple the truth would be to us, and how clear our path, had we no other desire than to do His will.

Furthermore, true teaching imposes a test upon the Speaker. Does he seek to glorify himself or the one from whom he is sent? In one seeking his own glory, even if he speaks the truth, the motive is not pure. He who seeks only the glory of God in His teaching "is true, and no unrighteousness is in Him".

Thus we have a test for the teaching (verse 16); for the hearer (verse 17); and for the speaker (verse 18). In the case of the Lord the teaching was perfect, the Teacher was perfect; the failure was with the hearers.

John 7: 19, 20. The verses that follow expose the terrible condition of the nation that left them incapable of receiving the truth. The people boasted in the law that none of them kept. Nothing so demonstrated their flagrant disregard of the law as the fact that they went about seeking to kill the One of Whom Moses wrote. They are thus convicted of having no desire to do God's will, and hence their ignorance of the Lord's teaching. The people who had come up to Jerusalem to the feast were apparently ignorant that the leaders were seeking to kill the Lord. Nevertheless, they charge the One Who refused to take any public place, and sought only the glory of God, with having a devil.

Such is the world. To refuse to take part in its affairs, to refuse to seek one's own glory but only the glory of God, is in the world's eyes not only unnatural and inhuman but devilish.

John 7: 21-24. The Lord is silent in the presence of this violent and wicked charge. Nevertheless, He condemns them for their folly and hypocrisy. In condemning Him for doing a good work, in making a man every whit whole on the Sabbath day, they condemned themselves for doing the work of circumcision on the Sabbath. Then the Lord exposes the rest of their false judgment. They had judged according to appearances and without divine guidance. Righteous judgment can only be arrived at by seeking the will of God.

John 7: 25-27. The plain speaking of the Lord arouses the surprise of the men of Jerusalem, who knew that the leaders were seeking to kill Him. Could it be that the rulers were beginning to believe that He was indeed "the very Christ"? Whatever the conclusion of the rulers, the Jews themselves plainly say "We know this Man whence He is". They looked upon Him merely as a Galilean from despised Nazareth, whereas, according to their traditional thoughts, "when Christ cometh, no man knoweth whence He is".

John 7: 28, 29. The Lord, in His reply, does not pause to expose the error of their traditional views, nor to remind them that He had been born of the virgin at Bethlehem, according to the Scripture. Such truths, however convincing, would not have altered their wills or removed their unbelief. Sufficient signs had been given to prove that He was a divine Person, and sent by One Who is true. That One, the Lord significantly adds, "Ye know not". Here was the secret of all their opposition to Christ; they did not know God. The pursuit of their own wills, and their own glory, had plunged them into darkness which left them in ignorance of God. So has it ever been from the Fall onwards. Even the Christian, who seeks to exalt himself and do his own will, invariably misses the mind of God. The Lord, Who sought not His own glory, but only the glory and the will of the One Who sent Him, can say in the most absolute way, "I know Him: for I am from Him, and He hath sent Me".


John 7: 30, 31. The words of the Lord had a twofold effect upon His hearers. In some they drew out the hatred of their hearts, so that "they sought to take Him". In others the enquiry was raised, "When Christ cometh, will He do more miracles then these which this Man hath done?"

John 7: 32. The Pharisees, hearing what the people say concerning Christ, are convinced that it is necessary to take some public action against Christ. They send officers, therefore, to take Him.

John 7: 33. 34. Their activity to seek to get rid of Christ was needless, for the Lord says, "Yet a little while am I with you, and then I go unto Him that sent Me". The result would be terrible for the nation; for, speaking of His new place with the Father, the Lord says, "Where I am ye cannot come". Those who would not have Christ when He came to their place on earth will never be with Christ in His new place with the Father in heaven.

John 7: 35, 36. The Jews, having rejected Christ as come from heaven, naturally will not believe that He is going back to heaven. They argue therefore that He must be going to the dispersed among the Gentiles to teach the Gentiles. This, however, is so foreign to their thoughts that they admit they cannot understand His words.

John 7: 37-39. The Lord does not enter into further discourse with those rejectors of Himself who had thoroughly exposed their ignorance of God. Nevertheless He takes occasion by their rejection of His claim to speak of the new character of blessing about to be introduced through His ascension.

The last day of the feast is significant of new and heavenly things. It was, as we know from Leviticus, the eighth day. The seven days of the feast spoke typically of complete earthly blessing under the reign of Christ. The eighth day seems to refer in type to an order of blessing that lies outside the earth and beyond time. This new and heavenly blessing would be brought in by Jesus being glorified, and the Holy Spirit being received on earth. This new blessing cannot be confined to the Jew: it is open to "any man" who has a sense of need to come to Christ. The one so coming would not immediately come into the Millennial blessing of the earth, but would be led into higher and heavenly blessings through the gift of the Holy Spirit. Further, such would become a source of blessing to others, for the Lord says of the believer, that not only his own individual need would be met, but "out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water" to refresh others in this barren world.

This is the central teaching of the chapter: the glorifying of Jesus as a Man in heaven; and the Holy Spirit given to believers on earth. This means that, the Messiah being rejected, His world-wide reign and the fulfilment of the earthly promises are deferred to a yet future day; in the meantime, Christianity is introduced.

Here, however, it is the blessing of the individual Christian that is in view. The Lord's words convey a striking illustration of what is possible for a believer in the power of the Spirit. Our experimental knowledge of the blessing must largely depend upon our subjection to the Spirit. It is, however, possible for the one filled with the Spirit to be a vessel of blessing in a needy world, like floods upon the dry ground (Isaiah 44: 3).

John 7: 40-44. Alas! these wonderful words did not, apparently, reach the consciences of the hearers, though an impression is made that leads to speculation among the people. Many said, "This is the Prophet". Others said, "This is the Christ". Some said "Shall Christ come out of Galilee?" Human speculation in divine things is ever at fault: so it came to pass they separated truths which God has joined, and imagine that the Prophet and Christ are different Persons. Moreover, idle speculation is easily deceived by appearances: so they imagine because our Lord had come from Galilee, that He was not of the seed of David, nor born at Bethlehem.


An exercised conscience would have awakened a sense of need and brought the soul to Christ in answer to His gracious invitation, "If any man thirst, let him come unto Me, and drink". Speculations about Christ led at that time, as so often since that day, even among true believers, to "a division . . . because of Him".

Moreover, not only was speculation aroused, but in some there was hostility which would have taken Him. His time was not yet come, so "no man laid hands on Him". In the beginning of the chapter His time had not yet come for any public part in the world; here His time had not yet come to be delivered into the hands of men to be crucified.

John 7: 45-53. In the closing verses we learn that both the officers, and Nicodemus, show some working of conscience. With the officers it may not be more than the natural conscience that feels the weight of the Lord's words, so unlike the words of their own teachers. Their testimony to the power of His words is met with a contemptuous retort. Nicodemus, though at this time making no confession of Christ, ventures to raise a word on behalf of law and order. The law forbad the condemnation of a man before evidence is produced as to what he has said and done. At once Nicodemus exposes himself to the sneer that he also is one of His followers from Galilee. It is implied that there is no need to hear Him or enquire what He has done. He has come from Galilee, and that is held to be enough to dispel all pretension to being the Prophet, for, they say, "Out of Galilee ariseth no prophet". The feeble protests of men are of no avail against the rising tide of enmity, though, until His time is come, man can do nothing. So we read, "Every man went unto his own house," while the Lord is left to pursue His solitary way — "Jesus went to the Mount of Olives".

10. The Rejection of the Words of Christ

John 8.

The sixth and seventh chapters have presented the great truths of the Lord's Incarnation and death, ascension and glory. In connection with these truths we learn that the time for His public manifestation as the Messiah had not yet come. In the meantime, while Christ is absent in the glory, the Holy Spirit is given to dwell in believers that they may be a source of blessing in a barren world from which Christ is absent.

In the chapters that follow, Christ is presented as the light of the world (John 8: 12; John 9: 5). The Light was expressed in His words and His works. Alas! the Light is refused, inasmuch as the nation entirely rejects both the words and the works of Christ. In the later instruction of the Upper Room, the Lord definitely tells His disciples that these are the two testimonies to the glory of His Person that, if rejected, leave the world without excuse. He says, "If I had not come and spoken unto them, they had not had sin"; and, He adds, "If I had not done among them the works which none other man did, they had not had sin" (John 15: 22, 24). To reject His words and His works is not only to refuse the truths He taught but to reject Himself, for the words and works declare His glory as a divine Person, and His origin as sent from the Father. In chapter 8, His words are rejected; in chapter 9, His works are rejected.


The great theme of chapter 8 is the divine character of Jesus as the Light of the world, demonstrated by His words; and the diabolical character of the Jews is manifested by the way in which they shrink from the light, reject His words, and take up stones to stone Him.

John 8: 1, 2. After the wonderful testimony of the seventh chapter, every man, whatever his attitude to Christ, went unto his own home: Jesus, left alone, retires to the Mount of Olives. From thence, early in the morning, He returns to the temple. The people gather round, and He sits in their midst as the Teacher. The time had not yet come for Christ to sit on His throne as the Judge.

John 8: 3-6. Immediately there follows the story of the woman taken in adultery. In chapter after chapter, in the Gospel of John, the Spirit of God uses an incident to introduce some fresh truth. So in this chapter the great truth that Christ is the Light of the world is introduced by the story of the woman and her accusers, illustrating the effect of the Light on all men. The scribes and Pharisees bring the poor sinful woman to the Lord and "set her in the midst". They state to the Lord what Moses says in regard to such, but they ask, "What sayest Thou?" We are then told the true motive for their action and words — "This they said tempting Him, that they might have to accuse Him".

They professed to be shocked by such a flagrant sin, and very desirous of doing what is right according to Moses. At the same time they profess to set great weight upon the Lord's words, for they ask, "What sayest Thou?"

In reality, they were moved neither by hatred of the sin nor love to the sinner. They had very little respect for Moses and still less regard for the Lord's words. Their real motive was to seek some cause of accusation against the Lord. With this evil purpose in view they set this guilty woman in the midst, and shamefully expose her before "all the people" (verse 2), and invite the Lord to pass judgment upon the woman.

Nothing could exceed the wickedness of these men, who hoped to involve the Lord in a dilemma from which there was no escape. They imagined that He must either deny the authority of the law that condemns the sinner; or deny Himself as the Saviour who had come to show grace to the sinner. If He refused to condemn the woman, would He not be denying the authority of Moses and setting Himself in opposition to the Law? If He condemned her, would He not be denying His grace as the Saviour and be setting the law in opposition to Himself? In either case they hoped to find ground for condemning the Lord.

These religious men stand before the Lord as the instruments of Satan's enmity against Christ. Without horror of sin, and with no love for God's holy law, they are quite ready to use the woman's sin, and God's law, in an attempt to condemn Christ.

The Lord does not directly answer the question of these wicked men. He stoops down and writes on the ground as if in disregard of their question. Time is thus given them to weigh their question and motives. Heedless of the warning delay (if this be the significance of the Lord's action) they continue questioning Him, with the result that the Lord, refusing to be the Judge, maintains His place as the Teacher (verse 2), and acts as the Light of the world by which man is exposed and God is revealed.


John 8: 7-9. First, the Lord maintains the authority of the law to which these men have appealed. Let it be carried out; only let those who execute the law see that they themselves are not condemned by the law. "He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her." Again the Lord stoops down and writes upon the ground. His action may indicate that He would record His words in writing, that those who hear Him may have the testimony of the written word as well as the spoken word.

Secondly, we see the effect of the word of God on these opposers of Christ. They are thoroughly exposed and condemned as sinners. They might indeed have executed the law in regard to the particular sin of the woman; but, in the presence of Christ — the Light — they discover that the law is a sword that cuts those who use it. The very law by which they sought to condemn the woman condemns themselves. It proves that all are sinners, and by it every mouth is stopped. Thus the Lord's words reach each conscience, convict each one of being a sinner, and silence every mouth.

Alas! in this case, though conscience is reached, the will remains unchanged, with the result they "went out one by one, beginning at the eldest, even unto the last". The one with the most sins to his account goes out first; the others follow. They cannot endure the light that exposes their sin; they will not have the grace that could meet their sin. They leave the light of His presence to walk in the darkness of the world.

John 8: 10, 11. Thirdly, the woman is left alone, a silenced and convicted sinner, in the presence of the Saviour, who refuses to condemn. Whether, by faith, she availed herself of the grace that was in Christ, the story does not say. This only we know that she is in the presence of One Who came not to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.

John 8: 12. The active opposers of Christ having left the temple, the Lord continues His teaching to the people. The incident of the woman becomes the occasion of manifesting the Lord as the Light which exposes every one that comes into His presence. Now He formally declares that He is the Light of the world. The presence of Christ amidst the darkness of the world was the complete exposure of man and the full revelation of God.

The mass of men, like those who have just left the presence of the Lord, find the light intolerable, and prefer to hide themselves under the cover of darkness, because their deeds are evil. Nevertheless, the Lord can say, "He that followeth Me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life". The perfect life of the Lord was in itself the light that declared the Father (John 1: 14, 18). But the Lord's words would further indicate that the one who, in practice, followed the Lord would in himself possess the life, with the light in his soul that is the outcome of the life. To reject Christ was to remain in darkness; to follow Christ was to have the light of life.

John 8: 13, 14. The Lord has presented the great doctrine that has been illustrated in the case of the woman. He, in the glory of His Person, is the Light of the world. At once the Pharisees challenge His claim. In darkness as to the glory of His Person as the Son, and viewing Him only as a Man, according to man's standards, they conclude that His witness is not true because He bears record of Himself. As one has said, "They stand in the light of day and demand a formal proof that the Sun has risen". Speaking from the consciousness of His own glory as a divine Person, the Lord replies, "Though I bear record of Myself, yet My record is true: for I know whence I came, and whither I go; but ye cannot tell whence I come, and whither I go". He speaks from knowledge of the glory of His Person; they speak from their ignorance of God and the One He has sent.


John 8: 15, 16. In the ignorance and self-confidence of the flesh they assume to judge, as in the case of the woman: He, in the glory of His Person, revealing the Father in grace, refuses to judge. Yet, indeed, He was competent to judge, for He was not acting alone, but as the One Who ever had the mind of the Father from Whom He had been sent.

John 8: 17, 18. They would admit, according to their law, that the testimony of two men is true. His witness, therefore, was valid, for it was supported by the Father Who had sent Him and Who was bearing witness to Him in the words and works of the Lord.

John 8: 19, 20. The Pharisees expose the darkness of their souls by asking, "Where is thy Father?" Had they known the Lord they would have known the Father. Alas! they knew neither the Son nor the Father. The light has made manifest the utter darkness of man; an exposure which called forth such hostility that they would have laid hands on Him; but His hour was not yet come.

John 8: 21, 22. A second discourse follows in which the Lord pronounces the doom of His opposers. They had refused the light and chosen the darkness; now the light will be withdrawn. He was going away and they would be left to die in their sins, making it impossible for them to come where He was going. The Jews, with no belief in His ascension, can only conclude that the Lord is going to kill Himself for, apparently, they argue, who can definitely set a limit to his life and say he is going away except one who is about to take his own life.

John 8: 23, 24. The Lord replies by drawing a solemn contrast between Himself, the Light of the world, and those who have refused the light. By their rejection of Christ they proved themselves to be morally from beneath, under the power of Satan. Jesus was morally from heaven; they were of the world in its distance and darkness from God. He was in it, as the Light, but not of it morally. To be under the power of Satan, and of the world, is to be living in sins. To refuse, as they were doing, to believe in Christ was to die in their sins.

John 8: 25, 26. The Lord has claimed to be the Light of the world, sent by the Father, the One Who is from above and not of the world. Who then is this wonderful Person? They ask, "Who art Thou?" In His reply the Lord brings forward His words as the witness to Himself, for His words are the perfect expression of Himself. He can say, "Altogether that which I also say to you" (N.Tn.). Men often use words to hide the truth as to themselves. Who but Christ could say that His words were altogether the expression of Himself. Not only He does what He says, but He is what He says.

Moreover, His words not only express the truth concerning Himself, they also expose the true character of men. So the Lord can add, "I have many things to say and to judge of you". Further, His words were the expression of the Father's mind, for He spoke to the world those things which He had heard of the Father. His words express Himself, expose the world, and reveal the Father.


John 8: 27-29. Blinded by the darkness of their minds, these men understood not that He spake of the Father. Later, when they had crucified the Son of Man, when all the solemn results of His rejection, foretold by the Lord's words, came true, they would "know" that He is the Son, though refusing to believe in Him, and that He had spoken as taught by the Father, and that His acts were perfectly in accord with His words. He uttered the Father's words, and ever did the things that were pleasing to the Father.

John 8: 30-32. Though the mass of the Jews utterly reject the light, there were some to whom the Lord's words carried conviction. Thus we read, "As He spake these words, many believed on Him". At once the Lord instructs those who believe, that continuance in His word is the test of true discipleship. Abiding in subjection to His word will alone keep us in the reality of our position as disciples and we learn the truth and the truth sets free from the bondage of sin.

John 8: 33. If the preceding verses show the effect of the words of Christ on those who believe, the following verses expose the condition of those in whom His words have no place. The Jews, who reject His words, resent the implication that they are in bondage. They claim a position of privilege as Abraham's seed and state they have never been in bondage to any man, forgetting that at that moment they were in bondage to the Roman.

John 8: 34-36. The Lord, in His reply, passes over their history in connection with man, and exposes their state before God. By their sins they proved themselves to be the slaves of the evil principle of sin. Being slaves they could have no continuance in the house of God, a figure here of the place of privilege which they had just claimed. The slave can be dismissed; the Son abideth for ever. The Son, Whom they were rejecting, could indeed make them free.

John 8: 37. Outwardly they were the children of Abraham; actually they were in deadly hostility to the Son because His word had no lodging place in their hearts.

John 8: 38-41. The Lord then draws a formal contrast between Himself and those who reject His words. He was the Son revealing the Father, as speaking of that which He had seen in His eternal existence with the Father. In spite of their claim that they had no father but Abraham, they, as indeed all men, prove their true origin by their works. On the one hand, they sought to kill the Lord; on the other they oppose the truth. These are the two great characteristics of Satan, murder and absence of the truth, and prove that the Jews, whilst children of Abraham according to the flesh, were morally children of the devil.

John 8: 41. Their only reply is to make a yet higher claim. Not only are they the children of Abraham, but One is their Father, even God.

John 8: 42-44. The Lord meets this claim by showing that they had none of the marks of the children of God, but manifested the two great marks of the children of the devil. Had they been the children of God they would have been marked by love to Christ, and reception of the truth that He came to declare. Utter strangers to the mind of the Lord, they could not understand the speech by which the thoughts were conveyed. Not only were they ignorant of the mind of the Lord, but they exhibited the two outstanding marks of the children of the devil — murder and lying.


John 8: 45-47. They refuse to believe the Lord who had told them the truth; why then, if they could not convince Him of error, did they not believe on Him? There can only be one answer: the one that refuses to believe in Jesus is not of God, for he that is of God heareth His words.

John 8: 48. In answer to the Lord's charge that they were not the true children of Abraham (verse 39), they retort that the Lord Himself is no true Jew but a Samaritan. In answer to the charge that they were the children of the devil (verse 44), they say that the Lord Himself has a devil.

John 8: 49, 50. The Lord denies the charge and warns them that they were dishonouring One Who sought the honour of the Father and not His own glory. Moreover, let them beware, for there is One — the Father — Who will vindicate the honour of the Son and judge all that dishonour Him.

John 8: 51. Then, apparently, turning to those who had believed, the Lord encourages such by saying, "If a man keep My saying, he shall never see death". Not only would such be delivered from the bondage of sin, but also from death, the wages of sin.

John 8: 52, 53. The unbelief of the Jews at once seizes upon the Lord's words as conclusive evidence to them that He had a devil. They argue, if a man that keeps the words of Christ never sees death, how is it that Abraham and the prophets are dead? Does the Lord claim to be greater than Abraham? Whom does He make Himself to be?

John 8: 54-56. The Lord refuses the insinuation that He is seeking to put honour upon Himself; it is the Father that is honouring the Son. They claim the Father as their God, but give the lie to their profession by refusing to hear or keep "His saying".

Then, forced by their unbelief to declare His glory, He asserts that He is indeed far greater than Abraham. Abraham rejoiced to see His day, and was glad.


John 8: 57. With scorn the Jews assert that Christ is not yet fifty years old, and yet claims to have seen Abraham.

John 8: 58. The Lord's answer fully discloses His glory as a divine Person. Before Abraham He ever existed as God — the I AM.

John 8: 59. Fully, and rightly, understanding the Lord's words to be a claim to Deity, they reject His claim and take up stones to stone Him. In the calm dignity of His way, He "went out of the temple, going through the midst of them, and so passed by". A proof indeed of the truth of His claim, for Who but a divine Person could thus act?

11. The Rejection of the Works of Christ

John 9.

The eighth chapter has presented the testimony of the Lord's words. He spoke to the world those things which He had heard of the Father (John 8: 25-28). The ninth chapter presents the testimony of His works: as before He had spoken the words of the Father, so now, He says, "I must work the works of Him that sent Me" (verse 4). Not only does the Lord bring the light into the world, making known the heart of God, but He also works in grace to open blind eyes to see the truth. Thus the blind man not only receives natural sight, but spiritual vision is given that he may see the glory of the Son as sent by the Father.

Moreover, the chapter presents the way the Lord was taking in delivering His sheep from the Jewish fold in order to bring them into the salvation and freedom of Christianity. Finally, we see in the chapter that the Jewish system is set aside as sunk in spiritual blindness.


The great theme, then, of the ninth chapter is the work of the Lord in opening blind eyes to see the glory of His Person, thus leading souls out of the darkness of Judaism to prepare them for the Christian position as set forth, in the following chapter, by the One Shepherd and the one flock.

In the last chapter, the religious Jews had entirely rejected the words of Christ. They had charged Him with having a devil and had taken up stones to cast at Him. In result He leaves their temple, going through their midst, "and so passed by". In this chapter we see that, as He passed by the nation in judgment, He calls His own sheep in grace.

John 9: 1. So it came to pass as Jesus leaves the nation He blesses a poor man, bringing him from blindness to faith, and from beggary to worship. As ever in this Gospel, the sovereignty of grace is prominent. In the Gospel of Luke the woman comes to Christ in the house of Simon; in this Gospel the Lord approaches the woman by the well. In Luke, the palsied man is brought to Christ; in John, the Lord comes to the impotent man at the pool. So the blind man of Luke cries to the Lord; here the Lord comes to the blind man. We learn from the Gospel of Luke that any needy sinner is welcome to come to Christ. In John we learn the yet greater truth, that God has drawn nigh to sinners in the Person of His Son to tell us that He loves us.

John 9: 2, 3. The disciples, with their Jewish prejudices, thought that the blindness might have been inflicted anticipatively for some sin foreseen by God or as the result of the sin of his parents. In His reply the Lord shows that God can use affliction to make manifest the works of God. A life-long sickness is not necessarily the outcome of a specific sin, but may be allowed for the display of the grace of God.

John 9: 4, 5. If the man's condition was an occasion to manifest the works of God, the Lord was here to work the works of God. It was the day of His presence in the world in active grace: the night of His absence was coming when no man can work. As long as Christ was in the world, He was the Light of the world, and while here He must work, for love could not rest where sorrow was; light could not rest in the presence of sin. When Christ departs, all is over with the world, until His return. This does not set aside the fact that, in consequence of His death and ascension, a testimony goes out to the world declaring the grace of God. This testimony, however, calls a people out of the world for heavenly blessing and by no means relieves the world of its sorrows. This will be a millennial work; "no man can work" during the night of Christ's rejection.

John 9: 6, 7. Having made clear the true character of the moment, and His own position and work in the world, the Lord proceeds to open the eyes of the blind man. This He accomplishes in a way that sets forth the glory of His Person. The spittle speaks of the efficacy which comes from Himself; the clay tells in a figure of the humanity which He has taken. Anointing the man's eyes with the clay and spittle would naturally destroy sight. So the humanity the Lord had assumed was used by fallen man to deny His Deity as the Son of God. They stumbled at the lowly grace of His Manhood. This difficulty was overcome by faith discerning that this lowly Man was the Sent One of the Father. The moment this truth is connected with His Person all is clear. For this reason the man is told, "Go, wash in the pool of Siloam, (which is by interpretation, Sent)". Believing in the Lord's words, he went his way and washed, "and came seeing". Actually, the man received his natural sight, but in a way that reveals the work of the Lord as the Son sent by the Father to give spiritual sight. When as needy sinners we see by faith that this blessed lowly Man is a Divine Person sent by the Father to save and bless a guilty sinner, all becomes clear. The eyes are opened, and we see the grace that has come to us to meet our need (Galatians 4: 4).

The following verses present, on the one hand, the result of confessing Christ as the Sent One of God, and on the other hand the solemn result of rejecting His works. The man whose eyes have been opened boldly confesses Christ with the twofold result that the more he confesses the truth that he knows, the more he grows in the knowledge of Christ; and the more he lives up to the light he acquires, the less he is wanted in the religious world. While the man increasingly comes into the light, those who reject Christ sink into deeper darkness.

There is thus a conflict between light and darkness. The brighter the man's witness to Christ, the greater the opposition he has to meet from those to whom the light is intolerable. If the man with the opened eyes speaks of the One by Whom he has received the blessing he finds himself opposed by the world in every form — socially, religiously, and domestically.


John 9: 8-12. First, he has to meet the social circle — the neighbours. They see the change in the man and enquire how it has come about. His simple and beautiful answer is, "A Man that is called Jesus" has opened his eyes. The result of this confession is that he is no longer wanted in the social circle. They bring him to the Pharisees as a person more fitted for the religious circle.

John 9: 13-17. The religious Pharisees, unable to deny the fact that the man's eyes are opened by Jesus, raise objections because the miracle was wrought on the Sabbath day. The sign was an unmistakable proof that Jesus was of God; the Pharisees, with no sense of their own need, and judging of Christ by their religious prejudices, argue that He cannot be of God because "He keepeth not the Sabbath day". Some, indeed, venture to raise a mild protest, for they truly say, "How can a man that is a sinner do such miracles?" The man, himself, having already confessed that Christ is "a Man that is called Jesus", now, with further light and greater boldness, asserts that He is a Prophet, One Who comes from God with the mind of God and the power of God.

John 9: 18-23. The Jews, unconvinced and unbelieving, now turn to the parents, hoping to learn from them some means of evading the truth. Every circle is determined to reject Christ, yet none can deny the fact that the man's eyes are opened. Each circle, therefore, raises the question, How did the man receive his sight? (verses 10, 15, 19, 26). Everyone is seeking to account for the man's sight by some other agency than the work of Christ.

The parents have to bear witness that the man is their son, that he was born blind and that he now sees. They refuse to give any opinion as to the means by which his sight has been recovered. They decline all responsibility for their son; he is of age. They do not propose to endanger their religious reputation in the synagogue by being identified with a man that confesses Jesus, even if that man is their son.

John 9: 24-29. Failing to gain any help from the parents, the Jews, for the second time, approach the man. They cannot deny the miracle; they will not recognise Jesus. They therefore fall back upon their religious authority and demand that the man should "give God the praise", and entirely ignore Christ; for, they dare to say, "We know that this Man is a sinner".

The man refuses to be drawn into discussions as to the character of the blessed Lord, but he re-affirms what he does know, and what they could not deny, that whereas he was blind, now he sees. Unable to deny the simple statement of fact by the man, they fall back on abuse. They revile the man with being the disciple of Christ, avowing that they themselves were Moses' disciples. Jesus they despise as One of Whom they know nothing.

John 9: 30-34. The beggar man with his eyes opened can see further into the truth concerning the Person of Christ than these professed followers of Moses. He expresses his wonder at the ignorance and stupidity of their unbelief. Never before since the beginning of the world had such a miracle been performed, and yet they affirmed that He Who had wrought this great work was a sinner. "God does not hear sinners . . . if this Man were not of God, He could do nothing." Thus the man is led by simple faith to confess that Jesus is "of God".

With every confession, the hatred of the official religious class has increased. Now, at length, unable to meet the man's straightforward confession of the facts, they revile him as having from birth carried in his face the brand of sin, the very thing the Lord had condemned as untrue (verse 3).


The facts of the miracle the Jews cannot deny, though their hatred of Christ leads them to put forth every effort to belittle His work. The arguments of the man are unanswerable, but through their religious pride they refuse to be taught the truth from a simple and unlearned man. They fall back on abuse, and finally "cast him out".

John 9: 35-38. To be cast out of corrupt religious Judaism for the confession of Christ was to be thrown into the company of the Son of God. The Lord had found him in his blindness to give him sight; now He finds him in his loneliness to give him the glorious company of the Son of God. The Lord draws out the man's confidence, and then reveals Himself, not only as a Prophet, but as the Son of God. If only a Man or a Prophet, He would not be an Object of worship. As the Son of God, He is a divine Person, the just Object of faith and worship. So we read of the man with the opened eyes, "He worshipped Him".

How blessedly and gently the man has been led into the light by confessing Christ. First, he owns that Christ is "a Man that is called Jesus" (John 9: 11); then, with further light, he asserts He is "a Prophet" (John 9: 17); afterwards, in the presence of the Jew's condemnation of Christ, he boldly avows the Christ is "of God" (John 9: 33); finally, in the presence of Jesus, he comes fully into the light and owns Christ as Lord, and worships Him as the Son of God (John 9: 36-38). Thus the man is brought from blindness and beggary to faith and worship. He passes from the darkness of a corrupted religion into the light and blessing of the company of the Son of God. The man is delivered from the false shepherds of Israel, and the true Shepherd finds His sheep.

John 9: 39-41. In the closing verses the solemn condition of those who reject the light is contrasted with the blessedness of the man in whose dark soul the light had shone. Through the perversity of man, the effect of the coming of Christ into the world is to bring judgment upon those who reject Him. Nevertheless, He comes in grace that those who see not — who own their blindness — might see; but for those who profess to have light, and yet reject Him, His coming would blind them. Satisfied with their own religion, and without sense of their need as sinners, they stumbled and fell at the lowly grace of His humanity, and failed to see His Deity, that He was the Son of God sent by the Father.

The Pharisees, cut by the Lord's words, ask, "Are we blind also?" In His reply the Lord warns them that they condemned themselves by professing to see; for, while professing to see, they deliberately reject the Sent One of the Father. They will neither hear His words nor learn by His works. To reject deliberately Christ, while professing to see, is a sin that remains upon them, and has plunged the nation into darkness from which they will not emerge until, through the great tribulation, a remnant are brought into the light. Even so corrupt Christendom is passing into darkness, for, while boasting in light and riches, it puts Christ outside its door.

12. The Shepherd and the Sheep.


John 10.

The ministry of the Lord, in the midst of Israel, had a twofold effect. First, it tested the nation, proving their moral condition to be one of enmity to God and spiritual blindness. Secondly, the Lord's ministry brought to light a godly remnant in the nation — "His own sheep" — whom He attached to Himself, and publicly separated from the guilty nation.

The first effect of the Lord's ministry is developed in the preceding chapters. In the fifth chapter, the glory of His Person as the Son is declared before the Jews: in the sixth chapter, His incarnation and death is presented as that which alone can meet the need of the world: in the seventh chapter, the ministry anticipates the Lord's new position as a Man in glory, and the coming of the Spirit that would follow. In the eighth and ninth chapters, we learn how the nation seals its doom by utterly rejecting these communications. They refuse both the testimony of His words (John 8), and the testimony of His works (John 9). Having completely failed in responsibility, the nation is left in its blindness to pass on to judgment.

The failure of man in responsibility becomes the occasion for God to disclose His sovereignty which, in spite of all man's sin and failure, is working for the blessing of man and the fulfilment of His own purposes of love. Thus, in this deeply important tenth chapter of the Gospel, we are permitted to see the Lord's true position and work in the Jewish nation in view of the new blessings which God has purposed for His sheep. He was not present to restore again the kingdom; the time for the Millennial blessing had not yet come. He had come to attract His own sheep to Himself and lead them out of the Jewish fold, in order to bring them into the new blessings of the Christian flock.

John 10: 1. In the first five verses the great truths of the chapter are presented in the form of an allegory, setting forth the historical changes that were taking place, by using the figures of a shepherd and his sheep. Men had arisen before the coming of Christ who claimed to lead God's people, yet only to exalt themselves, like Theudas who boasted himself to be somebody; or like Judas of Galilee who "drew away much people after him" (Acts. 5: 36, 37). Such men had no authority from God, and did not enter by God's appointed door. Like a thief, they entered by stealth, and, as a robber, enriched themselves at the expense of the fold.

John 10: 2. In contrast, Christ, "the Shepherd of the sheep", came into the midst of Israel by the way that God had marked out. Promise and prophecy had foretold that the Christ would be the woman's seed, the virgin's son, would come forth from Bethlehem, and be the One "whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting," the mighty God. These and many other prophecies in reference to His first coming had their complete fulfilment in Christ, proving Him to be the divinely sanctioned Shepherd of Israel Who entered by God's appointed door.

John 10: 3. "To Him the porter openeth." The providence of God overruled every circumstance, and the Spirit wrought in hearts so that, in spite of opposition and prejudice, the Shepherd had access to the sheep.


Then we learn the fourfold work of the Shepherd in the midst of Israel: first, in rendering a testimony that should reach the ears and touch the hearts of His sheep: secondly, in attaching the sheep to Himself, calling them by name: thirdly, in leading them out of the Jewish fold; and lastly, having put forth "His own sheep", in going before them as the Shepherd followed by His flock.

How blessedly, as we trace the Lord's footsteps in this Gospel, we see Him fulfilling this mission. In scene after scene — in Bethabara, Galilee, Samaria, Judaea, at the well of Sychar, and at the pool of Bethesda — we hear the Lord rendering a testimony that reached the ears of the sheep. Again we hear of one after another being called by name: Andrew and Simon, Philip, Nathanael, and Nicodemus, pass before us. Simple fishermen, learned Pharisees, degraded women, noblemen and beggars, are attracted to the Shepherd to have their needs met, and to be led outside the corrupt Jewish system.

John 10: 4, 5. Having put forth His own sheep, "He goeth before them, and the sheep follow Him," henceforth to find their all in the Shepherd. In a fold the sheep are held together by the surrounding walls; in a flock they are held together by the care of the Shepherd. The blessing, guidance, and protection of the flock, entirely depends upon the Shepherd. Do they need food, the Shepherd is there to lead them into the green pastures; does the enemy oppose, the Shepherd is in the forefront of the flock to protect; have they, at times, to pass by a rough and dangerous road, the Shepherd goes before to guide them in the way.

Moreover, in a flock, the sheep follow the Shepherd because they know his voice. If the stranger would seek to draw the sheep from the Shepherd, they escape, not by contending with the stranger, but by fleeing from him. They flee from the stranger, not because they know his voice, but because they know not the voice of strangers.

How perfectly the allegory sets forth the true Christian position according to the mind of God. It brings before us a company of believers — Christ's own sheep — that belong entirely to Him; and He, the Shepherd, exclusively occupied with His sheep, leading them outside a worldly religious system. In this outside place they are viewed as wholly under His direction that He may conduct them through a wilderness world, provide for all their needs, and shelter them from every evil. On their side, the sheep know the voice of Christ, and realise their dependence upon Him. Conscious of their weakness, they flee from the stranger: it is enough for them that they know not the voice of the stranger.


Alas! where in Christendom can we see a true answer to the perfect picture? To be wholly dependent upon an unseen Leader demands the constant exercise of faith, and the confidence of love. How, then, can the vast mass of mere professors, who form the bulk of Christendom, and who are devoid of faith and love, accept the outside place of reproach in company with a rejected and unseen Christ? Knowing not the voice of the Shepherd, they have fallen an easy prey to the voices of strangers. Thus it has come to pass that Christendom has once again constructed a variety of folds after the Jewish pattern, wherein men are held together by creeds and humanly appointed leaders who, in different measures, set aside Christ, the alone Shepherd of the sheep. Nevertheless, the picture remains in all its beauty, holding up before us God's standard for His people. In spite of the corruption of Christendom, it is still the believer's privilege, in affection to Christ and obedience to the word, to go forth unto Him without the camp bearing His reproach (Hebrews 13: 13).

John 10: 6. Those to whom this allegory was addressed understood none of these things. As it was with the mass in corrupt Judaism, so it is still with the greater number in corrupt Christendom. To follow Christ in the outside place of reproach is incomprehensible and impossible to the natural man, and costs too much for many a true Christian.

John 10: 7. Men may not understand His words; nevertheless, they are left without excuse, for the Lord proceeds to apply His allegory, and enlarge upon the blessings of those who follow Him. Christ Himself now becomes the door of the sheep, The Jewish fold, though corrupted by man, had been established and sanctioned by God. What right, then, had the sheep to leave the judgment-doomed nation, unless God Himself opened a way of escape? Christ was God's door, and in following the Shepherd the sheep could, without fear, take a place outside the nation. So, indeed, in this our day, believers can safely follow the Shepherd outside every imitation Jewish camp devised by man.

John 10: 8. Others had presented themselves as leaders and healers of Israel, even as today many deceivers and false prophets appear professing to guide the people of God through the confusions of Christendom. Such have no authority from God and only serve their own interests at the expense of their dupes. The mere professor, and the careless believer, may be caught by such, but those who listen to the Shepherd's voice will not heed the voice of these deceivers.

John 10: 9, 10. Furthermore, Christ is not only a door of escape from that which is corrupt: He is also the door into the blessings that God has purposed for the sheep. Here the Lord passes beyond the teaching of His allegory to enlarge upon the positive blessings into which He leads His sheep. These blessings cannot be confined to His own sheep from the Jewish fold; therefore we read that "any man" (or "any one") is welcome.

The first great blessing that Christ secures for His sheep is salvation. Being open to "any one" would imply that the salvation is primarily that of the soul, and the salvation from sins and judgment that every sinner needs. Yet, in a wider sense, the flock under the leadership of Christ would be saved from every opposing power throughout the wilderness journey.

A second blessing is that the sheep, under the direction of the Shepherd, are brought into liberty and they "shall go in and out". The Jewish fold excluded the sheep from immediate access to God, and forbad them to go out to the Gentile. The Christian flock, under the leadership of Christ, has the liberty and privilege of access to God in worship and can go out to the world with the good news of the grace of God.

A third blessing, connected with the flock under the leadership of Christ, is pasture. The Jewish fold was, at best, little more than a place of protection from dangers; the Christian flock is indeed protected from opposition and danger, but, more than this, it is a place of spiritual food.

Lastly, all these blessings lead the sheep into the enjoyment of life, that life of communion with divine Persons that leads to fulness of joy (1 John 1: 4). This indeed is the life abundant in contrast with the natural life which even at its best is the life deficient, the life in which the joy fails (John 2: 3).


All these blessings are secured by the Shepherd Who came, not like the thief to prey upon the sheep, but to impart blessings to them. The blessings that the Shepherd imparts can nevertheless only be rightly enjoyed by the sheep as they submit to His care and follow Him. Every blessing that Christ gives is livingly set forth in Him, and can only be enjoyed with Him.

In the course of the Gospel we see how the Shepherd is bringing salvation to the sheep (John 3: 17 and John 4: 42), leading them into liberty (John 8: 33-36), and providing them with rich spiritual food (13 — 17). Later, in John's Epistle, we have a rich unfolding of the life abundant.

Thus, in the early part of the chapter, we have a clear presentation of the Shepherd of the sheep leading His sheep into complete separation from a worldly religious system, in order that they may come exclusively under the care and direction of the Shepherd, and thus be led into all the blessings He secures for His sheep.

John 10: 11-13. In the verses that follow we learn that Christ is not only "the Shepherd", He is also "the good Shepherd", expressing a love and devotedness so perfect that He gives His life for the sheep. The hireling may in measure serve the sheep, but, even so, it is for wages, and hence the ultimate motive is self and not the sheep. It follows that in the presence of the wolf, instead of giving his life to save the sheep, the hireling thinks only of his own safety and flees, leaving the sheep to be scattered. The hireling "careth not for the sheep". Alas! Christendom has largely forsaken the Good Shepherd and set up leaders after the hireling order, who make merchandise out of the service of God. Little wonder that the wolf has wrought such havoc in scattering the sheep.

It is well to notice the three figures used by the Lord to set forth the three different characters of evil by which the flock will be opposed: the thief, the hireling, and the wolf.

The thief represents any person or false system that robs the flock of the truth by introducing that which is fatal to Christianity, and thus destructive to the soul. Unitarianism, Christian Science, Spiritualism, Russellism and kindred movements, have thus the character of the thief.

The hireling does not necessarily set forth that which is destructive to Christianity, but rather the false principle of serving for hire, and making merchandise out of the sheep. Hence the door is opened to a large class whose first motive is self and not the sheep, so that, in the presence of a difficulty, they think only of their own safety and convenience and flee, leaving the sheep at the very moment when the sheep are most in need of care. Let us beware, when difficulties arise among the people of God, lest acting on the principle of the hireling, we think only of our own safety and comfort in our own path, and so desert the sheep in the time of danger and distress. The wolf sets forth those who, under false pretensions, enter the flock and scatter the sheep.

John 10: 14, 15. In contrast with the hireling, the Good Shepherd cares for His sheep. He knows His sheep with a perfect knowledge. Their weakness, their ignorance, their tendency to wander, and their many needs, are all known to Him, and knowing them He loves them with a love that led Him to lay down His life for the sheep. The sheep in their measure know the Shepherd — His perfection, His wisdom, His power and His love.


One has said, "Jesus had been the Object of His Father's heart; in the same way His sheep were the objects of His heart. Taught of God, His sheep knew Him, and trusted in Him as He trusted in the Father" (N.Tn.).

John 10: 16. The Shepherd of the sheep has led His sheep outside the Jewish fold and opened the door to "any man" to enter into the new blessings of the flock. Manifestly, then, the flock cannot be limited to sheep from among the Jews. There are other sheep that the Shepherd must bring from amongst the Gentiles. They too shall hear His voice (cf John 17: 20; Acts 13: 46-48; Acts 15: 7). His sheep thus separated from the Jewish fold and the Gentile nations would form one flock under one Shepherd.

John 10: 17, 18. Such is the purpose of the heart of the Father. To effect this purpose and gather together in one the children of God that were scattered abroad, the One Shepherd must die. This great act of self-sacrifice He willingly undertakes and, in laying down His life, not only secures the blessing of His sheep, but gives the Father a fresh motive for the love wherewith He loved His only-begotten Son. Only a divine Person could give the Father a motive for love; with all others the spring of love is in the Father's heart.

In dying He secured the blessing of the sheep and carried out the Father's will, and withal it was His own voluntary act of devotedness. Here at last was One Who had come into the domain of death with power to lay down His life and take it again; and in devotedness He exercises this power in His service for God and man. If He lays down His life, it is to take it again in a changed condition that still He may serve His sheep. Another has said, "His death is neither the exhaustion of His love nor the limit of His work for men. He has served in the lowest depth of suffering on earth; He serves on the throne of glory still" (F. W. Grant.).

We have seen in this portion of the chapter "the Shepherd of the sheep" separating His sheep from an earthly religious system (John 10: 1-10), "the Good Shepherd" in His devoted love giving His life for the sheep to preserve them from the enemy (John 10: 11-15), and finally the "One Shepherd" laying down His life to unite the sheep into one flock (John 10: 16-18).

John 10: 19-21. These verses describe the effect of the Lord's discourse upon those who, not being His sheep, "understood not what things they were which He spoke unto them" (verse 6). On the one hand, His words aroused a violent hatred which could but see in His utterances the ravings of one possessed with a demon. On the other hand, some were perplexed, as common sense knew that neither His words nor His works could be those of a demon. A later Scripture will warn us that, if we follow the Lord's teaching and go outside the camp unto Him, we may have to bear His reproach. To take such a path will be viewed by the religious world as madness or worse.

John 10: 22-24. A second discourse, probably two months later, is introduced by the Jews surrounding the Lord as He walked in the porch of the temple. They charge the Lord with keeping them in suspense as to whether He is the Christ.

John 10: 25, 26. The Lord's answer shows that the root of their perplexity was in their own unbelief that had refused the testimony of His words and His works. Moreover, their unbelief proved that they were not of His sheep.

John 10: 27. This leads the Lord to give the marks of His sheep. The first great mark is that the sheep hear the Shepherd's voice (cf. verses 3, 4, 5, 16). All heard His actual words, but hearing His voice implies that the sheep received in faith the message that the words contained, a message that disclosed to the sheep their sinfulness and need, but revealed the love and grace that meets the need. The woman at the well is a striking example of one who heard the Shepherd's voice. (Compare Acts 13: 27, for the distinction between the words of Scripture and the voices of the prophets.)


The second mark is that the sheep are known of the Lord. As we have seen, the Lord calls them individually by name, implying His perfect knowledge of the sheep, and that the Shepherd has individual dealings with them (cf. verses 3, 14).

The third mark is that the sheep follow the Shepherd. They are not only called to Him individually, but as a result they follow Him; haltingly it may be at times, and with many a stumble, yet they follow Him.

John 10: 28-30. Not only does the Lord give us the marks of His sheep but He also declares His loving care for His sheep. He gives them eternal life, eternal security, and assures them of divine care. Already the Lord has said that He came to give life to the sheep, and that abundantly; now we learn that the life that He gives is "eternal life", the life that was with the Father and manifested in the Person of the Son on earth; a life that the sheep possess in Christ, to be manifested in the sheep and enjoyed now, if only entered upon in its fulness when with Christ in life's eternal home (cf. 1 John 1: 1, 2; 1 John 5: 11, 12; Galatians 2: 20; 2 Corinthians 4: 10-18; Romans 6: 22).

Moreover, eternal life involves eternal security. Therefore the Lord adds, for the comfort of His sheep, "They shall never perish".

Finally, we learn that the sheep are the objects of the common care of the Father and the Son. They are held by the Son from Whose hand none can seize them; held, too, by the Father Who has given the sheep to Christ, and is manifestly greater than all others. If the Father and the Son are one in their love for the sheep, so too they are one in divine nature or essence. Thus the Lord can say, "I and the Father are one". Here the glory of His Person again shines forth, and we learn that the lowly Shepherd of the sheep, Who came to serve the sheep and carry out the will of the Father, is none other than the Eternal Son, a divine Person Who is One with the Father.

John 10: 31. The Jews rightly interpret the Lord's words as the assertion of His Deity; but being infuriated that One Who was truly and manifestly a Man should claim to be God, they "took up stones again to stone Him".

John 10: 32. In perfect calmness the Lord appeals to the many good works that He had shewed them from the Father. He thus connects His works with the Father as a proof that He had come from the Father. Had they then any fault to find with those works that manifest the goodness of the Father and the glory of Christ as the Son?

John 10: 33. In their reply the Jews show that they had so far rightly interpreted the Lord's words, inasmuch as they expressed the Lord's claim to Deity. Nevertheless, what the Jews said fell short of the exact truth, for they said, "Thou being a man, makest thyself God". The truth was that He, being God, became Man.

John 10: 34-36. Had their interpretation been wrong, the Lord would surely have at once corrected such a terrible mistake and repudiated the claim to Deity. He does neither; on the contrary the Lord confirms His claim by an appeal to their own Scriptures, thus condemning them out of their own mouth for refusing His claim to Deity. Quoting from Psalm 82: 6, the Lord asks, "Is it not written in your law, I said, Ye are gods?" If, then, men, who were set apart to be judges in Israel, as God's representatives, and to whom the word of God came, are called gods, can it be blasphemy for the Son, Whom the Father hath set apart and sent into the world, to claim to be a divine Person?


John 10: 37, 38. In a former chapter the Lord had stated that the evidence of being Abraham's children would be in doing the works of Abraham (John 8: 39). The Lord now applies this convincing argument to Himself. If He does not do the works of His Father, they would be right in refusing to believe that He was the Son. If He does the Father's works, they may be sure that not only was He the Son, but that the Father was in Him, and He in the Father. The works that He did were an unmistakeable proof that a divine Person was present working in power and love. The Father was manifested to be in Him, as He was manifest to be one in the Father's nature and in the secret of the Father's thoughts and counsels of love.

John 10: 39-42. The closing verses sum up the effect of this second discourse. The unbelieving Jews, rejecting the words and works of the Lord, sought to take Him. Their unbelief was complete, but His time had not yet come. Thus He went away beyond Jordan. Already they had cast out the man who had confessed Christ; now the Shepherd, utterly rejected by the nation, takes the outside place of reproach. In that outside place "many resorted unto Him" and "many believed on Him there". The Shepherd thus becomes the Leader of His flock outside the Jewish fold.

13. The Witness to the Son of God.

John 11.

The three preceding chapters record the complete rejection of Christ by the Jewish nation. This rejection becomes the occasion of manifesting that the immediate work of Christ in the midst of Israel was to fulfil the Father's counsel by calling His own sheep out of the Jewish fold in order to lead them into the new Christian company about to be formed upon the earth.

In chapters 11 and 12 we see the gracious way in which those who form the new company are used to display the glories of Christ as the Son of God, the Son of David, and the Son of Man. This final threefold witness to the glories of Christ leaves the world that rejects Christ without excuse.

In chapter 11 the Spirit of God has recorded the touching story of Lazarus and the two sisters to witness to the glory of Jesus as the Son of God. In the perfect ways of God the sorrows of His people are made the occasion of adding lustre to the Person of the Son, and of bringing blessing to themselves.

John 11: 1-5. The scene opens in the home at Bethany where a certain man named Lazarus is sick. The town is referred to as "the town of Mary and her sister Martha". In God's sight a town is distinguished by the saints who dwell there. Then we are assured of the love and spiritual intelligence of Mary, for we are reminded that she is the Mary "which anointed the Lord with ointment, and wiped His feet with her hair". Into this home where Christ is appreciated, sickness has come: Lazarus, the brother of Mary, is stricken down. The family at Bethany had so learned the love of Jesus that, with the confidence that love begets, they draw upon His love in the day of their trial. Very beautiful is the message they send, "Lord, behold, he whom Thou lovest is sick". The sisters do not ask the Lord to come, nor do they suggest that He should heal their brother. With simple confidence in the love of the Lord, they spread their sorrow before Him. Neither do they plead their love nor the love of Lazarus to the Lord, but they plead the Lord's love to Lazarus. Such is their confidence in the Lord and His love that they are conscious that, having made known their trial and pleaded His love, they can safely leave themselves in His hands.


Such confidence the Lord delights to own. At once it gives Him the occasion to say that this sickness is for the glory of God, that the Son of God might be glorified thereby. The devil would seek to use our trials to raise murmuring and dishonouring thoughts of God: the Lord would use them to draw out our confidence in Himself, and as an occasion for manifesting His love in such tender fashion that He is glorified, while we are blessed.

The confidence of the sisters was well placed, for at once we read, "Now Jesus loved Martha, and her sister, and Lazarus." Moreover, there is rich comfort for our hearts in this statement. Time was when the Lord approved of Mary's choice, and corrected Martha's care. Again in this scene it is to Mary and her self-sacrificing love that the Spirit calls special attention. Are we then to judge that the Lord loved Mary more than Martha? The thought is rebuked by this passage which, in connection with the Lord's love, places Martha first and specially mentions her by name. Thus we are allowed to see that if there is a difference in the approval of the Lord, there is no difference in His love for the two sisters. His approval flows from our ways; His love flows from Himself. Full well we know that He is not indifferent to our love; but no defect in our love or in our ways will weaken His love.

In the following verses, 6 to 16, we see the perfect way of divine love.

John 11: 6, 7. Love delights to be drawn upon, and will not disappoint the confident appeal of faith. At the same time, divine love acts according to divine wisdom. It acts, at times, in a way that seems so strange and contrary to the way of human love and human prudence. Thus we read, "When He had heard therefore that he was sick, He abode two days still in the same place where He was". Human love would have gone at once; human prudence would never have gone at all. Whether in His tarrying or in His going, Jesus acts, not according to the thoughts of nature, but in dependence upon and according to the will of the Father. His tender heart cannot be indifferent to the sorrows of His people; but, while blessing His people and responding to their appeals, He ever remembers the glory of the Father and walks in the light of His will. Thus we see the Lord acting in that perfect wisdom which blesses His own, and yet maintains the glory of the Father.

Nor is it otherwise today; for if the Lord glorified the Father in His pathway and on the Cross, so now, from His place of exaltation, He still glorifies the Father in answer to His own prayer, "Glorify Thy Son, that Thy Son may glorify Thee." He still blesses His people; He still responds to their appeals to His love; but He does so in such wise that, while we are blessed, the Father is glorified. Herein will be found the solution of many a strange passage in our lives. We, it may be, thinking only of our present comfort, wonder at some strange combination of circumstances, or question why an illness overtakes us, or why a trial is allowed to continue. Had we the glory of the Father more distinctly before us, we might better understand these apparently strange providences.


John 11: 8-10. Failing to appreciate the motives that governed the Lord, the disciples wonder, not so much at His tarrying, but at His decision to return to the land where, so recently, the Jews had sought to stone Him. They were looking at circumstances and speaking according to the light of natural prudence. The Lord was walking in the light of the Father's will, and hence there were no stumbling steps in His path. We, at times. looking only at circumstances, stumble and stray: our way is uncertain and dark. It is only as we spread all our difficulties before the Lord, looking only to Him, and seeking to walk according to His will, that we shall walk in the light.

John 11: 11-15. Walking in the light of the Father's will, the Lord had no fear of the Jews and the evil they might do. He thought not of Himself but only of serving others in love according to the will of the Father. Thus He can say to the disciples, "I go, that I may awake him out of sleep".

The Lord meets the disciples' confusion of thought by plainly stating, "Lazarus is dead". Then we learn that His tarrying the two days was for the blessing of His disciples, for the Lord says, "I am glad for your sakes that I was not there, to the intent that ye may believe". This crushing sorrow that had overtaken the two sisters would not only become the occasion of glory to the Father, and blessing for the two bereaved sisters, but would lead to the blessing of others.

John 11: 16. Thomas, as with ourselves oftentimes, cannot rise above the circumstances. He says, "Let us also go, that we may die with Him". The Lord has life before Him; Thomas can only see death. Walking in the light of the Father, the Lord sees life beyond death: walking under the power of circumstances, Thomas can only see death as the end of life. Nevertheless, his words show that, even in the darkness of his way, his love clings to Christ, for he says, "Let us also go, that we may die with Him". The love of Thomas would rather die with Him than live without Him. It is possible to be more intelligent that Thomas, but with less affection.

Having seen the way of divine love, we are now to learn the perfect way of divine compassion in verses 17 to 37.


John 11: 17-20. When at length Jesus came to Bethany, He found that death had done its work: Lazarus had been in the grave four days. Sorrow filled the home of Martha and Mary; and many Jews had come to comfort the sisters in their loss. Martha, who had been over-active and troubled on the occasion of the Lord's former visit, is restless and distracted in the presence of this great sorrow. Mary, who had sat at His feet to hear His word, can now sit still in the house to wait His coming.

John 11: 21, 22. Having gone forth to meet the Lord, Martha acknowledges to Him that had He been present her brother had not died. Her faith knew He could have restored Lazarus to health, but hardly dared to believe that the Lord could restore her brother to life. Yet she acknowledges that the Lord stood in such favour with God that she can say, "Even now, whatsoever Thou wilt ask of God, God will give it Thee".

John 11: 23, 24. The Lord gives her a definite word to encourage her faith to draw upon the resources in Himself: He says, "Thy brother shall rise again". Martha's faith acknowledges that there will be a final resurrection, and at that day her brother will rise again. Like ourselves, she finds it easier to believe what God will do at some distant date than to believe in what God can do at the present moment.

John 11: 25-27. The Lord graciously gives her a further word to turn her faith to Himself as a present resource. He says, "I am the resurrection and the life". The One Who has the power of resurrection and Who is "the life" is before her. Not only will He raise the dead, but He communicates life to the believer — eternal life. All will be raised, but only the believer will be raised to the resurrection of life. Unbelievers will come forth from the grave unto the resurrection of judgment (John 5: 29). The resurrection life is a life beyond the power of death, and sin, and judgment. Here the Lord speaks only of believers. The power of resurrection was present in the Person of the Son. When He puts forth that power, the believer in Jesus, though he have died, will live; and the believer who is living at that time will not die. The Lord was about to give a present proof of this power in raising Lazarus from the dead. The Lord challenges Martha with His question, "Believest thou this?"

In reply, Martha gives a general confession of faith which was so far true, and warranted by Scripture (Psalm 2), but falls far short of the fresh revelation of the Lord which revealed that, in His Person as the Son, the resurrection and the life were there.

John 11: 28. At this point in the interview Martha seems to realise that the Lord was speaking of things beyond her spiritual intelligence — things that were more suited to Mary who had already sat at His feet and heard His word. She therefore went her way and secretly told Mary that the Master had come and was calling for her.

John 11: 29-32. Mary, hearing that the Lord had called for her, hastens to meet Him. She knew how to sit still and wait for the Lord, and she knew how to act at His word. The Jews, mistaking her action, say, "She goeth unto the grave to weep there". She was doing that which was far better, that which faith alone can do; she was going to the feet of Jesus to weep there. To weep at the grave of loved ones even the world can do, but it brings no comfort: tears will not bring back our dead. To weep at the feet of Jesus is to find the comfort of His love, for we weep at the feet of One Who, in His own time, can raise our dead, and, in the meantime, can comfort our hearts. So it came to pass, "When Mary was come where Jesus was, and saw Him, she fell down at His feet". In other days she had sat at His feet as a learner, and thus, in her days of sorrow, she is able to be at His feet as a mourner, and as a result, in yet a little while, she will be found at His feet as a worshipper (John 12: 3). As a listener to His words at His feet, she had learned to know His love and grace, and now, as a mourner, she will draw upon that love and grace. Emboldened by what she had learnt of Himself, she spreads out her grief at His feet.


Like Martha she knew little of the power of resurrection life, but she knows the heart of Jesus. She knows the sorrow of her own heart, and she spreads that sorrow out before the Lord. Martha may talk with the Lord; but Mary weeps with the Lord.

John 11: 33-35. Martha's conversation with the Lord becomes the occasion of revealing the mind of the Lord as to His people, whether sleeping or living. Mary's tears become the occasion of disclosing the heart of the Lord, as we read, "When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews also weeping which came with her, He groaned in (the) spirit, and was troubled". Yet more, He mingled His tears with theirs, for we read, "Jesus wept". Was it for Lazarus that He wept? Surely not, for was He not about to raise Lazarus from the dead? It was not the loss of the dead that drew forth His tears, but the sorrow of the living.

The Creator stands in the midst of His poor fallen creatures who have ruined themselves by sin: and death — the wages of sin — has invaded the home, sundered the dearest ties, and broken their hearts. The weight of death lies heavily upon their spirits and the Creator draws near to them in love, and perfect sympathy, to weep with them.

John 11: 36, 37. Yet how little did those sorrowing people understand the cause of His tears. The Jews say, "Behold how He loved him". Truly the Lord loved Lazarus; nevertheless, it was not love for the dead but, rather, love for the living that drew forth His tears. If His spirit was deeply moved, if His tears flowed, it was the expression of His sorrow over the human race crushed under the weight of death, with no power to relieve its sorrow, and without faith to use the power that was present in the Person of the Son of God. All were under the weight of death: Lazarus was in the grave, death already doing its corrupting work; Martha and Mary both say, "If thou hadst been here, my brother had not died"; and the Jews say, "Could not this man . . . have caused that even this man should not have died?" None realised that the One Who is the resurrection and the life was in their midst.

The Lord, having expressed the way of divine compassion, now acts according to the way of divine power (verses 38-44).


John 11: 38-40. The command of the Lord to take away the stone from the grave only becomes a fresh occasion to reveal the unbelief of Martha. She realises that the body has gone to corruption, thus adding to the hopelessness of the case in the eyes of nature and reason. But all this weight of death upon man, and the natural unbelief of the heart, only adds to the display of the glory of God. When all is utterly hopeless on man's side, God acts for His own glory.

John 11: 41, 42. Before raising Lazarus, the Lord publicly acknowledges the Father. He will not exercise this mighty power of resurrection to glorify Himself. He is careful to let the world know that all that He does is in submission to and dependence upon the Father, as the sent One of the Father, and for the glory of the Father.

John 11: 43, 44. Then with a loud voice He bids Lazarus come forth, and the dead came forth bound hand and foot. "Jesus saith unto them, Loose him, and let him go." Only the Lord could raise a man from the dead, though others may be used to free from the bands that Judaism has wrapped around men.

From the sorrow that came upon the home at Bethany we can plainly discern, for our encouragement, three leading truths. First, the trials that overtake God's people become an occasion for the display of the glory of God. The death of Lazarus became, in a special sense, an occasion for the splendour of God to shine out in the power of resurrection life. Throughout the ages, man's power has often been displayed in devising marvelous instruments for putting men to death; never once has a man been brought back from death. God's glory is seen in raising from the dead. Already the Lord had raised the daughter of Jairus, immediately following her death. Again He had put forth more signal power in raising the son of the widow of Nain, who was on his bier about to be buried. But the highest display of divine power is seen in raising Lazarus from the grave when the body had already gone to corruption.

Secondly, sorrow is not only an occasion of bringing glory to God, but also of bringing blessing to saints. The two sisters gain a deeper acquaintance with the Lord. They might well have said, "We knew that the Lord loved us, but until this sorrow came we never knew that He loved us with such a deep personal love as to bring Him to us, to talk with us, to walk with us, and to weep with us in the day of our great trouble".

Thirdly, God's glory having been displayed, and the saint's blessing secured, we see the power and mercy that comes in to meet the need and remove the sorrow. And though in our days the special sorrow of bereavement is not removed by restoring our dead, yet grace is given to sustain the bereaved until the day of glory.

The closing verses of the chapter, 45 to 57, present the effect upon the world of this marvellous display of the glory of the Son of God.

John 11: 45. First, "Many of the Jews which came to Mary, and had seen the things which Jesus did, believed on Him". It may not be without significance that only Mary's name is mentioned in connection with the Jews that believed, while in connection with the Jews that came to comfort the sisters, we read, they "came to Martha and Mary" (verse 19). It may suggest that it was the testimony of Mary's life and ways that impressed those Jews and led them to contemplate "the things which Jesus did", and thus to believe in Him.

John 11: 46. Though many believed, the hatred of others was so increased that they report "what things Jesus had done" to those who were seeking to kill Him.


John 11: 47, 48. This report brings the chief priests and Pharisees together in council seeking what they can do to nullify the testimony of these undoubted miracles. With consciences unexercised by their sins, and hearts untouched by the love of Christ, they dread the effect of these great signs upon others. They bear unwilling testimony to the power of Jesus by saying, "If we let Him thus alone, all men will believe on Him". Thinking only of their own position and national importance, they dread lest souls being drawn to follow Christ may arouse the hostility of the Romans.

John 11: 49-52. In what follows we are permitted to see that, above all the deliberations of wicked men, God carries out His counsels; and to effect these counsels, Jesus was about to die. God uses this wicked high priest to announce prophetically the death of Christ. Caiaphas, flinging aside all pretension to righteousness, and acting only on expediency, pleads that whatever Jesus might have done, or what ever people might think of Him, it is better that He should die than that the whole nation should perish. With Caiaphas, as too often with the politicians of this world, it is no question of what is right, but of what is expedient (or "profitable", N. Tn.). This man is ready to crucify a just Man to preserve if possible the position of a guilty nation.

Such is the counsel of a wicked man: Jesus must die for the nation. But it was also according to the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God that Jesus should die, though for very different reasons to those advanced by the selfishness of man. If Jesus must die, it is not to preserve a wicked nation from being scattered, but that "He should gather together in one the children of God that were scattered abroad".

It was true, then, that Jesus was going to die; but not for the "nation only", but for every child in the family of God. As Christ's sheep were not confined to sheep drawn from the Jewish fold, so God's children are not to be found only in the family of Israel. Through the death of Christ there would be a great company of sinners from Jews and Gentiles, converted and made children of God by faith in Christ Jesus; and not left as isolated units, but gathered together to form the one family of God. As ever, John views Christians as a flock dependent upon the Shepherd, and as a family under one Father. Paul views the Christians as composing one body of which Christ is the Head, and one fellowship of which the Lord is the bond.

John 11: 53. The wicked policy of Caiaphas is approved by the leaders of the nation, who "from that day forth" plot to put Jesus to death. They become the wicked instruments to carry out the counsel of God.

John 11: 54-57. Until His hour was come, Jesus withdrew unto a country near to the wilderness, and there continued with His disciples. Again and again in the course of this Gospel we see the Lord taking the outside place. He does indeed come forward to render a testimony, but ever as the separate Man Who is apart from the corruption of Judaism. (See John 1: 28; John 6: 15; John 7: 1; John 10: 39-42; John 11: 54). Though Christ is outside, the world complacently goes on with its religious feasts, speculating as to Jesus, while its leaders in their hostility issue their futile commands concerning Jesus. The world of today has not altered. Christ is still in the outside place of reproach: corrupt Christendom increasingly shuts its door upon Christ, while clinging to its religious feasts and ceremonies, and speculating about the Person of Christ. Meanwhile, the political world is either wholly indifferent to Christ, or openly hostile and attempting, by vain commands, to stamp out the Name of Jesus.

14. The Witness to the Son of David and the Son of Man

John 12.


The resurrection of Lazarus had witnessed to the glory of Jesus as the Son of God; we are now privileged to hear a further witness to His glory as the Son of David (John 12: 12-19) and as the Son of Man (John 12: 20-36). The result of this threefold witness to the glory of Christ, so far as the nation is concerned, is presented in the closing part of the chapter (John 12: 37-50).

Clearly the witness to the glory of Christ as the Son of God is rejected by the nation; but before unfolding to us the further witnesses to His glory, the Spirit of God has introduced this touching scene at Bethany in order that we might learn that there were those — His own sheep — by whom He was loved and appreciated.

John 12: 1-3. Six days before the passover, Jesus came to Bethany. It was, may we not say, the one place on earth that was specially dear to the heart of Christ. It was "the town of Mary", a saint greatly approved of Christ. It was the scene of the display of His glory in raising Lazarus. It was "there they made Him a supper" and, as we learn from Luke, it was there "He lifted up His hands and blessed them" at His ascension (Luke 24: 50).

It was not often that anyone made a feast for Christ in this world. Men were, on occasions, glad enough to receive blessing from Him; how seldom they thought of offering anything to the Blesser. In the early days of His ministry, Levi had, indeed, "made Him a great feast in his own house" and invited "a great company" of sinners to sit down with Him (Luke 5: 29). Now, at length, in the closing days of His path on earth, a feast is spread for Him at which He sits down in the midst of His saints.

How great was the feast that Christ had come to spread in this needy world. He had come to make known the Father (John 1: 18); to bring in joy (John 2: 10, 11); to tell us of heavenly things (John 3: 12); to lead our hearts into scenes of eternal satisfaction (John 4: 14); to lead us out of death into life (John 5: 21, 24); to deliver us from want (John 6: 35); to give us the Holy Spirit (John 7: 39); and to lead us into the blessings of Christianity (John 10). In all these blessed ways He was a Giver; but now at last in the home of Bethany He is a Receiver. At last the moment had come when a few devoted hearts make a feast for the One Who made a feast for all the world — "There they made Him a supper".


In the midst of the world's rising tide of hatred to Christ, there is a little company who gather to make "Him a supper". The leaders of this world may hold their councils to put Christ to death, and issue their commands for Christ to be delivered into their hands; but, unmoved by their evil plottings and their futile commands, and in the face of all opposition, this little company make "Him a supper". Surely that supper was very acceptable to Him, and the love that prepared it very precious in His sight.

As in the closing day of corrupt Judaism, it was still possible for a few, who had heard His voice and been moved by His love, to make a supper for Him; so now, in the closing days of corrupt Christendom, amidst the rising tide of apostasy, wherein His Name is denied and His work despised, it is still possible for individuals to make a feast for Him; for He can say, "If any man hear My voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and sup with him, and he with Me" (Revelation 3: 20).

In this happy company at Bethany we are permitted to see that service, communion and worship have their representatives, but all combining to make "Him a supper". Martha still serves, but no longer is she cumbered with her service. In other days her service had a larger place in her thoughts than Christ; now Christ has a larger place than her service. She is serving to make "Him a supper".

Of Lazarus, who had been through sickness and death, and had been miraculously raised from the dead, we read that he "sat at the table with Him". He is at rest enjoying communion with Christ.

Mary, who before had been at His feet as a learner (Luke 10: 39), and but recently had wept at His feet as a mourner (John 11: 32), is now found at His feet as a worshipper. She anoints His feet with the very costly ointment and wipes His feet with her hair. Her act proclaims that in her estimation nothing that she possesses is good enough for Christ. She expends upon Him the costly ointment, and puts at His disposal that which is the glory of a woman — her hair. She was not at that moment thinking of the poor or the blessing of others; she was wholly engrossed with Christ. This, indeed, is worship: but, even so, the one that is absorbed with Christ will bring blessing to others; so we read, "The house was filled with the odour of the ointment".

John 12: 4-6. Alas! amidst the fragrance of love there lurks the guile of the traitor. Jesus is the Light, and in His presence all are manifested in their true colours. That which was the expression of the love of a devoted saint becomes the occasion of exposing the lust of a heartless sinner. While Mary is delighted to expend that which is "very costly" on the One Who is of infinite worth, Judas is coolly calculating the price of the ointment — three hundred pence was the yearly wage of a working man, a sum which would provide for the necessities of a poor man's household for a year — regretting only that, under the profession of giving to the poor, he has not been able to add this sum to his unlawful gains. This man, who cares neither for Jesus nor the poor, is governed by the love of money to obtain which he is ready to steal from the bag and betray Christ.

John 12: 7, 8. The Lord protects His sheep from the thief who comes to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. If, in love, the Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep, He will not permit His sheep to be touched. The Lord's word is, "Let her alone". Mary probably had little clear appreciation of the death and resurrection of Christ, but her spiritual instincts, moved by affection, lead her to do the right act at the right moment; and the Lord, as it has been said, "gives a voice of intelligence to her act".

She might indeed have had many an opportunity to sell the ointment for the benefit of the poor, or ere this to pour it upon Christ. But, says the Lord, "She (hath) kept this" for this supreme moment. The Lord lets every one know that the ointment was kept for the day of His preparation for burial. It was an expression of love for Christ which becomes a witness to the fact that the One Who had just raised a man from the dead was Himself going into death. The Lord, indeed, is not unmindful of the poor, for, He says, the poor are always with us: but, with touching tenderness, He adds, "Me ye have not always". He is conscious of His approaching departure, and the spiritual instincts of Mary tell her that the shadow of death is closing round her Lord. Lazarus was a witness to the resurrection power of Christ, but Mary's act witnessed that the One Who had the power of resurrection life was going into death. As so often, devoted love gives divine intelligence. Thus she seemed to be the only one that entered into the mind of the Lord, and realised that death was before Him.

John 12: 9. Judas was marked by a spirit of lying, treachery and hypocrisy. There were, however, others present — much people of the Jews — who were moved by no such sordid motives, and yet came, not with faith in Christ, but, rather, drawn by curiosity to see a man who had been raised from the dead.


John 12: 10, 11. If in Bethany there was a home filled with the fragrance of the love that made a supper for the Lord, outside there were those, moved by hatred and malice, who consulted to put Lazarus to death, as well as the One Who had raised him from the dead. They would fain get rid not only of Jesus but of every one who is a living witness to the grace and power of Jesus. At heart the world is still the same; it neither wants Christ nor those who are faithful witnesses to Christ. They that live godly shall suffer persecution. And behind the hostility of religious leaders there is ever the envy that cannot endure that their disciples should leave them to follow Jesus.

John 12: 12-19. God, however, determines that there shall be an adequate witness to the glory of the One Whom man has rejected. Already a witness has been borne to His glory as the Son of God; now a further witness is raised up to His glory as the Son of David. Much people, when they hear that the One Who has raised Lazarus from the dead is coming to Jerusalem, go forth with palm branches to hail Him as the Son of David, the promised King of Israel that cometh in the Name of the Lord, according to their own Psalm (Psalm 118: 26), and riding on an ass's colt, as it is written in the Prophets (Zechariah 9: 9).

The disciples were slow to realise the deep import of these things until after Jesus was glorified. Nevertheless, the crowd, impressed by the raising of Lazarus, rightly conclude that this glorious Person was the long promised Son of David. In the presence of this witness to the glory of Christ, the Pharisees have to admit "among themselves" that their opposition is of no avail. Good too for the believer ever to realise that in spite of all appearances to the contrary, no opposition against Christ or the truth can finally prevail.

John 12: 20-23. The coming of the Greeks (They were not Hellenists, that is Greek Jews, but Hellenes, that is Gentiles) — really the Gentiles — with their desire to see Jesus, becomes the occasion of introducing the third great testimony to the glory of Christ as the Son of Man. The Gentile had no claim upon Christ as the Messiah, so these Greeks rightly approach the Lord through the Jewish disciples, as before the Gentile centurion had sent to the Lord through the Jewish elders. The Lord immediately speaks of Himself as the Son of Man, a title under which He becomes the way of blessing for "all men" (verse 32). Thus the desire of the Gentiles to see Jesus leads the Lord to open up before His disciples the vision of an entirely new order of blessing, going far beyond the bounds of Israel. He can say, "The hour is come, that the Son of Man should be glorified".

We know that Christ, having been rejected as the Son of God and the King of Israel, according to Psalm 2, will have dominion over the whole earth as the Son of Man, according to Psalm 8. Again, we learn from the prophet Daniel that, as the Son of Man, He will receive "dominion, and glory, and a kingdom, that all people, nations, and languages, should serve Him (Daniel 7: 13, 14). Thus the Old Testament abundantly sets forth the universal dominion by which Christ will be glorified. The time for this glory is not yet come; when, therefore, the Lord says, "The hour is come, that the Son of Man should be glorified," He surely has in view not the kingdom but the Cross, where the Son of Man is about to be glorified in glorifying the Father, in accord with His further teaching in the Upper Room (John 13: 31).


John 12: 24. The Lord, therefore, immediately speaks of His death which opens the way of blessing for "all men". Christ must die, a truth of such immense importance that the Lord introduces it with a "Verily, verily". Unless Christ, the precious grain of wheat, fall into the ground and die, He must for ever abide alone. The grain of wheat, unless it is sown, remains only a solitary grain: if sown, it not only brings forth much fruit, but fruit of the same kind. So the Lord goes into death to secure a seed after His own order. Centuries before, Isaiah, looking on to the Cross, could say, "When Thou shalt make His soul an offering for sin, He shall see His seed" (Isaiah 53: 10).

John 12: 25. Thus the way of blessing for man lies through death. But the blessing into which the death of Christ brings the believer is of an entirely new order beyond the power of death. Thus the Lord contrasts the two spheres of life, the "life in this world", and the life of joy and blessing which is spoken of as "eternal life". The life in this world is, at best, a passing life; the life that the Lord gives is "eternal". To love the life here is to cling to a life that we must lose, and lose even in its pursuit. To hate the life in this world, in view of eternal life, is to enter into the enjoyment of eternal life even now. Well for us to ponder the deep meaning of the Lord's words. To turn aside to the world, seeking to find our pleasure in all that in which the world finds its life, will only prove bitterness and sorrow to the believer as he discovers that he is pursuing that which not only fails to bring any lasting satisfaction, but, even at its best, is increasingly slipping from his grasp, for it is a life that ends in death.

John 12: 26. Moreover, there is not only the new life with its lasting joys, in contrast with the old life that is passing, but there is the privilege of living a life of service to the Lord. To take this path of service, we must follow the Lord. So, a little later, the Lord's injunction to Peter to feed His sheep is followed by the exhortation, "Follow Me" (John 21: 17, 19). This gives us a further motive for accepting death to the present life; for in principle "following" Christ is through death to sin and the world. Such a path will have its bright reward. Following Christ will lead where Christ is gone, to be with Christ in life's eternal home. It may meet with opposition and persecution from man; it will certainly meet with honour from the Father.

John 12: 27, 28. The Lord has exhorted us to take the path of death to this world, leading to life and honour. But before the believer can take this path, Christ had to face death as the judgment of God against sin. Realising the solemnity of the forsaking of God at the Cross, the Lord has to say, "Now is my soul troubled". Even so, will He say, "Father save Me from this hour"? Was it not for this very cause — to be forsaken that His people might never be forsaken — that He had come to this hour? Therefore, whatever the cost to Himself, He will say, "Father, glorify Thy Name".


Immediately there comes the Father's answer from heaven, saying, "I have both glorified it, and will glorify it again". Already the Father had glorified His Name in raising Lazarus; now He is about to glorify it in raising Christ to a better resurrection beyond the power of death. The answer to the soul trouble of the Lord in view of death under judgment is life in all its fulness beyond death for Himself and His people.

John 12: 29, 30. The Father had given a public witness that the Son was the One through Whom He was glorifying His Name. The people, unused to voices from heaven, speculated as to this public witness. Some said it was thunder, others the voice of an angel. The Lord plainly tells them that it was for their sakes: He Himself, walking ever in communion with the Father, needed no such public witness.

John 12: 31-33. The voice was, moreover, a warning that the death and resurrection of Christ, which brings glory to the Father, will bring judgment to the world as such. If the hour had come to glorify the Son and glorify the Name of the Father, so, too, had come the hour of the judgment of this world and the casting out of its prince. The world that rejected Christ is condemned by the Cross, while the power of its prince is broken. On the other hand, the Cross is the manifestation of the Saviour Who becomes the Centre of attraction for "all men". On earth He was here in connection with Israel as their Messiah, as He could say, "I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel"; but, "lifted up from the earth", the efficacy of His Person and work is open to Jew and Gentile alike. "He gave Himself a ransom for all." Nor are we left to draw our own conclusions that the Cross is in view, for we are definitely told that, in so speaking, the Lord was "signifying what death He should die". Thus the Cross was suffering for the Lord (John 12: 27), glory for the Father (John 12: 28), judgment for the world (John 12: 31), destruction of the devil's power (John 12: 31), and salvation for all (John 12: 32).

John 12: 34. In the verses that follow we see the darkness of the people in contrast with the light in the Person of Christ, making manifest the conflict between unbelief and the truth. The people rightly interpret the lifting up to refer to the Cross but, in their unbelief, they use the Scriptures that speak of Christ's everlasting kingdom to oppose the Lord's words. Overlooking other Scriptures that speak of the sufferings of Christ that lead to the glory, they ask, "How sayest Thou that the Son of Man must be lifted up? Who is this, the Son of Man?" (N.Tn.).

John 12: 35, 36. Their questions betrayed the darkness of their souls. The Lord, without giving a formal reply to their questions, answers the condition of soul that prompted them. He was the light of the world; yet a little while and the light would be withdrawn. Their wisdom would be to avail themselves of the light lest, when too late, darkness would overtake them. The light was there in the Person of Christ, but only those who believed in the light would have the intelligence that the light gives and thus be characterised by the light, as children of light. The one who rejected the light of Christ would fall into the darkness of his own mind and lose his way, not knowing whither he goeth. So has it been with the nation of the Jews who rejected Christ; and so will it be with apostate Christendom that again is rejecting the light and losing its way in the darkness of modernism and infidelity. Once again, in our day, the Lord from the outside place appeals to the spiritually blind in the Christian profession, as He says, "Anoint thine eyes with eyesalve, that thou mayest see" (Revelation 3: 18).

Having uttered these solemn warnings, the Lord departed and hid Himself from those who rejected every testimony to His Person, and despised all His warnings.

John 12: 37, 38. The closing verses of the chapter present the solemn position of the nation that refuses to believe in Christ in spite of the many signs that had been done before them.

First, according to the prophet Isaiah, they had rejected both the "report" of the Lord, and the "arm of the Lord". In the wonderful words of the Lord they had heard the report; in the many signs they had seen the arm of the Lord. They had utterly rejected the report as coming from God by imputing the Lord's words to the devil (John 8: 49, 52). They had rejected the arm of the Lord by imputing His works to the power of the devil (John 10: 20, 21).

John 12: 39-41. Secondly, seeing they would not believe, the time came when "they could not believe". They became judicially hardened. Isaiah, who prophesied of their deliberate rejection, also foretells the judicial judgment that is the outcome of the rejection of Christ. They had steeled their hearts against His words and closed their eyes to His works of power. As a result God gave them up to the blindness and hardness that they themselves had chosen.


These things Isaiah had uttered when he had seen the glory of the Lord. Viewing them apart from that glory he might have had some hope for the people. In the presence of the glory he saw their solemn and hopeless condition.

John 12: 42, 43. There were indeed those who were convinced by the overwhelming evidence of the Lord's works that He was indeed the Christ. Apparently it was only reason that was convinced; their hearts remained untouched and unchanged. Having men before them rather than God, and desiring to stand well in the religious world, they were not prepared to face the reproach of Christ, so would not confess Him lest they should be cast out by men.

John 12: 44-50. The verses that follow give the final public testimony of the Lord. First, we are told of the positive blessing of believing in Himself. Faith in Him brings to the believer the full revelation of the heart of God. To see the Son is to see the Father revealed in the Son. The Father and the Son are one.

Secondly, we are told that this "light" — the truth as to God — is for all. He had come a light into the world that whosoever, Jew or Gentile, believeth in Him should not abide in darkness or ignorance of God.

Thirdly, we are warned of the judgment that must overtake the one who hears and believes not. It is true that the Lord came not to judge but to save the world. Nevertheless, His words, if rejected, would be a witness against the Christ-rejector in the last day, and so much the more that they were the words that the Father had given Him to speak — words, indeed, which were given for life and blessing, but, if rejected, would become words of condemnation.

{The missing section: John 13- 17 may be found here: The Last Words

John 18.

In the account of the closing events of the life of Christ as given in the Gospel of John, prominence is given to the presentation of the glory of Christ as a divine Person — the great end of the Gospel. Thus, again and again, we have details in which a direct testimony is borne to His Deity, while ever presenting His perfect obedience as become flesh. It is thus our privilege to have our hearts drawn out to Him in worship as the only begotten Son of the Father, and as the One Who became flesh full of grace and truth.

John 18: 1. How blessedly these truths are set forth in the solemn betrayal scene, described in the first eleven verses. In the opening verse we read, "Jesus . . . went forth with His disciples". Thus we see the Good Shepherd going before and the sheep following.

John 18: 2-9. In the following verses we see the wolf coming; but if Judas "knew the place" where Jesus had oftentimes resorted with His disciples, he had never known Jesus. He knew nothing of the glory of His Person, His mighty power over all His foes, His infinite love to His poor sheep; or His perfect obedience to the Father. The wickedness of Judas becomes the occasion, on the one hand, of displaying the perfection of Jesus and, on the other hand, of manifesting the weakness and evil of the flesh even in a devoted disciple. Alas! with ourselves, too often, opposition, insult and treachery, call forth some sad exhibition of the flesh. Good for us, then, as Peter, himself, can in after years exhort us, to look well into this touching scene taking Christ for our example that we may follow in His steps (1 Peter 2: 21-23).

First, then, we see shining out the glory of His Deity and the perfection of His humanity, for we read, "Jesus therefore, knowing all things that should come upon Him, went forth". A mere man, with the slightest knowledge of what was coming, would surely have turned back. Only of a divine Person could it be said, in an absolute way, that He knew all things; and only of a perfect Man, Who knew all things, could it be said He "went forth". He submits to man, but in obedience to the Father. He was "not rebellious, neither turned away back" (Isa. 50: 5).


Secondly, we see His mighty power as a divine Person, for having said "I AM", His enemies "went backward, and fell to the ground". They were in the presence of the great I AM, the One with all power, and against Whom the world can do nothing, in spite of its combined forces with their lanterns and torches and weapons. When the Lord of glory "went forth", His enemies "went backward". Thus the Psalmist, speaking prophetically of Christ, can say, "Let them be driven backward and put to shame that wish me evil" (Ps. 60: 14; Ps. 70: 2, 3).

Thirdly, we see the infinite love of the Good Shepherd for the sheep. When the wolf cometh, instead of leaving the sheep and fleeing, as a mere hireling would do, He "giveth His life for the sheep" (John 10: 11, 12). But, if He gives Himself up, He will not allow the sheep to be touched. Thus He can say, "If therefore ye seek Me, let these go their way". His own words are thus fulfilled, "As to those whom thou hast given me, I have not lost one of them" (N.Tn.). His poor sheep may fail, even as Peter denied Him and all forsook Him: but on the Lord's side all is perfection, and therefore not one of His own will be lost. Thus it is blessedly true that, however great our failure may have been, and though grievous wolves may have entered in amongst the Lord's people, not sparing the flock (Acts 20: 29); yet at last all His sheep will be brought home, not one will be lost, and not one missing on that great day.

John 18: 10, 11. Fourthly, we see the perfect obedience of Christ to the Father's will, in contrast with the weakness of the flesh in one of the most devoted of the Lord's disciples. When the Lord was watching in the garden, Peter was sleeping; when the Lord is submitting to His enemies in obedience to the Father's will, Peter is resisting in fleshly zeal. Peter was in earnest, but the very sincerity of a saint only adds to the harm he does if he acts in the flesh. As one has said, "Even His most honoured servants fail, and are apt to fail most when they push forward in natural zeal and their own wisdom, too self-confident to watch His ways, and heed His word, and thus learn of Him" (W.K.). Little as Peter might have thought, his act in smiting the high priest's servant with a sword was in direct opposition to the Father's will. The Lord can say, in rebuking Peter, "The cup which My Father hath given Me, shall I not drink it?" Amiable and zealous nature would have taken that cup from His lips, and unwittingly would have frustrated the fulfilment of all the deep eternal counsels of the Father's heart for the glory of Christ and the blessing of man.

John 18: 12-14. Had it been the Father's will for the Lord to free Himself from His enemies, there would have been no need to use the sword. He could quietly have walked away when His enemies fell to the ground; even, as at the beginning of His ministry, when wicked men would have cast Him from the brow of the hill, He quietly passed through their midst and went His way. But now He has reached the end of His path, and the hour is come for the great work of the cross. So, in submission to the Father's will He allows Himself to be bound and led away by those who, though the tools of Satan, are used to carry out the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God. So, too, Caiaphas, a wicked man, is used by the Spirit of God to foretell a great truth that "one Man should die for the people".


John 18: 15-18. We have seen the fleshly energy of Peter; now we are to see the weakness of the flesh. Peter, indeed, followed Jesus, but he does so in self-confidence, only to learn his own weakness. Another disciple enters the palace, not as a disciple of Jesus, but as an acquaintance of the high priest, and becomes the means of leading Peter into a false position, with the result that he breaks down through the simple question of a serving maid. Scenting danger, in confessing that he is the disciple of One of Whom it is foretold by the high priest that He shall die, Peter tells a deliberate lie. Thus a naturally bold and courageous man breaks down when in a false position. To follow the Lord we shall need a power that is beyond nature to sustain us. The Lord had just prayed to the Father to keep His disciples from evil. As with ourselves, so often, Peter thinks he can keep himself, and is allowed to fall that he may learn his own weakness. Thus he denies that he is a disciple and, having done so, can associate with the Lord's enemies, and warm himself at the world's fire.

John 18: 19-24. The scene now changes from the failure of the disciple in association with the world to the perfection of Jesus in the presence of the opposition of the world. The high priest asks Him of His disciples and of His doctrine. Such questions implied that the Lord was a secret plotter against the authorities. The blessed Lord refuses the implication by reminding the high priest that He spake openly to the world, and taught openly in places of public resort. In secret He had said nothing. The high priest has only to ask those who had heard Him, and they would bear witness to His teaching. The Lord's reply is unanswerable; but, as so often when there is no answer to an argument, the opposer falls back on insult and abuse. Thus the officers, whose business was to maintain order, strike the Lord. These insults are met by the Lord in righteous and fearless dignity.

John 18: 25-27. Again the scene changes and, in striking contrast to the Master, we see how the poor servant fares when put to the test. The Lord is bound, standing before His enemies; Peter is free, standing among the enemies of the Lord, warming himself. Again the question is put to him, "Art not thou also one of His disciples?" And again, under the fear of man, Peter denies his discipleship. For the third time, one who can witness to having seen Peter in the garden with Christ enquires as to his association with the Lord, only to draw out the third denial. Like Peter, we have the flesh in us and the devil against us, and we have to learn that no love to the Lord however real, no knowledge of Scripture however great, no good intentions however honest, no experiences however deep, no gift however great, no divine life that we possess, will keep us from denying the Lord under the stress of fear, or giving way to the grossest of lusts in the presence of temptation, or showing anger and taking revenge in the presence of insult, unless we are kept near to the Lord, and strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. Peter had to learn, as we have to learn, it may be by bitter experience, the truth of the Lord's words, "Without Me ye can do nothing" (John 14: 5).

John 18: 28. The religious leaders of the Jewish nation having rejected Christ, the political leaders of the Gentiles are now put to the test. The blessed Lord is led before Pilate, with the result that government, which had been given to the Gentiles for the praise of that which is good, and the execution of judgment upon him that doeth evil (Romans 13: 4), is used to condemn One in Whom, it is confessed, no fault can be found.

John 18: 29, 30. Pilate may be a hard-hearted man of the world, but at least he shows some semblance of justice by enquiring what is the accusation against Christ. The Jews, in their answer, assume to be such upright men that it is an insult to suggest that they would bring the Lord before the judge were He not a malefactor.

John 18: 31, 32. Pilate seeks to put the responsibility of judging the Lord upon the Jews. In reply, they betray their settled purpose that, whatever Pilate's verdict may be, they have already concluded that the Lord must die. But the Romans having taken from the Jew the power to execute a death sentence, they have to leave the matter in the hands of Pilate. Thus Jew and Gentile become the instruments for fulfilling the Lord's own words as to the death He was about to die (Acts 4: 27, 28).

John 18: 33-37. Having consulted with the Jews, Pilate again enters the judgment hall, and asks the Lord two questions: "Art Thou the King of the Jews?" and "What hast Thou done?" The Lord replies, "Sayest thou this thing of thyself, or did others tell it thee of Me?" Thus the Lord lets Pilate know that, contrary to all justice, He had been slandered to the judge. Had He made Himself a King in opposition to Caesar, His servants would have fought. Nevertheless, He had a kingdom and He was a King, but His kingdom is not of this world. His kingdom is of God, and from heaven, and when He comes forth as the King of kings, the armies of heaven will follow Him, and out of His mouth will go a sharp sword to smite the nations. He was, indeed, born a King, but He came to bear witness to the truth. Here we see the glory of His Person shining out as the Only begotten Son Who became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth. The Lord appeals to the conscience of Pilate. Was he one who had come under the convicting power of the truth? All such hear the voice of the Lord. Alas! Pilate shows that the voice of Jesus had never reached his conscience or touched his heart, for he flippantly asks, "What is truth?" Had the truth convicted him of his sin, it would also have revealed to him the grace of God, and he would have said with the woman of John 4, He "told me all things that ever I did: is not this the Christ?"

John 18: 38-40. Nevertheless, if Pilate's conscience is not reached, his natural intelligence tells him that there is no fault in Jesus, and that it was only malice that led the Jews to bring Christ before the judgment seat. He therefore seeks to escape condemning an innocent Person to death by falling back on a Jewish custom, only to make manifest the intense hatred of the human heart to Jesus that prefers a robber and a murderer, for the Jews say, "Not this Man, but Barabbas."


John 19.

In these solemn closing scenes we see, on the one hand, how the presence of Jesus makes manifest the evil of the flesh, and, on the other hand, the wickedness of man brings into display the perfection of His heart. In the presence of the murderous hatred of the Jew, the callous injustice of the Gentile judge, and the insults of the soldiers, we find on the part of Christ perfect submission, infinite patience, and quiet dignity. He utters no word of resentment, and He does not fall back on His almighty power to crush his foes. The hour had come to glorify God by the work on the cross, and He is obedient unto death.

Nevertheless, we know that God is not indifferent to the insults heaped upon His Son. The day will come when the One Whom men crowned with a crown of thorns, and mocked as the King of the Jews, will come forth wearing many crowns as the King of kings. The One Whom men clothed with a purple robe will come to earth "clothed with a vesture dipped in blood" and the One Whom men smote with their wicked hands will smite the nations with a rod of iron.

The Psalms and the Prophets foretell both the patient suffering in the presence of His enemies and His future glories when His enemies will be made His footstool. Thus, in Psalm 109, we see Christ in His humiliation when wicked men spoke against Him with a lying tongue, fought against Him without a cause, rewarded Him evil for good, hatred for His love, and persecuted Him that they might "even slay the broken in heart". In the presence of this wickedness the Lord can say, "I give Myself unto prayer". Psalm 110 gives the answer to His prayer. The One Whom men rejected is exalted to the right hand of God, to await the time when His enemies will be made His footstool, and He will reign from Zion — the city where He was crucified — for the judgment of the nations and the blessing of His willing people.

We have seen that Pilate made his first attempt to escape having anything to do with Christ by suggesting that the Jews should judge Him according to their own law (John 18: 31). This, however, fails, and Pilate is compelled to take up the case, with the result that he has to admit that he finds no fault with the Lord. His duty, therefore, is plain. Justice demands that an innocent man should be released. But personal interest urged Pilate to seek to keep on good terms with the Jews. He therefore makes a second attempt to avoid condemning an innocent man, and at the same time to appease the Jews, by falling back on a custom by which a prisoner was released at the Passover. But, custom or no custom, Pilate's plain duty as a judge is to release One in Whom he finds no fault. This compromise, however, not only fails but becomes the occasion to show the depths of evil to which the Jewish nation had sunk. To carry out the custom they prefer that Barabbas, one who was a prisoner for murder and robbery, should be released. Such is the evil of our hearts that, however much we may dislike a murderer and a thief, if it is a question of Christ or the murderer, but for the grace of God we shall choose the murderer, the one who takes life rather than the One Who gives life.

John 19: 1-5. Evidently it never occurred to Pilate that the Jews would choose Barabbas. But by this attempted compromise he falls into the hands of the people and sinks yet deeper into wickedness as an unjust judge. Thus he makes a third attempt to appease the Jews and escape passing the extreme sentence upon Jesus by scourging Jesus, and permitting the soldiers to mock Him with a crown of thorns, and the purple robe, and to smite Him with their hands. Then he brings the Lord forth with the crown of thorns and the purple robe, the evidence that he has sought to meet the people by putting contempt upon One Whom they hated. He suggests that it is unnecessary to take further action as he finds no fault in Him. Alas! Pilate as little knew the depth of enmity in the heart of the Jews as the utter depravity of his own heart and that of the Gentiles.

John 19: 6. The malice of the Jews is not content with the scourging and insults to which the Lord has been subjected. Murder is in their hearts, so at once they cry, "Crucify Him, crucify Him". They insist not only on His death, but on the most ignominious of deaths — the death of a malefactor on a cross. At first Pilate draws back from going to this length, and for the fourth time he seeks to escape from this wickedness by saying, "Take ye Him, and crucify Him: for I find no fault in Him". This is the third time he has used these words; he thus gives a threefold witness to the perfection of Jesus and the breakdown of government in the hands of the Gentiles.


John 19: 7. The charge that the Lord was setting Himself against the Roman authorities, by taking the place of the King of the Jews, having entirely failed to impress Pilate, the Jews now fall back on a more solemn charge. They say, "He made Himself the Son of God". The truth is that He is the Son of God, but was made flesh, as we read, "God sent forth His Son, made of a woman" (Galatians 4: 4).

John 19: 8, 9. This further charge makes Pilate the more afraid, for, doubtless, he could see in the Lord a majesty and dignity that would appear to Pilate to be far above that of an ordinary man and that would approach the divine. Thus with fear in his heart, Pilate enters the judgment hall and asks the Lord, "Whence art Thou?" The question is prompted by fear, but his fear was neither faith nor the outcome of a sense of need; so the Lord gave Pilate no answer.

John 19: 10, 11. Mortified by the Lord's silence, Pilate boasts of his power to crucify or release the Lord at his own will, only to learn from the Lord that he has no power at all against Him except it be given from above. The Lord was about to do the great work whereby God is glorified and sinners that believe are blessed, and so man is allowed to use his power to carry out the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God. Nevertheless, God will be righteous in dealing with the sin of man in crucifying the Lord of glory. Jew and Gentile are guilty of this, the greatest crime ever committed, but the Jews that delivered their Messiah to the Roman power are guilty of the greater sin.

John 19: 12. Pilate, instead of being enraged by this reply, as surely he would have been had such words fallen from the lips of an ordinary person, is evidently more deeply impressed and puzzled. He therefore makes a final attempt to release the Lord, only to bring out the greater sin of the Jews who raise fresh opposition by appealing to the worldly interests of Pilate. They suggest, if he would remain the friend of Caesar, he cannot "let this Man go".

John 19: 13-16. Pilate, loving this world, and with no sense of his need as a sinner, or appreciation of the grace of Christ, is swayed by the argument of the Jews as to his personal interests and worldly advantages. He takes his place on the judgment seat, and having made one more feeble attempt to escape the condemnation of One in Whom he had thrice stated that he could find no fault, he yields to their clamour, as they say, "Away with Him, away with Him, crucify Him". The Jews see no beauty in Him that they should desire Him; and Pilate, though convinced of His innocence and impressed by His majesty and dignity, prefers the friendship of the world to the Son of God. Thus, Jew and Gentile join in crucifying the Lord of glory. As it has been said, "Pilate and the Jews were wholly opposed in their thoughts and wishes; but God was not in the thoughts of one more than the others". Thus, in these two verses, we have the summing up of the wickedness of Jew and Gentile. The Jews seal their doom by the total rejection of their Messiah, for they say, "We have no king but Caesar". This is the public apostasy of the Jews. The Gentile utterly breaks down in government by delivering One to be crucified in Whom, it has three times been confessed, there is no fault.

Thus ends the trial before Pilate, which is given in greater detail in this gospel than in the others. All that takes place increasingly brings out the glory of Christ's Person, to the increasing condemnation of Jew and Gentile. Witness is first borne to the fact that Christ is the King of the Jews (John 18: 33); then that His kingdom is not of this world (John 18: 36); then that He came into the world to bear witness to the truth (John 18: 37); that He is the Son of God (John 19: 7); and finally that, as the Son of God, He is One against Whom Pilate has no power except it be given him from above (John 19: 11).


John 19: 17, 18. The blessed Lord submits to the judgment of man and, bearing the cross on which He is about to bear the forsaking of God, He goes forth to "a place called the place of a skull". He is obedient unto death, even the death of a cross, and that in the lowest of company — two thieves.

John 19: 19-22. Nevertheless, God maintains a testimony to Jesus, which also becomes a witness to the wickedness of the Jews, for over the cross Pilate writes, "Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews". Moreover, the testimony shall go out to all the world, for it is written in Hebrew and Greek and Latin. The Jews at once realise that this writing casts upon them the awful slur of allowing their King to be crucified. They fain would have the writing altered. But Pilate, out of temper with himself and the people, is obdurate. He curtly tells the Jews, 'What I have written I have written".

John 19: 23, 24. Furthermore, the soldiers, in parting His garments amongst themselves, become the unconscious witnesses to the glory of His Person. For He is the One of Whom, a thousand years before, it is foretold, "They part My garments among them, and cast lots upon My vesture" (Psalm 22: 18). "These things therefore the soldiers did" and fulfilled the word of God.

John 19: 25-27. Amidst all the sorrows of the cross, the human tenderness of the Lord shines out. The fact that, at the beginning of His pathway, He would brook no interference from His mother in His heavenly mission (John 2: 3, 4) does not stop the Lord from caring for her earthly needs. So now He commends her to the care of one who, above all others, was trusting in the love of Jesus — the disciple who could lean on Jesus' bosom and who five times describes himself as the disciple whom Jesus loved. From that hour John took her to his own home.

John 19: 28-30. It has been remarked that in the Gospel of John there is no record of either the

sufferings in the garden of Gethsemane or the sufferings on the cross. In keeping with the purpose of the gospel all is presented from the divine side. With divine knowledge Jesus, knowing that all things were now accomplished, fulfilled the Scripture by saying, "I thirst". Then He can say with divine certainty, "It is finished". Then we read, "He bowed His head, and gave up the ghost". In the Gospels of Mark and Luke the same statement is made, but we are told a different word, meaning He "expired", is used (Mark 15: 37; Luke 23: 46, (N. Tn.). This could be said of anyone, but here it is His own divine act; it is He, Himself, Who "delivered up His spirit". A man can take his life, but no mere man can, by an act of will, separate his spirit from his body. This the Lord does as the Son, as He has already said in this Gospel, "Therefore doth My Father love Me, because I lay down My life, that I might take it again. No man taketh it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again" (John 10: 17, 18).

John 19: 31-37. The scruples of the Jews and the brutality of the soldiers broke the legs of the two thieves, and pierced the side of the Saviour. How little they realised that they were sending a believer to paradise, and drawing forth the witness to the purifying and saving grace of the work of Christ, while fulfilling the Scriptures that say not a bone of Him shall be broken, and "They shall look on Me whom they pierced" (Ex. 12: 46; Num. 9: 12; Ps. 34: 20; Ps. 22: 16, 17; Zech. 12: 10).


John 19: 38-42. Moreover, Isaiah's prophecy is fulfilled. He had said that "Men appointed His grave with the wicked, but He was with the rich in His death, because He had done no violence, neither was there guile in His mouth" (Isaiah 53: 9, N.Tn.). Thus rich men of social standing come to the front, when all others have fled, and obtain the Saviour's body to place it with aromatic spices in a new grave. It has been truly remarked that, "Iniquity carried out to its full height leads the weak to show themselves faithful" (N.Tn.). How often has this been proved in the history of God's people. These two believers, who hitherto had been hindered by their wealth and social position from identifying themselves with Christ in His lowly path, now come out boldly on His side.

John 20.

In each Gospel the resurrection, as all else, is presented in keeping with the special object of the Gospel. Thus, in the Gospel of Luke, which presents the Lord Jesus in all His perfection as the Son of Man, details are given as to His eating the fish and the honey-comb, the evidence that in resurrection He was still truly a Man. John, in keeping with the purpose of his Gospel to present "the Only begotten Son", alone records the words of the Lord in resurrection that He was about to ascend to the Father.

In the course of the chapter, three scenes pass before us. First, in verses 1 to 18, we have the incidents that take place early on the resurrection morning, in which Mary Magdalene has a prominent place, as setting forth the condition of the disciples at that moment, and as one the Lord was using to lead His own on to the new Christian ground. Secondly, in verses 19 to 23, we have the record of the Lord's appearing to His disciples on the same day at evening, when He gave them a foretaste of His presence and administration in the midst of the assembly. Thirdly, in verses 24 to 31, we have the account of the Lord's appearing to His own eight days later, which would seem to anticipate in picture the godly remnant of the Jews who will be brought into blessing in a future day and form the beginning of the restoration of Israel.

John 20: 1, 2. If others were with Mary Magdalene, as the synoptic gospels would seem to indicate, she alone of all the women is brought into prominence in the account given by John. In the past, Mary had been under the power of demon possession; but the Lord had delivered her from this terrible condition. With a heart attached to the One Who had set her free, she had, in association with some other women, accompanied the Lord, waiting upon Him in devoted service (Luke 8: 2, 3; Luke 23: 55; Luke 24: 10). It would seem, however, that her love surpassed that of the others and brings her into prominence in this beautiful scene. We may thus learn that what Christ appreciates above all else is affection for Himself. In His esteem love comes before service. The assembly at Ephesus was outstanding in labour and toil in service, but the Lord has to say, "Thou hast left thy first love". There may be much service with a lack of love; but there can hardly be devoted love for the Lord without being used in His service. So we shall see that the Lord uses this devoted woman as a link between Himself and His disciples.

Without any thought of the resurrection of the Lord, for apparently not one of the disciples looked for His rising again, Mary is irresistibly drawn by love to the spot where she had seen the body of the Lord laid in the tomb. She found no rest in a world from which Christ was absent. She came "early, when it was yet dark, unto the sepulchre", only to find the stone taken away and the tomb empty. In her distress she hurries to the two leading apostles to tell them, "They have taken away the Lord out of the sepulchre, and we know not where they have laid Him". It is evident that the empty tomb was no evidence to Mary that the Lord was risen; all she can imagine is the unworthy thought that men of the world have been allowed to carry away the body of the Lord.

John 20: 3, 4. The two disciples immediately run to the tomb, but the Spirit of God has specially recorded that, though Peter appears to take the lead, yet the disciple who, on five occasions, describes himself as the disciple whom Jesus loved, outruns the disciple who had boasted in his love to Jesus. This apparently small incident is surely recorded for our instruction, and may it not be to remind us that the one who rests in Christ's love will outstrip in Christian progress those who are making overmuch of their love to Christ. This, too, is all the more significant in a passage that brings into prominence the devoted love of Mary to Christ. We may well covet Mary's love to Christ, but let us ever rest on Christ's love to us.

John 20: 5-10. At the tomb these two disciples take account of the linen clothes, and the napkin "wrapped together in a place by itself' — details only given in John's Gospel. Evidently the body had not been taken away from the tomb, for why, in that case, should the grave clothes be left behind? Yet stronger is the witness to the mighty power of this glorious Person Who, having risen from the sleep of death, can lay aside the grave clothes in calm and orderly fashion. Lazarus came forth from the tomb with the grave clothes bound upon him, whereas the Lord left them behind. With such evidences before their eyes the two disciples are convinced that the Lord is no longer in the tomb. This, however, is belief founded on sight, as we read of John that, "he saw and believed". They perceived He was gone, but "as yet they knew not the Scripture, that He must rise again from the dead". And so the two disciples return to their own home.


John 20: 11-16. The disciples lack not only the divine intelligence that the word gives, but the wholehearted affection for Christ that makes Him the supreme Object of the soul. With Mary it is far otherwise. She, too, may lack intelligence, but her love for Christ is an absorbing love that thinks only of Christ. She can find no rest and no home in a world from which He is absent. Thus we read, "Mary stood without at the sepulchre weeping". Love makes her a lonely and broken-hearted woman. If Christ is gone, then everything is gone for Mary. But let us mark that in this outside place she finds Christ and, by Christ, is led into new and heavenly relationships. Her love to Christ detaches her from this world, and His company leads her into another world.

In her loneliness she looks into the sepulchre to see two angels, who say to her, "Woman, why weepest thou?" Absorbed with the thought of Christ, she expresses no surprise at seeing these angelic beings, but states, not as she had said to the disciples, "They have taken away the Lord", but "They have taken away my Lord". Whatever others may think of Jesus, Mary can say with all the confidence of love, "He is mine".

To such an one the Lord delights to reveal Himself. Turning round she sees One Whom she supposes to be the gardener, Who asks her, "Woman, why weepest thou? Whom seekest thou?" Without mentioning the name of the One she seeks, she replies, "Sir, if thou have borne Him hence, tell me where thou hast laid Him, and I will take Him away". With her heart full of Christ, she concludes that all will know to whom she refers. At once the Lord reveals Himself with one word — "Mary". As so often in this gospel, the Shepherd calls His sheep by name, and the sheep hears His voice and with great delight owns Him as her Master.


John 20: 17, 18. The Lord not only delights to reveal Himself to a heart that is attached to Him, but He also leads such into the secrets of His heart, and further can use her in His service by giving her the high honour of being the messenger of these divine secrets to the disciples. Ignorant Mary may be, as indeed were the other disciples at that moment, but her love is real, and it is by love that we enter into the truth. Thus, in after years, the apostle can pray that we may be "rooted and grounded in love", that we "may be able to comprehend" (Ephesians 3: 17, 18). So it would seem that Mary was the first to comprehend the results of the resurrection. Representing the feelings of the godly Jewish remnant, she would cling to her risen Lord, with the thought that now that He has come back, no longer in humiliation but in resurrection glory, He will take His place on earth as the rightful Heir of all things. But Mary and the remnant are to learn that before the kingdom glories, God has yet greater glories for Christ, and far deeper blessings for His people. Thus the Lord can say, "Touch Me not; for I am not yet ascended to My Father: but go My brethren, and say unto them, I ascend unto My Father, and your Father; and to My God and your God".

Thus the Lord indicates, first, that He is no longer to be "touched", or known, after the flesh, in connection with earth, and an earthly kingdom, but in new and heavenly relationships.

Secondly, the Lord can speak of His disciples as "My brethren". Never before had He spoken of His disciples as His brethren, but through His death, having sanctified them, He is not ashamed to call them brethren (Hebrews 2: 11). Even as the bride, in the Song of Songs, can say, "I am my beloved's, and my beloved is mine", so Mary, in the love of her heart, says, "My Lord", and Jesus, in the greatness of His love, can respond by calling His own "My brethren".

Thirdly, we learn that His own are brought into new and heavenly relationships, for the Lord speaks, not only of ascending and thus leaving earth for heaven, but of going back to a Person — the Father, with Whom, by His work, He brings us into relationship, even His own relationship, and can say, "My Father, and your Father", "My God, and your God". He goes up to represent us before the Father, and we are left down here to represent Him before the world.

It is the high privilege of Mary to be used to communicate these new and heavenly blessings to the disciples, once again bringing before us a truth we are oftimes slow to learn and quick to forget, that the Lord delights to take up the weak and the lowly through whom to carry out the highest service. How often, too, a great work of God has commenced with that which is small and weak in the eyes of man. Christianity is introduced with a Babe in the manger; the Kingdom commences with a grain of mustard seed, and the new, heavenly relationships are made known through a weeping woman.


We see in Mary that which is so precious to Christ, a heart filled with an absorbing love to Himself. To such an one He can reveal Himself, lead into the intelligence of divine things, and use in His service. The ruin of the church in responsibility, as set forth in the seven addresses in Revelation, commenced in Ephesus with service without pure love, and ends in Laodicea with intelligence without heart. Mere intelligence will never give heart; though heart will surely gain intelligence, for the Lord loves to communicate to the one that is drawn to Him in love. We may acquire a great deal of intelligence in divine things, but if it does not draw our hearts to Christ, and form Christ in us, it will only pander to the vanity of the flesh. "Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies" (1 Corinthians 8: 1, N.Tn.). If that which had the Lord's approval above all else, at the beginning of the Church period, was personal love to Himself, so at the end, when all has been ruined in our hands through the loss of first love, that which the Lord looks for is individual love to Himself. His last appeal to His own, in the midst of the ruin, is to remind us of His love, and seek the response of our love. Thus we hear Him say, "As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent. Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear My voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with Me" (Revelation 3: 19, 20). He is not demanding some great sacrifice or service that will make a display before the world, or exalt us in the eyes of men, but He looks for a heart that will respond to His love, and thus be led into communion with Himself. To such an one He may indeed open a door of service, but it will be service flowing from love.

John 20: 19-23. Passing on to the second division of the chapter, we have the record of events that took place on the same day at evening, when the Lord comes into the midst of His own, and, in anticipation of the new order of blessing, we have a picture of the assembly and its privileges. The assembling together of the disciples took place on "the first day of the week", afterwards spoken of as "the Lord's Day" (Revelation 1: 10), and in contrast with the Sabbath of the Jews. It was the day when the disciples in the early church came together "to break bread" (Acts 20: 7).

Further, when these disciples came together, the doors were shut for fear of the Jews. It is evident that these disciples were wholly apart from the religious corruption of that day. They were a separate company.

To these assembled disciples Jesus came and stood in the midst. He became their gathering centre. Though, since His ascension, He no longer appears to sight in the midst of His people, yet His words are still true, "Where two or three are gathered together unto My name, there am I in the midst of them" (Matthew 18: 20, N.Tn.). That little company of poor men, probably unknown by the world around, or if known despised and of no account, was surely the most august company in Jerusalem on that day, if the Lord was in their midst. Let us note that the Lord comes into their midst in His glorified body, "when the doors were shut", and again, eight days after, we read, "Then came Jesus, the doors being shut". It has been pointed out that there is no word to say the doors opened to admit the Lord, as they opened to let Peter out of the prison (Acts 12: 10; Acts 5: 19). Nor are we to view this as anything miraculous, as it would be with our present bodies. It was a normal act for the glorified body, little as we can comprehend it.

Having come into the midst of His own, the Lord proclaims peace to His disciples and then shows them His hands and His side, bringing to their remembrance, by these wound marks, the great work by which peace has been made. Peace cannot be obtained by tears or groans or prayers; by self-judgment or self-denial; by confessions or restitution; but only by the blood shed on the cross, received by faith in His word.

Having revealed Himself and pronounced peace, He fills their hearts with joy. "Then were the disciples glad, when they saw the Lord." And still it is only as we get our eyes off ourselves and one another, and see the Lord in His beauty, that our hearts will be made glad.


Thus the disciples are fitted to go forth in the service of the Lord, as He can say, "As My Father hath sent Me, even so send I you". They are to go forth to proclaim the grace of God to sinners, but they are sent forth from the assembly of the saints with the Lord in the midst. To carry out their mission, the Lord breathes on them, "and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost". We know that actually the Holy Ghost did not come until Pentecost. Would this not rather be the new resurrection life lived in the power of the Holy Spirit? It would seem to be in contrast with the order in the first creation when God breathed into the nostrils of Adam the breath of life, and man became a living soul (Genesis 2: 7). Now in resurrection, in view of the new creation order, the Lord breathes into the disciples a new life to be lived in the power of the Spirit — the life of which we read in Romans 8: 2, "the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus".

Further, in connection with this new mission, the Lord gives His disciples administrative power governmentally to forgive sins. Thus later we find repentant souls were baptized for the remission of sins (Acts 22: 16), while those like Simon Magus and Elymas had their sins bound upon them (Acts 8: 20; Acts 13: 11). This has no reference to eternal forgiveness, which man cannot give or baptism secure. God alone, on the ground of the precious blood, can grant eternal forgiveness of sins. Here it is in connection with God's governmental ways on earth. Paul, submitting to baptism, was entirely separated from his former life with all its sins, and was thus received amongst God's people as one forgiven.

Thus we have the assembly in picture, composed of a company of believers attached to Christ in love, recognised as the children of God, represented by the ascended Christ before God, separated from the religious corruption around them, with Christ in their midst as the gathering centre, in the enjoyment of the peace He has made, and sent forth in His service.

John 20: 24-29. In the last scene, which takes place eight days later, Thomas has a prominent place. He had not been present "when Jesus came". What gave such value and preciousness to that first gathering was the fact that "Jesus came"; and Thomas missed it — missed the first assembly gathering around the Person of Jesus. On this second appearance of the Lord in the midst of His own, we are surely carried in picture beyond the church period to the last days, when again a godly remnant will be found amongst the Jews, as set forth in Thomas. Like the Jews, Thomas finds it hard to believe apart from sight and touch. Of the Jews in the latter day, we read, that when the spirit of grace is poured upon them, "They shall look upon Me Whom they have pierced" (Zechariah 12: 10), and they will say. "Blessed is He that cometh in the Name of the LORD . . . God is the LORD . . . Thou art my God" (Psalm 118: 26-28; Matthew 23: 39). So Thomas, looking upon the Lord, can say, "My Lord and my God".

The Lord, indeed, owns the faith of Thomas; but He adds, "Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed". This, indeed, is the blessed portion of those who form Christ's assembly during the time of His absence, as the apostle Peter can say, "Whom having not seen, ye love; in Whom, though now ye see Him not, yet believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory" (1 Peter 1: 8).

John 20: 30, 31. The two closing verses of the chapter tell us that there were indeed other signs which Jesus did, but that enough have been recorded to fulfil the great purpose of this gospel to present Jesus, the Son of God, in order that, believing, we might have life in His Name.


John 21.

From the 14th verse of this chapter we learn that the opening scene gives us the account of the Lord's third appearing to His disciples after that He was risen from among the dead.

The gospel opens with the presentation of three scenes that take place on three successive days in connection with the manifestation of the Lord to His disciples (John 1: 35, 43; John 2: 1). Again at the close, in resurrection, the Spirit emphasises three appearings. Both at the beginning and end of the gospel these three appearings would seem to present, in picture, the assembly of God at the present time; the recognition of a godly remnant from among the Jews in the day to come; and the future millennial blessing of Israel. There is, however, this difference: in the opening of the gospel these pictures are presented more especially to unfold the glories of Christ. They are introduced by Christ and what He says and does. Thus in the opening of the first scene we read, "Jesus turned, and saw them following" (John 1: 38). The second day is opened with the statement, "The day following Jesus would go forth" (John 1: 43); while the third day, recording the marriage in Cana, opens by telling us that "Jesus was there" (John 2: 1). Coming to the end of the gospel we find the first scene is introduced by the disciples coming together (John 20: 19); the second occurs when "His disciples were within" (John 20: 26); finally, in the last scene, it is the disciples who go a fishing. Thus, we may say, the first three scenes bring into prominence Christ and His glory in connection with the disciples, while the last three bring before us more especially the disciples and their blessing in connection with Christ.

We have already seen that the first occasion of the Lord's appearing presents in picture the blessings enjoyed by the assembly as gathered with the Lord in the midst (John 20: 19-25). The second appearing, eight days afterwards, presents in picture the godly Jewish remnant who, in the last days, will confess Christ as their Lord and God. The third appearing, in this chapter, gives us a picture of the millennial blessing of Israel when Christ returns. It opens with a night scene and the vain efforts of man. Seven men are together — the excellent of the earth — but their efforts are all in vain. Throughout the night they toil in fishing, but they catch nothing. The picture assuredly tells us that, during the long dark night of Christ's absence, all the efforts of man to deal with the evils of the world, and bring in blessing for Israel and the nations, will be in vain. It matters not how excellent those who engage in such work may be, or how pure their motives, their efforts are foredoomed to failure. They may enter into a ship of their own construction — a human device to keep men afloat in an adverse scene — they may toil through the long dark night to rescue this world from its sorrows, but there is no deliverance for this world until Jesus comes.


At last, however, the day dawns, the morning breaks, and Jesus comes — the Sun of righteousness arises with healing in His wings. Long since, kings and prophets had foretold that with the coming of Christ to reign the long night of this world's sorrow will be ended and Christ will be as the light of the morning when the sun riseth, even a morning without clouds (2 Samuel 23: 4).

Under the direction of the Lord, the disciples cast the net into the sea and catch such a multitude of fishes that they are not able to draw the net into the ship. Thus will it be when the Lord comes. He will use the godly remnant of the Jews to gather Israel from the sea of nations and bring them back to their land and meet their every need.

John 21: 1, 2. This surely is the dispensational teaching of this fine scene. But the whole incident and the Lord's dealings with Peter are rich with moral and spiritual instruction for the believer. Viewing the passage in this light we note that the story opens with seven disciples at the sea of Tiberias. We know that at this spot the disciples had been called from their trade as fishermen to follow the Lord and become fishers of men. For three and a half years they had companied with the Lord in His lowly path, preaching the glad tidings, healing the sick, and casting out demons. In all these years their needs had been met; they had lacked nothing. Then the time came for the Lord to return to the Father, and apparently they thought that His direct care had ended with His departure, and that the time had come when once again they must resume their earthly calling, in the old place, to meet their daily needs.

John 21: 3. Peter, with his active mind, takes the lead. He says, "I go a fishing". The others, apparently with little thought, say, "We also go with thee". Accordingly they went forth, and "that night they caught nothing". Why this lack of success? Was it not that they had gone forth at their own charges? Is not this, too, the reason why we often expend much labour with little return? We toil all night; we take nothing. We act, sincerely it may be, but, according to our own will, and not under the direction of the Lord.

John 21: 4, 5. With the morning all is changed. When the light breaks, Jesus is seen standing on the shore. The disciples had gone back to the old life, but the Lord, far from rebuking them, addresses them by a term of tender endearment. He calls them "children". Nevertheless, He exposes the futility of toil without His direction by asking, "Have ye any meat?" Have they gained anything by their labour in the dark? They are compelled to admit that they have nothing.

John 21: 6. Now He gives them directions. They do what indeed they have been doing all night: but, this time, they cast the net at His direction. What a difference this makes! Now they find such a multitude of fishes that they are not able to draw the net. One has said, "Let us never forget that success depends entirely on our being in the current of God's workings. It is only in proportion as we individually walk with God, depending entirely upon Christ, and guided by Him, that blessing will attend our labours. It is not in the amount of labour that success depends, but on our being near enough to Christ to have His direction in casting the net on the right side of the ship. "

John 21: 7, 8. Then we see the characteristic difference between the apostles John and Peter. John with his deeper acquaintance of the heart of Jesus — the man who can describe himself as "that disciple whom Jesus loved" — perceives it is the Lord. Peter, with his characteristic energy, casts himself into the sea to reach the Lord. Spiritual perception marks one disciple: promptitude in action the other. Both are right, and both are needed in their time and season.


John 21: 9-14. The touching scene that follows is as beautiful as it is instructive. Already the disciples have discovered that their own efforts to supply their wants are fruitless; now, having come to land, they find they are needless. For, behold there is a fire ready kindled to warm them, and fish and bread to feed them. Moreover, not only is there food provided, but there is an invitation to partake of the meal. They meet no word of rebuke for turning back, but a word of love that says, "Come and dine".

And yet more, the risen Lord of glory waits upon His weary, disheartened disciples. As in the days of His flesh, He was among them as One Who served; so, in the days of His resurrection glory, He still serves His poor failing disciples. Thus we read, "Jesus then cometh, and taketh bread, and giveth them, and fish likewise". Nothing that concerns His own is beneath His tender care and consideration.

Wonderful Saviour! He washed our feet in the days of His flesh. He washed away our sins in His precious blood on that day of days at the Cross. He provides for our needs in this the day of His absence; and when the day of glory dawns, He will make us to sit down and He will come forth to serve (Luke 12: 37).

John 21: 15-22. If, then, in this fine scene, there is no word of rebuke, are we to conclude that the Lord is indifferent to our wanderings? The fire of coals, the fishes and the bread, are a most touching witness that He is not indifferent to our smallest needs: the scene that follows will for ever show that He is not indifferent to our failure and backsliding.

In providing the fire and the fish we see the Lord's tender care for our bodies: in His dealings with His beloved servant Peter, we learn His yet deeper love for our souls. Three things come prominently before us: first, the way the Lord searches our hearts to discover to us the root of our backslidings; secondly, the touching way He takes to restore our hearts to communion with Himself; and thirdly, having restored us, the wonderful grace that can use us again in His blessed service in spite of all our past backslidings and failures.

Further, we see the grace and perfection of the Lord in the moment that He chooses for this restoring work. It was "when they had dined". By providing for their needs, inviting them to come and dine, and waiting upon them in His lowly grace, the Lord had set them at rest in His presence and won the confidence of their hearts, and clearly showed there was no resentment in His heart. Then, and not till then, He commenced to probe the heart of Peter to discover to him, and to us all, the hidden root of all our many failures.

At the Cross all the disciples had forsaken the Lord and fled. In this resurrection scene many had turned back to the old life. But, on each occasion, Peter had gone further than others. At the Cross he had three times denied the Lord: in this resurrection day he takes the lead in turning back to their ships and nets. Therefore it is that the Lord addresses Himself in a special way to Peter; but, if to Peter, for the profit of us all. For here, be it noted, the Lord is not dealing with the particular sin of the denial, but with the unjudged evil of the flesh which exposes us all to similar or more grievous falls.

Let us also remember that it is not necessary to break down publicly in order to be a backslider. We can be backsliders without denying the Lord with oaths and cursing, for Scripture speaks of the backslider in heart (Proverbs 14: 14).

Nevertheless, for our encouragement let us remember that, whether we have backslidden openly or in heart, every backslider will be restored, though it may not be until a deathbed. Then again all restoration commences with the Lord. The wandering sheep would never return if the Lord in His grace did not go after His sheep. David says, "He restoreth my soul". Naomi says, "The Lord hath brought me home again". Blessed be His Name, He will bring us all home at last.


Here we see the last step in the restoration of this devoted servant. It is, however, deeply instructive to trace all the steps which led to his final restoration.

The first step was the Lord's prayer for Peter. Before ever Peter had failed, the Lord had said in view of his denial, "Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat, but I have prayed for thee" (Luke 22: 31, 32). We do well to mark that for which the Lord prayed. He did not pray that Peter might not enter into temptation, that Satan might not sift him, nor even that he might not fail. The sifting, the temptation, the fall, were all necessary to bring to light the natural self-confidence of Peter. But the Lord prays that, when Peter fails, his faith may not fail. The effect of sin is to destroy confidence in God: but if confidence in God's grace is gone, how can the soul ever be brought back to the Lord? The devil would fain lure us into sin in the hope of destroying our faith, and driving us to despair. This the Lord will not allow. The devil's sifting was behind Peter's failure; but the Lord's prayer was behind Peter's faith, and the devil could not get behind the Lord's prayer. The devil hounds Judas on to betray the Lord but, having no faith, Judas is driven to despair and destruction. Peter denies the Lord, but his faith remains and he is drawn to repentance and restoration.

The second step in Peter's restoration was the Lord's warning (Luke 22: 34). Will it not be found that no saint ever fell without having been first warned? Filled with self-confidence we may pay little or no heed to the warning; but in some form or another there will be a warning. How direct it was in the case of Peter; for the Lord said, "I tell thee . . . that thou shalt thrice deny that thou knowest Me".

The third step is the Lord's look (Luke 22: 61). When Peter had denied the Lord for the third time, we read, "The Lord turned, and looked upon Peter". A look we may be sure of infinite love. Peter had just turned his back on the Lord by saying, "I know not the Man" (Matthew 26: 74). Immediately the Lord turned to Peter and gave him a look which must have said to his heart, "You profess not to know Me, but I know you and love you". "Having loved His own which were in the world, He loved them unto the end." Oh the love, the wonderful love, that will not let us go! Again let us note that the heartless denial of Peter aroused no resentment or anger in the heart of the Lord. Alas! a very little expression of ingratitude or desertion or malice by our brethren may arouse bitter thoughts in our hearts, and call forth bitter words. It was not so with our Lord.


The fourth step in his restoration was the word of the Lord (Luke 22: 61). The look of the Lord recalled the word of the Lord, for we read, "Peter remembered the word of the Lord". The look of the Lord broke his heart; the word of the Lord reached his conscience with the result that he "went out, and went bitterly". Judas "went out into the night — the eternal night of blank despair. Peter "went out" in deep repentance on the way to restoration. He "went out" because his awakened conscience would no longer allow him to continue in false associations. He wept bitterly because the unchanging love of the Lord had reached his heart.

The fifth step was the Lord's message (Mark 16: 7). How tender the care that the Lord expends upon one wandering sheep. The look of the Lord had broken Peter's heart; the word of the Lord had reached his conscience; now the message of the Lord will confirm his faith. Thus it comes to pass on the resurrection morning that the Lord singles out Peter for a special message. The angel's word to the women is, "Go your way, tell His disciples and Peter that He goeth before you into Galilee: there shall ye see Him". Had the angel said, "Go tell His disciples" only, Peter might have thought, "That does not include me, for never more can I be numbered with His disciples". But Peter's name is specially mentioned to assure his trembling heart that, though he had once followed afar off and denied the Lord, yet once again the Lord will lead the way, and Peter will follow, and see the Lord, even as the Lord had said. Peter had broken down, but the Lord's word will never break down; so all will come to pass even "as He said". How it must have touched the heart of Peter, even as it should still touch our hearts, that not one of His words will ever fall to the ground, however much our self-confident words may lead us into failure.

The sixth step was the Lord's private interview (Luke 24: 34; 1 Cor. 15: 5). The resurrection message was the preparation for the resurrection meeting. The Master's message prepared Peter for the Master Himself. The servant that denied the Lord will have a private meeting with the Lord Whom he denied, for we read, "The Lord is risen indeed, and hath appeared to Simon". How wonderful this grace. We should have thought that He would have appeared to the disciple that Jesus loved or to the devoted woman that anointed His feet. But grace takes a more wonderful way and first appears to the disciple who had denied Him. As the apostle Paul tells us, "He was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve".


Poor failing Peter was the special object of His love and care. John and the other disciples may wait, but Peter shall not be kept waiting. The Lord will first bind the broken heart of Peter before He makes glad the hearts of the twelve. And with that secret interview no stranger shall intermeddle. The Lord will have all the failure confessed and brought to light, but it will be alone with Himself, and none shall ever know what passed between the Master and the servant in that solemn moment.

The seventh step was the Lord's public dealing. This brings us back to the last chapter of the Gospel of John. Here we have the last step in the restoration of Peter. The actual sin had been dealt with at the private interview. The evil fruit of the old tree had been judged and confessed to the Lord, and Peter's conscience had thus been relieved; but the evil root that produced the bad fruit had yet to be exposed and judged in order that his heart may be fully restored to communion with the Lord. For our profit this work is done in public, for we all have the root of evil in us, even if we have not fallen into particular sins. This root came from the natural man. Thus the Lord addresses Peter not by his new name according to grace, but by his natural name, "Simon, son of Jonas".

Three times Peter had denied the Lord, and now by three questions the Lord will probe his heart. Peter had judged his sin; now he will be led to judge himself. We read, "If we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged" (1 Corinthians 11: 31). Behind all our outward failures there is unjudged flesh.

The first of the Lord's searching questions is, "Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou Me more than these?" Peter had publicly professed to love the Lord beyond all others, for had he not said, "Although all shall be offended, yet will not I" (Mark 14: 29). Now the Lord seems to say to Peter, "Do you still profess to love Me more than these other disciples?" Here, then, we learn that the root of Peter's failure, as of so much of our own failure, is the unjudged self-confidence of the flesh. As with Peter, this self-confidence betrays us into thinking we are better than others, stronger than others, and more devoted than others. And the more active in service we are, the more we are prone to think highly of ourselves. We may not, like Peter, express our self-confidence in words, but the thought may linger in the heart that we are better than others, more gifted than others and, however much they may fail, we shall not break down. It is this self-confidence and fleshly vanity that the Lord would lead us to detect and judge.


Very blessedly Peter, in his answer, declining to contrast himself any more with others, casts himself upon the Lord, saying, "Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I love Thee". It is as if he said, "After my terrible denial it does not look as if I have any love for Thee, and no one else may believe that I love Thee, but Thou knowest that, in spite of all, I am attached to Thee".

In His second question the Lord probes Peter's heart a little deeper. He does not ask him if he loves more than others, but does he love the Lord at all. He says, "Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou me?" Again Peter casts himself upon the knowledge of the Lord. Peter will not boast of his own knowledge, or trust in his own feelings; he will rest on what the Lord knows.

With the third question the Lord uses Peter's word for "love", which in each case is a different word to that used by the Lord in His first two questions. The Lord had used a word that implies an intelligent and discriminating love. Peter uses a word which implies a real but emotional love that attaches one to a person without much intelligence or appreciation of the glory of the person loved. Thus in this third question the Lord asks, "Art thou attached to Me?" Peter, thoroughly moved by the Lord's third question, casts himself wholly upon the Lord. He says, "Lord, thou knowest all things". After his denial others may not know what to think of Peter's love to the Lord. But he can say to the Lord, "Thou knowest all things; thou knowest that I love Thee". Peter seems to say, "I dare not say anything more about myself, or my love, or my devotedness, but I cast myself upon the Lord's omniscient knowledge. He knows all that is in my heart; He knows the love that others cannot see; and He knows the self-confidence that I have so feebly seen. He knows all, and henceforth I cannot trust my zeal, my devotedness, or my love, but I can trust the Lord, Who knows all, to keep me."

He does not say, "My fall has cost me so much misery and shame that I have learnt my lesson and will never deny the Lord again". To speak thus would have been to take the first step on the road to a further fall. He says rather, "I have so learned my utter weakness, that I shall fall again, unless the Lord, Who knows all, undertakes for me".

So perfect is Christ, so complete His knowledge, so unchanging His love, that Peter is made conscious that the very One against Whom he has sinned is the only One he can trust to uphold him in the future.

One has said, "We are taught both historically and doctrinally (it may be experimentally) that such is the deceitfulness of the heart, that no gifts of the highest order, no graces received out of the fulness of Jesus, no honest zeal for His Name, no devotedness of past service, no activity of present service, is a safeguard against it. . . . While watchfulness and prayer are ever needed, he only will be blameless, and shameless, and without offence, and walks in the solemn conviction that he has to fear the outbreak of the foulest sins, unless his soul be occupied with Jesus." He only is able to keep us from falling and present us faultless before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy.


The work of restoring grace is done. Peter has been brought not only to judge his sin, but to judge himself, and the self-confidence that betrayed him into the hands of Satan. He has owned his own nothingness and the Lord's omniscience. The Lord, having broken down Peter's self-confidence, gives him a token of His own confidence in him. He takes up the once self-confident but now humbled and restored saint for His own service. He confides to Peter not only His sheep but His lambs. He is to feed the lambs and "shepherd" the sheep. And yet more, the two things in which Peter so disastrously failed to carry out in his own power are the two things that he shall have the high privilege of carrying out in dependence upon the Lord. He had said, "I am ready to go with Thee, both into prison, and to death". Now says the Lord, as it were, "You shall have this high privilege. I have taken away the self — confidence that said 'I will',  now I will reward the love that I know was in your heart. You shall indeed go to prison and to death; for 'when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not.'" But when at last he goes to prison and to death it will not be as the self-confident man boasting in his own love, but as the humbled and dependent follower of a Master Who knows all things. Hence, when the Lord had spoken these words, "He saith unto him, Follow Me". Thus this restored saint is told: First, to feed Christ's sheep (verse 17); Secondly, to glorify God (verse 19); Thirdly, to follow Christ (verse 19).

Very blessedly in the years to come, before Peter leaves this world, he passes on these three exhortations to all believers. He tells us that "Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that ye should follow His steps". Then he says, so speak and act, "that God in all things may be glorified". Finally he says, "Feed the flock of God" (1 Peter 2: 21; 1 Peter 4: 11; 1 Peter 5: 2).
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   Preface

   It is with no thought of adding to the many critical expositions of this precious portion of Scripture that the following simple exposition has been written. For such a task the writer has neither the necessary scholarship nor ability. The aim has been, rather, to present the reader with a simple and devotional exposition, free from critical questions, trusting that it may prove a spiritual help by promoting prayerful meditation on the Lord's last words.

   The title, "The Last Words," has been chosen as being wide enough to include the last prayer as well as the last discourses. In these last words we hear, as one has said, "The voice of Jesus prolonged through all ages, as fresh to-day . . . as it was then in the upper room in Jerusalem. It has a voice intensely human in its tones of sympathy and affection; yet in revelation and authority no less distinctly divine."

   If, by this exposition, any child of God is drawn nearer to the One whose voice we hear in the last words, it will not be in vain that it has been written.

   John 13

   The Introduction.

   The opening verse of Chapter 13, is introductory to the last discourses of our Lord. It brings before us the occasion that called forth these farewell words, the need of His own that required them, and the motive that moved the Lord in their utterance.

   The occasion was that at last "His hour was come that He should depart out of this world unto the Father." In the course of our Lord's earthly path we have heard of other "hours." At Cana of Galilee He could say to His mother, "Mine hour is not yet come" — the hour of His manifestation in glory to the world. In John 5 we read, "The hour is coming and now is, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live" — the hour of His grace to sinners. In the presence of man's enmity we twice read that, "No man laid hands on him, because His hour was not yet come" — the hour of His suffering. This hour — the hour that introduces the farewell words — has another character. It is not the hour of His grace to sinners, nor the hour of His suffering for sinners. Nor is it the hour of His manifestation in glory to the world; it is rather the hour of His return to His glory with the Father, in the love and holiness of the Father's house.

   The disciples, however, would be left behind in a defiling world that hated the Father and rejected Christ. If then they are to be kept from the evil of the world they are passing through, and yet enjoy communion with Christ in the Father's home of love and holiness, they will need this last gracious ministry with its comfort, its instruction, and its warnings.

   Moreover we learn the motive that moved the Lord in this last act of grace, in uttering these farewell words, and in offering up the closing prayer. If the occasion was the departure to the Father, the motive was His love to His own. He is departing out of this world, but there are those left in the world whom the Lord delights to call "His own." They are a company of believers on earth, who belong to Christ in heaven. They are "His own" as the fruit of His own work: they are His own as the gift of the Father. They may be of small account in the eyes of the world, they are very precious in the eyes of the Lord. "Having loved His own . . . He loved them unto the end." He may leave them, but He will not cease to love them. Human love oft-times breaks down. We leave one another, we forget one another, and we lose interest in one another. The prophet tells us, a woman may even forget her child, but says the LORD, "Yet will I not forget thee" (Isa. 49: 15). If the Lord leaves the world, He will not forget His own, nor will He cease to love them. Alas! our hearts may grow cold towards Him, our hands may weary in well doing, our feet may wander; but of this we are assured, that He will never fail us. His love will carry us, and care for us, "unto the end;" and at the end love will receive us into love's eternal home where there are no cold hearts, nor hands that hang down, nor feet that wander.

   Thus as we approach the closing scenes of the Lord's sojourn with His disciples, to behold the last act, listen to the last words, and hear the last prayer, we are reminded of the occasion that called forth this closing ministry, the need that required it, and the love that supplied it.

   Before entering upon the details of the last discourses, a few suggestive thoughts as to the general character of the truths presented, and the order in which they are unfolded, may be helpful. It will be noticed that in John 13 the disciples are set in right relations with one another. They are to wash one another's feet and to love one another. In John 14 they are set in right relations with Divine Persons — the Son, the Father, and the Holy Spirit. In John 15 they are set in right relations with the Christian circle, in order that they may bear fruit to the Father, and bear witness to Christ in the world from which He is absent. In John 16 they are instructed in things to come in view of their pathway through a hostile world by which they are hated, misunderstood, and persecuted.

   Thus it will be seen in John 13 the feet of the disciples are washed; in John 14 their hearts are comforted; in John 15 their lips are opened in testimony, and in John 16 their minds are instructed in order that they may not be disheartened by any persecution they may encounter.

   Further it will be noticed that there is a progressive character in the instruction. The truth of one chapter prepares for the fresh revelation in the chapter that follows. The service of John 13 prepares the disciples for the communion with Divine Persons, as set forth in John 14. Communion with Divine Persons in their own sphere — in the inside place — prepares the disciples to bear fruit, and bear witness in the world — the outside scene — as set forth in John 15. Moreover the fruit and testimony of John 15 leads to persecution, for which the Lord prepares the disciples in the truth of John 16. The unfolding of these great truths to the disciples is not sufficient however to maintain them in this world as the representatives of Christ; the prayer is needed. Thus the discourses to the disciples are closed by the prayer to the Father recorded in John 17.

   The feet washing. John 13: 2-17

   No longer could the Lord be the companion of His disciples in their pilgrimage on earth, yet He will not cease to be their servant in His new place in heaven. Thus, in the scene that follows, described in verses 2 to 17, we have an act of grace which, while closing the Lord's service of love for His own on earth, fore-shadows His coming service for His own when He takes His new place in glory. If He can no longer have part with us personally in the path of humiliation, He will make it possible for us to have part with Him in His place of glory. This, we judge, is the import of this gracious act of feet-washing. Throughout His perfect life the mind in Christ Jesus was ever to forget self in the service of love for others: and in this last act, though conscious of the dark shadow of the cross, the Lord is still forgetting self in order to serve His own.

   Verses 2 and 3 introduce this lowly service by showing, on the one hand, its deep necessity, and on the other hand, the Lord's perfect ability for the service.

   The necessity of feet-washing is made manifest in that the disciples will be left in a world in which the devil and the flesh combine in deadly hostility to Christ. The reference to the betrayal of Judas in this opening scene, as also to the denial of Peter a little later, shows clearly that the flesh, whether in sinner or saint, is only material for the devil to use. The unjudged indulgence of the flesh had opened the heart of Judas to the devil's suggestions. To betray one's friend, and that too by the token of love, is repulsive even to the natural man; but the overpowering desire to gratify lust, prepares the heart to entertain a suggestion that is foreign to nature, and could only come from the devil.

   In the presence of this fearful display of the power of the flesh and the devil, the prospect of being left in an evil world, with the flesh within and the devil without, may well appal the heart of the disciples. At once however our hearts are sustained by being directed from the flesh and the devil to Christ and the Father, to learn that "the Father hath given all things" into the hands of Christ. Great power is in the hands of the devil who hates us; but "all power" is in the hands of Christ who loves us. Nor is it only that "all power" had been given to Christ, but He was going to the place of power — He came from God and was going to God.

   While feeling with His perfect sensibilities the treachery of a false disciple, and the coming denial of a true one, He, nevertheless, moved on in the calm consciousness that all power was in His hands, and that He was going to the place of power. In like manner He would have us to pass through a world of evil in the consciousness that He has all power and is in the place to exercise the power. Moreover, not only is the Lord in the place of power, with all power, but, in the scene that follows, He will let us know that He delights to use the power on our behalf. The One who has all power in His hands is the One who has all love in His heart. Thus it comes to pass that, moved by a heart of love, the One who has all power in His hands will take into those very hands the soiled feet of His wayworn disciples. The One who is Lord of all becomes the servant of all.

   (Vv. 4, 5). To perform this gracious service "He riseth from supper." He rises from the Passover supper, which speaks of His association with us in Kingdom glories (Luke 22: 15, 16) to do that which leads to our communion with Him in heavenly glories. In the perfection of His grace He girds Himself for this last act of service, and, pouring the water into a basin, began to wash the disciples' feet and wipe them with a towel wherewith He was girded.

   (Vv. 6, 7). "Then cometh He to Simon Peter." If others accept the Lord's service in wondering silence, Peter, impelled by his forceful character, utters all his thoughts. Three times he speaks, each time exposing his ignorance of the Lord's mind. His first utterance deprecates the Lord's lowly service: the second utterance declines it absolutely: the last utterance impulsively submits to the service, but, in a way that would rob it of all its deep significance. Yet, as one has said. "If we are admonished by the mistakes of the disciples much more we are instructed by the answers which correct them." In the Lord's answer we learn the deep spiritual meaning of this last act of service.

   To Peter it was incomprehensible that the Lord of glory should stoop to wash those wayward feet. Hence his first utterance is one of protest mingled with surprise — "Lord dost Thou wash my feet?" The Lord answers, "What I do thou knowest not now, but thou shalt know hereafter." Thus we learn that, at the moment, it was not possible for the disciples to discern the spiritual significance of the Lord's act. Hereafter, when the Spirit has come, all will be made plain. Clearly then we learn that this service was not, as is often said, to teach a lesson in humility by an act of supreme humility on the part of the Lord. There would be no need for Peter to wait for a further day to discern the humility of the act. His very utterances show that the humility of the Lord was uppermost in his thoughts at that moment.

   (V. 8). Undeterred by the Lord's answer, which should have warned Peter to be silent until the hereafter of full enlightenment, he now boldly says "Thou shalt never wash my feet." The Lord, in His patient grace, passing over the slight, corrects Peter's impulsiveness by saying, "If I wash thee not, thou hast no part with Me." Brief as the answer is, we can see, now that the Spirit has been given, that it presents the spiritual significance of feet-washing. We learn that it symbolises the present service of the Lord whereby He removes from our spirits everything that would hinder part with Him.

   Let us note the Lord does not say, part in Me. Precious indeed is the service of feet-washing and yet it would never secure "part in Christ." For this the greater work of the Cross was required, which, once accomplished can never be repeated. By this greater work part in Christ has been for ever secured to every believer. Feet-washing is the symbolic setting forth on earth of a service continued in heaven — a service that enables believers on earth to hold communion with Christ in heaven: for do not the Lord's words "part with Me" signify communion with Himself, in that scene of holy affection in the Father's house? There is, indeed, the blessed fact that the Lord draws near to us and communes with us in our homes, as on the occasion when He entered the house at Emmaus, but part with Him, carries the yet more blessed thought that we can have communion with Him in His home, as was the case with the Emmaus disciples when, on the same night, they found the Lord in the midst of His gathered saints at Jerusalem. Again, do not the Lord's words to the Laodiceans set forth this double truth, when He can say, "If any man hear My voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with Me."

   Further it would seem that feet-washing is not strictly a symbol of our Lord's service as the Advocate, nor of His priestly grace, though indeed it partakes of the nature of both. The priestly work of the Lord has in view our infirmities: the advocacy of the Lord deals with actual sins. Feet-washing removes the dullness of soul, and chilling of the affections that may arise in the pursuit of the daily life, and which effectually hinder communion with Christ where He is.

   Weariness and weakness of body may hinder us from being a witness for Christ here; then the priestly grace of Christ is active to support us in our infirmities. Alas! we may break down and sin, and no longer be fit to witness for Christ; then the Advocate restores the soul. If however the affections have been chilled, though there may be nothing to disturb the conscience, there will be a grave hindrance to communion with Christ, and then the service of feet-washing comes in to remove the hindrance. There is, moreover, the further difference between advocacy and feet-washing, that, whereas advocacy restores our souls in the place where we are, feet-washing restores our spirits to communion with Christ in the place where He is. 

   In the days of Israel's journeying it was incumbent upon the priests to wash their feet before they entered the tabernacle. They might indeed have been fit for the people, the camp, and the wilderness, but fitness for the Lord's presence could only be secured by feet-washing. Hence the laver was before the door of the tabernacle (Ex. 30: 17-21; Ex. 40: 30-32)

   (Vv. 9-11). What then is the nature of the service that is symbolised by feet-washing? The answer to Peter's first remark has shown that it has a spiritual significance, the answer to his second word tells us the end that it has in view; the answer to his last remark will indicate more clearly the nature, or manner of the service.

   Peter, having obtained some glimpse of the blessedness of feet-washing, now goes back on his very determined avowal that the Lord shall never wash his feet. Moved by his real affection for the Lord, and with characteristic impulsiveness he says, "Lord, not my feet only, but also my hands and my head." Whatever ignorance his remark betrays, it certainly expresses an affection which values part with Christ.

   The Lord replies, "He that is washed all over needeth not save to wash his feet, but is clean every whit" (N. Tr.). In Scripture water is often used as a symbol of the cleansing effect of the Word of God. At conversion the Word is applied by the power of the Spirit, producing a thorough change, and imparting a new nature, which entirely alters the thoughts, words, and actions of the believer — a change signified by the Lord's words "washed all over." There can be no repetition of this great change, but those thus washed all over may oft-times grow dull of spirit. As the travellers' feet are soiled and wearied by the dust of the road, so the believer, in contact with the daily round, the duties of the home-life, and the pressures of business life, as well as the continual conflict with evil, may often be wearied in spirit and thus hindered from having communion with Christ in His things. It is not that he has done anything that conscience would take account of, calling for confession and the work of the Advocate, but his spirit is wearied and needs to be refreshed, and such refreshment Christ delights to give if we will but put our feet into His hands. Turning to Him He will refresh our souls by presenting Himself before us, in all His perfections, through the Word.

   Thus through the Lord's gracious answers to Peter we learn the spiritual character of this service, the end that it has in view, and the manner of its accomplishment.

   Alas! there was one present for whom it would have no meaning: for the Lord has to say, "Ye are clean, but not all. For He knew who should betray Him; therefore said He, ye are not all clean." The betrayer had never been "washed all over." He was unregenerate, and as such would never feel the need, nor know the refreshment of the Lord's gracious service.

   (Vv. 12-17). Having finished this service and resumed His seat at the table, the Lord gives us further instruction as to the service of feet-washing. While essentially His own service, yet it is one that He often carries out through the mediation of others. Thus we are put under the obligation, and given the privilege, of washing one another's feet. A blessed service, carried out, not by seeking to correct one another (however necessary at times), still less by finding fault with one another, but by ministering Christ to one another, for only a ministry of Christ will bring refreshment to a wearied soul. Years after the scene in the upper room the Apostle Paul will tell us that one of the qualifications of a godly widow is that she has washed the feet of saints (1 Tim. 5: 10). This surely does not imply that she was simply a rebuker of evil, or a corrector of faults, but rather that she refreshed the drooping spirits of the saints by coming from Christ with a ministry of Christ.

   Did not Onesiphorus wash the feet of the Apostle Paul, for of him the Apostle can write, "He oft refreshed me, and was not ashamed of my chain" (2 Tim. 1: 16)? Again, did not Philemon carry out this obligation towards his brethren, for to him Paul can say, "The bowels of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother (Philemon 7)? Was not the Lord Himself directly carrying out this blessed service when he spoke to His wearied servant Paul by night, saying, be not afraid . . . for I am with thee (Acts 18: 9, 10)?

   Moreover feet-washing not only ministers refreshment to the wearied soul, but rejoices the heart of the one who carries out the service, for the Lord can say, "If ye know these things, happy are ye if ye do them." 

   The Departure of the Betrayer. John 13: 18-30

   To receive spiritual communications ever calls for a spiritual condition. Hence feet-washing was a needed preparation for those who were about to listen to the Lord's last words, so rich with divine truth and spiritual comfort. There was one present, however, who had never been washed all over, on whom feet-washing would have no effect, and to whom the teaching of Jesus would have no meaning. The presence of Judas, plotting in his heart the coming betrayal, cast a dark shadow over the little company. Ere the last instructions can be communicated by the Lord, or received by the disciples, Judas must pass from the upper room into the night.

   (Vv. 18-20). The way of his removal shows the tender solicitude of the Lord for His own. The treachery of Judas, long known to the Lord is very gently disclosed to His disciples. In the course of the feet-washing the Lord had made allusion to Judas, unnoticed, apparently, by the Eleven. Now He speaks more plainly, saying, "I speak not of you all: I know whom I have chosen." There was an inner circle of the Lord's chosen companions to whom He was about to disclose the secrets of His heart. But there was one present who had no part in that chosen circle; one of whom the Scripture had said, "He that eateth bread with me hath lifted up his heel against me.

   This disclosure might well be a shock to the disciples and a test to their faith. Reasoning unbelief might have argued, "We knew not of the presence of the traitor, but if Jesus knew not, can He indeed be the Lord of glory?" The Lord disposes of such possible reasonings, and supports their faith, by revealing beforehand the coming betrayal. He says, "I will tell you before it come to pass, that, when it is come to pass, ye may believe that I am." They shall, through the betrayal of Judas, have fresh evidence that He is indeed the great I AM to whom all is known, and to whom the future is present.

   On the one hand, the presence and treachery of the betrayer shall not be allowed to cast a slur upon the glory of the Lord; on the other hand, the utter break down of one numbered amongst the twelve shall not invalidate the commission of the remaining Eleven. That commission would remain in all its force, and thus the Lord can say, "He that receiveth whosoever I send receiveth Me; and he that receiveth Me, receiveth Him that sent Me." In the presence of the awful sin of Judas the glory of the Lord is undimmed, and the commission of the Eleven untouched.

   (Vv. 21, 22). More, however, is needed to bring home to the disciples the terrible reality of this disclosure, and to remove Judas from their midst. The Lord will tell them plainly the nature of the sin, and finally reveal the man who will commit it. These further disclosures deeply moved the spirit of the Lord. "He was troubled in spirit, and testified, and said. Verily, verily, I say unto you, that one of you shall betray ME." Thus the disciples learn in language that none can mistake, that one of their number is about to betray the Lord. They must face the terrible fact, that the very occasion that a hostile world was seeking — and could not find for fear of the people — would arise from their midst in the person of one who feared neither God nor the people — one who had passed as a disciple of the Lord, had been His daily companion, seen all His works of power, and listened, unmoved, to His words of grace and love.

   Such a disclosure troubled the spirit of the Lord and raised the anxious questionings of the disciples as they looked one on another, doubting of whom He spake.

   (V. 23). Looking on one another will not solve this solemn question. The traitor is present knowing that he is discovered by the Lord, though betraying no sign that would expose him to others. To the Lord they must turn to find relief from this terrible suspense. The disciple who enquires of the Lord must be one who is near to the Lord. He who is nearest is one who can describe himself as "one of His disciples, whom Jesus loved." Conscious of the Lord's love to him, and confiding in that love, John is found leaning on the bosom of Jesus. The man whose feet, a little before, had been in the hands of Jesus, now reclines with his head on the bosom of Jesus. May we not say this position of intimate communion is the proper outcome of feet-washing. The head resting on that bosom of love, follows the feet-washing by those hands of love.

   (Vv. 24, 25). Simon Peter, the warm-hearted disciple who, so often and in so many ways, seems to say, "I am the disciple that loves the Lord," was hardly near enough to enquire of the Lord. He beckons to John to ask "Who it should be?" Quite simply John asks, "Lord, who is it?"

   (V. 26). At once the Lord replies, He it is to whom I shall give the sop, when I have dipped it." Others have pointed out that the force of the Lord's words is somewhat obscured by the Authorised Version. It is not "a sop" as if it were a mere casual act; but "the sop," referring to a definite custom to give to a favoured guest the specially prepared morsel of the feast. The Lord follows His words by giving the sop to Judas Iscariot, and thus, not only the betrayal is foretold, but the betrayer is exposed.

   (V. 27). Already lust had opened the heart of Judas to the devil's suggestion, now Satan himself takes possession of Judas. If there was any stirring of conscience left in Judas, any sense of shame, any shrinking from the sin he was about to commit, all is silenced with the entrance of Satan. With Satan there is no hesitation, and henceforth Judas becomes the helpless instrument of his designs. For Judas there is now no turning back, and thus the Lord can say to him, "That thou doest do quickly."

   (Vv. 28-30). The Eleven. stunned, as it seems, by this terrible disclosure, fail to grasp the meaning of the Lord's words. Judas having been entrusted with the bag, they judge the Lord's words must have some reference to meeting the needs of the feast or to relieving the poor. Judas has no misapprehension. The presence of the Lord has become intolerable to this devil-possessed man, so having received the sop he immediately arises and. without a word. passes into the night, only a little later to pass into a deeper night —  that horror of great darkness — from whence there is no return.

   It has been remarked that in all this solemn scene there is no denunciation of Judas, no reproach is heaped upon him, no word of expulsion is uttered against him, no demand to depart is given to him. The presence of a false one is revealed; the sin he is about to commit is foretold, the man who will commit it is indicated, and then, amidst a silence more terrible than words, he leaves the light that was too searching, the holy Presence that he no longer could endure, and passes into the night for which no morning will ever dawn. Let us remember that but for the grace of God, and the precious blood of Christ, we should each one follow Judas into the night.

   God Glorified in Christ. John 13: 31-38

   With the passing of Judas the dark shadow, that rested upon the little company, was lifted. The troubled spirit of the Lord was relieved, and the questionings of the disciples were stilled. The words, "When he was gone out" mark this change. Judas had left the light of the Upper Room and passed into the darkness of the outer world. The light inside shines the brighter in his absence, even as the darkness outside is deepened by his presence. The door which closed on the traitor, severed the last link between Christ and the world. The atmosphere is cleared, and, alone with His disciples, the Lord is free to unfold the secrets of His heart.

   (Vv. 31, 32). The Lord is departing to be with the Father, His own will be left behind as witnesses for Christ in a world from which He has been rejected. In the course of these last discourses the disciples will be put in touch with Heaven (14); they will be instructed how to bear fruit on earth (15); and they will be strengthened to withstand persecution from the world (16). Such high privileges and honours require a preliminary work on the part of Christ as well as preparation amongst His own. Thus this opening discourse presents God glorified in Christ on earth, Christ glorified as a Man in heaven, and the saints left on earth to glorify Christ. These great truths prepare the way for all subsequent revelations.

   All blessing for man, for heaven and earth, throughout eternal ages, rests upon the great foundation truths that come before us in the opening of this discourse. The Lord presents Himself as the Son of Man, and in connection with this title, proclaims three truths of vital importance:

   First. "Now is the Son of Man glorified,"

   Second, "God is glorified in Him," 

   Third, "God shall glorify Him in Himself."

   We may well linger over these great truths seeking to learn something of their deep meaning; for faith's apprehension of these truths forms the solid basis in the soul for all spiritual growth and blessing.

   The first great truth is, "Now is the Son of Man glorified." This brings before us the infinite perfection of the Son of Man — the Saviour. The reference is to the suffering of the Son of Man at the Cross. The statement is that in those sufferings the Son of Man is glorified. To be glorified is to have all the qualities that exalt a person brought into display. At the Cross all the infinite perfections of the Son of Man were displayed in the highest degree.

   In the eleventh of John we read that the sickness of Lazarus was "for the glory of God, that the Son of God might be glorified thereby." There the glory of the Son of God was displayed in raising a man from the dead. Here the glory of the Son of Man is seen in going into death. Power over death displays the glory of the Son of God, submission to death the glory of the Son of Man.

   Already the Lord had said, in answer to the Gentiles' desire to see Jesus, "The hour is come, that the Son of Man should be glorified." There however the Lord was anticipating the glories of the Kingdom; here He speaks of the deeper glories of the Cross. In the future, as Son of Man, He will receive dominion and glory and an everlasting kingdom; and in that bright day the whole earth will be filled with His glory (Dan. 7: 13, 14: Ps. 72: 19). Even so, the excellent glories of the coming Kingdom will not exceed, and cannot equal, His far deeper glories as the Son of Man upon the Cross. The glory of His earthly throne is exceeded by the glory of His shameful Cross. The Kingdom will display His official glories, the Cross witnesses to His moral glories. In the day of His reign "all dominions shall serve and obey Him" and all will be put in subjection under Him as the Son of Man. In the day of His sufferings, He Himself was the obedient and subject Man. Truly every step of His path witnessed to His moral glories, for they could not be hid; but at the Cross these glories shone in their full lustre. The One who learned obedience in every step of the way was at last tested by death and found "obedient unto death, even the death of the Cross." The perfect subjection to His Father's will that marked His path, has its brightest display amidst the approaching shadows of the Cross when He can say, "Not My will but Thine be done." Every step bore testimony to His perfect love to the Father, but the supreme witness of His love is seen when in view of the Cross He can say, "That the world may know that I love the Father; and as the Father gave Me Commandment, even so I do." His holy nature that was undefiled, and undefilable, by the sinful world He passed through, is seen in its perfection when in anticipation of the agony of being made sin, He can say, "If it be possible let this cup pass from Me."

   Truly at the Cross His moral glories — His obedience, His subjection, His love, His holiness, and every other perfection, have their brightest display. There the Lord's words were made good, "Now is the Son of Man glorified."

   Thus the first great statement assures us of the infinite perfection of the Son of Man — of our Saviour — the One who as the great propitiatory sacrifice has glorified God. Moreover as we seize the import of this statement, telling us of the perfection of Jesus, we see how worthy He is of our full confiding trust. In the presence of such perfection no one can say that there was any imperfection in Him, which makes it impossible to trust Him, His perfections. brought fully into display, reveal Him to be the One who is altogether lovely, possessing every beautiful trait that renders Him worthy of our trust.

   Gazing upon the Son of Man at the Cross, seeing Him glorified by all His infinite perfections being brought into display, prepares us for the second great statement, "God is glorified in Him." All others had dishonoured God, but at last One is found — the Son of Man, Himself morally perfect, who is able to undertake a work which glorifies God. But to glorify God He must be made sin, and go into the place of death. "The heavens declare the glory of God" as Creator, with infinite wisdom and power, but cannot declare the glory of His moral Being. For this the Son of Man must suffer, that by those sufferings every attribute of God may receive its highest expression. By the Cross the majesty of God is vindicated, the truth of God maintained, the righteousness of God is seen in the judgment of sin. The holiness that demanded such a sacrifice, and the love that gave it, shine in their brightest lustre. Truly the Son of Man, by His sufferings, has glorified God.

   This great work leads to the truth of the third great statement, "If God be glorified in Him God shall also glorify Him in Himself, and shall straightway glorify Him." If God has been glorified in Christ, God will give an everlasting proof of His satisfaction with what Christ has done. Christ glorified as a Man in the glory, is the only adequate answer to His work on the Cross, and is the eternal proof of God's satisfaction with that work.

   In the first statement, "Now is the Son of Man glorified," we learn the perfection of the Son of Man. In the second statement, "God is glorified in Him," we learn the perfection of His work. In the third statement, "God shall glorify Him in Himself," we learn God's perfect satisfaction with that work. We have a perfect Saviour who has done a perfect work to God's perfect satisfaction. Other Scriptures will tell us that this perfect Saviour, this perfect work, and God's perfect satisfaction are available for all, for we read, "He gave Himself a ransom for all." And God's perfect satisfaction in Christ and His work enables God to say, "Through this Man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins."

   (V. 33). The glorification of the Son of Man will involve separation from the disciples. The Lord, with His perfect sympathy, enters into the sorrow that fills the disciples' hearts at the thought of being parted from the One they had learned to love. Again and again, with touches of human tenderness He will refer to the inevitable parting, and prepare their hearts for the coming break in the earthly companionship (cf. John 14: 4, 28, 29: John 16: 4-7, 16, 28).

   Never before had the Lord addressed the disciples as "little children." It is a term, in the original language, expressive of compassionate endearment. Thus, with tender solicitude, He broaches the subject of the coming parting. Yet a little while He would be with them. The Lord was going back to glory travelling by a road that none could follow. Afterwards believers may follow, even by a martyr's death, but not death in the way the Lord would have to meet it — as the penalty of sin. That was a path of which the Lord could say, "Whither I go, ye cannot come.

   (Vv. 34, 35). Moreover the coming parting would mean that the disciples would be left without the powerful bond of the personal presence of the One they all loved. Hence the Lord gives a new commandment, "That ye love one another; as I have loved you." It has been suggested that the Lord speaks of this command as a new command, in contrast to the old command, well known to these Jewish disciples, "Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself." The new commandment is, "That ye love one another as I have loved you." Christ loved with a love which, while never indifferent to evil, yet triumphed over all the power of evil. If we love one another after the pattern of Christ's great love, we shall not suffer evil in one another, but we shall find a way of dealing with the evil without ceasing to love one another. Nothing but the bond of love, after the divine pattern, will hold together a company of people each having a distinct personality, with different shades of character, and diverse temperaments.

   Moreover a company marked by love would be so passing strange in a scene governed by lust and selfishness, that the very world would realize that such must be the disciples of Christ. The world cannot appreciate the faith and hope of the Christian circle, but divine love and its effects they can at least see and admire, if they cannot imitate. Thus a company marked by love to one another, after the pattern of Christ, would become a witness to Christ in the world from which He is absent, so that Christ, if glorified with the Father in heaven, would be glorified in the saints on earth.

   (Vv. 36-38). The closing scene while occupied with Peter, carries a warning to the whole company. If the disciples are left behind to glorify Christ, let them not forget that each one has the flesh within that is ready to deny Christ. Simon Peter, apparently heedless of the new command, and thinking only of the coming parting, asks, with seeming resistance to that which he does not understand, "Lord, whither goest Thou?" The Lord answers, "Whither I go, thou canst not follow Me now, but thou shalt follow Me afterwards." The Lord was going to suffer death as the Martyr at the hands of wicked men: but, far more terrible to His holy soul, He was going into death as the holy Victim under the hand of God. This, indeed, was a path that He alone could take; Peter could not follow in that path. Afterwards, in the years to come, Peter will have the high honour to follow the Lord in the path of martyrdom.

   Trusting in his love to the Lord, Peter self-confidently asserts "I will lay down my life for Thy sake," only to hear the Lord's solemn warning, "Verily, verily, I say unto thee, the cock shall not crow, till thou hast denied Me thrice."

   If the flesh in a false disciple can betray the Lord, the flesh in a true one can deny the Lord. Yet let us not forget that the Lord's love triumphed over Peter's denial, for, as we have seen, "Having loved His own which were in the world, He loved them unto the end." Deceived by our self-confidence we may even deny the Lord, yet we are loved by the Lord with a love that will not let us go.

   The New Command.

   "A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another; as I have loved you, that ye also love one another" — John 13: 34. 

   His hour has come; at last the Father's home, 

   Beyond dark death, as sunlight on the hill, 

   Shines o'er the valley of the Father's will. 

   The day has dawned, when He must leave His own 

   To tread a path that He must take alone; 

   And drawing nearer to that day of days, 

   Upon His soul a load of sorrow weighs: 

   Upon His heart of love divine, well known, 

   One rests his wearied head, with great delight; 

   One takes the sop, and passes into night: 

   And thus set free, the Master's voice is heard —  

   If all men are to learn that ye are Mine, 

   Then take to heart My last — My parting word —  

   And let your love to one another shine.' 

   John 14

   The Introduction.

   The solemn scenes and serious words of John 13 from a fitting prelude to the great discourse of John 14. In the 13th chapter we have seen the exposure of the utter corruption of the flesh, whether in the false disciple or the true. In Judas the flesh prefers a paltry sum of silver to the Son of God and, with basest treachery, will use the token of love to betray the Lord. In Peter we learn that the flesh in a believer can seek credit for itself by the profession of love and devotedness to Christ. Man in the flesh is mere clay in the hands of the devil, and unjudged flesh in the saint is only material for the devil to use.

   Disclosures of unsuspected evil in the circle of the Twelve, the shadow of the great loss they were about to experience, the premonition of the coming denial, cast their gloom over the little company. One of the number — about to betray the Lord — has gone into the night; the Lord is going whither they cannot follow; Peter is going to deny his Master. Sorrow, if not confusion of soul, presses upon their troubled hearts as the dark shadow of coming events creeps over the disciples.

   Peter, hitherto so forward, is silent. Throughout these last discourses we shall hear his voice no more. For the moment all are hushed in the presence of the disclosure of the coming departure of the Lord, the coming betrayal of Judas. and the imminent denial of Peter. Then it is that we hear the voice of the Lord as He breaks the silence with these touching words, "Let not your heart be troubled." These words of infinite comfort and consolation must have come like balm to the hearts of this sorrow-stricken company. Yet though the Lord speaks to the Eleven, let us remember, as has been said, "The audience is larger than appears. In the foreground are the Eleven, behind them the universal Church. . . The hearers are men like ourselves, but they are representative men: dear to their Lord in their own persons, as His tender language shows: precious also in His sight as representing all 'who shall believe on Him through their word.'"

   In a pre-eminent way this great discourse breathes comfort and consolation for troubled hearts. It commences with that sweet word, "Let not your heart be troubled," and, as it draws to its close, again we hear these words, "Let not your heart be troubled. neither let it be afraid." Yet it was hardly the troubles of the daily life of which the Lord was speaking, however much they may be lightened by these tender words. It was the special trouble of hearts about to lose the One whose infinite love had won their affections. A little later the Lord will say "Now I go My way . . . because I have said these things unto you sorrow hath filled your heart." It was the trouble of hearts that had been so attracted to Christ that they were satisfied in His presence, and sorrowful in His absence. To be left in an evil world, from which Christ is absent, is a sore trial to the heart that loves Him.

   To meet this special trouble the Lord will lift us above the sin of men, and the failure of saints into the company of Divine Persons. He will link us by faith with Himself in the new place to which He has gone; He will set us in relationship with the Father in heaven, and put us under the control of the Holy Spirit on earth. For the comfort of our hearts we are set in relationship with each Divine Person — the Son (1-3); the Father (4-14); and the Holy Ghost (15-26).

   As these discourses proceed there will be exhortations as to bearing fruit and bearing witness in a world from which we are warned to expect only hatred, persecution and tribulation. Before, however, we are called to face the opposition of a world without, we are brought into communion with Divine Persons in a scene within. The holy communion of the inner home, prepares us to face the trials of the outer world.

   The Disciples in Relation with Christ. John 14: 1-3

   The discourse (V. 1) opens with the tender and touching words "Let not your heart be troubled." Who but the Lord could have uttered such gracious words at such a solemn moment. The Lord had just foretold the thrice repeated denial of Peter, and just as the premonition of the denial is preceded by that gracious word, "Thou shalt follow Me afterwards," so it is followed by these touching words, "Let not your heart be troubled." With the treachery of Judas and the denial of Peter before them, the disciples might well be troubled. Yet, says the Lord, "Let not your heart be troubled."

   In this early part of the discourse the Lord takes a threefold way to relieve our hearts of trouble. First, He sets Himself before us as the object of faith in the glory. "Ye believe in God — One whom we have never seen — and now, as the Lord passes out of sight into glory, He can say, "Believe also in Me." Thus Christ, as a Man in the glory, becomes the resource and stay of the heart. Everything on earth may fail us, the world tempt us, the flesh betray us, yet Christ in the glory remains the unfailing resource of faith. As one has said. "There is no solid comfort to be found outside of Christ." Christian friends however true, relatives however loving, circumstances however favourable, health however good, prospects however pleasing — yea all on earth — will fail to give lasting comfort; but Christ in the glory remains the One to whom faith can turn and find in Him the unfailing resource of His people, throughout the long dark night of His absence.

   (V. 2). Second, for the comfort of our hearts the Lord discloses to us the new home, "In My Father's house are many mansions, if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you." Not only have we Christ in the glory our unfailing resource, but we have the Father's house as our abiding home. For let us note that the word 'mansions' is really 'abodes' — a home which once it is reached will never more be left — there we shall abide. On earth we have "no continuing city." We are pilgrims and strangers here. Our abiding home is in the Father's house. Moreover in the Father's house there are "many" abodes. On earth there was no room for Christ, and little room for those who are Christ's, but in the Father's house there is room for all that are Christ's — the great and the small. If it were not so He would have told His disciples. He would not have gathered His disciples around Himself, and led them outside this world, were He not leading them into a scene of blessedness well known to Him as the Father's house. To this home the Lord was going. On the cross He prepared His people for the place; His presence in the glory prepares the place for His people. Thus we are lifted above the weakness and failure of all things earthly, carried beyond the changing scenes of time, to enter in spirit a better world. there to find a home prepared in the Father's house.

   (V. 3.) Third, for the comfort of our hearts, the Lord sets before us His coming again to receive us into the home. In due time other Scriptures will disclose to us the order of events in connection with His coming, but here, for our comfort, we learn the supreme joy of His coming. His coming will indeed close our wilderness journey. It will heal all the breaches among the people of God; it will gather together the divided and scattered saints. It will end the sorrows, the trials, and the labours of His people. It will take us out of a scene of darkness and death and usher us into a home of light and life and love. All this it will do and more, but, above all else, it will bring us into the company of Jesus. As He can say, "I will receive you unto Myself that where I am there ye may be also." What would heaven be without Jesus? To be in a scene where there will be "no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying" — where all is holiness and perfection — will be blessed indeed, but if Jesus were not there the heart would still remain unsatisfied. The supreme happiness of His coming is that we shall be with Him. He has been with us in this dark world of death, and we shall be with Him in life's eternal home — the Father's house.

   This, the highest aspect of His coming, discloses to us the secret longings of His heart. We learn, in these words of the Lord, the deep desire of His heart to have His people with Himself for the joy and satisfaction of His own heart. He wants our company. He is the object of our faith in heaven, we are the objects of His love on earth. If our treasure is in heaven, His treasure is on earth. Christ Himself has gone, but the heart of Christ is down here and, as one has truly said, "If His heart is here, He Himself is not far off.

   What comfort for troubled hearts fills these opening verses! Christ in the glory our unfailing resource, a home in the glory that awaits us; and a Man in the glory that wants us.

   How blessed too is the manner of the Lord's instruction, and how different to the way of mere men. In a little He will enlighten us as to the journey through this world and warn us as to trials and persecution, but first and foremost He discloses to us the glorious end of the journey. Such lofty themes we should have reserved for the close of the discourse. He takes a better and more perfect way. He will not let us face the journey through a hostile world until He has assured our hearts of the abiding home with Him in the Father's house. He would have us face the journey in the light of the home to which it leads. It has been remarked, "The passage through the valley is changed, when once we have caught sight of the hills beyond."

   For our comfort, too, these transcendent revelations of the unseen world are set before us in simple and homely words. Truths so great that they may well stagger the highest intellect are conveyed in words so simple that they are within the grasp of a little child that believes in Jesus.

   The Disciples in Relation with the Father. John 14: 4-14

   The Lord has set before us the end of the journey, now He will lead us into our privileges while on the way. In the verses that follow we are set in relationship with the Father. We have not yet reached the Father's house but it is our privilege to know the Father — the One to whom the house belongs — before we enter there. And if we are brought to a present knowledge of the Father it is in order that we may have access to the Father while passing through the world. The great purpose of this part of the discourse is that we may "know," "see," and "come" to the Father, and, coming to the Father, we might, in all the happy confidence of children, make known our requests in the name of Christ.

   (Vv. 5, 6). The Lord introduces this great theme with the word, "Whither I go ye know, and the way ye know." Thomas, with a very different thought in his mind, fails to catch the meaning of the Lord's words. In reply to the question of Thomas "How can we know the way?" the Lord plainly shows that He is speaking of the Person to whom He is going and not simply of a place as Thomas wrongly supposed. To this Person — the Father — Christ is the way; the One, too, in whom the truth of the Father is set forth. Moreover He is the life in which the truth of the Father can be enjoyed. There is moreover no other way to the Father, hence the Lord adds, "No man cometh unto the Father but by Me." Words of deeply solemn significance in a day when men reject the claims of the Son while talking of the Fatherhood of God. The words of the Lord anticipate the inspired words of the Apostle who, at a later time, will write, "Whosoever denieth the Son, the same hath not the Father" (1 John 2: 23).

   (V. 7). It is however equally true that to know the Son is to know the Father. Thus the Lord can say to His disciples, "If ye had known Me ye would have known My Father also: and from henceforth ye know Him and have seen Him."

   (Vv. 8-11). Philip, like Thomas, cannot rise above that which is material. Thomas had thought of a material place: Philip thinks of physical sight, and therefore says, "Lord, show us the Father and it sufficeth us." The Lord in His reply clearly shows that He is speaking of the vision of faith. He asks a searching question, "Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast thou not known Me, Philip?" Then the Lord states, "He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father." To look beyond the outward form and see the Son by faith, is indeed to see the Father; for the Son is the perfect revelation of the Father.

   The unbelieving world did not see the Son; all they saw was the reputed son of Joseph — the Carpenter. Only faith could see, in that lowly Man, the Only Begotten Son who came to declare the Father. The One who dwelt in the bosom of the Father could alone declare the heart of the Father. Abraham could tell us that God is Almighty: Moses could tell us that God is the I AM eternal and unchanging. But neither Abraham nor Moses were great enough to declare to us the heart of the Father. None but a divine Person is great enough to reveal a divine Person. Thus it is that the Lord immediately declares the perfect equality and identity of the Father and the Son, for He can say, "I am in the Father and the Father in Me." The passage of the Son through this world is not simply a history of the Father and the Son, but rather of the Father in the Son.

   Once we have seen by faith the glory of the Son, it becomes simple to see the Father revealed in the Son. Because of who He is, as equal and identified with the Father, the Lord can at once bring forward His "words" and His "works" as the revelation of the Father. The grace, the love, the wisdom, and the power that shone in His words and works declare to us the heart of the Father.

   (Vv. 12-14). Yet further, if on earth the Son had glorified the Father, in making known His heart through His words, still more would the Father be glorified by the Son when, taking His place on high, He would, through the "greater works" of the disciples, still declare the Father's heart; and further would glorify the Father in answering requests made to the Father in the name of Christ.

   At this point in the discourse the Lord ceases to speak of the experiences of His words and works which the disciples had enjoyed while He was yet with them, and passes on to speak of the new and deeper experiences of His power after His departure to the Father. The change in the discourse is marked by the words, "Verily verily" — words generally used to introduce some fresh truth. Thus the Lord reveals to His amazed disciples the new truth that after His departure the believer in Jesus would do the works that Jesus had done in person, and, more surprising still, would do greater works.

   The Lord connects this greater display of power with His going to the Father. In returning to the Father He was going to the source of all power and blessing. Thus by His presence with the Father the full resources of heaven would be opened to the one on earth who believes in Christ and prays in His name.

   These transitional verses carry us into the history of the early Church, when, instead of only a few disciples being gathered under the ministry of Jesus, thousands were gathered through the preaching of the Apostles, and "many signs and wonders were "wrought among the people," and the very "shadow of Peter passing by" carried healing to the sick; when the dead were raised and "God wrought special miracles by the hand of Paul," so that handkerchiefs from his body healed those upon whom they were placed.

   This mighty power was available for faith expressing itself through prayer in His name. It has been truly said, "Requests made in the name of another are understood to imply the appropriation to one's self of his claims, his merits, his rights to be heard." The Lord, by His own words, gives this privilege to those who are in relationship with Himself by faith. It was something new to the disciples to ask in the name of Christ, and, as all else in these discourses, is the outcome of the Lord's departure, for asking in His name supposes the absence of Christ. The phrase to "ask in My name" occurs five times in these discourses.

   Thus in the words and works of Jesus on earth we learn the Father's heart, and we still learn the Father through the "greater works" done by the disciples under the direction of the Lord from His place on high: and we learn the Father's love as we find the Lord acting for us in response to our requests to the Father in the name of Christ.

   In a world gone far from God, where all sought their own, He was ever one with the Father in mind and purpose and affection, and found His delight in the Father's will. Though a world of sin made Him the Man of sorrows yet He found unbroken rest, and constant joy in the Father's love. Into this same blessed relationship with the Father He would bring us that we too may find our delight, our rest, our joy in the Father's love.

   All has been revealed in the Son. The love of the Father's heart, the purpose of the Father's mind, the grace of the Father's hand, all has been set forth in Christ the Son. All too has been revealed as our present portion. We shall have no different revelation of the Father when we get to heaven than we have now. All has been revealed on earth. The only difference being, now we see through a glass darkly, then face to face. But what we shall fully enjoy in heaven has been fully revealed on earth. We wait to have the glory of the Father's house disclosed to our wondering eyes, but the love of the Father's heart has been revealed, for the joy of our hearts, on earth, though, alas, our feeble faith may have but little responded to the revelation.

   The Disciples in Relation with the Holy Spirit. John 14: 15-31

   Having carried the thoughts of the disciples beyond the present into the near future the Lord proceeds to disclose the second great event that would mark the coming days. Not only was the Lord going to the Father, but the Holy Spirit was coming from the Father.

   Thus the Lord prepares the disciples for the momentous changes about to take place. The Son will return to the Father to take His place as a Man in the glory; the Holy Spirit will come to take up His abode in believers as a divine Person on earth. These two stupendous events would introduce Christianity and bring the Church into being, sustain the Church on her journey through this world, preserve her from the evil of the world, maintain her in testimony for Christ, and at last present the Church to Christ in glory.

   Here, however, the Lord does not disclose the great doctrine of the Church and its formation, nor indeed of the testimony the Church would bear through the Spirit. The time for such unfoldings had hardly come. It is rather the deep spiritual experiences, that believers will enjoy through the coming of the Spirit. that is before the Lord. This was fitting for such a moment. The thought of losing One so dear to them — whose presence they had enjoyed — filled their hearts with sorrow. Hence it is the Lord speaks of the coming of another Comforter, One who would not only remove the sense of loneliness, but lead their hearts into a deeper and more intimate acquaintance with their Master than they had known in the days when He dwelt amongst them on earth. It is these secret experiences enjoyed by the Spirit, that will prepare the disciples to be witnesses for Christ in the power of the Spirit. May we not say that our testimony to Christ is often so feeble because we so little enjoy this personal intimacy with Christ into which the Spirit alone can lead? We attempt to take up service without living in the secret place of communion with the Father and the Son by the Spirit. It is the unfolding of these secret experiences that gives such preciousness to this portion of the last discourse. It is an inside scene in which the believer is brought into the company of divine Persons in order that in due time he may bear testimony to Christ in the outside world from which Christ has gone.

   (V. 15). It is not a little striking the way the Lord introduces the great theme of the coming of the Holy Spirit. He says, "If ye love Me keep My commandments." In the course of the Gospel of John we have heard again and again of the Lord's love to the disciples, now for the first time we hear of the disciples' love to the Lord. The gift of the Spirit is thus connected with a company of people who love and obey the Lord. For such a company the Lord delights to pray to the Father to give the Comforter. Moreover do not these words indicate that the experiences enjoyed in the power of the Spirit can only be known by one who is living a life of love and obedience to the Lord?

   In the preceding verses the Lord has spoken of faith and prayer (12-14); now He speaks of love and obedience. Thus we gather the Lord intimates that the deep spiritual experiences into which the Comforter leads are opened to those who are marked by faith which believes in the Lord, dependence which prays in His name, love which cleaves to the Lord, and obedience which delights to keep His commandments. These are the great moral characteristics which prepare the soul to profit by the presence of the Spirit. It is not enough to have the Spirit abiding with us there must be in heart and life a state suited to the Spirit.

   (V. 16). In the commencement of the Gospel the Baptist has told us that the Lord would baptise with the Holy Spirit. Later, in connection with the Lord's visit to Jerusalem, we are plainly told that, under the figure of the living water, He spake of the Spirit which they that believe on Him should receive — and moreover that this great gift was not then given because Christ was not yet glorified. Now the time has come when the Lord is about to be glorified, and this becomes the fitting moment for the Lord Himself to disclose to His disciples the great truth of the coming to earth of this divine Person.

   Very blessedly, and with perfect suitability to the moment, the Lord speaks of the Holy Spirit as a Comforter. However great and varied the functions of the Spirit, to comfort is one that the disciples specially needed at the moment. There is however a deeper significance in the title "Comforter" that may be easily overlooked. for in our modern usage of the word it mainly implies one who sympathises with us in our sorrows; in its primary use it means one that "stands by to strengthen, support, and encourage."* Thus in the Comforter the disciples would have One who would stand by them to strengthen them in their weakness, and comfort them in their sorrow.

   Moreover the Lord speaks of the Comforter as another Comforter. thus comparing the One who was coming with Himself, for had He not been with them supporting, encouraging and comforting them? Further the Lord not only compares, but contrasts the Comforter with Himself. The Lord had only dwelt with them a few brief years, whereas the Comforter who was coming would abide with them for ever. Many an Old Testament Scripture had spoken of the Holy Spirit coming upon certain men and for a time controlling them for some special purpose, but that a divine Person should come to abide for ever was something entirely new.

   {*The word is derived from the Latin con — together, and fortis — to make strong. Attention has been called to a striking use of the word in the sense of strengthening in Wiclif's rendering of Isaiah 41: 7, "He comforteth with nailes, that it should not be moved." Also this use is found in an early translation of Phil. 4: 3. "I may alle things in Him that comforteth me."}

   (V. 17). A further contrast between Christ and this coming Person is that while Christ is the Truth, the Holy Spirit is spoken of as the Spirit of truth. In Christ we see the truth set forth objectively. By the Spirit of truth we have wrought in us a true apprehension of all that is set forth in Christ

   In further contrast with the Lord, the Spirit is One whom the world cannot receive or know because "it seeth Him not.'' Christ had become incarnate and could be seen of man, and was thus presented to be received of man. The Holy Spirit would not become incarnate, and is not presented as an object that can be seen visibly or known intellectually. To the world He is not a divine Person but, at best, only a poetic and vague influence. To the disciples He will be no mere influence, but a Person who abides with them, in contrast to Christ who was leaving them; and would be in them, in contrast to Christ who was with them but not in them

   (Vv. 18-20). In these verses the Lord passes from speaking of the Person of the Holy Spirit, to unfolding the normal effects of His presence in the believer. The departure of the Lord to be with the Father, and the coming of the Spirit would not mean that they had lost one divine Person and gained another. One has truly said, "The promise is not of a substitution which excludes, but of a means which secures His presence." Thus the Lord can say to His disciples, "I will not leave you orphans: I will come to you." It has been said, "When Christ was here on earth, the Father was not far off, 'I am not alone because the Father is with Me,' and if the Comforter is here, Christ is not far distant."

   If the 18th verse tells us that the coming of the Spirit will bring Christ very near to us, the following two verses unfold the response in the believer to the Christ who comes. The Lord expresses these apprehensions of the believer in the three definite statements "Ye see Me," "Ye shall live," and "Ye shall know." The Holy Spirit does not come to speak of Himself, or occupy us with Himself, nor form a cult of the Spirit, but to lead the soul to Christ. In a little while the world would see Christ no more, but when He had passed out of the sight of men, He would, in the power of the Spirit still be the object of faith for the believer. To the world Christ would become only an historical figure of one who had lived a beautiful life and died a martyr's death; to the believer He would be still a living Person, the conscious sense of whose presence they would be able to realize and enjoy by the power of the Spirit. Moreover in seeing Him believers would live. The men of the world live because the world exists with its pleasures, and politics, and social round. When these things fail the life of the worldling ceases to have any interest. The Christian lives because Christ lives, and even as Christ, the object of our life, for ever lives, so the believer's life is an eternal life.

   Moreover by the Spirit the believer knows that Christ is in the Father, that believers are in Christ and that Christ is in believers. We know that Christ has a supreme place in the Father's affections; that we have a place in the heart of Christ, and that Christ has a place in our hearts. The world can neither "see." nor "live" nor "know." It is blind to the glories of Christ; it is dead in trespasses and sins; it is ignorant of God; but, in the power of the Spirit, there will be a company of people upon earth who "see," and "live," and "know." They have Christ in the glory as the object of their souls; a life that finds its joy and delight in Christ, and the knowledge of the place they have in His heart.

   (V. 21-24). Verses 18 to 20 have presented to us the normal effect of the coming of the Spirit. The verses that follow present the spiritual qualifications that would enable the individual believer to enter into, and enjoy, the privileges that are open to us in the power of the Spirit. Though alas there has been a grave departure from these normal conditions, by professing Christendom, it is blessed to see that what should be true of the whole can still be enjoyed by the individual. Thus it is important to notice that at this point the Lord's teaching becomes intensely individual. Hitherto the Lord has used the words "you" and "ye" (18-20); now He changes to the use of such words as "he" and "a man" (21-24);

   Love and obedience are the great qualifications for entrance into these deeper experiences. Already the Lord has said, "If ye love Me, keep My commandments," now He says, "He that hath My commandments and keepeth them, he is it that loveth Me." It has been truly said that the former presented love as the spring of obedience. the latter obedience as the proof of love. Every expression of the Father's mind was a commandment to Christ, and in the same way every expression of the mind of Christ is a command to the one that loves Him. The one that loves Christ shall be loved of the Father and of Christ. Such an one would be made conscious in a special way of the love of divine Persons. To such the Lord would manifest Himself.

   At this point Judas (not Iscariot) breaks in with his question, "Lord how is it that Thou wilt manifest Thyself unto us and not unto the world?" Judas, with Jewish thoughts, and Jewish hopes in his mind, is utterly puzzled by these communications. Not realising the change that was coming, and still clinging to the idea of a visible kingdom about to be established, he cannot understand how this can be if the Lord does not manifest Himself to the world. His brethren, according to the flesh, had a similar thought when they said "Show Thyself to the world" (John 7: 4). And still, through the same ignorance of the calling of the church and the character of the day in which we live, there are many true Christians who, in a variety of ways, still say to the Lord, "Show Thyself to the world." Such would fain make Christ a leader of philanthropic works, and the centre of great movements for the betterment of the world. They seek to bring Christ back to the world, not seeing that the Spirit of God has come to lead believers out of the world to Christ in heaven

   At first sight the Lord's answer seems hardly to meet the question put by Judas. The time had not come for the full unfolding of the heavenly character of Christianity. Nevertheless the Lord's answer corrects the wrong thought in the mind of the disciples. Judas was thinking of a visible display before the world, the Lord is speaking of a manifestation to an individual — Judas speaks of the world; the Lord speaks of "a man." The world had rejected the Lord, and the Lord had done with the world as such. Now it would be a question of individuals being drawn out of the world by the attractive power of One to whom their hearts are linked in love and affection. In His answer the Lord enlarges upon this truth. Not only will the one that loves the Lord keep His commandments, as already stated, but such an one will keep the Lord's "words." This is more than His commandments. His commandments express His mind as to the details of our path. His "word," as the following verse tells us, is not simply His own word but the Father's which sent Him, and speaks of all that He came to make known of the Father's heart, and the Father's counsels for heaven and the world to come. His "commandments" throw needed light on our path, His "words" light up the glorious future by revealing the counsels of the Father's heart. To cherish His words, therefore, makes room for the Father; so now the Lord can say, "We will come unto him, and make our abode with him."

   (V. 25, 26). The two opening words of these verses introduce a fresh stage in this part of the Lord's discourse. He has set before us the normal experiences that believers would enjoy by the Spirit (18-20) then the experience open to each individual believer (21-24); now the Lord speaks of the coming of the Holy Spirit more especially in connection with the Eleven. For the first time the Comforter is definitely said to be "the Holy Spirit." He is spoken of as a Divine Person who will be sent by the Father in the name of Christ. Coming in the name of Christ tells us that He comes to represent the interests of Christ during the absence of Christ. He is not here to exalt believers, to make them great in this scene, nor advance their worldly interests. His sole business in a world that has rejected Christ, is to attract to Christ, to gather out a people for Christ, to exalt Christ. In the course of these last communications we shall find that the Spirit takes a threefold way to maintain the interests of Christ. First, in John 14 by drawing out our affections for Christ: second in John 15 by opening our lips in testimony to Christ: third, in John 16, by supporting us in the presence of the opposition of the world by unfolding to us the Father's counsels for the world to come.

   Here the great work of the Spirit is to engage us with Christ Himself. There are two ways in which He awakens our affections for Christ. First the Lord tells the Eleven, "He shall teach you all things." The "all things" of verse 26 are in contrast to "these things" of verse 25. The Lord had spoken of certain things, but there were things belonging to the glory of Christ, which were beyond the apprehension of the Eleven at that moment. The Lord was limited in His communications by the limited spiritual capacity of the disciples. With the coming of the Spirit there would be an enlarged spiritual comprehension which would make it possible for the Spirit to communicate "all things" connected with Christ in the glory. Secondly, the Lord can say, "the Spirit will bring all things to your remembrance whatsoever I have said unto you." He will not only reveal the new things concerning Christ in His new place — things that carry us far into eternal glory — but He will recall the gracious communications made by Christ in His sojourn on earth. All that is of Christ, past present and future, is infinitely precious. Nothing that is of Christ shall be lost. How important that those who by their words and writings were going to instruct others, should have the Lord's words recalled to them by a Divine Person. In reporting these words to us they are not left to their own imperfect, and failing, memories. Their report of His words will have all the absolute perfection of One who recalls them without any admixture of human frailty.

   (V. 27-31). With the preceding verses the Lord has closed this gracious ministry that sets His people in relation with Divine Persons. This ministry of comfort and consolation — this communion with Divine Persons — prepares the disciples for the departure of the One they love. Thus it is that in these closing verses the Lord can speak more freely of the coming parting.

   If, however, He was going away He would leave His peace with His disciples. In outward circumstances He was the Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. On every hand He had to meet the contradiction of sinners, but walking in communion with the Father, and in subjection to the Father's will, He ever enjoyed peace of heart. This same peace would be the portion of the believer, if enjoying this communion with Divine Persons, and so under the control of the Spirit that the believer's will is refused. Surrounded by a world of unrest the believer's heart would be garrisoned by the peace of Christ. It would be a peace shared with Christ, for in giving His disciples peace, He gives not as the world which parts with what it gives.

   Moreover if the Lord was going away, it would be but for a time, for He was coming again. In the meantime, unselfish love would rejoice in that His path of suffering was over, and that He was going to the Father. He plainly forewarns them of His departure so that when it took place their faith might not be shaken.

   Hereafter He would not talk much with them; for the ruler of this world was coming. This would mean that the last great conflict would be entered, which would annul the power of Satan. The triumph over Satan was assured, for in Christ the devil had nothing. His death would not be the result of Satan's power, but the outcome of Christ's love to the Father. His perfect obedience to the Father's commandment, even obeying unto death, is the everlasting proof of His love to the Father.

   With these words, that breathe of His love and obedience to the Father, the Lord brings this portion of His discourses to an end by saying, "Arise let us go hence." In love to the Father the Lord goes hence to do the Father's bidding, but He associates His disciples with Himself. There will come a time when, as the Lord has already said, "Whither I go ye cannot follow Me now," but there are a few more steps they can take with Him, even though on their part they be halting steps. Thus together they pass from the upper room into the outer world.

   The New Promise.

   "He that hath My commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth Me: and he that loveth Me shall be loved of My Father, and I will love him, and will manifest Myself to him" — John 14: 21.

   Long years have passed — the ages roll away — 

   The shadows lengthen; darker grows the night; 

   And still we wait to pass into the light,

   When we shall hear our Lord, and Master, say, 

   "Arise my love my fair one, come away."

   Yet loving us, He longs that we should know, 

   Some foretaste of His presence here below,

   While waiting for the coming of the day:

   So thus He speaks, seeking our hearts to win, 

   'If any man will bid Me enter in — 

   If loving Me, he would with Me have part — 

   Let him My words obey, so shall it be,

   My presence shall bring sunlight to his heart, 

   And I will sup with him, and he with Me.'

   John 15

   The Introduction.

   The great end of the discourse in John 13 is to set believers in right relations with Christ and with one another, in order that they may enjoy communion with, or "part with," Christ, in the new place He has taken, as Man, in the Father's house. In the discourse that follows, (John 14), we are permitted to contemplate believers in the enjoyment of this communion with Divine Persons — with Christ in the Father's house; with the Father revealed in the Son; and with the Holy Spirit sent from the Father.

   These two discourses are divided from those that follow by the words of the Lord, "Arise let us go hence" (John 14: 31). With these words the Lord passes, with His disciples, from the upper room into the outer world. The discourses which follow wear a character in keeping with the place of their utterance; for now the disciples are viewed as in the world from which Christ has been rejected, bearing fruit to the Father and bearing witness to Christ. It has been truly said, "In the former, the keynote is consolation in view of departure; in the latter, it is instruction for the state which will ensue. There as well as here, the Speaker instructs; here, as well as there, He consoles."

   The divisions of this fresh discourse are plain:-

   First, in verses 1 to 8. the theme is fruitbearing for the Father.

   Second, in verses 9 to 17, we have a presentation of the Christian company — the circle of love — wherein alone fruit can be found for the Father.

   Third, in verses 18 to 25, there passes before us the Christless world — the circle of hate — by which the Christian company is surrounded.

   Fourth, in verses 26, 27, the Comforter — the Holy Spirit — is brought before us, testifying to the Lord in glory and enabling the disciples to bear witness to Christ on earth.

   Fruit-bearing. John 15: 1-8

   The Lord introduces the subject of fruitbearing with the words, "I am the true vine, and My Father is the husbandman." Such words would have a strange sound in the ears of the Eleven, accustomed, as they were, by the Psalms and the Prophets, to think of Israel as the vine. The 80th Psalm had spoken of Israel as a vine brought out of Egypt. Isaiah, in the song of the Beloved touching His vineyard, sets forth, under the figure of the vine, the love and care which Jehovah has bestowed upon Israel. Jeremiah speaks of Israel as "a noble vine." Alas! Israel had brought forth no fruit for God. Isaiah mourns that they brought forth only "wild grapes:" and Jeremiah complains that the "noble vine" became "the degenerate plant of a strange vine." In like manner Hosea speaks of Israel as an "empty vine" only bringing "forth fruit unto himself," but nothing for God (Isa. 5: 1-7: Jer. 2: 21: Hosea 10: 1).

   Through years of longsuffering patience, God had, in various ways, tested Israel seeking for fruit, but found only wild grapes. The last and greatest test was the presence of the beloved Son. The deliberate rejection of the Son was the final proof that Israel was indeed a "degenerate plant" and an "empty vine."

   Thus the moment has come to disclose to the disciples that Israel is set aside, and, if they are to bear fruit for God, it will be no longer as connected with Israel — the degenerate vine, but with Christ, the true Vine. Christ and His disciples will take the place of Jerusalem and her children.

   However, while the discourse of the Lord introduces us to that which takes the place of Israel on the earth, it hardly presents Christianity in its heavenly relations. It does not contemplate relationship with Christ in heaven as members of His body by the Holy Spirit — a vital relationship which cannot be broken; but relationship with Christ on earth by the profession of discipleship. This profession may be real or it may be mere profession, hence the Lord speaks of two kinds of branches, those that have life and prove their vitality by bringing forth fruit, and those that have no life and are cast forth and burned.

   How fitting then that the vine, of all plants should be used as a figure, seeing that "fruit" is the great theme of the discourse as being the evidence of true discipleship. Other trees may be useful apart from their fruit; with the vine it is not so. Ezekiel, speaking of the vine, asks, "Shall wood be taken thereof to do any work? "or will men take a pin of it to hang any vessel thereon?" (Ezek. 15: 3). If the vine produces no fruit it is useless.

   What then is the spiritual significance of fruit? May we not say that fruit is the expression of Christ in the believer? We read in Galatians 5: 22, 23, that "the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness fidelity, meekness, self-control." What is this however, but a beautiful description of Christ as He passed through this world in humiliation? Hence if such fruit is seen in believers, it will result in the reproduction of Christ in His people. Christ personally has gone from this scene, but it is God's intention that Christ characteristically should still be seen in those that are Christ's. Christ in Person has gone to the Father's house Christ in character is continued in His people on earth.

   Fruit is not exactly the exercise of gift, nor service, nor work. We are indeed exhorted "to walk worthily of the Lord unto all well-pleasing bearing fruit in every good work" (Col. 1: 10. N. Tr.). This passage, while showing how closely fruit-bearing is linked with good works, yet clearly distinguishes between them. The good works are to be done in such a Christlike manner that,, in the works that benefit man, there will be found fruit acceptable to God. The natural man can do very many good works, but in such works there will be found no fruit for God. Does not the Apostle, in 1 Corinthians 13 warn us that we may be active in service and good works, and yet lack "love," the most excellent expression of fruit?

   If service and work were fruit it would largely be limited to those who possess gift and ability; but if fruit is the character of Christ then indeed it becomes a possibility, as well as a privilege, for every believer, from the oldest to the youngest, to bear fruit.

   Who that loves Christ, and admires the perfections of the One who is altogether lovely, would not desire to exhibit, in some measure, His graces, and thus bring forth fruit? If this is the desire of the heart there are three ways indicated by the Lord, to help us in the fulfilment of our desire.

   In order to help us to bring forth fruit there is first the gracious dealings of the Father; then the practical cleansing by the power of Christ's word; and lastly the responsibility of the believer to abide in Christ.

   The Father's dealings are represented by the methods of the husbandman. First there is the sad possibility that some branches, though having a living link with the vine, may bring forth no fruit. Such the Father taketh away. Very different are such branches to the withered branches of verse 6, which are cast forth and burned. Here it is the Father that taketh away, there it is men that cast them forth. Was it not thus with some of the Corinthian saints whose walk was such that the Father would not leave them here to bring reproach upon the name of Christ, so took them home, as we read, "many sleep" (1 Cor. 11: 30). Then there is the gracious action of the Father with those who bear fruit, in order that they may bring forth more fruit. Such He purges. The chastening and discipline of the Father is to remove all that hinders the expression of the character of Christ. It may indeed be painful, for, "no chastening at the time seemeth to be joyous, but grievous: nevertheless afterwards it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby" (Heb. 12: 11). If exercised before the Father as to His dealings with us, we shall not be soured and embittered by adversity, but rather softened and mellowed so that in result the character of Christ is seen in us and we become fruitful.

   (V. 3.) Secondly there is the Lord's own gracious dealing with us in order that we may bear fruit. He can say, "Now ye are clean through the word which I have spoken unto you." This is the practical separation from everything contrary to Christ produced by His word. At that moment the disciples were clean, for had not their feet been in the hands of the Lord? The water applied by His hands had effectually done its cleansing work. Would we know something of the practical cleansing of the word then indeed we shall do well to sit at His feet like Mary of old, and hear His word. We all know what it is to go to Him with our confessions, our difficulties, and our exercises, and well it is that He should hear our halting words but it may be that we seldom get alone with Him, for the sake of being in His company and hearing His word. And yet what can be more cleansing, and more productive of fruit, than sitting at His feet and hearing His word? Mary who chose this good part brought forth fruit so precious to Christ that He can say, "Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the whole world, there shall also this, that this woman hath done, be told for a memorial of her" (Matt. 26: 13).

   (Vv. 4, 5). The third means by which the life of the disciple may be rendered fruitful is found in his own hands. It is summed up by the twice repeated word, "Abide in Me." Abiding in Christ presents our privilege, as well as our responsibility, to constantly walk in dependence upon Christ. As one has said, abiding in Christ is "practical habitual nearness of heart to Him." If we have learnt that fruit is the reproduction of the character of Christ, expressed by "love joy, self-control," we shall realise that such an ideal cannot be reached in our own strength. The realisation of the moral excellence of the fruit on the one hand, and our own exceeding weakness on the other will convince us of the truth of the Lord's words, "Without Me ye can do nothing." His fruit may indeed be sweet to our taste, but it is only as we abide under His shadow that we shall partake of His fruit. Without the light and warmth of the sun, the natural vine could not bear fruit, and unless we abide in the light and love of the presence of Christ we too shall be fruitless. If we abide in Christ then indeed Christ will be in us, and if Christ is in us we shall exhibit the lovely character of Christ.

   Thus it becomes clear that fruit is not produced by making fruit an object, or by thinking of fruit; it is the outcome of having Christ as an object of thinking of Him. Christ precedes fruit.

   (V. 6). In verse six we have the solemn case of the dead branch — the mere professor, who takes the name of Christ, but has no vital link with Christ. Such can bring forth no fruit. In the figure used the dead branch does not come under the personal dealing of the Husbandman, but is dealt with by others. So the fruitless, and therefore lifeless, professor is not dealt with by the Father but, under the government of God, is dealt with by the executors of His judgment. And here the branch is not "taken away" but "cast forth," "withered," "cast into the fire," and "burned." Was not Judas a solemn and fearful example of a withered branch. In the case of those to whom the Lord was speaking the link with Himself was vital, for had He not just said "Ye are clean"? For this reason the Lord does not say, "If ye do not abide" but "If a man abideth not in Me." The terms are changed in order to exclude the thought of a true disciple being cast forth and burned.

   (V. 7, 8). Having unfolded to us the gracious ways by which the life of the believer is made fruitful, the Lord proceeds to set forth the results that flow from bearing fruit. First, on the part of the disciples, the effect of a heart actively and constantly walking in dependence upon Christ, and thus Christ's own words constantly forming the thoughts and affections, would be to enable such an one to ask and pray according to the mind of the Lord, and so praying, obtain an answer to the requests.

   A second great result has reference to the Father. Fruit bearing brings glory to the Father. Christ was ever the perfect expression of the Father, thus in the measure in which we exhibit the character of Christ, we too shall set forth the truth as to the Father, and thus glorify the Father.

   Finally as we bear fruit so shall we become witnesses to Christ Himself. Exhibiting His character it will become manifest to all the world that we are His disciples.

   The Christian Company. John 15: 9-17

   In the last discourses of the Lord there is a progressive unfolding of the truth, which prepares the disciples for the setting aside of the earthly Jewish system, with which they had been connected, and the introduction of the new Christian company, heavenly in origin and destiny, though left for a while in the world to represent Christ — the Man in the glory.

   As we listen to the Lord's utterances, we do well to keep in mind the two great facts that underlie the whole teaching of the farewell words. First, the great fact, repeatedly brought before us, that the Lord was about to leave the world in view of taking a new place as Man in heaven; second, the fact that a divine Person — the Holy Spirit — was coming from heaven to earth. Consequent upon these two great facts there would be found in this world a company of believers united to Christ in the glory, and to one another by the Holy Spirit. It is to this new company, represented by the disciples, that the Lord addresses Himself in these last words.

   Having revealed to His disciples the desire of His heart that they should bear fruit — the expression of His own lovely character — in a world from which He will be absent, He now presents before them the new Christian company in which alone fruit can be found. Is it not plain that the full expression of fruit demands a company; for many of the graces of Christ could hardly be expressed by a disciple in isolation? Longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, and other traits of Christ, can only have their practical expression as we are found in company with others. In the opening verse of John 13 we are told that during the absence of Christ there are those on earth that He calls "His own," and that He loves them to the end. The fact that He loves them to the end proves that in spite of all failure, they will exist to the end. Outwardly "His own" may be broken and scattered but under His eye they still remain. "The Lord knoweth them that are His." Happy for those believers who delight in the company of "His own." If Christ personally were present on earth we should all like to be in His company; but if He is gone we shall surely like to be with those who express something of His character. If, in the midst of all the confusion of Christendom, we can still find a few who, without any pretension, morally set forth something of Christ they will surely be very attractive to the heart that loves Christ; while the great religious systems of men, in which there is so much of man and so little of Christ, will cease to attract.

   How important then that we should give earnest heed to a passage that unfolds to us the great moral features of the new Christian company that forms Christ's Assembly during His absence. In speaking of the Christian company we must beware of narrowing it down to a limited number of saints on the one hand, or enlarging it to include those that are not Christ's on the other.

   (V. 9, 10). The first and greatest mark of the Christian company is the love of Christ. The Christian company is loved by Christ. They may be almost unknown by the world, or if known despised and hated, but they are loved by Christ; and such the depth of His love, that it can only be measured by the Father's love to Christ. The Father had looked down upon Christ as a Man on earth, and loved Him with all the perfection of divine love; and now Christ, from the glory, looks upon His own in this world, and, through the opened heavens, there streams down upon them the love of Christ.

   To such the Lord says, "Abide in My love." Their enjoyment of their blessings, as well as their power in testimony, will depend upon their abiding in the conscious sense of the love of Christ. Those other solemn words of the Lord, "Thou hast left thy first love," addressed to the angel of the Church of Ephesus at a later day, indicate the first step on the road that leads to the ruin and scattering of the Christian company on earth. Their next downward step was they ceased to give a united testimony to Christ — the candlestick was removed (Rev. 2: 4, 5). When Christians walked in the enjoyment of divine love, nothing could stand against their united testimony When they lost their first love to Christ, through losing the sense of Christ's love to them, they soon ceased to present a united testimony before the world. How often has the history of the Church as a whole been repeated in local companies of the saints. If, however, any would answer to the Lord's words and continue in His love, let them take heed to the Lord's directions for He points the way. We can only continue in His love as we walk in the path of obedience, "If ye keep my commandments ye shall abide in my love." The child that pursues his own will, in disobedience to the parent, has very little appreciation, or enjoyment, of the parent's love. So with the Christian, it is only as we walk in obedience to the Lord's revealed mind that we shall retain the enjoyment of the Lord's love.

   It has been well said that we keep ourselves in the love of Christ "as one would abide in the sunshine by keeping in the place where the sunshine falls. The love of Christ rests on the way of obedience, and shines along the path of His commandments. The keeping His commandments does not create the love, any more than walking in sunny places creates the sunshine; and accordingly the exhortation is not to seek, or merit, or obtain the love, but to remain in it." The Lord, Himself, was the perfect example of One who trod the path of obedience, for He could say, "I have kept My Father's commandments, and abide in His love."

   (V. 11). The second great mark of the Christian company is "joy;" but it is Christ's joy. The Lord can say, "These things have I spoken unto you, that My joy might remain in you, and that your joy might be full." This is not mere natural joy, still less the joy of the world. It is Christ's joy, a joy that flowed from the "uninterrupted sense and enjoyment of the Father's love." There are, indeed, earthly joys which are sanctioned by God and, in their place and time, can be rightly used; but such joys will fail us, "Earth's joys grow dim, its glories pass away." The wine of earthly joy runs out. We may indeed "drink of the brook in the way," but the brook in the way dries up. (Ps. 110: 7; 1 Kings 17: 7.) There is however a fountain of joy within the believer that springs up into life eternal and will never fail. Thus it is the Lord can speak of His joy as that which can "remain" in us. This indeed is a joy that will outlast the passing joys of time, — the joy that remains. The joy that has its source in the Father's love will be as lasting as the love from which it springs.

   Moreover the joy of which the Lord speaks is not only a joy that remains, but He can say to His disciples it will be "in you." Being in us it is not like the joy of this world, dependent upon outward circumstances. The Psalmist could say "Thou hast put gladness in my heart, more than in the time that their corn and wine increased" (Ps. 4: 7). Earthly joys depend on the prosperity of outward circumstances, the gladness of the Lord is in the heart. In His outward circumstances the Lord was an outcast Man and lonely — the Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. In His pathway of perfect obedience to the Father's will, He abode in the constant realization of the Father's love and in that love He found the constant spring of all His joy. We too, in as far as we walk in obedience to the Lord, shall abide in the realization of His love, and, in the sunshine of His love we shall not only find His joy, but. a fulness of joy that leaves no room for grieving over the failure of all things earthly.

   (Vv. 12, 13). Thirdly the new company is characterized by love. It is not only loved, but is a company that loves, for this is the Lord's command, "That ye love one another as I have loved you." This love is not to be after a human pattern, which oft-times is a selfish love; but a love that has no less standard than the Lord's love to us, a love in which there is nothing of self, for the Lord can say, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." Here death is viewed, not in its atoning character, but, as the supreme expression of love. Earthly love is often drawn out by something in its object that is lovable. Divine love rises above all our weaknesses and failures and loves in spite of so much that is unlovely. Such is the love of Christ, and such is the love that we should cherish toward one another. A love that is not indifferent to failures and blemishes, but, rising above all that is unlovely, serves its object even to making the greatest possible sacrifice — the laying down of life for a friend. As one has said. "No greater proof of love can be given; no higher standard set."

   (Vv. 14, 15). Fourthly the Christian company is a trusted company enriched with the confidences of Christ and the secret counsels of the Father's heart. The Lord treats His own not merely as servants, to whom directions are given, but as friends to whom secrets are communicated, for the Lord can say, "All things that I have heard of My Father I have made known unto you." It is not indeed that the disciples were not servants of Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1: 1: Jude 1; Rom. 1: 1). But they were more than servants, they were friends, and, if "the privilege of being servants is great, that of being friends is greater." The servant, as such, "knoweth not what His Lord doeth." He only knows the task allotted to him, and is only given the needed direction for its performance. The servant who is treated as a friend knows more; he is told the secret purpose of His Master for which the work is undertaken. And yet more, for a friend is one to whom we speak of our affairs knowing they will be of deepest interest to him though not directly concerning him. Thus it was that God treated Abraham — the man who is called the friend of God — He says "Shall I hide from Abraham the thing that I do." But again we see that obedience to the Lord's commands secures the place of a friend, as before it retained the enjoyment of love. We shall know little of the counsels of the Father's heart unless we walk in obedience to the Lord' commands. Being in the path of obedience the Lord treats us as friends by the confidences to which He admits us, communicating to us all that He has heard of the Father.

   (V. 16). Fifthly the Christian company is a chosen company, as the Lord says, "Ye have not chosen Me, but I have chosen you." The choice was on His side, not ours. Blessed that it is so: had we, in some moment of emotional enthusiasm, chosen the Lord as our Master to go and bring forth fruit, we should, under the stress of circumstances, long since have turned back. The volunteers, that at times crossed the path of the Lord, received but small encouragement, and went but a little way with One who had not where to lay His head, and was ever in reproach with men. But of those He called He could say, "Ye are they which have continued with Me in My temptations" (Luke 6: 13: Luke 9: 1: Luke 22: 28). Here it is surely no question of the sovereign choice to eternal life, but the love that chose and ordained us to bring forth fruit on earth, and that the fruit should abide. Blessedly fulfilled in the Apostles, for the graces of Christ expressed in their lives have made them examples to the flock for all time.

   (V. 16). Lastly the Christian company is a praying and dependent company having access to the Father in the name of Christ. Enjoying the love of Christ, and admitted to the confidences of Christ as His friends, they will be so instructed in His mind, that whatsoever they ask of the Father in the name of Christ, He will be able to give.

   Such is the Christian circle according to the mind of the Lord. A circle in which all that is Christ's can be known and enjoyed, for how sweetly the little word "My" falls on our ears from the lips of the Lord. Connected with His own He can say, "My love," "My joy, "My commandments," "My friends, "My Father," and "My name." Here too, as one has said, is found the "whole history of love in the love of the Father to the Son, the love of Jesus to His people, the love of His people to one another; each stage being both the source and the standard of the next."

   The picture of the Christian company, as thus portrayed by the Lord, is indeed beautiful, but alas we seek in vain to find any general practical expression of the Lord's desires amongst His people. Even so, divided and scattered though we be, let us not order our walk by any lower standard but each seek individually to answer to the mind of the Lord.

   (V. 17). "These things," of which the Lord has been speaking, were introduced with the love of Christ to His own; their end is to bind the disciples together in love to one another. Thus we can appreciate the fitness of the Lord's words. "These things I command you, that ye love one another "

   The World. John 15: 18-25

   Very blessedly, (V. 18, 19.) the Lord has presented to us the new Christian company, not indeed in its formation or administration (for this the time had not yet come), but, in its moral marks and spiritual privileges. It is seen as a company governed by the love of Christ and, abiding in His love, bound together by love to one another. In the words that follow, the Lord passes in thought outside the Christian circle of love to speak of the world circle of hate, thus warning His disciples of the true character of the world, by which they will be surrounded, and preparing them for its persecution.

   If we share with Christ the love, joy, and holy intimacies of the inside circle, we must also be prepared to share with Christ in His hatred and reproach from the world. There is no suggestion that the disciples should attempt to make the best of two worlds, as men speak. It must be Christ or the world, it cannot be Christ and the world. A company that in any way exhibits the graces of Christ would be recognised by the world as identified with Christ, and the hatred which the world had expressed to Christ, would be shown to His people. His hatred, and His persecution, would be theirs.

   The world is a vast system embracing every race and class, and false religion, having in common their hatred of God. The world by which the disciples were immediately surrounded was the world of corrupt Judaism. To-day the world with which believers are mainly in contact is the world of corrupt Christendom. Its outward form may change from age to age; at heart it is ever marked by alienation from God and hatred to Christ.

   Why should these simple men be hated by the world? Were they not mainly a company of poor people who loved one another, who lived in an orderly way, being subject to the powers, without interfering with their politics? Did they not go about proclaiming good news, and doing good deeds? Why should such be hated?

   The Lord gives two reasons for this hatred. First, they were a company of people that Christ had chosen out of the world: second, they were a company of people who confessed the name of Christ before the world (V. 21). The first cause would more particularly call forth the hatred of the religious world: the second the hatred of the world in general. Through all time nothing has so enraged religious man as the sovereign grace that, passing by all man's religious efforts, picks up and blesses the outcast and the wretched. The very mention of the grace of other days, that blessed a Gentile widow, and a Gentile leper, led the religious leaders of Nazareth to rise up in wrath and hatred against Christ. The sovereign grace that blesses the younger son, enrages the elder son.

   (V. 20, 21). Further the disciples are warned that this hatred will manifest itself in persecution, "If they have persecuted Me, they will also persecute you." This active expression of hatred is more directly connected with the confession of the name of Christ for the Lord can say, "All these things will they do unto you for My name's sake." The persecution, whether of Christ or His disciples, proved the had no knowledge of the One that sent Christ — the Father.

   (Vv. 22-25). There is, however, no excuse for such ignorance. The Lord's words, and the Lord's works, left the world without excuse either for hatred or ignorance. If Christ had not come and spoken unto the world words such as never man had spoken; if He had not done among them works which none other man had done, they could not have been reproached with the sin of wilful enmity against Christ and the Father. They would still have been fallen creatures. but it would hardly have been demonstrated that they were wilful and God-hating creatures. But now there was no cloak for their sin. There was no hiding the fact of the world's guilt: it had come out. Christ had fully revealed, by His words and works, all the Father's heart. It only brought out man's hatred of God. The world as such was left without hope, for, according to their own law. they hated Christ without a cause. Thus the world's hatred is no longer ignorance: it is sin. It is a causeless hatred. Alas! we, even as Christians, may at times give the world cause for hatred, but in Christ there was no cause. There is, indeed, a cause for the hatred but it lies not in the One that is hated, but in the hearts of those who hate.

   The Power for Witnessing. John 15: 26, 27

   If the circle of love is surrounded by a circle of hate — a persecuting world that hates the disciples of Christ with a blind hatred — how will any testimony for Christ be maintained on the earth, when Christ Himself has gone? The Christian circle is small, and those who compose it are weak. The Lord Himself likens it to a little flock in the midst of wolves. By what power then will the disciples stand against a Christ-hating world and bear witness for Christ? They can stand, and they will stand in the mighty power of the Holy Spirit, a divine Person who will come from the Father.

   How well the Lord knew the terrible character of the world and its relentless hatred for had not the storm of its enmity broken in its full fury upon Him? He knew well, too, the weakness of those who loved Him and had followed Him, for was not Peter going to deny Him, and all forsake Him? How well He knew that left to themselves, they would never be able to maintain any testimony for Him, when He had left them for the glory. Knowing the wickedness of the world and the weakness of the disciples He says, "I will send" unto you the Comforter "from the Father even the Spirit of truth," and the Lord adds "He shall testify of Me." However weak the disciples may be, however strong the world may be, "He shall testify of Me." However much the disciples may fail, however much the world may persecute, "He shall testify of Me." He will testify on earth of the glory of the Son in heaven. The world will crucify Him in the lowest place on earth, heaven will crown Him in the highest place in glory, and the Holy Spirit would come to bear witness of His glory. The Son had come from the Father to bear witness of the Father: the Holy Spirit was coming from the Father to bear witness to the Son.

   In view of the coming of the Spirit the Lord can add, "Ye also shall bear witness," and gives as a further reason, "Because ye have been with Me from the beginning." It is true we have not been with Jesus in the same literal sense in which the disciples had companied with Him from the beginning of His ministry, nevertheless, it remains true in a moral sense, that, if we are to bear witness for Christ before men we too must be with Christ in secret. When the Holy Spirit had come, Peter and John bore such a striking witness to Christ before the persecuting religious world, that their persecutors "took knowledge of them that they had been with Jesus"

   Thus the Lord brings us two great facts, one that the Holy Spirit bears testimony to Christ in the glory; the other, that the disciples bear witness before men. Are not these two facts strikingly illustrated in the history of Stephen. Surrounded by a Christ-rejecting religious world, maddened by hatred, gnashing upon him with their teeth, and persecuting him with their stones, he stands firm in the mighty power of the Holy Spirit, and, looking up into heaven, sees the glory of God and Jesus; then he bears witness before the world, "Behold," he says, "I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God." The Holy Spirit bears testimony in Stephen's spirit to Christ in the glory, and Stephen bears witness before the world.

   Stephen was the first of a long line of martyrs, but in spite of all that the world has done, or will yet do, we may with all confidence say there has been, and will be, a witness for Christ while the Christian company is on earth, for the one great reason that the Holy Spirit is present on earth and abides in and with God's people in all His mighty and irresistible power.

   The Witness.

   "If ye abide in Me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you. Herein is my Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit; so shall ye be my disciples" — John 15: 7, 8.

   Would'st thou a witness for thy Saviour be, 

   In word and life, to men on every hand, 

   While passing through a dark and dreary land; 

   Then hear the Master's word, 'Abide in Me, 

   And ever let My words abide in thee.' 

   Thus walking in the sunshine of His face, 

   Show forth the beauty of His lowly grace; 

   That others, in the daily round may see, 

   In one who treads in peace the pilgrim way, 

   Some heavenly fruit brought forth from day to day: 

   That from the fulness of thy life may flow 

   Love, kindness, humbleness of mind, 

   That thou, in passing through this world may show 

   The loveliness of Christ before mankind.

   John 16

   The Introduction

   In meditating upon the last words of the Lord Jesus, recorded in John 13 to 16, we must ever remember that the Lord has in view the preparation of His own to bear witness to Himself in the place of His rejection, during the time of His absence.

   For the accomplishment of this great end we have seen, in the former discourses, the necessity for having our feet washed (John 13), our hearts comforted and linked with divine Persons (John 14), and our lives setting forth the character of Christ while our lips are opened to witness for Christ (John 15). Finally, in this last discourse, our minds are instructed so that we may render intelligent service, and not be stumbled by the treatment we may receive at the hands of a religious, but Christ-rejecting, world.

   Instruction in the mind of Christ is the great underlying object of this last discourse. In the service of the Lord there may be much zeal yet not according to knowledge, and hence little result and much disappointment. How important then to have the mind of the Lord.

   The instruction of the discourse is presented in the following order: — 

   Firstly, we are forewarned as to the treatment that will be meted out by the religious world to those who bear witness to Christ (1-4).

   Secondly, we learn that in order to be intelligent in the mind of Christ, it is necessary that Christ should go to the Father and that the Comforter should come (5-7).

   Thirdly, when the Spirit comes, believers will be instructed in the true character of this present evil world (8-11).

   Fourthly, by the Holy Spirit believers are led into the knowledge of another world — the world to come (12-15).

   Lastly, believers are instructed as to the true character of the new day about to dawn (16-33). 

   Persecution from the Religious World. John 16: 1-4

   In the previous discourse the Lord had set before His disciples the marks of the new Christian company, whose privilege it would be to bear fruit for the Father, and bear witness to Christ in a world from which Christ is absent.

   (V. 1). Those, however, who, in any measure, wear the character of Christ, and bear witness to Christ in a Christ-hating world. will assuredly have to face something of the suffering, and persecution, that is brought before us in the opening verses of this chapter. The thoughtful and tender love of the Lord, anticipating the suffering of His own, gives them this loving warning lest, when persecution arose, they might be offended. If unwarned their natural prejudices, formed by their links with the dispensation that was closing, together with their ignorance of the new Christian era about to dawn, might become a cause of stumbling when faced with persecution. How needed the warning, the after-history of the disciples will prove.

   John the Baptist, in his day, came nigh to being offended. His faith received a severe shock by treatment that was so foreign to his thoughts. As the result of his faithful witness he finds himself in prison, and, being ignorant of the mind of the Lord, he sends a message to the Lord, "Art Thou He that should come," to receive the answer, "Blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in Me." With this danger the disciples were faced. Filled with the false hope of the immediate redemption of Israel, they would hardly be prepared for persecution from Israel. Their false expectations exposed them to the danger of being offended.

   (Vv. 2, 3). The Lord's warning prepares them not only for persecution, but for religious persecution. The disciples of Christ would be put out of the synagogue, involving the loss of all fellowship whether in the family, social or political circle (John 9: 22). This religious persecution would proceed from religious motives. "Whosoever killeth you will think that He doeth God service." Hence the greater the sincerity, the more ruthless the persecution. But this persecution would proceed from ignorance of the Father and the Son. And thus it has been with every form of religious persecution. It has been truly said, "As it was with the Jews who persecuted Christians, so with the Christians who have persecuted Christians. Things have been done 'to the glory of God,' and 'in the name of Christ,' of which He who looks down from heaven would only say, 'They have not known the Father nor Me.'"

   (V. 4). In the days to come the persecution would become an occasion of recalling the Lord's words and comforting the disciples' hearts with a fresh sense of the omniscience that foreknew, and the love that forewarned. Hitherto the necessity to speak of these things had not arisen, for the Lord was present to shelter and guard them. These things belonged to the time of His absence, not the time of His presence.

   The Necessity of Christ's Departure. John 16: 5-7

   If, however, the disciples were to be instructed in the mind of the Lord, it was necessary that He should depart and that the Comforter should come. The Lord recognised their affection for Himself, and in tenderness felt for them in the sorrow that filled their hearts as they thought of the parting with Himself. Nevertheless, knowing the immense benefit they would derive from the coming of the Spirit, He can say, "It is expedient for you that I go away, for if I go not away, the Comforter will not come unto you." We may be slow to realize the immense blessing to ourselves. and the glory to Christ, that flows from the presence of the Spirit, but it should raise our esteem for the gift of the Spirit when we see in what high estimation the gift of the Spirit was held by the Lord. Blessed indeed must have been the company of the Lord in His earthly pathway; blessed to see His works of power and hear His words of love, behold His excellencies and experience His care, nevertheless His going away would be greater gain, for by the coming of the Spirit believers can be lead into a yet deeper acquaintance with Christ, a richer appreciation of His excellencies, and, above all, the knowledge of Christ in exaltation as a Man in the glory.

   To know Christ in the glory by the Spirit, must be far more blessed than the knowledge of Christ on earth after the flesh. It involves a union with Christ in resurrection impossible while He was present on earth. Union with a Man in Heaven is more blessed than company with a Man on earth. Yet occupation with the immediate sorrow of losing the Lord, blinded the disciples to the blessing that God had for them through the sorrow.

   We may gather from this a principle of wide application — that, pre-occupation with present circumstances hides from us God's purposes of future blessing, wrought out through the sorrowful circumstances. The disciples' pre-occupation with their immediate sorrow hid from their eyes the great fact that, by the departure of the Lord, He was going to open a way into the unfolding of all the vast counsels of God for the glory of Christ and the blessing of His people.

   It is often thus with ourselves. Pre-occupied with some present painful circumstances, we overlook the blessing and enlargement of soul into which God has purposed to lead us through these very circumstances. We forget that word which says, "Thou hast enlarged me, when I was in distress" (Ps. 4: 1.).

   The Present World Exposed. John 16: 8-11

   From this point in the discourse, the Lord resumes the instruction of the last two verses of John 15 in reference to the coming of the Holy Spirit. In the intervening verses the Lord had spoken of the witness of the disciples and the persecution it would involve. He resumes this great theme with the words, "When He is come," an expression used before in John 15: 26, and again in John 14: 13. In each case it marks a fresh stage of instruction. In John 16: 8, His coming demonstrates the true character of the world. In John 16: 13, He comes to guide the believer into the truth of another world.

   Before that other world is revealed the true character of this world is exposed, and so we read, "When He is come He will bring demonstration to the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment." No question is raised as to who receives the demonstration, but the fact is stated that the presence of the Holy Spirit demonstrates the true character of the world. As a matter of fact it is not the world, as such, that receives the demonstration, but those in whom the Spirit dwells, though they indeed use what they have learned to witness to the world of its true condition.

   The presence of the Spirit does not test the world. The world has been fully tested by the presence of Christ. He was here in such manner that the world could see His works of grace and hear His words of love; and the Lord sums up the result of this testing by saying, "They have both seen and hated both Me and My Father." When the Spirit comes the world cannot receive Him, because it seeth Him not, neither knoweth Him. Nevertheless to believers — those in whom He dwells — He brings demonstration of the result of the testing, so that the believers, instructed by the Spirit, have no false conceptions of the world. They know by the Spirit's teaching the true character of the world as seen by God. Its character is demonstrated in respect of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment. This conviction is wrought in the soul, not by the use of abstract statements, but by an appeal to the Lord Jesus and the great facts of His history.

   First, its state is proved in respect of sin. The presence of the Spirit is in itself a proof of the evil state of the world, for if Christ had not been rejected the Holy Spirit would not be here. His presence is a proof that the world has hated, cast out, and crucified the Son of God. Jew and Gentile, representing the world religiously and politically, combined in saying, "Away with Him, crucify Him." It is therefore a world that does not believe in Christ, and this solemn fact proves it is under sin. We might understand the world not believing in anyone else, but if the world does not believe in Christ — One with whom they could find no fault — it is a clear proof that it must be dominated by an evil principle which God calls sin.

   The final and absolute demonstration that the world is under sin is seen, not in the fact that men have transgressed certain laws of God, or defiled the temple and stoned the prophets, but in that, when God was manifested down here in all the grace, love, power and goodness on behalf of guilty man, as set forth in the Son become flesh and dwelling amongst men, the world finally and formally rejected God by refusing to believe in His Son. This is the outstanding fact that demonstrates the sin of the world. However fair the exterior of this world may look at times, whatever advances it may make in civilization and invention, the fact remains that the presence of the Spirit proves that it is a world that does not believe in Christ, and therefore a world under sin.

   Secondly, the evil condition of the world is proved in respect of righteousness. The presence of the Spirit proves not only the absence of Christ from the world, but also the presence of Christ in the glory. If Christ's absence is the greatest proof of sin, His presence in the glory is the greatest expression of righteousness. The sin of men rose to its height when the world put the sinless One upon the Cross. Righteousness is seen, on the one hand, in that Christ, who was nailed to the Cross, has gone back to the Father; and on the other hand, in that the world as such will see Him no more. It is only right that He should have the highest place in the glory: it is only right that the world that saw and hated Him without a cause, should see Him no more. Thus it is demonstrated that the world is under sin and without righteousness.

   Thirdly, the Spirit brings demonstration of judgment because the prince of this world is judged. Behind the sin of man there is the craft of Satan. Man is but the tool of the devil: God has counselled to set Christ in the place of supreme power in the universe. The devil has set himself to thwart the purposes of God; and from the garden of Eden to the Cross at Calvary he has used man as his tool to carry out his plans. At the Cross it looked as if the devil had triumphed, for there he succeeded in using man to nail to the cross of shame the very One that God has destined for a throne of glory. But the presence of the Spirit brings demonstration that, in spite of all that the world, moved by the prince of the world, has done, Christ is in the highest place in glory. God has triumphed over man's sin and the devil's power. The place of glory in which Christ is set is the proof that the devil has been defeated in the greatest expression of his power. This must mean the final and absolute judgment of the devil; and if the devil is judged the whole world system of which he is the ruler, will come under judgment. The judgment is not yet executed, but morally it stands condemned with its ruler.

   Such then is the state of the world under the eye of God, demonstrated by the presence of the Spirit. It is a world under sin, without righteousness and going on to judgment.

   The World to Come Revealed. John 16: 12-15

   Leaving the present world the Lord passes in thought into a region of which He has many things to say, though, at the moment, beyond the capacity of the disciples to comprehend. Howbeit when the Spirit of truth is come, He will unfold to the disciples "things to come." "He will guide into all truth." If we are to be faithful witnesses for Christ in this world, it is not enough to know the true character of this present world, we must also have the light of another world to guide our steps through this dark world.

   While, however, the Spirit brings to light the glories of the new world, He does not bring them into actual display. Christ, Himself, when He comes, will bring these glorious things into display. By the Spirit, faith walks in the present light of future glories. The morning Star arises in our hearts before the Son of righteousness shines forth upon the world.

   Moreover the Lord does not suggest that the coming of the Spirit of truth would alter the course of this present world. His presence condemns the world. His guiding delivers believers from present things by giving us the light of things to come. Alas! many may seek to use Christianity for the betterment of this world, only to find that such efforts result in Christianity being corrupted, and the evil of the world being glossed over with a religious veneer. Nor does the Lord suggest that the coming of the Spirit would ensure the worldly comfort and earthly prosperity of His people while passing through this world. There may often be great disparity among the Lord's people as to their circumstances and surroundings in this world, but, as regards the true riches of the world of the Father's counsels they are on common ground. The present light of the world of glory is the portion of all the saints. Whatever our circumstances in this life, it is at least open to us to enter into and enjoy, in spirit, the surpassing and eternal glories of the world to come, into which we shall so soon actually enter.

   In view of carrying our hearts into this new world we read that the Holy Spirit will guide us into all the truth. The full range of truth, as to the purpose of God, the glory of Christ in the Church, the blessing of the Church with Christ, and the blessing of men in the Kingdom throughout Millennial days, right on to the glories of the new heaven and the new earth, is available for us in the power of the Holy Spirit. Into this vast range of truth He will guide us; but He will not force, nor drive us. The question for each one is, as with Rebekah of old "Wilt thou go?" The servant was present ready to lead her to Isaac, even as the Spirit has come to lead us to Christ. The servant could say, "Hinder me not . . . that I may go to my master," and may we not say the desire of the Holy Spirit is, not to better this world or settle the saints in this scene, but to return to the One from whom He has come, taking with Him the Bride for Christ. Alas! we often hinder the Holy Spirit by turning aside into some path of our own choosing and thus lose the guiding of the Holy Spirit. Some worldly entanglement, or some wrong religious association, may detain us, and until clear of this association the Spirit will cease to guide us into further truth. Christians appear to have little conception how easily the soul's progress into truth may be hindered by unscriptural associations.

   Not only does the Lord say the Spirit will guide, but three times He says, "He will show." (Vv. 13, 14, 15). We cannot guide ourselves into all truth, we cannot show ourselves the things to come, or the things concerning Christ. We are entirely dependent upon the Spirit. How deeply important then to refuse at all cost anything that would hinder the Spirit leading us into the fulness of blessing.

   Very explicitly the Lord tells us the threefold character of the blessing into which the Holy Spirit will lead us. First, verse 13 speaks of "things to come;" then, in verse 14, we read of the glories of Christ; finally, in verse 15, there passes before us, "All things that the Father hath." These are the things into which the Holy Spirit will guide us if we hinder Him not. He will unroll before us all the blessedness of the world to come; He will take of the glories of Christ and show them unto us, He will disclose to us the whole range of the Father's counsels which have Christ for their centre.

   Would that we realised more fully that there is a world of bliss entirely outside the sphere of natural sight, and beyond the range of the human mind — things of which it is said, "Eye hath not seen nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love Him. But God hath revealed them unto us by His Spirit; for the Spirit searcheth all things, yea, the deep things of God" (1 Cor. 2: 9, 10). 

   The New Day. John 16: 16-33

   The Lord has finished the portion of His discourse that unfolds to the disciples the great illumination of mind that will result from the coming of the Holy Spirit. Now, as the discourses draw to their close, He speaks no longer of the Spirit, but of "that day" — the new day about to dawn — with its new revelation of Himself in resurrection (16-22); the new character of intercourse they would have with the Father (23, 24), and the new form in which the Lord would communicate with them (25-28).

   We do well to remember that the two events that distinguish "that day" are, the departure of Christ to be with the Father and the coming of the Spirit to dwell in believers. In the portion of the discourse that has just closed, "that day" is viewed in connection with the coming of the Comforter. In this latter portion of the discourse, "that day" is viewed in connection with Christ going to the Father, and all that is involved in His being with the Father.

   (V. 16). Wonderful intimations of coming glories to be revealed in the power of the Spirit, have passed before the disciples, but, as the last moments with the disciples slip away, they are left with Jesus Himself as the Object of their affections. The Spirit will indeed draw out these affections, but never is He, like Jesus, the object of them. Thus it is that the Lord engages their hearts with Himself, as He says, "A little while, and ye shall not see Me: and again, a little while, and ye shall see Me." In these words not only does the Lord engage their hearts with Himself, but He intimates the great events so close at hand, and prepares their hearts for the changes these events would bring.

   (Vv. 17, 18). The Lord's words raise anxious enquiry amongst the disciples, making manifest that every statement was to them a mystery. It is noticeable that as the discourses proceed the disciples grow silent. Five of the disciples have spoken on occasions, but since leaving the upper room no other voice save the Lord's has been heard. As the great truths of the coming of the Spirit were unfolded, they had listened in silence to that which was so far beyond their comprehension. Now, as the Lord again speaks of Himself, their hearts are stirred to know the meaning of His words. Yet, even so, they speak among themselves, hesitating to utter their difficulties to the Lord.

   (Vv. 19-22). The Lord anticipates their desire to ask the meaning of His words, and not only throws further light upon what He has said, but also tells them how their hearts would be affected, both in sorrow and joy, by the great events so close at hand.

   The Lord's words clearly speak of two short intervals of time, and intimate that soon the disciples would not see Him, and then that they would see Him again. In the light of the events that follow can we not say that these words indicate that, at that moment, there were but a few short hours before the Lord would leave His disciples to pass out of the sight of man, as He goes into the darkness of the Cross and the tomb? Again after a second "little while" the disciples would see the Lord, and yet not as before, in the days of His flesh. but in resurrection. If they would see Him no more as in the days of His humiliation, they would see Him for evermore in the new and glorious resurrection condition beyond death and the grave. It would however, be the same Jesus, who had dwelt among them, borne with their weakness, sustained their faith, and won their hearts, that would come into their midst and say, "Behold My hands and My feet that it is I Myself."

   Moreover the Lord tells His disciples how these changing events will effect them in sorrow and joy. The little while during which they will not see Him, will be a time of overwhelming grief for the disciples — a time of weeping and lamenting for one dead, whose grave was the end of all their earthly hopes. The world, indeed, would rejoice, thinking they had triumphed over One whose presence exposed the evil of their deeds. Nevertheless, when the little while is ended, their sorrow will be turned to joy.

   To bring home to the hearts of the disciples these coming events, the Lord uses the illustration of the woman bringing forth her child. The sudden sorrow, the change from anguish to joy, and the birth of the child, exactly sets forth the sudden anguish which would overwhelm the disciples when the Lord has passed into death, even as it illustrates the quick change from anguish to joy, when once again they see the risen Lord as the Firstborn from the dead.

   The Lord, in applying His illustration, enlarges upon His words. Already He has said, "Ye shall see Me," now He adds, "I will see you again." The world would not see Him nor would He see the world again. It is to His own that He would come. And so it came to pass, as we read, later on, "Jesus stood in the midst and said unto them, Peace be unto you and when He had so said He showed them His hands and His side. Then were the disciples glad when they saw the Lord" (John 20: 19, 20).

   Moreover, the seeing of which the Lord speaks can hardly be confined to the fleeting visits during the forty days after the resurrection. It has been well said, "The risen and living Lord showed Himself to the eye of sense, that He might remain before the eye of faith, not as a memory but as a presence," and again, "It was a seeing that could never be lost or dimmed, but on the contrary grew clearer as it became more spiritual." Throughout the time of His absence, while we are yet on earth, and He in the glory, the words of the Lord will ever be true, "Ye shall see Me," and "I will see you." Looking steadfastly into that glory, Stephen can say, "Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God." Again, the writer to the Hebrews can say, "We see Jesus . . . crowned with glory and honour.

   It is this special vision of Christ that secures the joy of the believer. "The living Lord is the joy of His people; and because His life is eternal, their joy is permanent and secure." Thus the Lord can say "Your joy no man taketh from you."

   (Vv. 23, 24). The Lord has spoken of the new revelation of Himself in the new day so soon to dawn; now He speaks of the new character of intercourse that would become the new day. "In that day," says the Lord, "ye shall ask Me nothing" — words that do not imply that we are never to address the Lord, but rather that we have direct access to the Father. Martha had no sense of directly speaking to the Father, when she said, "I know that . . . whatsoever Thou wilt ask of God, God will give it Thee." (John 11: 22). We have not now to appeal to the Lord to go to the Father on our behalf, but it is our privilege to directly ask of the Father in the name of Christ. Hitherto the disciples had asked nothing in His name. "In that day" they shall ask in His name, and the Father would give in His name, that their joy might be full. In using the vast resources thus opened to them they would find fulness of joy.

   (V. 25). Furthermore, on the Lord's side, His communications would take a new character. Hitherto much of His teaching had been given in the form of parables or allegories. In the day about to dawn He would speak plainly of the Father. Thus it was in the resurrection, when He sent a message to the disciples plainly saying, "I ascend unto My Father, and your Father, and to My God, and your God."

   (Vv. 26. 28). Though the Lord will plainly tells us of the Father it will not be necessary for the Lord to pray the Father concerning us, as if the Father did not know our needs, or that we had not free access to the Father, for says the Lord, "The Father Himself loveth you." The Father has the deepest interest in the disciples, and loves them, because they loved Christ and believed that He had come forth from God.

   The Lord closes this part of the discourse by affirming the great truths upon which the whole superstructure of Christianity is based, "I came forth from the Father, and am come into the world; again I leave the world and go to the Father." Alas! professing Christendom, while affecting to make much of the perfect life of our Lord, is fast giving up the holy claims implied in this great affirmation. This assertion of His divine origin, of His mission in the world, and His return to the Father, fittingly brings the instruction of the discourses to their end.

   (V. 27-32). The closing words are not so much instruction as a final word of warning as to the weakness of the disciples, followed by a word that reveals the feelings of the Lord's heart, and the last word of encouragement.

   The disciples, in the presence of this plain affirmation of the truth, can say, "Lo, now speakest Thou plainly and speakest no allegory." The truth that they had seen but dimly, now becomes definite and clear by the plain words of the Lord. And yet how little they understood the way of death by which the Lord was returning to the Father. Thus the Lord can say, "Do ye now believe?" They did indeed believe, but, like ourselves, too often, they but little knew their own weakness. The Lord has to warn them that the hour was coming, yea had indeed come, when all the disciples would be scattered every man to his own, and the One in whom they had just professed to believe, would be left alone.

   Yet if there comes a time when these companions of His life, who have loved and followed Him, think only of themselves and flee from Him in the hour of His trial, He will not be alone, for, as the Lord says, "the Father is with Me." He does not say the Father will be with Me, however true, but "the Father is with Me." As in the days of old, in the scene which was but a shadow of this far greater scene, we read of Abraham and Isaac, as they took their way to Mount Moriah, "they went both of them together" (Gen. 22: 6). So now the Father and the Son are together, as the great sacrifice is approached.

   (V. 33). Nevertheless, if the Lord will warn the disciples of their weakness, He will not leave them without one last word of cheer and encouragement. Whatever failure in themselves they may have lo deplore, whatever trials in the world they may have to meet, yet, in Christ they would have peace. They may find much in themselves, and much in the world to disturb them, but in Christ they would have an unfailing resource — One in whom their hearts could rest in perfect peace. The world may indeed overcome the disciples, as they are shortly to prove, but Christ has overcome the world.

   Thus the disciples, and ourselves. may be of good cheer, for the One who loves us, who lives for us, who is coming for us — the One who is with us — is the One who has overcome the world. Thus as the great discourses reach their end we are left with a word of encouragement that, lifting us above all our failure, leaves us in the contemplation of the victors of the Lord.

   We triumph in Thy triumphs, Lord: 

   Thy joys our deepest joys afford, 

   The fruit of love divine. 

   While sorrowing, suffering, toiling here, 

   How does the thought our spirits cheer, 

   The throne of glory's Thine. 

   The Hope.

   "Look up, and lift up your heads: for your redemption draweth nigh" — Luke 21: 28.

   There is a world beyond this world of sight, 

   No eye hath seen, nor heart of man conceived, 

   For those who in the Saviour have believed: 

   A home of everlasting love and light; 

   A day of joy that ends the long dark night; 

   A rich reward, for those who suffered loss; 

   The Lord's 'Well done,' for those who bore their cross; 

   The victor's crown for those who fought the fight. 

   Then art thou faint and weary by the way? 

   Lift up thy head, and hear the Master say, 

   'I am the Morning Star, the hope of dawn, 

   I quickly come, to call on high My own, 

   From shades of night into the cloudless morn, 

   To see Me face to face, and know as known.' 

   John 17

   The Introduction.

   The gracious ministry of Christ, before the world, is over. The loving discourses with the disciples are finished. All being closed on earth, the Lord looks heavenward toward that home into which He will so soon enter. We have listened to the words of the Lord as He spoke to the disciples of the Father; now it is our greater privilege to listen to the words of the Son, as He speaks to the Father concerning His disciples. The prayer stands alone among all prayers by reason of the glorious Person by whom it is uttered. Who but a divine Person could say "That they may be one as we" (11), and again, "That they may be one in us" (21). Such utterances could never fall from human lips. Deny the deity of His Person, and these words would become the blasphemies of an impostor. The prayer is alone, too, by reason of its unique character. It has been pointed out that, "It has no voice of confession . . . no echo, however distant, of recognition of sin, no tone that is touched with a feeling of demerit or defect, . . . no intimation of inferiority or entreaty for help."

   We are moreover arrested by its comprehensiveness. We listen to One who speaks of an eternity before the foundation of the world. as having had part in that glorious past. We hear Him speak of His perfect pathway upon earth: we are carried on to the Apostolic days by One to whom the future is an open book. We listen to words which cover the whole period of the Church's pilgrimage on earth, as we hear the Lord's desires for those who will believe on Him through the Apostles' words. Finally we are carried in thought to an eternity yet to come, when we shall be with Christ, and like Christ.

   Furthermore, as we listen to these heart-breathings of the Lord we feel that, while our passage through this world is still in view, yet we are carried beyond the passing things of time to contemplate the changeless things of eternity. However needful feet-washing, however blessed fruit-bearing, however great the privilege to testify, and suffer, for Christ, yet such things are hardly in view, but rather, those greater things which, while they may be known and enjoyed in time, belong to eternity. Life eternal, the Father's name, the Father's words, the Father's love, the joy of Christ, holiness, unity and glory, are eternal things which will abide when time, with its need of feet-washing, its opportunities for service, its trials and its sufferings, will for ever have passed away.

   Moreover, as we listen to this prayer we learn the desires of the heart of Christ, so that the believer can say, "I know the desires of His heart for me." This must be so, for perfect prayer is the expression of the heart's desire. Alas! with ourselves our prayers may often become formal and, as such, only the expression of what we like others to think is the desire of our hearts. No element of formality enters into this prayer. All is as perfect as the One who prays.

   In the course of the prayer many requests are offered to the Father, but they all appear to fall under three dominant desires of the Lord which mark the main divisions of the prayer.

   First, the desire that the Father may be glorified in the Son. Verses 1 to 5.

   Second, the desire that Christ may be glorified in the saints. Verses 6-21.

   Third, the desire that the Saints may be glorified with Christ. Verses 22-26. 

   The Father Glorified in the Son. John 17: 1-5 

   Every utterance, and every request, in the first five verses of chapter 17 has in view the glory of the Father. Wherever the Son is viewed, whether on earth, in heaven, or on the cross — between earth and heaven, His first and great desire is to glorify the Father. Such purity of motive is beyond the conception of fallen man. The natural thought is to use power, whatever form it may take, to glorify self. Such was the thought of His brethren, after the flesh, when they said, "If Thou do these things show Thyself to the world" (John 7: 4). What is this but saying in effect, "Use your power to glorify yourself?" Alas! does not history show that whenever man is entrusted with power, whether by God or his fellow men, he uses it to glorify himself? Entrusted with power, the first head of the Gentiles encompasses his fall by saying, "Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for the house of the kingdom by the might of my power and for the glory of my majesty" (Dan 4: 30 N. Tr.). Well may all heaven unite to say, "Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power," for He alone uses power for the glory of God, and the blessing of man. The Lord desires a glory far greater than this world can give, for He says, "O Father, glorify Me with Thine own self with the glory which I had with Thee before the world was." And with this great glory He desires that He may glorify the Father.

   (V. 2). Power had already been given to Him on earth, displayed in the raising of Lazarus, and used to the glory of God, as He said at the grave side, "If thou wouldest believe thou shouldest see the glory of God" (John 11: 40). Now the Lord asks for a glory that would be commensurate with His power. Power had been given Him over all flesh, that He should glorify God by carrying out the counsels of God. In this world we see the terrible power of the flesh energised by Satan, yet, for our comfort, we know from this prayer, that a power above every other power has been given to the Lord so that no power of evil, however great, can hinder Christ from carrying into effect the counsels of God to give eternal life to as many as the Father has given to the Son.

   (V. 3). This life finds its highest expression in the knowledge and enjoyment of our relationships with the Father and the Son. It is not like the natural life, limited to the knowledge and enjoyment of natural things and human relationships: it is not confined to earth nor bound by time, nor ended by death. It is a life that enables us to know and enjoy communion with divine Persons. It carries us outside the world, above the earth, beyond time, and into the regions of eternal glory.

   (V. 4). If, however, the Lord desires to glorify the Father in the new place in heaven, already He has done so in His path on earth, and in His sufferings on the cross. Who but the Lord could look up to heaven and say to the Father, "I have glorified Thee on the earth." Alas! fallen man has dishonoured God on the earth. Man was made in the image and likeness of God, to be a true representative of God before the universe. If however, now that man has fallen, the world were to form its ideas of God from man, the conclusion would be reached that God is an unholy, selfish, cruel and vindictive Being, without wisdom, love, or compassion. This indeed is the terrible conclusion that the heathen has reached, through presuming that God is such an one as themselves. Thus they have fashioned gods that, like themselves, are filthy, cruel, and selfish. They have "changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man." Thus instead of glorifying God by a true representation of God, man has dishonoured God on the earth. When, however, we turn from man fallen to the Man Christ Jesus — the Son — we see One who, in every step of His path, has glorified God. Born into this world, the heavenly host can say, as they gaze upon their Maker, "Glory to God in the highest." Now, at the completion of His path, the Lord can say, "I have glorified Thee on the earth." He fully set forth the character of God and fully maintained all that was due to God; He upheld His glory before the whole universe. In Christ God was manifest in flesh, seen of angels as well as seen of man.

   Moreover Christ not only glorified God in His path on earth, but above all, He glorified God on the Cross, for He can say, "I have finished the work which Thou gavest Me to do." There He maintained the righteousness of God in relation to sin, and displayed the love of God to the sinner. 

   Here Christ speaks according to the perfect Manhood He had taken. As Man He had glorified God, and finished the work given Him to do. As believers it is our privilege to walk as He walked — to be here for the glory of God and to finish the work given us to do, though never forgetting that the work He came to do at the Cross must for ever stand alone. None but the Son could undertake, and finish, that great work.

   (V. 5). In verse 5 we listen to requests in which no man can have part, for here the Lord speaks as the eternal Son, and makes requests in which only One who is God can have His part. First the Lord can say, "O Father glorify Thou Me." We may indeed desire to have our bodies of glory, that Christ may be glorified in us (2 Thess. 1: 10), and thus say "Glorify Christ in me," but who save a divine Person could say, "Glorify Me?"

   Secondly, the prayer rises to a higher plane, for the Lord adds, "With thine own self." Only the Eternal Son, who dwelt in the bosom of the Father could ask for glory commensurate with the glory of the Father. The One who speaks thus claims equality with the Father.

   Moreover, when the Lord proceeds to speak of "the glory which I had," He claims a glory which He possessed in eternity as a divine Person — not a glory that He received, but a glory that He had. Then He can say "the glory which I had with Thee," an expression which involves not only that He was a divine Person, but also a distinct Person in the Godhead. Finally He speaks of this glory as the glory He had with the Father "before the world was." It was outside of time; it belonged to eternity. He was a divine Person, a distinct Person in the Godhead, and He was an Eternal Person. It has been truly said, "We hear Him speaking in full consciousness of being the same before the world was and now, and of a glory which He had as His own in the eternal fellowship with God."

   Christ Glorified in the Saints. John 17: 6-21

   The first and pre-eminent desire of the heart of Christ is to secure the glory of the Father. This is the great object in the first portion of the prayer. The second desire of the heart of Christ is that He, Himself, may be glorified in His saints, as He can say, "I am glorified in them" (10). This desire, apparently, underlies the requests in this fresh portion of the prayer.

   The Lord in His path on earth had glorified the Father in heaven. Now, as He takes His place in heaven, He desires that His disciples should glorify Him in their path on earth. In order to give effect to this desire, He very blessedly sets the feet of His disciples in the path that His feet had trodden, before the Father.

   (Vv. 6-8). In the opening verses of this part of the prayer the Lord designates those for whom He prays, and presents the characteristics that endear them to Himself and call forth His prayer on their behalf. 

   First, they are a company of people who have been drawn out of the world, and given to Christ by the Father, and hence loved by Christ as a gift from the Father.

   Second, they are a company to whom the Lord had manifested the Father's name. In Scripture a name sets forth all that a person is. When Moses is sent by Jehovah to Israel, he says they will ask, "What is His name?" This amounts to saying, "If I tell them your name they will know who you are." So the manifestation of the Father's name is the declaration of all that the Father is.

   Third, not only had the Lord declared the Father, but He had given to His disciples the "words" which the Father had given Him. He shared with them the communications that He had received from the Father, so that they not only learn who the Father is in all His love and holiness, but, through the "words," they learn the Father's mind. If the "word" reveals who He is, the "words" reveal His mind and thoughts.

   Further they are a company who by grace had responded to these revelations, and thus the Lord can say of them, "They have kept Thy word:" "They have known that all things whatsoever Thou hast given Me are of Thee:" "They have received" the words: they "have known surely that I came out from Thee;" and lastly "they have believed that Thou didst send Me."

   (V. 9-11). Having thus designated those for whom He prays, the Lord very blessedly intimates why He prays for them. Ever thinking of the Father, the Lord states "they are Thine" as His first reason for praying for them. Already the Lord has said, "Thine they were, and Thou gavest them Me," but He can still say "they are Thine." They did not cease to be the Father's, because the Father gave them to the Son, for the Lord adds, "All mine are Thine, and Thine are Mine." Rich with meaning is this double statement, for, as Luther has been reported to have said, "Any one might justly say to God 'All that is mine is Thine,' but no created being could go on to say, 'And all that is Thine is mine.' This is a word for Christ alone."

   Then, as a second great reason for praying for His disciples, the Lord adds, "I am glorified in them." We are left in this world to represent the One who has gone to glory, and the measure in which Christ is seen in His people, is the measure in which He is glorified before the world.

   Moreover, there is yet another reason that calls forth the Lord's prayer. Christ is no more in the world to protect His own by His actual presence with them. He is going to the Father, while His own are left behind in the midst of an evil and Christ-hating world. How great then will be their need of the Lord's prayer on their behalf. 

   (V. 11). In the latter half of verse eleven we pass from hearing the reasons for the Lord's prayer, to listening to the definite requests that the Lord makes to the Father. These petitions are fourfold. First, that His disciples may be kept in holiness, second, that they may be one; third, that they may be kept from evil; lastly, that they may be sanctified. At once we can appreciate how necessary are these requests, for if Christ is to be glorified in His own how needful that they should be holy in nature, united in heart, separate from evil, and sanctified to the Lord's use.

   The first request is that the disciples may be kept in accord with the name of the Holy Father. This involves our maintenance in the holiness that His nature demands. Peter, in his epistle, may have had this request in his mind, when he exhorted those who call on the Father to be holy in all manner of conversation.

   The Lord's second desire is expressed in the words, "that they may be one as We." It is important to remember that holiness comes before unity, for there is the danger of seeking unity at the expense of holiness. This is the first of the three "unities" to which the Lord refers in the course of the prayer. It is primarily the unity of the Apostles. The Lord desires that they may be "one as We." This is a unity of aim, thought, and purpose, such as existed between the Father and the Son.

   (Vv. 12-14). Between the second and third requests we are permitted to hear the Lord presenting to the Father the reasons for His intercession. While in the world He had kept His disciples in the Father's name, and guarded them from all the power of the enemy. Now that the Lord was going to the Father, He permits us to hear His words so that we may know His guardianship does not cease, though its method is changed. Before He goes to the Father He would have us know that we are put into the Father's loving care. This would lead to Christ's joy being fulfilled in the disciples. Even as the Lord had walked in the unclouded enjoyment of the Father's love, so He would have us to walk in the joy of knowing we are under the care of the Father, who loves us with the eternal and unchanging love wherewith He loves the Son.

   Moreover the Lord has given His disciples the Father's word. The "word" of the Father is the revelation of the eternal counsels of the Father. Entering into these counsels we drink of the river of His pleasure — a river that widens as it flows bearing us along through millennial ages into the ocean of eternity. Thus, even as the Son, the disciples would not only have the joy of knowing they were under the guardian love of the Father, but they would also know the blessing that love had purposed for them.

   Furthermore, if they enjoyed the Son's portion before the Father they would also share His portion in relation to the world. The world hated Christ because He was not of it. There was nothing in common between Christ and the world. He was but a Stranger here, moved by motives and governed by objects entirely foreign to this world. if He was misunderstood and hated, we also, if following in His path, will be hated by the world.

   Thus most blessedly the disciples are set before the Father in the same position that the Son had occupied before the Father as a Man on earth. The Father's name is revealed to them; the Father's word is given to them; the Father's care is assured to them; Christ's joy is their joy; Christ's reproach and Christ's strangership is their portion in this world.

   (Vv. 15, 16). Now the Lord resumes His requests. The first two requests were connected with things in which the Lord desires His disciples to be kept — holiness and unity. The last two requests are more in connection with things from which He desires they may be preserved. Thus it is the Lord prays that the disciples may be kept from the evil of the world. He does not pray that they may be taken out of it — the time for this had not come — for He had work for them to do in the world. The world, however, being evil, is an ever present danger to His own, hence He prays "Keep them from the evil." 

   (V. 17). Separation from actual evil is not enough, therefore the Lord also prays for our sanctification. The distinctive truth in sanctification is not simply separation from evil, but rather devotedness and suitability to God. The sanctification for which the Lord prays is not the absolute sanctification which is secured by His death, brought before us in the Epistle to the Hebrews, where we read "By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all." In the prayer it is the practical sanctification by which we are divested of all that is unsuitable to God in our thoughts, habits, and practical ways, in order that we may be "sanctified and meet for the Master's use" (2 Tim. 2: 21).

   We gather from the Lord's words that there are two ways in which this practical sanctification is effected. First by the truth. The Lord speaks of the truth as being "Thy Word," that is the Father's Word. All Scripture, indeed, is the Word of God, but the Father's Word has probably more in view the New Testament, revealing the Father's name, the Father's mind, and the Father's counsel. Every declaration of the name of God calls for a corresponding separation from the world and sanctification to God. To Abraham God declared, "I am the Almighty God." and immediately adds, "Walk before Me, and be thou perfect" (Gen. 17: 1). To Israel God revealed Himself as Jehovah, and God looked that Israel's ways should correspond to this name. They were to "fear this glorious and fearful name" (Deut. 28: 58). How much more should there be a sanctification that corresponds to the full revelation of God as the Father.

   (V. 18). This separation from evil, and sanctification to God is in view of the disciples' service — that they may be morally fit to carry out their mission. This we may gather from the Lord's words that follow, "As Thou hast sent Me into the world, even so have I also sent them into the world." Already the Lord has viewed the disciples as in His position before the Father; now He views them as having His place before the world.

   (V. 19). Now we learn that there is a second way by which the Lord effects our practical sanctification. Verse 17 has told us of the sanctifying effect of the truth. Here the Lord speaks of sanctifying Himself that we might be sanctified through the truth. The Lord sets Himself apart in the glory to become an Object to attract our hearts outside this present world. We have not only the truth to enlighten our minds, search our consciences, and encourage us in the path but we have, in Christ in the glory, a living Person to powerfully affect our hearts. Attracted by His excellencies, and held by His love, we shall find ourselves increasingly sanctified by the truth that is livingly set forth in Him.

   (Vv. 20, 21). At this point in the prayer the Lord very blessedly thinks of all those who will believe on Him through the Apostles' word. He looks down the long ages and brings within the scope of His requests all those who will compose His assembly. In connection with this wider circle the Lord adds a second request for unity, yet differing somewhat from the first request. There the unity was limited to the Apostles, and it was a request that they might be "one as We." Here, taking in the wider circle, it is a request that they might be "one in Us." This surely is a unity formed by their common interest in the Father and the Son. In social position, intellectual abilities, or material wealth, there may be, and will be, great differences, but the Lord prays that "In Us" — the Father and the Son — they may be one. This oneness was to be a testimony to the world — an evident proof that the Father must have sent the Son to effect such a result. Was there not at Pentecost a partial answer to this prayer when "the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul"?

   The Saints Glorified with Christ. John 17: 22-26

   The Lord, in the opening portion of the prayer, has prayed for the glory of the Father. In the second portion He thinks of His own and prays that, during the time of His absence, they may be kept for His glory — that He may be glorified in the saints. In this closing portion of the prayer the Lord passes in thought to the coming glory, and prays that His own may be glorified with Him.

   (V. 22). With this great end in view the Lord can say, "The glory which Thou gavest Me, I have given them." The glory that is given to Christ as Man, He secures for, and shares with, His own. This glory He has given to His own that they may be one. So perfect is this unity that nothing less than the unity between the Father and the Son can serve for its pattern, as the Lord can say, "That they may be one, even as We are one."

   (V. 23). The words that follow tell us how the saints will be "perfected into one" (N. Tr.), as well as the great end for which they are made one. The Lord indicates how the unity is brought about when He says, "I in them, and Thou in Me." This takes us on to the glory when Christ will be perfectly set forth in the saints, even as the Father is perfectly set forth in the Son. What is it that has marred the unity, and scattered and divided the saints of God on earth? Is it not the allowance in our lives of so much that is not of Christ? Yet, even so, if all the saints on earth, at any given moment, had expressed only Christ, it would hardly have displayed the unity of which the Lord speaks in these closing verses. It will require nothing less than the whole company of the saints in glory to adequately set forth the fulness of Christ (Eph. 1: 22, 23). Then indeed Christ — and nothing but Christ — will be seen in His people. We shall "all come in the unity of faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect Man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ" (Eph. 4: 13). The saints so long scattered and divided on earth will be "perfected into one" in glory. "With the voice together shall they sing; for they shall see eye to eye" (Isa. 52: 8). 

   The great end of this perfect unity is the manifestation before the world of the glory of Christ as the sent One of the Father, and the love of the Father for the disciples. When the world sees Christ displayed in glory, in His people, they will know that the One they despised and hated, was indeed the sent One of the Father, and they will realise that the saints of Christ, that they cast out and persecuted, are loved by the Father with the same love that the Father has to Christ.

   (V. 24). There is, moreover, a glory far beyond the glory that will be manifested to the world, and, beyond the millennial blessing of the earth, there is an inner circle of heavenly blessing. In this inner place of blessing the saints will have their part, for the Lord can say, "Father I will that they also, whom Thou hast given Me, be with Me, where I am." Very early in the discourses the Lord had revealed the great desire of His heart to receive us unto Himself, that where He is we may be also. Now, once again, as the prayer draws to its close, we are reminded of this desire of His heart, as we hear the Lord saying, "I will that they . . . be with Me where I am."

   While, however, it will be our high privilege to be with Him where He is, there will ever be a personal glory, belonging to Christ, which we shall behold, but, which none can share. Christ as the Son will forever have His unique place with the Father. There is a glory that is special to Christ; there is a love that is special to Christ — the love which He enjoyed before the foundation of the world; and there is a knowledge that is special, for the Lord can say, "O Father the world hath not known Thee. but I have known Thee." 

   The saints will know that the One to whom this special glory belongs — this special love, this special knowledge — is the One who has been sent by the Father to make the Father known. Thus they are distinguished from the world that fails to discern that the Son was the sent One of the Father

   (V. 26). To His own the Lord declares the Father's name, and the declaration of the Father's name reveals the Father's love, that the consciousness of the Father's love, ever known and enjoyed by the Lord is His pathway, may be known and enjoyed by His disciples. Moreover if this love is in them, Christ — the One that the Father loves — will have a place in their affections He will be in them. Thus as we listen to the last utterance, we are left with the great desire of His heart filling our thoughts, that Christ may be in His people — "I in them."

   Very surely this desire of His heart will be fulfilled in the coming glory; but, may we not say, that the great thought of the last discourses, as well as the last prayer, is that Christ should be livingly seen in His people even now? To this end our feet are washed, our hearts are comforted, our lives made fruitful, and our minds instructed. For this end the Lord permits us to listen to His last prayer that closes with the words, "I IN THEM."
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Division 1.

The Righteousness of God 

(Romans 1. to v. 11)

1.

Introductory 

(Romans i. 1-17).

(V. 1). The first seven verses of the Epistle present the credentials of the Apostle, the great theme of the Epistle, and the Apostolic greetings to the Saints at Rome. Not only was Paul the bondman of Jesus Christ in common with many others, but, by special calling, he was constituted an Apostle. Therefore his service had an apostolic character as one specially sent forth to announce glad tidings.

The great theme of this Epistle is the glad tidings of God concerning His Son. It is characteristic of this Epistle that every truth is traced to God and viewed in connection with God. Thus in this chapter we have "the gospel of God", "the power of God", the "righteousness of God", "the wrath of God", "the truth of God", and "the judgment of God". Later we have "the goodness of God", "the oracles of God", the "glory of God", "the forbearance of God", and "the love of God".

That God should approach a guilty world with glad tidings shows the disposition of God towards His fallen creatures. It proves, indeed, that God is love; that He is a Saviour God who will have all men to be saved, and come unto the knowledge of the truth.

(V. 2). The glad tidings announced by Paul are also confirmed by Holy Scriptures. Promised by God's Prophets in past days they are now proclaimed by God's servants in this day of grace. When proclaimed they have the authority of, and confirm, the promise in, Holy Writings. Hence in preaching the gospel, the Apostle constantly appeals to the Scriptures (See Acts xiii. 27, 47; xvii. 2, 11, etc).

(Vv. 3, 4). Then very blessedly the Apostle presents the great theme of the gospel. The glad tidings of God are "concerning His Son". They are not about us. There can be no glad tidings concerning fallen man as such. Truly the glad tidings are for men; but they are about the Son of God. 

The Apostle then presents a beautiful summary of the fourfold glories of Christ. It is important to notice the order in which these glories are presented – an order which is rather obscured by our authorised version, in which "Jesus Christ our Lord" is placed second, whereas these words should come at the end of verse four. First, then, Christ is presented as the Son, speaking of His divine and eternal Personality, unchanged by anything He became. Secondly, Christ is presented in His incarnation "come of David's seed according to flesh". This speaks not of His inherent Personal glory, but of what He became as a perfect Man. He was the Son before He came of the seed of David. He did not become the Son by becoming incarnate. [Thirdly, having become flesh, the glory of His Person is carefully guarded by the fact that in Manhood He is marked out from all others as the Son of God, in divine power, according to the Spirit of holiness, by resurrection. The reference to resurrection is not only to His own resurrection, as the wrong insertion of the article might imply. It is the fact of the exercise of the mighty power of resurrection, whether in the case of Lazarus and others, or in that of His own resurrection, that marks Him out as a divine Person. Man's power is seen in devising complicated engines of war to put men to death, but all the wit of man has never been able to raise a man from the dead. God alone can raise from the dead. Moreover, this declaration of divine power was "according to the Spirit of holiness". It was to meet the demands of holiness that the Lord Jesus came to suffer on the Cross. But if holiness required the work of the Cross, holiness equally demanded that the glory of the One, who had stooped to accomplish that work, should be declared by resurrection.

Fourthly, Christ is acknowledged to be Jesus Christ, our Lord. With great delight, those who believe God's testimony concerning Him come under His sway by owning Him their Lord and Master.

(V. 5) This then was the glorious Person that Paul came to present. Christ was gone from the world; but Paul is sent as an Apostle to represent Christ. He comes "on behalf of His name". In order that he might be a fitting representative, he had received from Christ "grace and apostleship". Not only apostleship, but the needed grace to exercise the apostleship. He did not receive his commission from man, or by any human training, or ordination. Moreover, if he comes as the representative of Christ, "on behalf of His Name", it is in order to bring men to submit to Christ, to bring them under the sway of Christ – to obey Him. Only those who believe will submit, hence it is said to be the "obedience of faith". This apostleship is to be exercised "among all the nations". Thus, if the glad tidings are concerning His Son Jesus Christ, they are for "all the nations". It is no longer a question of one favoured nation – the Jews. The blessing of the gospel is for all.

(Vv. 6, 7). Among the nations the Romans had a leading place, and from this nation there were the called of Jesus Christ. To all such in Rome Paul sends this Epistle with his greetings. He reminds them that they are the called of Jesus Christ; beloved of God; and, by the fact of their call, constituted Saints.

(Vv. 8-13). Not having seen the saints at Rome it was necessary that in the prelude he should speak of himself in greater detail than is usual in his Epistles. Having fully presented his credentials, his thoughts pass on to those to whom he was writing, leading him to speak of his brotherly affection for all saints. There was that in his special service, and apostolic position which impelled him to write to the saints at Rome; but there was also that in the saints themselves which drew out his affections towards them. The report of their faith had reached the Apostle lifting up his heart in praise to God. Furthermore, he not only praises God on account of their faith, he also prays to God without ceasing on account of their need; as one has said "the sincerest faith was never beyond the need of help". Those, moreover, for whom we can both praise and pray, are those we desire to see. Thus the Apostle says, "I long to see you". The motive of his desire is that he might impart some spiritual gift, to the end that they might be established. This brings before us the great purpose of the Epistle to the Romans – the establishment of the believer in his personal relationships with God.

His purpose in writing, and his desire to see them, was not only to fulfil his apostolic commission, or to exercise apostolic authority, but was the outcome of brotherly affection that longed after them, and counted upon receiving comfort from them, as well as imparting spiritual blessing to them.

The Apostle had often purposed coming to them, but had been hindered. May we not see the grace and wisdom of God in allowing a hindrance that has resulted in an Epistle being written for the blessing of God's people in all ages? Good for us to trace the hand of God in the things that He hinders as well as in those that He allows; and submit to His closed doors, as to pass through His open doors.

(Vv. 14-16) In the following verses the Apostle speaks of his indebtedness, and readiness, to preach. Not only was the Apostle desirous to see these brethren, and impart unto them some spiritual gift, but he felt as one who had a debt to discharge. Very blessedly he can say, "I am a debtor" to the Gentiles; "I am ready" to preach; and "I am not ashamed" of the gospel. "I am a debtor" is the language of one who, having found in the gospel that which meets his own need, feels his indebtedness to tell the good news to others who are in need, whether among cultivated Greeks or unintelligent Barbarians. "I am ready", is the language of one in right moral condition to preach. "I am not ashamed", is the language of one Who, realising the greatness of the gospel, is bold to proclaim it.

 These things while true of the Apostle in a special sense, as being sent to the Gentiles, should be true in measure of every believer. The joy of the gospel would make us debtors to proclaim the glad tidings; a right moral condition of soul would make us ready to preach; and a sense of the greatness of the gospel would keep us from being ashamed to tell others of the good news.

(Vv. 16, 17). The Apostle closes the introduction to the Epistle by presenting a beautiful epitome of the gospel, thus showing why he is not ashamed of the gospel.

First, he says, "It is the power of God unto salvation". God is its source. It is not man coming to God with his works, but God approaching man with salvation. We can understand God's power to judge a guilty sinner, but the marvel of the gospel is that it reveals God's power to save a sinner who deserves to be judged.

Secondly, it is God's power to save "every one" that believes, to the Jew first, and also to the Gentile. Man comes into the blessing of the gospel by faith, and "to have part in it by faith was exactly to share it without adding anything whatsoever to it, and to leave it wholly the salvation of God" (J.N.D). 

Thirdly, the reason it is God's power to save every one that believes is that "therein is righteousness of God revealed". If there is no way whereby man can be saved righteously, there can be no salvation for man. It is obvious that whatever God does must be in righteousness. In the gospel God is revealed as acting righteously, and therefore with power to save. It is true that in the gospel we see the revelation of the love, and grace, and mercy of God: but of these blessed qualities the Apostle does not speak in this passage, but of the righteousness of God. This is going to be the great theme of the early part of the Epistle. As we have seen, his object in writing the Epistle is to establish the believer.


2.

The Trial and Exposure of Man. (Romans i. 18 – iii. 20)

From the introductory verses we learn that the great end of the Epistle is to establish believers in their personal relationships with God; as the Apostle says, "To the end ye may be established". To accomplish this end the Apostle shows that the gospel is God's power to save because therein is revealed the righteousness of God. Nothing will so establish the believer as the discovery that God, not only saves the sinner that believes in Jesus, but, that He does so righteously – that is, in consistency with His own holy nature.

Before, however, the Apostle can proceed to show how God can righteously justify the sinner that believes in Jesus, it is necessary to set forth man's need of this righteousness, by showing that man has no righteousness of his own. He does this by proving that man has ruined himself, and can do nothing to save himself from his ruined condition. If, therefore, anyone is to be saved, it must entirely depend upon what God does for man, and not upon what man does for God. What God does must be in righteousness: hence the salvation of man entirely depends upon God acting righteously towards man.

The great object, therefore, of this important section of the Epistle, is to prove that man has no righteousness for God. To prove this the Apostle goes over the history of man, and shows that man has been tested under every conceivable condition with the result that, under every test, man has completely broken down. When put into a position of responsibility, man has entirely failed to carry out his responsibilities. He has not acted rightly towards God or his neighbour. He has proved himself to be ungodly and unrighteous.

(V. 18) Verse 18 contains a general statement which covers the whole section. It is the indictment against all men, which will be fully proved by the details that follow in verses 19 to iii. 20. Men are proved to be impious (N.Tn) and unrighteous. Impiety is the contempt with which men treat the witness that God has given of Himself. Unrighteousness refers to their evil practices. Moreover, it is proved that men hold the truth in unrighteousness. The heathen, the moralist, and the Jew, all had some measure of truth, but they used the truth they had for evil purposes. The heathen turned the light of creation into an occasion for idolatry. The Jew used the law to boast in themselves. Alas the same principle is at work in Christendom. The love of God is used to deny the holiness of God. The truth is advanced to maintain error.

Against all this evil, disclosed by the testing of man, the wrath of God is revealed. The Cross that demonstrates the righteousness of God to save the sinner that believes, also demonstrates the wrath of God against sin. It is the wrath of God revealed from heaven, and it is against all impiety and unrighteousness. In Old Testament days God's wrath was revealed in governmental judgments that overtook certain individuals, or nations, because of certain sins committed against the partial light that they had. Now it is no longer a limited expression of wrath according to what man is on earth, but wrath revealed according to the holy nature of God in heaven; and it is against all sin, wherever that sin may be found.

If, in the gospel, we have the full setting forth of the righteousness of God that can save, we have, at the same time, the revelation of the wrath of God against sin. God's righteousness in saving does not in the slightest degree set aside God's wrath against sin. On the contrary, the revelation of the power of God that can righteously save the greatest sinner, becomes the occasion of fully declaring the wrath of God against all sin. On our side we can afford to face the full revelation of the wrath of God against sins, if we know there is righteousness with God to forgive sins. The wrath is not yet executed, for God is acting in grace, but it is revealed.

After this general indictment, the Apostle proceeds to prove its truth by separately reviewing, first, the history of the heathen (19-32); secondly the ways of the moralist (ii. 1-16); thirdly the history of the Jew (ii. 17 to iii. 18). Finally this section of the Epistle is closed with a solemn summary of man's condition, proving the whole world to be under sin and exposed to the judgment of God. (iii. 19 to 20).

I.

The Heathen

(i. 19-22)

Passing from the general indictment of man to the details of his history, the Apostle first takes up the heathen who were without a direct revelation from God. Nevertheless they were not left without a witness from God. Their responsibility was of a threefold character: – 

(1) They had creation which bore witness to God. (19-20);

(2) They had a certain knowledge of God (21-31);

(3) They had conscience that told them they were not acting according to their knowledge of God (32).

(Vv. 19-20) The witness of creation. "From the world's creation the invisible things of him are perceived, being apprehended by the mind through the things that are made, both his eternal power and divinity, so as to render them inexcusable" (N.Tn.) Having the full light of revelation, which throws into the shade every other testimony, we are in danger of forgetting how great is the witness to God in creation. Men, alas, show their impiety by pouring contempt on every witness to God. The evolutionist seeks to explain creation by what he considers natural laws, and thus would eliminate from creation all witness to God. The modernist would seek to rob us of all knowledge of God, by leaving us without a revelation from God.

In spite of the infidelity of man's heart, whether it betrays itself in evolution or modernism, the Creation remains, and the Psalmist declares, "The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament sheweth his handiwork". While creation in all its parts declares the eternal power and divinity of God, it is not a little significant, that, the inspired writer of Psalm xix., speaks of parts of the creation which man has no power to touch or corrupt. He speaks of the unceasing procession of day and night, and of the perpetual circuit of the sun. In God's estimate, so powerful and convincing is this witness to His power and divinity, that it leaves men without excuse.

There is no suggestion that the Creation bore witness to the gospel, or that it revealed God according to His nature; but it witnessed to the Creator, and man, instead of turning to the Creator through this witness, turned from the Creator. Men clearly showed then, as the infidel scientist shows now, that God is not wanted. Clearly, if man does not want God, he will not want God's gospel. The rejection of the witness of creation leaves man without excuse, even though he has not heard the gospel.

(Vv. 21-23) The light of the knowledge of God. Beside the witness of Creation, from the beginning of history men had a certain knowledge of God. To this the Apostle refers when he says, "They knew God". The world before the flood began with a knowledge of God, and to that world Enoch prophesied and Noah preached, so that it was not left without a testimony from God. As, however, the Apostle refers to idolatry, it is probable that he has mainly in view the present world which has sprung from Noah and his family. The first act of this present world was to build an altar unto the Lord, clearly shewing that this present world commenced with some knowledge of God. They had just learnt by the solemn judgment of the flood that God was not indifferent to man's ways, and would not go on indefinitely with violence and corruption. Thus they knew they had to do with a God to whom man was responsible.

This knowledge of God should have led men to glorify God for all His power and wisdom in creation, and to thank Him for all His rich provision for man's blessing. Fallen man, however, whether in that day or this, fears and hates God. Men may indeed be compelled to admit the existence of some great First Cause, for they know that all their fine theories will never explain the ultimate origin of creation. But, in their insane desire to forget God, they endeavour, as one has said, to hide God behind His works, rather than discover God in them.

Neither glorifying God in His works, nor thanking God for His temporal mercies, they lost the knowledge of God that they possessed. Refusing the witness of Creation, they fell back, as men are doing to-day, upon their own imaginations. Thus their foolish heart was darkened, that is, they lost the knowledge of God. Moral darkness is always, in Scripture, ignorance of God; even as light is the knowledge of God. The more foolish they became the more they professed to be wise: and the more they professed to be wise the bigger fools they became.

However man is not sufficient for himself. He must have someone upon whom to lean, someone to whom he can look in his misery and weakness. So having rejected the true God, and become a fool, he proceeds to fashion false gods according to his own tastes. As men's tastes differ, so men invented a number of gods to suit their different tastes. First they conceived of God as like to corruptible men; then sinking lower in their conceptions of God, they imagined God to be like birds or four-footed beasts, until they reached the lowest depth of degradation, when they conceived of God as like the creeping things – the serpents. Thus the worship of the serpent proved how thoroughly man had fallen from God to the devil.

(Vv. 24-27) The appalling result is brought before us in the verses that follow. Man had given up God, now we have the statement, thrice repeated, "That God gave them up". In the government of God men are allowed to reap what they sow. Their lusts had turned them away from the true God, now, the false gods, they had set up according to their own tastes, sanctioned and encouraged their lusts. God giving them up to their lusts, they immediately proceed to dishonour their own bodies, even as they had already dishonoured God.

Having changed the truth of God into a lie, and in place of the Creator set up the creature as an object of worship, they are permitted to fall beneath the creatures that they worshipped. Men sank below the beasts. It has been truly said a beast is not a moral creature, but a man degraded to the level of a beast becomes immoral: his affections become corrupted and perverted from their natural course into that which is contrary to nature.

(Vv. 28-31). The condition described in the verses that follow, present an awful picture of the abominations of the heathen world. The condition described by this catalogue of crimes is traced back to one root. When men had some knowledge of God, "They did not think good to have God in their knowledge" (N.Tn). Men deliberately gave up the light that God had given of Himself with the result that man is given over to a reprobate mind, abandoned to his depraved thoughts. The awful effect of sin is to leave men with defiled bodies (24), degraded affections (26), and deformed minds (28). Man is fallen body, soul, and spirit.

Scripture also makes abundantly clear that the condition of the last stage of Christendom will be such that it can only be described in terms almost similar to this list of vices. In Second Timothy iii. l-5, the Apostle shows that the condition of Christendom will sink to the condition of heathendom; and the same root will produce the same fruit, for in 2 Timothy iv. 4, the Apostle, speaking of professing Christians in these last difficult days, says, "They shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables".

In the early days of the world's history men had a measure of knowledge of God, that left them without excuse. They deliberately gave up this knowledge of God. "They did not think good to have God in their knowledge", and they sunk below the beasts.

In these days, we have the full knowledge of God, who once dwelt in thick darkness, but has now come into the light. In the Person of the Son, God has been fully revealed. Again we find that men are turning away their ears from the truth, and turning unto fables. Christendom, like the men of old, do not think it good to have God in their knowledge. There is, however, this solemn difference, in the former day men turned away from a partial knowledge of God; to-day men are turning from the full knowledge of God in Christianity. The result will be all the more appalling. Our only safety is to see that we retain the knowledge of God according to the light in which He has revealed Himself in Christ.

(V. 32) The witness of conscience. Finally we learn that from the beginning man had the witness of conscience within him. He knows that the sins that he loves and commits are wrong and entail punishment. He refuses the witness of creation; he does not see good to retain the knowledge of God; so too he neglects the voice of conscience."

Thus the heathen world is proved to be a ruined world, without any excuse for its evil, and without righteousness for God.

II.

 The Moralist.

(ii. 1-16)

(V. 1) The Apostle has presented a vivid picture of the awful degradation of Heathendom. In spite, however, of its fearful corruption, man retains the ability to judge, and condemn, the evil in his fellow-men. This ability, in itself, is a proof that we are fallen creatures: for the knowledge of good and evil was only acquired by the fall. In the midst of Heathendom there arose a class of men called philosophers who, by the cultivation of their intellectual powers, developed this ability to judge of evil, to a very high degree.

In the first portion of the second chapter (1-16), the Apostle exposes these philosophic moralists, wherever they may be found, whether among the Heathen, the Jews, or in Christendom. Already he has shewn that the witness of creation leaves men without excuse; now he will show that the ability to condemn evil also leaves men without excuse; for the plain reason that the ability to condemn evil gives no power to resist evil. Thus while condemning evil, men commit the very evils they condemn.

The question therefore arises, Will the fact that man has the ability to condemn evil, enable man to escape the righteous judgment of God, if the man commits the evil that he condemns? There can be only one answer to this question. Such will not escape the judgment of God.

This leads the Apostle to unfold four deeply important principles of God in regard to His judgment of evil and evil-doers: each of these principles utterly condemning the moralist and leaving him exposed to the judgment of God.

(Vv. 2, 3) The first great principle of God's judgment of evil is, "that the judgment of God is according to truth". The standard by which God measures evil is not the standard of philosophy, but the "truth" as to God made known in Christianity. All that God is has been made known in Christ. "Grace and truth came by Jesus Christ". Now that the full truth of all that God is, in His holy nature, has been revealed, it becomes the standard by which God judges all evil. Men measure evil by standards that they set up. Philosophers measure evil by their own systems of philosophy; the Mohammedans by the Koran and other false systems by their sacred books. God's judgment of evil is according to the truth of all that He is in His own holy nature as revealed in Christ.

Verse 2 presents the moral judgment of God in regard to evil. Verse 3 and the following verses look on to the execution of judgment in the day of judgment. If God passes judgment according to the truth of His holy nature, it is very certain that those who practice what they condemn in others will not escape the execution of the judgment of God unless they repent.

(Vv. 4, 5) This leads to the assertion of the second great principle of God in regard to judgment, namely, God invariably gives space for repentance before He executes judgment. The execution of the judgment of God will most surely come, though, in the goodness of God, it may be long delayed. In His goodness God forbears to judge and suffers long with evil. It was so in the days of Noah, when God lingered for One hundred and twenty years before executing the judgment of the flood: it was so in the history of Israel, with whose evil ways God bore long before destroying Jerusalem and scattering the nation. It is so to-day when God in grace lingers over this judgment doomed world. How then does man treat this longsuffering of God? Alas! men despise the riches of His goodness. Because of this "for-bearance" men think that God will never judge: because of His "longsuffering" men think that God is indifferent to evil. Thus men despise the goodness of God, not seeing that the reason God "forbears" and "suffers long" is to give men space for repentance. The goodness of God thus makes manifest the hardness and impenitence of man's heart. God acts in goodness, and men despise "the riches of His goodness". God gives space to repent, and men are impenitent. Men condemn one another for doing evil, but they refuse to repent of their own evil. The fact that God gives space for repentance, shows that repentance is a necessity for each man in order to be right with God, and escape the judgment of God.

Paul sums up his gospel by saying he preached "Repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ" (Acts xx. 21). Repentance is the confession toward God of our lost and ruined condition. Faith is the acceptance of the good news concerning Christ. One has said, "Repentance and faith are inseparable where there is reality; . . as there is no genuine repentance without faith, so there is no faith of God's elect without repentance". Repentance is more than sorrow for having done wrong, or the shame that mere natural conscience may feel. Repentance is the change of mind in regard to self, produced by the knowledge of the grace of God. It is the consciousness and confession of my true condition before God. Repentance toward God is the acceptance of what God says about myself. Faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ is the acceptance of what God says about Christ. Peter repented when he said, in the presence of the Lord, "I am a sinful man". The publican repented when he said, "God be merciful to me the sinner": the prodigal repented when he said in the presence of the father, "I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight": the thief repented when he said, "We receive the due reward of our deeds". There may be different measures of repentance, even as there are different measures of faith. With some repentance may be deeper, and faith more distinct and simple than in others; but, wherever there is a work of God in the soul, there these two things will be found.

Nor are repentance and faith to be viewed as things done once for all. Repentance deepens the more we have to do with God, and faith continually goes out toward our Lord Jesus Christ. It has been truly said of repentance that it "will, in one sense, deepen all one's life, as the knowledge of God grows"; and of faith, the same servant of God said, "Although faith in the work of Christ is necessary in order to possess peace, yet His Person ever remains as the object of the heart – the Christ who has loved us, Who is now glorified at the right hand of God, after having borne our sins, and submitted to death and the curse for us, but ever living for us now" (J. N. Darby).

Refusing to repent, man treasures up wrath against the day of wrath. Not only does man call down wrath by his evil, but also because he despises the goodness of God that would meet the evil. All this will become manifest to the unrepentant in the day of wrath. In the goodness of God that day may be long delayed, none the less it is surely coming – an actual day when God's judgment – not man's, will be revealed and executed.

(Vv. 6-10) The third great principle of God's judgment is, that in judgment "God will render to every man according to his deeds". It is not here stated when God will do this as regards "well doing"; but in regard to evil doing it is clearly stated to be in the "day of wrath". Nor does the Apostle say that God will judge every man, for only the evil doer comes into judgment in the "day of wrath". But God will "render" to every man according to his deeds.

On the one hand there are those, who in patient continuance of good works, seek for glory honour, and incorruptibility. To such God will render eternal life. On the other hand there are those who are contentious, and do not obey the truth of Christianity, but obey unrighteousness, whose works are evil. Such will come under the indignation and wrath of God and not only this, they will also suffer "tribulation and anguish". "Indignation and wrath" describe God's attitude towards evil doers; "tribulation and anguish" describe their portion. In contrast to these, the portion of those who work good will be "glory, honour, and peace", even as the attitude of God toward such will be displayed in the sphere of "eternal life".

In these verses it is not a question of how a man enters the path of "well doing", or by what power he continues in that path, but that what God takes account of is reality of walk, and not mere profession or privileges, such as the Jew or an enlightened philosopher might boast in. We may note also, in regard to the well doer, God does not say, "to them who obey the truth", as this might be thought to leave out the walk. Then, too, in regard to the evil doer, God does not simply say "unto them that obey unrighteousness", as this would leave out the truth. It must be remembered that in judgment God will not only deal with men for their evil deeds, but also for the way they have despised the truth.	

Further it should be noticed that in executing judgment or bestowing blessing, God maintains the leading place that He has given the Jew among the nations, and therefore, whether in judgment or blessing, it is "the Jew first and also the Gentile".

(V. 11) This leads to the fourth great principle of God's judgment, that in judgment "There is no respect of persons with God". While God maintains the place He has given the Jew, yet God is no respecter of persons, and therefore the Jew will not escape because he is a privileged Jew, nor will the Gentile be able to plead he is only a poor ignorant Gentile.

(V. 12) The fact of not having the law will be no excuse for the Gentile who has sinned without it: and the fact of having the law will not shelter the Jew who has sinned under it. Those who have sinned without it will perish without it: those who have sinned under it will be judged by it. This brings out the important principle, that, in rendering to every man his deeds, God takes into account the measure of light a man has had. We have already seen that when it is a question of the sin, God measures it according to the truth of what He is; but when it is a question of measuring out retribution to the sinner, God takes into account the privileges he may have had under the law, or otherwise. This will become manifest in the day when God shall judge the secrets of men.

(Vv. 13-15) Verses 13-15 form a parenthesis showing, Firstly, it would be useless for Jewish moralists to plead they have heard the law; the question is are they doers of the law? "Hearing" would not justify, but "doing"; and none have kept the law. Secondly, it would be useless for the Gentile moralists to plead they have not the law, for, as a matter of fact the Gentile requires no law to tell him not to murder, nor steal, nor bear false witness. His own nature tells him these things are wrong, and therefore he is a law unto himself. The fact that we know these things to be wrong shows clearly that the "works" that the law requires are written in our hearts. This is the knowledge of good and evil acquired at the fall and that all men possess. This knowledge may vary, but all men possess some measure of light as to good and evil.

Furthermore, not only have all men a measure of light, they have also a conscience which bears witness according to the measure of light possessed. Conscience is not the light, and therefore is no guide. The compass will not guide the ship; only the rudder will guide under the control of the helmsman. But the compass will tell the helmsman directly he is off the course; so conscience will bear witness directly we cease to walk according to the light we have. Then the mind acts either by listening to, or stifling, conscience – accusing or excusing.

Thus we have disclosed to us the four great principles of God's ways in judgment. God judges morally of men's evil by the standard of truth; God gives space for repentance before executing judgment: in the execution of judgment, God will render to every man according to his deeds; finally, in judgment God will be no respecter of persons.

Those who despise the goodness of God and refuse to repent will at last find themselves judged according to these principles in the day that God has fixed for the judgment – a judgment that will be carried out by Jesus Christ, Who has been appointed to Judge the secrets of men. This has been revealed as the dark background of the gospel. The grace of God is presented to man in the gospel; if men refuse the grace of God they are warned that they will have to meet the judgment of God, executed by the very One – Jesus Christ – through Whom the grace is presented.

III.

The Religious Man.

(ii. 17 – iii. 8)

Beginning with verse 17, of chapter ii., the Apostle takes up the case of the Jew – or religious man. He has proved that the heathen, and the philosopher are without righteousness, and under judgment before God; but what of the Jew with all his religious advantages? Is he, too, under judgment, and does he require a Saviour?

To answer these questions the Apostle will give a detailed description of the religious man and his advantages (17-20). Then he will show how entirely the Jew has failed in carrying out the responsibilities that such advantages entai1 (21-29).

(Vv. 17-20) To show the responsibilities of the religious Jew, the Apostle describes the advantages which pertain to the Jew, and in which he boasts. The Jew takes his stand upon the fact that he is a privileged Jew, apart from the Gentiles: next, he rests on the fact that he has a divinely given law: then he boasts that he has the knowledge of the true God; moreover, he boasts in knowing the will of God, and that he is able to approve the things that are excellent being instructed out of the law. Being a Jew, and having the law he assumes to guide the blind, to give light to those in darkness, to instruct the foolish and teach the ignorant. Moreover, he has the form of knowledge, and of the truth, embodied in the law. He is not dependent, for the light that he has, upon mere tradition handed down from mouth to mouth.

We have only to read these verses to see how exactly they describe the religious man, whether Jew or professing Christian. Change the name Jew to Christian, and law to Bible, and we have an exact description of the christian profession. The professing Christian boasts that he is called a Christian, and is not a heathen; that he has the Bible and the knowledge of the true God; that he is instructed by the Bible as to what is right, and is therefore able to send out Missionaries to instruct the heathen.

Will, however, any, or all, of these undoubted advantages, secure the salvation of his soul, or give him a standing before God in righteousness? Will it avail before God that a man is called a Christian, and possesses the Bible, and is therefore able to approve what is right?

(Vv. 21-23) To answer these questions, the Apostle, in the verses that follow, tests the pretensions of the religious man by asking some searching questions.

(1) Addressing the religious man, the Apostle asks, as it were, What about yourself? You have been boasting of teaching others, do you teach yourself?

(2) What about your practice? You preach to others that they should not steal: Do you steal?

(3) What about the world? You, profess to approve the things that are more excellent: Do you form unholy alliances with the world? Do you commit adultery?

(4)) What about the heathen? You profess to abhor idols; Do you commit sacrilege?

(5) What about the law and the Bible? You boast in the law, do you obey it?

(6) What about God? You boast in the knowledge of God; Do you honour God?

These searching questions thoroughly expose the religious man. His practice belies his profession. He has indeed the form of godliness, but without the power. His profession is far above the heathen, but his practice is no better.

(V. 24) The result is summed, up in one solemn statement. The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through the religious man. The Apostle is speaking of the Jew; but what he says is equally true of the professing Christian. The blasphemies of infidels have been mainly called forth by the corruptions, and the degraded practices of professing Christendom. Men would not indeed have turned Christians simply because Christians were consistent in practice; but if Christians were in their practice true to their profession, men would have no occasion to blaspheme God.

(Vv. 25-29) The Apostle has shown that the practice of the religious man is far below his profession. In the verses that follow he shows the reason for this breakdown. The root of the failure lies in the profession of outward privileges without an inward work of grace in the heart. The outward place of privilege, of which circumcision is the sign, is indeed of profit, if the law is kept. An outward place among the people of God has its advantages; but if the practice is not in accord with the place, it has no spiritual value. If the gentile, without the position, keeps the righteousness of the law, he would get the blessing of the privileged class, though not having their position; Therefore what is inward is of far greater importance than what is outward. The true Jew is one in whom there is an inward work of the heart, and who serves God in spirit and not in the letter, and who lives before God, and not merely before men.

The Apostle has thus proved the religious professor to be, like the heathen and the moralist, without righteousness and under judgment before God. The arguments, however, that he has used in reference to the religious man, may raise three questions, which he takes up and answers in the first eight verses of chapter iii.

(Vv. 1, 2) First, the question may be raised, Is there no advantage in an outward position? This question arises from the fact that the Apostle has just shewn that the position of the religious man, with all its advantages, if not accompanied by an inward work in the heart, will give no standing before God. Thus the question arises, What advantage is there in outward religious privileges, such as the Jew enjoyed? Or, What profit is there in circumcision – the rite that introduced into this outward position?

In his reply the Apostle definitely asserts that there are advantages in an outward position. He says, indeed, there is "much every way". The chief advantage being that the Jew had the oracles of God. To have the Scriptures was then, as it is now, a great gain. Even if some do not accept the gospel, it is an immense advantage to be in a land where the light of God's word is brought to bear upon men, even if it only affects their outward lives.

(Vv. 3, 4) The Apostle's reply to the first question raises a second question. He has stated that it is a distinct advantage to have the oracles of God; but, What if some do not believe? Will their unbelief make the word of God any the less effectual for those who have "the faith of God"? Or will the unbelief of man effect the truth of what God has said?

In reply to this question the Apostle says, "Far be the thought". He then quotes from Psalm 51 to show that, whatever men may believe or do, God will be justified in all His sayings. In this penitential Psalm, David owns that in the judgment that overtook him, because of his great sin, God proved that all that He had said as to judgment overtaking the sinner, was true. God justified His own words in His dealings with David.

This is a solemn warning for all, believers and unbelievers alike. If we will not learn in God's presence that what God says is true, as to the evil of our hearts and the effect of sinning, we shall have to learn by coming under governmental judgment, of eternal judgment in the case of unbelievers.

These chapters bring before us the solemn truth as to ourselves. Good for us if as believers, we allow the Word to search us personally and thus learn that what God says about us is true, rather than have to learn the truth by some terrible fall as in the case of David. In one way or another we have to learn that what God says about the flesh is true, and everything that man may say to the contrary is a lie, whoever the man may be. However great a genius, or philosopher, let him be a liar, if he contradicts what God has said as to sin and the flesh.

(Vv. 5-8) We have seen that David's unrighteousness became the occasion of showing that God was right in all that He had said. Thus our unrighteousness commends God's righteousness. This raises, in the natural mind, a third question, How can God inflict judgment for doing something which, though wrong, turns to the glory of God?

In speaking thus the Apostle is careful to say that he is only voicing the thoughts of man. For himself he knows the argument is false, for at once he replies, "Far be the thought". Such an argument, if true, would make it impossible for God to judge the world.

If, says man, the truth of God has become more manifestly true through my denial of it, then my denial has become the occasion of bringing glory to God; and, in this case, why am I judged as a sinner instead of being praised for doing evil that good may come? This apparently was what man slanderously said was the outcome of the christian teaching, that where sin abounded grace did much more abound.

Paul has a short answer for those who argue in this fashion. He simply says their judgment is just. Thus it becomes plain that the fact of man's sin turning to the glory of God, will not relieve man from his responsibility, or save him from the judgment of God.

IV.

All the World Guilty.

(iii. 9-20).

The Apostle has proved that the heathen, the moralist, and the religious man, are without any righteousness for God. He now sums up this section of the Epistle, which proves the complete ruin of man, by quoting Scriptures which clearly show that all the world is guilty before God.

(Vv. 9-12) He has just argued that the place of outward privilege is a distinct advantage to the religious man.  Are we then to understand that the Jew is morally better than the Gentile! The Apostle asks, Are we Jews better than the Gentiles? In reply the Apostle at once asserts that he has already proved that both Jew and Gentile are "All under sin". He then proceeds to show the complete ruin of all men by quoting seven passages from the Old Testament Scriptures, which give a solemn description of man after the flesh. These Scriptures apply to both Jew and Gentile, proving that all are under sin, and that the Jew is no better than the Gentile.

The first quotation is from Psalm xiv. In this Psalm the quotation is connected with the statement that "Jehovah looked down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there were any that did understand, and seek God". The statements that follow, give the result of God's searching gaze. The truth presented is not, therefore, a description of how we appear before one another, but how we appear before God, as fallen children of Adam – as in the flesh. In the quotations from this Psalm God strips us of everything in which we might boast, as natural men – the things by which we naturally seek to justify ourselves before God.

First God strips us of our self-righteousness. It is written, "There is none righteous, no, not one". It is hard for us to believe that all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags, and that there is not one righteous in God's sight. We might plead surely there are a few; but God says, "Not one". This does not imply that there are no honest men amongst men; but that not one of us has given God His rights. It would only be right that we should love God with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our mind. But no-one has done so, therefore no one is righteous before God.

Secondly, "There is none that understandeth". The intelligence of man is very great, but with all his knowledge he does not understand God. It is notorious that the most intellectual men are generally the most ignorant of God. It was the intellectual princes of this world who crucified the Lord of glory (1 Cor. ii. 8). The truth is that neither natural wisdom nor reason, will ever give us any true knowledge of God, or of our own hearts.

Thirdly, "There is none that seeketh after God". The religion of the natural man has the appearance of seeking after God. Nevertheless a religion of works, barren moralities, and ritual observances, so far from seeking God, is, in reality an effort to quiet conscience, and keep God at a distance. Fallen man may be intensely religious, but does not really seek after God.

Fourthly, "They are all gone out of the way". This describes the self-will of the flesh that deliberately forsakes God's way, and chooses its own way. It is not simply that we are out of the way, but that the natural man deliberately turns his back on God and takes a way of his own choosing. The prodigal deliberately left his father's house and went his own way. 

Fifthly, "They are together become unprofitable". Not only does the flesh choose its own path, but men drag one another down. Men seek to forget God in the social circle. If the self-will of the prodigal led him to choose his own way, and so travel into the far country – having arrived there – he plunged into the social round and sought to forget his father in company with a crowd of evil-doers.

Sixthly, "There is none that doeth good, no, not one". Man may do a great many philanthropic deeds, for the benefit of his fellowman; but self, or man, is the motive, not God. If the motive is not good, nothing will make the act good in the sight of God.

Thus the Word of God strips the flesh of every covering by which man seeks to hide his true condition from himself, from his fellowmen; and from God. Self-righteousness, intellectual efforts, religious flesh, the will of the flesh, social efforts, and benefactions, are but fig-leaf coverings by which men seek to hide their nakedness, and pretend to be before one another, what they are not.

Having stripped off these fig-leaves, fallen man stands revealed in his true character as seen by God. In the Scriptures that follow, the throat, the tongue, the lips, the mouth and the feet, are used to set forth the different evil qualities of the flesh.

(V. 13) The second Scripture quoted is from Psalm V. 9, where we read, "Their throat is an open sepulchre; they flatter with their tongue. The throat discloses the utter corruption of the flesh – it is an open sepulchre. This corruption shows itself by lying lips.

The third quotation is from Psalm 140: 3 "Adder's poison is under their lips". The corruption of the flesh leads to lying; and lying leads to the poison of slander; for the flesh that can lie to your face will slander you behind your back.

(V. 14). The fourth quotation is from Psalm 10: 7; "His mouth is full of cursing". Lying leads to slander, and slander leads to cursing; for the man that is slandered will retaliate with cursing and bitterness.

(V. 15). The fifth quotation is from Proverbs 1: 16; "Their feet run to evil, and make haste to shed blood". From "cursing and bitterness" it is but a short way to murder.

(V. 16, 17) The sixth quotation is from Isaiah 59: 7, 8; "Wasting and destruction are in their paths; the way of peace they know not". Murder leaves in its wake ruin and misery.

(V. 18). The seventh quotation is from Psalm xxxvi. 1; "There is no fear of God before his eyes". Ruin and misery rob men of peace. When peace is gone, men, may indeed fear one another, but there is no fear of God before their eyes.

Thus the fallen man, having been first stripped of every covering, stands revealed as corrupt, lying, slandering, cursing and murdering; leaving ruin and misery in his wake; and treading a path in which there is no peace, and no fear of God. Such is the solemn picture of fallen man under the eye of God. It is not that every one of these traits will be seen in each individual, for there are many restraints upon the manifestation of the flesh in its full evil. In the ordinary walks of life there are the restraints of education, civilization, and the outward forms of religion, which hinder the flesh showing itself in all its full wickedness. However, given the suited circumstances, the flesh will break through all restraints, and manifest itself in all its hideousness.

The Cross, which is the greatest expression of the love of God, became the greatest occasion for man to express the evil of his heart. There we see the utter corruption of the flesh: Pilate can speak of Christ as a "just person"; own that he can "find no fault in Him"; admit that He has done "nothing worthy of death", and yet deliberately deliver Him up to be crucified. Could there be a greater expression of the corruption of the flesh?

Then mark the lying tongue. The corruption of the flesh in Judas expresses itself in the tongue that uses deceit. He acted as well as uttered a lie, when, at the betrayal, he said, "Hail Master, and kissed Him".

Then we see the poison of the asps in the Jew; for with false witnesses and false words they slander the Lord, and seek to poison the mind of Pilate against the Lord. They said, "We found this fellow perverting the nation and forbidding to give tribute to Caesar". From slander they pass to cursing and bitterness, for we read, "The chief priests stood and vehemently accused Him". And it is but a short journey they take from anger to murder, for they said, "Let him be crucified". Ruin and misery followed in the wake of this the most terrible of all murders, even as the Lord's own words foretold, when He said, "Behold the days are coming in the which they shall say, Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bare and the paps that never gave suck. Then shall they begin to say to the mountains fall on us; and to the hills cover us".

Moreover the murder that brought ruin, robbed man of peace, for at the Cross we read, "All the people that came together to that sight, beholding the things which were done, smote their breasts". There was no peace in those breasts. All this, too, was done without any fear of God, for all the people said, "His blood be on us and on our children".

Such then is the solemn truth as to fallen man. His ruin, and utter wickedness, as recorded in the Scripture, and demonstrated at the Cross, is shewn to be complete. Good for us if we justify God in His Words, not only admitting that what God has said is true about men generally, but that it is the truth as to each one of us individually – that, however much the flesh may have been restrained by particular circumstances, yet this is its true character.

(V. 19) This then is the testimony of the law, from which neither Jew nor Gentile can escape. The Jew, who holds an outwardly advantageous position, by having the law, is utterly condemned by the law, for it is obvious that the law speaks to those who are under the law. The Jew, therefore, has no moral superiority over the Gentile. The solemn conclusion of the whole indictment is that Jew and Gentile are brought on to one common level before God. Every mouth is stopped, and all the world is under judgment before God.

(V. 20) Moreover the law, that brings all under judgment to God, holds out no possibility of man removing the judgment by any efforts of his own. "By the deeds of the law shall no flesh be justified in His sight". The law, indeed, convicts of sin, "for by the law is the knowledge of sin", but it cannot remove the sins, or deliver from the power of sin. The law is but a plumb-line to show the crookedness of the wall. It would be as foolish to think that a crooked wall could be made straight by holding a plumb-line against it, as to think that a guilty sinner could be justified by the law. Thus the law convicts us of, not only being sinners before God, but also of being helpless sinners. Our ruin is total, and irretrievable, as far as we are concerned. Man is not only a fallen creature driven out from Paradise, he cannot find his way back. The law which was given for life, if a man kept it, has become a ministration of death and condemnation.

3.

The Righteousness of God in Forgiving.

(Romans iii. 21-31).

In the previous section of the Epistle (i. 18 – iii. 20) the Apostle has reviewed the condition of the world before God. The result being, as proved by Scripture, every mouth is stopped and all the world is under judgment to God. Plainly, then, all is over with man, so far as man, himself, is concerned. If anyone is to be saved from judgment all must depend upon God. Therefore, at this point in the Epistle, we pass from the contemplation of what man is before God, to learn what God is for guilty man. It is no longer man in his ruin, but, God in His glory that is before our souls.

(V. 21) If, however, God acts for man it must be in righteousness. Thus at this point the Apostle resumes the great subject of "the righteousness of God", already referred to in the introduction (1: 17). The righteousness of God, is that quality in God which ever leads God to act according to His rights, or, in other words, act in perfect consistency with Himself in relation to others.

It is natural for a convicted sinner to dread the righteousness of God. He argues that if a holy God deals rightly with a guilty sinner, it can only be to judge him for his sins. It never occurs to the sinner that God can righteously forgive his sins. When, however, we are instructed in the righteousness of God we discover that the very quality in God that we deem to be against us, is the very quality that, above all others, is for us as sinners; and is the solid foundation of our peace as believers.

This righteousness of God is manifest in the gospel, altogether apart from the law. The law demanded righteousness from man that he was unable to render. The gospel declares God's righteousness to man, without making any demand upon man. The law witnessed to the righteousness of God. The sacrifices under the law, and the utterances of the prophets, pointed to the way in which God can in righteousness bless the sinner that believes, but the law and the prophets were only the witnesses of good things to come. The righteousness of God is now manifested. It is now made manifest that God is in righteousness proclaiming the forgiveness of sins to the sinner, and justifying the ungodly that believe in Jesus.

(Vv. 22, 23) This righteousness of God is "toward" (N.Tn) us in blessing; not against us in judgment as the natural heart would think. Moreover, it is "towards all". It is not confined to the Jew, nor is it simply towards believers, or the elect, it is towards all.

Only those, however, who have faith – the "faith of Jesus Christ" – receive the blessing that the righteousness of God brings. Thus while the righteousness of God is "toward all" it is only "upon all those that believe". The righteousness of God takes effect, or acts upon such. God, Himself, apart from our experiences acts righteously in justifying the one that believes, from every charge.

What then is this believing, or "faith of Jesus Christ", of which this verse speaks? God presents Christ, as a living Person, as an object for the faith of men; as one has said, "Jesus Christ is a Divine Reality; and the "faith of Jesus Christ" is simply that He becomes a Reality to the heart of the believer". In the gospel Christ is presented in all the glory of His Person – His moral worth, His suitability to the sinner, His availability for all, and His accessibility to any needy soul. He is presented in connection with the glory of His work as dying on the Cross, "offering Himself without spot to God". He is presented as risen, ascended and in the glory of God, accepted by God to the entire satisfaction of God. To the one who believes, Jesus – a living Person in the glory – is all, and has done all, that is needed to meet God's holy nature, in order that God may righteously proclaim forgiveness toward all, and pronounce the one that believes justified. Thus the Apostle preaches, "Through this man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins: and by Him all that believe are justified from all things" (Acts xiii. 38, 39). If then the proclamation of forgiveness goes out in righteousness toward all, it is because all need it. Whatever other differences there may be between men, there is no difference in this respect that "all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God"

(V. 24) While all have come short, those who believe are "justified freely by His grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus". It has been pointed out that this word translated "freely" is, in John xv. 25, translated "without a cause". Men hated Christ without a cause, as far as He was concerned; and God justifies the believer in Jesus, without a cause as far as the believer is concerned. While it is an act done in absolute consistency with God's nature; it is an act of pure grace towards the believer. The believer is justified righteously and freely.

To be justified means that the believer is completely cleared from every charge of guilt before God. And being cleared by God Himself, it follows that no question of the believer's sins will ever be raised by God. If God has righteously justified the believer from his sins it follows that God could not righteously raise the question of his sins again. The very righteousness that has dealt with the sins of the believer prevents the question of his sins being raised again.	

If, however, God is able to justify the believer in righteousness and grace, there must be some adequate ground for God to thus act. This is now brought before us; it "is through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus". Redemption is the act which, through the payment of a price, frees the sinner from all the liabilities under which he has fallen. Redemption does a great deal more than set us free from our sins; it includes the setting free of the body from death and disease, and this involves a body of glory like Christ's. Redemption in its fulness frees from guilt, judgment, death, and the power of the enemy, and brings us back to God in glory, with and like Christ. In that glory, when the work of redemption is complete, the assembled hosts will say to Christ "Thou art worthy . . . for Thou hast redeemed us to God by thy blood". (Rev. v. 9).

Redemption is brought into this passage to show that justification is part of that great work of redemption which ultimately sets us with Christ and like Christ in glory. Justification is included in redemption, but redemption covers a great deal more than justification. Redemption sets the believer free from every single thing by which Satan has any claim against us, or any power over us. The Israelites were not only screened from the destroying angel by the blood on the door posts in Egypt, but they were also brought out of Egypt by the passage of the Red Sea, and thus were entirely delivered from the power of Pharaoh. Justification is the first part of this great redemption. As believers we are not only forgiven, but we are justified – we are set free from all title Satan can have against us on account of our sins.

This redemption is "In Christ Jesus". We see our justification set forth in Him. It is our privilege to see that we are as clear from every charge as He is; but we see more, we see all that we shall be, as the result of redemption in its fulness, set forth in Christ Jesus in the glory.

(Vv. 25, 26) If, moreover, God redeems His people, it is evident that he has the right of redemption. Satan was allowed to enter the Garden, and man fell from God to the devil. God, however, never gave up His sovereign right to redeem man from the power of the devil. Nevertheless the right to redeem can only be exercised by the payment of a price. For the peace of our souls God has clearly set forth the ground on which He exercises His rights of redemption. Thus at once our eyes are directed to Christ Jesus and His work, "Whom God has set forth a mercy seat through faith in His blood" (N.Tn). We do well to give good heed to this great statement, as it presents the death of Christ in all its unchanging efficacy under the eye of God as the sure ground of our justification and redemption. It is the great central truth of the chapter on which all blessing is based.

Three Old Testament Scriptures will give us the leading truths of the mercy seat. First Exodus xxv. 17, tells us the mercy seat was of "pure gold". This speaks to us of the glory of the Person of Christ. He is a divine Person – God manifest in the flesh. Second, Exodus xxvi. 34, tells us the mercy seat was put upon the ark "in the most holy place". The most holy place was a picture of heaven itself (Heb. ix. 24). It speaks of where Christ is to-day in the presence of God. Third, Leviticus xvi. 14, 15. tells us that the blood of the sacrifice was brought within the vail – into the most holy place – and sprinkled "upon the mercy seat". This speaks, not only of the work of Christ, but of God's acceptance of that work. Thus in the mercy seat, as presented in these three Scriptures, we have brought before us the glory of the Person of Christ, the glory of the place that He is in, and the glory of the work that He has done. We learn Who He is, where He is, and what He had done for the satisfaction of God.

Thus Christ Jesus, "set forth as a mercy seat, through faith in His blood" means that faith sees that Christ, in the glory of His Person and the preciousness of His work, is ever before God. No creature will ever know the infinite glory of His Person, or the infinite value of His blood, but faith rests in God's appreciation of His Person and work. The basis of all peace in the soul is the knowledge that Christ, in the glory of His Person, and the efficacy of His work is ever before God and fully accepted by God. Faith does not look within, to try and find some rest in our appreciation of Christ and His work. Faith looks without to Christ in the glory and rests on God's appreciation of His worth and His precious blood.

To have true rest and peace we must rest in that about which the devil can raise no question, and therefore that which is outside ourselves and our changing feelings and experiences. We can alone find this resting place for the soul in Christ in the glory and God's eternal satisfaction in His precious blood. One has truly said, "Faith in Christ's work is not our accepting it, gladly as we do, but believing God has" (J.N.D.).

To faith's view of God's acceptance of the blood it becomes clear how God was righteous in having borne with the Old Testament saints, when they sinned. His forbearance was seen at the time: His righteousness in forbearing is revealed now. So too, at the present time, God is seen to be just, while justifying the believer in Jesus. It is not simply that God is just in spite of justifying the believer in Jesus; but God is just in justifying. God justifies righteously.

Thus on the ground of the precious blood of Christ, which is ever before God in all its value, the righteousness of God is towards all proclaiming to all the forgiveness of sins; and the righteousness of God takes effect upon all that believe in clearing such from all their sins.

(Vv. 27, 28) All boasting on our part is shut out. If our blessing entirely depends upon the work of another, the report of which we have received by faith, it is evident that we have nothing in which to boast as if by our works we had secured the blessing. Therefore, says the Apostle, we reach the conclusion, "That a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law".

(Vv. 29, 30) Moreover justification is clearly not confined to the Jew. Seeing there is "one God" who justifies the circumcised Jew on the principle of faith, as well as the uncircumcised Gentile by faith, it is evident that God is acting towards all in righteousness and grace.

(V. 31) Does then justification by faith, which shuts out the law as a means of blessing, make the law of none effect? On the contrary the justification of the believer on the ground of the precious blood establishes the law. The real purpose for which the law was given was to convict men of sin; and, for this purpose, the law is still effectual. In this chapter the Apostle has been using the law to convict all the world of their guilt, and has thus established the truth of the law.

4.

The Power of God in Justifying

(Romans iv.)

In chapter iii., we have seen the righteousness of God set forth in a twofold way; first, in proclaiming forgiveness to all; secondly, in justifying the sinner that believes in Jesus and His blood. In chapter iv., we see the power of God in setting the believer before Himself beyond judgment, and death, and therefore beyond the power of Satan, by delivering Christ for our offences and raising Him from among the dead.

The blood of Christ is before us in chapter iii., the resurrection of Christ in chapter iv. One witnesses to the righteousness of God; the other to the power of God.

Very blessedly the chapter sets forth the righteous condition in which God reckons the believer to be before Himself. In the sixth chapter we shall come to our reckoning; in this chapter we have God's reckoning. This is of the first importance, for we need, above all else, to know how God views the one that believes in Jesus. It will be noticed that this word "reckon" occurs eleven times in the chapter. Twice it is translated "counted" (3, 5); six times it is translated "imputed" (6, 8, 11, 22, 23, 24); and three times "reckoned" (4, 9, 10). In the original language it is the same word and on each occasion should be translated "reckoned". Verses 6, 8 and 24, show plainly that, in this chapter, it is God that reckons. It helps us to see that it is not a question of what men may reckon the believer to be, or even what the believer may reckon himself to be, but wholly a question of what God reckons the believer to be. What gives solid peace is to see that God reckons the believer to be before Him in a righteous condition, beyond death, judgment, and the power of Satan, as set forth in Christ risen. Then, indeed, it is our privilege, as believers, to reckon with God about ourselves.

Further it is of importance to distinguish between righteousness, as brought before us in chapter iii., and the righteousness spoken of in chapter iv. Chapter iii. speaks of "the righteousness of God"; chapter iv., of the "righteousness of faith", an expression that occurs in verses 11 and 13. The righteousness of God is, as we have seen, God's own righteousness, or God acting righteously in proclaiming forgiveness to all, and in justifying the believer. In this chapter the Apostle unfolds before us the result of God having justified those that believe in Jesus and His blood. He shows that such are viewed by God as in a righteous condition. Thus "the righteousness of faith" is that righteous condition in which the believer in seen before God. It is not only that God has acted righteously in justifying the believer, but that the believer who is justified by God is in a righteous condition as cleared from every charge of guilt. Thus while chapter iii. brings before us the righteous way in which God acts, chapter iv., brings before us the righteous condition in which the believer is seen by God.

1. The righteousness of faith illustrated (iv.1-5).

(Vv. 1-3). The Apostle turns to the history of Abraham to illustrate the righteous condition in which God views the believer. Every Jew would boast in Abraham as the one from whom he was descended by natural birth. If then justification by faith can be proved in the case of Abraham it would naturally arrest the Jew as an argument of great weight. Now Scripture definitely states that Abraham was justified. How then was he justified? Was it by works? If so, says the Apostle, he has whereof to boast, but not before God. The Apostle then appeals to Scripture to tell us how Abraham was justified. He asks, "What saith the Scripture?" The answer given by Scripture is that "Abraham believed God and it was reckoned unto him as righteousness" (N.Tn).

The Scripture referred to is the great scene described in Genesis xv., when the Lord appeared to Abraham in a vision.

Abraham was told to "Look . . . toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to number them". As he looks he has to listen to what God says, "so shall thy seed be". He looked, he listened, and he believed; and God counted it to him as righteousness. As we read "He believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him as righteousness"* (Gen. xv. 6). Apart from any works, simply by believing, he was reckoned by God to be in a righteous condition.

{*Note. This does not mean that his faith was reckoned to him as righteousness, but that he was reckoned to be in a righteous condition on account of his faith. By a well-known grammatical construction the "it" in this sentence refers not to the clause gone before but to the clause following – Abraham believed God and consequently "it" – the condition of righteousness was reckoned to him.}

In the same way to-day, the sinner's gaze is directed to the heavens, and to Christ in the glory, and as he looks he listens to God expressing His delight and satisfaction with Christ and His work. He hears God telling him that the blood is on the mercy seat ever before His eye; or in other words, that such is the efficacy of the work of Christ that is ever before God, that He can justify the one that believes. The sinner that believes is justified, or reckoned to be in a righteous condition before God. Moreover this righteous condition is set forth in Christ in the glory. As a sinner my gaze is directed to Christ in the glory to see God's satisfaction with the blood; as a believer my gaze is directed to Christ in the glory to see set forth in Him the righteous condition in which I am set before God.

(Vv. 4, 5). Had Abraham been justified by his works, his justification would have been due to him because of what he had done, even as wages are due to the workmen. There would have been no question of grace on God's side or faith on Abraham's. But in justifying, God acts in pure grace; for let us not forget that the believer in himself is "ungodly". Thus the righteous condition in which God views the believer, is the result of pure grace that does not look for, or recognise, any merit in the person justified. This is a very blessed and establishing truth for the believer. On the one hand it presents God as acting in all the love and grace of His heart, on the ground of what Christ has done; on the other hand it relieves the believer from any disturbing thought that after all this righteous condition is the result of anything that he has done or can do.

2. The righteousness of faith described (6-8).

If the righteous condition in which the believer is viewed is illustrated in the case of Abraham, the blessedness of it is described in David. David is said to describe the blessedness of the man to whom God reckons righteousness without works. Psalm xxxii. 1, 2, is quoted to describe this blessedness. David does not directly say anything about the believer being reckoned to be in a righteous condition, but simply says, "Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven and whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not reckon sin". It is clear then that not to have sin reckoned is, in other words, to be reckoned to be in a righteous condition. God would have every believer to know the blessedness of this in his own soul.

3. The righteousness of faith separates from the world. (Vv. 9-12). 

Abraham illustrates the way the believer acquires the righteousness of faith; David describes the blessedness of it. However, both Abraham and David belonged to the circumcision. Is then this blessedness confined to Israel – or the circumcision. To answer this question, the Apostle once again appeals to the history of Abraham. The sign of circumcision was the great distinguishing mark between Israel and the Gentiles. When was Abraham reckoned righteous? Was it when he was an uncircumcised man like the rest of the Gentiles, or was it a blessing that he received after he was separated from the Gentiles by the rite of circumcision? Clearly it was when he was uncircumcised, hence the blessing is free for the uncircumcised Gentile to-day, as well as to the circumcised Jew.

Moreover circumcision was given as the "seal of the righteousness of faith which had yet being uncircumcised". This surely indicates that the one reckoned to be in a righteous condition before God must henceforth refuse the activities of the flesh. If he is in a righteous condition before God; he must walk in a righteous way before men. Righteousness of faith before God will put a "seal" or stamp upon a man which will be expressed in a life before men that refuses the flesh and the world. This refusal of the flesh, we know, can only be in the power of the Spirit who is given to those who believe. Separation from the world and a walk in practical righteousness will be the outcome of being in a righteous condition before God.

Thus Abraham is said to be "the father of all them that believe", and "the father of circumcision" to all believers who "walk in the steps" of Abraham. As "the father of all that believe" he sets forth the righteous condition in which the believer is viewed by God. As "the father of circumcision" he sets forth the holy and separate walk that becomes those who are reckoned righteous.

4. The righteousness of faith in view of the world to come.

(V. 13). In connection with the "righteousness of faith" there comes into view the prospect of an inheritance in the world to come. The one who is reckoned to be in a righteous condition, is, not only separate from the flesh and the world, as set forth in circumcision, but, has 	opened up before him a glorious inheritance. The circumcision of Abraham would teach the believer that he is not justified in order to take a place in this world; while "the promise" to Abraham tells us that we are justified in view of an inheritance of glory in the world to come.

To set forth this great truth the Apostle again turns to Abraham's history and speaks of the promise of the inheritance. This promise was made, or renewed to Abraham, on the same day that he was reckoned to be righteous, as we read in Genesis xv. 18. "In the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abraham, saying, unto thy seed have I given this land". This promise of the inheritance was given long before the law, and in no wise depended upon works of law.

(Vv. 14, 15). If the blessings of the promise could only be obtained by keeping the law, two results would follow: – First, faith would become vain, and secondly, the promise would be made of none effect, for it is evident that none have kept the law. Seeing all have transgressed the law, so far from bringing blessing it worked wrath, for it condemns the transgressor. Had there been no law there would have been no transgression. The word does not say 'no sin'. Transgression is disobedience to a known law. It makes manifest the presence of sin, the principle of which is lawlessness, or doing ones own will in spite of all legal restraint.

(V. 16). The truth, however, is that the blessing of the inheritance is reached on the principle of faith, that it might be given to us wholly of grace. This makes the inheritance sure to all who are in the line of faith of which Abraham is the father whether, by natural birth, they be Israelites or Gentiles.

Abraham is thus seen to be the father of all to whom righteousness is reckoned on the principle of faith (11); the father of all the justified who walk in true separation to God (12); and the father of all that inherit the promises by grace on the principle of faith (16).

5. The power of God that performs what God has promised. 

(Vv. 17-25). The glorious inheritance that is opened up to those who are justified entails the power of God that will bring the believer into the inheritance. This mighty power is seen in resurrection, which sets forth the power of God over death – not merely the power to prevent a man dying, but the far greater power that raises a man that is dead.

Again the Apostle turns to the history of Abraham to illustrate the power of God in resurrection, as well as the believer's faith in the power of God. God had justified Abraham, separated him from the world, and given him the promise of a glorious inheritance; but, as a matter of fact, death stood between the justified Abraham and the inheritance of glory.

His body was dead; as far as having a child was concerned, Sarah's body was dead. All were under death, but Abraham's faith believed in the power of God over death. He believed that God was able to perform what He had promised through resurrection power.

Abraham was called to believe in the power of God that can raise the dead. The believer to-day is called to believe in the power of God that has raised the dead, for this mighty power has been put forth in the resurrection of Jesus our Lord. Already we have seen the righteousness of God that is toward all the ungodly, the grace of God that righteously justifies the ungodly that believe; now we have the power of God that will bring the justified into the glorious inheritance.

This power has been set forth in Jesus Christ, our Lord, who was delivered to death and judgment for our offences, and has been raised from the dead for our justification. In that blessed Risen Man we see set forth the righteous condition in which we are before God; the glory into which we shall be brought, and the power which will bring us into the glory.

As we look at Christ risen we see One that is absolutely clear of all the offences that He bore upon the Cross – One who is before God in absolute purity, whiter than snow, One against whom no one can bring a charge. His condition sets forth the righteous condition in which God views the believer – the righteousness of faith. In God's reckoning the believer is before Him even as Christ is.

The third of Romans sets forth the great propitiatory work of Christ, on the ground of which God can righteously proclaim forgiveness of sins unto all. This chapter presents the substitutionary work of Christ whereby all the believer's sins have been dealt with. The question of our sins has been settled by God, through the work of Christ, and therefore to the entire satisfaction of God. It was God Who delivered up Christ; it was for our sins God delivered Him up; it was to judgment that God delivered Him. The sins being borne and the judgment exhausted, it was God who raised Christ from the dead to set forth in the risen Christ how completely the believer is cleared from sins, and judgment, and the penalty of death.

Do we hesitate to believe what God says because of what we find in ourselves, or because of the greatness of the blessing. Then let us learn by Abraham's simple faith, of which three things are stated.

First, "he considered not his own body". He did not look at himself and say, This cannot be true because of what I am (19).

Secondly, "He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief". He did not doubt or limit the grace of God, and say, "This is too good to be true".

Thirdly, He was "fully persuaded" that what God had promised He was able to perform.

So with the believer. He can say, "I see Christ is everything, and has done everything that God requires, in order that the grace of God may proclaim the forgiveness of sins to me, and I know that God Himself has justified me, reckoning me to be before Himself in the righteous condition that Christ is in, beyond judgment, death, and the power of Satan. Turning from self, and all that we are, looking at Christ risen, and listening to what God says about Christ, we too shall be "fully persuaded"

5.

The Love of God Administering Blessing Through Our Lord Jesus Christ.

(Romans v. 1-11).

The opening verses of chapter v., present a summing-up of the truths unfolded in the early part of the Epistle. The Apostle has brought before us the righteousness of God in proclaiming forgiveness to all, and in justifying the believer (iii. 22, 25, 26); the grace of God in blessing the ungodly (iii. 23, 24: iv. 4, 16); and the power of God in raising the dead and setting the believer before Himself as clear of all sins and judgment as the risen Christ.

Now we learn that the love of God is behind all His ways in righteousness, grace, and power. Moreover all the blessings that the love of God has secured for believers come to them "through" or "by" our Lord Jesus Christ. It is "through" Him we have peace with God (1); "by" Him we have access into favour (2); "by" His blood we are justified, and "by" Him we shall be saved from wrath (9); we are reconciled unto God "by" the death of His Son; and we shall be saved from present evil "by" His life; and "through" our Lord Jesus Christ we also joy in our God, "by" whom we have now received the reconciliation. (11).

Two main themes pass before us in this summery of Christian blessing: first, the position and portion of the believer before God in view of the coming glory (1, 2): secondly, the experiences and blessings of the believer while journeying through this present world (3-11).

(1) The position and portion of the believer before God.

(Vv. 1, 2). The latter part of chapter four (17-25) asserts the great truth that believers are justified in order that they may be suited to have part in a scene of glory beyond the power of death. Our suitability for this coming glory is set forth in Jesus risen from among the dead. If our Lord Jesus Christ "gave Himself for our sins", it was not that we might be relieved from the burden of sin in order to enjoy this present scene, but, that "He might deliver us out of this present evil world". We are justified in view of having part in what Scripture speaks of as "the world to come" (Heb. ii. 5). This "world to come", or Millennial age, will be introduced by the coming of the Lord Jesus, Who will put down all lawlessness, and introduce a reign of blessing marked by righteousness, peace and joy (xiv. 17). The Seventy-second Psalm, very blessedly sets before us this coming reign of Christ. There we learn that in the day of His reign Christ will judge the people "with righteousness". The result being "the mountains shall bring peace to the people", and there will be "abundance of peace so long as the moon endureth". Righteousness and peace will lead to joy, for we read, that "daily shall He be praised", and "all nations shall call Him blessed".

The One Who is going to introduce the Kingdom is risen and enthroned in glory. Believers, owning the Lordship of Christ, come under His sway even now, and thus anticipate in their spirits the blessings of the coming Kingdom, marked by righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. These opening verses set before us these blessings that belong to the justified who come under the present dominion of our Lord Jesus Christ. Being justified by faith "we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ: by whom also we have access by faith into this favour wherein we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God". Here then we have the righteousness, peace, and joy, that will mark the coming Kingdom, presented as the present portion of the believer. What will be known outwardly in the Kingdom is to be known and enjoyed in the heart of the believer to-day.

All these blessings are "through our Lord Jesus Christ". Looking from self to Christ we see in Him One that is absolutely clear of all our offences, and the judgment they entailed. We see there is nothing between God and Christ, consequently there is nothing between God and the believer. This gives peace towards God. Peace within is the result of seeing that peace has been made without. The One who went into the storm of Calvary is now in the calm of the glory. At the Cross Christ met, for the believer every enemy; and every enemy that He met He vanquished, for He is risen and in glory; the result is peace with God.

Again we look to Jesus and see that He is in all the unclouded favour of God, and into this favour the believer has access. Then again we see in Him One Who is perfectly suited to the glory of God, and in the glory, and for this glory He has suited the believer; "We rejoice in hope of the glory of God".

Thus, in Christ, we see set forth the blessed position in which the believer stands before God; Justified from every charge, in the everlasting favour of God, and suited for the glory of God for which he waits in hope.

(2).The blessings and experiences of the believer in passing through this present world (3-11).

(v.3).While hope looks on to the coming glory, as to fact, the believer is still in a world of sin and sorrow, and death. The verses that follow present the experiences and blessings of believers while passing through such a world. If justification fits us for the world to come, in which the glory of God will be displayed, it also sets us apart from this present evil world in which man seeks his own glory without any thought of the will of God.

Passing through this world the believer must of necessity meet with tribulation which calls for endurance, leads to experience, and quickens hope. Seeing the world had manifested its hostility to God, the Lord Jesus warned His disciples that, "In the world ye shall have tribulation" (John xvi. 33). Again the Apostle warned young converts, "that we must through much tribulation enter into the Kingdom of God" (Acts xiv. 22). The tribulation will doubtless take different forms at different times, and in different cases, but all true believers will have to face trial.

Nevertheless, God intends that the tribulation we may pass through shall turn to our spiritual blessing. Therefore, the Apostle adds, "We glory in tribulations also: knowing that tribulation worketh endurance". He does not suggest that we glory in tribulation as such, but because it works to our spiritual advantage. Tribulation leads to endurance. In the light of what is coming we learn to endure what is present. Our Lord has been before us in this path. Walking in the light of the glory that was before Him, He endured the trials He had to meet; as we read, "Who for the joy that was set before Him endured the Cross despising the shame"; and again we read, He "endured such contradiction of sinners against Himself". Truly, in His case, the trial drew forth the perfection of the endurance that He had; in ours we have to learn endurance. Rejoicing in hope of the glory we, too, shall be able to endure in the midst of tribulations. Losing sight of the glory we shall be in danger, in the presence of trial of giving up, rather than enduring.

(V. 4). The result of enduring in tribulation is that we gain experience.* Endurance leads to a practical proof of the reality of the care and interest of God in preserving and keeping the soul in tribulation. Thus, in tribulation, we gain an experimental acquaintance with God; we practically prove the grace and tender sympathy, and mercy of our God.

{*The word experience means "practical proof". It is used in five other Scriptures. In 2 Cor. ii. 9; xiii. 3 and Phil. ii. 22 it is translated "proof". In 2 Cor. viii. 2, "trial", and in 2 Cor. ix. 13 "experiment" (N.Tn. "proof"). The connection in all these Scriptures shows that the word signifies learning by practical proof.}

Moreover, the experience of the goodness of God in the midst of trials strengthens "hope" in the soul. We look outside and beyond this world of trial to the rest that remains in the world to come, though, at present, we only possess that home of glory in hope. But hope makes the future glory a present reality.

(V. 5). Furthermore, the Christian's hope maketh not ashamed. The failure of the earthly hopes in which men may boast oftentimes makes them ashamed of their hope. The hope of the Christian is sure because connected with the love of God shed abroad in our hearts. Faith realises that our hope is certain seeing that the glory for which we hope is secured by a love that will never fail. Already, the Apostle has brought before us the righteousness of God, and the grace of God in chapter iii., the power of God in resurrection in chapter iv.; now we have the love of God made real to our hearts by the Holy Ghost given to us. "The only begotten Son which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared Him". Only a Divine Person is great enough to reveal the heart of the Father; and, when revealed, only another Divine Person – the Holy Spirit – is great enough to make that love a reality to our hearts.

(V. 6). At once, however, the Holy Spirit turns our thoughts to the Cross for the expression of that love. The love is made good in our hearts; but we are not left to look within our hearts to find an expression of that love. That death which is the witness of God's righteousness in chapter iii., and of God's power in chapter iv., is now brought forward as the witness of God's love in chapter v.

(V. 7). To set forth the greatness of this love we are reminded that it was when we were "without strength", and "ungodly", that Christ died for us. When we were utterly helpless, unable to do anything for God, and ungodly, unwilling to do anything for God, then it was that love made the great sacrifice by dying for us.

In the days of old the Prophet, writing to Israel, reminds them of the love of God. He likens Israel to a newborn, helpless, babe "cast out in the field" and left to perish with no eye to pity and no heart to have compassion. Then says Jehovah, "thy time was the time of love". Man's time of need was God's time of love (Ezek. xvi. 1-14). So our time of helplessness and ungodliness was God's time of love.

To emphasise this love, a contrast is drawn between the way men act and the way that the love of God has taken. Amongst men there would scarcely be found a man who would die for a righteous man; though it is possible that, moved by some strong impulse, one might be found daring enough to die for a good man. But where is there a love amongst men that would lead anyone to die for a sinner? In contrast to all that can be found amongst men, God commends His love, in that while we were yet sinners Christ, died for us.

(Vv. 9, 10). Salvation is another great blessing that follows from being justified. There is wrath coming on the ungodly, but the believer can say, "We shall be saved from wrath by Him". The Lord Jesus is "our deliverer from the coming wrath" (1 Thess. i. 10). He will take us out of the scene of judgment before the judgment falls.

Moreover, the justified man is also reconciled. Not only did we love sins and lusts, but we positively hated God. Our wicked works had alienated us from God (Co1. i. 21). Justification clears away our guilt; reconciliation removes the enmity in our hearts, and makes us so suited to God that He can view us with Divine complacency. The death of Christ which declares the righteousness of God by which we are justified, also discloses the love of God by which we are reconciled . . . the knowledge of the love of God removes the enmity to God.

A further blessing is, that "being reconciled, we shall be saved by His life". Here we have the present aspect of salvation. Not only are we saved from wrath to come, but we are saved from the evils and dangers of this preset world by His life. As we read in another passage "He is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by Him, seeing He ever liveth to make intercession for them" (Heb. vii. 25).

(V. 11). The blessed result is that the believer is brought to "boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom now we have received the reconciliation" (N.Tn). Through the Lord Jesus Christ, – all that He is, all that He has done, and all that is set forth in Him – we realise it is God's delight to have us before Him in perfect suitability to Himself.

Thus in this great summing up of the first portion of the Epistle, the believer, as he passes through this present world on the way to glory is viewed as,

(1). Making spiritual progress through tribulations;

(2). With the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost;

(3). Justified by the blood of Christ;

(4). Knowing that he will be saved from the coming wrath;

(5). Reconciled to God by the death of His Son;

(6). Saved from every opposing evil by the One who is ever living for us;

(7). Joying in God through our Lord Jesus Christ.


Division 2.

Christ, the Head of a New Race, and the Blessings of Those in Christ.

(Romans v. 12 – viii.)

1.

Introductory.

The first division of the Epistle presents the blessings that have been secured to the believer through Christ. This second division unfolds the blessings that belong to the believer in Christ. It presents our new position in Christ, in contrast to our old position in Adam. As natural men we are connected with Adam and involved in the fall and its consequences. As believers we are connected with Christ, and share in the blessings that belong to His line.

In the first part of the Epistle the question of our sins and guilt is dealt with; in this second division the question of our state is taken up. The Apostle no longer speaks of what we have done, but of what we are, not of the bad fruit, but of the bad tree that produced the fruit.

The first exercises of an awakened soul are generally concerned with the sins that have been committed and the judgment involved. When these questions are settled there arises another difficulty to trouble the soul which, at the outset of our Christian career was hardly, if at all, suspected. We discover, that, though we have a new nature, with new desires after Christ, and the things of God, there is still in us the old nature, dominated by an evil principle which God calls sin. Moreover, we find that this old nature seeks to assert itself in its lusts in opposition to the will of God. Further we find that this old nature with its lusts is too strong for us. In this fresh portion of the Epistle there is unfolded before us the way of practical deliverance from the dominion of sin, and all that sin entails so that we may enjoy, in the power of the Holy Spirit, the blessings of the delivered soul.

The truth is presented in the following order: – 

First, Christ is brought before us as the new Head of a new race, with the presentation of the blessing that belong to those in His line (v. 12-21).

Secondly, we are shewn the way of deliverance from the power of sin (vi.).

Thirdly, we learn the way of deliverance from law (vii.).

Fourthly, we learn the way of deliverance from the flesh, and the blessings that are enjoyed in the power of the Spirit (viii.).

2.

Christ the Head of a New Race.

(Romans v. 12-21).

Seeing that this fresh division of the Epistle sets forth the position, and blessing, that belong to the believer as being before God "in Christ", it naturally commences by bringing before us Christ as the Head of a new race. We learn from this passage that as we were identified with Adam and the sorrowful consequences that follow from all in his line; so, as believers, we are identified with Christ and share in the blessings that are the portion of those in His line.

We shall learn that we have been identified with Christ in His death to close up our links with Adam and his race; and that we have been identified with Christ in resurrection to share in all the blessings that belong to His race.

(V. 12). The passage opens by tracing all the sorrows that have come into this world to one man – Adam. Through Adam's act of disobedience sin came into the world, and death by sin, and so death passed upon all Adam's race. The outcome of "sin" must be sins, but it is of "sin" that the Apostle more especially speaks in this portion of the Epistle. In chapters i., to v. 11, the word sin occurs but twice; in this division. v. 12 to viii., it occurs thirty-four times. "Sin" is the evil principle of "lawlessness", or the creature doing his own will. This evil principle entered the world. through Adam's one act of disobedience. Death followed as the penalty of sin. Sins can be forgiven; but "sin", the evil principle which leads to sins, can only be met by death that brings to an end the life governed by sin. Therefore the penalty of sin is death. Thus the death penalty passed upon all Adam's race. That all have come under the evil principle of sin is proved by the fact that all have sinned. The bad fruit shows the character of the tree. So the Apostle says, "Death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned".

In verse 18 the Apostle continues his teaching by showing the blessings that come to those in Christ's line. First, however, in verses 13 to 17, which form a parenthesis, he presses three truths: – 

First, that the evil principle of sin existed apart altogether from law.

Secondly, that Adam was a figure of Christ the Head of a new race.

Thirdly, that as Adam's sin affected the whole of his race, so, much more, what Christ has done benefits the whole of His race.

(V. 13). First, as to law. It is evident that Adam was put under law – in his case a very simple law forbidding him to eat of a certain tree. Two thousand five hundred years later the law was given to Israel through Moses. But, between Adam and Moses there was no specific law forbidding this or that. The question then arises, Can man be condemned for doing that which is not forbidden? The answer is that sin is not put to man's account, as actual transgression of a known law, where no law exists. Nevertheless, though not charged with transgression when there is no law, it is evident that man does his own will and in consequence suffers the penalty of death. This is proved by the fact that death reigned from Adam to Moses. It is thus proved that Adam's race is under sin and the penalty of death apart altogether from Law and the transgression of law.

Secondly, in this parenthesis, we learn there is another Head of another race of whom Adam was only "the figure". Christ is presented as the Head of a new race. The consideration of all that came in through Adam helps us to understand the blessing that has come in though Christ.

(Vv. 15-18). Thirdly, the effect of grace through Christ far surpasses the effect of sin through Adam. The surpassing character of this grace is proved in a threefold way: – 

First, in verse 15, we learn that the grace of God abounds over the offence of Adam. If the offence of one man – Adam, brings death upon his race, much more the grace of God brings the gift of life, in grace, by the one Man, Jesus Christ, to His line.

Secondly, in verse 16, we learn that the justification of God abounds over the judgment of God. The sentence of judgment, that passed upon men was on account of one sin involving all in judgment; the grace of God takes account of "many offences", not for judgment, but for justification.

Thirdly, in verse 17, we learn that life abounds over death. The Apostle says, "If by one man's offence death reigned by one; much more they which receive abundance of grace, and of the free gift of righteousness shall reign in life by One". We might have thought that the contrast to "death reigning" would be "life reigning". It is however, more than this, for the word is "They . . . shall reign in life". This opens to the believer a wonderful vista of blessing. The time is coming when the saints will reign with Christ; now grace makes it possible for the saint to reign in life by Christ. It is God's thought that by Christ we should be made completely superior to the power of sin, lawlessness and self-will. That, in the power of a life sustained by Christ, we should overcome all evil whether in the flesh or the world.

What a victorious life this opens up to the believers! Instead of being constantly overcome by this evil principle – sin – so that sin reigns over us, there is set before us the blessed possibility of the believer reigning over sin by Jesus Christ. How this can be practically brought about is disclosed to us in chapters six, seven, and eight, in which we have unfolded to us God's way of deliverance from sin, law, and the flesh. But before entering upon the experience and truth that leads to deliverance, God sets before us the blessed end to which it leads. In the future believers will reign in a world of blessing with Christ; now, in a world of sin and death, it is possible for them to reign in life by Christ, so that instead of being overcome by sin, the believer is an overcomer.

(V. 18). Having, in this parenthesis, brought in Christ as the Head of His race, the Apostle continues his argument from verse 12. There he had shewn that through one man sin had entered into the world, and so death passed upon all men. Now he shows that the bearing of Christ's one act of righteousness is as wide as Adam's one act of disobedience. If Adam's act went out towards all men to condemnation; so the bearing of Christ's act is towards all men to justifications of life. Unbelief may, alas, prevent that great act taking effect upon all, none the less, the blessing that act brings is for all. Justification of life is in contrast to the condemnation of death. The believer instead of being under the condemnation of death as the result of sin, comes under the justification of a life that is entirely free from sin. Instead of living a life that is dominated by sin and under the condemnation of death, he lives a life that is justified, or clear, from the power of sin and the death penalty.

(V. 19). If the previous verse shows that the bearing of Christ's act is toward all, this verse shows that the actual application is limited to those in connection with Christ. By Adam's act of disobedience the many connected with him (that is to say, all men) are constituted sinners. By the obedience of Christ at the Cross the many connected with Him (that is all believers) are constituted righteous.

(Vv. 20, 21). Moreover the law made the offence abound. By forbidding sin it stirred up sin; and, moreover, it added to the evil of sin by making it transgression. Even so, where sin abounded grace did much more abound. Sin, by its reign of lawlessness, leads to death: grace, reigning through righteousness, or doing God's will, leads to eternal life. Here eternal life is viewed in its fulness in glory as the end of a course of righteousness, in contrast to death which lies at the end of a course of sin or lawlessness.

3.

Deliverance from Sin. 

(Romans vi.)

The Apostle has shewn that Christ is the Head of a new race, and that through His one act of obedience grace brings justification and life to those in His line, so that they are able to reign in a life that is victorious over sin. To live this life it is necessary to be delivered from the dominion of sin. This then is the great subject of Romans vi., the practical deliverance of the believer from the power of sin by being "dead to sin".

This subject is raised by the question, Is the believer, in his pathway through this world, to continue under the power of sin? The Apostle answers this question with a decided "No"; for, he says, "Sin shall not have dominion over you" (14). Moreover, he not only answers the question but also shows how the believer is delivered from the dominion of sin.

Before considering the chapter in detail it may be well to enquire, What is sin? And, what is involved in continuing in, or under the power of, sin? Sin is defined for us in the word of God as "lawlessness" (1 John iii. 4, N.Tn.). It is the evil principle of doing ones own will without reference to God, or, in other words, insubjection to God. By one man – Adam, this evil principle entered into the world; as a result, a system has grown up – called the world – which is entirely dominated by sin, or the will of man. The result of man doing his own will is depicted in Romans iii. 9 to 19. It has filled the world with misery and sorrow and brought man under death and judgment. Moreover, what is true of the world as a whole is also true of each individual. The misery of each individual life arises from doing one's own will without reference to the will of God.

Turning from Adam to Christ we see a blessed and perfect Man who was in this world entirely free from the dominion of sin. The world He came into was governed by sin, or self-will; Christ was governed by an entirely opposite principle – the principle of obedience or subjection to God's will. Coming into the world He had before Him the will of God, for He could say, "Lo I come to do Thy will O God". Passing through the world He could say, "I seek not my own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent Me", and again, "I do always those things that please Him" (John v. 30 & viii. 29). Furthermore, in going out of the world He said, "Not my will but Thine be done" (Luke xxii. 42). Thus, in Christ we see One who, from the beginning of His path to the end, wholly LIVED TO GOD. (vv. 10, 11).

As we see this life set forth in Christ – the life lived to God – we see it in all its beauty and perfection, and thus seen it becomes very attractive to the believer. The outward effects of this life are brought before us in the Gospels where we see the Lord in contact with the world, and opposed by the flesh and the devil. The inner blessedness of this life, lived to God, is set before us in Psalm xvi., which describes the path of life. There set forth in Christ, we see, in all its beauty, a life lived wholly to God. We learn that it is a life of dependence upon the power of God, confidence in the love of God, and subjection to the will of God (Verses 1, 2); a life of lowliness that delights in the excellent of the earth (3); that walks in separation from evil (4); that knows satisfaction (5, 6); guidance (7), support (8) and joy (9-11). As a result there never was a step taken in that life that had to be retraced, never an act to regret, never a thought to judge, or a word to recall.

Attracted by the beauty and blessedness of this life; set forth in Christ, the question arises, How can the believer be delivered from the dominion of sin, in order that he may live to God in this new life?

The answer in brief is, the believer can only be delivered from the power of sin by death to the man that is under sin, and can only live to God in this new life by the support of Christ, the living and risen Man who has died to sin and lives to God. In the beginning of Romans vii., the figure of marriage is used to set forth this support.

1. Dead to sin.

(Vv. 1, 2).The subject of death to sin is raised by the statement of the Apostle, in the end of Romans v., that, "where sin abounded grace did much more abound". This statement at once leads the carnal mind to ask the foolish, if not wicked, question, "Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound?" The Apostle entirely repudiates this unholy suggestion. He will not allow that the believer – who is true to the position in which God has set the Christian, can continue living in sin.

The Apostle, in the course of the chapter will shew how the believer is dead to sin; but, at the outset he assumes that, in regard to sin, the only possible attitude for the believer to take is that he is "dead to sin". This being so, he asks, How shall we who have died to sin, still live in it? His question does not suggest that we ought not to live in it, but that, having died to sin, we cannot live in it. The principle that underlies his assertion is plain and self-evident, namely, we cannot die to something and at the same time live in it.

2. Baptism, an illustration of death to sin (3-5).

Having, in the first two verses set forth the great theme of the chapter – the believer's deliverance from the power of sin by death to sin – the Apostle, in verses 3 to 5, uses baptism to illustrate the position of the believer as dead to sin.

(V. 3). Those of us who have been baptized with Christian baptism – i.e. baptised unto Jesus Christ – were baptized unto His death. We were in the figure of baptism, identified with the death of Christ in order to have part down here in the position which His death sets us in relation to sin and the world. Baptism is a figure of death and burial. It is evident that a dead man has done with the life of self-will in which he once lived, and a buried man has passed out of the sight of the world in which he once lived.

It is one thing, however, to pass out of the sight of the world and quite another to pass out of one's own sight; in other words, to see no man any more save Jesus only. The most difficult thing is to see oneself no more – to see the man that I was, a man that lived only for self, no more. When Christ was here there was nothing in common between His life and the life of the world. His life was entirely one of obedience to the Father's will, and of self-denial in order to serve others in love. The life of the world is one of self-will and self-exaltation. By His death Christ laid down the life, which, in us, sin attached, and by His burial He has passed out of sight of the world.

By baptism unto death we profess to have done with the life of the old man, to which sin attached, and, by burial we profess to have passed out of sight of a world dominated by sin.

(V. 4) This, however, is a means to an end. Deliverance from a life of self-will is in order that we may live a life of obedience to God; that is, that we may walk in newness of life to the glory of the Father. This life is set forth in Christ risen. If Christ has died to this world He has also been raised by the glory of the Father. "Glory" displays what a person is. The glory of the Father sets forth all that the Father is. The Lord Jesus in His life, and at the Cross, fully declared the Father in all His love, holiness, justice and power: having fully maintained the Father's glory it became a necessity of the Father's glory to raise Christ from the dead. All that the Father is demanded that the One who had maintained His glory should be raised from the dead.

Further, being raised from the dead by the glory of the Father expresses the great truth that Christ comes forth from the dead in a life that is perfectly suited to all that the Father is. In Christ risen we see a Man who lives to God in a life that is to the infinite satisfaction of the Father's heart.

When, however, it is said that this new life is set forth in Christ risen, the question may arise, Did not Christ ever live to God? Personally, He most assuredly did, as we have seen set forth in perfection in Psalm xvi. He perfectly lived to God in His life on earth, and He perfectly lives to God in resurrection. There is, however, this difference, in resurrection He lives to God as having died to sin, so that we, being delivered by his death, may also live to God. In resurrection He lives to God in a position which the believer can share with Him.

(V. 5). This new life we live down here is after the pattern of the life of the risen Christ. If we have become identified with Christ in the likeness of His death, we shall be also in that of His resurrection. We are identified with His death to die to all that to which He died, and identified with His resurrection life to live to the pleasure of God. The Apostle does not say that at present we are actually in the likeness of his resurrection, but that "we shall be". The full likeness of His resurrection involves our having bodies of glory like His own glorious body. But before we have the new bodies we have the new life which expresses itself in a new walk. The "newness" of the life is seen in a walk that is entirely new to this world – a walk in obedience and subjection to the will of God.

3. Death with Christ (6-10).

(V. 6). The Apostle has referred to baptism to illustrate the truth that we have died with Christ. Now he comes to the great foundation fact, of which baptism is only a symbol. He says, "Our old man had been crucified with Him". This is a fact that faith accepts on the authority of the word of God. Thus the Apostle can speak of "knowing" this. It is a fact that believers know by faith.

Our ordinary use of words may help us to understand the expression "our old man". We speak of "the white man", and "the black man"; but, in using such expressions, we do not refer to any particular individual. We refer to a race of men with certain characteristics; but seeing that all who compose the race have similar characteristics, the race can be described by an individual expression. So the expression "old man" does not refer to any particular individual, it describes an order of man with certain characteristics. This order of man, we know, is Adam's fallen race, and the outstanding characteristic of that race is self-will. "Our old man" is then an expression which describes all that we were morally as fallen men living a life of self-will. In saying "our old man" we recognise the old man is "our" former self, or life.

This man that lives a life of self-will, caring nothing for God, will not do for God. To convince us of the hopeless character of this man God has fully tested the "old man" under every possible test. He has been tried without law, under law, under priesthood, under royalty, and finally by the presence of Christ in grace. Under every test man has broken down proving that the old man is utterly evil, and that all hope of improving or reforming the "old man" is useless. God has only one way of dealing with a man that is proved to be irremediably bad, that is by ending the life of the man in the judgment of death. Sins can be forgiven; but there can be no forgiveness for an evil nature, it can only be condemned and ended. Thus from the moment sin entered into the world God passed the sentence of death upon the man that was under sin. For the believer, this judgment has been carried out at the Cross; so we can say, "Our old man has been crucified with Him". At the Cross God dealt with the Old man according to his deserts, and according to God's own righteous demands. At the Cross Christ vicariously represented before God "our old man", so that when He was crucified we were crucified with Him. Not only did Christ bear our sins, but He was made sin – made what we are. Thus our old man came up before God, and in His sight was judicially ended in the judgment of death. It becomes clear then that in this portion of the Epistle it is no longer a question of Christ's death for us, but of our death with Christ.

Moreover our death with Christ not only meets the holy requirements of God, but has in view our practical walk. It was that "the body of sin might be annulled that henceforth we should not serve sin". Here the expression "body of sin" refers to sin as a whole, in contrast to any particular manifestation of sin. We are apt to think of sin in connection with some particular failing to which we may be specially liable, and in which, in our case, the dominion of sin is most felt. Possibly we would be very well content to be set free from the dominion of sin in this special form. God, however, would have us free from the dominion of sin as a whole, not simply in part. This freedom can only be obtained on the ground that our old man that is under sin has been crucified with Christ. Sin, indeed, still exists, but can have no power over a corpse. Death annuls its power. The practical end is that being dead to sin we should no longer serve it.

(V. 7). We are delivered by death from being servant to sin. It is clear that he that has died is justified from sin. A dead man has no longer an active will of his own. He can no longer be charged with self-will.

(V. 8). This however is not all. Death for the believer is the way into life. So, from speaking of death, the Apostle now passes on to speak of life. He says, "If we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him". In verse 9 he speaks of Christ "being raised from the dead", and in verse 10 he says, "in that Christ liveth, He liveth unto God". Obviously then life is the subject of these verses. Looking into the future the Apostle sets before us the full and glorious result of having died with Christ: "if", says he, "we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him". Who can apprehend the blessedness that lies behind these words, "live with Him". We know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that He became poor and lived with us, full of grace and truth. That however, was only a means to an end; the glorious end being that we should live with Him.

(V. 9). Nor is this all, we shall not only live with Him, but we shall live where He lives in the resurrection sphere. This is a region where death has no more dominion.

(V. 10). Furthermore, we shall not only "live with Him", and live where He lives, but we shall live as He lives. Verse 10 tells us how He lives. Having died to sin, "He liveth unto God". The resurrection sphere is a scene in which God is all in all. God is all as the One who fills the vision, and God is all as the source and spring of every thought and affection that goes out to God in worship and adoration. This, indeed, will be living to God. It is true that personally Christ ever lived to God in His pathway through this world; but while here He had to say to sin on every hand, and at last suffer for sin at the Cross. In the resurrection sphere He has nothing more to say to sin.

How blessed then is the vista of life – true life – that is opened to us in these verses. To live with Christ – One that loves us; to live where He lives – in life's eternal home; and live as He lives – wholly for the pleasure of God.

4. Reckoning ourselves dead to sin.(6:11)

(V. 11). The vista of blessing opened to us through the death of Christ is to have a very practical effect in the present. Faith, looking back, knows what has been accomplished on the Cross (verse 6); faith, looking on, knows what the result will be in glory (verses 8-10). In the meantime, while we are yet on earth between the Cross and the glory, the believer thinks of himself as dead to the principle of lawlessness. Knowing that our old man has been crucified with Christ, and that Christ has been raised from the dead and lives to God, we are to reckon ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Jesus Christ. We view ourselves as dead to the principle of doing our own will, which we see governs the world around, and which we find within, and we think of ourselves as living to do the will of God, as being linked up with Christ before God.

Were we actually dead there would be no need to reckon ourselves dead to sin. Were we actually in the glory there would be no need to reckon ourselves alive to God. It is just because we are still in a world that is under sin, and because we are not actually in a scene beyond the dominion of sin, that we are called upon to reckon ourselves dead to sin and alive to God.

The story of Mephibosheth has been used to set forth the believer's position in a world that has rejected Christ. Probably it is the most perfect illustration of this reckoning in Scripture, for it not only makes clear the meaning of reckoning, but it also sets forth the power for the reckoning.

It will be remembered that David had shewn the kindness of God to Mephibosheth for the sake of Jonathan, a picture of the grace of God that has reached us for Christ's sake (2 Samuel ix.). Then, in the history of King David there came a day when he was rejected by Jerusalem (2 Samuel xv – xviii). During this time King David leaves Jerusalem and is found "in a place that was far off" (2 Samuel xv. 17). Mephibosheth, the man that had received grace from the King, is left behind in the City that had rebelled against the King. His heart having been won by the King has no sympathy with the scene near at hand that is in rebellion against the King. How does he act in such circumstances? We read that "from the day the King departed until the day he came again in peace", Mephibosheth "had neither dressed his feet, nor trimmed his beard, nor washed his clothes". During the time of the King's absence he acted in a way that shewed that he reckoned himself dead to the scene that surrounded him. Stirring events were taking place in the city. Councils were being held, an army was being marshalled, officers were being appointed; but, in all these exciting scenes Mephibosheth takes no part. He thinks of himself as dead to it all, for he says, "All my father's house were but dead men". Further he thinks of himself as alive to David, for he adds, "Yet didst thou set thy servant among them that did eat at thy table". He recognises that, as connected with his father's house death was upon him, but that, connected with David, he was set in life at David's table. (2 Samuel xix. 24-28).

In the power of love for David, he acts in a way that shows he reckoned himself to be dead to the scene around him. Had he been actually dead, or had he been actually with David, there would have been no need, nor even possibility, for acting in the way he did.

Thus with the believer it is in the power of life that we are able to reckon ourselves dead to this world dominated by sin.

5. The practical result of reckoning ourselves dead to sin (Verses 12-23).

(V. 12). The results that follow from reckoning ourselves dead to sin are set before us in the remainder of the chapter. First, this reckoning sets us free in our practical lives from the dominion of sin. This means that the lusts connected with the mortal body are no longer obeyed.

These things are contemplated in verse 12, the evil principle of sin, or self-will, the mortal body, and the lusts of the body. Sin is the determination to do one's own will in the gratification of lust; and the body is the instrument for gratifying the lust. We are yet in these mortal bodies, and the principle of sin is still in us; but, if we reckon ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Jesus Christ, our mortal bodies will be practically free from the dominion of sin. The reign of sin over these bodies is thus ended.

(V. 13). A second result of the reckoning is that, being set free from sin, the members of the body are no longer to be yielded to sin but to God. If these different members are governed by self-will it must mean that they become instruments to work unrighteousness. Being set free from the dominion of sin we are to yield ourselves – spirit, soul, and body – and our members in particular, to God.

"Keep thy heart with all diligence", says the wise man; "put away from thee a forward mouth, and perverse lips put far from thee. Let thine eyes look right on . . . ponder the path of thy feet" (Prov. iv. 23-27). What is this but the Old Testament way of expressing the New Testament exhortation "to yield yourselves to God as alive from among the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God". We may well challenge ourselves as to what we allow in our hearts; are we imagining evil against our brother? What about our lips; do we use them to speak evil of others? What of our eyes; are they used to look upon scenes that would stir up lust and excite the flesh? What of our feet; do we allow them to carry us into places where no Christian should be found? If these, and other members, are used for such purposes they are being used for unrighteousness under the power of sin – or self-will – rather then being used for righteousness and the pleasure of God.

(V. 14). A third result of reckoning ourselves dead to sin is that we come under the sustaining power of grace. This yielding ourselves and our members is not the result of being under a law that makes demands upon us, but is the outcome of being under grace that not only brings blessing to us, but sustains us and enables us to overcome. We are kept by the grace of God.

A fourth result is that we become the servants to practical righteousness (Vv. 15-23).

(1) Reckoning ourselves dead to sin we obtain freedom from the power of sin.

(2) Free from the power of sin, we can yield ourselves, and our members, to God.

(3) Yielding ourselves to God we come under the sustaining grace of God.

(4) Coming under the sustaining grace of God, we bring forth practical righteousness.

(V. 15). This further truth of practical righteousness is introduced by the question, "Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?" The Apostle thus anticipates the reasoning of the flesh, ever ready to abuse the goodness of God and pervert the word of God. If God says, "Ye are not under law but under grace", the flesh says, Then we are set free to do what we like.

(V. 16). The Apostle entirely repudiates this carnal suggestion. He proves that the question shows entire ignorance of the terrible result of yielding to sin. "Know ye not", says the Apostle, "that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey?" Yielding to sin we become the slaves of sin, and every fresh indulgence of sin only forges another link in the chain that holds us in bondage to sin. An intensely solemn consideration whether for a sinner living in sin, or a saint that turns aside to trifle with sin.

Moreover, if, on the one hand, we yield ourselves by obedience to the doctrine as to death with Christ it leads to practical righteousness.

(V. 17). Paul could thank God that the believers at Rome, who were once the slaves of sin, had indeed obeyed from the heart the form of doctrine delivered to them. He says, not simply the doctrine, but the form of doctrine. This apparently was baptism, to which he has already referred in the early part of the chapter. They had believed the great truth, or doctrine, that the old man has been crucified with Christ. They had submitted to the form of the doctrine by being baptized unto the death of Christ to have part in the place of separation from sin and the world in which that death puts the believer down here. And in their daily practice they had continued to reckon themselves dead to sin and alive unto God in Christ Jesus.

With these believers it was not the mere assent of the mind to certain truths in which no personal interest was felt. It was the obedience of hearts that had learnt their need of, and personal concern in, the truths believed.

(V. 18). Having thus obtained their freedom from sin they had become slaves to righteousness.

(V. 19). This expression "slaves to righteousness" might, however, be taken to imply some galling yoke with the loss of all liberty. The Apostle, therefore, is careful to explain that he is simply speaking after the manner of men. Serving righteousness is not miserable slavery, but happy liberty. However, because of the infirmity of the flesh which makes it difficult for us to grasp the truth, he uses the expression "slaves to righteousness" to contrast the happy result of being under the sway of practical righteousness, with the terrible bondage that sin has over its slaves.

To yield the members to sin is practically to become the slaves of uncleanness, and thus develop a character of lawlessness that increases in lawlessness. It leads from lawlessness to lawlessness (N. Tn.). In contrast to this, if we yield our members to the service of practical righteousness it will develop a character and condition of holiness. Here, for the first time, since the introductory verses of the Epistle, the Apostle speaks of holiness. Yielding our members as servants to righteousness leads, not only to righteousness but also to holiness. Righteousness speaks more of outwardly right acts in relation to others; holiness refers rather to the new nature and therefore that which is inward. Thus we reach a further result of reckoning ourselves dead to sin; it leads to the development of the new nature which is holy in thought and thus separate in spirit from the world around. Not only is righteousness practised, but unrighteousness is hated.

(Vv. 20-23). The Apostle concludes his instruction by drawing a contrast between their past condition as slaves to sin, and their present portion as the slaves of God. When the servants of sin they followed their own wills without any thought of the claims of righteousness. Such a course produced no lasting and pleasant fruit, but only shame and, in the end, death. It was a fruitless wasting of their lives, and the members of their bodies, in self-will that covered them with shame and ended in death.

Now, having been made free from sin and become slaves to God, they brought forth the fruit of practical righteousness which leads to holiness, or that condition of heart in which evil is hated and God is known and enjoyed.

Living to God leads to the present fruit of righteousness and holiness, and the future enjoyment of eternal life in all its fulness in the glory where, not only the power of sin can never be felt, but the presence of sin can never intrude.

Here eternal life is set before us as the end of a life lived to God in this present world. But even so, it is not secured by the devotedness of the life here. It is the gift of God in Jesus Christ our Lord. Sin pays wages: but God gives gifts. Thus the grace of God that gives the blessing is maintained; encouragement is given to live the life well pleasing to God, while the legal thought of obtaining eternal life as a reward for service is excluded.

4.

Deliverance from Law.

(Romans vii.)

In chapter vi., we are instructed as to the way of deliverance from the power of sin; in chapter vii., there is set before us the way of deliverance from the yoke of the law.

Obviously there is a great difference between "sin" and "law". Sin came into the world by man; the law was given by God. One was absolutely evil; the other "holy, and just, and good". It is easy to see that we need deliverance from that which is evil; it is not so simple to learn that, as believers, we equally need to be delivered from the principle of law.

However, the consideration of the nature of the law, and its effects, should convince us of the necessity of deliverance from its dominion. First, let us remember that the law was given to the natural man to shew him the standard of conduct that God requires from a man, if he is to be blessed in this world on the ground of his own doings. Secondly, in making known what God requires from man, the law also revealed the holiness and righteousness of God. Thirdly, it exposed the utter weakness and inability of man to keep the law and thus answer to God's righteous demands. Fourthly, while making demands upon man, and exposing man's weakness, it gave man no help or support to meet its requirements. Finally, the law being holy and inflexible, utterly condemned the man that does not, in all points, keep it.

To sum up, more concisely, the principle of the law as applied to man. It makes demands upon me that I have no strength to fulfil; it gives me no strength to answer to its demands; and when I fail in carrying out its requirements, it utterly condemns me.

Thus, the law, though in itself holy and ordained to life and blessing if kept, becomes a means of showing the holiness of God, my weakness and, in consequence, my condemnation.

It becomes plain then, that the believer needs deliverance from the law; and more, he needs some other support if he is to bring forth fruit to God. Verse 4, makes it very clear that it is God's desire that His people should bring forth fruit unto Himself, and thus be for His pleasure. In order that this may be so we must know deliverance from sin, the law, and the flesh.

This brings us to the great themes of chapter vii., wherein we learn God's way of deliverance from the bondage of the law; and, that a new bond has been formed between the believer and the risen Christ in order that we may bring forth fruit to God. The chapter concludes with the experiences we pass through in learning our need in order to accept God's way of deliverance.

The chapter may be divided as follows: – 

First, (Verses 1-3), the principle stated, and illustrated, that the law rules over a man as long as he lives.

Secondly, (Verses 4-6), the application of the principle and illustration, to the believer.

Thirdly, (Verses 7-13), The use and effect of the law when applied to man in the flesh.

Fourthly, (Verses14-25), the experiences of a man who, by means of the law learns the true nature of the flesh and his need of a deliverer.

(1). The assertion, and illustration, of the principle that the dominion of law ends with death (1-3).

The great principle underlying the doctrine of chapters vi., and vii., is that we cannot be alive in that to which we have died. In chapter vi., this principle is applied to sin; if we have died to sin we cannot live in sin. In chapter vii., this principle is applied to law; if we have died to law we are no longer under law.

(V. 1). The Apostle writes to those who "know" the law. This would include Gentiles as well as Jews. The Jew was "under" the law: the Gentile, including Christendom, though not strictly under law, most certainly "know" the law. The Apostle reminds such of the well known principle "that the law rules over a man as long as he liveth".

This principle is illustrated by the case of the married woman. The inviolable marriage tie is used to illustrate the inviolability of the law. As long as the husband liveth the woman is bound by law to her husband. If the husband dies she is free from the law of her husband; he has no more dominion over her. Death breaks the bond. She is free to be married to another. Thus the great principle is established that if God gives a law to man, a divinely formed bond is established between the law and those under it which nothing but death can annul.

(2 ). The application to the believer of the principle that the dominion of the law ends with death (4-6).

Having stated and illustrated the principle that death ends the rule of law, the Apostle now applies this principle to believers. In the illustration the husband dies, in the application the woman dies. But this makes no difference to the principle asserted, which is that death severs the bond. To use the language of the illustration we die to one husband in order to be married to another. The great theme of both chapters vi., and vii., is that we have died; but it is in Christ's death we have died. This death is set forth by the expression "the body of Christ". In the death of Christ we have been set free from the rule of law to come under the sway of Christ risen from the dead. Instead of our lives being controlled by a written law that is against us, we have now come under the control of a living Person that loves us.

In the illustration there are two things – dissociation from the first husband by death, and association with the second husband in life. In the application the believer is seen to be dissociated from the law by the death of Christ, and associated with the living and risen Christ. But dissociation from the law and association with Christ are not simply privileges that we may enter upon, but facts true of believers by the act of God. God, Himself, has severed the bond with the law, for the believer, by the death of Christ – "Ye also have been made dead to the law by the body of the Christ" (N.Tn)

We are not made dead to the law by some experience we go pass through, but by the body of Christ. When the dead body of Christ hung upon the Cross it was evident that He had passed out of the condition of life to which the law applied. What is true of Christ in God's sight is true of the believer in whose place Christ died.

It is thus of the first importance to see that, by the act of God Himself, we are "not under law but under grace" (vi. 14).

I may practically put myself under law in a twofold way. First, by thinking that God is against me because of my sins and sin; or, secondly, by thinking God is for me on account of my fancied goodness. In either case I am making God's attitude toward me depend upon what I am for God, and that is the principle of law. Grace shows me that God is not against me because of my evil, and not for me because of my goodness; but that God is for me because of what He is in Himself, and can righteously show Himself for me because 	of what Christ has done.

This then is the first great truth we need to learn that through the death of Christ: God has set the believers free from the principle of law and brought us under grace.

However, for practical deliverance from legality it is not enough to see that the old bond has been dissolved in the death of Christ, but, we must further apprehend that a new bond has been formed with Christ risen. It is as we live in the power of this new bond that our souls will be brought into liberty and we shall bring forth fruit unto God. The figure of marriage very beautifully sets forth the new bond that God has formed for the believer with Christ risen. It has been pointed out that in the married relationship the wife can count upon three things, the guidance, the love, and the support of her husband. To be associated with the risen Christ is to have His guidance, enjoy His love and obtain His support.


We see these three things very blessedly set forth when the Lord was here on earth with His disciples. They had the guidance, the love, and the support of Jesus. They were men of like passions with ourselves – utterly weak, often failing, ignorant and selfish. They had storms to face, privations to meet, the enemy against them; but Christ was with them to guide, Christ loved them unto the end, and Christ supported them every step of the way.

Now He is risen, and it is our privilege still to have His guidance, for He has said "I will never leave thee nor forsake thee". We too can enjoy His love in a deeper way than it could have been known by the disciples, for it is a love that has been proved and found to be stronger than death. Moreover we have His support in a way that the disciples could hardly have realised; for it is the support of One who has triumphed over every enemy, and broken the power of death and the grave. How could we be lonely if in the company of One who is altogether lovely; how could we be dissatisfied if our hearts were filled by a love that death cannot break, time cannot change and eternity cannot end? How could we talk of our weakness if we realised that we have all the mighty power of the risen Christ to support us?

It is then in the realisation of our association with the risen Christ that we shall find practical deliverance. It is the apprehension of these two things – dissociation from the law, and association with the risen Christ – to which the soul is brought when it cries out "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord". Thus it finds deliverance from law and brings forth fruit unto God.

(Vv. 5, 6). Furthermore it is important to see that we cannot be under the authority of the law and of Christ at the same time. The contrast between being under law and under Christ is vividly brought before us in verses 5 and 6. In verse 5 the Apostle describes the effect of being under the law when we were in the flesh. He can say "when we were in the flesh" because he is speaking from the Christian standpoint. As Christians we are no longer in the flesh, that is, the old Adam state with all its responsibilities. Looking back to that old state he describes the effect of being under the law. It excited the sinful lusts by forbidding them. Then, the passions being aroused, the members of our bodies carried them out with the result that death, or separation, came between our souls and God.

But now (in contrast to the past when we were in the flesh) all is changed; and this change has been brought about by the fact that we have died with Christ. It is not that the "law" has died, as our authorised version wrongly translates, but that we have died. It should read, "having died in that in which we were held" (N.Tn). The result is we no longer serve God under the sense of legal obligation – that we must do this, or that in order that God may be favourable to us. That would be "the oldness of the letter" which said "Do this and thou shalt live". But being set free from the principle of law we serve as in spirit delighting to do the will of God. This is the "newness of spirit".

(3). The effect of the operation of the law on man in the flesh (7-13).

(Vv. 7-11). Having stated, and applied, the principle that death delivers from the bondage of the law, the Apostle now shows the use of the law by describing its effect upon man in the flesh. The Apostle has been pressing the truth that the believer is delivered from the law. Does, then, the necessity for this deliverance imply that the law is evil? He asks, "Is the law sin?" The immediate answer is, "God forbid". The Apostle then proceeds to show its use and declare its excellence.

The chief use of the law is to prove that, we have in us an evil principle called "sin". The Apostle says, "I had not known sin, but by the law". He does not say 'sins', but 'sin'. He would have been conscious of sins had he never known the law. We need no law to tell us it is wrong to steal and murder. Natural conscience will convict a men of wrong conduct. But conscience would never reveal to a man his inward state of sin. The law said, "Thou shalt not lust". This one command applies to the inward man, and, not as with the other nine commands, to the outward conduct. The outward conduct might be blameless, and consequently the conscience easy having no sense of judgment or death. But seeing there is sin in us, the immediate effect of the law saying "Thou shalt not lust" is to stir up lust, and at once the conscience knows that the law is broken and realises that death is the result. "Sin revived, and I died". The law that was ordained to life if obeyed, brings death upon the conscience when broken.

(Vv. 12, 13). If lust is provoked and death brought upon the conscience through the law, is the law wrong? Far from being wrong, the law is holy, and the particular commandment, "Thou shalt not lust" is holy, and just, and good.

This being so, is that which is good the cause of death? Not at all. Sin is the cause of death, not law. All the law does is to make manifest the presence and character of sin. So bad indeed is sin that it takes occasion by that which is good to bring death on the conscience. Thus the effect of the law upon a man, having lusts, is to discover to him not only the existence of sin, but the exceeding sinfulness of sin.

(4). The experiences by which the true character of the flesh is discovered, and the consequent need of a Deliverer (14-25).

The closing verses of the chapter give the experience of a man under law, though born again and, therefore, with renewed desires in his mind.

The experiences are presented as they appear to one who is free from the dominion of the law. Thus the Apostle commences by saying, "We know that the law is spiritual". This "we" represents those in the full Christian position. It is what those know who are free. Then, proceeding to give the experiences of one under law, the Apostle immediately drops the "we" and uses "I" because the experiences set forth do not express true Christian experience. Nevertheless it is experience that, in different measures most Christians pass through.

It is deeply necessary that we should learn the true character of our old nature – the flesh, and reach the point when we have to say with Job, not only "I am vile", but, "I abhor myself". We may reach this knowledge of self in three ways. First, we may learn what we are in the presence of the Lord, even as Peter when he "fell down at Jesus' knees", and confessed, "I am a sinful man, O Lord" (Luke v. 8). Secondly, we may learn the evil of our hearts by being trapped by the devil into some public sins even as Peter when he denied the Lord. Lastly we may learn the character of the flesh by seeking to do what is right by our own legal efforts. It is this third way of learning ourselves that is brought before us in these experiences of the seventh of Romans. The case supposed is that of a man with renewed desires, who is seeking to do right by putting himself under the law. In all these experiences there is no mention of Christ or the Holy Spirit. The man is only thinking of the demands of the law, himself, and his own efforts.

We may be quite clear that we cannot secure salvation by keeping the ten commandments; yet, at the same time, we may be seeking to overcome the flesh and do right, on the principle of the law. That is to say, I may be seeking to restrain the flesh by my own efforts to keep certain rules and maxims, instead of looking to Christ to support me.

The principle of law is that I secure the desired blessing by carrying out my responsibilities. I may profess that I am not under law and yet I say to myself, "I must not allow this evil lust; I must get the victory over the old man, and indwelling sin". In so saying I am, in principle, putting myself under law; for all such thoughts simply mean that victory over sin, and deliverance from its power, depend upon my carrying out my responsibilities or, in other words, upon my own efforts. If victory over sin depends upon anything that I do, then I have wherein to boast. So slow, however, are we to accept the truth of the evil of the flesh, and our inability to overcome its evil, that these truths have to be learnt by experience, and often bitter experience. We may pass through long years of effort to overcome sin and get free from its power; but, so long as these efforts continue our history will be one of constant defeat and disappointment.

Such experiences, however useful and even necessary, will never bring about deliverance from sin. Experience will only prove that we cannot deliver ourselves from the power of sin. This is necessary to learn before we can be truly free; therefore while experience cannot bring about deliverance, it must, in some measure, precede deliverance. Through these experiences, however painful, we learn some necessary lessons, as the Apostle shows.

(V. 14). First, in the case supposed, the person learns that he is in bondage under the power of sin. He realises that the law, by which he is trying to regulate his conduct, is spiritual, but he finds that he is "fleshly sold, under sin".

(V. 15). He learns this experimentally, "for", he says, "that which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate that do I" It is evident that if I cannot do what I would, and am driven to do what I hate, I am not a free man, I am a captive.

(V. 16). Further, if he was doing that which he would not, it proved clearly that he consented to the law that it was good and that he was not willingly doing the evil, but was impelled by some adverse power.

(V. 17). This power he discovers to be the evil principle of sin. So he concludes, "It is no more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me". Thus, the attempt to control and overcome the evil of his own heart by legal efforts leads to the discovery that the soul is a captive under the power of sin.

(V. 18). Secondly, in this struggle to do right and overcome sin by legal efforts, another important truth is learnt. I discover the incorrigible evil of the flesh. As the Apostle says, "I know that in me (that is in my flesh) dwelleth no good thing". He does not say, "I do no good thing", but "in me . . . dwelleth no good thing". It is here a question of what I am, not of what I do. As a matter of fact the flesh can do many things that are morally right. Doubtless in the case supposed, the life was blameless. The failure was lust, and that is inward.

"In the flesh" is a term used in Scripture to set forth our fallen condition, governed by the old nature, as connected with Adam. Adam innocent was in the flesh, but without sin. The Lord Jesus too, was in the flesh, but without sin. By the fall the flesh, or nature of man, came under the dominion of sin, and so flesh became sinful flesh (Rom. viii. 3). In this struggle to do right we discover that, in spite of all our efforts the flesh does not change. Lust again and again arises in the heart, showing that the old nature is there, and that it is incorrigible. We discover that not only there is a great deal of evil in the flesh, but that, in the flesh there is no good thing. We are brought to the point when we abhor ourselves.

(Vv. 18, 19). Thirdly, in this struggle another solemn truth is learnt – the fact that we have no strength. This, perhaps, is the hardest, and most humiliating truth, to learn. One has said, it is "a great deal more humbling lesson to learn than that of the fact that certain sins have been done in the time past of my life. It raises the question, not of what I was before I knew Christ, but of what I am now that I do".

The lesson that we have no strength in ourselves against the flesh is learnt by our vain efforts to overcome the flesh. Realising that this lust, this pride, this vanity, is wrong and must be overcome we set to work by prayer, by study of the word, and other religious exercises, to overcome these evils. In result we find that we are wearying ourselves with unavailing efforts, until at last we are compelled to say, "How to perform that which is good I find not. For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do". Thus we learn that if victory depends upon our own efforts we must be utterly vanquished, for we have no strength. Not only is there no good thing in the flesh, but we have no strength against it. Left to ourselves and our efforts we are indeed wretched men, for our case is hopeless.

(Vv. 20, 23). Fourthly, in this struggle to overcome the lust of the flesh, we learn to distinguish between ourselves and the evil principle within. "If I do that I would not, it is no more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me". There is in us a new man which is called "the inward man", and this new man delights in doing right. But there is also an evil principle which has power over the members of the body and wars against the desires for good that govern the inward man. In result, all these struggles to overcome the flesh by our own efforts leave us captive to the principle of sin which works in our members.

(V. 24). Having discovered that we are chained to a body dominated by sin and that leads to death, we are led to look away from ourselves and cry out for a Deliverer. "Who shall deliver me from this body of death?"

It is not simply deliverance that the soul looks for, but a Deliverer. We may indeed come to the point when we realise our need of deliverance from sin, but fail to obtain it by looking for deliverance rather than a Deliverer. The question "How can I be delivered?" but, "Who shall deliver me?".

(V. 25). At once the answer comes, "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord". The secret of deliverance is found in living "by faith, the faith of the Son of God who loved me, and gave Himself for me". Deliverance is not found by relying upon our prayers, our knowledge of Scripture, or our devotedness, but in looking to the Son of God. In the presence of the flesh, of the world, and of the devil – enemies that are much stronger than ourselves, we look to One who is stronger than all our enemies. The flesh is too strong for us, but the Son can make us free (John viii. 36); the world is too strong for us, but the Son has overcome the world (John xvi. 33); Satan is too strong for us, but the Son of God was manifested to destroy the works of the devil (1 John iii. 8). In looking to Him we look to One who is with us, and loves us, and can support us. We come to the truth experimentally, that in the beginning of the chapter, is stated doctrinally, – the truth that we are "married to another, even to Him that is risen from the dead, that we should bring forth fruit unto God."

Thus deliverance is reached, but by the Deliverer. Nevertheless this deliverance is not from the presence of sin, but from the power of sin. In heaven we shall be delivered entirely from the presence of sin. But while on earth, the flesh is still in the believer, though he is delivered from its power. The last clause of verse 25 clearly sets this forth. "So then with the mind I myself serve the law of God; but with the flesh the law of sin". This is a statement of the character and disposition of the new nature and the old. Deliverance from the law does not alter the disposition of the renewed mind towards the law; nor does it alter the flesh. Whether delivered or undelivered, the tendency of the renewed mind is rightly to obey the law of God, and of the flesh to resist God and obey sin.

5.

The Believer's Position in Christ. 

(Romans viii.)

In chapter vi., we learn how the believer is delivered from the power of sin, through death with Christ, that he may live to God in Christ Jesus. In chapter vii., we learn that the link with the law has been broken by Christ's death, in order that the believer may come under the support of Christ risen from the dead.

In chapter viii., there is set forth the blessings of the believer in the full Christian position, as set free from sin and the law.

The first three verses set forth the believer's position in Christ.

Verses 4 to 13, present the new life lived in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Verses 14 to 27, present the Holy Spirit, as a distinct Person, working in the believer.

Verses 28 to 39, present God for us in His outward operations.

(a) The new position in Christ (1-3).

(Vv. 1, 2). Three great truths are presented in these verses: – First, the believer's new position before God "in Christ Jesus"; secondly, the believer's new life – the "life in Christ Jesus"; thirdly, the new power of this life – "the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus".

We learn that God has set the believer before His face in an entirely new position "in Christ Jesus", in contrast to our old position before God as unbelievers, "in Adam". In 1 Corinthians xv. 22, we have the two expressions used in contrast. There we read, "As in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive". To be in Adam is to be before God in the same position as Adam fallen; that is, to be under God's displeasure as having disobeyed God, to be under judgment on account of sin, and to be rejected or driven from the presence of God. To be in Christ is to be before God in the same position in which Christ risen is in; that is to be in the favour of God, free from judgment, and accepted. 

It is thus the believer's privilege to look at Christ, and say, "My position before God is set forth in Christ risen, and at the right hand of God. He is in the everlasting favour of God, and I am in the same favour (Rom. v. 2); He has been into my judgment and is for ever beyond judgment, and "there is therefore now no condemnation" for me; He has been received into the glory, and I am accepted in Him – the beloved (Eph. i. 6).

Secondly, not only, as believers, are we in a new position before God, but we have also a new life in Christ Jesus. As we can learn the blessedness of the new position by contrasting it with the old, so we are helped to appreciate the blessedness of this new life in Christ, by contrasting it with the old life in Adam. The old life lived in Adam is a life dominated by sin, which means it is a life lived in self-will, without reference to God, it is a life under the condemnation of God, and a life that ends in death. The life in Christ is a new life which has Christ for its object, over which sin has no power, to which no condemnation attaches, and which death cannot end. It is a life that has its perfect expression in Christ, so that believers can say, "Christ is our life" (Col. iii. 4).

Thirdly, the believer is not only set before God in a new position, with a new life, but a new power – the Holy Spirit – is given to the believer to enable him to enter into the blessedness of the new position and live the new life. This life, lived in the power of the Spirit will be the reproduction of the beautiful life of Christ, manifesting itself in "love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, fidelity, meekness, self-control" (Gal. v. 22 N.Tn).

There is a great difference between possessing life and living the life we possess. God has imparted to us, not only the life of the risen Christ, but He has given us the Holy Spirit to enable us to live and enjoy the life. It is of the deepest importance to see that a Divine Person has come to dwell in the believer connected with the new life. The Holy Spirit has nothing to say to the flesh, or the old life, except to condemn and set it aside.

Moreover, the Spirit always acts according to one unchanging principle, for this is the meaning of the expression "the law of the Spirit". Law is an unchanging unbending principle. Thus the law of the Spirit is always to set aside in the believer that which has been condemned and set aside in the death of Christ, in order to manifest in the believer the life of the risen Christ. By the action of the Spirit, engaging our hearts with Christ, we are practically set free from the law of sin and death.

It is well to remark that this freedom is not said to be from the presence of sin and death, but from "the law of sin and death". While down here we shall not be free from the presence of sin, but, by "the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" we are made free from the power of sin and death.

(V. 3). Furthermore, God cannot impart the new life without dealing with the old life. If the old man is under the judgment of God, that judgment must be executed. Therefore we read, "God having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh" (N.Tn).

If we have learnt the utter vileness of our own hearts, and that in consequence we are under condemnation and death, we cannot rest until we see that all this evil has been dealt with by God, to God's satisfaction, and that the judgment and death that was upon us has been borne.

What a relief to learn that God, Himself, has dealt with our sinful state as children of Adam, and all its consequences. It is God that has undertaken our case. God has not overlooked or ignored our sinful state. On the contrary, by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and as a sacrifice for sin, He has at the Cross condemned sin in the flesh. When made a sacrifice for sin, all our sinful state came up before God in the Person of our Representative, or Substitute. As such, all God's holy judgment against sin fell upon Him. Had it fallen upon us we should have been lost for ever; but it fell upon One Who, by reason of the greatness of His Person – "His own Son" – could exhaust the judgment. When the judgment fell upon Christ, God saw our judgment being endured. When He died, in God's sight we died, as we read, "Our old man is crucified with Him".

Thus we learn, that what the law could not do, has been accomplished at the Cross. The law could condemn the sinner but could not remove the condemnation.

(b). The new life lived in the power of the Spirit (4-13)

In this portion of the chapter we have unfolded to us the practical results that follow from this new life lived in the power of the Holy Spirit.

(V. 4). First, if we walk according to the Spirit, the practical requirements of the law are fulfilled. One has said, "The law is not the measure of Christian walk; it only says that he who walks according to the Spirit fulfils it . . . The Spirit will assuredly not lead us into that which is contrary to the law of God. The law is practically fulfilled, while we are not under the law, but under the guidance of the Spirit" (J.N.D.). The requirements of the law are fulfilled, not by making the law a rule of life, but by walking in this new life according to the Spirit.

(V. 5). Secondly, If we walk according to the Spirit we shall mind the things of the Spirit. This will take us a great way beyond fulfilling the requirements of the law. The law does not go beyond regulating our conduct on earth in the varied relationships of life. The "things of the Spirit" are heavenly things in connection with the heavenly relationships that belong to the life in Christ Jesus. He leads us "into all truth"; "things to come", the Father's things and things concerning Christ (John xiv. 26, xvi. 13-15).

They that walk according to the desires of the flesh will have their minds set on the things of this world that the flesh can alone appreciate. The Spirit has nothing to say to the things of this world apart from the interests of Christ. We may well challenge our hearts with the question, Are our minds set on the things of the flesh or the things of the Spirit?

(V. 6). Thirdly, A walk according to the Spirit will lead to life and peace. The Spirit leads the soul into the enjoyment of life, and thus keeps the soul in calm peace, amidst all the turmoil and confusion of this world. He is indeed the power of that fountain of life within, that springs up unto everlasting life. To follow the mind of the flesh is to bring the sense of death upon the soul, by putting it out of touch with God. Another has said, "All the workings of the desire and will of the flesh end in death. Yes, have the principle of death in them, for it is living without God" (J.ND.). So we read, in 1 Timothy v. 6, "She that liveth in pleasure (or "in habits of self-indulgence") is dead while she liveth". Death is separation from God. Minding the things of the flesh will, not only hinder our communion, but will bring in the sense of separation from God in the soul of the believer.

(V. 7, 8). This must be so seeing the flesh is entirely contrary to God. It is enmity to God. It loves the things that God hates; and hates the things that God loves. Moreover, it rebels against the authority of God. "It is not subject to the law of God neither indeed can be". It follows, therefore, that "they that are in the flesh" – that stand before God in the position of Adam – "cannot please God". It does not say that such cannot please man, or do a great many things that are kind and beneficial to the world. Besides doing evil, the flesh can do things that are morally good; but in all these things self, in some form, is the motive. Therefore, what ever else the flesh can do, it cannot please God.

(V. 9). Fourthly, having the Spirit, in connection with this new life, the believer is viewed as in a new condition, "in the Spirit". In the beginning of the chapter the believer is looked at as in a new position – "in Christ", in contrast to the old position, in Adam. Here he is viewed as in a new condition, "in the Spirit", in contrast with the old condition, "in the flesh".

This condition is another consequence of having the Holy Spirit, for the Apostle says, "Ye are . . . in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you".

Here man's natural condition is set in contrast with the full Christian condition. No intermediate condition is taken into account. It is not a contrast between the natural man and a man born again, but rather the contrast between the natural man and what is true of a Christian – one who is indwelt by the Holy Spirit. The Old Testament saints were born again by the Spirit as truly as the New Testament saints, but such are not contemplated in this passage.

The part of the verse that states that "if any man have not the Spirit of Christ he is none of His", is parenthetical. You are either a Christian with the Spirit and of Christ, or a natural man without the Spirit and not of Christ.

These are the two conditions recognised in the verse. There may indeed be a state short of the full Christian condition in a soul born of God, but not yet brought to believe in Christ risen and exalted at God's right hand, but such a condition is not alluded to in the verse. It would be wrong to deduce from this verse that the Old Testament saints must have had the Spirit indwelling them as otherwise they could not be Christ's.

(V. 10). Fifthly, another blessed result of having the Spirit is that Christ can be said to be "in us". Not only is the believer in Christ before God, but Christ is in the believer characteristically before men.

The Holy Spirit is spoken of as the Spirit of Christ, because it was in the power of the Spirit that Christ acted in His life (Acts x. 38); offered Himself up to God in death (Heb. ix. 14), and by whom He was raised from the dead. It has been said that "His whole life was the expression of the operation of the Spirit – of the Spirit in man".

If the Spirit that acted in Christ so perfectly, dwells in the believer it must be in order to express or reproduce the character of Christ in the believer, so that it can be said Christ is in us. But if Christ be in us by the Spirit, then the Spirit must be the energy of this spiritual life in order that there may be practical righteousness. If the flesh is the energy of life it can only be to bring forth sin, and the body is the instrument by which the flesh expresses itself. Therefore the body is held to be dead so far	as sin is concerned, but the Spirit, who now dwells in the body, is the source and energy of life in view of practical righteousness.

(V. 11). Sixthly, there is yet another great operation of the Holy Spirit, – the final deliverance of our mortal bodies from the presence of sin and death. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God who raised up Jesus from the dead. If the Spirit of God dwells in us, God will accomplish in us what He has already accomplished in Christ.

We have then, in the opening verses of this chapter, 1 to 11, the truth of what God has wrought in the past for the believer, what God is doing in the present with the believer, and what God will yet do in the future for the complete deliverance of His people. In the past He has, through the sacrifice of the Lord Jesus at the Cross, condemned sin in the flesh; in the present he sets us free from the law of sin and death through the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus; and in the future, the power of God, working through His Spirit, will accomplish the perfect and final deliverance of the body itself.

(Vv. 12, 13). The practical conclusion for the believer is that he owes nothing to the flesh. The flesh, viewed as an evil principle, has no longer any rights over us. Living after the flesh only ends in death; but if, by the Spirit we mortify the deeds of the body we shall live. The deeds of the body are all those things which are the result of the flesh working through the body.

The Apostle says, "we are debtors not to the flesh", but he does not say we are debtors to the Spirit, because this would be putting us under a higher law, the fulfilment of which would be more impossible than the Mosaic law. It is not that we are not responsible to live after the Spirit, but that this responsibility is not carried out by legal obligation but by the power of the new affections which the Spirit imparts.

It is important to see that while we have a new life with spiritual faculties capable of enjoying God, yet this life is a dependent life that needs power and must have an object. In Romans vii., we see a man with the new life "delighting in the law of God after the inward man", but with neither power nor object. In these opening verses of chapter viii., there is the new life with Christ the Object for which to live, and the Spirit the power by which to live.

(c). The Holy Spirit, as a distinct Person, working in the believer (Vv. 14-27).

In the first thirteen verses, the Spirit, though spoken of as indwelling the believer, is viewed more especially in connection with the new life. The truth presented is rather what God works with us as identified with the new life. In this second portion of the chapter, verses 14 to 27, the Spirit is viewed as a distinct Person working in us. In the latter part of the chapter, verses 28 to 39, it is not so much God with us, or in us, but God working for us in His outward operations.

(V. 14). The first great effect of being led by the Spirit of God is to produce in believers the character that is proper to the sons of God, so that characteristically such are sons of God.

(Vv. 15, 16). Moreover such will not only be characteristically sons, but consciously sons. They will cry "Abba Father". This, as one has said, "is a distinct definite testimony of the Spirit who dwells in us that we are children; not a proving by the word" (J.N.D.). We are thus brought into the position of sons, and the relationship of children.

(Vv. 17, 18). Moreover, if we are children we are heirs. An heir is one who has an inheritance in prospect. Further, if believers are the heirs of God they are joint heirs with Christ, and therefore, our inheritance is nothing less than glory with Christ. How blessed then is our prospect. Did we but realise the blessedness and reality of these great truths, how differently we should think of one another. Poor and ignorant we may be, and of little account in the eyes of this world; but, in the light of our glorious inheritance, the highest honours that this world can confer are of small account. It doth not yet appear what we shall be.

In the meantime we are called to "suffer with Him". Other Scriptures speak of suffering for Him on account of our testimony. Here it is the common lot of all believers to suffer with Him, implying that we feel with Him the sorrows of the world that we are passing through. When here He felt in His spirit the sorrow and the pain, the hunger and the want, the sickness and the distress that sin had brought into the world. He was touched with compassion, He sighed deeply because of the hardness of men; He wept over sinners and wept with saints. If led by the Spirit we shall feel in our little measure, even as He felt, not merely with human sympathy but with Divine compassion.

We are passing through a world from which Christ has been rejected – a world of vanity, sin and sorrow. The effect of knowing God as our Father, and the blessedness of the scene of glory to which we are going, only gives us a deeper sense of the sorrows and miseries of the world we are passing through. But the suffering of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glories that are coming. The sufferings are passing, the glories are eternal.

(Vv. 19, 21). The creature is in the state of misery and corruption which results from the fall, and will be so until the sons of God are manifested in bodies of glory. With the creatures it is no question of souls that need to be redeemed, but of bodies that are subject to corruption. The sons are the subjects of grace that has redeemed their souls and given them an inheritance in glory. The creature cannot be the subject of grace, but will share in the glory that will bring the outward blessing to this world of sorrow. For this deliverance from corruption the creature waits for the manifestation of the glory of the sons of God.

It was not by the will of the creature that it became subject to vanity, but through the folly of man. But the glory is coming, therefore if the creature is subject to vanity, it is so in hope of deliverance from the bondage of corruption. If it cannot share in the liberty of grace that sets free from sin and judgment, it will share in the liberty of glory that lifts every pressure from these bodies.

(V. 22). Thus the Christian is not in ignorance of the misery of the groaning creation. Led by the Spirit, believers have the mind of Christ and can say,"We know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now". Those who reject the fall impute all the misery of a groaning creation to natural causes, and, in their folly, imagine they can remove the misery by their own efforts. We know that from the fall until now the creation groans and travails in pain, and will do so, until the manifestation of the sons of God.

Moreover, not only do we know the true character of the groaning creation, but we can sympathise with the creature's groan. Having divine intelligence through the Spirit, and the divine affections of the new life, on the one hand, and a body that links us up with a fallen creation, on the other, we are able to enter into the sorrows and miseries of a groaning creation. Groaning is feeling the misery according to God. Our sense of sorrow springs from more than being mere on-lookers, for we are united to a groaning creation by bodies which are subject to vanity, sickness, pain, and death.

This groaning, however, is not a complaint, the fruit of discontent, but the operation of the Holy Spirit in the heart. God permits a groan, but never a grumble. In the meantime we wait for the adoption – the full blessing, when the body will be redeemed.

(V. 24). The redemption of the body is a matter of hope, and in this sense we are "saved in hope". The hope does not imply any uncertainty, but only that the blessing is not yet manifested. "Hope that is seen is not hope: for what a man seeth, why doth he yet hope for?"

(V. 25). With this hope shining before us, we can with patience wait the certainty of the glory which in due time will be revealed. If we view the sorrows around us in a selfish spirit, or as mere moralising onlookers, we shall grow weary and impatient, because of the power of evil. If we view it all in the power of the Spirit we shall "with patience wait".

To sum up the truth of these verses: – we know the true character of this scene, we groan in divine sympathy with its misery, we wait for the redemption of the body, we wait in hope, and we wait in patience. 

(Vv. 26, 27). As we survey the accumulating sorrows of this groaning creation, and realise our need, we may indeed find relief in prayer; but even so we know not how to pray as we ought. However much we may know of Christ, or of ourselves, or of the sorrows of the groaning creation around, it will ever be true that, while down here, we shall only know in part. We are not competent to take in the greatness and glory of Christ, or the weakness and infirmities of the flesh, and the sorrows of the groaning creation.

But One has come to dwell in us Who, on the one hand, is competent to make known the love of God and take of the things of Christ and show them unto us; and, on the other hand, knows all the depth of our need and is able to present that need to God. The Holy Spirit can present the glories of Christ to us, and present our need and weakness to God.

Moreover, moved by the Spirit of God our needs are presented with an earnestness that no human words can express. A groan always presumes a depth of feeling beyond the power of words to utter. For this reason only God can interpret a groan. Therefore it is said, "He that searcheth the hearts knoweth what is the mind of the Spirit", even though the mind of the Spirit is expressed in us by a groan.

Furthermore, being a Divine Person, the Spirit maketh intercession for the saints according to the will of God. There may be much weakness and defect in our intercessions. We may intercede for one another according to what we think will be best for one another, or according to the course we should like the answer to take, and therefore our requests may often fall short of "the will of God".

If our infirmities prevent us knowing how to pray as we ought, the Spirit comes to our help. First, He makes intercession for us; secondly, He intercedes with groanings; thirdly, He intercedes according to the will of God.

Christ, the Minister of the Sanctuary, intercedes in heaven to keep us in accord with the glory of that scene. The Holy Spirit, dwelling in the saints on earth, intercedes according to the perfect knowledge of our wilderness needs.

(d). God for us in His outward operations (Vv. 28-30).

The Apostle has shewn how blessedly the Holy Spirit works in us by the new life in Christ, and the indwelling Holy Spirit, producing spiritual experiences. Now we learn that not only is God the Holy Spirit in us, but that God is for us in "all things" that are taking place around us. In regard to all the circumstances of life, the trials, the sorrows, the conflicts and the difficulties, we may not know how to pray as we ought; but this we do know, "That all things work together for good to them that love God". We may not always see how this loss, or that trial, is working for our good, but faith knows that good will be the result in time and eternity. To understand the way in which all things work for good we may have to wait, even as the Lord said to Peter, "What I do thou knowest not now; but thou shalt know hereafter". Another has said, "The sorrow may not be remedied, but the sorrow is blessed".

To assure our hearts that all is working for good, we are reminded that we are "the called" of God; and, if called, God has a purpose for us. God saves us because we need saving; God calls us because He wants us. All God's ways with us in the present have in view the fulfilment of His purpose for us in the future.

(Vv. 29, 30). We are left in no doubt as to the blessedness of God's purpose for us. This purpose centers in His Son. God has purposed to have a vast host conformed to the image of His Son, and in relationship with Christ as His brethren, amongst whom Christ will be supreme – the Firstborn.

Calling presumes God's foreknowledge. None can deny such foreknowledge to God; but if He foreknows it is equally easy for God to predestinate our future. Predestination would always appear to have in view some special and distinguishing blessing to which we are called. Moreover, in view of the predestined blessing, we have been justified. Justification has in view the glory. We are not justified in order to be exalted in this world, but to be glorified with Christ in the world to come. Nevertheless, though we wait for the glory, it is, like justification, referred to as if already accomplished. Is not this because all is here presented as from God's side; and God can call that which is not as if it were. We have the flesh in us; we have a body subject to infirmity and weakness; we are surrounded by a groaning creation; we have to meet trials and difficulties, sorrow and suffering; but faith realises that God is for us. Before the groaning creation God was for us; in, and through, it all God is for us; above it all God is for us, and beyond it all God is for us. In this great passage it is not what we may be for God, but what God is for us, and the marvellous fact that the very sin by which we have ruined ourselves has become the occasion for God shewing Himself to be for us.

(Vv. 31, 32). The conclusion is that "if God be for us who can be against us?" Unbelief may look at the trials, and sorrows, and difficulties of the way, and the question may arise in the soul, "Can God be for me after all?" Faith knows that the everlasting witness that God is for us is not found in the circumstances that we pass through, but in the gift of the Son. If God "spared not the Son, but delivered Him up for us all", He must indeed be "for us". If He has already given the greatest gift we need have no question as to the blessings He has given and purposed for us. Having spared not His Son at the Cross, but delivered Him up for us all, He can now righteously and freely give us "all things".

(V. 33). Arising out of the great truth that God is for us, there is a threefold challenge. First, "Who shall lay anything to the charge of God's elect?" The simple and blessed answer that meets every charge is, "It is God that justifieth".

(V. 34). Secondly, "Who is he that condemneth". If God justifies, who can condemn? To answer this question the Apostle brings together in one verse, the death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ. Already the Epistle has shewn that God justifies the believer through the death of Christ, and sets forth the perfection of this justification in the resurrection of Christ. Now in the glory He intercedes on behalf of those whom He has justified. If there is an active enemy ever ready to accuse the saints, there is a living Person Who intercedes on their behalf.

(V. 35) This leads to the third challenge, "Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?". The Apostle enumerates seven forms of trial. Every form of evil that we have to meet in passing through this world can be ranged under one or other of these trials. In varied measures and at different times we may have to face some of these trials, but not one of these things can separate us from the love of Christ.

(Vv. 36, 37). The word is quoted to show that the saints of old were exposed to these trials, and often in such an extreme form that it could be said, all day long they were in danger of death, and were thus looked upon by the world as sheep for the slaughter. But this did not separate them from the love of Christ. They were more than conquerors; they not only stood fast in the trial, but they were blessed in the trial, "through Him that loved us".

(V. 38, 39). The Apostle has spoken of the visible dangers of the present life and of the love of Christ. He closes by referring to invisible dangers, and the love of God. He enumerates a list of the far deeper difficulties than those connected with the temporal life. He speaks of death with its terrors, and life with its mysteries, and of the invisible and spiritual powers that can be ranged against us, and of things to come as well as things present. We are conscious of our insufficiency to meet the temporal dangers to which we are exposed. How much greater our helplessness in the presence of invisible and spiritual powers. Nevertheless, says the Apostle, for our comfort, "I am persuaded" that none of these things "shall be able to separate us from the love of God" – that love which has found its perfect expression "in Christ Jesus our Lord".

Division 3.

God's Dispensational Dealings (Romans ix. to xi. )

1.

Introductory

In the first part of the Epistle, all mankind, whether Jews or Gentiles, have been convicted by the word of God, of being on one common level as sinners under judgment before God, and without strength to save themselves from the judgment.

Then there is unfolded to us the way in which God has wrought in righteousness the blessing of man through the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The blessing thus secured, for those who believe, is fully summed up in chapter viii.

At once, however, a difficulty arises in the mind of the Jew. This sovereign grace that concludes all alike under judgment, and holds out blessing for all, might appear to set aside the special promises made to Israel. It is clear, from Genesis xv., xvii., and xviii., that God had purposes of blessing for, and through, Israel. These purposes of blessing for Israel and the world, were set forth in the unconditional promises made to Abraham. The question then arises, how is it possible to reconcile the sovereign grace of God to all with the special promises made to the fathers in favour of Israel? This difficulty is met in the third division of the Epistle – chapters ix., x., and xi. These chapters unfold to us the ways of God with Israel and the world during successive periods, or dispensations in the history of the world. They set forth the perfect consistency of God's sovereign grace with His special promises to Israel.

Chapter ix., proves that the sovereign grace of God is the alone ground of all blessing whether for Israel or the Gentile.

Chapter x., shows that the fall of Israel opens the way for sovereign grace to bless the Gentile.

Chapter xi., foretells that the rejection of the grace of God by the Gentile will prepare the way for the restoration of Israel.

2.

Grace the Only Ground of Blessing for All (Romans ix.).

The Jews not only objected to the doctrines of grace taught by the Apostle, but they opposed the Apostle himself. They said that the Apostle taught all men everywhere against the people, the law, and the temple (Acts xxi. 28).

In chapter ix., the Apostle replies to these objections. First, he takes up the personal question in verses 1 to 5. Then, in the remainder of the chapter, he meets the objection that the grace of God to all makes void the special promises to Israel. He clearly proves that while every promise will be fulfilled, it be on the ground of grace.

(Vv. 1-5). As to himself, so far from being against his kinsmen according to the flesh, he has great heaviness and continual sorrow on their behalf. Indeed, the wish had passed through his mind, that he, himself, might be accursed from Christ, if it were possible by this means to bring blessing to Israel. Moreover, how could he think lightly of those to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the services, the promises, and above all, of whom, as concerning the flesh, Christ came, Who is over all God blessed for ever.

It was not Paul who made light of Israel's privileges, but rather the accusers of Paul, for had they not rejected their Messiah? As he says in the end of the chapter "they stumbled at that stumbling-stone", rejecting Christ as being merely a Carpenter. Paul, on the contrary, maintained His glory, asserting He is God over all blessed for ever.

(V. 6). Having answered the attacks on himself, the Apostle passes on to prove that the sovereign grace of God taking up the Gentile, does not make the word of God, that gave special promises to Israel of none effect.

Paul had been teaching that all, whether Jew or Gentile, come into blessing on the ground of sovereign grace. At once the Jew raises the objection that this teaching denies the promises which come to them on the ground of natural descent. To this objection the Apostle replies that not all those who are of Israel by natural descent are the true Israel of God to whom the promises were made. He then turns to Scripture to prove his contention.

(V. 7-9). He appeals first to the history of Abraham. Here, clearly, if the Jew insists upon natural descent he must admit the Arabians into blessing, for they were descended from Abraham through Ishmael (Gen. xxv. 12-18). Natural descent is then shut out. With Isaac we see the blessing secured on the principle of sovereign electing grace, for the word is, "In Isaac shall a seed be called to thee". Ishmael was the child of flesh, but Isaac was the child of promise. That this promise was according to sovereign grace is made abundantly plain by the word, "At this time will I come and Sarah shall bare a son".

(Vv. 10-12). The Apostle next takes up the story of Isaac and proves the same principle by his two sons. In regard to Abraham, a Jew might object that the sons were by different mothers; but no such objection could be raised in the case of the sons of Isaac. Jacob and Esau were both the sons of Rebecca. If then the blessing is by natural descent the seed of both sons would inherit the promises; but then the Jew would have to include the Edomite. This no Jew would do. Here again, then, natural descent is shut out, and the blessing is seen to be on the ground of sovereign choice, which said, "The elder shall serve the younger". Moreover this was said before they were born, and therefore before they had "done any good or evil" proving that God's sovereign call does not depend upon the works of the one that is called, but upon the grace of the One that calls.

(V. 13). Furthermore, long centuries after their lives had been lived, and their characters had been developed, God had said "Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated". Jacob, with all his many faults, was a man of faith, and comes into blessing on the ground of grace. Esau, with many natural excellencies, had no fear of God, and misses the blessing though the elder son by natural descent.

(Vv. 14, 15). To these arguments the flesh may object, that to elect one and not the other is unrighteous. Is there, then, unrighteousness with God? God forbid, says the Apostle. To answer this objection the Apostle refers to a specific case in the history of Israel in which it is plain that God acted in sovereign grace and yet could not be charged with unrighteousness. He recalls the terrible sin of Israel when they made a golden calf and worshipped it. Of the unrighteousness of this act there can be no question. They had broken the first command, and the penalty was death. Righteousness could have destroyed them all. But what did God do? He fell back on His sovereignty and said, "I will have mercy upon whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion". God falls back upon the very principle to which the Jew objects, and but for which all Israel would have been destroyed. It is impossible, then, for the Jew to say it was unrighteous of God to act in sovereign grace.

(V. 16). Thus the Apostle shows that blessing is no question of man's will, or man's activities, but is entirely dependent upon the sovereign grace of God which sheweth mercy.

(Vv. 17, 18). A further objection might, however be raised. Some might say, "We can see there was no unrighteousness in the case of Israel and the calf, when God used His sovereignty to bless; but how about the case when God acts in judgment? To answer this objection, the Apostle takes the case of Pharaoh to shew that God is not unrighteous in judgment.

In setting up the golden calf, Israel did wickedly, and God in sovereignty shewed mercy. Pharaoh also did wickedly, and God judged him. Where does the sovereignty of God come in here? Is it not seen in the fact that, again and again, God acted in sovereign mercy in removing the plagues. But this mercy only became the occasion of Pharaoh hardening his heart (see Ex. vii. 13, 22; viii. 15, 19, 32.; ix. 7 N.Tn) Finally, Pharaoh having hardened his heart, we read that, "The LORD hardened the heart of Pharaoh" (Ex. ix. 12).

God did not make Pharaoh wicked. God leads no man to sin; but when Pharaoh had proved himself wicked and stubborn, God judicially hardened his heart. This hardening, however, never takes place until man has proved himself to be wicked. The natural fallen man, as described in Romans i., first gives up God before he is given up by God. So with Israel, the nation heard "the report of the Lord" and had seen "the arm of the Lord", and rejected both His words and works before the word is applied to them, "He hath blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts" (John xii. 37-41).

So will it be with Christendom, "because they received not the love of the truth, that they might be saved, and for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a lie" (2 Thess. ii. 10, 11).

It is therefore true that, whether acting in sovereign mercy or in judgment, God acts according to His will. Therefore hath He mercy on whom He will have mercy, and whom He will He hardeneth"; but in either case He acts righteously.

(Vv. 19-21). But someone will say, If this is so, "Why doth He yet find fault?" Who hath resisted His will? If God hardens a man, how can the man help himself, and how can God find fault with the man? The Apostle's first answer to this objection is a very peremptory one. He asks, "Who are you to find fault with God?" Supposing you do not understand, is God to give an account of His matters to you? We have to remember that we are mere men and that God is God, and we do well to give Him His place as God. God is the One that forms. Man is the thing formed, and shall the thing formed complain to the One that forms, "Why hast Thou made me thus?"

Has not the potter absolute power over the clay – to make one vessel unto honour, or, if he so wills to make a vessel unto dishonour? The Apostle thus establishes the absolute right of God to act, as He will, without giving account of His matters to man. Nevertheless, while the illustration of the potter asserts in the strongest way the absolute right of God to do as He pleases, it does not teach that God has made any vessel to dishonour. The illustration simply asserts and maintains God's prerogatives.

(Vv. 22, 23). The way God uses this absolute power is seen in His actings towards the vessels of wrath and the vessels of mercy. As regards the vessels of wrath, it truly says "they are fitted for destruction", but it does not say that God fitted them for destruction. He made His power known, not by fitting them for destruction, but, by enduring them with much longsuffering. As regards the vessels of mercy, it does say of such He "had afore prepared unto glory". God endured the Amorites of old with much longsuffering until they fitted themselves for destruction by their iniquities being come to the "full". Then the judgment fell. (Gen. xv. 16).

(V. 24) The vessels of mercy are seen in those called by the gospel in sovereign grace, not of the Jews only but also of the Gentiles. Once allow that all blessing rests upon the sovereignty of God, the Gentile must be admitted to the blessing as well as the Jew.

(Vv. 25, 26). The Apostle proves his argument by turning to the Jew's own scriptures. In verse 25 he quotes from Hosea ii. 23, to prove the call of the Jew: then, in verse 26, he quotes from Hosea i. 10, to prove the call of the Gentile.

(Vv. 27-29). Further, the Apostle quotes the prophet Isaiah to show that, numerous as the people of Israel were, only a remnant would be saved. That this remnant was spared was entirely owing to the sovereign grace of the Lord, as the prophet says, "Except the Lord of Sabaoth had left us a seed, we had been as Sodoma, and had been like unto Gomorrha". But for grace they would have been totally destroyed.

(Vv. 30-33). The Apostle sums up his argument by shewing that the Gentiles have obtained the blessing on the principle of faith while Israel has missed the blessing by seeking it on the principle of law. Trusting in their own righteousness they refused grace and rejected the One who came in lowly grace. They stumbled at the stumbling-stone – Christ in humility.

3.

Grace Blessing the Gentile on the Fall of Israel.

(Romans x.)

The teaching of chapter ix., proves, not only that God's dealing in sovereign grace to all is perfectly consistent with His special promises to Israel, but that the promises to Israel can only be fulfilled on the principle of grace.

The Tenth chapter shows that Israel, having been tested by the gospel of God's sovereign grace, has stumbled and fallen; and that the fall of Israel has opened the door of blessing to the Gentile.

(Vv. 1, 2). The Apostle opens this part of his Epistle by again asserting his love for Israel. His heart's desire and prayer to God was that Israel might be saved. He can bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, though not according to knowledge of God as revealed in Christ through the gospel.

(Vv. 3, 4). The Apostle then shows how Israel has missed the blessing. Being ignorant of the righteousness of God revealed in the gospel, they went about seeking to establish their own righteousness according to the law. Clinging to their own righteousness they did not submit to the righteousness of God. The gospel clearly shows that Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that believes. Alas Israel had not believed in Christ. They had stumbled at Christ.

(Vv. 5-8). The Apostle then contrasts the righteousness which is of the law, and the righteousness which is of faith. Strangely enough, as we might think, he finds a proof in the writings of Moses that the blessing is secured by faith. The principle of the law is plainly "that the man which doeth the things commanded by the law shall live by so doing. If he keeps the law he will obtain life by his own righteousness. The believer, however, realises that he has not kept, and cannot keep, the law, and having failed to do right cannot secure the blessing on that ground. Then follows a remarkable quotation from Deuteronomy to show the way faith takes.

In this passage, Deuteronomy xxx. 11-14, Moses looks on to the time when Israel has utterly failed on the ground of their own doings, and has been driven out of the Land and scattered "among all nations". Then, in their misery, if they turn to the Lord with all their heart, they will take up the language of faith. When all is over on the ground of law, they will turn to God in simple faith.

Faith does not say, "Who shall ascend into heaven?" We have not to ascend to heaven to ask God to come to our help; that would be a denial that Christ has come from heaven. Nor does faith say, "Who shall descend into the deep?" That would be a denial that Christ has been into death and is risen from the dead. Israel, clinging to their own works, ignored the mighty facts of the gospel – that Christ had come, had been into death, and was risen from the dead.

What then does faith say? Faith realises that the blessing cannot be obtained by our works, but only through Christ, and hence to receive  the blessing is a question of the confession of Christ with the mouth as the outcome of faith in the heart. The word is nigh thee in thy mouth and in thy heart.

(Vv. 9, 10). Applying the principle of the quotation, the Apostle shows that our blessing is secured through faith in Christ, the reality of which is proved by the confession of the lips. Christ is presented to the soul as the One who has done a work to meet the glory of God, and the need of man. The needy soul believes the glad tidings in his heart. To believe in the heart is to believe as having a personal interest in that which is believed. I believe as seeing the personal importance of what Christ has done for myself. I see that I need Christ and His work for my salvation, and that without Christ I am lost for ever. As one has said, "The faith of the heart produces the confession of the mouth; thus the confession of the mouth becomes the proof of the sincerity of the faith".

(V. 11) Furthermore, the one confessing the Name of Jesus, will find that he has the support of God in answer to that Name, as Isaiah says, "Whosoever believeth in Him will not be ashamed" (Isa. xxviii. 16). God will not allow the one that confesses the Name of Christ to be confounded (See Acts iv. 9-22).

(Vv. 12, 13). If then the blessing is free to "Whosoever believeth", as the quotation from Isaiah proves, it must be for the Gentile as well as the Jew. Already the Apostle has shewn that there is "no difference" on our side – all are under sin before God (Rom. iii. 22, 23); now he shows there is "no difference" on God's side. God is acting in grace towards all, is rich unto all that call upon Him. With this the Jewish Scriptures agree, for Joel says, "Whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved" (Joel ii. 32).

(Vv. 14, 15). But before people can call upon the Lord they must of necessity hear about the Lord, and this calls for a preacher sent from God to tell them the glad tidings. Thus the Apostle justifies himself in going to the Gentiles with the good news. Their own Scriptures prove the necessity of the very thing to which the Jew objected (1 Thess. ii. 16). The Jews persistently opposed and persecuted Paul for preaching to the Gentiles, yet their great prophet, Isaiah, had said that the thing they condemned, was beautiful. "How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace".

(V. 16). Alas! the Jew not only resisted the good news going to the Gentile, but they did not believe it themselves, as Isaiah says, "Lord, who hath believed our report?" (Isa. liii. 1).

(V. 17). Thus the Apostle concludes that the blessing comes by faith, and faith cometh by report, and that report by the word of God. The word of God is the infallible authority for the report, and for believing the report. Hence the great effort of Satan to-day to undermine the word of God, by calling in question its verbal inspiration.

(V. 18). Moreover, the testimony of creation condemned the attitude of the Jew; their own Scriptures being a witness to the fact that, in creation, God is sending out a testimony to the ends of the habitable world (Ps. xix. 4).

(V. 19). Further how can Israel plead that they did not know God had blessing for the Gentile, for Moses saith, speaking of God's dealings with the nation, "I will provoke you to jealousy by them that are no people, and by a foolish people will I anger you". An implication that God would put Israel to shame by blessing the Gentile.

(V. 20) Isaiah, too, is very plain for he says, not only that the report must go out to the Gentile but, that, Jehovah would be found of the Gentiles who had not sought after Him, though Israel rejects the glad tidings in spite of God stretching out His hands to them in grace,


4.

Grace, Restoring Israel on the Fall of the Gentile (Romans xi.)

The ninth chapter proves, not only that God's dealings in sovereign grace are perfectly consistent with the special promises to Israel, but, that the fulfilment of the promises is dependent upon grace.

The Tenth chapter shows that Israel has, not only broken the law, but, rejected the gospel of God's grace, with the result that God turns to the Gentile and for the time being sets aside the nation of Israel that has stumbled and fallen.

The Eleventh chapter shows that though Israel has stumbled and fallen, the nation is not cast away for ever. Moreover, it indicates that the Gentiles towards whom God is acting in grace, will finally reject the grace of God, and that their fall from grace will become the occasion of Israel being restored to blessing.

The election of a remnant of Israel the great proof that the nation is not cast away (1-6). 

(V. 1). The Apostle has shewn that the nation of Israel had, not only broken the law, but, according to prophecy, had rejected the glad tidings of grace and consequently, as a nation, had fallen. The fall and scattering of the nation at once raises the question, "Has God cast away His people?". The opening verses of this chapter set forth different reasons to show that this is far from the case.

First, the Apostle himself was a proof that this failure of the nation does not necessarily involve that they are rejected for ever. There can be no question that Paul by birth was an Israelite of the seed of Abraham, and that there had been no greater opponent of the gospel than himself, nevertheless he is chosen for blessing.

(Vv. 2-4). Secondly, God will not cast away people whose evil was foreknown before He took them up.

Thirdly, the Apostle shows that in the very darkest day of the nation's history God had reserved to Himself a remnant. In the days of Elijah, when the nation had rejected the message of God through the prophet, so low was the condition of the people that the prophet pleads with God against the nation. So thoroughly disheartened was Elijah, that he thought that he only was standing for God, and it seemed that he actually desired God to cut off the nation. He has to learn that however terrible their condition God had reserved to Himself seven thousand that had not bowed the knee to Baal.

(Vv. 5, 6). Fourthly, even as it was in the day of Elijah, so at the present time, when the nation as a whole is scattered because of their rejection of Christ, God still has "A remnant according to the election of grace". And if of grace, it is "no more of works". On the ground of works they had utterly broken down and had been rejected. On the ground of grace God had reserved a remnant in whom the nation will be restored.

While a remnant from Israel is chosen the nation is judicially blinded.

(Vv. 7-10). Rejecting Christ, and the grace of God proclaimed by the Holy Spirit through His servants, the nation falls into the spiritual blindness foretold by the prophet Isaiah. Wilfully rejecting Christ they can no longer see their need, or the grace of God that can meet that need.

So David foretells that their very privileges would become a snare to them. Boasting in their outward privileges they despise the grace of God. In result their eyes are darkened that they cannot see the goodness of God, and their backs are bowed in bondage to their enemies.

The fall of Israel opens the door of blessing to the Gentiles Vv.11-15.

If then Israel had rejected their Messiah and stumbled at the stumbling-stone, was it simply that they should fall? Far be the thought, for God has purposes of blessing for the nation which will yet be carried out; in the meantime God uses their fall for the occasion of proclaiming salvation to the Gentiles. Moreover, if God proclaims salvation to the Gentiles, it is not only that the Gentiles may be blessed but, that through their blessing Israel may be provoked to jealousy and again turn to God.

Further, if the fall of Israel leads to the blessing of the Gentile world, how much more, when God restores Israel, will their fulness of blessing bring blessing to the wide world. If the casting away of the nation leads to the gospel of reconciliation going out to the world, then indeed, when they are received back into blessing as a nation it will be life for the world. All the prophecies of millennial blessing for a world under the curse, await the restoration of Israel as the centre of blessing for the earth.

The failure of the Gentiles opens the way for the restoration of Israel (16-29).

(Vv. 16-19). The godly remnant of Israel at the present time is the first-fruit of the restored nation. If the firstfruit is holy, so will the lump be – the nation as a whole. If the fruit of the tree is holy, so are the branches. Israel is thus likened to an olive tree planted to produce fruit. Abraham was the root, the one to whom the promises of earthly blessing were made. The unbelieving Jews, while boasting in their connection with the tree of promise, were but dead branches, and, as such, were broken off.

But, as we have seen, the rejection of Israel becomes the occasion for bringing blessing to the Gentiles. The breaking off of the natural branches becomes the occasion for grafting in branches from the wild olive, that they may partake of the earthly blessing connected with the root.

Nevertheless, let the Gentile beware of boasting against the Jew. The blessing which the Gentile comes into has its root in Abraham, the father of all that believe. The branches grafted into the tree cannot boast against the natural branches, because some were broken off.

(Vv. 20-21). Let the Gentile then beware. It was because of unbelief that Israel was cut off, and it is only through faith in God that the Gentiles come into blessing. Faith makes everything of God, let the Gentiles beware of the high-mindedness that makes something of self lest they, too, fall into unbelief. If God spared not the natural branches because of their unbelief we may be sure He will not spare the Gentiles if they fall into unbelief.

(Vv. 22-25). Thus, in God's dealings with Israel and the Gentiles, we see the goodness and the severity of God. God has acted in severity towards unbelieving Israel, and in goodness toward the Gentile. But His "goodness" will cease towards the Gentiles if they fall into unbelief; and God's severity can cease toward Israel if they repent of their unbelief. In this case the fall of the Gentiles will become the occasion for the restoration of Israel. If wild olive branches can be grafted into the olive tree so can the natural branches. This, indeed is what will happen, for the blindness that has come upon Israel is only blindness in part. The nation is not blinded nevermore to see, nor fallen never to be restored, nor cast off never to be received. The time of their casting off will end when the fulness of the Gentiles has been brought into blessing.

(Vv. 26, 27). Thus the time is coming when Israel, as a whole, will be saved from their enemies. The time of their deliverance awaits the coming of Christ out of Zion as the Deliverer. Then the nation will turn from their iniquities and God will take away their sins.

(Vv. 28, 29). As concerning the gospel, they are at this moment enemies, that the Gentiles may be blessed. But, however much they have failed they are still the elect nation, beloved for the father's sake to whom the promises were made; and the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.

The failure of Jew and Gentile shuts up all the world to the mercy of God. (Vv. 30-32).

The way of God in bestowing His gifts and accomplishing His call, is to take occasion by man's unbelief to shew forth His mercy. He concludes all in unbelief that He may have mercy upon all. Thus the great truth is established that we owe all blessing to the sovereign grace of God.

The doxology that celebrates the resources and wisdom of God (Vv. 23-36). 

If the sovereign purposes of God in blessing are worked out, not only in spite of man's failure, but through the very failure of men, we can only say, "O the depth of riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God". Both the judgments of God in regard to the failure of man, and the ways of God in carrying out His purposes for the blessing of men, make manifest that there are depths of riches in His wisdom and knowledge that are unsearchable, and therefore past finding out by man. If they are to be known, in any measure, it can only be by revelation, and in the practical carrying our of His judgments and ways with men.

All God's wisdom and knowledge has its source in Himself. No one has been His counsellor. All blessing for the universe has its source in God – it is "of Him"; it is all brought to pass "through Him", and will all return "to Him" for His glory. Therefore the Apostle concludes "to whom be glory for ever";

To understand the teaching of this chapter it is important to see that the Church is not the subject. The chapter is occupied with God's ways with Israel and the Gentiles. The Church is composed of believers taken out from Israel and the Gentiles, and therefore has nothing to do with Jew or Gentile as such. The blessings of the Church are heavenly: the blessings of Israel and the nations are earthly.

Difficulty arise if we do not see that, quite apart from the calling out of the Church, God has His ways with Israel and the Gentiles, and that, in the government of God, we are living in the times of the Gentiles, that is the period during which Israel is set aside as a nation and the government of the world has been given to the Gentiles. In this government the Gentiles have broken down and used the power that God has committed to them without reference to God. To-day we see the nations fast throwing off all fear of God, with the result that they in turn will be set aside, and Israel be restored to her place of pre-eminence in the government of the world


Division 4.

Practical Exhortations

(Romans xii. to xv. 13.)


1.

Introductory

Having, in the first part of the Epistle, very fully presented the truths that establish the believer in right relations with God, the Apostle, in this fresh division, sets before us the conduct that is suited to these relationships. It is evident that doctrine must precede practice. In other words, the truth of the relationship must be known, before we can act in a way suited to the relationship.

Chapter xi., closes with a burst of praise for the sovereign mercy of God that acts in grace towards all – Jew and Gentile alike. The practical exhortations that follow are addressed to those who have been blessed by this sovereign grace. We are not exhorted to a right course of conduct in order to obtain the blessing, but because we are blessed. We exhort our children to obedience, and the conduct that becomes children, not to make them children, but, because they are children.

It will be noticed that those practical exhortations fall into three distinct classes. First, in chapter xii., the exhortations present the conduct consistent with the truth that believers form one body in Christ. Secondly, in chapter xiii., the exhortations set forth the conduct proper to believers in connection with the kingdom of man through which they are passing. Thirdly, in chapters xiv., to xv. 13 the conduct suited to believers as belonging to the kingdom of God.


2.

Conduct in Relation to One Another in the Christian Circle.

(Romans xii.)

The exhortations as to our practical conduct, of necessity commence with the inner circle – the Christian circle. If our manner of life is not right in this circle, we shall not understand the conduct suited to the Christian as he comes into touch with the world he is passing through.

In verses 1 to 5, we are exhorted as to the practice consistent with our relationships to God and to one another. Then, in verses 6 to 8, there is brought before us different forms of service, and from verse 9 to the end of the chapter, the moral characteristics that should mark those who serve the Lord.

(a). Our relations to God and to one another (Vv. 1-5).

(V. 1). The Apostle appeals to believers on the ground of the mercies of God by which they have been so greatly blessed – the mercies that have been unfolded to us in the first eleven chapters. Seeing that we have been so richly blessed it becomes us to present our bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God. This is our only intelligent service. In pressing the deep need of governing our spirits, and having our affections held in check, we may be in danger of thinking this is all, and that we can be careless as to the way we use our bodies. Here, then, it is our bodies that are to be yielded to God. Our feet to walk in the path of obedience, our hands employed in His service, our tongues to speak as a witness for God. This will involve sacrifice, for the natural inclination is to use the body to carry out the will of the flesh. To restrain the flesh involves the sacrifice of much that nature desires. The body presented to God is not only a sacrifice, but it is a living sacrifice. We may present our money, and our goods, but such gifts, however right in their place, are not "living". With such gifts there may be, at the same time, much self-indulgence of the body. Moreover it is to be presented as a "holy" sacrifice. For God's service there is required not only a living body, but a "holy" body. Only as the body is held in holiness will the sacrifice be acceptable.

(V. 2) Having presented the body to God we are warned against the ever present danger of the world. The world is at enmity with God and lieth in the wicked one. We are to beware of adopting its godless ways and speech. But, further, we are to be transformed. We are not only to beware of being formed like it, but we are to be altogether different to it. This transformation can only be by the renewing of the mind. It is not a mere outward transformation by the adoption of some peculiar religious dress, such as that of a monk or nun, which, however plain, only calls attention to self. The difference between the world and the believer is to be displayed, not simply in dress, but in manner, and speech, and ways, as the result of having a different mind. The outward change is the result of an inward change of thought. We may raise endless questions as to what is right in dress, and manner of life, but the inward change – the renewing of the mind – would settle a thousand questions as to what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God.

(V. 3). We are next exhorted to have right and sober thoughts as to ourselves. We are warned against thinking of ourselves more highly than we ought to think. The Apostle, in another Epistle, speaks of those who are "vainly puffed up", indicating that behind high thoughts of self there lurks the vanity of the flesh (Col. ii. 18). The Corinthian saints were evidently thinking too highly of themselves. They were "puffed up for one against another" (1 Cor. iv. 6). The vanity that makes us think highly of ourselves will lead us to disparage others in the effort to exalt ourselves.

We are to think soberly, recognising our limitations, and that God only gives the measure of faith needed to perform the service to which we are called. If we attempt to do another's work we shall soon find that we have neither the needed grace nor faith.

(Vv. 4, 5). To act rightly we must understand our relation to one another. For this reason the Apostle touches upon the truth of the Church comprised of many members but forming one body. Being formed into one body we are members one of another, and cannot rightly act independently of one another. All true service and conduct, of which the Apostle is about to speak, flows, not from our being members of a meeting, or from being members of some religious society, of which Scripture knows nothing, but from the fact that we are members one of another as forming one body in Christ. To carry out the service of the Lord we have not to band ourselves together into a society under some human head, but to recognise that we have already been formed into one body of which Christ is the Head.

To sum up the exhortations of the opening verses: we are first exhorted to hold the body for God; secondly, to refuse the world; thirdly, to have sober thoughts of ourselves; and finally to have a right appreciation of our relations to one another.

Different forms of service (Vv. 6-8)

It is plain that the exhortations of verses 1 to 5, present the necessary preparation for the different forms of service of which the Apostle proceeds to speak. Seven characters of service are brought before us. They are called gifts, though clearly they include not only the public gifts for the Church, but also the more private forms of service. Whatever the service, it can only be rightly exercised according to the grace given. It follows that in the exercise of the gift we are dependent upon the Giver.

(1) Prophecy. We know, from 1 Corinthians xiv. 1 to 3, that of all spiritual gifts prophesying is the one most to be desired, and, further, that this gift implies "edification, and exhortation, and comfort". Here we are reminded that the gift is to be used in faith. We are to beware of taking any credit to ourselves, as if the mere exercise of the gift could effect any good in the hearer. It is to be exercised in the faith that counts upon God to apply the word.

(2) Ministry. The word implies the service of love to the saints which may take many forms other than public speaking. But, whatever the service, let the servant see that he occupies himself with it, and not attempt that to which he is not called, and for which he has no divinely given fitness.

(3) Teaching. (4) Exhortation. Teaching would seem to have more in view the orderly exposition of Scripture and its doctrines. Exhortation would appear to be the pressing home of some great truth in a practical way. Again, those who have these gifts are to give themselves to them, and not attempt a form of service for which they have no gift.

(5) Giving. The one who is in a position to serve by giving, whatever form the gift may take, is to be careful to give without ostentation or parade.

(6) Leading. It is not a little striking that leading is placed among the services that have been given to the saints. The leader is not necessarily gifted to teach or preach, nor, on the other hand, is the teacher and preacher necessarily a leader. The leader is one who, by his wisdom and experience, is fitted to guide the people of God. He is to exercise his gift with the diligence that uses thought and care in his guidance.

(7) Shewing mercy. This is the happy service that expresses itself in acts of kindness and consideration for those in special need. It is not to be exercised grudgingly, but with the cheerfulness that can only come from the unselfish love that finds its pleasure in serving others.

The moral characteristics that should mark believers (9-21)

Having set before us some of the many forms of service we may be privileged to exercise by divinely given grace, we are now exhorted as to the conduct, and spirit, which should mark the Lord's people, and without which every form of service will be marred.

(V. 9). The first three exhortations plainly have reference to ourselves, personally. We are each to see that our love is unfeigned, that we treat evil with abhorrence, and that we are devoted to that which is good. Alas! It is easy to feign love, and hide malice by professing to act in love. Joab can kiss the man he is about to murder (2 Sam. 20: 9, 10.), and Judas can kiss His Master in order to betray Him. The flesh can act like Israel of old, of whom it is written, "With their mouth they show much love, but their heart goeth after their covetousness" (Ezek. xxxiii. 31). Unfeigned love, is an unselfish love that thinks of the good of others.

Love and abhorrence of evil will ever be found together. Says the Psalmist, "Ye that love the LORD, hate evil" (Ps. xcvii. 10). A false charity may ignore evil under the plea of love, and even treat evil doctrine as to the Lord of little account. Unfeigned love will lead us to abhor evil without ignoring the good. In our abhorrence of evil we may overlook much good; or, in seeking to cleave to the good we may compromise with evil.

(V. 10). The next two exhortations concern our relations with one another. We are to "be kindly affectioned one to another with brotherly love; in honour preferring one another". Our affection to one another should flow from our relationship as "brethren", and not simply because of some quality which may be attractive or advantageous to us. Brotherly love would make us ready to let others have honour rather than grasping it for ourselves.

(V. 11). Three exhortations follow that more directly have the Lord in view. In our service to the Lord we are to be diligent with a holy zeal that resists slothfulness. Zeal, however, may degenerate into mere outward activity, so we are exhorted to fervency of spirit that has the Lord before us as the motive of the service.

(V. 12). The following three exhortations refer to the trials by the way. The hope of the coming glory will sustain us in trial, and enable us to be patient under the trial; while, in prayer, that casts all upon the Lord, we shall find support in the trial.

(V. 13). Then we have two exhortations as to the needs of the Lord's people. We are exhorted to meet the "necessities" of the poor, and to be ready to show hospitality.

(V. 14). In reference to persecution that we may meet, Christianity would teach us to bless, where nature would retaliate by rendering evil for evil.

(V. 15). In connection with the changing circumstances of life we should be ready to rejoice with those who rightly rejoice, and weep with those in sorrow.

(V. 16). As to social questions we are to beware of letting the spirit of the world into the Christian circle, that would esteem people according to their birth, wealth, or social position. We are to have the same respect for the poor brother as for the rich, and to refuse the natural vanity of the flesh that thinks much of "high things". It is our privilege and honour, as Christians, to be found "going along with the lowly" (N.Tn). Nor is it enough to associate with the lowly; we need to have the lowly mind; therefore, the Apostle adds, "Be not wise in your own eyes" (N.Tn).

(Vv. 17, 18). As regards our relations with men of the world, and in connection with our earthly calling, we are to beware of bringing reproach upon our profession by recompensing evil for evil. We are to exercise the needed forethought to provide for our necessities in a way that is honest in the sight of all men. As far as it depends upon us we are to live at peace with all.

(Vv. 19-21). Finally we are exhorted as to showing a right Christian spirit in connection with wrongs that we may have to meet. In a world like this we may have to suffer wrong, face insults and opposition, and that even from professing Christians; but come from what quarter it may, we are not to attempt to avenge ourselves, but quietly give way to wrath. Naturally we should seek to revenge a wrong, but this the Lord does not entrust to us. Vengeance He keeps in His own hands, for He has said, "Vengeance is mine: I will repay saith the Lord" (Ps. xciv. 1). Our part is, under all circumstances, to maintain the Christian spirit and seek to win our enemies by shewing kindness to those who have acted wrongly toward us. Thus acting we shall not be overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.


3.

Conduct in Connection with the World. 

(Romans xiii.)

The exhortations in chapter xii., have in view the conduct that is becoming to believers in connection with the Christian circle. The exhortations of chapter xiii., instruct us as to the right attitude, and conduct, of Christians towards the world they are passing through.

First, we are instructed as to our attitude towards those set in authority in the world (1-7).

Secondly, there is set before us the spirit in which we should act toward all men (8-10).

Thirdly, the Apostle presents the practical walk that becomes the children of light in the midst of a world of darkness (11-14). 

(a). The Christian's attitude towards those set in authority.

(V. 1). Already we have been told not to be conformed to the world, marked, as it is, by lust and pride, but, by the renewing of the mind, to exhibit a character that is in entire contrast to the man of the world. Nevertheless, the Christian is to recognise that government has been established in the world, and that the authority to govern is from God. This government was instituted after the flood, when Noah was definitely told that "Whoso sheddeth man's blood by man shall his blood be shed" (Gen. ix. 6).

It is important to see the bearing of this Scripture. It definitely asserts that the authority to govern has been given by God. It does not say that the particular individuals who exercise the authority are of God, or that the way they may use their authority is of God. Those who exercise authority may be, and often are, thoroughly wicked men, who may abuse the power for their own ends. The fact, however, remains, that the authority they wield had been instituted of God.

Recognising that authority to govern is an ordinance of God, the only right course for the believer is to submit to those in authority.

As strangers and pilgrims, believers are only passing through the world, and as such it would be wholly inconsistent for them to meddle with its government. They are called out of the world; they are not called to put right a world that has cast out Christ. It is no part of their business to oppose the government that exists, nor to take part in electing what they might rightly judge to be a better form of government. Their one business is to be subject.

(V. 2). To oppose any particular ruler is to oppose the authority established by God. To resist what is of God is to bring oneself under condemnation.

(Vv. 3, 4). God has given men authority in order to restrain evil and protect good. It follows that those in authority are not a terror to good works but to evil. Would we then walk without fear of authority, let us refrain from evil. Whether he is aware of it or not, the one in authority is a minister of God to exercise judgment upon the evil doer; and, in spite of the fact that men often pervert government to their own ends, it will be found, in the main, that in the mercy of God the very worst governments seek to restrain evil.

(V. 5). Knowing then God's mind for the Christian in relation to the world, we must needs be subject, not only to escape punishment for doing wrong, but, also to maintain a good conscience toward God. Obeying God's word, and walking in subjection, we shall find that the one in authority is God's minister to the Christian for good, and the minister of God to revenge and deal with evil.	

(Vv. 6, 7). Those in authority being God's officers to exercise government we are to pay tribute when tribute is due, and custom to whom custom is due, and yield fear and honour to whom due. It is not for the believer to raise questions as to how the tribute is spent. The use of the tribute and custom is no part of our responsibility. Other Scriptures will show that if the government requires the believer to act in plain conflict with the word of God, he is to obey God rather than man, but even so it will be in suffering rather than resisting.

The believers conduct in relation to all men.

(Vv. 8-10). In these verses we are exhorted as to the right conduct of the believer towards all men, whether believers or unbelievers. Being our conduct towards all, the law is brought in, rather than the high standard of Christianity. We are to owe no man anything except to love. In showing love we shall fulfil the law, for the whole law is comprehended in this saying, "Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself". Love worketh no evil. Love will not kill, nor steal, nor bear false witness. It is true that apart altogether from love, a man may refrain from killing or stealing for fear of consequences, and yet easily slip into bearing false witness. Only love will refrain from bearing false witness against our brother. Apart from love we may rake up something against a brother that we know has been judged, and owned, and done with, and thus, by an idle word destroy his reputation. In the Christian circle everyone's reputation should be safe from slander. "love worketh no ill to his neighbour", but malice does and, giving way to malice we fall beneath the law, not to speak of the higher claims of Christianity.

The walk that becomes the children of light in a world of darkness (Vv. 11-14).

(V. 11). Believers are to recognise and submit to authority knowing that the authorities "that exist are set up by God" (Verse 1 N.Tn). We are also to walk righteously toward all men (8-10). Nevertheless, we are to remember that the world is in darkness, or ignorance of God, and that as believers we have been brought into the light of the knowledge of God, and are to walk according to the light.

The Apostle appeals to believers as "knowing the time". The world may be full of misgivings, their hearts failing them through fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth; but this only proves that the world does not know the time. We know that all the confusion and unrest in the world only tells us that the day of glory is not far off. We are called to glory. "We rejoice in hope of the glory of God". "We are saved in hope". (Rom. viii. 30; v. 2: viii. 24); and we know that the full salvation for which we wait is nearer than when we believed. Knowing the time – that the dawn is breaking – it is high time to awaken from sleep.

(V. 12). "The night is far spent the day is at hand". When Christ was present in the world He could say, "As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world" (John ix. 5). In those wonderful days, He proved that He alone could dispel the darkness by declaring the love of the Father. He proved, too, that He had the power and the grace to remove all the evil that the darkness had brought in. He relieved man of every pressure, met every need, and delivered from the power of the Prince of darkness. Hunger and want, pain and sickness, sorrow and death, all fled in His presence. Alas! men loved darkness rather than light. They loved the sins which, in the presence of the light, troubled their consciences. Being unable to pursue their sins, and gratify their lusts in the presence of the light, they put out the light of the world. Christ is gone, and His absence leaves the world in darkness. As they could not put up with the light of His presence, they have to put up with the wars, the want, the sorrow, and the distress which results from sin, during the night of His absence.

But the day is at hand – the day when He will return in glory to reign over the earth; when all evil will be put under His feet and Satan's power subdued. In that day, "The ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with songs and everlasting joy upon their heads: they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shell flee away" (Isa. xxxv. 10).

In view of this day – this glorious day – the Apostle presses upon us four exhortations: – 

First, "Let us therefore cast off the works of darkness". All the works that characterise men walking in ignorance of God are to be cast aside. In another Epistle the Apostle describes those living in darkness as "serving divers lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful, and hating one another" (Titus iii. 3).

Secondly, the Apostle says, "Let us put on the armour of light". All that marks the coming day – the day when Christ reigns – the submission and obedience to the Lord (1-7), the righteousness that owes no man anything (8), the love that worketh no evil to his neighbour (10), are to be put on by the believer as protective armour against the darkness.

Thirdly, the Apostle says, "Let us walk becomingly as in the day" (N.Tn). In spirit in the day we are yet, as to fact, in the night. The world in darkness may give itself up to "rioting and drunkenness", "chambering and wantonness", "strife and envying"; but the Christian is to have no part in such things. This should call for the deepest exercise, for we may, indeed, keep clear of the grosser evils of darkness its drunkenness, and lasciviousness and yet fall into strife and envying. Have we not too often allowed ourselves to be drawn into strife, and given way to envying! Does not the Apostle James warn us that "bitter envying and strife" in our hearts is the root cause of every scene of disorder amongst the people of God. "For" he says, "where envying and strife is there is confusion and every evil work" (James iii. 14-16).

Fourthly, we are exhorted to "put on the Lord Jesus Christ" and "not take forethought for the flesh to fulfil its lusts". Not only are we to have done with the things of darkness, but to put on the character of Christ, and thus be invested with the beauty of the One Who is coming to reign: It is to become evident that we walk in subjection to the Lord, and are marked by the graces of Jesus Christ. Thus we shall become a witness during the night of His absence to the One who will usher in the day. Instead of taking thought of the flesh, and how to gratify its lusts, we are to take thought of Jesus, and seek to shine in His beauty.

Lord Jesus! Thy glory and beauty

Have drawn our hearts captive up there;

Then here let the garments that suit Thee,

Be only the garments we wear.

4.

Conduct in Relation to the Lord's Kingdom.

(Romans xiv. – xv. 13).

We have seen that in chapter xii., the exhortations to believers are mainly in view of their relationships to one another as members of the One Body. In Chapter xiii., the exhortations have in view our conduct in relation to the world we are passing through. In chapter xiv. to xv. 13, the exhortations are in connection with the Lord, and relate to our conduct as subjects in His kingdom.

This section of the Epistle commences with speaking of the spirit in which we should receive one another, and ends with exhortations that, if carried out would bind us together in joy and peace. The Apostle is not speaking of assembly reception, but of receiving one another – one individual receiving another individual in ordinary Christian intercourse (xv. 7). It is important to see the true bearing of this passage, it has been so often misused to support the false idea that, because a person is a Christian, and in that sense has been received of God, we are bound to receive such into assembly fellowship apart from their associations and spiritual condition.

In our intercourse with one another, we are to remember that we are subjects in the kingdom of God (Verse 17), and that each one is responsible to the Lord who rules over His kingdom. In this kingdom, some may be weak in the faith and some strong (xiv. 1; xv. 1); but whether "weak" or "strong", both are responsible to the Lord. Therefore, in matters in which no moral question is concerned, or in which there is no direct disobedience to the word of God, each must be left free to act before the Lord without interference from one another.

The Apostle refers to two matters of this character – the question of eating, or refraining from eating, meats, and the question of observance, or non-observance, of certain days. Such questions very naturally had a prominent place in the Apostle's days when so many of the converts were from amongst the Jews, who would find it difficult to rid their minds of the prejudices formed by their ancient religion in which so much was made of meats and the observance of days. The Gentile believers would more readily leave such things behind, seeing that the idolatrous systems that they had been connected with were wholly false.

But such questions were not to interfere with Christian intercourse, but rather call forth Christian forbearance.

The weak are not those who are tampering with evil, or walking in disobedience to the word, but rather those who were not in the full liberty of Christianity – those who may be very legal as to minor matters, and thus, not only have tender conscience but, even, a morbid conscience.

(Vv. 1, 2). The weak in the faith, then, are not to be shunned; they are to be received. Nevertheless, the reception of such is not to be used for the determining of mere questions. The one received must not think that his reception involves the reception of his particular views as to meats or days. Furthermore, those who receive are not to take occasion by receiving one with a conscience as to these things, to interfere with his conscientious convictions before the Lord. One believes that he may eat all things; another, that the Apostle describes as weak, believes that it is right to eat herbs only.

(Vv. 3, 4). The Apostle instructs us that, in such matters, there is to be mutual forbearance. For this he gives three reasons, First, God has received both, the weak and the strong. His reception of us did not depend upon our eating, or not eating, certain meats. Secondly, in such matters, to our own Master we stand or fall, and we are not to judge another man's servants. Thirdly, the Lord is able to sustain us and make us to stand, even if, in such matters we are weak in the faith.

(Vv. 5-8). The Apostle includes also the question of regarding or not regarding special days. His argument supposes that, whatever view is taken, whether of days or meats, each one is acting as before the Lord. None of us live to ourselves but to the Lord. It is well to see that the Apostle is not speaking of the Lord's day. The observance of the first day of the week, as the Lord's day, has the sanction of Scripture, and is not left as an open matter (See John xx. 19; Acts xx. 7; 1 Cor. xvi. 2; Rev. i. 10).

(Vv. 9-12). Christ has established His claim over us by dying and rising again, that, as the living Lord He might rule over both dead and living. The Lord is the Judge, and it is before His judgment seat we shall all stand. Each one is responsible to give an account of himself to God.

Thus in the first twelve verses we are warned against slighting one another's conscience before the Lord, ignoring the Lord's rights over each one, or interfering with our individual responsibilities to the Lord.

(Vv. 13-18). Hitherto, the Apostle has shown us that plain duty would preserve us from interfering with one another in the matter of meats and days. Now he shows there is another motive that would keep us from judging one another in such matters; we are to walk according to love (15). Moved by considerations of love for our brother, we should be careful not to put any stumbling block in his way.

Paul was fully persuaded that no meat in itself was unclean, but if to eat meat would give a brother a bad conscience, it would become an occasion of defilement to him. We are to be careful then not to use our liberty in the endeavour to persuade a brother to do something about which he has a conscience. We are persuading him to act beyond his faith, and as far as the bearing of our act goes we are leading him to violate his conscience and thus drive him from Christ.

Thus the liberty of Christianity, which we may rightly enjoy, may become an occasion for stumbling others and thus be evil spoken of.

The kingdom of God is not characterised by meats and drinks, but by righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. These are moral characteristics of the kingdom to be enjoyed now by the believer in the power of the Spirit. They will be universally enjoyed when the kingdom is set up in power. These are the qualities to be pursued by both "weak" and "strong". These things are acceptable to God and approved by men. The effort to impose my liberty on another, if it offends his weak conscience, is condemned by God and man.

(Vv. 19-23). The Apostle has exhorted us to walk according to love, and not to stumble our brother. Now he exhorts us to follow peace, and things wherewith we may edify one another. To seek to persuade a weak brother to do that which may give him a bad conscience is, in its tendency, to destroy the work of God in his soul and become an occasion of stumbling to him. It is better not to eat flesh and drink wine, if by so doing, we offend and damage our brother.

Have we faith to do certain things, let us have it before God. To be strong in faith is right, but we are not to attempt to lead another to do something about which he is doubtful. It may lead him into a path which is not of faith; and whatsoever cannot be done in faith is sin.

(xv. 1, 2). The first thirteen verses of chapter xv., conclude the subject of chapter xiv., – the conduct suited to believers as being in the kingdom of God. It will be noticed that the four leading exhortations of this portion are introduced with the word "Let". First the Apostle says, "Let not him that eateth despise him that eateth not" (xiv. 3), and we are thus exhorted to mutual forbearance in matters where no association with evil, or disobedience to the word, is involved. The second great exhortation is introduced with the words, "Let us not therefore judge one another any more" (xiv. 13), and he presses us to walk charitably, or, as it should be translated, "according to love". Thirdly he says, "Let us therefore follow after the things which make for peace" (xiv. 19). Finally, in the second verse of chapter xv., the Apostle says, "Let every one of us please his neighbour for his good to edification".

Thus, as subjects in the kingdom of God, we are to be marked by mutual forbearance, love, peace, and the unselfishness that loses sight of self in order to please others for their good. 

(Vv. 3-7). For our encouragement, the apostle brings Christ before us as the perfect example of One who pleased not Himself. This, indeed, was so different to the way of the world that it brought Him into reproach.

Further, we have, not only the example of Christ, but the encouragement of Scripture. For whatsoever things were written aforetime, were written for our learning that we through patience and comfort might have hope.

Moreover, we have not only the comfort of Scripture, but we have the support of God, Himself, the God of endurance and encouragement to sustain us in a way that is suited to the kingdom.

All these exhortations have in view the great end, that we should "be like-minded one toward another according to Christ", in order that we may "with one mind and one mouth glorify God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ". The Apostle clearly shews that in order to glorify God with one mind it is absolutely essential that we should be "like minded one toward another". We see these two things marking the saints in Pentecostal days. We read that "they lifted up their voices with one accord to God". Then we are told that these believers, who could glorify God with "one mind", were "of one heart and of one soul". They were one-minded toward God because they were like-minded one toward another. (Acts iv. 24, 32). Alas the unity of those early days has passed away. We live in a day of ruin when the utmost confusion prevails in Christendom. Even amongst those who have sought to walk in obedience to the word of God for a day of ruin, we see how constantly the devil has succeeded in bringing in what the Apostle James speaks of as "Envying and strife", leading to "confusion and every evil work". If, however, we cannot gather all the saints together, is it not possible for a few to be found "like-minded one toward another" and thus glorifying God with one mind. These Scriptures show how this is still possible.

Let us notice that when the Apostle speaks of being "like-minded one toward another", he immediately adds the words "according to Christ Jesus". It is possible to be like-minded according to nature, or the flesh, and entirely miss the mind of Christ.

To be like-minded according to Christ, we must be marked by the characteristics that the Apostle has been bringing before us, the mutual forbearance, love, peace, and unselfishness that forgets self in seeking to please others for their good. Then indeed, we shall "with one mind and one mouth glorify God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ". How different our lives would be, and what wonderful times of worship we should have, when come together to remember the Lord, if, by grace, we were all "like minded one toward another".

(V. 8). The Apostle concludes these practical exhortations by referring to the ministry of Christ which has in view the purpose of God to bind together Jew and Gentile through Christ, that they with one mind may glorify God. The Assembly at Rome was, probably, a mixed company of Jewish and Gentile believers, and the danger was that each might bring national prejudices into the Assembly, and thus disturb the harmony of the whole.

The practical bearing of chapters xiv., to xv. 13, is to show that believers can only walk together as each one is subject to the Lord. There were matters of conscience as to meats and drinks, and days, and we are not to override conscience. Mere reasoning and persuasion will not solve these questions nor enable those to walk together who differ as to these things. It is only as each one is individually near the Lord, and keeps near the Lord, that we shall be able to walk in peace with one another. How easily can any one of us, if out of touch with the Lord, break up the harmony of an Assembly.

Now the great object of the ministry of the Lord is to bind together Jew and Gentile, who naturally are entirely antagonistic, in the worship and praise of God. This, we know, will be accomplished in the Millennial day. In the meantime believers, from amongst Jews and Gentiles, are brought together in one Body on heavenly ground, where all national distinctions disappear. It is obvious we shall find nothing in the Old Testament as to the Church; nevertheless there are many glorious prophecies that foretell the day when Jews and Gentiles will be bound together in the recognition and praise of God.

In order to show that one great end of the ministry of the Lord is to confirm the promises of world-wide blessing made to the fathers, the Apostle quotes from the Psalms, the law, and the prophets. 

(V. 9). The first quotation is from Psalm xviii. 49. The promise had been made to Abraham that "in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed". In order to confirm this, and similar promises to the fathers, the Lord shows mercy and bears witness to God among the Gentiles.

(V. 10). The second quotation is from the law, Deuteronomy xxxii. 43, and tells us that not only the Gentiles will sing unto God, but that they will do so "with His people" – Israel.

(V. 11). The third quotation, from Psalm cxvii. 1, is an appeal to Jew and Gentile to join together in the praise of the Lord.

(V. 12). The last quotation from the prophets – Isaiah xi. 10 – proves that Christ, Himself, is the bond that will unite Jew and Gentile together. He arises amongst the Jews – the root of Jesse – to reign over the Gentiles, and "in Him shall the Gentiles hope" (N.Tn).

(V. 13). On the ground of this mercy and grace that flows out to the Gentiles, and will yet bring Jew and Gentile together in the coming Kingdom, the Apostle commends believers to the God of hope, that they might be filled with joy and peace in believing and abound in hope through the power of the Holy Spirit, who is the Earnest of the coming glory.

With the prospect of the coming glory before us we should be lifted above all questions of meats and drinks, and observance of days, and in the joy of the prospect of the coming glory, we should enjoy peace amongst ourselves.

Division 5.

Personal Appeals and Salutations. (Romans xv. 14 to xvi. 27)

In this final division of the Epistle the Apostle makes a personal appeal to the saints at Rome in which he refers to the special ministry committed to him, in order to explain why he ventures to write to those whom he had never seen. Then, having desired their prayers, he closes with salutations.

(a). The ministry of the Apostle in spiritual things (14-24).

(V. 14). He introduces the subject of his ministry with that Christian love and lowliness that delights to recognise goodness and knowledge in others. If, then, he had exhorted and admonished them in his Epistle, it was not to imply that they were unable to admonish one another.

(V. 15, 16) He had written, rather, as putting them in mind of truths with which they were acquainted. Ministry, then is not only to enlighten us as to truth, but is also largely concerned with pressing home upon our souls, and applying to our particular circumstances, the truths that we have already received.

Moreover, in writing to Gentile believers, the Apostle was carrying out the special grace given to him, in order that, as the servant of Jesus Christ, he should minister the gospel to the Gentiles. The end of such ministry being, that the Gentiles who believed, being set apart from the world by the Holy Spirit, might be an acceptable sacrifice unto God.

(V. 17). Wherever this blessed result was brought about by the Apostle, he had whereof he could glory in Jesus Christ. But this glorying was in things pertaining to God; not in things that were gain to him in the flesh.

(Vv. 18-21). Having spoken of the special grace given to him, and the object of this grace, the Apostle, with becoming modesty, refers briefly to the way in which he had sought to carry out this ministry. Christ had other servants who had been used by the Lord for the blessing of souls, but the Apostle would not judge of their work. He refers only to what Christ had wrought by himself, his preaching being accompanied with mighty signs and wonders in the power of the Holy Spirit. The Apostle had sought to avoid places where Christ was already named, lest he should build upon another man's foundation. His aim was to preach to those who had not heard, according to the word in Isaiah lii., "To whom he was not spoken of, they shall see: and they that have not heard shall understand".

(Vv. 22-24). This gospel work had hindered Paul from coming to Rome, but now having finished his work in the district from Jerusalem to Illyricum, and having a great desire to see the saints in Rome, he purposed to come to them on his way to Spain.

(b) The ministry of the Apostle in temporal things (25-29).

In the meantime he had another form of ministry to fulfil. There were saints at Jerusalem in poverty, and it had pleased the brethren in Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain contribution for them, and Paul was anxious to take this contribution to Jerusalem. The saints of Macedonia, while willingly contributing to the need of their brethren in Jerusalem, were, none the less debtors to them seeing that they had received spiritual blessing from the Jerusalem saints. This service being completed Paul purposed to visit the saints at Rome.

(c) The Apostle's desire for the prayers of the Saints (30-33)

When the Apostle came to Rome he was confident that it would be in the fulness of Christ. For this very reason he desired the prayers of these saints, and not only as individuals but, that they would "strive together" in prayer. The Apostle seems to feel that, in going to Jerusalem, he would encounter the hostility of the Jews that were unbelieving. Moreover, apparently he thought it possible that the believing Jews, with their strong prejudices, might refuse the help sent from Gentile believers. He desires therefore that his service in this respect might be acceptable.

Finally, he desires that, by the will of God, he might come to them with joy, and that his coming might be for mutual refreshment. In the meantime he commends them to God. Already, he had committed them to the God of endurance and encouragement (5); then to the God of hope (13); now he prays that the God of peace might be with them all.

(d) Commendations and Salutations (xvi.).

Though the Apostle had never visited the saints at Rome, many individuals were known to him, and he delights to remember them. Love shines in all these salutations, though it is a discriminating love. Though so highly gifted as an Apostle, in the largeness of his heart, he delights to recognise others in the service of the Lord. With the Apostle there was no unworthy pettiness that, in a spirit of jealousy, seeks to exalt self by belittling others. Nor does he think so highly of himself as to treat any kindness as simply his due. On the contrary, he recalls with gratitude every little bit of service to himself (2, 3, 4).

(Vv. 1, 2). He first commends Phebe, who he describes, not simply as a sister, but, as "our sister". She had served the Assembly at Cenchrea, been a succourer of many, and, the Apostle adds, "of myself also". They are desired to receive her, and assist her, especially remembering that she had assisted others. In all this they were to act in the Name of the Lord as becomes saints.

(Vv. 3-5). Greetings were sent to Priscilla, and her husband Aquila. They were by trade tent-makers, even as the Apostle, and may have helped Paul in his trade (Acts xviii. 3): but here he dwells upon the fact that they had been his helpers in Christ Jesus. Moreover, they had risked their own necks, to save his life, and for this he not only himself gives them thanks, but also all the Assemblies of the Gentiles. There evidently was an assembly meeting in their house to whom he sends greeting.

Paul describes Epaenetus as his well-beloved, and we see in this case, as in many others, that the Apostle does not wait until a brother has fallen asleep to express his affection for him. If he loves a brother, he tells him so,

If you have a friend worth loving,

Love him. Yes, and let him know

That you love him, e'er life's evening

Tinge his brow with sunset glow.

Why should good words ne'er be said

Of a friend till he is dead!

(V. 6). Greetings are sent to Mary, who, the Apostle reminds them. "bestowed much labour on you" (N.Tn).

(V. 7). The claims of kindred are not forgotten; but the higher claim to remembrance, in the case of Andronicus and Junias, is that they had suffered with the Apostle as "fellow-prisoners". The Apostle carries out his own exhortation, "In honour preferring one another" (xii. 10), for he says they "are of note among the Apostles", and "were in Christ" before himself.

(Vv. 8, 9). Amplias and Stachys are saluted, not only as beloved, but, as "my beloved". Urban is mentioned as a fellow-workman in Christ (N.Tn).

(Vv. 10, 11). Appelles, possibly, had passed through specially testing experiences, and therefore, it may be, is described as "approved in Christ". Those who belonged to Aristobulus, and Narcissus, are saluted, but, in the case of the latter the words are added "which are in the Lord", suggesting that not all his family were the Lord's. Herodion is mentioned as another of his kinsmen.

(V. 12). Two sisters are saluted who "labour in the Lord", and one "which laboured much in the Lord"; seemingly her labours were in the past.

(V. 13). From Mark xv. 21, we may conclude that the father of Rufus had borne the cross of Christ on the way to Golgotha – a service that had its reward, for the son is "chosen in the Lord". His mother, too, is remembered for she had on some occasion acted as a mother to the Apostle.

(Vv. 14, 15) Several brethren are simply mentioned by name, to whom salutations are sent, as also to the brethren with them. This may indicate that there were several companies of saints meeting in different parts of the city.

(V. 16). All are exhorted to manifest their love to one another by saluting "with an holy kiss". The ordinary customs of the country in manifesting affection, can be used, but, in the case of Christians it is to be unfeigned and "holy".

(Vv. 17, 18). The Apostle has expressed his delight in all that is beautiful in the saints, but before closing, he utters a word of warning as to those in their midst who were a cause of sorrow. There were, even in those early times, some who, instead of binding the saints together in love, and building them up in the truth, were a cause of division and an occasion of stumbling. The test by which to try, and expose such, is "the doctrine which ye have learned". Both the teaching and practice of such is contrary to sound doctrine. Whatever their pretensions, such serve not the Lord Jesus Christ. They serve, says the Apostle, "their own belly"; a designedly gross figure to pour contempt upon their personal self-importance and self-interest. Filled with themselves, they were not subject to the Lord. They may indeed assert themselves with good words and fair speeches, for the self-important man, in seeking to stand well with others, is ever a flatterer. Fair speeches may tend to deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting, but faithfulness to the Lord and love to His people, will lead us to "avoid" these men. How often experience shows that such are proof against argument, and remonstrance, and therefore all that can be done is to avoid them. It is no true love to sanction, by practical fellowship, those whose self-importance, independency of their brethren, and insubjection to the Lord, cause division amongst the people of God.

Nothing will more effectually preserve from the harm that such can work, than by carrying out the simple injunction to "avoid" them. Many might be quite unable to meet such with argument or doctrine, but all, even the simplest, can "avoid" them. The troubler that is faithfully avoided by the Lord's people, could not long remain with them.

(V. 19). In contrast to those who "serve not our Lord Jesus Christ", the Apostle can bear witness of the saints at Rome, that their "obedience is come abroad to all men". If there were insubject individuals, the body of the Lord's people still walked in subjection to one another and in obedience to the Lord. For this the Apostle could rejoice, but for their guidance in regard to evil he says, "I would have you wise unto that which is good, and simple concerning evil". One has truly said, that "human wisdom, seeks to guard itself by a thorough knowledge of the world and of all evil ways". The wisdom that comes from above does not need to cultivate acquaintance with evil in order to escape it. "By the word of Thy lips I have kept me from the paths of the destroyer". It is only by the knowledge of the truth that we escape evil. The sheep follow the Shepherd "for they know His voice; and a stranger will they not follow . . . for they know not the voice of strangers" (John x. 5). They escape the stranger, not because they know his evil teaching, but, because "they know not". If we know God's path for His people we need not turn aside to acquaint ourselves with the evil of every bye-path of the destroyer. How many have lost their way in seeking to investigate some bye-path which they know to be evil.

(V. 20). To be occupied with evil only plunges the soul into endless controversy and unrest. To walk in simple obedience will be a path of peace, and to find that, very soon, all the evil will be dealt with when the God of peace will bruise Satan under our feet. Until then the Apostle commits the saints to the all-sustaining "grace of our Lord Jesus Christ".

(V. 21). The Apostle not only sends his personal salutations, but, in the fellowship of love, he delights to pass on the salutations of his fellow-workers.

(Vv. 22-24). Love, too, gives his amanuensis an opportunity to salute the brethren. Gaius, whose hospitality was extended to the Apostle sends greeting. The whole Church at Corinth, saluted the saints at Rome. Erastus, who held a high civic position sent salutations, and Quartus, a brother.

Again the Apostle expresses his desires by repeating the benediction, "The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all".

(Vv. 25-27). Finally, the Epistle is closed with an ascription of glory to God. At the beginning of the Epistle the Apostle tells us that he writes to establish the saints in their relationships with God (i. 11). Now, at the close he owns that the power to establish the saints is, not in his Epistle, but, in the God who alone can apply the truths of the gospel to the soul. So he takes no glory to himself as the writer of the Epistle, but ascribes all glory to "Him that is able to stablish" according to his gospel.

Further God can lead us into the deeper truths of Christianity for which the gospel is the necessary foundation. Therefore, he not only says according to my gospel, but also, "the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery, which was kept secret since the world began".

These heavenly privileges of the saints, as forming part of the body of Christ, are just alluded to in order to give point to his exhortations (xii. 4, 5) but are not opened up in the Epistle. For the unfolding of the Mystery of Christ we must pass to the Epistle to the Ephesians. Kept secret since the world began this Mystery is now revealed through the prophets of New Testament days. This presentation of Christ which makes known the Mystery goes out to all nations for the obedience of faith. To the only wise God! Who can give effect to this preaching, be glory through Jesus Christ for ever. Amen.
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   Preface

   The First Epistle to the Corinthians views the assembly of God in its privileges and responsibilities on earth, and presents God's appointed order for carrying out these responsibilities locally.

   	The grave disorders that existed in this assembly were the immediate occasion for the Epistle being written; it is therefore a corrective epistle. But it is evident that the apostle Paul, led by the Spirit of God, not only corrects the abuses in a local assembly in those early days, but also gives us divine and inspired instructions for all time as to the maintenance of holy discipline in the house of God, and the divine order for God's people, as forming the body of Christ, when come together in assembly gatherings.

   	In the course of the Epistle we learn that there existed in this assembly moral laxity, assembly disorder and doctrinal error. One evil leads to the other. Experience has often proved that worldliness and moral laxity will be found behind assembly disorder and that assembly disorder opens the door to doctrinal error.

   	The main divisions of the Epistle deal with these evils in this order: 

   	First, in 1 Corinthians 1 to 10 the apostle deals with the moral laxity by bringing in the Cross of Christ and the Holy Spirit to exclude the wisdom of this world and the licence of the flesh, and gives us directions for the maintenance of discipline amongst the people of God.

   	Secondly, in 1 Corinthians 11 to 14 the apostle deals with assembly disorder by presenting the free action of the Holy Spirit in the assembly viewed as the body of Christ.

   	Thirdly, in 1 Corinthians 15 he deals with the false doctrine that undermines the gospel and attacks the Person of Christ by denying the resurrection of the dead.

   
   1 Corinthians 1.

   (Vv. 1-3). In writing to the assembly at Corinth, Paul does so as an apostle, and is careful to state that he has received his authority as an apostle by the call of Jesus Christ through the will of God, and not as appointed by man or according to the will of man. Though writing as an apostle he is quite free to associate with himself a brother. If this brother is the Sosthenes who, in days past, had been the chief ruler of the synagogue at Corinth, he would be well-known to them (Acts 18: 17). He addresses the assembly of God at Corinth as those that are “sanctified in Christ Jesus, called saints”. He thus views the saints as set apart for Christ as they pass through this world, and at the same time called out of this present evil world to have part with Christ above, for our calling is “heavenly” and “on high” (Hebrews 3: 1; Philippians 3: 14).

   	The apostle, while addressing the church at Corinth, links with them “all that in every place call on the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both theirs and ours”. There is only one Lord of whom each local assembly can say, in reference to all others, He is both theirs and ours. This is of the deepest importance in an epistle which deals with the practical conduct of the Christian, and the maintenance of discipline and order in the assembly. It clearly shows that the instructions apply to the whole Christian profession for all time. Again and again in the course of the Epistle we shall find passages that refute the attempt to limit the instruction to a local assembly and the apostolic age. (See 1 Cor. 4: 17; 1 Cor. 7: 17; 1 Cor. 11: 16; 1 Cor. 14: 36, 37; 1 Cor. 16: 1.) The apostle will have to speak plainly as to the disorder in this assembly, but behind all his plain words of condemnation his earnest desire is that they may enjoy the blessings of grace and peace from “God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ”.

   (Vv. 4-9). Though he will have much to correct in this assembly owing to their low state, he nevertheless thankfully acknowledges the grace of God towards them, and the faithfulness of God with them. The grace of God had come to them, as to us all, in virtue of Jesus Christ. This grace had enriched them with every spiritual blessing in Christ and given them “all word of doctrine” and “all knowledge” of the doctrine. There had been a testimony to Christ in their midst, confirmed by the knowledge of the truth that they possessed, and the fact that they came behind in no gift and were waiting for the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Moreover, the grace that had so richly blessed them would confirm them to the end, so that, however much the apostle may have to correct in their present condition, in the day of the Lord they would be blameless.

   	Further, however unfaithful the saints may be, the apostle can give thanks that “God is faithful”, by whom believers are “called into the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord”. Here, let it be noted, it is not fellowship with His Son, but the fellow-ship of His Son, a fellowship of which Christ, as Lord, is the bond, and which embraces all that call upon His Name. This is true Christian fellowship, and the only one that Scripture recognises. Christians may form other fellowships of which the bond is the maintenance of some important truth, or the carrying out of some special work, but such fellowships are sectarian in character and of necessity fall far short of the fellowship into which we are called, and which has the Lord for its bond, the Lord's Supper for its deepest expression, and the Holy Spirit for its directing power (1 Cor. 10: 16, 17; 2 Cor. 13: 14). One generation may pass and another arise, but the one Lord (Ephesians 4: 5) remains, and however great the ruin and confusion in the Christian profession, His mind for the conduct of those called into the fellowship of which He is the bond, and for the discipline and ordering of God's assemblies, remains in all its force as unfolded in this Epistle.

   	It is noticeable that, while thanking God for His grace, the apostle is unable to express any approval of their spiritual condition. While delighting to own the faithfulness of God, he cannot address them as “faithful brethren”, as he does when writing to the saints at Ephesus and Colosse (Ephesians 1: 1; Colossians 1: 2). Alas, he has to own a little later that, in spite of having “all knowledge” and coming “behind in no gift”, they were “yet carnal”, and he cannot speak to them “as unto spiritual”. The flesh can boast in knowledge and use gifts for self-exaltation, but we do well to remember that mere knowledge, and the possession of all gifts, will not avert disorder or secure spirituality if the flesh is unjudged.

   	Having thus recognised what was of God in the assembly, the apostle begins to deal with the disorders prevalent in their midst which hindered their spiritual growth and testimony for Christ.

   (Vv. 10, 11). The first great evil dealt with is the state of division that existed in their midst. “There are”, writes the apostle, “strifes among you”; and again in 1 Cor. 11: 18, “I hear there exist divisions among you”. He opens this subject with an appeal to which he attaches the gravest importance by invoking “the name of our Lord Jesus Christ”. He has just reminded the assembly at Corinth, and ourselves, that we “have been called into the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord”. This call, carrying with it many privileges, involves the responsibility of being true to the fellowship in our walk and ways. In order to enjoy our privileges, and carry out our responsibilities, we are exhorted to be perfectly united together in the same mind and the same opinion, so that there be no division among the people of God, or breach in the fellowship.

   (V. 12). The apostle proceeds to expose the root from which divisions spring. “Every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ”. On the one hand they were exalting gifted servants of the Lord into a false position as centres of gathering, which is the evil principle of clericalism; on the other hand they were forming themselves into parties round these servants and thus commencing the evil of sectarianism.

   	It may be asked, what of the individuals who disclaimed all men as leaders, and said, “I of Christ”? These really were worse than others, for they were attempting to make Christ the leader of a party and ignore the gifts that Christ had given. It was the assumption of superior spirituality that professed to be able to dispense with the ministry of others, and the pretension to appropriate Christ exclusively to themselves.

   	The evil here is the converse of that of which the apostle speaks in Acts 20: 30. There he warned the Ephesian elders that trouble would arise from leaders; here he states that it arises from disciples. There he speaks of what would occur after his decease, here of what was taking place in his lifetime. One evil leads to the other. The evil that commences with Christians forming parties round leaders ends with the leaders teaching perverse things. This solemn principle, which showed itself at Corinth, has been at work throughout the history of the church with like disastrous results. People have ranged themselves round favourite teachers, and the leaders, allowing themselves to be placed in this false position, have eventually taught perverse things and brought division amongst the people of God by drawing away disciples after themselves.

   (Vv. 13-16). The apostle condemns their sectarianism by asking, “Is Christ divided?”. We are called into a fellowship of which Christ is the bond. We may, alas, form other fellowships with some other bond, but we cannot divide Christ. Then he condemns their clericalism by asking, “Was Paul crucified for you?”. Paul refused to be exalted into a false position as a centre of gathering for God's people. The only true centre of gathering for the people of God is the One Who has proved His claim over them by being crucified for them. Paul, however much he loved the people of God, had not been crucified for them. He will not usurp the place in the affections of God's people that alone belongs to the crucified One. His one object, as with every true servant, was, as he says, to espouse them to one husband that he might present them as a chaste virgin to Christ (2 Cor. 11: 2). Nor had Paul made himself a centre of gathering by baptizing unto the name of Paul. In fact he had only baptized Crispus and Gaius, and also the household of Stephanas; as for the rest of these Corinthian saints, he had refrained from baptizing them lest any should say that he was baptizing unto his own name and so seeking to form a party round himself. In thus exalting their favourite teachers, and seeking to gain distinction for themselves by following them, they were glorying in men rather than in the Lord, in the gifts rather than the Giver.

   	In order to meet this evil the apostle insists on two great truths: first, the Cross of Christ, the great theme of the remainder of this chapter; secondly, the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, the great theme of the second chapter. He will have much to correct in detail as to their conduct, but before doing so he seeks to establish them in the great truths that entirely exclude the flesh, the allowance of which lies at the root of all disorder in the church of God. The Cross deals with the flesh in judgment before God. The presence of the Holy Spirit is intolerant of the flesh in the assembly of God on earth. It is a solemn consideration for us all that, whenever we allow the flesh to manifest itself in the assembly of God, we practically deny the work of the Cross, and ignore the presence of the Holy Spirit.

   	First, the apostle speaks of the Cross of Christ in verse 17. In connection with this we have the preaching of the Cross in verses 18-25, the calling of God in verses 26-29, and, finally, the position into which the call of God brings us in verses 30 and 31. Every one of these truths entirely excludes the flesh and leads to the conclusion that, “He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord”.

   1. The Cross of Christ.

   (V. 17). The apostle first of all upholds before these believers the Cross of Christ. He had been sent, not to baptize, but to preach the glad tidings. The preaching was not to be with wisdom of words lest the Cross of Christ should be made of none effect. The gospel cannot be set forth by mere words; it is set forth by the Cross. It is a deeply important principle to apprehend that God acquaints us with Himself by His actions, and not simply by descriptions or statements of Himself. Philosophy and theology seek to describe God; but description requires the wisdom of words, and the wisdom of words demands human learning to frame and understand the words. God is too great to be described by words, and we are too small to take in mere descriptions. God has thus taken another way, indeed the only way possible, to make Himself and His glad tidings known. He has made Himself known personally and in actions. God has become manifest in flesh in the Person of Christ, and made Himself known in all His activities amongst men. And these activities of grace and love and holiness culminate in the Cross of Christ. The Cross is the greatest possible setting forth of the love of God to the sinner, of the hatred of God against sin, and of the setting aside of man in the flesh.

   	This being so, the apostle refuses to announce the glad tidings by mere descriptions, which entail the wisdom of words, but upholds before them the Cross of Christ, which sets aside the man that the Corinthians were exalting.

   2. The preaching of the Cross. 

   (Vv. 18-25). Philosophers prefer their learned dissertations; therefore the preaching of the Cross is to them that perish foolishness. The wise of this world do not see the glory of the Person Who was nailed to the Cross, and hence they do not see the love of God that gave Him to suffer, nor the holiness of God that demanded such a sacrifice, nor the utter ruin of man set forth in the Cross. All they see is a Man nailed to a Cross between two thieves; so the preaching of salvation through the Cross appears to them utter folly. Those who think thus are those who perish. To those who are saved the Cross is the power of God to save, for thereby God can righteously save the vilest sinner.

   	The wisdom of the world is thus exposed and brought to nothing. The world had ample time to develop its wisdom, the result being that all the wisdom of the philosophers was shown to be folly, inasmuch as it left man in complete ignorance of God. The end of all man's wisdom is that “the world by wisdom knew not God”. It was not that the world by its ignorance or stupidity knew not God, but by wisdom it knew not God. The net result of all the wisdom of the ages — the combined efforts of the keenest intellects of the world — is to leave man in utter ignorance of God, and in utter ignorance of himself. When the complete failure of man's wisdom had been demonstrated, then it pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe.

   	But God's way of revealing Himself and blessing man is equally offensive to Jews and Gentiles. The Jews looked for a “sign”, some miraculous intervention of God that appealed to the senses; the Gentiles looked for philosophic reasoning that appealed to the mind. God appeals to the conscience and heart through Christ crucified. This, however, was a stumbling-block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles.

   	The Jews looked for a Messiah reigning in power from a throne, One Who would revive the kingdom, put down their enemies, and set Israel at the head of the nations. Christ reigning on a throne they could understand; Christ crucified on a Cross was an offence to them. Having no sense of their need as sinners, they could see no meaning in the Cross. To them in their unbelief it became a stumbling-block.

   	As for the Gentiles, who looked for something that appealed to reason — some new thing, some scheme of philosophy — to tell them there was salvation through a crucified Man, life through a dying Man, power through One Who was crucified through weakness, was to speak of that which in their sight was utter foolishness. Nevertheless, unto them which are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is God's power and God's wisdom. In Him such discover God's power to save, and God's wisdom in carrying out all His purposes.

   	To the mind of man the preaching is “the foolishness of God” and the Cross “the weakness of God”. Be it so, it will but prove that “the foolishness of God is wiser than men; and the weakness of God is stronger than men”.

   3. The calling of God.

   (Vv. 26-29). The apostle has set aside the religious flesh of the Jew, and the intellectual flesh of the Gentile, by presenting the Cross and the preaching of the Cross. Now he sets aside the pride of the flesh by presenting the calling of God. “Ye see your calling, brethren, how that not many wise men after the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called.” The foolish, the weak, the base, the despised, and things that are not hath God chosen to confound the wise and “bring to nought things that are”. Thus it came to pass that a blind beggar confounded the wise Pharisees, and simple fishermen so utterly confounded the wise rulers of Israel that they were compelled to say, “What shall we do?”.

   	God thus uses “things which are not, to bring to nought things that are”. In the apostles' day the things by which men sought to exalt themselves were Judaism and philosophy; and God used simple men to bring these things to nought, in order that no flesh should glory in His presence.

   	The flesh must glory in something, either birth or riches or intellect; but in the presence of God neither believer nor unbeliever can glory in these things. Alas, in the presence of one another we may seek to exalt ourselves by birth, or riches, or wisdom, or accomplishments; but in the presence of Christ we are ashamed of the very things in which we glory before one another. We dare not mention them in His presence, save to condemn ourselves for glorying in them. To glory in them only shows how little we are in His presence.

   4. The believer's position in Christ.

   (Vv. 30, 31). Finally, the apostle sets aside the flesh by setting forth the believer's origin and position. The believer is “of God”. How far greater to be “of God” than to be of the high-born, of the mighty, of the wise, or of the rich. Yet more, we are of God “in Christ Jesus”. Not only have we an origin of God, but we are set in an entirely new position before God — we are “in Christ Jesus”. We do not stand before God in the condition and position of Adam, away from God and under judgment, but we are in Christ in all His meetness for God and for heaven.

   	Nor is this all. We may have but little wisdom of our own; nevertheless, Christ is made unto us wisdom. We need not turn for wisdom to philosophy, to wise men, or to our own fancied wisdom, for we have Christ. Having Christ we see at once what all the wisdom of the world can never teach us. Christ, on the Cross, has fully shown us our ruin and made God known in His love. Christ in the glory sets forth all the purposes of God. In Christ we see the wisdom of God in meeting our ruin and in fulfilling His purpose.

   	Further, Christ is made unto us righteousness. We have no righteousness for God. God's righteousness is seen in justifying us consistently with Himself through the death of Christ. If we want to know what this righteousness is, and how perfectly it suits us for the glory, then we need not look to man or at ourselves, but at Christ. It is set forth in Christ in the glory.

   	Christ is also made unto us sanctification. Christ is the measure of, the pattern of, and the power for, sanctification. Finally, Christ is made unto us redemption, “the complete deliverance from the effects of sin in our bodies”, for which we wait. We see this redemption already set forth in Christ; we have it now in Christ our Head; we wait for it to be manifested in ourselves.

   	Having, then, everything in Christ, and nothing in man as such, “He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord”. Thus the Cross, the preaching of the Cross, the call of God, and our position in Christ before God, entirely shut out the flesh.

   
   1 Corinthians 2.

   In the first chapter the apostle has shown that Christ crucified, the preaching of the Cross, and the calling of God, entirely set aside the flesh, leaving no room for man to glory in himself. In this chapter the apostle applies the teaching of 1 Corinthians 1 to himself and his manner of presenting the testimony of God. In accord with his own teaching he refused the flesh in himself in order to be true to the Cross, and that there might be no hindrance to the work of the Spirit. In the first five verses the apostle tells us how he preached the gospel to sinners. The latter part of the chapter tells us how he ministered the deep things of God to the saints. In either case it was in the power of the Spirit. This leads the apostle to present the Holy Spirit Who, in His gracious work, entirely sets aside the flesh and instructs us in the mind of Christ.

   (Vv. 1, 2). When Paul came to Corinth he made no appeal to the natural man by attempting to use excellency of speech or by a display of human wisdom. He came to announce the testimony of God concerning Jesus Christ and Him crucified. The great subject of his preaching was a Person — Jesus Christ — but that Person on a Cross, the lowest and most degraded position in which a man can be found. Paul tells these intellectual Corinthians that, in order that sinners be saved, Christ must go to the Cross. To give believers His place before God, He had to take their place before God. The Cross sets forth our true place before God as sinners. There is nothing dignified, or heroic, or noble about a cross. It is a place of shame and reproach, of judgment and death. To tell a man that this is his true place before God makes nothing of all his wisdom and greatness and grandeur. However wise, however rich, however well-born a man may be, the Cross tells him that, in spite of all that he may be before his fellow-men, in the sight of God he is a guilty sinner under the sentence of death and judgment. The preaching of the Cross thus makes nothing of all man's pride.

   (V. 3). Moreover, the preacher himself was among them in a condition that was humiliating to the pride of man. He did not come as a self-confident orator. Conscious of his own weakness, realising the deep need of those to whom he preached, and the gravity of his message, he was amongst them in fear and much trembling.

   (Vv. 4, 5). Furthermore, in the manner of his preaching he refused every fleshly method in order to leave room for God to work. He did not seek to win his audience by a display of his own wisdom or natural ability. He did not set forth the testimony of God in eloquent language, which might have appealed to their refined ears and attracted to himself.

   	In the subject preached, in the condition of the preacher, and in the manner of preaching, there was no allowance of flesh with the apostle, and no appeal to the flesh in his hearers.

   	This entire refusal to use fleshly means, or appeal to the flesh, left room for the Spirit to work in mighty power. If under such preaching there is faith — if any believe in that which is so humiliating to man, which ends man in judgment — then obviously it is not the wisdom of man that leads them to believe, but the power of the Spirit of God working with them. Under such preaching the Spirit is able to demonstrate to sinners their deep need, and to work in unhindered power, leading them to faith which rests not in the wisdom of men but in the power of God. It is not only a question of the truth they believed, but of the way in which they received it. It was received not from a man, even though that man was an apostle, but from God.

   (V. 6). From this verse the apostle begins to speak of the attitude he took towards those who were the subjects of the power of God, and thus had accepted the gospel. He speaks of them as the “perfect”. By this term he does not mean that which some speak of as “sinless perfection”, or that they were already conformed to the image of Christ; this will only be in glory. The term “perfect” implies that such had accepted the new position before God that belongs to the believer in Christ, and thus were full-grown Christians. The term does not simply designate a believer in contrast to a sinner; it is used rather to describe a full-grown believer in contrast to some believers of whom the apostle speaks as “babes” (1 Cor. 3: 1). 

   (V. 7). Amongst such Paul did indeed speak wisdom. The apostle then proceeds to give us some very definite instruction as to this wisdom, in order that we may not confuse it with the wisdom of man.

   	First, he tells us that it is not the wisdom of this age, nor even the wisdom of the few intellectual giants who mould the thoughts of the world. These intellectual princes, in spite of all their wisdom, “come to nought”, in contrast to the believer who comes to “glory” (verse 7), in company with “the Lord of glory” (verse 8). Those who shine in the glory of this world come to nought, while those who are nought in this world come to glory. 

   	Secondly, this wisdom is “the wisdom of God”. If it were the wisdom of man, it could be acquired in the schools of men. Being God's wisdom it is outside the programme of the schools, and beyond the attainment of the human mind. 

    Thirdly, it is God's wisdom “in a mystery, even the hidden wisdom”, words that by no means imply that it is obscure or mysterious, but that it is a wisdom that cannot be discovered by the wit of man. Moreover, throughout the ages it has been “hidden”, and therefore is not to be found in the Old Testament Scriptures.

   	Fourthly, this wisdom, which throughout the ages has been hidden, was predetermined before the ages for our glory in the ages yet to come. This wisdom embraced the secret counsel of God, settled before the ages, for the glory of His people. We might have thought that the apostle would have said for the glory of God and of Christ. We know indeed it will be for the glory of Christ. Here, however, the apostle is pressing upon us the fact that, if our calling makes manifest that believers are the weak and despised of the world, nonetheless they are predestined to glory. We may not be wise, or mighty, or noble in this world, but we are called to glory.

   (V. 8). Fifthly, of this wisdom, settled before the ages, and of this glory, to which we are predestined for the ages yet to come, the princes of this world knew nothing. They proved their ignorance by crucifying the Lord of glory. They wholly rejected the One Who is the wisdom of God, and by Whom all the counsels of God are brought to pass. This wisdom of God in a mystery tells believers that they are predestined to glory, and the One Who has been crucified is “the Lord of glory”. This glory exceeds the glory of Christ as the Messiah, in connection with Israel, reigning over the earth. The earthly reign is no mystery. The Prophets are full of glorious predictions concerning the kingdom glories. “The Lord of glory” speaks of a wider scene than this earth; it speaks of a universal dominion embracing every created thing and being, over which the crucified One is made Lord.

   (V. 9). Sixthly, this scene of glory, to which the wisdom of God has destined His people, lies outside the range of the natural man. The apostle thus quotes the prophet Isaiah to show that God has secrets, into which man as such cannot enter. His eye, aided by marvellous instruments, can see far into the depths of space and into the minute wonders of nature; his ear can be trained to hear and appreciate wonderful combinations of melodious sounds; his mind is capable of marvellous conceptions and emotions; but there are things which God has prepared for them that love Him that the natural man has neither seen nor heard, and which are beyond the range of the highest flights of his imagination.

   (V. 10). Seventhly, the fact that the wisdom of God lies outside the comprehension of the natural man does not imply that the things of wisdom cannot be seen, cannot be heard, and cannot be known, for at once the apostle says, “God hath revealed them”. The things that God has prepared God has revealed. If, however, God has revealed these things, it is “by His Spirit”. The Spirit alone is competent to reveal these things, for nothing is beyond the range of the divine knowledge and power of the Spirit. He searcheth all things, yea the deep things of God. We may seek to excuse our lack of spiritual energy by saying that these things are too deep for us; but let us remember that they are not too deep for the Spirit, for He “searcheth all things, yea, the deep things of God”.

   (V. 11). What is in man's mind is not known to any but the spirit of the man himself who has the thoughts. No one knows the uncommunicated thought of my mind except my own spirit; so no one knows the uncommunicated thoughts and counsels of God save the Spirit of God.

   (V. 12). The apostle and other vessels of revelation received the Spirit which is of God that they might know the things that are freely given to us of God. “This is the knowledge of the things themselves in the vessels of revelation.” In the primary sense the truth of these verses, 10 to 12, is limited to the apostles; it is revelation that is the subject.

   (V. 13). Furthermore, the things which were made known to the apostles by the revelation of the Spirit have been passed on to us by the inspiration of the Spirit. In the communication of these things the apostle is careful to shut out any possible error of man by saying that these things are not communicated “in the words which man's wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth”. This is the apostolic claim for verbal inspiration. The very words used are inspired by the Holy Ghost. Spiritual things are communicated by spiritual means. The instruments were not made infallible, but were perfectly guided in their communications. This is inspiration.

   (Vv. 14, 15). Thus we learn that the wisdom of God is made known by revelation and communicated to others by inspiration. Now we learn that the reception of the truth is also by the Spirit of God. The natural man cannot receive the things of God; they are foolishness to him; they can only be spiritually discerned. But he that is spiritual discerneth all things. We do well to remember that it is the “spiritual”, not simply he that has the Spirit, that discerneth all things. A man must, indeed, have the Spirit to be spiritual; but being spiritual implies a condition in which a man is under the control of the Spirit. Such discern all things, yet they themselves are not discerned of any. The spiritual man can discern the motives that govern the world, though the world cannot discern the motives and principles that govern the spiritual man.

   	In verse 14 the apostle speaks of the natural man, in verse 15 of the spiritual man, and in 1 Corinthians 3 of the carnal, or fleshly, man. The natural man is the unconverted man, without the Spirit; the carnal man is the believer, having the Spirit, but walking like the natural man; the spiritual man is the believer walking in the Spirit.

   (V. 16). In verse 15 the apostle tells us that “the spiritual discerns all things”. It is not indeed that such naturally know the mind of the Lord, or can instruct Him; but the Lord has given to believers His Spirit and instructs them; such can therefore say, “We have the mind of Christ”.

   	If the first chapter shuts out the flesh in its pride of birth and power and position, so that he that will glory glories in the Lord, this chapter shuts out the mind of man, so that believers may be let into the privilege of having “the mind of Christ” through the Spirit.

   	The Spirit is the great theme of the chapter. If Paul brings the testimony of God to sinners, it is “in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (verse 4). If God has prepared great blessings for those who love Him, they are revealed unto the apostles by the Spirit (verse 10). The things that are revealed by the Spirit are fully known to the Spirit (verses 10 and 11). The things revealed and known to the apostles are, through them, communicated to others by the Spirit (verse 13). The things communicated by the apostles are received by the Spirit (verse 14), the result being that believers are, through the Spirit, instructed in the mind of Christ (verse 16).

   
   1 Corinthians 3.

   Having brought before us the Cross as setting aside the flesh in judgment, and the Holy Spirit as setting aside the wisdom of this world, the apostle now returns to the theme with which he commenced the Epistle, the state of division that existed in the assembly at Corinth. Later he will deal with other manifestations of the flesh, but, apparently, he deals first with this particular evil, for, as so often since that day, a divided state in the assembly renders it difficult, if not impossible, to correct other abuses.

   	The apostle first refers to the low condition of the assembly proved by their fleshly attitude towards the servants of God (verses 1-4). To correct this abuse of gifts and gifted servants, the apostle gives valuable instruction as to service, or work, for the Lord (verses 5-23), and as to the servants, or workmen, in 1 Cor. 4.

   1. The low spiritual condition of the assembly.

   (Vv. 1-4). With all their boasted wisdom and knowledge and gifts the Corinthian assembly was in such a low spiritual condition that the apostle was unable to minister to them the deep things of God. It is true they were not natural men that have not the Spirit (1 Cor. 2: 14), nor were they spiritual men walking according to the Spirit, but the apostle has to say, “Are ye not carnal?”. They were believers, having the Spirit, but walking according to the flesh. How deeply humbling to discover that it is possible to be enriched with all utterance and knowledge and gift, and be “full” and “wise in Christ” and “strong” (1 Cor. 4: 8-10), and yet, in the sight of God, be carnal, or spiritually undeveloped, like a babe that has ceased to grow, and therefore unable to assimilate the rich, spiritual food that God has provided for His people.

   	The apostle convicts them of their carnality by calling attention to the conditions that existed amongst them. He says, “There is among you envying, and strife”. In their practical ways they walked as natural men. Instead of serving one another in love, as becomes saints, they were envious of one another and seeking to equal, or excel, one another in knowledge and the exercise of gifts, even as men of the world. Envy was thus at the root of all their strife. Perhaps there is no greater power for evil in the world than envy. Envy led to the first murder in the world, when Cain rose up against his brother and slew him; and envy led to the greatest murder in the world, when the Jews killed the Prince of life, for we read that Pilate “knew that for envy they had delivered Him” (Matthew 27: 18). Will it not be found that envy has been the main cause of all the strifes amongst the people of God? The apostle Peter warns us that envy knows no pity. It leads to “malice” and “evil speakings”, and the malice leads to “guile” by which a man attempts to cover up what he is, and “hypocrisies” by which a man pretends to be what he is not (1 Peter 2: 1).

   	These Corinthian saints pandered to this spirit of emulation by attaching themselves to certain gifted teachers, and by closely following and accepting all they said, not necessarily because it was the truth according to the word of God, but because it was advanced by a favourite teacher. One said, “I am of Paul”; another said, “I am of Apollos”. Each seeking to defend his favourite teacher naturally led to strife, and strife to divisions. Thus men were followed, individuals were exalted, and divisions resulted. Two evils followed: one was sectarianism, which set aside the truth of the assembly, the other clericalism, which set aside Christ as the Head of the assembly.

   2. Instruction as to service.

   (V. 5). To correct this abuse of gifts, the apostle first presents some important truths as to service and the different forms it may take.

   	First, the apostle asks, “Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos?”. These gifted brothers, whom the Corinthian assembly had been exalting into the false position as leaders of parties, were, after all, but “ministering servants” by whom the Corinthians had believed.

   	Secondly, these gifted men held their position as servants, not according to man's appointment, but “as the Lord has given to each”.

   (V. 6). Thirdly, these servants had not all been given the same service. As in the field, one plants and another tends the plants, but God alone can cause the plants to grow, so, in the service of the Lord, Paul may be used to obtain converts and Apollos be used to care for the converts, but God alone can give life and spiritual growth.

   (V. 7). Fourthly, if it is God that giveth the increase, then the servants that the Corinthians had been exalting out of their place were comparatively very insignificant. Without God they were nothing and their service useless.

   (V. 8). Fifthly, though different work may be given to the servants yet they “are one”. By constituting them leaders of parties the Corinthian assembly were setting them in opposition to one another. But none can do without the other. However varied the gifts, as servants they are one.

   	Sixthly, though one as servants, “each shall receive his own reward according to his own labour”. The reward will not be according to the position that man may have given the servant, nor according to man's thoughts of his service, but according to God's estimate of his labours.

   (V. 9). Seventhly, we are reminded that the servants are “God's fellow-workmen”, words that do not imply that they are labourers together with God, but that they work together under the direction of God. They are not rivals, as men would make them, but fellow-companions.

   	Such is the service of the labourers; but what of the saints that are served? Are they merely man-made sects, such as the Corinthians were forming, to be dominated by certain gifted leaders? Paul's answer is that, instead of being sects, taking their character from certain gifted men such as Paul and Apollos, they belong to God. They are “God's husbandry” and “God's building”. First, they are viewed under the figure of a field in which there is fruit, or increase, for God; secondly, they are looked at as a temple in which the Spirit of God dwells and where there is light for men. Already the Lord in His teaching has connected fruit with the field and light with the house (Luke 8: 15, 16). The truth by which Paul met, and condemned, divisions in those early days is still the truth that condemns the divisions of Christendom in our day. If we realise that we belong to God, that we are “God's husbandry” and “God's building”, we shall surely refuse to be called by any sectarian name.

   (Vv. 10, 11). The saints truly belong to God. Nevertheless, the servants of God have their special service in connection with the people of God according to the special grace given by God. Of his own special service the apostle proceeds to speak, and then of the responsibility of others who follow him in service. Paul had been used to lay the foundation of the assembly at Corinth in his testimony to Jesus Christ. He preached Christ, with the result that a company of people was led to believe in Jesus. In apostolic power and grace the foundation had been truly laid — Christ in the souls of believers. It was the responsibility of other servants who followed to edify these saints.

   	It is important to remember that in this passage “God's building” presents a very different view of the church to that which is brought before us in Matthew 16: 18, 1 Peter 2: 4, 5 and Ephesians 2: 20, 21. In these passages the church is viewed as a building against which the power of Satan cannot prevail, a holy temple into which no defilement can enter, of which the Builder is Christ, and with which no workmen are mentioned. Here, although the assembly is spoken of as God's building, workmen are employed.

   (V. 12). Following upon the laying of the foundation by the apostle Paul, we have the solemn possibility of the breakdown in responsibility of those who continue to build upon the foundation through building with bad material. A man may teach sound doctrine, or that which is worthless. Moreover, the figures used, “gold, silver, precious stones”, would suggest that there are differences in the value of the doctrines taught, even as “wood, hay, stubble” would suggest that some errors are worse than others.

   (V. 13). The work of each one will be tested by the day of trial. The day looks on to the revelation of Christ from heaven in flaming fire (2 Thessalonians 1: 7, 8). Anything built with wood, hay or stubble will not stand the fire of judgment. Souls may be held together for a time with false doctrine, as we see on every hand in Christendom, but such work will not stand the fire.

   (V. 14). The apostle makes a distinction amongst three classes of workmen. First, he speaks of the true workman who does good work. He teaches sound doctrine, whereby the saints are edified. His work abides, and he himself will receive a reward.

   (V. 15). Secondly, he speaks of a true workman, but whose work is bad and therefore burned. A builder may see his building destroyed by fire, though he may escape. So the day of Christ may prove that a man has taught doctrines which were erroneous, and therefore his work, in connection with the people of God, worthless, though he himself is on the foundation — a true believer in Jesus. Such will be saved, though his work is destroyed and he loses his reward.

   (Vv. 16, 17). Thirdly, the apostle speaks of a bad workman and bad work. We are reminded that the assembly of God, viewed as a whole, is the temple of God in which the Spirit of God dwells. It is not merely that there are converted people on earth, but God has His house or temple. We are to look at ourselves, not as isolated individuals, but as forming part of God's dwelling on earth, and holiness becomes God's house. It thus becomes intensely solemn if any defiles or corrupts the house of God. We have seen that there are those who edify the people of God with sound doctrine. Then there are those who present defective views of truth, or a false interpretation of the word. Lastly, there is the far worse case of one who teaches false doctrines that destroy the fundamental truths of God and undermine the foundations of Christianity. The fact that a man can teach such doctrines is a sure proof that he himself is not on the foundation. He is a corrupter and will be destroyed as well as his work. The effect of his work is to destroy God's temple, and God destroys him.

   	Whether the doctrines taught are good, worthless or destructive, they will all be tested. Much that passes muster now in that day may be found worthless or, what is worse, corrupt.

   (V. 18). These solemn considerations lead to the apostle's warning, “Let no man deceive himself”. It is possible, then, to deceive oneself that what is being taught is true, when, in fact, it is worthless. The great source of deception is the attempt to stand well with the world by seeking to accommodate Christianity to the wisdom of this world. The servant who will stand for the truth must be content to become a fool in the eyes of the world; then, indeed, he will have the true wisdom according to God. It was so with the apostle, of whom the worldly Festus could say, “Thou art beside thyself; much learning doth make thee mad”.

   (Vv. 19, 20). The wisdom of this world commands the respect of the natural man, and at times may look very attractive even to the Christian, as in the case of the Corinthian saints; nevertheless, it is foolishness with God. The very wisdom of the world becomes its undoing, for it is written, “He taketh the wise in their own craftiness”. The wisdom of this world is mere craft, which entraps those who boast in it. The Lord knoweth that the “reasonings” of the wise are vain (N.Tn.).

   (Vv. 21-23). As Christians, therefore, we are warned against glorying in men. To do so would be to place ourselves in the apparently false position of belonging to those in whom we glory. As Christians we do not belong to men, but all things belong to us in the sense that we are set above all as belonging to Christ. The Corinthians were ranging themselves under certain teachers as if they belonged to different gifted men. No, says the apostle, they all belong to you. The world with all its power, life with all its changes, death with its terrors, even as all that can happen in the present or future, are set under the Christian because he belongs to Christ, and Christ is God's. God is over all, Christ is God's, we are Christ's, and all things are ours.

   
   1 Corinthians 4.

   The instruction in 1 Cor. 3 has service, or “work”, more especially in view. (See verses 8, 13, 14 and 15.) The teaching in 1 Cor. 4 refers more definitely to the servant. The Corinthian believers were walking as men (1 Cor. 3: 3), and thus making much of man's day and man's world. Being accustomed in the world around them to schools of opinion under the leadership of different philosophers, they were tempted, in like manner, to form different parties under the leadership of gifted men in the assembly of God. To correct these worldly ideas and wrong practices, the apostle sets before us the truth as to the servants of Christ in relation to Christ and to the world.

   (V. 1). The Corinthian assembly had sought to make gifted brothers the leaders of parties. The apostle reminds them that, so far from being centres of gathering for God's people, these gifted men were actually “servants”, thus reminding us of our Lord's own words, “Whosoever will be great among you, shall be your servant; and whosoever will be first among you, let him be your bondman” (Matthew 20: 26, 27). Further, though taking the place of servants, they were not the servants of parties, but “the servants of Christ”. The word used for “minister”, or “servant”, in this passage implies, we are told, “an appointed servant”. Paul and his fellow-labourers were servants by the appointment of Christ. This is of importance, for the One Who appoints is the One Who is feared and to Whom the servant will have to answer. In Christianity, as set forth in Scripture, the true servant, being “the servant of Christ”, is delivered from the fear of man and is thus able to set forth the full truth with great plainness of speech.

   	Furthermore, the servants of Christ are “stewards of the mysteries of God”, not the unholy mysteries connected with the heathen world by which the Corinthians were surrounded, but the precious truths of God, kept secret in Old Testament days, displayed in connection with Christ in glory, revealed by the Holy Spirit to the apostles, and received by believers. As the servants of Christ they were the servants of One Whom the world had rejected, and as stewards of the mysteries of God they were stewards of things that the world, as such, could not possibly comprehend. Hence neither the ministers of Christ nor the stewards of God's mysteries could possibly be popular with the world.

   (V. 2). The apostle proceeds to show that the great characteristic required in a steward is not cleverness, nor eloquence, nor popularity, but “faithfulness”. This is in accord with the Lord's own teaching, when He spoke of the “faithful and wise steward” (Luke 12: 42). Later, when near his end, the apostle can write to Timothy, “The things that thou hast heard of me . . . the same commit thou to faithful men” (2 Timothy 2: 2). Moreover, in this chapter he speaks of Timothy as being “faithful in the Lord” (verse 17). We, like the Corinthian saints, may at times value servants by their knowledge or their gifts; but their spiritual value in God's sight is measured by their faithfulness.

   (Vv. 3-5). Moreover, the faithfulness is in relation to the One Who appoints. Hence the apostle can say, “It is the very smallest matter that I be examined of you or of man's day” (N.Tn.). He does not say that their judgment of him is no matter, but is of the least importance. Nor does he trust in his own examination of himself. He is not conscious of any wrong motive in himself, but this will not justify him from all unfaithfulness before the Lord, Who knows the secret counsels of the heart, and therefore can alone estimate the measure of faithfulness in each of His servants. This will not be known “until the Lord come”. Hence the true servant does not look for, or set great value upon, the approval of men. How often in the very things in which the saints praise us we may find the working of the flesh in some selfish motive for which we have to judge ourselves before the Lord. We are therefore to judge nothing before the time. Both the condemnation and praise of men may be equally at fault. At the coming of the Lord the stewardship of the servant will be appraised at its true value. “Then shall every man have praise of God”. This hardly implies that every man will be praised, but that every man that is praised will be praised “of God”. Men judge by the outward appearance; the Lord takes into account “the hidden things of darkness” and “the counsels of the heart”. How many an act that now has the appearance of great faithfulness may then be found to have been prompted by some unworthy motive!

   	It is well to note that, when the apostle exhorts us to “judge nothing before the time”, he is not speaking of the words or actions of the servants, but of their hidden motives. The apostle, in this very Epistle, very definitely judges, and condemns, many things that these Corinthian believers were both saying and doing. Other Scriptures clearly show that in the matter of fellowship, conduct and doctrine, the gifted servants, in common with all saints, are amenable to the discipline of the assembly, and that the assembly is responsible to judge in such matters.

   	Alas, have we not to admit that these exhortations have been entirely set aside in the great man-made systems of Christendom wherein the servants, instead of being appointed by Christ, are appointed by men or chosen by a congregation? The result has been that the mysteries of God have been almost wholly neglected, and the majority of servants has been more careful to retain popularity with men rather than maintain faithfulness to Christ.

   (V. 6). These principles as to service and faithfulness the apostle had applied to himself and to Apollos to expose the abuse of gifted brothers in their midst without actually mentioning any names, thus avoiding all personalities. He would have us not to think of men above that which is written in the word of God, and thus avoid exalting one man above another.

   (V. 7). Of those who might be seeking an undue position amongst the saints, he asks, “Who maketh thee to differ from another?”. If, by reason of a gift, the servant did in anywise differ from others, he had nothing but that which he had received. If a gift, it was given and not acquired by any merit. Where, then, was there ground for boasting? Unless near to the Lord and strong in His grace, how weak is the most gifted servant! Unless the flesh is judged by the Cross, and the Spirit ungrieved, according to the teaching of 1 Cor. 1 and 1 Cor. 2, the servant, instead of using his gift in faithfulness to the Lord and for the blessing of His people, is in constant danger of seeking to use it to exalt himself.

   (V. 8). To expose the folly of those who were seeking to exalt themselves by their gifts, the apostle draws a contrast between the present portion of the Corinthian assembly and the future portion of the faithful servant in the day of the Lord, of which he has been speaking. The “now” of verse 8 is in contrast to the “then” of verse 5. The Corinthian believers were seeking the praise of men “now” in the time and place of Christ's rejection. The faithful servant will have the praise of God “then” in the day of Christ's glory. They had sought to use Christianity to enrich themselves and reign as kings; but, says the apostle, it is “without us”. He would that the reigning time had come, but we are still in the world from which Christ has been rejected, and by which He was nailed to a Cross; evidently, then, it is neither the time nor the place for the followers of Christ to reign as kings. Christendom has fallen into this Corinthian snare, for on every hand professing Christians seek the favour of the world, attempt to direct its course and gain its applause.

   (V. 9). The faithful follower of Christ will neither seek nor obtain power or praise in this world. His portion will be one of suffering and reproach “for Christ's sake”, as exemplified in the life of the apostles, so touchingly set before us in the verses that follow. As far as this world is concerned, the portion of the apostles was much like that of the unhappy creatures which were appointed to death and kept for the last scene in the great Roman spectacles. The onlookers are not simply the holiday audience of an amphitheatre but the world, the angels and men. Well, indeed, for us to remember that the church is the lesson-book of “the principalities and powers in heavenly places” (Ephesians 3: 10).

   	As we read these verses, we learn how the world viewed these faithful followers of Christ, the trying circumstances through which they passed, and the way in which the world treated them.

   (V. 10). The world viewed them as “fools” and “weak”, and consequently “despised” them. But they were content to be thought fools “for Christ's sake”. Alas, too often, like the believers at Corinth, we may be tempted to use our knowledge of Christ to appear wise in the eyes of the world, and to obtain power and honour in the world.

   (Vv. 11-13). As to circumstances, the Corinthians were “full” and “rich” (verse 8), but these devoted apostles had to face “hunger and thirst”. At times they were naked and buffeted by the storms of life. They had to “wander without a home” (N.Tn.), and labour, working with their own hands to meet their necessities. As to the treatment they received from the world, they were “reviled”, “persecuted” and “insulted”. Nevertheless, the treatment they received only served to draw out from them a witness to Christ, for, when reviled, they blessed, when persecuted, they patiently submitted, and when insulted, they entreated.

   	As far as this world is concerned, the apostle treated all its glories as loss and filth (Philippians 3: 8), while the world, on its side, treated the apostles as filth and the off-scouring of all things. How blessedly these servants followed in the steps of their Master, and, in their measure, shared in His sufferings from the hands of men. According to His perfect estimate of their faithfulness they will have His praise and share in His glories in the day to come.

   (Vv. 14-16). This marvellous description of the power of Christianity, as set forth in the apostles, must have shamed the Corinthians, as, indeed, it shames us all. Nevertheless, the apostle does not write to shame them as enemies, but to warn them as beloved sons in the faith. They may have ten thousand instructors, but one father in Christ, so he beseeches them to be imitators of their father.

   (V. 17). In order that they may be his imitators, the apostle has sent Timothy to remind them of his “ways which be in Christ”. If he desires us to imitate himself, it is only in as far as his ways are in Christ, so blessedly brought before us in the account he has just given of the life of faithful servants. Of Timothy he can also say that he has proved himself to be “faithful in the Lord”. Further, Timothy would witness that the apostle's “ways which be in Christ” were the same in every assembly. Men have introduced into their self-constituted systems ways according to their own ideas. For the one who bows to Scripture there are no other ways than those which the apostle taught “everywhere in every assembly”.

   (Vv. 18-21). Alas, then as now “some are puffed up” and entirely indifferent to the inspired teaching of the apostle. As to such the apostle indicates that the real test of spirituality is not in the speech, but in the power of life. As far as speech is concerned, the apostle has to warn us a little later that we can speak like an angel and yet be nothing. The kingdom of God is not set forth by our words merely, but in what we are as manifested by spiritual power (1 Cor. 2: 4, 5). The apostle asks, how shall he come to them? Will it be with a rod to chasten, or in love and the spirit of meekness to edify? We may well ask, how would he come to Christendom today; how would he come to us?

   
   1 Corinthians 5.

   In 1 Cor. 3 and 4 the apostle has dealt with the strifes and divisions that existed in the assembly at Corinth. In the next section of his Epistle, comprising 1 Cor. 5 to 7, he treats of the great subject of holiness. In 1 Cor. 5 he speaks more especially of collective holiness, in 1 Cor. 6 of individual holiness, and in 1 Cor. 7 of holiness in the family relationships. He shows that collective holiness must be maintained by purging out the old leaven from the assembly and putting away a wicked person from amongst the saints, that individual holiness is maintained by self-judgment, and family holiness by the right use of the relationships established by God.

   	Already the apostle has reminded these saints that they are the temple of God, and, he says, “The Spirit of God dwelleth in you”. He then adds, “The temple of God is holy” (1 Cor. 3: 16, 17). The presence of God is intolerant of evil, and demands holiness. Whatever form the house of God may take, whether a material building as in days of old, or a spiritual building composed of believers, the first great and unchanging principle of God's house is holiness. As we read, “Holiness becometh thine house, O Lord, for ever” (Psalm 93: 5). Ezekiel sets holiness as the great leading principle of God's house. “This”, says he, “is the law of the house; Upon the top of the mountain the whole limit thereof round about shall be most holy. Behold, this is the law of the house” (Ezekiel 43: 12).

   (V. 1). The carnality of these believers was not only seen in that they ranged themselves under certain favourite teachers, thus making divisions, but it was further manifested in extreme laxity of morals. They were surrounded by the filthiness of heathenism, from which they had just emerged, and they had been used to think lightly of gross sins. Nevertheless, amongst them had occurred a case of unholiness of such a gross character that it would have shamed the heathen.

   (V. 2). Moreover, there was not only this gross evil in their midst, but there was the tolerance of the evil-doer. Indeed they were puffed up rather than mourning. It is true that they had not received any apostolic directions how to deal with the offender, but spiritual instincts should at least have led them to humble themselves about the sin of this wicked person and desire his removal. We thus learn that, apart from distinct instructions involving definite responsibilities, there are the moral sensibilities of the new nature which should lead us to take a certain course. Cases may arise when a man's course becomes such an exercise to the saints that they desire his removal from their midst and yet have no clear ground for action. In such cases this Scripture clearly indicates that we can spread the matter before the Lord and mourn before Him, with the assurance of His intervention in removing the troubler. The Lord, in such a case, does Himself what we ourselves may have to do when the case is clear. It may be well to note in this connection, that “taken away” in verse 2 and “put away” in verse 13 are similar words in the original. As one has said, “Humiliation and prayer are the resource of those who feel a wrong, and know not yet the remedy”.

   (Vv. 3-5). The apostle proceeds to give them definite directions how to act in a proved case of public wickedness. He was absent in body but present in spirit, and had already judged as present, that when gathered together, according to the directions given by apostolic authority, and with the power of the Lord Jesus Christ, to act in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, by delivering “such an one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus”. It is well to note carefully these directions and what they involve.

   	“When ye are gathered together” supposes the assembly in its normal condition, composed of all the saints in the locality, acting in the spirit which energised the apostle, and the power of the Lord Jesus with them. Gathered thus they would act as representing the Lord Jesus Christ in delivering such an one to Satan. This further supposes that outside the assembly there is the world dominated by Satan. The offender had behaved in such a way that he had proved himself unfit for the presence of the Lord, so was delivered over to Satan's sphere — outside the assembly. Even so, he was not looked at as an unbeliever, for it was for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit might be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.

   	Today this could not be carried out as when things were normal. We could not deliver such an one unto Satan, for in the ruin of Christendom no company could say that outside their assembly there is nothing but Satan's world; and no company could claim to include all the saints in one locality. Nevertheless, the injunction at the end of the chapter still remains, “Put away from among yourselves that wicked person”. The result may, indeed, be that the wicked person comes under the power of Satan, to learn to judge the flesh in himself that he failed to judge when in the place of the power of Christ.

   (V. 6-8). The apostle proceeds to show the solemn result of the moral insensibility that allowed unjudged evil in their midst. Evil is presented under the figure of leaven. As a little leaven permeates the whole lump, so known, unjudged evil in any assembly of Christians will affect the whole company. The whole lump leavened does not imply that the whole company becomes incestuous like the evil-doer, but that all become defiled. Nothing more clearly condemns the false principle that known sin in the assembly concerns only the one directly guilty and does not involve all. It is not, therefore, enough to put away the wicked person; they must judge themselves for the low condition that could complacently tolerate evil. Thus they would purge out the old leaven and be in practice what they were in position before God in Christ, an unleavened lump as the result of the work of Christ.

   	We are thus exhorted to keep the feast, not with old leaven of indifference to sin, nor with leaven of malice and wickedness, but with sincerity and truth. When the apostle says, “Let us keep the feast”, he is not referring exclusively to the Lord's Supper, but rather to the whole period of the believer's life on earth, of which the unleavened feast is a type.

   (V. 9-13). In the verses that follow, the apostle shows that, in exhorting Christians to exercise holy discipline and live a life of sincerity and truth, he is referring to the Christian circle. To extend either to the man of the world would be unreal and impossible. If, however, one “called a brother” is living in open and unjudged sin, we are not to have company with him, or show any fellowship with him by eating a meal with him. It is no business of the Christian to attempt to put the world right by judging its evil. This God will do in His own time. Our responsibility is to judge any evil that may manifest itself in the Christian company. “Therefore”, says the apostle, “put away from among yourselves that wicked person”.

   
   1 Corinthians 6.

   (V. 1). Having dealt with the unjudged immorality in their midst, the apostle now exposes the inconsistency of Christians going to law before worldly tribunals to settle disputes between brethren in things pertaining to this life. In plain language he reproves any brother, who has a matter against another brother, for daring to seek a legal settlement by the “unjust”, instead of appealing to the saints. In speaking of the world's tribunal as that of the “unjust”, he is viewing the men of this world in relation to God.

   (V. 2). To show the inconsistency of this course, the apostle asks them to view their actions in the light of the world to come. They know that in that day the saints will be associated with Christ when He rules over the world and angels. How inconsistent, then, to seek the judgment of those whom we are going to judge.

   (Vv. 3, 4). Further, he shows the futility of appealing to the world, for, if the saints are going to judge the world and angels, they must surely be capable of adjudicating in the comparatively small affairs of every-day life. This being so, if matters that pertain to this life arise between brothers, the least esteemed in the assembly are able to settle them, as they call for no great spirituality or gift, but rather common sense and honesty.

   (Vv. 5, 6). If the apostle has to speak thus, it is really to their shame, for their going to law before the world would seem to prove that, in spite of all the knowledge and gifts in which they boasted, there was not amongst them a wise man able to settle these little matters, and so brother went to law with brother, and that before unbelievers. It is evident that the apostle is speaking of matters that need not be brought before the assembly, for they can be settled by “a wise man”.

   (Vv. 7, 8). Having condemned this worldly procedure, the apostle now deals with the low moral state that led to such practices. As so often behind wrong practices there exists a wrong spirit and ignorance of divine principles. They were evidently not prepared to take wrong, or suffer wrong, for Christ's sake. On the contrary, in going to law with one another they did wrong and in result defrauded one another. Where, then, was the patience and suffering for well-doing? As one has said, “They came behind in no gift, and they came forward in no grace”, and again, “If I can keep Christ's character, I would rather do that than keep my cloak” (J.N.D.). We may show a good deal of temper and strong feeling when we fancy someone is over-charging us, and thus prove we are more ready to lose Christ's character than lose our coppers.

   (Vv. 9-11). The apostle passes on to speak of the wrongs that provoked the law suits. He gives a solemn description of evil in its corruption, rather than its violence, which was rampant at Corinth, but which has no place in the kingdom of God. Having given this terrible list of the corruptions of the flesh, he says, “Such were some of you”. Wonderful grace that can take us up from the lowest place of degradation in the far country and associate us with Christ in the highest place of glory in the Father's house! Having lived in such conditions, these saints were in special danger of lapsing into old habits unless kept cleaving to Christ.

   	However sad the evils that needed to be dealt with, the apostle can still say, “But ye are washed, but ye are sanctified, but ye are justified”. In saying they are washed, it is evident that the apostle is not referring to the constant need of the application of the word to remove all the daily defilements that put us out of touch with Christ, and which is set forth in figure by feet-washing. He refers rather to the work of the Spirit in new birth, which is done once for all, and by which is imparted a new nature that shrinks from the filth of the flesh.

   	Sanctification carries us further, for, if by washing we are set apart from the filth of the flesh, by sanctification we are set apart to God. Other Scriptures, such as John 17: 19 and I Thessalonians 5: 23, speak of the progressive sanctification by which the believer becomes increasingly devoted to the interests of God. Here, however, it is the absolute setting apart of the believer, of which we read in Hebrews 10: 10, “By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all”. The stone, when once cut from the quarry, is set apart from it for ever, though afterwards it may be worked and carved to make it more fitted for the designer's purpose. By justification the soul has been cleared of all charge before God through the work of Christ. By the Holy Spirit these great truths are made good in our souls.

   (Vv. 12-20). As we have a new nature, have been set apart for God, and justified from the guilt of our sins, the apostle, in the remaining verses of the chapter, reminds us that our bodies are for the Lord. On the one hand, therefore, let us beware of using them for the gratification of the flesh; on the other hand, let us use them for the glory of God (verse 20).

   	“All things” (and here he speaks of right things — food and natural relations) are lawful for the Christian, but even so we have to beware, for, though all may be lawful, it by no means follows that all things are expedient. There is the danger that in using right things we may come under the power of them. The apostle refers specially to meats. As meats are needed for the body and they are naturally suited the one to the other, we are at liberty to use meats. It is possible, however, to use meats and the body for self-indulgence and become a glutton.

   	The apostle then passes on to speak of that which is not lawful for the body — actual sin. Here we are reminded that the body is for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. He reminds us, too, that these bodies are destined for high honour, for even as God hath raised up the Lord, so will He also raise up these bodies by His own power. Moreover, our bodies are members of Christ, and he that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit. The apostle learnt something of this great truth at his conversion, for the Lord said to him, “Why persecutest thou Me?”. To touch the bodies of the saints was to touch Christ. How solemn is all sin, but how specially solemn is sin against the body which is indwelt by the Holy Spirit and belongs to God, and which it is our privilege and responsibility to use for the glory of God. To press upon us the deep importance of holiness, the apostle re-minds us in the course of the chapter that we are washed, sanctified and justified, and, further, that our bodies are for the Lord, joined to the Lord, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, belong to God, and are to be used for the glory of God; and, too, the Lord is for the body, and God will raise it up by His power.

   
   1 Corinthians 7.

   (Vv. 1, 2). Having exhorted the saints to maintain holiness in the assembly (1 Cor. 5) and individual holiness (1 Cor. 6), the apostle now instructs us to maintain holiness in the natural relationships of life. Christianity by no means sets aside the order of nature, though it will correct the abuses by which fallen man may have corrupted these relationships. Every man is at liberty to have his own wife, and every woman her own husband, and indeed this is a legitimate way to avoid the temptation to unholiness. The spurious pretension to higher spirituality by insisting upon asceticism is thus entirely condemned.

   (Vv. 3-5). The apostle gives his advice to those in the married state. The relationship is to be taken up with due consideration for each other as being mutually dependent upon each other.

   (Vv. 6-9). In having said, “Let every man have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband”, he is careful to explain that he is not giving a command, but he speaks as consenting to the married state. His own wish is that all should be as he himself, free from these relationships. But he recognises that it is not given of God for all to remain unmarried, and where not given it is “better to marry”.

   (Vv. 10, 11). To the married he gives, not simply his counsel, but the direct ruling of the Lord. The wife is not to depart from the husband. If she shall have been separated, she is to remain unmarried, or be reconciled to her husband. Let not the husband put away his wife.

   (Vv. 12-17). The apostle then takes up the difficult position of a brother with an unbelieving wife, or the woman with an unbelieving husband. Here he gives his advice. This does not con-template for a moment the case of a believer marrying an unbeliever, which is clearly contrary to the mind of the Lord (2 Cor. 6: 14). Here it is the case of mixed marriages, where one of the parties has been converted after the marriage. In this case the believer is not defiled by union with the unbeliever. On the contrary the unbeliever is sanctified and the children holy. Here the sanctification and the holiness do not signify a spiritual condition that puts them in relationship with God, but rather that through the believer the relationship is clean and owned of God, so that the believer can continue in it. If, however, the unbeliever departs, the believer is released from the bondage of being tied to an unbeliever and is not to raise any dispute with the one that has departed, for we are called to peace. This does not give the believer any licence to break the tie by departing from the unbeliever, nor does it grant the abandoned believer permission to remarry. So far from the believer separating from the unbeliever, the brother or sister is to remain at all cost in the relationship, counting upon God for the salvation of the unbeliever. There will thus be submission to what the Lord has allowed, and a walk in accord with His will. This, too, we are reminded, is the order for all the assemblies; thus ecclesiastical independency is shut out. The assemblies are not independent companies, each left free to adopt its own practices. The word of God is still our only guide, and assemblies walking in the light of the word will be united in submitting to its instructions.

   (Vv. 18, 19). The apostle has spoken of the call of God having come to a believer when linked with an unbeliever. He now speaks of the call coming to a believer when circumcised or uncircumcised. We know that Jewish training led some to set great value on the rite of circumcision, even going so far as to say that apart from circumcision Gentile believers could not be saved (Acts 15: 1). Here the apostle states that, for the Christian, neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any value. Obedience to the word of God is of value in His sight, not mere religious distinctions in the flesh.

   (Vv. 20-24). Then the apostle passes on to speak of the call of God coming to believers in different social positions. Again we learn that, as circumcision or uncircumcision has nothing to do with our call as Christians, so the social position as a slave or a freeman has nothing to say to the Christian call. As a general rule, therefore, let every man abide in the position in which he is called. He need not be concerned as to being a bondman. If, however, he can become free, so much the better. In any case let the Christian bondman remember that he is the Lord's freeman, and the freeman that he is Christ's bondman. Both have been bought with a price, and the One Who has bought us with the price of His precious blood has the first claim upon us. Thus, while we are exhorted to abide in our calling, either as bondmen or freemen, it is to be “with God”. This surely indicates that, though it may be right to remain a slave, it would not be right to continue in some dishonest trade in which it would be impossible to be “with God”.

   (Vv. 25-34). The apostle has spoken to those called in the marriage relationship; now he gives his advice to the unmarried. On account of the present condition of the world in all its distresses and necessities, and that the time is short, and its weeping and rejoicing will soon be over — for the fashion of this world is passing — he judges that it is good for a Christian to be free from earthly ties. This, however, does not mean that if a man is bound to a wife he is to seek to be free, but if free it is better to remain so. Nevertheless, Christians who enter upon the married state do no wrong, but they will have trouble in the flesh and add to their cares. The apostle would, as far as possible, have us without care, so that we might undistractedly serve the Lord. Naturally, and so far rightly, the married seek to please each other, whereas the unmarried are more free to serve the Lord undistractedly in spirit and in body.

   (Vv. 35-40). In thus speaking the apostle has our profit in view. He has no wish to cast a snare before us that may lead us into the delusion of being monks or nuns, which has led to so much corruption in a large part of professing Christendom. He leaves all free to marry, and adds a word as to the widow, about whom a question may arise, that she is free to marry — only let it be “in the Lord”. But he judges that he has the mind of the Lord in thinking she would be happier to remain free.

   
   1 Corinthians 8.

   In chapters 8, 9 and 10 the apostle firmly maintains the liberty of the individual, while solemnly warning against its abuse. In 1 Cor. 8 we are warned against using liberty in a way that may stumble our brother; in 1 Cor. 9 the servant is warned that it is possible to use liberty to his own condemnation; in 1 Cor. 10 we are warned against using liberty in a way that may compromise our fellowship, and give offence to Jews or Gentiles or the assembly of God.

   (Vv. 1-3). In chapter 1 Cor. 8 the apostle opens this important theme by bringing before us the danger of turning the liberty of the individual into licence to act in self-will without considering the effect of our acts upon others. It is thus possible for a Christian's liberty to become an occasion of stumbling his brother. The apostle presses home his warning by referring to the matter of eating meats offered to idols. Individual believers at Corinth, knowing that an idol was nothing, might personally feel quite free to go into the idol temple and eat meats offered to idols. But this raises the question, would it be right to do so if it were to stumble a brother? The apostle first shows that this is one of the important questions that cannot be answered by mere knowledge, but can very quickly be settled by love. This is of the first importance, for while the principle is here applied to the particular question of eating things sacrificed to idols, it has a wide application. In our day we should not in this country be faced with the question of eating meats offered to idols, yet many other questions may arise — for instance the question of a Christian smoking. Some would seek to settle such a question by knowledge that thinks only of the harmful effects it may have on the body, but the better way to settle such a question is by love, which asks, “What effect will it have upon my brother?” Knowledge occupies me with the thing in question — its merits or demerits — but love thinks of my brother.

   	This leads the apostle to make some important remarks on knowledge and love. First, he says, “We all have knowledge”, in measure at any rate. Knowledge, however, is not enough; we need love as well. There is in human nature a great thirst for knowledge, but if I pursue knowledge for the sake of acquiring knowledge, it will only puff me up, whereas love will build up my brother. Moreover, we only know in part; therefore to trust in our partial knowledge to settle questions will often lead us sadly astray.

   	Love to my brother, which thinks of his good, will be a surer and better way of settling questions which may otherwise only minister to self and self-importance.

   	But how is this love to my brother to be kept in activity? Only by love to God, as the apostle John tells us, “Every one that loveth Him that begat loveth him also that is begotten of Him”. So in this passage the apostle speaks of love to God, and reminds us that if a man loves God he realises, not simply that he knows God in some little measure, but that he is known of God. The consciousness that God knows me, and all that I have done, leaves no room for the pride which would be puffed up by mere knowledge.

   (Vv. 4-6). Further, the question of eating meats offered to idols leads the apostle to draw a brief but important contrast between idols and the true God. First, he says that we Christians know that an idol is nothing, and that there is none other God but one. Fallen man imagines many gods and many lords in heaven and on earth; but to us Christians there is but “one God, the Father” and “one Lord, Jesus Christ”. Here it is no question of bringing before us the Deity of Christ, but of how God has been pleased to reveal Himself, and the place the divine Persons hold in the ways of grace toward men. The Father remains in Godhead, and God is the source of all, and all for Him. The Son, while never ceasing to be God, has become flesh, and, in Manhood, has taken the place of Lord. Thus the One we know as Jesus Christ is the one Lord to Whom we all owe allegiance and subjection. He is both Creator of all things and the One by Whom we have been redeemed.

   (Vv. 7-13). Having spoken of the difference between love and knowledge, and having brought before us the true God, the apostle now shows that even among true Christians there were some who had not this full knowledge, and they were therefore not able with their partial knowledge to rise above the deeply rooted prejudices of their heathen training in regard to idols. They were apparently not altogether assured that idols were non-entities, and the meats offered to them no different from other meats. For such to eat of meats offered to idols would lead to a bad or defiled conscience. Moreover, if such an one saw a brother eating idol sacrifices, it might become a stumbling-block to him, and embolden him to do something which would give him a bad conscience, leading to his making shipwreck of the faith and the start on a path that ends in perishing. This does not raise the question of the possibility of a believer perishing, for the Lord Himself says, “They shall never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of My hand”. In one passage the believer is viewed from the Lord's side; in the other from man's. We may fail in our responsibility, and do that which, as far as we are concerned, would cause our brother to perish. In so acting, we not only wrong our brother for whom Christ died, but we wrong Christ. The apostle concludes, therefore, that love to my brother would lead me not to eat flesh, if, by so eating, my brother is stumbled.

   
   1 Corinthians 9.

   Having in the previous chapter maintained the liberty of the believer in the use of meats, and warned us against its abuse, the apostle in this chapter passes on to speak of the liberty and rights of the servants of the Lord, and again warns against any abuse of these privileges. But, while establishing the rights of the Lord's servants in such matters, he establishes the important principle that such rights are subservient to the interests of Christ and His people, and not for self-glorification or the indulgence of the body.

   (Vv. 1, 2). We know from the Second Epistle that some were calling in question the apostleship of Paul, so he opens this portion of his letter by briefly asserting his apostleship, as well as his liberty. He had the outstanding mark of an apostle, for he had seen “Jesus Christ, our Lord”. Moreover, how could the Corinthians have any doubt as to his apostleship, for were they not the seal and proof of it, as their existence as an assembly was the outcome of his “work in the Lord”? There were those who, in their jealousy of the apostle, were ready to suggest that he preached from interested motives, seeking to make a gain out of his service (2 Cor. 11: 9-12). The apostle answers such suggestions, first, by asserting the rights of the servant (verses 3-14) and, secondly, by showing the way in which he had used these rights (verses 15-27).

   (Vv. 3-7). As to the rights of the servant of the Lord, Paul, in common with other apostles, had a perfect right to partake of the ordinary mercies of the present life, a right to eat and drink, a right to lead about a sister as wife, a right to forbear working with his own hands. Moreover, he had a right to receive help in “carnal things” in return for his ministry in “spiritual things”. That this is so nature and common sense would show, for, asks the apostle, “Who ever carries on war at his own charges? who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its fruit? or who herds a flock, and does not eat of the milk of the flock?” (N.Tn.).

   (Vv. 8-11). Further, not only nature but Scripture affirms these rights, “For it is written in the law of Moses, Thou shalt not muzzle the mouth of the ox that treadeth out the corn”. In speaking thus God is not thinking only of the oxen. For our sakes it is written to teach us that, if the plougher and the thresher benefit by their labours, so the servants of the Lord, if they have sown “spiritual things”, have a perfect right to receive in return “carnal things”.

   (V. 12). If others availed themselves of this right to take of their carnal things, how much more could the apostle, who had served them so faithfully? If he refrained from taking of their carnal things, it was no proof that he was not an apostle, nor that he had no right to receive from them, but rather that he judged, in their case, the interests of the gospel of Christ would best be served by his suffering “all things”, rather than by taking of their “carnal things”. In his service the apostle was not governed by the thought of gain, but by the interests of Christ and His gospel.

   (Vv. 13, 14). Nevertheless, the rights of the servant remained, according to the typical teaching of the service in connection with the temple and its altar. Above all, the apostle asserts that these rights are according to that which the Lord has ordained, “that they which preach the gospel should live of the gospel”. Whether it was nature (verse 7), or Scripture (verses 9, 10), or the direct ordinance of the Lord (verses 13, 14), all concur in maintaining the rights of the one ministering in spiritual things to receive the carnal things of the saints.

   (V. 15). Having carefully asserted the rights of the servant, the apostle, in the remaining verses of the chapter, shows how he personally had used his rights in the assembly at Corinth. He had turned them into an occasion for sacrificing himself in the interests of Christ and His gospel. As one has said, “This privilege is transformed in his hands into another kind of privilege altogether; that is the privilege of sacrificing himself for Christ and for His service”. He gave up one privilege to enjoy a higher privilege. He can thus say, “I have used none of these things”. Nor did he write this letter to seek from them any help in temporal things. He would not receive help from them and thus allow any man to make void his glorying in this respect.

   (Vv. 16, 17). If, however, he speaks of glorying, he is at once careful to state that he was not seeking to glorify himself because he preached the gospel, but did so freely. An administration had been committed to him to preach, and, whether he did so willingly or not, he was responsible to carry out the work entrusted to him. His reward would not be for doing his appointed work, but for doing it willingly.

   (V. 18). What, then, was his reward? This — that in preaching the gospel he gave up his rights, so that the gospel might be “without charge”. He did not use his rights as belonging to him, to be used according to his own will, without regard to the directions of the Lord. It may be well to note that the word “abuse”, used in this passage and also in 1 Cor. 7: 31, has in neither case the meaning with which we generally use the word. The force of the word is “to use as one that has possession of a thing”, or a person “using it as he likes, as his own” (J.N.D.). The apostle was sent by the Lord to preach, and it was ordained by the Lord that he had a right to be supported. He did not, however, use this right as if it were a possession that he could use as he liked. He thought of Christ and His glory, and so used, or refrained from the use of, this right according as he judged he had the mind of the Lord in carrying out his service in a way that would be best for the glory of Christ.

   (Vv. 19-23). Thus, entirely free from all, he used his freedom to become the servant of all. When preaching to the Jews he could meet them on their own ground, adapt himself to their modes of thought, and avoid wounding their scruples. With those under law he could appeal to them as entering into all their exercises as one under law, though he is careful to add, “not being myself under law” (N.Tn.). As to those without law, he could appeal to them on their ground, though again he guards himself by saying that he was “not as without law to God, but as legitimately subject to Christ” (N.Tn.). To the weak he could become as one weak. He was made all things to all men, that he might by all means save some. Moreover, he acted thus for the sake of the glad tidings, which he personifies when he says, “that I may be fellow-partaker with them” (N.Tn.).

   (Vv. 24-27). In his thus speaking it must not be inferred that the apostle accommodated himself to the world in order to escape reproach and spare the flesh. To dispel any such misconception, the apostle shows in the closing verses that the path of service is one of self-denial. There is, indeed, a reward for service far better than the prize to be obtained in the world's games; there they run for a corruptible crown, but the Christian for an incorruptible. Nevertheless, if to obtain an earthly crown requires a temperate life, how much more necessary it is to be temperate in all things to obtain the incorruptible crown. The apostle ran with no uncertainty as to the glorious end of the path. The conflict for him was no mere trifling, like beating the air. He was careful not to indulge the body, but rather to keep it in subjection, that it might be no hindrance to him in his service. The saints at Corinth were boasting in their gifts and seeking their ease (1 Cor. 4: 6-8). Let us beware of preaching without practice, for the apostle warns us that it is possible to preach and yet be a castaway. We know that the believer will never perish, and the apostle does not say it is possible to be born again, or converted, and be a castaway. Preaching to others is not everything. First we must be a Christian and then a preacher, if called of the Lord.

   
   1 Corinthians 10 - 11: 1.

   In the tenth chapter the apostle first warns us that it is possible to make a profession of Christianity by having part in Christian ordinances and yet perish. He then gives us the true significance of the cup and the loaf, of which we partake at the Lord's Supper, and closes by warning us against using our individual liberty in a way that would compromise Christian fellowship or give offence to the Jews, the Gentiles or the assembly of God.

   (Vv. 1-5). Already the apostle has warned preachers that it is possible to preach and be a castaway; now he warns professors that it is possible to be baptized and partake of the Lord's Supper and yet be lost. He does not say that we can have part in the death of Christ and perish, but that it is possible to have part in the symbols of His death and perish. He thus exposes the snare, into which the great mass in Christendom has fallen, of making a sacramental system in which salvation is made to depend upon having part in baptism and the Lord's Supper. To illustrate this solemn fact, the apostle refers to the history of Israel. He reminds us that all Israel were baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and that all ate of the manna and partook of the water that flowed from the rock, things which in figure spoke of Christ. Nevertheless, with “the most of them” (N.Tn.) God was not well pleased, and they were overthrown in the wilderness.

   (Vv. 6-11). Now, says the apostle, these things happened as examples. Evidently they set forth in type the initiatory rite of Christianity — baptism — as well as the continuous rite of the Lord's Supper. However important these rites, they do not impart life to the participants. Alas, it is possible to have part in them, and yet live in a way that calls down the displeasure of God. The participators may thus prove themselves to be mere professors and in the end perish.

   	To warn us against this danger, the apostle reminds us of the evils into which many in Israel fell, to the intent that we should not act as they did. First, they lusted after evil things of this world and wearied of the heavenly provision (Numbers 11: 4-6). Secondly, yielding to these lusts, they allowed the things of sight and sense to come between their souls and God, fell into idolatry, and abandoned themselves to the gratification of their lusts; “The people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to play” (Exodus 32: 1-6). Thirdly, having turned from God, they fell into gross sins in unholy alliance with the world, and came under the judgment of God (Numbers 25: 1-9). Fourthly, this unholy alliance with the world destroyed all sense of the presence of the Lord. They tempted the Lord to prove His presence by saying, “Is the Lord among us, or not?” (Ex. 17: 7). This speaking against God led to a solemn proof of His presence by His dealings in judgment (Num. 21: 5, 6). Fifthly, they murmured against God's way with them and fell under the power of their enemies (Num. 14: 2-4, 45).

   	The order in which these evils are stated is evidently moral and not historical. Lust heads the list, for, as the apostle James tells us, “When lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin” (James 1: 15). It leads to idolatry, for that which we lust after becomes an idol between the soul and God. Then, through the idol, an unholy alliance is formed with the world, which in turn destroys all sense of the presence of God with His people, and leads to murmuring or rebellion against the ways of God by which He may chasten men because of their evil ways.

   	These evils brought down the judgment of God upon the Israelites. “They were overthrown”; they “fell”; they “were destroyed of serpents”; they were “destroyed of the destroyer”. Further, the things that happened to them are types for us, warning us not to act as they did, lest while partaking of the Christian rites we give way to lust and fall under the power of sin and Satan and death.

   (Vv. 12-14). The apostle, in searching words, proceeds to apply these warnings to professing Christians. He warns us against the natural self-confidence of the flesh; “Let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall”. Let us not think that, because we have partaken of the Supper, we are safe from falling into the grossest sins. But, we are reminded, God is our resource. The temptations that come upon us are common to man, and God never allows us to be tempted without making a way of escape, though, alas, we may neglect the way. “Wherefore”, says the apostle, “flee from idolatry”. Avoid all that would stir up lust, come between the soul and God, and lead to an outward fall.

   (Vv. 15-17). Having warned us against the abuse of Christian ordinances, the apostle sets before us the true significance of the symbols, the cup and the loaf, in the Lord's Supper. For us the cup is a “cup of blessing”, a symbol of the blood of Christ, reminding us of His death, when the blood that cleanseth from all sin was shed at the Cross. For Him it was a cup of judgment, but the cup that brought judgment to Him secures blessing for us. The cup of judgment for Christ thus becomes a cup of blessing for the believer. For this cup we can bless, or give thanks. In speaking of blessing the cup, there is no thought of an individual consecrating the elements according to the ideas of corrupt Christendom. The apostle says, “we” bless, “we” break, and “we” partake. It is an act of thanksgiving in which all who partake have their part.

   	In partaking of the loaf we express two great truths. First, in the broken loaf — “the bread which we break” — we set forth the great truth that we have part in Christ's death, His body given for us. Secondly, in the unbroken loaf we have a symbol of the mystical body of Christ, which includes every true believer, and, in partaking of the “one bread”, we set forth our identification with the one body of which Christ is the Head and all believers members. The “one bread” does not only set forth that those who at any given time partake of the bread are one, nor that believers in any particular locality are one, but it sets forth the unity of the whole body which includes every true believer.

   (Vv. 18-22). Having set forth the deep significance of the cup and the loaf, the apostle warns us against having any part in human fellowships which are set aside, or condemned, by the death of Christ. He first alludes to Israel to establish the important principle that, by partaking of a sacrifice, we express communion with all that it sets forth. This makes it so intensely solemn for a Christian to have part with anything that expresses fellowship with idols. The Corinthian believers knew that the idols themselves were nothing, and the meats offered to idols were no different from other meats; they were therefore in danger of arguing that they could attend a heathen temple and eat meats offered to idols. No, says the apostle, you forget that the things they sacrifice to idols are really sacrificed to demons, who are the instigators of this idol worship. The idol may, indeed, be a mere nonentity, but the demons behind them were very real, and in leading men to worship idols they were leading men to worship demons, and thus usurp the homage due to God alone. How, then, could the Christian, who by drinking of the cup of the Lord expressed fellowship with the Lord, His death, and His people, dare to drink of a cup that expressed fellowship with demons? If we sit down at the Lord's table, where He presides, and partake of the blessings that He provides, how can we partake in the evils that demons may provide for the gratification of the flesh at their table? The Lord is surely jealous lest the affections of His people be drawn away from Himself to another. Can a believer who has wandered in affection from the Lord with impunity ignore the Lord? Are we stronger than He? Let us beware of provoking the Lord to act in governmental dealings with us, as God had to do with Israel.

   (Vv. 23-11: 1). Having warned us against every idolatrous fellowship, the apostle meets questions that may arise as to eating meats apart from the idol's temple. Difficulties may arise in the markets, or at feasts in private houses, where meats that have been offered to idols may be sold or served. In such cases let each remember that, if all things are lawful, it by no means follows that all things are expedient, and that we have to consider what will be for the edification and advantage of others. In the markets, or at the feasts, we need ask no questions, as we can partake of food as being the Lord's and His provision. If, however, it is pointed out that the meats have been sacrificed to idols, then the Christian should refrain from eating for the sake of a believer who has a conscience about it, and to prevent an unbeliever bringing the charge that believers eat of meats offered to the very idols they condemn.

   	In eating or drinking, therefore, as in all else that we do, we are to consider, not merely ourselves and our liberty, but “the glory of God”, and the consciences of our brethren, and thus avoid giving offence to Jews, or Gentiles, or the assembly of God. Further, we are not only to avoid giving offence to any, but we are to follow the apostle, even as he pleased all men in all things, seeking not his own profit, “but that of the many, that they may be saved”. And how did he seek to “please all”? Not, we may be sure, by associating with their evils, but by following Christ in all His lowly grace. The apostle can thus conclude this portion of his Epistle with the exhortation, “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ”.

   
   1 Corinthians 11.

   Chapters 11 to 14 contain instruction of the deepest importance to the people of God throughout the Christian period, inasmuch as they contemplate believers when gathered together in one place in any locality, and set before us God's order for such gatherings.

   	Amidst the confusion of Christendom, in which God's order has been so largely set aside by human order, it is the greatest mercy that we have an inspired record of God's mind for His people when come together. In our refusing all association with any form of gathering which sets aside God's order, it is still possible, by following the apostolic directions, to meet in humble obedience to God's word, and thus according to the simplicity of divine order.

   	A reference to 1 Cor. 11: 17, 18, 20, 33, 34 and 1 Cor. 14: 23, 26, 28, 34, 35 will make it very clear that these chapters contemplate the people of God when assembled together in any given locality.

   	First, in 1 Cor. 11: 1-16 we are instructed as to God's order in creation as a necessary introduction to God's order in the assembly.

   	Secondly, in 1 Cor. 11: 17-34 we learn that the Lord Himself is the great rallying centre for His people, and that the highest motive that can gather God's people together is the remembrance of Himself in the celebration of the Lord's Supper. We are instructed as to the condition and conduct suited to this holy occasion.

   	Thirdly, in 1 Cor. 12 we are instructed as to the sovereign action of the Holy Spirit in distributing gifts in the body of Christ, “to every man severally as He will”, and that our gathering together is governed by the great fact that believers are members of the body of Christ, and the Holy Spirit is the power for all ministry.

   	Fourthly, in 1 Cor. 13 we learn that the spirit which animates the body of Christ is love, the spring of all true ministry.

   	Fifthly, in 1 Cor. 14 we are instructed as to the exercise of ministry in the assembly, so that all may be in love, to edification, and according to divine order.

   	Following upon the instructions in the early part of the Epistle that guide us as to our individual conduct, we have instructions as to God's order in creation to set us in right relations with one another as men and women, thus preparing us to take our place rightly in relation to one another in the assembly.

   (V. 2). According to the grace that delights to recognise all that is of God in the saints, the apostle opens this fresh division of the Epistle with a word of praise. While there was so much in the assembly to condemn, the apostle can at least praise them that in all their questions they remembered him, and kept the ordinances, or “directions”, delivered to them.

   (V. 3). With this word of approval the apostle passes on to give directions which would imply that another grave disorder existed among believers at Corinth. Women were apparently getting out of their true place of subjection, while men were yielding their place of authority.

   	To correct this disorder the apostle takes a way often adopted in Scripture to settle questions. In order to learn the principles involved in any question or difficulty, we are taken back to the first occasion of the principles being set forth. Here, a question having arisen as to the relative position of men and women, we are taken back to the order first established in creation. It is true that in Christ — in the new creation — “there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female”. In the old creation, as in the assembly, these distinctions still exist. Christianity, however great the common privileges it confers, does not set aside the order of creation, and, while in these mortal bodies in a scene where these differences exist, the Christian is responsible to observe this order.

   	The apostle asserts, as the first great truth in connection with creation, that “the Head of every man is Christ”. Here there is no reference to the Headship of Christ in relation to the church. It asserts that Christ, having become a Man and entered the scene of creation, necessarily takes the place of pre-eminence and authority over man. Moreover, “the head of the woman is the man; and the Head of Christ is God”. This latter assertion does not in anywise detract from the Deity of the Son. It is no question in this passage of Christ's place in the Godhead, but of the place He has taken in creation. This, then, is the simple and beautiful order of creation. The head of the woman is man; the Head of man is Christ; and the Head of Christ is God.

   	The source of all the lawlessness, disorder and consequent misery in this present world can be traced to the fall, when the woman was beguiled from her place of subjection to the man, and man failed in his place of authority over woman. In the creation order both the man and the woman have failed; but Christ has come into the creation scene, and with Him there is, and can be, no failure. From beginning to end of His wonderful path He was the perfectly subject Man, ever doing the will of God, even to death. While the failure of man has filled the scene with lawlessness and misery, the perfection of Christ will bring order and blessing to those who submit to Him as Head, and at last will introduce the new heavens and the new earth when God will be all in all.

   	In the Christian circle the blessing of the creation order should be enjoyed. If the woman were in subjection to the man, and the man were exercising right authority over the woman, as himself subject to Christ, the One Who, as Man, is perfectly subject to God, there would be order instead of confusion, and dependence upon each another instead of lawlessness.

   (Vv. 4-6). The apostle proceeds to show the bearing of this creation order upon Christian men and women. He refers to the exercise of prayer and prophecy, in which, on the one hand, we speak to God on behalf of ourselves or others, and, on the other hand, we speak to men on behalf of God. In connection with praying or prophesying he speaks of the woman's head being covered as a sign of subjection, and the man's head uncovered as a sign of authority. If the man prays or prophesies with his head covered, he dishonours himself, for he professes to go to God in prayer for others, or to speak to men as from God, and at the same time he abandons the place of authority that God has given him. Under such circumstances can he wonder if neither God nor man will listen to him? As to the woman, if she prays or prophesies with her head uncovered, she professes to express her place of dependence upon God, or to come from God, and at the same time she is abandoning the place of subjection in which God has placed her. In either case they have dishonoured themselves, for every one out of his place is dishonoured before God. The uncovered woman is practically taking the place of a man who has his head shaven. The fact that it is a shame for a woman to have her head shaven should in itself teach her to be covered.

   (V. 7). The apostle then gives us the reason for the creation order. Man was set in the creation to exercise dominion as the representative of God on the earth, and, as such, it was his responsibility to maintain authority. In carrying out his responsibility he would glorify God. The woman, in keeping her place of subjection, would be for the glory of the man.

   (Vv. 8-10). The apostle reminds us that the woman was of the man and for the man. For this cause the woman should wear on her head that which is the sign that there is authority over her, so that there should be a testimony rendered, not only before men, but before the angels who are the interested spectators of God's order in creation, as well as the wisdom of His ways in the church. (See 1 Cor. 4: 9; Ephesians 3: 10.)

   (Vv. 11, 12). Nevertheless, this question of authority and subjection in the creation order by no means weakens the fact that the man and the woman are dependent upon each another, a mutual dependence, however, that is to be taken up in the Lord. In the world men and women are throwing off their allegiance to God, and therefore increasingly seeking to be independent of one another. In Christianity we are brought back to dependence upon the Lord, and therefore upon one another, and to recognise that all things are of God. How can we be independent of the One from Whom we have our origin?

   (Vv. 13-15). The apostle, having asserted the creation order, now appeals to nature, therein to learn what is comely. Inasmuch as, in her long hair, the woman has a natural covering, nature indicates her place of subjection, and tells us that a hidden woman is a beautiful woman, while a woman who cuts off her hair and apes the man is held in contempt by all. Even so, the man with long hair brings shame upon himself.

   (V. 16). Finally, the apostle can appeal to custom. If any man is contentious, he is alone in a judgment that is contrary to the custom of the assemblies of God. Thus even custom, when no principle is concerned, can be invoked for the maintenance of order. Contempt of custom may indicate, as another has said, “neither conscience nor spirituality, but a fleshly love of differing from others, and at bottom sheer vanity”. 

   	The apostle has thus spoken of what is true in creation (verses 3-10), of what is right “in the Lord” (verses 11, 12), of what is comely according to nature (verses 13-15), and what is allowed according to custom (verse 16), in order to show the true position of men and women in relation to one another.

   	In the portion that follows, the apostle passes on to speak of the maintenance of God's order when the people of God come together in assembly, for which the creation order has prepared us.

   (V. 17). Alas, such grave disorder existed in the assembly at Corinth that the feast of remembrance, which should have been for their blessing, had become the occasion for bringing the governmental dealings of God upon them. Their coming together was not for the better, but for the worse.

   (Vv. 18, 19). First, the coming together in assembly, instead of expressing their unity, as members of the one body, as set forth in the one loaf, only manifested the spirit of division that existed among them. There were divisions (or “schisms”) amongst them, which were leading to heresies (or “sects”) being formed in the assembly. The two words are distinct, conveying different ideas. The division, or schism (Gk. schisma), is a difference of opinion, thought and feeling existing within the assembly. A heresy (Gk. hairesis) is a sect, or party, formed among the saints to maintain a particular opinion, or to follow a chosen teacher. At Corinth both apparently existed within the assembly; but division or schism within, if unjudged, will soon lead to a heresy or sect without, or even the entire breaking up of the assembly into different sects. The condition of the assembly had apparently become so bad that God had allowed these divisions to work out into sects or parties, in order to make manifest those who stood for the truth, here called “the approved”. The evil had reached such a pass that there was no other way of maintaining a witness for the truth. It was necessary to allow the evil to declare itself, so that the truth might be made manifest. (Compare Titus 3: 10, where the heretic is to be rejected.)

   (Vv. 20-22). When they came together, it was professedly to eat the Lord's Supper; practically it was to indulge in a feast of their own. The apostle says, “Each one in eating takes his own supper”. The Supper was instituted by the Lord at the end of the paschal feast. The Corinthians, apparently taking this as their example, came together for a preliminary social feast, at the end of which they partook of the Lord's Supper. Moreover, at this preliminary feast the poor were allowed to go hungry, while some were drinking to excess. But, apart from these excesses, the assembly was no place for social feasting. “Have ye not houses to eat and to drink in?”, asks the apostle; or were they putting to shame the poor, and despising the assembly of God, which embraces rich and poor? For the second time the apostle has to say, “I praise you not”. That they remembered the apostle and heeded his directions called forth his praise. For their divisions and abuse of the Lord's Supper he can only condemn them. They introduced into the assembly the social element which led to social distinctions and fleshly indulgence. Their coming together was thus a practical denial both of the Lord's Supper and the assembly of God.

   (V. 23). To correct these scandals, the apostle brings forward the truth of the Supper as instituted by the Lord and revealed to him. It has been pointed out that the apostle had no special revelation as to baptism, which is an individual matter. With the Supper are found all the great truths connected with the one body that were specially given to Paul to make known. Although the Supper was given to the Twelve, it was not from them that Paul received his knowledge, but by special revelation from the Lord to be delivered to the Gentile believers. The apostle reminds us of the touching circumstances under which the Lord instituted the Supper. It was “the same night in which He was betrayed”. The very night on which the evil of man rose to its height the unselfish love of Christ was most blessedly displayed. When lust led to the betrayal, love instituted the Supper.

   (Vv. 24, 25). No mystery surrounds this feast such as men delight to import into it. All is simplicity. It is the simple, but touching, memorial of the death of Christ. The bread speaks of His body — Himself. The cup speaks of His blood — His work. The symbols of the body and the blood are separate, speaking of a dead Christ. Both the bread and the cup were to be taken, said the Lord, “in remembrance of Me”. This gives the Supper its distinctive character; it is a Supper of remembrance, not a celebration of something existing at the moment, but a remembrance of something in the past. One has said, “The Lord's Supper is to remind us of Christ, of His death; not of our sins, but of our sins remitted and ourselves loved”. The cup is the new covenant in Christ's blood; not the old covenant sealed with the blood of bulls and goats, but the new covenant with all its blessings secured by the blood of Christ, a covenant that makes God known in grace, and in which sins are remembered no more.

   (V. 26). In eating and drinking we “show the Lord's death till He come”, words which rebuke those who from any cause argue for its disuse. The feast is never to be set aside until He comes.

   (V. 27). Having reminded the brethren of the true character of the Supper, the apostle returns to the scandals that existed in their midst, and warns them against partaking of the Supper in an unworthy manner. They were eating unworthily inasmuch as they were taking the Supper without judging their ways, and without discerning that of which the bread and the cup speak — the Lord's body and blood. They did not discern between an ordinary meal and that which was a memorial of the Lord's body given for us and His blood shed for us.

   (Vv. 28, 29). To correct their unworthy ways, the apostle exhorts that each one should prove himself, and so let him eat. The proving, or self-judgment, of everything inconsistent with the death of Christ, is an individual act. Having proved himself, he is not to refrain from the Supper; on the contrary, the word is, “let him eat”. We are thus warned against partaking in an unworthy manner. In this verse the word “Lord” should be omitted. The reference is probably to the one body of which all Christians are members, while in verse 27 the Lord's actual body is in view. We must remember that the disorders at Corinth were setting aside both the Lord's Supper and the assembly (verses 20, 22).

   (Vv. 30-32). The disorders existing among the Corinthian believers had brought the chastening hand of the Lord upon the assembly. As the direct outcome of this chastening, many were weak and sickly, and many slept. They were removed by death from the assembly on earth. This leads the apostle to assert the important principle that if we judged ourselves we should not be judged. It is not only our ways that we need to judge, but also ourselves — the secret motives, thoughts, affections that form the condition of soul. Refusing to judge ourselves, we come under the chastening of the Lord. Even so, it is grace that chastens us in the present, rather than condemns us as sinners with the world in the future.

   	In the course of the Epistle there is a solemn progress in the warnings of the apostle. In 1 Cor. 8 we are warned against wounding the consciences of our brethren, and thus sinning against Christ (verse 12). In 1 Cor. 9 we are warned to keep under the body lest, having preached to others, we are ourselves rejected (verse 27). In 1 Cor. 10 the warning is to take heed lest we provoke the Lord to jealousy (verse 22). It is a solemn thing to ignore the consciences of one's brethren; it may be a fatal thing to provoke the Lord to jealousy. So some found at Corinth, for in 1 Cor. 11 we read that the Lord, being provoked to jealousy, acts for His own glory, with the result that many were removed by death.

   (Vv. 33, 34). It is a solemn consideration that many of the grave disorders at Corinth have no existence in Christendom today, not because God's order is followed, but because Christendom has entirely altered the true character of the Supper and introduced an order of man's devising. At Corinth there were scandalous abuses in the actual partaking of the Supper; nevertheless, they had not lost its meaning or changed its character. Christendom has indeed removed some of the gross abuses, but it has lost the true meaning of that to which the abuses were attached. Bad as was the Corinthian evil, that of Christendom is far worse. It has turned the Supper of remembrance into a means of grace. The feast, of which the Lord could say, “This do in remembrance of Me”, is partaken in the hope of receiving some blessing for self. The Supper that ministers to His heart is made the occasion for seeking grace for our souls. Worse still, the Supper of remembrance for the saints has been turned into an ordinance of salvation for sinners.

   	Moreover, while Christendom has sought to correct the unworthy way of partaking of the Supper, it admits to it unworthy people. The national churches cannot exclude from the Supper the unregenerate parishioner. The world is open to partake with the true believer. Further, not only has Christendom entirely altered the character of the Supper, but it has introduced its own order in the observance of it. In general none but a humanly authorised official can administer the Supper. It is striking that in the Epistle, which above all others speaks of God's order for the assembly, there is no mention of deacons, elders or bishops. In the very chapter that deals with gross irregularities there is no suggestion of correcting them by the appointment of an official to administer the Supper. The true character of the Supper is given, the right condition of the soul is insisted upon, but, in the administration of it, all is left to the free and unrestrained guidance of the Holy Spirit. In the chapter that follows we are instructed as to this manifestation of the Spirit in the assembly.

   
   1 Corinthians 12.

   The apostle has presented the Lord's Supper as the rallying feast of the assembly. Now he brings before us the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and His presence in the assembly, without which no godly order can be maintained when the saints come together to partake of the Supper or for the exercise of ministry.

   	We learn from this passage that the church is the body of Christ, formed by the Spirit, and that in the body the Holy Spirit works in dividing gifts for the good of the body to every man severally as He will (verse 11), to be used under the guidance of the Spirit (verse 3). The apostle thus warns us against the intrusion of evil spirits and human pretension by maintaining the rights of the Holy Spirit in the assembly of God.

   (Vv. 1-3). The chapter opens by giving us the true marks of a ministry by the Spirit of God, thus enabling us to detect and refuse any ministry that emanates from a false spirit. Called from the Gentiles, these Corinthian believers had formerly been under the influence of false spirits, and led to worship dumb idols, and curse Jesus. No man speaking by the Holy Spirit would lead to the worship of idols, or belittle Christ. On the contrary the Holy Spirit will ever lead to the confession of Jesus as Lord.

   	The third verse is not exactly a test to enable us to distinguish between believers and unbelievers; it is rather giving us a means to discern whether a man is speaking by the Spirit of God or a false spirit. To have such a test in a day when revelations were still being given by the Holy Spirit, and therefore when the devil was seeking to counterfeit revelation, was of special importance. (See 2 Thessalonians 2: 2.) Nor has the importance of the test ceased, though revelation is complete, for we are warned that in the latter times some will give heed to seducing spirits, and, further, that there will be those who, while professing to be ministers of Christ, are in reality ministers of Satan. Such can be detected by their attitude to Christ. Anyone who belittles Christ is not led by the Spirit of God. (See 1 Timothy 4: 1; 2 Cor. 11: 13-15.) 

   	Having prepared us to discern when a man is speaking by the Spirit of God, the apostle proceeds to instruct us as to the divine power and authority for the exercise of the different gifts for ministry (verses 4, 5).

   (V. 4). Every one speaking by the Holy Spirit will exalt Christ, but the Spirit may speak through very different gifts. Nevertheless, all are exercised in the energy and power of the same Spirit.

   (V. 5). Moreover, the various gifts are used to carry out different forms of service, but it is the same Lord who directs in every service.

   (V. 6). Lastly, the exercise of the gifts in different services will produce different effects, or “operations”, but it is the same God who works to produce the results in souls.

   	We thus learn that gifts can be rightly used only in the energy of the Spirit, under the direction of the Lord; and any true work in souls is the result of the operation of God.

   	These three verses, rightly understood, go far to rebuke, and at the same time correct, three grave disorders in Christendom. First, it is very generally taught in the religious world that, for the exercise of gift, natural ability, human wisdom and the training of a theological college are preliminary necessities. The apostle teaches that, for the exercise of gift in the church of God, we require that which no schools of men can give, and no human attainments supply. We require the presence and power of the Spirit. Under His power He can, and does, use “unlearned and ignorant” fishermen, such as Peter and John, to fill the high position of apostles and turn the world upside down, or He can use a highly educated man like the apostle Paul. The pride of man is thus set aside and all is made to turn upon the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

   	Secondly, Christendom claims that before a man can exercise his gift he must be ordained by man and sent out to serve by some human authority. The apostle insists that true service requires only the authority of the Lord.

   	Thirdly, men rely very largely for the work in souls upon eloquence, moving appeals, music, singing, and other methods that appeal to the senses. The apostle tells us that it is “God which worketh all in all”. It is God who worketh everything that is divine in everyone in whom there is a work. The apostle has already reminded these believers, “My speech and my preaching was not with enticing words of man's wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power: That your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2: 4, 5).

   	We thus learn that the power for the exercise of gifts is not of man; it is from the Holy Spirit. The authority for the service is not from man; it comes from the Lord. The result in souls is not produced by man; it is the operation of God.

   (V. 7). Having spoken of the divine source of all gifts, the apostle now instructs us as to the difference of the gifts and their distribution (verses 7-11). We learn that the Spirit does not concentrate all His manifestations in one man, or in one class of men. The instructions rebuke an outstanding evil of Christendom by which a special class of men is set apart for the ministry, thus dividing the people of God into clergy and laity. Scripture knows no such distinction. Christendom, setting aside God's order, practically says the manifestation of the Spirit is given to one man who is ordained to preside over a congregation. Here it is “every man” to whom the manifestation of the Spirit is given.

   	Moreover, this manifestation of the Spirit is given “to profit withal”. It is given, not in order that the individual may exalt himself, or obtain a prominent place amongst the people of God, or gain personal influence and advantage, but for the common good and profit of all. The instruction had special significance for the Corinthian believers who were using gifts for the exaltation of themselves.

   (Vv. 8-10). The apostle proceeds to distinguish between the different gifts. He is speaking, not so much of the possession of the gifts, but of the “manifestation”, or use, of the gifts. He thus speaks, not merely of wisdom and knowledge, but of “the word of wisdom” and “the word of knowledge”. The “word” implies the communication of wisdom and knowledge for the help of others.

   	Wisdom is the possession of the mind of God, so that everything is viewed as before God, and in relation to God, enabling its possessor to act rightly in any particular circumstance. Knowledge is rather an intelligent acquaintance with the revealed word of God, so that the doctrine can be clearly stated. Faith, in this passage, is not simply faith in Christ and the gospel, which is common to all believers; it is rather the special faith given to certain believers that enables them to help the Lord's people, by rising above difficulties, overcoming opposition, and guiding them in their perplexities.

   	The gifts of healing were sign gifts in connection with our bodies. The working of miracles, other than healings, would involve a display of power over material things and spiritual beings. (Compare Mark 16: 17, 18; Acts 13: 11; Acts 16: 18; Acts 28: 5.)

   	Prophecy was a manifestation of spiritual power in the spiritual domain, enabling its possessor to give the mind of God as to the present or future. (Compare Acts 11: 28; 1 Cor. 14: 3.)

   	Discerning of spirits is a gift which, as one has said, “means the faculty of deciding, not between true and spurious professors of the Lord Jesus, but between the Spirit's teaching and that which simulated it by evil spirits” (W.K.).

   	Divers kinds of tongues may be given to one, and the interpretation of tongues to another.

   (V. 11). Having these different gifts set before us, we are reminded that, while some are miraculous, all are spiritual. “All these worketh that one and the selfsame Spirit, dividing to every man severally as He will.” God's order for His assembly is diversity of gifts, distributed to different individuals, exercised by one will — the power and will of the Holy Spirit. All true order in the assemblies of God's people is the outcome of God Himself working in the midst of His people. Christendom, by its human arrangements, ordained ministry and prescribed ritual, ignores this order in practice, if not in doctrine.

   (Vv. 12, 13). From the varied manifestations of the Spirit the apostle passes on to speak of the sphere in which the Spirit acts. This leads to a very blessed unfolding of the truth of the assembly viewed as the body of Christ. According to God's order, believers do not exercise these gifts as isolated individuals, but as members of the body of Christ and for the good of the whole body. The apostle takes the human body to illustrate certain great truths as to the body of Christ. As the human body is one and yet composed of many members, all having their place and part in that one body, “so also is the Christ”. This is a beautiful way of presenting the truth. The subject is the church, but the apostle does not say, “so also is the church”, but “so also is the Christ”. The body is Christ's body and includes Christ and the members. It is His body for the expressing of Himself. This is in accord with the truth first presented to the apostle at his conversion, when the Lord asks, “Why persecutest thou Me?”. To touch His people is to touch Himself, His body.

   	We are then told that the church is composed of believers, whether from Jews or Gentiles, baptized into one body by the Spirit. This baptism of the Spirit, as we know from Acts 1: 5 and Acts 2, took place at Pentecost, when believers, by the gift and indwelling of the Holy Ghost, were united to Christ the Head in heaven and to one another.

   	Having presented the truth of the church as the body of Christ, the apostle, in the remainder of the chapter, uses the functions of the human body to set forth the practice that should mark the body of Christ upon earth. He shows that, as the human body has been constituted to work as one united whole to the exclusion of all disorder, so should it be in the assembly.

   (Vv. 14-19). First, we are reminded that in the human body there is diversity in unity. “The body is not one member, but many.” This diversity would be entirely ignored, and the gravest disorder arise, if each member neglected its own function through envy of members having perhaps a higher function. If the foot began to complain that it was not a hand, or the ear that it was not an eye, the work of the body would cease to function, for complaining members cease to work effectively for the good of the body. Such disorder can only be prevented by the recognition that it is God, and not man, that has “set the members every one of them in the body, as it hath pleased Him”, giving each its appointed place and function. The pre-eminence of one member would do away with the body. “If they were all one member”, there would be no body.

   (Vv. 20-25). Secondly, the apostle shows that there is unity in diversity. While there are many members there is only one body. But this unity of the body would be greatly imperilled if the higher members were to look with disdain upon the lower members. Already we have seen that envy of one another would break up the diversity; now we learn that disdain would break up the unity. If the eye treats the hand with contempt, and the head sneers at the feet, all unity of the body would be gone. Again, this disorder can only be excluded by the recognition of the presence and power of God, who has tempered the body together in such a fashion that no member can dispense with the other members.

   	The recognition of the first great truth, that there is diversity in unity, would entirely shut out the worldly principle of clerisy, for it is evident that in the one body no one member can claim pre-eminence, each member having its own function.

   	The recognition of the second truth, that there is unity in diversity, would exclude the principle of independency. The members, though each having its special function, are dependent upon one another. The truth, then, of the body of Christ is that no believer has the pre-eminence and all are dependent upon one another.

   (V. 26). The result is that, if “one member suffer, all the members suffer with it; or one member be honoured, all the members rejoice with it”. The expression of this is doubtless greatly hindered by the divided state of Christendom. Nevertheless, the truth remains that the members do affect one another, as they are united to one another by the Holy Spirit, and that which depends upon the Spirit abides, however much our failure may hinder its expression. The more spiritual we are the more we shall realise the truth that we all affect one another. The broken condition of the assembly has weakened our spiritual sensibilities, but, as one has said, “We consciously suffer or rejoice, in the measure of our spiritual power”.

   (V. 27). The apostle has been speaking of the great principles that are true of the whole assembly of God upon earth, viewed as the body of Christ. He now applies these truths to the local assembly at Corinth. He says, “Now ye are Christ's body and members in particular” (N.Tn.). He does not say, “Ye are the body of Christ”, as wrongly translated in the Authorised Version, but, “Ye are Christ's body”, or “Ye are body of Christ”. The assembly at Corinth was not the body of Christ, but was the local expression of the body as forming part of it. A general might say to some soldiers in a given locality, “Remember you are Life Guards”; he does not say, “You are the Life Guards”, for they do not include the whole regiment; nevertheless, they locally represent the regiment.

   	So today it is still the privilege and responsibility of all Christians in any given locality to gather together simply as the members of the body of Christ upon earth, and as locally representative of that one body. By the Spirit every believer is a member of the body of Christ, and being such is responsible to walk in consistency with this great truth, refusing to be associated with the sects of Christendom which practically deny this truth. In Christendom this great truth is ignored by Christians gathering together around some devoted servant, or by others forming a union to maintain some particular truth. The only unity formed by the Spirit is the one body of Christ, and the only membership that Scripture recognises is membership of this body.

   	In this day of brokenness sincere Christians attempt to bring about the union of Christians by establishing unions for prayer, for preaching the Gospel, for missionary work, and for the spread of certain truths such as holiness and the coming of the Lord. But while many are prepared to join these man-made unions, how few will leave the various sects formed according to man's wisdom and arrangements, in order to walk in the light of the only unity formed by the Spirit and to act under the guidance of the Spirit. And yet the Lord asks for nothing more. He does not impose upon our consciences an endless variety of meetings and unions, to join which, as it has been pointed out, would be utterly impracticable for the large majority of Christians. Nor does the Lord propose that we should leave the different sects, and travel to some distant spot, to meet together for one week in the year, in order to express our oneness in Christ. Were it so we should be asked to do something utterly impossible for the vast majority of God's people.

   	Surely what the Lord looks for is that His people should, in their own locality, leave everything that is a denial of the truth, and meet together in the truth of the one body of which, if they are believers, they are already members. One has truly said, “What the Lord requires is possible for all to realise, noiseless, and without pomp, true in its character and at all seasons”. Such a path is open to the simplest and poorest of God's people. It is true that if a few have God-given faith to gather together in any locality, in the light of the truth of the one body, it could hardly be said of them, as of the assembly at Corinth, “Ye are Christ's body”, as being representative of the body of Christ, as in this day of brokenness it would be difficult to find any company of saints that includes all believers locally. It is, however, still possible for believers, who are prepared at all cost to walk in obedience to the word, to walk together in the light of the one body.

   (Vv. 28-30). In the closing verses there is brought before us the fact that God has set in “the assembly” — that is the church as a whole — different gifts. In the Epistle to the Ephesians we learn that the gifts are given from Christ the ascended Head of the body. In Corinthians we learn that the Holy Ghost distributes the gifts in the assembly on earth.

   	Some of these gifts were doubtless for the inauguration of Christianity. Such are the sign gifts. There is not a word to say that they would continue through the whole church period. It is significant that the gifts which men covet are placed lowest in the scale.

   (V. 31). Gift is something that we may rightly covet. Nevertheless, as we, like the believers at Corinth, can easily abuse gifts by seeking to use them to exalt ourselves, we are told there is a more excellent way of serving one another. Of this more excellent way the apostle immediately proceeds to speak.

   
   1 Corinthians 13.

   In chapter 13 the apostle maintains the sovereign rights of the Holy Spirit to distribute gifts in the body of Christ “to every man severally as He will”. In 1 Cor. 14 we are instructed as to the exercise of these gifts for edification. In the intervening chapter we are reminded that apart from love there can be no edification. In the Epistle to the Ephesians we read that the body edifies “itself in love”. Love is the true spirit of service. As one has said, “It is that which prompts, not simply to work, but to serve in working”. Love to one another is the principle that should regulate everything in the assembly.

   	The apostle, therefore, gives us this beautiful little treatise on love, in which he shows, not what we are, but what love is. Moreover, it is love in its nature that is set before us, not exactly love in its activities. Love is, and must be, active; but here it is passive love that is presented, that which love is, rather than what love does.

   	The apostle has spoken of gifts, and in the gifts there are degrees, for he speaks of “the best gifts”. We are to covet such; but, even so, there is a “way of more surpassing excellence”. We can serve one another by way of gift, but the more excellent way is the way of love.

   	First, the apostle insists upon the value of love (verses 1-3); secondly, he sets before us the nature of love displayed in all its beautiful qualities (verses 4-7); finally, he sets before us the abiding character of love as that which will not fail with the passing of time, nor vanish away in eternity (verses 8-13).

   1. The pre-eminent value of love . 

   To prove the supreme value of love the apostle speaks of three things in which the Corinthian believers were boasting: their eloquent speech; their spiritual possessions; and their activities. He shows that, though they may seek to exalt themselves by these things, they are of no account in God's sight if they have not love as their motive.

   (V. 1). The Corinthian believers were making much of the gift of tongues and natural eloquence. The apostle warns us that it is possible “to speak with the tongues of men and of angels” and have no love. Where this is so, in spite of eloquence and seraphic words, the speaker will become as “sounding brass or a clanging cymbal”.

   (V. 2). Moreover, these believers were boasting in their spiritual possessions. They had gifts and insight into all mysteries and all knowledge. They possibly had faith that could accomplish great feats, but, says the apostle, we can have rich endowments, but if we have no love we are nothing. He does not say that these gifts, prophecy, knowledge and faith, are nothing, but that the one who exercises these gifts without love is nothing. The apostle is not speaking of faith in Christ, for this faith worketh by love; he speaks rather of faith which enables individuals to overcome great obstacles and do great exploits; and he says it is possible to have such faith without love.

   (V. 3). We may readily admit that it is possible for a man to talk well without love, and boast in his spiritual knowledge without love, and we may counsel such to talk a little less and do a little more. But the apostle further warns us that it is also possible to do much without love. He says that a man's beneficent activities may rise to such a height that he may give all his goods to feed the poor and his body as a martyr to be burned, yet the motive may not be love, and thus all his activities profit him nothing.

   	Thus words without love, knowledge without love and activities without love, while they may be used of God to accomplish His ends, will add nothing to the one who thus speaks and acts. Without love he will be nothing and profit nothing, despite all his words, his possessions and his activities.

   2. The nature of love. 

   (Vv. 4-7). Having insisted upon the unique value of love, the apostle now unfolds the true character of love. It has been pointed out that the first eight qualities of love show that the effect of love in its nature is to lead to the entire renunciation of self with its impatience, lack of consideration, jealousy, aggressiveness, self-importance, lack of courteousness, selfishness and quarrelsomeness.

   	(1) “Love has long patience.” The flesh is ever impatient, but love can suffer long and wait God's time. Fleshly endurance is soon exhausted; love does not wear out.

   	(2) Love “is kind”. The flesh, even if it waits, will often do so in a fretful and resentful spirit; but love, while waiting, can retain a kindly spirit of consideration for others.

   	(3) “Love is not emulous of others.” The flesh ever seeks a place above others, and is jealous of favour or position bestowed on others rather than self. Love can delight without a thought of envy in honours bestowed upon another.

   	(4) “Love is not insolent and rash.” The flesh is aggressive, rashly pushing itself into prominence. Love is not self-assertive, but rather retiring and reticent.

   	(5) Love “is not puffed up”. The flesh is often vain and filled with its self-importance. Love takes the lowly place in service to others.

   	(6) Love “does not behave in an unseemly manner”. The flesh, even when high in the social scale, can be rude and unmannerly. Love will lead the highest by birth, as well as the lowest, to be courteous.

   	(7) Love “does not seek what is its own”. The flesh is ever selfish and seeks its own interest. Love is unselfish and disinterested, seeking the good of others.

   	(8) Love “is not quickly provoked”. The flesh is ever touchy and quick to take offence and resent insults. Love is slow to anger and not easily provoked. Love, indeed, can be provoked, for in this very Epistle we are warned that it is possible to provoke the Lord (1 Cor. 10: 22); but the Lord is slow to anger; He is not quickly provoked.

   	In the three qualities that follow we learn that love not only leads to the renunciation of self, but that it takes positive delight in that which is holy and true.

   	(1) Love “does not impute evil”. The flesh is quick to imagine evil and impute wrong motives. Love does not reckon evil to exist when there is no positive evidence.

   	(2) Love “does not rejoice at iniquity”. Alas, the flesh delights in being occupied with evil. Love takes no pleasure in discovering evil or bringing it to light.

   	(3) Love “rejoices with the truth”. The flesh is unholy and can find pleasure in occupation with evil. Love is holy and finds its joy in being engaged with the truth. Love is not therefore blind, for it knows and appreciates the truth.

   	The last four qualities set forth the positive energy of love, whereby its possessor is sustained in the midst of a hostile world.

   	(1) Love “bears all things”. The flesh can bear very little without showing its resentment. Love can bear all things, and oftentimes in silence.

   	(2) Love “believes all things”. The flesh is ever suspicious. Love is unsuspecting and ready to believe good when there is no direct evidence to the contrary, even in the presence of much that may raise doubts.

   	(3) Love “hopes all things”. The flesh is ever ready to presume evil and believe the worst. Love looks upon the good rather than the evil and hopes for the best, in spite of much that may appear hopeless.

   	(4) Love “endures all things”. The flesh, assuming the worst, has no hope, and when hope is gone there is no power to endure. Love, hoping all things, strengthens its possessor to endure in the presence of opposition and discouragement.

   3. The abiding character of love.

   (Vv. 8-13). Having depicted the nature of love, the apostle declares its permanence. Love never fails. Prophecies will be done away; their fulfilment will bring them to an end. Tongues will cease with the present divided condition of the nations. Knowledge, or the partial knowledge that we have at the present time, will be done away. Such knowledge as we now possess is not full knowledge, but rather something that we are ever acquiring, and therefore only a proof of our ignorance. It is only knowledge “in part”. In the perfect condition of heaven this knowledge in part will for ever have passed away. There may be blessed unfoldings of truth in that heavenly scene, but whatever is presented there will be fully known, in contrast to our present condition in which, though truth is fully revealed, it is yet only partially apprehended. However much we may enter into the truth down here, it ever remains knowledge “in part”. To set forth our present partial knowledge, the apostle uses the figure of a child, who can only think, speak and reason as a child. When the child becomes a man, the childish condition is left behind. So we, while in these bodies, are compelled very largely to think of spiritual things in natural terms in accord with our present condition. Thus, as to the truth, we only see through a glass darkly. At present we are like one looking at objects through some semi-transparent medium that obscures the vision. In the perfect state we shall see face to face; there will be no medium between us and that upon which we gaze. Then we shall know as we are known. We shall fully know the truth as a whole, not merely in part, even as we are fully known.

   	Now abide faith, hope, love, these three, “and the greater of these is love”. In the perfect state faith will be changed to sight, and thus faith will have its end. Hope will end in fruition. Love alone will abide. Faith and hope make very good travelling companions, but we part company with them at the door of heaven. We go in with one thing, love. Nevertheless, the verse speaks of the present condition, and tells us that even now love is the greater quality. It must be so, for love is the very nature of God, and therefore love is eternal.

   
   1 Corinthians 14.

   In chapter 14 we have the unfolding of God's order for the exercise of gifts in the assembly. Gifts, as we have learnt, have been distributed by the Spirit to every man to profit withal (1 Cor. 12: 7). It is not enough, however, to have received a gift; if it is to profit others, its use must be divinely regulated. In this chapter the assembly is contemplated as come together in one place (verses 23, 26, 28, 33, 34, 35); and we are instructed how the gifts are to be exercised on such occasions according to the order of God.

   	There are two ways in which God's order can be set aside: first, by the allowance of man's disorder, and, secondly, by the adoption of man's order. The Corinthian believers had evidently set aside God's order by the allowance of gross disorder. There had even been drunkenness at the Lord's Supper. Moreover, it would seem that the sign gifts, given by the Holy Spirit, were being used without reference to the Lord's will, and were made a means of exalting the believers and ministering to their own vanity.

   	In Christendom today we may seldom see such violent outrages upon ordinary decency as were exhibited at Corinth. Nevertheless, on every hand we see assemblies of professing Christians conducted on principles entirely contrary to the plain directions of God's word. With Christendom today it is not so much human disorder, as at Corinth, but rather human order that has set aside divine order. Human order is equally serious, if not more so than human disorder, for gross conduct will offend even the natural conscience and call for correction, whereas human order may quiet the conscience and be allowed without its evil being detected.

   	To appreciate the seriousness of this evil, we must remember that, very early in the church's history, the great distinguishing truths of the dispensation were given up by the professing mass. The presence of Christ in glory as the Head of His church, the presence of the Holy Spirit on earth, and the formation and calling of the church, are great truths that were almost entirely lost soon after the decease of the apostles. Christianity became leavened with Judaism, with the result that sincere but ignorant men attempted to maintain order by setting up a priestly class as distinguished from the laity after the pattern of the Jewish priesthood. Human order, by means of clerisy, was adopted and still prevails in all the great religious sects of Christendom.

   	The seriousness of adopting this human order lies in the fact that it ignores the presence and leading of the Holy Spirit. We are so slow to accept the fact that the great cardinal truth of the present moment is that we are living in the time when a divine Person — the Holy Spirit — is present upon earth on behalf of the interests of Christ, to comfort, to teach, to guide, to show us all things, and to lead us in the exercise of gift and prayer (John 14: 16-26; John 16: 13-15; 1 Cor. 12: 3; Jude 20). If, however, in the apprehension of the body of Christ and the presence of the Holy Spirit, we have separated from every man-made system which, in practice, denies these great truths, we may ask, does Scripture afford any light as to the way believers should act when come together for the ministry of the word?

   	The fourteenth chapter of this Epistle clearly shows that God has given us very explicit directions for the exercise of ministry in the assemblies of His people when gathered together. That the principles laid down in this chapter cannot be carried out in the religious systems of Christendom only condemns these systems and makes manifest how far they have departed from God's order. If, however, our eyes have been opened to the evil of these systems, and we stand aloof from them, we shall find ourselves in a position in which it is possible, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to act according to God's order.

   In the exercise of gifts by the Holy Spirit three great principles are asserted in this chapter:

   First, we are to follow after love (verse 1).

   Secondly, the gifts are to be used for edification (verses 2-25).

   Thirdly, the gifts are to be exercised according to divine order (verses 26-40).

   1. Love the motive in the use of gifts. 

   (V. 1). The maintenance of love, edification and divine order in the assembly entirely depends upon the free action of the Holy Spirit. Already the apostle has insisted upon the rights of the Holy Spirit in the assembly (1 Cor. 12: 4-13) and has unfolded to us the blessed qualities of love (1 Cor. 13). He now commences this fresh portion, which speaks of the exercise of gifts, with the exhortation, “Follow after love”.

   	Had love been in exercise in the assembly at Corinth, it would have escaped many grave disorders, even if uninstructed in God's order. Love, as the apostle has shown, leads to the renunciation of self. Hence the exhortation to follow love precedes the exhortation to desire spiritual gifts and the instruction as to their use. Love will keep the motive pure, both in the desire for a spiritual gift as well as in the use of the gift. Love thinks not of self but of the good of others. Lacking in love the believers at Corinth had been using the sign gifts of healing and tongues to exalt themselves. To meet this tendency the apostle exhorts them to seek rather to prophesy.

   2. Edification the great end in the use of gifts. 

   (Vv. 2-4). The exhortation to covet the gift of prophecy leads the apostle to show that the great end of the exercise of gift is edification. Throughout his instruction he keeps this before us. In verse 3 he speaks of “edification, and encouragement, and consolation”; in verse 5 he writes, “that the assembly may receive edification”; in verse 12, “that ye may abound for the edification of the assembly”; and in verse 26, “Let all things be done unto edifying” (N.Tn.).

   	He that speaks in an unknown tongue may speak to God of mysteries, but if “no man understands” there is no edification. Unless there be an interpreter, both “love” and “edification” would exclude the use of tongues. In contrast to tongues, the one that prophesieth speaks unto men to edification, encouragement and comfort. This is hardly a definition of prophecy, but rather the result of prophesying. Thinking of Old Testament prophets, we may be inclined to limit prophecy to foretelling future events. This, however, was a limited part of the prophet's work, even in Old Testament days. His great mission was to apply the word of God to the conscience and heart for edification. This still applies as the service of the prophet in Christian times; and in this sense the gift abides. From the place that the apostle gives the gift in this passage, we may gather that it is the greatest of all gifts that remains to the church, and the one to be most desired.

   (Vv. 5, 6). Tongues had, indeed, their place; but the apostle asks, what profit would it be to speak with tongues without an interpreter? If the assembly is to be edified, it can only be through one speaking in revelation, or in knowledge, or in prophecy, or in teaching. In the days of the apostle there were still those who spoke by revelation. Now that the word of God is complete we have the gift of revelation preserved in Scripture. Knowledge would imply imparting to believers that which has already been revealed. Prophesying is rather the application of the truth to the conscience, while doctrine, or teaching, is instruction in a particular truth.

   (Vv. 7-11). Furthermore, for edification it is not only necessary to impart the knowledge, to apply the word by prophecy to the conscience, and to teach particular truths, but to do so in “words easy to be understood”. Obscurity is not spirituality. If there were no “distinction in the sounds”, music would convey no melodious meaning. If the sound is “uncertain”, the trumpet will produce no effect upon the hearers. So ministry may be put forth in such a confused way that it conveys no meaning, or it may be expressed with such uncertainty that it has no effect upon the hearers. If ministry is to edify, it must be set forth in words “easy to be understood” and with the certainty of the oracles of God. Every voice in nature has a special significance, and so words have a special meaning. If we use words which convey no meaning to the hearers, we practically become barbarians speaking in some strange jargon.

   (V. 12). If, then, we are zealous of spiritual gifts, let it not be that we may exalt ourselves, and excel above our brethren, but that we may excel to the edifying of the assembly. Nothing that sets aside this great principle of edification can be of the Spirit. Where the Holy Spirit is unhindered there love prevails, and where love prevails every utterance will be for edification.

   (Vv. 13-17). These utterances may take other forms than the exercise of distinct gifts. It may be for this reason that in the first verse we are exhorted to desire “spiritual manifestations”, rather than “spiritual gifts”, as in our translation. Room is thus left for every form of utterance under the leading of the Spirit. In these verses we read of praying, singing and giving of thanks, forms of ministry which are never called gifts. But, whatever the form of utterance, edification is to be kept in view. If the Holy Spirit presides, and love prevails in the assembly, every utterance will be in a form that those who are unlearned will be able to follow intelligently and add their Amen. Fellowship, of which the Amen is the outward expression, will thus be maintained.

   (Vv. 18-20). In condemning the abuse of tongues, the apostle was not moved by jealousy, for he himself spoke with tongues more than they all; but he used the gift in the right place, before the right audience, and for a right purpose. In the assembly five words with the understanding, that others might be taught, were better than “ten thousand words in an unknown tongue”. In their fondness for the use of tongues, the Corinthians were acting as children, who delight in anything that makes a show. The apostle exhorts them, and ourselves, not to be children in understanding, but to be innocent as a babe of all malice. We have the flesh in us and it can, but for the grace of God, use prayer or ministry to work off a bit of malice against a brother. But, as one has said, this is a form of spiritual wickedness in high places. Let us, then, seek to follow love and edification.

   (Vv. 21-25). The apostle gives a free quotation from Isaiah 28: 11, 12 to show that, in the day of Israel's failure, when the prophets had erred, God spake to them in the tongues of foreigners, as a sign of the unbelief of those who would not hear the plain word of God. So the exercise of the gift of tongues at the introduction of Christianity was a sign, not to believers, but to unbelievers, and left the hearer without excuse.

   	In contrast to tongues, the gift of prophecy serves not only for the unbeliever but for the believer. When the saints are come together in one place, the exercise of tongues without an interpreter would lead an unbeliever, or an unlearned person, to conclude that the assembly was mad. Prophesying, on the other hand, would convict the conscience of an unbeliever, make manifest the secrets of his heart, and convince him of being in the presence of God.

   3. Divine order to be maintained in the exercise of gifts. 

   (V. 26). In view of his instructions for the maintenance of divine order when come together in assembly, the apostle enquires how these believers at Corinth were acting. He had been giving full liberty to pray, to sing, to bless, to give thanks, and to prophesy, provided all was carried out in a spirit of love and edification. They were taking full advantage of their liberty, for “every one” was ready to take part. Nevertheless, they had abused their liberty by not acting “decently and in order”. The liberty of the Spirit had been turned into licence for the flesh. To correct this abuse does not suggest that one-man ministry should take the place of the liberty that belongs to every man. Christendom has done this and lost the liberty in seeking to correct the abuse. The apostle says, “Let all things be done unto edifying”, and in order that this may be so, he presents God's order, thus maintaining full liberty for ministry while guarding it from abuse.

   (Vv. 27, 28). First, he deals with tongues. If any man speak in a tongue, let it be “by two, or at the most by three”, and that in regular course, and let one interpret. If there be no interpreter the exercise of this gift is not permitted.

   (Vv. 29-31). If the prophets speak, it must also be only two or three, while others judge. Speakers and hearers have their responsibility. The hearers are to judge if what is said is of the Spirit. Each speaker is to leave room for another to whom a word may be given, for all may prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and be comforted. Clearly, then, anything in the nature of one-man ministry in an assembly meeting is out of order.

   (Vv. 32, 33). Moreover, the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets, a statement that excludes all idea of being moved by an uncontrollable impulse. With men speaking under the power of demons it would be otherwise, resulting in unholy excitement and confusion. God is not the Author of confusion, but of peace. Any scene of confusion in the assemblies of God's people is clearly not of God.

   (Vv. 34, 35). The liberty of all to prophesy one by one in the assembly does not apply to women. They are to keep silence in the assemblies. Their capability, or otherwise, is not in question. Silence in public on the part of women is according to creation order as well as the law. The woman's sphere of liberty is in the home. To speak in public is to cover herself with shame. 

   (Vv. 36-38). The apostle's directions are closed with a definite claim that they are the commandments of the Lord, and, as such, have all the authority of the word of God that comes, not only to the assembly at Corinth, but to all the assemblies of God's people. To neglect the directions of the apostle is to refuse the universal application of the word of God to the church. The place of the church is to be subject to the word of God, remembering that the word of God comes to, and not from, the church. The assembly, as such, is taught; it cannot teach. The spirituality of any man will be seen by the acknowledgment that the things Paul has written are the commandments of the Lord. To disregard these directions is to ignore the direct commands of the Lord. As this is so, the apostle is very short and decisive with any who refuses subjection. With such he will not argue. He merely says, “If any man be ignorant, let him be ignorant”.

   (Vv. 39, 40). The apostle sums up his instructions by again urging them to desire to prophesy, but not to forbid to speak with tongues, but, “Let all things be done decently and in order”. Whatever form spiritual manifestations may take in the assembly, let all who take part ask themselves, “Will it be in love, will it be for edification, will it be according to divine order?”. Let us then remember the three great exhortations of the chapter:

   (1) “Follow after love” (verse 1).

   (2) “Let all things be done unto edifying” (verse 26).

   (3) “Let all things be done decently and in order” (verse 40).

   
   1 Corinthians 15.

   With chapter 15 we come to the third main division of the Epistle. In the first division we have the Cross of Christ excluding the wisdom of the world, the licence of the flesh and the worship of demons (1 Cor. 1 - 10). In the second division we have the free action of the Holy Spirit, maintaining order in the assembly of God (1 Cor. 11 - 14). The third division brings before us the resurrection of Christ, triumphing over death and the grave, and opening the way to the perfect state when God will be all in all.

   	It is evident that in the assembly at Corinth there was not only the allowance of moral laxity and assembly disorder, but also the existence of doctrinal error of a vital character, for some among them were saying, “There is no resurrection of the dead” (verse 12). This error was doubtless the outcome of their low moral condition. The progress of evil, as seen in this assembly, is solemn and instructive. First, there were evil practices; secondly, there was assembly disorder; thirdly, there was false doctrine. One evil leads to the other; moral laxity opens the door to the flesh, and denies the Cross; assembly disorder leads to clerisy and human order, and ignores the Spirit; doctrinal error opens the way for the enemy to undermine the foundations of our faith, and attacks the Person of Christ.

   	It is important to remark that it is not said of those who were propagating this error that they denied the immortality of the soul, but that they opposed the truth that the body would be raised again. Resurrection teaches that what is dead is raised. It must therefore apply to the body, for it is the body that dies, not the soul. We thus read, “Many bodies of the saints which slept arose” (Matthew 27: 52). Moreover, it is possible that those who asserted this error had no intention of compromising the gospel, or even denying that Christ was risen. This, however, was the terrible result, and this was the aim of Satan.

   	To meet this snare of the devil the apostle shows how this error affects the gospel (verses 1-11), how it attacks the Person of Christ and those who believe in Him (verses 12-19), and then he unfolds to us some of the positive blessings that follow from the resurrection of Christ (verses 20-58).

   (Vv. 1, 2). As this denial of resurrection undermines the gospel, the apostle first reminds these believers of the gospel which he had preached, which they had received, wherein they had their standing in blessing before God, and by which they were saved. But he adds the words, “unless ye have believed in vain”, for if there is no resurrection they had evidently believed in a myth. However, the apostle shows in a parenthetical remark that the reality of their faith would be proved by holding fast the word that he had announced to them in the glad tidings.

   (Vv. 3, 4). Immediately he sums up the glad tidings under three heads. First, “Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures”. This brings before us the great propitiatory work of Christ for all the world, foretold in all the Scriptures, for the law sets it forth in figure, the Psalms present it experimentally, and the prophets announce it prophetically. Secondly, Christ was buried, the complete evidence of His death and the solemn fact that all His links with man after the flesh are severed. Thirdly, “He was raised the third day, according to the Scriptures”, the everlasting witness that the power of death is broken, the devil defeated, and God is glorified.

   	The apostle carefully remarks that the gospel he preached, he had “received”, as we know from another epistle, “by the revelation of Jesus Christ” (Galatians 1: 12). To reject his gospel is, therefore, to question the revelation of Jesus Christ and the authority of Scripture.

   (Vv. 5-10). Having presented the gospel that he preached, in which the resurrection has a vital place, he confirms the truth of the resurrection of Christ by bringing forward different witnesses to whom Christ appeared after He had risen from the dead. As we know, there are other witnesses, such as Mary and the two going to Emmaus, but the apostle is led to select those witnesses who, by reason of their service, or numbers, have special importance as witnesses. First, the risen Christ was seen by Cephas, the apostle who first preached the gospel to the Jew, and was used to open the door of grace to the Gentile. 

   Secondly, He appeared to the twelve who had accompanied Him on earth. 

   Thirdly, He was seen in resurrection by five hundred at one time. 

   Fourthly, He appeared to James, the apostle who had a leading place with the Jewish believers at Jerusalem. 

   Fifthly, He was seen of all the apostles, when, at the end of forty days, He was received up into heaven. 

   Sixthly, as the risen Man in glory, He was seen last of all by the apostle Paul, who had been the persecutor of Christ and His people, but who had been appointed to preach to the Gentiles. The apostle delights to own that it was by the grace of God that he was found amongst the witnesses to the resurrection of Christ, and if, as an apostle, he laboured more abundantly than they all, that too was by the grace of God.

   (Vv. 11). Thus, whether it was by Paul, or the great company that had seen the risen Christ, the gospel that was preached, and which these Corinthians had believed, had its key-stone in the resurrection of Christ.

   (Vv. 12-19). If, then, in the face of such evidence it is impossible to deny that Christ is risen, how could some dare to say that there is “no resurrection of the dead”? However, as, alas, there were such, the apostle proceeds to show the solemn consequences of this error. First, whatever was believed by those who put forth this error, it was an attack upon the Person of Christ, for if there is no resurrection of the dead, then is Christ not raised. Secondly, if Christ be not raised, the preaching is a fable and vain. Thirdly, if the preaching is vain, the faith of the hearers is futile, as they put their faith in that which is false. Fourthly, if the preachers who profess to come from God are preaching fables, they are “false witnesses of God”. Fifthly, those who put their faith in that which is vain are yet in their sins. Sixthly, if those who are in their sins have fallen asleep, they must have perished. Seventhly, if the resurrection is a fable, the living who profess it are of all men the most miserable, for in the faith of resurrection they have given up this present world and they have nothing for the future.

   	Thus the apostle shows that this fatal error dishonoured Christ, condemned the preaching as a fable, made the faith of the hearers useless, the preachers false witnesses, those fallen asleep to have perished, and the living believers most miserable.

   (V. 20). Having shown the solemn consequences that must flow from this error, the apostle proceeds to set forth, in contrast, the blessed results that flow from the great truth that “now is Christ risen from among the dead”. Christ, risen from among the dead, is “the firstfruits of them that slept”. His resurrection is, indeed, the pledge that all will be raised, the just to come into their final blessing and the unjust into judgment (Acts 17: 31). Here, however, His resurrection is the pledge of the resurrection of His own who have fallen asleep. Their resurrection will be after the pattern of His resurrection, a resurrection from among the dead. With the wicked it will not be a resurrection from among the dead — a resurrection in which some are taken out of death while others are left — it will be simply the destruction of death, with the result that all that are in the graves will immediately arise.

   (Vv. 21-23). The apostle then shows that, if death came in by man, so also the resurrection is brought in by Man. There are two races of men characterised by their respective heads. All those connected with Adam come under death. All connected with Christ shall be made alive. One has truly said that the “all” in Adam's case embraces the entire race, whereas the “all” in the case of Christ as necessarily attaches to His family only. The following verse, which speaks of the order of resurrection, makes it very clear that Christ and only those who are Christ's are in view. Christ was raised the firstfruits, not of the resurrection of the dead, but of those raised from among the dead. This resurrection of His own will take place “at His coming” and will surely include all the Old Testament saints, for they too “are Christ's”, though doubtless the apostle, in writing to the Corinthian assembly, has the church more especially in view.

   (Vv. 24-28). Without mentioning the resurrection of the wicked, the apostle at once passes from the resurrection of those that are Christ's to the end of Christ's earthly kingdom. This end will be reached when every opposing rule and authority and power has been annulled, when every enemy has been put down, and the last enemy, death, has been destroyed. This indeed involves, if it does not specifically mention, the resurrection and judgment of the dead.

   	The great aim of the kingdom of Christ will be to bring the whole universe into subjection to God. As the creation has been subjected to sin and death and the power of the devil by one man, Adam, so every enemy will be dealt with by one Man, Christ, and all be brought into subjection to God. The “end” here is not simply the end of the present age, as in Matthew 13: 39, 49. The end of the present age introduces the kingdom of Christ. Here the end marks the close of the kingdom and the beginning of the Eternal State, the new heavens and new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness. The latter part of verse 24 and verses 25 and 26 describe the character of the reign of Christ, the last act being the destruction of the power of death.

   	Then, when every evil has been dealt with, Christ will deliver up the kingdom to God, the Father. The whole passage views the Son as having become Man, in order to accomplish the will of God in bringing the whole creation into subjection to God. In order to accomplish this great end God has committed to the Son, as become Man, universal power. Having by His mighty kingdom power brought all into subjection to God the Father, He still remains the subject Man as when upon this earth, in order that God may be all in all. The Son does not cease to be God and one with the Father, even as He was on earth, but “Christ will take His place, as Man, the Head of the whole redeemed family, being at the same time God blessed for ever, one with the Father” (J.N.D.). It does not say that the Father may be all in all, but that God — the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost — may be all in all. What a blessed world will that be when in the new heavens and the new earth God will be the Object of all, and morally set forth in all, for is not this the meaning of these words, so simple in their language but so profound in their significance?

   (Vv. 29-32). It is well to notice that verses 20-28 form a parenthesis, in which the apostle, starting from the great fact of the resurrection of Christ, traces its far-reaching effects in connection with His own, with the kingdom, and with the end of time, on into the new heavens and new earth when God will be all in all. Having shown the far-reaching results of resurrection, the apostle resumes the thread of his argument from verses 18 and 19. In these verses he has proved that, if there is no resurrection, those fallen asleep have perished, and believers still living are of all men most miserable. He now asks two questions in connection with these two classes. First, if those fallen asleep have perished, “What shall the baptized for the dead do if those that are dead rise not at all?”. Why are they baptized for them? Baptism is a figure of death, and implies that the one baptized accepts the place into which Christ's death puts the believer as regards this world. Christ by His death and believers who have fallen asleep have actually severed their links with this world. By baptism we that are living identify ourselves in figure with Christ and the saints fallen asleep in their death to this world. How senseless to do this if the dead rise not.

   	Secondly, continuing his argument of verse 19 that if there is no resurrection we, believers, are of all men most miserable, he asks, “Why stand we in jeopardy every hour?”. What folly to run the risk of death if there is no resurrection. He then refers to his own life of suffering, for Christ's sake, and that the saints might share with him in his joy in Christ. This constantly brought him face to face with a violent death, so that, in the spirit of his mind, he died daily. So violent was the opposition at Ephesus that he despaired of his life (2 Cor. 1: 8). Men behaved like beasts and to speak figuratively, after the manner of men, he had fought with beasts at Ephesus. But what sense was there in enduring all this suffering, and endangering his life, if the dead rise not? Would he not have been wiser, if there is no resurrection, to act on the principle of those who say, “Let us eat and drink; for to-morrow we die”?

   (Vv. 33, 34). The apostle, viewing things from a moral stand-point, sees that behind the false doctrine there was bad practice. False views may, indeed, be the outcome of ignorance through being linked with a system of false teaching. But when the soul that has been in the light of the truth adopts serious error that denies a great fundamental truth of Christianity, we shall generally find that bad practice is behind the bad doctrine, and connected with the bad practice there will be worldly associations which corrupt good manners. Hence the apostle appeals to these saints to “awake to righteousness, and sin not”. Moreover, this self-indulgence and worldly association only proved how little they knew God. Some indeed had not the knowledge of God. This was to their shame.

   (Vv. 35-41). Having shown the practical life of the believer who, governed by the truth of resurrection, takes a place apart from the world, the apostle now meets the rationalistic objections of some who were asking, “How are the dead raised up? and with what body do they come?”. The one who raises such questions proves that he is a fool, who measures the all-powerful and all-wise God by human limitations, and rejects everything that he cannot explain. The apostle rebukes this folly by reminding the objector of his own actions; “That which thou sowest is not quickened, except it die: and that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be, but bare grain, it may chance of wheat, or of some other grain”. You do the sowing, says the apostle, “But God giveth it a body as it hath pleased Him”. Man can put the seed in the ground, but man cannot make it grow, still less can man give it a body according to his pleasure.

   	Death must come in before resurrection. Death is dissolution, but death is not annihilation. The seed as such dies in order to bring forth the plant. One has said, “No doubt there is a germ or principle of life: but what does the objector know of it? If he is utterly unacquainted with this even in the seed, is he in a position to cavil as to the body?”. We know that the plant comes from the seed, but we do not know how. Hence the apostle does not tell us how the body is raised, though he rebukes the folly of those who deny resurrection of the body because they cannot conceive how it can be accomplished.

   	There are indeed different bodies in the plant world; every seed has its own body, and that a God-given body. In the animal world there are bodies of men, beasts, fishes and birds. In the material world there are heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, and in the heavenly bodies there are differences, for the sun, the moon and the stars differ in glory.

   (Vv. 42-44). If, then, there are all these differences in bodies in the natural and material world, need we raise questions because there is a vast difference between our present bodies and the bodies we shall have in resurrection? The apostle thus takes occasion by the folly of these reasoners to bring before us the character of the resurrection body and the resurrection state. In contrast to our present bodies, the resurrection body will be incorruptible, glorious, powerful and spiritual. Believers will not be disembodied spirits, but in resurrection they will receive spiritual bodies, little as, at present with our finite minds, we can comprehend either a spiritual existence or a spiritual body. We admit there is a natural body entirely suited to the conditions of the present life on earth. So we know believers will have a spiritual body entirely suited to heavenly conditions.

   (Vv. 45-50). In proof of these great truths the apostle turns to Scripture. He says, “So it is written”. Quoting from Genesis 2: 7, he reminds us that the first man, Adam, became a living soul. But the first Adam is, as we know, “the figure of Him that is to come” — “the last Adam”, Christ — Who is the Head of a new race that will never be superseded by another Head and another race. The last Adam is “a quickening spirit”, One Who in resurrection could breathe on His disciples and say, “Receive the Holy Spirit”, and thus communicate life in the Spirit (John 20: 22). But the natural comes before the spiritual, and the first man is earthy, made out of the dust of the earth; the second Man is out of heaven; and as we have borne the image of the earthy, so shall we, Christians, bear the image of the heavenly. Here the apostle is not speaking of the Christian setting forth the character of Christ, and thus, even now being changed into the same image from glory to glory (2 Cor. 3: 18), but of the full conformity to the image of the heavenly when we have our resurrection bodies. It is evident that these present, frail bodies of flesh and blood, that are liable to corruption, cannot inherit the kingdom of God with its incorruption.

   (Vv. 51-55). This being so, the question arises, how, and when, shall we obtain these spiritual and incorruptible bodies, as some believers are living on earth, and some have fallen asleep? The apostle meets these questions by declaring a mystery, one of God's truths that could not be known until revealed to His people. We thus learn that not all believers will pass through death; “We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed”. The Old Testament saints, like Job, knew indeed of the resurrection of the dead, but they knew nothing of this great secret that the natural bodies of the living saints will be changed into spiritual bodies without the saints going through death. What a proof of the mighty efficacy of the death of Christ, which has so entirely met the penalty of death for the believer, that it is possible for him to be changed into the image of the heavenly without going through death!

   	But, if we are not all going to pass through death, “we shall all be changed”, both sleeping and living saints. This great change will take place “in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed”. In speaking of the last trump, the apostle is probably alluding to the final act in the breaking up of a Roman camp as they started a march, a figure that would be well understood in those days. In a moment this body that is liable to corruption will put on incorruption, and this body that is mortal will put on immortality. In view of this mighty triumph over the power of death, we can well say with Isaiah, “Death is swallowed up in victory” (Isaiah 25: 8). How mighty the power that, from every spot of this earth, where, through the long ages, there has been resting the dust of saints who have fallen asleep, whether by martyrdom or natural decay, will raise the dead, and, together with every living saint, will change them into the image of the heavenly, and this in a moment of time, “sooner than the mind can reckon, or the eye discern”.

   	Looking back over the long, sad history of a fallen world, we see that the shadow of death is over all. Looking on to this great event, the believer can say, “O death, where is they sting? O grave, where is thy victory?”, words used by the prophet Hosea when he records the promise of Jehovah, “I will ransom them from the power of Sheol. I will redeem them from death: Where, O death, are thy plagues? where, O Sheol, is thy destruction?” (Hosea 13: 14).

   (Vv. 56, 57). The apostle reminds us that “the sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law”. But God gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ, the One Who bore the sting when made sin on the Cross, and “redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us” (2 Cor. 5: 21; Galatians 3: 13). With the blessedness of the truth filling his soul the apostle breaks forth into praise to God.

   (V. 58). Wherefore, on account of the mighty victory that Christ has gained by His death, and that is witnessed by His resurrection, and the full blessedness of which we shall enter into in the twinkling of an eye, let us be firm in maintaining the truth, unmoved by any attacks of the enemy, and abounding always in the work of the Lord, knowing that any toil or suffering will have a glorious answer and not be in vain.

   
   1 Corinthians 16.

   Having accomplished the main purpose of his Epistle in dealing with the moral laxity, assembly disorder and erroneous teaching, the apostle closes with some practical exhortations as to giving, and information as to his movements and that of other servants of the Lord.

   (Vv. 1-4). In the first four verses he speaks of “the collection for the saints”. We may rightly have collections to meet the need of the Lord's gifted servants from whom we receive spiritual help, but there are times when it is also necessary to have collections for the poor of the flock. The special need of the saints at Jerusalem at that time was a case in point. In that city there was a large number of saints who had suffered persecution and there were probably many widows and orphans. From the Epistle to the Hebrews we also learn that they had suffered the spoiling of their goods. From Jerusalem the gospel had gone out to the Gentiles, and as the Gentile converts had received spiritual things, it was only right that they should give of their temporal things. This collection was to proceed regularly, each one laying up in store, according to the way that God had prospered him.  As it was their own collection, they were free to appoint their own administrators. The apostle, who was well-known to the saints at Jerusalem, would commend them with letters from himself. If suitable that the apostle should go to Jerusalem, then the delegates from Corinth would accompany him.

   (Vv. 5-9). In reference to the collection the apostle had spoken of visiting the Corinthian assembly. He now again refers to this proposed visit, and tells them that for the present he was postponing it. With great grace and wisdom he does not tell them the reason. In the second chapter of his Second Epistle, when he has seen by their repentance the effect of this first letter, he is free to tell them in detail why he could not come to them. Nevertheless, he tells them why he tarried at Ephesus, the city from which he is writing; for there a great door was opened to him that was effectual in blessing, and there were many adversaries. If the Lord opens a door, the devil will surely stir up many adversaries; the apostle's movements were not governed by the adversaries, but by the Lord who kept the door open.

   (Vv. 10, 11). Nevertheless, Timothy may visit them and hence the apostle commends him in a way specially suited to the circumstances. Timothy was evidently of a timid disposition, so they were to be careful to act in such a way that he would be with them without fear. Moreover, he was young, but let him not on this account be despised. Could there be a greater commendation than the fact that he not only did the work of the Lord, but he did it in the same spirit as the apostle? He was one who carried out the exhortation already given to the Corinthian assembly, “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11: 1).

   (V. 12). Though the apostle might not be free at that time to visit Corinth, it did not follow that it would be wrong for another servant of the Lord to visit this assembly. Evidently the apostle judged that Apollos could help the assembly, and so had “begged him much that he would go”. However, Apollos was unwilling, so the apostle, having expressed his desire, leaves the servant of the Lord free to act before his Master.

   (Vv. 13, 14). The Corinthian saints were not to be dependent upon the servants of the Lord. Hence, whether the servants come, or refrain from coming, the Corinthian saints are exhorted, first, to be vigilant. An ever active adversary demands constant vigilance. Secondly, they are to stand fast in the faith. The inroads of false teaching can only be met by standing fast in the whole circle of truth. Thirdly, to watch against the adversary and stand fast in the faith demands that they quit themselves like men. Alas, many at Corinth had been acting in a carnal way, proving that spiritually they were but babes when they should have been full-grown. Fourthly, quitting themselves like men would demand that they be strong, and this means, as the apostle says in another epistle, that they are to “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 2: 1). Fifthly, spiritual strength expresses itself in love; the apostle therefore adds, “Let all things ye do be done in love” (N.Tn.). Alas, how many things may be done in connection with the assembly of God which may be perfectly right, and yet with a motive that is entirely wrong because love is lacking.

   	In the case of these saints at Corinth, they had been largely marked by carelessness instead of watchfulness; instead of standing fast in the faith, some were speculating about it and even denying such a fundamental truth as the resurrection; instead of quitting themselves like men, they had fallen into the ways of the world; feebleness had marked them rather than strength and selfishness instead of love. Good for us all to take these exhortations to heart.

   (Vv. 15-18). Another important exhortation follows with reference to a class of servants who are very blessedly described as having “devoted themselves to the saints for service”. They were not necessarily men endowed with gifts such as preaching or teaching, which were for the whole church, and might give them a prominent place before others, but they represent a valuable class of servants who locally addict themselves in an orderly way to serving the Lord's people. There is a danger that such should be overlooked in favour of those whose activities bring them more into public. Hence the exhortation is to recognise such and be subject to them as, indeed, to every one joined in the work and labouring. The apostle himself recognises such as having supplied that which was lacking on the part of the Corinthian assembly. The words that follow would seem to indicate that this was not temporal help but spiritual refreshment. This is confirmed by the Second Epistle, from which we learn that the apostle refused all temporal help from this assembly (2 Cor. 11: 9, 10).

   (Vv. 19, 20). The assemblies in Asia send their salutation. Aquila and Priscilla, whom the apostle had first met at Corinth, send special salutations, together with the assembly that met in their house. Let them acknowledge one another with the kiss that expresses brotherly love; but let this customary method of greeting be in holiness.

   (Vv. 21-24). The apostle appends his salutation with his own hand, the sure token that he has dictated the letter (2 Thess. 3: 17). He adds a solemn word of warning, only found in this Epistle, “If any man love not the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be Anathema Maranatha”. The meaning of these words is, we are told, “Accursed: our Lord cometh”. It would indicate that the coming of the Lord may reveal the solemn fact that there are some who have taken their place amongst the Lord's people who have never really been touched by His love and therefore have no love for Him, and so prove that they are not the Lord's. The apostle desires that the grace of the Lord may be with these saints, and concludes by assuring them that his love went out to them all. It was not, however, mere human love, but love “in Christ Jesus”. However faithfully he may have written to them, love was the motive; thus he carried out his own exhortation to them, “Let all things ye do be done in love”.
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Preface

The Apostle had proposed to pay the assembly at Corinth a second visit, but had felt led to alter his plans. He writes to explain why in this second Epistle, and to prepare the way for carrying out a third proposal to give them a second visit.

The enemy, even in those early days, was seeking to corrupt the Christian profession by "false apostles," "deceitful workers," and "false brethren" (2 Cor. 11). The apostle fears that such had been doing their deceitful work at Corinth detaching the hearts of the saints from Christ, presenting false ministry (2 Cor. 11: 4), belittling the true servants of Christ, to draw away disciples after themselves.

In the course of his epistle Paul warns the saints against these evils by setting forth the truth that exposes the evil. He presents Christ in the glory, the One in Whom all the promises of God are Yea and Amen. He presents the saints on earth as left here to be the Epistle of Christ. He sets forth the true ministry of the Spirit, and the marks of the true servants of the Lord, by whom His work is carried out. Further he exhorts the saints at Corinth to serve others in love by giving to the needy.

Having set before them Christ, His service, His servants, and the grace of Christ in giving to others, he exposes the false pretensions of evil men who were seeking to corrupt the assemblies of God's people by presenting themselves as angels of light and ministers of righteousness.


2 Corinthians 1.

(Vv. 1, 2). In writing his second Epistle to the Corinthians the Apostle Paul links with himself Timothy, who was well known to them as having laboured in their midst; and, in addressing the Assembly he includes the saints in Achaia of which Corinth was the capital. He is thus careful to show, on the one hand, that in all that he has to say he has the full fellowship of one to whom they are well known, and, on the other hand, that he does not view them as independent of other assemblies of the Lord's people.

(Vv. 3-6). The Apostle commences his epistle with a reference to his trials. He had suffered persecution from the world, and much affliction and anguish of heart on account of the low condition that had existed among the saints at Corinth, the very people who should have been to him a source of joy (2: 3, 4). Nevertheless, these trials, whether coming from within or without the Christian circle, had become the occasion of experiencing the "compassions" and "comforts" of God. So David, in his day, passed through similar experiences, for when the proud rose up against him, and violent men sought after his soul, he could say: "But Thou, O Lord, art a God full of compassion," and "Thou, LORD, hast holpen me, and comforted me" (Ps. 86: 14-17).

Paul's personal experience of the compassions and comfort of God had a threefold effect:

First, it became an occasion for praise to God, for he can say: "Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ." It has been truly said that God is ever the first thought with one who is walking with God. It was so in days of old with the servant of Abraham. Having experienced the manifest guidance of God, his first act was to worship the LORD, saying: " Blessed be the Lord God . . . I being in the way the LORD led me" (Gen. 24: 26, 27). So, again, when God intervened in mercy in the trials of Daniel, his first act was to praise God, saying: "Blessed be the name of God for ever and ever: for wisdom and might are His" (Dan. 2: 19-23).


Secondly, the Apostle's experience of the compassions and mercy of God enabled him to comfort others who were in trouble.

Thirdly, through his trials the Apostle experienced the truth of the Lord's words to His own: "The disciple is not above his Master" (Luke 6: 40). If the Master suffered in passing through a world of sin and sorrow, so will His disciples suffer. But if in our little measure we taste "the sufferings of the Christ," we shall also experience the consolations of Christ.

Thus the Apostle is able to minister consolation and comfort to these saints who were enduring like sufferings. So, when writing to the Thessalonian saints, who were suffering "persecution and tribulation" he can commit them to God "Who hath given us everlasting consolation," to " comfort" their hearts (2 Thess. 1: 4: 2 Thess. 2: 16, 17). Later, when in prison, he can still write to the Philippian saints of " consolation in Christ" and the " comfort of love " (Phil. 2: 1).


(V. 7). Thus the Apostle's hope of these saints remained firm. He did not fear for them by reason of their trials. He realised that if they had to endure sufferings they would also enjoy consolation.

(Vv. 8-10). The Apostle then refers to the severe trials he had passed through in Asia. The pressure that came upon him was beyond human power to meet; indeed he had despaired of life. Nevertheless, he found that no trial, no opposition, the Christian has to meet is beyond the sustaining power of God. The Apostle may despair of life, but he does not despair of God. If even faced with death, and like the Master, a violent death at the hands of wicked men, yet God is stronger than death. Thus in his great trials he had learned his own weakness and God's almighty power, in order that he should not trust in himself but in God Who raiseth the dead. Thus, looking back he can say, God has delivered; looking around he can say, God "doth deliver," and looking on he can say, God "will yet deliver." And what Paul could say in his great trials, it is the privilege of the simplest believer to say with like trust in God.

(Vv. 11, 12). Furthermore, the Apostle gladly recognises the fellowship of the Corinthian saints with him in his trials. They had laboured together in prayer for the Apostle that the gift bestowed upon him might be used for the blessing of souls and thus lead to thanksgiving to God. He could with confidence count upon their prayers for his conscience bore witness to the purity of his motives in his service. He had served in simplicity with a single eye, and with sincerity before God. His service was not the outcome of fleshly wisdom which may often do what is right from motives of human policy. It was by the grace of God that he exercised his gift.

(Vv. 13, 14). Thus, counting on their prayers and their acknowledgement of his letter, he can rejoice in them while they rejoice in him, both having in view the day of the Lord Jesus.

(Vv. 15-18). This mutual confidence leads him to explain his movements which some might have thought were lightly changed, and thus confidence in him be weakened. He had purposed to pay them a second visit, and though he had changed his plans it was not lightly as if acting with the indecision of the flesh. Thus he can truly avow before God that his word to them "was not yea and nay."

(V. 19). This leads the thoughts of the Apostle to Christ, the perfect pattern for all Christian conduct. Paul, and his fellow-labourers, preached "the Son of God, Jesus Christ." With this glorious Person there is no uncertainty, no "Yea and nay" — no "It may be." or "It may not be." The truth set forth in Him, and by Him, does not change. In Him all was " Yea" — sure and certain.

With his heart full of Christ the Apostle is led, in a few brief sentences, to give a beautiful presentation of Christ, the privileges of Christians, and the way God has taken in order that we may enter into our privileges.


(V. 20). First he presents Christ as the Yea and Amen. In reading any Epistle it is important to see the special way in which Christ is presented. The Corinthian saints had been in a low moral condition making a great deal of man, and, correspondingly, forgetting what is due to God. To meet this state the Apostle, in his first Epistle, proclaimed to them Christ crucified, and Christ risen; for the cross sets aside the glory of man, and the resurrection maintains the glory of God (1 Cor. 1: 17, 18-23; 1 Cor. 2: 2; 1 Cor. 16: 4). In this second Epistle, Christ is presented first, in this verse, as the Yea and Amen, and secondly, in chapter four, as glorified in order to lead these saints into all the fulness of Christian blessing as set forth in Christ, so that occupied with Him in glory they might become changed into His image.

What then, we may ask, is the meaning of this statement concerning Christ, that "in Him is the yea, and in Him the Amen"? for so it should read (N. Tn.). In the Old Testament there are promises made by God for the blessing of Abraham's seed, and for the blessing of the Gentiles through Israel. There was, however, one great difficulty that hindered the fulfilment of the blessing: over the whole scene there was the dark shadow of death. How then were the promises to be fulfilled? Abraham, to whom the promises were made, died; Isaac and Jacob died, as we read, "These all died in faith not having received the promises." If some great benefit is promised to a man a year hence, and he dies before the time how can the promise be fulfilled? It is plain, then, that great promises of God are scattered over the pages of the Old Testament, but death always stands in the way of their fulfilment. But, at last, there comes One in whom there was "no cause of death" (Acts 13: 28), and though He goes into death He could not be holden of death (Acts 2: 24). Thus at last there is found a Man who, in regard to the promises of God, is "the Yea" and "the Amen." As "the Yea" he is the One in whom the blessedness of every promise is set forth; and, as "the Amen," the One through whom every promise is fulfilled.

Such then is the presentation of Christ in this 2nd Epistle. Moreover, the way in which Christ is presented in any Epistle is in keeping with the special doctrines of the Epistle. In this Epistle prominence is given to the great truths of the new covenant (2 Cor. 3), and reconciliation (2 Cor. 5). In the affairs of men, a testament, or Will, sets forth the disposition of the Testator towards those receiving the benefits of the Will. So in the New Covenant, or New Testament, we learn what God is in His goodness for man. Reconciliation sets forth what man is for God. Indeed it sets forth what everything will be for God; for, not only men are to be reconciled, but "all things," whether they be things in earth or things in heaven. Looking on to a scene beyond death there rises up before our vision a vast universe of bliss, in which every person and everything will be fully in accord with God, and therefore a scene in which God can rest with perfect complacency. The way in which Christ is presented in the Epistle perfectly corresponds to these great truths, for in Christ we see perfectly set forth God's disposition toward men; and in Christ we see perfectly set forth all that God would have us to be for Himself; moreover, through Christ we know that all the desires of the heart of God will be fulfilled.


Further, the Apostle touches upon the immense privileges of the Christian. If all the promises are set forth, and fulfilled, in Christ to the glory of God, it means that these promises are secured for believers "Unto the glory of God by us." Thus, in the course of the Epistle, the Apostle presses our testimony in the world as the epistles of Christ. The glory of God implies the display of God in His nature. We can easily understand that all the glory of God is set forth in Christ, but the marvel of grace is that it is God's purpose that His glory should be displayed "by us ": that those who once set forth the terrible effects of sin, should be taken up to set forth the glory of God. Moreover, this setting forth of the glory of God in the saints is not simply future, but even now in this world. It is evident when the Apostle speaks a little later (2 Cor. 3) of being changed from glory to glory, that he has the present in view. We know that the purpose of God will have its complete fulfilment in the church of glory, for the first mark of the Holy City, when it descends from heaven, is that it has "the glory of God." But it is also God's purpose that as believers pass through this world, in which they had once been the servants of sin bringing forth fruits of unrighteousness, they should become the servants of God to set forth the glory of God.

(Vv. 21, 22). In the verses that follow we see the way that God works in order that His glory might be displayed in us. To this end God has established us in Christ; anointed us; sealed us, and given us the earnest of the Spirit in our hearts.

First, God establishes us in Christ. There is a work of God in the inner man to the end that Christ may dwell in the heart by faith. We recognise the need of energy in the things of God and zeal in His service, but, above all, we need the secret of energy — a heart that is attached to Christ.

Secondly, having our hearts attached to Christ we are led into the knowledge of divine truths and divine Persons, by the anointing of the Spirit. The anointing speaks of divine intelligence given by the Holy Spirit, as we know from the Epistle of John where we read: "Ye have an unction (or 'anointing') from the holy one and ye know all things." Again we read: "The same anointing teacheth you of all things." In divine things affection comes before intelligence. This is seen in the Apostle's prayer in Ephesians 3 where he first prays that Christ may dwell in our hearts, and that we may be rooted and grounded in love. This answers to God establishing us in Christ. Then it follows in the prayer, "That ye may be fully able to comprehend." This comprehension is the effect of the anointing by which it is possible for the believer to enter into the breadth, and length, and depth, and height, of all the counsels of God.

Thirdly, we are reminded in this passage that believers are sealed by God. The seal, as it has often been expressed, is the mark that Gods puts upon the believer as the evidence that we are His. The world cannot see the Holy Spirit, but they can see in the changed life of the believer the effect of the Spirit's indwelling. It was so in the case of the Thessalonian believers. They received the word in much tribulation and with joy of the Holy Spirit, and in result they became (1) followers of the Lord; (2) ensamples to all that believe; and (3) their faith to God was spread abroad. This was the result of being sealed and the evidence that they belonged to God.


Fourthly, believers enjoy the earnest of the Spirit by which they are enabled to get a foretaste of the blessedness of the vast inheritance of glory which is theirs already and into which they will soon be ushered (Eph. 1: 13, 14).

Thus we learn that God "establishes us," "Hath anointed us," "sealed us," and given us "the earnest of the Spirit." In being established we look back to the cross to learn all the love of Christ; by the anointing we look up into the glory at Christ, to be made intelligent in all the divine counsels; by the sealing we become witnesses to Christ in the world around thus setting forth that we belong to God; and by the earnest we look on to the inheritance when we shall be with Christ and like Christ.

(Vv. 23, 24). In the two closing verses the Apostle explains that if he had not visited Corinth a second time it was in order to spare them further grief. He had no desire to take the place of one that ruled over the faith of the saints, but rather to view himself and other believers as "fellow-workers" (N. Tn.) in the joy of the Lord's service. It is "by faith" in the Lord we stand, not faith in one another.


2 Corinthians 2.

(Vv. 1-3). Continuing the subject of the closing verses of chapter 1, the Apostle expresses the fear that had he visited them a second time, before having heard the effect of his first letter it would only have been to cause them grief. Normally we should expect to find joy from the saints, and very specially from those to whom we may have been a spiritual blessing, as in the case of the Apostle and the Corinthians. He therefore writes this second epistle in order that all that might raise a cloud between himself and these believers might be removed.

(V. 4). It was indeed with real anguish and distress of heart that he had written his first epistle — a letter watered with many tears. If he had to deal with sin in their midst, it was not in any cold legal spirit that might have exposed the wrong, pointed out the right course to take in dealing with it, and there left the matter. The fact that he had not come to them might lead to this wrong conclusion, but he writes to assure them that behind his first letter there was "much affliction and anguish of heart," and behind his grief there was deep love for them.

(Vv. 5-8). Moreover, this spirit of love that had animated the Apostle in writing his first letter, he would have the assembly at Corinth show towards the wrong-doer who they had dealt with in obedience to the apostolic directions. In their zeal in dealing with the evil let them not overlook love and grace to the wrong-doer who had given evidence of true repentance.


(Vv. 9, 10). To this end Paul had written this second epistleto assure them of his love and to awaken their love. The first epistle had, indeed, put them to the test to prove their love by their obedience to the Apostle's directions (comp. John 14: 21; John 16: 10). Proving their love by obedience, confidence in them would be restored, so that he could say "to whom ye forgive anything I also." In this way they would be acting on behalf of the Apostle, even as he, in forgiving any wrong committed against him, represented Christ, thus carrying out his own exhortation, in another epistle, "Forgiving one another . . . even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye" (Col. 3: 13).

(V. 11). Thus cultivating a spirit of holy love in his own heart, and the hearts of others, he would frustrate the efforts of Satan to sow discord among the saints, not simply by introducing evil amongst them but by leading them to deal with it in a wrong manner and a wrong spirit. How often the saints may be of one mind as to the evil, and yet discord arise through not agreeing as to the manner of dealing with it. How important to be on our watch against the devices of the enemy lest he get an advantage over us.

(Vv. 12, 13). At Troas, where the Lord had opened a door for the Apostle to preach the gospel, he had hoped to find Titus bringing him encouraging news of the Corinthians, but not finding him, he had no rest in his spirit; so bidding them adieu he went on to Macedonia. There, as we know from chapter 7: 5-7, he found Titus who comforted him with the account of the good effect of his first letter.

(V. 14). The comfort he had received leads the Apostle to break forth in praise: "Thanks be unto God which always leads us in triumph in Christ." If God leads, it will be in triumph, triumph over the failure of the saints, the opposition of sinners, the devices of the enemy, and the pressure of circumstances. But it will be triumph "in Christ." It is not triumph in the flesh or by human ability or power. Further, in the measure in which difficulties and distresses, of whatever character, are triumphed over in and through Christ, the sweetness and blessedness of the knowledge of Christ will be made manifest in every place.

(Vv. 15, 16). Thus it is possible to present Christ to the saved and the unsaved. This meant, however, to those who reject Christ, death with the anticipation of a worse death; but to those who accepted the testimony, life with the anticipation of the fulness of life. But if such mighty issues, as life and death, hanging upon the testimony of Christ, the Apostle may well ask: "Who is sufficient for these things?"

(V. 17). Paul realised the greatness of the Person that he preached, the deep need of those to whom he preached, and the immensity of the issues involved. He did not, as many even in that day (and how many in this day), "make a trade of the word of God" (N. Tn.). The man who has such low thoughts of the word of God as to use it as a means of trade — preaching for a living — will have very little sense of the greatness of the word, the solemnity of the issues involved, or his own insufficiency. He will be in danger of thinking, to his own undoing, that human education, natural ability, and intellectual attainments, will give competency to carry on the work of God. But natural ability and all that comes from man will only give competency in the sight of men. It can neither give sincerity nor competency in the sight of God. The Apostle's competency was "of God," and he preached, not as a man-pleaser before men, but in sincerity "before God;" and not in the flesh, but "in Christ."


2 Corinthians 3.

In the Apostle's day we see the commencement of two great evils in the Christian profession. First, there were those of whom he speaks as "False apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into the apostles of Christ" (2 Cor. 11: 13). Secondly, as the result, the word of God was being corrupted (2 Cor. 2: 17). Corrupt ministers led to the corruption of the ministry. That of which we see the commencement in the Apostle's day has been fully developed in our day. To meet these two evils the Apostle sets before us, in chapter 3, the true ministry and its results, and in chapters 4 and 5 the true minister and his marks. Having thus God's standard we are able to judge of the solemn departure in the Christian profession, while at the same time examining ourselves as to how far we answer to God's thoughts.

First, then, his great aim, in chapter 3, is to show that the Christian company is the Epistle of Christ, how it becomes such through the ministry of the gospel, and how the writing is maintained in legibility so that all men should be able to read Christ in His people.

(V. 1). Before speaking on this great theme Paul is careful to show that he does not do so from any selfish motive. False teachers had challenged his Apostleship; false teaching had obscured the ministry. This compelled him to defend true ministry and true ministers; but, if he does so, it is not to commend himself, or as seeking the commendation of the Corinthians, or as needing to be commended to them.

(V. 2). To dispel such a thought, in the most delicate way, he turns to the Corinthians and says, as it were: "If we wanted to commend ourselves, we should not talk about our ministry or ourselves, we should talk about you." "Ye," he says, "are our epistle." They had such a real place in his affections that if anyone challenged his apostleship he was ever ready to point all men to the Corinthian Assembly as those who commended both himself and his ministry.

(V. 3). But how was it that the Corinthian Assembly commended Paul? Was it not in as far as they were the living expression of the character of Christ whom Paul had preached? They were in their practical lives a letter in favour of the Apostle, because they were a letter that commended Christ to all men.

Paul preached Christ to the Corinthians. The Spirit of God used the ministry to make Christ precious to these Corinthian believers — He wrote Christ on their hearts. The Christ written on their hearts, became livingly expressed in their lives. Being expressed in their lives, they became witnesses to Christ — a letter, as it were, known and read of all men. Commending Christ they became a letter to commend Paul, the chosen vessel through whom they had heard of Christ.


Here, then, we have a beautiful description of the true Christian company, composed of individual believers upon whose hearts Christ has been written, not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God; not on tables of stone, but on the fleshy tables of the heart. As men of old could read the ten commandments on tables of stone, so now they are to read Christ in believers. The law, however, was written on unresponsive tables of stone that form a witness of what men ought to be, but leaves the heart untouched. By the ministry of the gospel, the Spirit of the living God writes Christ upon the hearts of living men as a witness to all that Christ is.

It is sometimes said by Christians: "We ought to be Epistles of Christ." The Apostle, however, says, not "Ye ought to be," but, " Ye are . . . the Epistle of Christ." Then, he can add, seeing the Corinthian Assembly had been restored to a right condition, "Ye are manifestly declared to be the Epistle of Christ." The Apostle thus distinguishes between being the Epistle of Christ and being manifested as such, known and read of all men. Entertaining the wrong thought that we ought to be the Epistle of Christ we shall set to work in the endeavour to become such by our own efforts. This would not only lead us into legal occupation with ourselves, but would also shut out the work of the Spirit of the living God. The fact is that we become the Epistle of Christ, not by our own efforts, but by the Spirit of God writing Christ upon our hearts. If we are not Epistles of Christ we are not Christians at all. A Christian is one to whom Christ has become precious by a work of the Spirit of God in the heart. It is not simply a knowledge of Christ in the head which an unconverted man may have that constitutes a man a Christian, but Christ written on the heart. As sinners we discover our need of Christ, and are burdened with our sins. We find relief by discovering that Christ by His propitiatory work has died for our sins and that God has accepted the work and seated Christ in the glory. Our affections are drawn out to the One through Whom we have been blessed: He becomes precious to us. Thus Christ is written on our hearts.

Our responsibility is, not to seek to walk well in order to become an Epistle, but, seeing we are the Epistle of Christ, to walk well in order that it may be read of all men. It is obvious that if any one writes a letter it is with the express purpose of being read. If the letter is a letter of commendation it is to commend the person named in the letter. So when the Spirit of God writes Christ on the hearts of believers, it is in order that they may together become an Epistle of commendation to commend Christ to the world around; that by their holy and separate walk, their mutual love to one another, their lowliness and meekness, their gentleness and grace, they may set forth the lovely character of Christ.

Let us notice that the Apostle does not say ye are "Epistles" of Christ but ye are the "Epistles" of Christ. He views the whole company of the saints as setting forth the character of Christ. We may rightly be very exercised as to our individual walk, and yet careless, or indifferent to the condition of an assembly.

Thus it was with the Corinthian saints. They had, indeed, been walking in a disorderly way; but, as the result of the Apostle's first letter, they had cleared themselves from evil so that he can not only say that as an Assembly they were an Epistle of Christ, but, that they were an Epistle "known and read of all men."

Alas! the writing may become indistinct, but it does not cease to be a letter because it is blotted and blurred. Christians are often like the writing on some ancient tombstone. There are faint indications of some inscription; a capital letter here and there would indicate that some name was once written on the stone; but it is so weather-worn, and dirt-begrimed, that it is hardly possible to decipher the writing. So, alas, may it be with ourselves. When first the Spirit writes Christ upon the heart the affections are warm and the life speaks plainly of Christ. The writing being fresh and clear is known and read of all men; but, as time passes, the world is apt to slip into the heart and Christ fades out of the life. The writing begins to grow indistinct until at last men see so much of the world and the flesh that they see little, if indeed anything, of Christ in the life.

Nevertheless, in spite of all our failures, Christians are the Epistle of Christ, and it ever remains God's great intention that men should learn the character of Christ in the lives of His people. Just as in the tables of stone, of old, men could read what the righteousness of God demands from men under law, so now, in the lives of God's people, the world should read what the love of God brings to man under grace.

(V. 4). The effect of his preaching, so happily set forth in the changed lives of the Corinthians, effected by the Spirit, leads the Apostle to speak of his confidence as to his ministry. He was confident that, by the grace of God given to him through Christ, his ministry was the truth that the Spirit could use to give life.

(V. 5, 6). At the same time he is careful to disclaim any intrinsic competency in himself. He was entirely dependent upon God for the grace that enabled him to proclaim the truth. His competency was of God, Who had made the Apostles competent ministers of the new covenant.


The new covenant is brought before us by the Prophet Jeremiah (Jer. 31: 31-34). The two great blessings of the New Covenant are forgiveness of sins, and the knowledge of God. These blessings, as with all others, come to man on the ground of the blood of Christ; so the Lord can say, when instituting the Supper: "This cup is the new covenant in my blood."

The truth that the saints are an Epistle written on the heart in contrast to the writing of the law on tables of stone, naturally leads the Apostle to refer to the new covenant, for in the new covenant the writing is also on the heart, as we read: "I will put my laws into their mind, and write them in their hearts." But though he speaks of himself as a minister of the new covenant, he is careful to add, "not of the letter, but of the spirit." He is writing to Gentiles, and for such the letter of the new covenant would only "kill," or, in other words, exclude them from all blessing; for actually, as far as the letter is concerned, the new covenant only applies to the house of Israel and Judah. The spirit of the new covenant, or the blessing that is in the mind of God of which the covenant speaks, is for all men, according to the Lord's commission to His disciples that "repentance and remission should be preached in His name among all nations" (Luke 24: 47).

Then, changing from the spirit of the new covenant to the Holy Spirit, the Apostle says, the "Spirit giveth life." The Holy Spirit gives life by a work in souls whereby they are brought to a knowledge of the Lord, and the remission of their sins (Heb. 8: 10-12).

(Vv. 7-11). From this point in the chapter the Apostle, in a long parenthesis (Verses 7 to 16) draws a contrast between the old covenant and the new. This was very necessary because, as we have seen from the closing verse of the preceding chapter there were false teachers who were corrupting the Word of God, with the result that the saints were in danger of being led off the ground of grace into a mixture of law and grace. The Apostle will show in the end of the chapter that we can only be kept in our souls consciously on the ground of grace by having our eye fixed on Christ in the glory, the One through Whom all the grace of God flows to us. First, however, he speaks of the character of the old covenant, and its effect upon those who come under it.

Paul makes several definite statements in regard to the law:

First, the law is a ministry of condemnation and of death. We must remember that the law is "holy, just, and good." It was a divinely given rule for men's conduct upon the earth, and not a means to point the way to heaven. But it applied to a man that is a sinner, with the result that it proved that he was committing sins by forbidding the very things he was doing. Moreover, it proved the existence of an evil nature that desires to do the very thing that is forbidden. While nine of the commandments refer to outward conduct, the remaining one applies to the inward disposition, for it says, "Thou shalt not lust." A man may be outwardly blameless in conduct, but the application of this law to his inward thoughts will prove that he has lusted and therefore broken the law.


The law, then, convicts of actual sins, and proves the existence of an evil nature. It thus becomes a ministration of condemnation, and the condemnation is death. The holy law of God applied to a man that is already a sinner must become to him a ministry of condemnation and death.

Secondly, the law was written and engraven on stones. The law wrote nothing on the hearts of men. It did not directly tell men what they are, but rather what they ought to be both in their hearts and their outward conduct; but it did not touch their hearts. It told men what their lives should be, but did not give them life, or strength, or a new nature. The writing on stones is a perfect witness of what I ought to be as a child of Adam, both in my relations to God and to my neighbour.

If, however, it was a witness to me, it was also a witness against me, for it proved that I am not what I ought to be. The writing on stones says, "Do this and live." But I know that I have not kept the law; therefore the law engraven on stones becomes to me a ministry of death.

Thirdly, the law passes away. The Apostle speaks of the law as that which is "to be done away." It has to give place to that which abides. It came in by the way until the Seed should come. It proved the complete ruin of man and thus paved the way for God to manifest His grace. Man being fully exposed the law has done its work and gives place to the grace and truth that came by Jesus Christ.

Fourthly, the law is introduced with glory. To understand the statement that the old covenant "began with glory" we must remember that glory is the display of God. The glory of God declares who God is. Also we have to bear in mind that the law was given on two occasions, and that the Apostle refers to the second giving of the law. On the first occasion Moses came down from the Mount with the tables of stone in his hand, but no glory in his face (Ex. 32: 15). It was pure law that made demands upon man unaccompanied by any revelation of the glory of God in mercy on behalf of man. As Moses draws nigh to the Camp he finds the people fallen into idolatry, and thus have broken the first commandment. To bring pure law into the midst of such a company would have overwhelmed them with instant judgment. Moses, therefore, "cast the tables out of his hands and broke them." He goes into their midst without the two tables. Pure law never came into the camp at all.


Thereupon, Moses goes up into the Mount a second time and pleads with God on behalf of the people. To this plea God answers in grace, and gives a partial revelation of Himself in His goodness, and grace, and mercy. This is a glimpse of His glory: not the law demanding what man should be, but the glory revealing what God is. So "the LORD passed by before him and proclaimed, The LORD, The LORD God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children's children, unto the third and the fourth generation" (Ex. 34: 6, 7). Evidently this is not pure law; neither is it pure grace — the sovereign grace of God revealed in Christ. It is rather the goodness of God in government under which it is said that God will by no means clear the guilty, whereas, under grace God can justify the ungodly.

The effect of this partial display of glory was that when Moses came down from the Mount the second time his face shone (Ex. 34: 29-35). Even so, the people could not endure the reflection of this partial display of the glory of God in the face of Moses. They could not steadfastly behold the face of Moses for the glory of his countenance. No man can stand a revelation of God, however partial, if accompanied with the law. Under such circumstances, as it has been said, "You will either seek to hide from God, as Adam did in the garden of Eden, or you will seek to hide God from you, as Israel did when they entreated that Moses should put a veil upon his face" (J. N. D.).

It is thus proved that we cannot stand the slightest testimony to the glory of God in His holiness, grace, and goodness, if accompanied with a demand that we must, by our own efforts, answer to the glory. Nay, the more the glory of God is revealed, when accompanied with the demand that I must answer to it, the more impossible it is for us to endure the glory.

Having shown the character and effect of the law, the Apostle presents in contrast the ministry of grace. He speaks of this ministry as "the ministry of the spirit," "the ministry of righteousness," the ministry that remains, and lastly as the ministry that not only exceeds in glory but that subsists in glory (verses 8-11, N. Tn.).

The ministry of the Spirit. The law was "the writing of God graven upon the tables" of stone (Ex. 32: 16); the gospel is a ministry of the Spirit of God, by which Christ is written on the heart. Moreover the existence, commencement, and continuance of this ministry of the Spirit depends upon the glory of Christ. The glory in which Christ is seated is the witness of God's infinite satisfaction in Christ and His work. So fully is God satisfied that there is now a Man in the glory — one wholly suited to the full revelation of God. The coming of the Spirit is the answer to His glory. Seeing Christ is in the glory the Holy Spirit can come and work in the hearts of sinners revealing to them all that God is as declared in the face of Jesus.


The ministry of righteousness. Further we learn that the gospel of the glory of Christ is "the ministry of righteousness." The law was a ministry of condemnation because it demanded righteousness from the sinner, and condemned him for his unrighteousness. The Gospel, instead of demanding righteousness from the sinner, proclaims the righteousness of God to the sinner. It tells us that Christ has died as the propitiation for our sins, and that God has shown His complete satisfaction with what Christ has done by righteously seating Him in the glory; and that now, through Christ God is righteously proclaiming the forgiveness of sins to a world of sinners, and further can righteously pronounce the sinner that believes in Jesus justified from all things (Rom. 3: 24, 26). Thus the gospel of the glory of Christ, not only tells us of the love and grace of God, but declares the righteousness of God.

The ministry that remains. In contrast to the law, the ministry of grace is that which abides. The law came in by the way to expose man; it was only to prepare the way for the coming of Christ. Christ having come, we have One who can never pass away, nor His glory grow dim, nor His work lose its efficacy. Therefore all the blessings of the gospel of the glory, that depend upon the glory of Christ, must be as lasting as Christ Himself.

The ministry that subsists in glory. The law that is done away was introduced with a glimpse of glory; that which abides not only exceeds in glory, but subsists in glory; it depends for its existence upon the full revelation of the glory of God in Christ. Now that the glory of God has been fully met by Christ and His work, the glory of God can be fully revealed in the gospel of the glory.

(Vv. 12, 13). Seeing, then, the blessedness of the ministry of the gospel that gives us an abiding place in glory, we can use great plainness of speech. We have not like Moses to put a veil over the glory. The glory of God in His holiness, and love, can be fully declared, seeing it is displayed in the face of Jesus, the One who died to put away all that is contrary to the glory. The glory in the face of Moses was veiled, with the result that Israel could neither see the measure of glory displayed in the law, nor Christ "the end" to which the law pointed.

(Vv. 14-16). Israel's thoughts have been darkened; and remain so to this day. When they read the law they cannot see the One to whom the law points, because of the unbelief of their hearts. The veil that was upon the face of Moses is now upon the hearts of Israel. When at last Israel turns to the Lord the veil will be taken away. So with ourselves, only as we turn to the Lord shall we find the blindness and darkness of our hearts pass away.

(Vv. 17, 18). The parenthesis of verses 7 to 16 being closed, the Apostle continues the subject of verse 6. There he had been speaking of the spirit of the new covenant, which is for all in contrast to the letter which limits the new covenant to Israel.


Continuing this theme the Apostle now says "the Lord is the Spirit." Probably, as scholars have pointed out, the word Spirit, in this clause, should have a small letter instead of a capital. The capital makes the word refer to the Holy Spirit, and this hardly seems to be intelligible (see W. Kelly on Corinthians). The meaning would appear to be that the Lord Jesus is the spirit, or essence, of the old covenant. All its forms, sacrifices and ceremonies prefigured Christ in different ways. The law had a shadow of good things to come, but Christ is the substance (Heb. 10: 1; Col. 2: 17). Unbelief fails to see Christ in all the Scriptures, but faith apprehends the Lord in every part of the Word, and never more plainly than in the tabernacle, its sacrifices and services.

The Apostle then passes from speaking of the Lord as being the spirit, as giving "true inner bearing of what was communicated," to speak of the Spirit of the Lord. Here, without question the capital is rightly used, for all will agree that this is the Holy Spirit. The Apostle states that "where the Spirit of the Lord is there is liberty." Those referred to in 2 Cor. 2: 17, would bring the saints into bondage by occupation with themselves: the Spirit brings into liberty by turning the soul to Christ in the glory. Such are not afraid of the glory of the Lord. They can view the glory seen in the face of Jesus without a veil, for the One in whose face the glory shines has met the claims of glory.

Moreover there is a transforming power in beholding the Lord in glory, and this transforming power is available for all believers — the youngest as well as the oldest. "We all," not simply "we Apostles," "beholding the glory of the Lord are changed into the same image." This change is not effected by our own efforts, nor by wearying ourselves in the endeavour to be like the Lord. Nor is it by seeking to imitate some devoted saint. It is by beholding the glory of the Lord. There is no veil on His face, and as we behold Him, not only every veil of darkness will pass from our hearts, but morally we shall become increasingly like Him, changing from glory to glory.

Thus the Holy Spirit not only writes Christ on the heart, so that we become Epistles of Christ, but, by engaging our hearts with Christ in glory, He transforms us into His image, and so keeps the writing clear. We are thus not only Epistles of Christ but, we become Epistles that are known and read of all men.

Furthermore the Holy Spirit does not occupy us with our own shining for Christ. Moses had a glimpse of the glory of God and immediately his face shone; but we read "Moses wist not that the skin of his face shone" (Ex. 34: 29). He was not occupied with his shining face, but with the glory of God. The glory is in Christ, and only as we are occupied with Him shall we reflect a little of His glory.


2 Corinthians 4.

In chapters 4 and 5, the Apostle passes from the ministry of the gospel to speak of the ministers, or servants of Christ. This was necessary seeing that, not only had there arisen many in the Christian circle who were corrupting the Word of God, but, there were also those who assailed the servants of God, seeking occasion against them, and charging them with walking according to the flesh. Such were deceitful workers transforming themselves into Apostles of Christ (2 Cor. 10: 3; 2 Cor. 11: 12, 13). In contrast to these deceitful workers, the Apostle, in these chapters, sets before us the marks of the true servants of God.


(V. 1). Having this ministry of the Spirit, and of righteousness, founded upon Christ in the glory, and having received mercy to make it known in the face of every opposition, the Apostle can say, "we faint not." Looking upon the Lord, Peter could walk upon the water however rough; with his eye upon the water he would begin to sink however smooth. So too the Apostle with his eye upon Christ in the glory, and beholding the glory of the Lord, can say "we faint not."

(V. 2). Moreover, the Apostle's life was consistent with his ministry. He did not allow in his life any of the hidden things of shame while preaching a gospel that denounced them.

He did not walk in deceit as some of whom he speaks a little later as "deceitful workers." He did not seek to serve his own ends, or exalt himself, while taking the place of a servant of the Lord. Nor did he falsify the Word of God. He made no attempt to bend the Word of God to meet man's theories, nor tone it down to spare the flesh. He did not hide its plainest statements, whether exposing the utter ruin and condemnation of man, or the fulness of the grace of God.

Men could find no excuse for refusing the gospel that Paul preached because of anything in his life that would, offend the conscience; because of any base motive in preaching; or because he kept back or perverted the truth. Alas! with the Corinthian saints it had been far otherwise. As the first Epistle shows, they had allowed many of the hidden things of shame. The party work amongst them had led to a walk in deceit. Some, too, had falsified the Word of God, denying even the resurrection. They had walked, and handled the Word of God, in a way that would shock the natural conscience. The true servants of God commended themselves to the consciences of men so that it would have to be admitted they were acting rightly in the sight of God. Men were not prepared to follow the Lord; but they had to admit that they found no fault in Him.

(Vv. 3, 4). Seeing that the Apostle's life was consistent with his preaching, and that the gospel that he preached was a full uncorrupted presentation of the Word of God, he can say, "If also our gospel is veiled it is veiled in those that are lost." With Paul there was no veil — nothing to obscure the testimony — either in the preaching or the preacher. He gave out the truth as purely as he had received it. If under such ministry the gospel was rejected it was because there was a veil of unbelief on the hearts of the hearers. Satan, the god of this world, used the unbelief of man to blind their minds against the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ. For such the result was fatal, it left them in their lost condition. As one has said, "It is not simply that Satan obscures it to them, but it is their own unbelief which brings them under the power of Satan."

With ourselves there may be inconsistencies in, our lives that detract from the gospel preached; and the gospel we preach may be mixed with imperfection; so that we could not definitely say of any that hear, and go away unsaved, that they have actually refused the gospel. There is a great difference between hearing and refusing. A hearer of the gospel may come and hear it again and be saved.


Moreover the gospel that Paul preached was not only that Christ had died, and was risen, but that He is glorified — "the gospel of the glory of Christ." It is not only that Christ is in glory, but that the One who fully set forth God is glorified, the everlasting witness to God's infinite satisfaction in Christ and His work, as well as to the believer's place of acceptance and favour, and the righteous ground of the proclamation of forgiveness and salvation to sinners.

(V. 5). Having presented the manner of the preaching, and the gospel he preached, the Apostle can truly say, "We preach not ourselves." When the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ shone into his heart he learnt his own nothingness. He discovered that in spite of all his boasted privileges under law, he was lost, and in spite of all his enmity to Christ and His own, by grace he was saved. After this he could not speak of himself, but only of Christ Jesus the Lord, and he himself the servant. The once proud Pharisee becomes, for Jesus' sake, the servant to those whom he had once persecuted.

This service might indeed involve suffering of every kind, and lead to his being misunderstood, and at times neglected or even opposed by the saints themselves, yet for Jesus' sake he endured all. Personal interest, temporal gain, self exaltation and the applause of men, are all lost sight of in the joy of serving for Christ's sake. How truly he could say, "We preach not ourselves."

(V. 6). This great change had been brought about by the operation of God in the heart of the Apostle whereby the light of the glory of God in the face of Jesus had shone into his dark soul, even as by the Word of God the physical light had dispelled the darkness when God formed the earth for man. Moreover the inshining of the light in the heart of the Apostle was not only for his own blessing, but also for "the shining forth" to others of the gospel of the glory of Christ.

(Vv. 7-9). In the verses that follow (7-12) the Apostle speaks of the vessel that God uses in His service. Angels are servants, but they are passed by and we learn that God has chosen for His service men with bodies liable to suffering, decay, and death. The treasure is thus placed in earthen vessels. Men often put their treasures into a very costly casket; and at times the casket eclipses the jewel. God puts His treasure into a perishing, fragile vessel of clay. He thus makes everything of the treasure, on the one hand, and the surpassingness of His power on the other. How perfect in wisdom are all God's ways! Had God put this treasure into the glorious angels that excel in strength, would not man have been arrested by the glory of the vessel rather than the glory of the treasure? And what scope would there have been for the display of the power of God on a spiritual being that excels in strength? It might indeed be thought that the earthen vessel would be a hindrance to the shining forth of the light. But the very weakness of the vessel only becomes the occasion to make manifest the surpassingness of the power of God. If the light shines from a poor weak man it is evident that the power is of God. If two unlearned and ignorant fishermen can make a lame man perfectly whole, and so preach that five thousand men are converted, in the face of all the opposition of the religious leaders and social rulers of this world, it is evident that they are sustained by some surpassing power — a power that is greater than all the power arrayed against them. This power is the mighty power of God present with His people by the Holy Spirit.


The earthen vessel, with the light shining forth, seems to be an allusion to Gideon and his three hundred followers. They were to take "empty pitchers, and lamps within the pitchers." Then, at the right moment, they sounded their trumpets, they broke their pitchers and the light shone forth (Judges 7: 16-20). The empty vessel in which the light was set was, in one sense, a hindrance to the shining forth of the light. So the vessel had to be broken. In this chapter we are allowed to see the distressing circumstances that are allowed to come upon the outward man, to show that, if the outward man perishes, it is in order that the power of God may he manifest and the light shine forth.

Had an angel been sent on this service he could not have been troubled, or perplexed, or persecuted; for he would have no body that could be affected by circumstances. A testimony rendered by an angel would have been a testimony rendered by one with irresistible power, as, indeed it will be in the days yet to come of which we read in the Revelation. A testimony rendered by a man with a frail body is a testimony rendered in circumstances of weakness. Nevertheless, the very weakness only demonstrates the surpassing greatness of the power of God.

Thus Paul was troubled on every side; this was the earthen vessel. Though troubled he was not distressed — this was the power of God. He was perplexed — the earthen vessel; but his way was not entirely shut up — the power of God. He was persecuted — the earthen vessel; but not forsaken — the power of God. He was cast down — the earthen vessel; but not destroyed — the power of God.


(Vv. 10-12). In all these afflictions he was bearing about in the body the dying of Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be manifest. It is well to notice that the Apostle does not say the death of Jesus. The death of Christ has indeed set the believer beyond the power of death and judgment in an entirely new place before God in Christ. Here, however, the Apostle speaks, not of the death of Jesus as making atonement before God; but of the dying of Jesus as the holy Martyr suffering at the hands of men. When dying on the Cross He was the object of reproach and scorn of men — the One upon whom they heaped every insult and indignity. We cannot share in the atoning sufferings of His death under the hand of God; but we can share in our measure in the martyr sufferings when dying at the hands of men. Bearing such a faithful witness to Christ, Paul had to meet in measure what the Lord met in fulness when dying. Paul's body was constantly subjected to suffering and insults, and in this way he bore about in his body what the Lord had to bear when dying, with the blessed result that the perfect life of Jesus was manifest in his body. The martyr sufferings of the Lord when dying called forth no murmur, nor complaint, from His lips; on the contrary they drew forth the infinite love of His heart and led him to pray for His murderers. After this perfect pattern the sufferings and persecutions to which the Apostle was exposed, through his body, became the occasion to show forth the graces of the life of Jesus. If the Apostle was continually delivered unto death, it was not as chastisement for anything that needed correction in his life. It was not for his sake, but for Jesus' sake that death was allowed to roll in upon him in order that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in his mortal flesh. While Paul suffered the trials of death, others saw the blessedness of life; as he can say, "So then death worketh in us, but life in you."

(V. 13). The Apostle passes on to speak of the power that, on his side, sustained him in all these trials. It was the power of faith. It was the same spirit of faith that sustained the Psalmist when the sorrows of death compassed him, when he found trouble and sorrow, and was greatly afflicted. Then he could speak of life, for he said, "I will walk before the LORD in the land of the living." Then he tells us how it was that in the midst of death he could speak of life, for he says, "I believed, therefore have I spoken" (Ps. 116: 3, 9, 10).

(V. 14). Furthermore the Apostle tells us what sustained his faith. He had before him the mighty power of God that had raised Christ from the dead; by faith he knew that that same power was toward him and would raise him up with Jesus and present him to Jesus in company with the living and changed saints. Thus he could face death daily sustained by faith in the God of resurrection.

(V. 15). Moreover all the trials and experiences that the Apostle passed through were for the sake of the church and for the glory of God. His trials were not merely for his good, but for the good of all; in this way the grace given to one abounds to many, giving cause for thanksgiving from many to the glory of God.

(V. 16). Thus if the glory of God was secured through the trials of the Apostle, he did not faint. Nevertheless, the outward man — the man in touch with this scene — is wearing away under the stress of trials, persecution, infirmities, and age. The inward man — the man in touch with spiritual and unseen things — is renewed day by day. There is spiritual growth in the inner man. The very trials and infirmities that weaken and wear the body become the occasion to strengthen and renew the spirit.


(V. 17). Seeing then that in trials and afflictions the inner man is renewed, the Apostle counts the present afflictions but "light," and only lasting "for a moment," and working for good. These momentary trials will have an eternal answer. The afflictions are temporal, light and humiliating, but they work an "eternal weight of glory."

It is, however, only as we look, not at things seen, but at the things which are not seen, that we are sustained without fainting in the midst of trials. Things seen are only for a time; the things not seen are eternal.

The preceding chapter had closed with beholding the glory of the Lord: this with looking on the things unseen. There the believer reflects Christ by beholding Christ in glory, and is thus sustained as an Epistle of Christ known and read of all men. Here he is sustained in the midst of trials by looking at the unseen and eternal weight of glory yet to come.

In the course of the chapter we see a beautiful unfolding of a true servant viewed as a vessel of the Lord. We sometimes speak of being channels of blessing. But does Scripture ever speak in this way? A channel is merely a conduit through which something flows; it holds nothing. A vessel holds something and has to be filled before it can impart to others.

First, we see that the vessel must be a clean vessel for the use of the Lord — set apart from the things of shame (2).

Secondly, the vessel must be emptied. All that is of self must be set aside, that Christ may have His true place as the "Lord," and we our place as "servants" (5).


Thirdly, the vessel must be filled. The light of Christ in glory must fill our hearts in order that we may be witnesses to Christ. Stephen became a wonderful witness for Christ when, filled with the Holy Spirit, he looked up stedfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God.

Fourthly, the vessel must be broken for the power of God to be manifest. We are but earthen vessels, and the very weakness of the body becomes the occasion for the display of the power of God. How remarkably was God's power displayed in Stephen when the stones were breaking up the earthen vessel! (7-9).

Fifthly, the vessel being broken, the light shines out (10-12). If the sentence of death is kept upon all that we are as in the flesh, the life of Jesus will shine out. When Stephen, in a literal sense, was "delivered unto death for Jesus' sake," the life also of Jesus was made manifest; for he prayed for his murderers even as Christ did, and commended his spirit to the Lord, even as the Lord commended His to the Father.

Sixthly, the light of the life of Jesus shining out of the earthen vessel, it becomes a vessel for the glory of God (15).


Seventhly, the one that uses the vessel for the glory of God will have the blessed realisation that he is passing on to the "eternal weight of glory" (17).


2 Corinthians 5.

In the last chapter we have learned that the apostle was kept from fainting, under his many trials, by looking beyond the seen things of time to the unseen things of eternity. In chapter 5 we are privileged to learn something of the blessedness of these eternal things. We look into "the heavens" to see that there is a body of glory that awaits each believer; that we shall be with the Lord (v. 8), having part in the new creation in which "old things are passed away" and "all things are become new" (v. 17).

(Vv. 1-4.) Using the figure of a house, the apostle contrasts these mortal bodies in which we dwell with the bodies of glory that are prepared for us. Our present dwelling is earthly, of man, temporal, and mortal. Our body of glory is "from heaven," "from God," eternal and immortal. With the confidence that faith gives, the believer can say without a shade of uncertainty, "We know" the blessed portion that awaits us when set free from these mortal bodies. With this portion assured to us, the apostle can twice say, "We groan." Having in view the glory of the new body, we groan with earnest desire to have put it on. Feeling the burdens that press upon the mortal body, we groan with longing to have put it off. When here, the Lord groaned as He felt the sorrows that came upon His own while in these mortal bodies (John 11: 33, 38). God permits a groan, but never a grumble.

Being clothed with this glorious body, we shall not be found "naked," as Adam fallen and exposed to judgment. Nor does the apostle desire death as such. He did not seek to be unclothed merely, and thus escape present trials, blessed as that will be. He longed for the full blessedness of having the new body. He was looking for the rapture when the bodies of living believers will be changed into bodies of glory without passing through death; for here he does not speak of corruption putting on incorruption, but of the mortal body putting on immortality, and thus "swallowed up of life."

(V. 5.) This blessed portion will be wholly the result of God's work. He has wrought us in view of this new creation body, and, that we may even now enter into the blessedness of the future, He has given us the earnest of the Spirit.

(Vv. 6-8.) Entering into this glorious prospect by the earnest of the Spirit, we are "always confident." If still present in the body, and thus absent from the Lord, we are confident, for we walk by faith, not by sight. If called to pass through death, before the Lord comes, "we are confident," for this will mean the blessedness of being "present with the Lord."


(V. 9.) The practical effect of entering into the blessedness of the portion that lies before us will be to make us zealous to be " agreeable " to God in all our walk and ways; not only in the future, but during the time that we are absent from the Lord. We may, indeed, show much zeal in seeking to live in a way that is agreeable to ourselves, or in making ourselves agreeable to others. But we do well to ask ourselves, Are we zealous that, in all our thoughts and words, and walk and ways, we may be well pleasing to God?

(V. 10.) The mention of our walk leads the apostle to speak of our responsible path, and what we have done in contrast to what God in His sovereignty has wrought. Thus he looks on to the judgment seat of Christ that lies at the end of our responsible path. He says, "We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ." The context would seem to show that the statement of the apostle is general, in as far as it includes believers and unbelievers. Seeing, however, that believers will be there, he does not say, "We must all be judged," but "We must all be manifested." For the same reason, it may be, he does not speak of the judgment of persons, but of "the things done in the body." The Lord's own words tell us that the believer "shall not come into judgment" (John 5: 24). Again, let us remember that we reach the judgment seat of Christ by the coming of Christ, whereby we shall be "changed into the image of the heavenly." Thus when we stand at the judgment seat of Christ we shall have a body of glory like Christ; we shall be as the Judge.

For the believers it will be our deeds, the things done in the flesh, both good and bad, that will be passed in review. How much of the failure, as well as the good in our lives, we have entirely forgotten, or never even known, but all will be recalled then, so that we shall know as we are known. Will not the effect be to deepen the appreciation of the love and grace that, on the one hand, has already dealt with all our evil and brought us safely home in spite of our many failures, and, on the other hand, rewards the smallest act that had Christ for its motive? Were all the past not recalled, we should, as one has said, "Lose materials for the song of praise which will be ours for ever." The manifestation at the judgment seat of Christ is not to fit us for the glory, but to enable us to enjoy the glory to the full.

(V. 11.) The apostle proceeds to speak of the present effect of knowing that we must all be manifested before the judgment seat of Christ. Though believers as well as unbelievers will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, we know, from other Scriptures, that it will be at very different times and for very different ends. For unbelievers, the day of manifestation will be one of terror, for it will mean, not only the manifestation of deeds, but the judgment of themselves. Knowing this, the apostle persuades men to flee from the wrath to come.

Further, the effect of knowing that we shall be manifested at the judgment seat of Christ will be to seek to be "manifest unto God" even now, and thus live and walk in the presence of One to whom we are fully known. Moreover, the apostle's confidence was that, so walking before God, he would manifest a walk towards the saints that would be approved by their consciences.

(V. 12.) His life thus speaking, there would be no need to commend himself; nevertheless, he trusted that his life would give them occasion to glory on his behalf, and so answer those who gloried in outward appearance before men, while lacking the pure and hidden motives of the heart before God.

(Vv. 13, 14.) In contrast to heartless boasters in outward appearance, the apostle was moved by divine affections which lifted him outside himself in the joy of all that God is, and yet made him deeply sober as regards the saints. But whether beside himself, or sober, it was the love of Christ that constrained him. That love had been manifested in all its fulness at the Cross. There Christ died for all; the witness of the love of Christ to all, as well as of the deep need of all. Thus, in Paul's preaching to the world, he was moved both by the terror of the Lord, and the constraining love of Christ.


Thus there passes before us, in these searching verses, the practical effect of knowing that we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ. (1) As regards the world, it led the apostle to " persuade men." (2) As regards himself, it led him to walk, as under the eye of God, being manifest to Him. (3) As regards the saints, it led him to walk in a way that would commend him to their consciences. Therefore in his walk and ways, he considered the need of the world, the fear of God, and the consciences of the saints.

(V. 15.) The apostle passes on to speak of the love of Christ as the constraining power of the new life of the believer. If, in His great love, Christ has died for us and risen again, it becomes us no longer to live unto ourselves but "unto Him."

(Vv. 16-18.) But if Christ died and rose again, He is One that we can no longer know on earth, and in the flesh, but as One who has a glorified body, in an entirely new place in glory. This leads the apostle to speak of "new creation." Death is the end of the old creation, and resurrection is the beginning of the new. In the old creation the material world was first created, and then Adam, the head of that creation. In the new, Christ, the Head, comes first, then those that are Christ's, and finally the new heavens and the new earth in which "old things are passed away" — sin, sorrow, pain, tears and death; and where all things are new, and "all things are of God." All things in that fair scene being of God, all things will be suited to God, and therefore a scene in which God can rest with perfect complacency. In the meantime God has already reconciled believers to Himself by Jesus Christ. By the work of Christ we are set before God in Christ, free from the penalty of sin and in all the favour that rests upon Christ in the glory, and with the love of God shed abroad in our hearts.

Being reconciled, the apostle can say that a ministry of reconciliation is given to us, with which we can go to the world. When Christ was here, God was in Christ proclaiming the love and grace of God. But Christ has been rejected and gone from the world. But, even so, during the time of His absence, the grace of God sends His servants as ambassadors for Christ beseeching the poor world, in Christ's stead, to be reconciled to God. It will be noticed that the "you," twice repeated in italics, and the "ye" should be omitted. The insertion of these pronouns limits the truth to believers; whereas the appeal is to the world.

The believer is reconciled, and knows that this has been effected by the death of Christ, in which He was made, what we were before God, on the cross, that we might become what He is before God in the glory, and thus made perfectly suited to God. In view of the coming judgment, the apostle "persuades" men; in view of the grace of God, that proclaims the work of reconciliation, he "beseeches" men. If men refuse the grace that reconciles, there is nothing left for them but the terror of judgment.

To sum up the great truths of the chapter, there passes before us, first, the house which is from heaven, delivering us from fear as to what may come upon these bodies while down here (vv. 1-8); secondly, the judgment seat of Christ, which leads us to seek to be agreeable to Christ, and to persuade men (vv. 9-12); thirdly, the love of Christ, which constrains us to live unto Him and not to ourselves (vv. 13-15); fourthly, the new creation, that delivers us from knowing men after the flesh (vv. 16, 17); and, fifthly, reconciliation which leads us to entreat others to be reconciled to God.


2 Corinthians 6.

(V. 1.) In the close of chapter 5 the apostle tells us that he beseeches sinners to be reconciled to God. This chapter opens with an appeal to saints, beseeching them not to receive the grace of God in vain. In this exhortation there is no thought of calling in question the security of the believer, nor any suggestion that grace once received can be lost. The context, in verse 3, clearly shows that this is an appeal to those who have received the grace of God, that brings salvation, to beware of allowing anything in their practice inconsistent with this grace. An exhortation to which we all do well to take heed, but that had a special application to those whose conduct had laid them open to severe censure.

(V. 2.) To show the greatness of God's grace, that proclaims salvation to a world of sinners, the apostle quotes from Isaiah 49. In this prophecy we learn that, though Christ is rejected by man, yet, God is glorified in Christ, and Christ is glorious in the eyes of Jehovah (3-5). Then, God being glorified, we learn that in the future Israel will be restored, and blessing will flow out to the Gentiles, carrying salvation to the ends of the earth (6). This leads to the passage quoted by the apostle which tells us that all this blessing comes through Christ being heard, accepted, and succoured by God. On the ground of all that Christ is, and has done, the grace of God is preached to the Gentiles during the time that Christ is the accepted Man in the glory, and believers accepted in Him, thus bringing in the day when salvation is proclaimed to sinners.

(V. 3.) How important, then, in this day of salvation, that those who have received this grace should not allow anything inconsistent in their lives that would stumble those to whom the grace is proclaimed, or bring the preaching into contempt. Christianity is to be made known, not only by the proclamation of great truths, but also by the changed lives of those who preach the truths.

(V. 4.) Thus, in a striking passage, the apostle is led to set forth the life lived by himself and his fellow-workers, in the presence of trials, and opposition, that not only brought no blame on the ministry, but exhibited moral qualities that commended the ministers.

First, the apostle speaks of trying circumstances that are common to mankind, "afflictions" that touch the body; "necessities" that arise from daily needs; and "straits" from a lack of resources to meet these needs. All these things were met with "patience," or "endurance," that commended the servants.

(V. 5.) Secondly, they commended themselves by the patience with which they met the special trials that came upon them as the servants of the Lord — stripes, imprisonments, and tumults.

Thirdly, they further commended themselves by the patience with which they met all the exercises in connection with the Lord's work, and the Lord's people — labours, watchings and fastings.


(Vv. 6-10.) Fourthly, these servants commended themselves by exhibiting some of the lovely moral qualities that marked Christ in His pathway through this world — pureness, knowledge, longsuffering, and kindness.

Fifthly, they also commended themselves by the power and motives that animated them in their service. It was carried out, not in the flesh, but "in the Holy Spirit"; not in malice and envy, but "in love"; not according to man's speculations, but "in the word of truth"; not in human power, but "in the power of God."

Sixthly, they commended themselves by a life of practical righteousness in relation to men on every hand, whether they were treated with honour or dishonour, and through good report and evil report. Thus, having on the breastplate of righteousness, they were armed against every attack of the enemy.

Seventhly, they commended themselves as the servants of God by following, in their measure, the path that Christ had trodden in perfection. In a world such as this, the true servant of God will at times be treated as deceivers by some and as true by others. It was so with the Lord, for some dared to say, "He deceiveth the people," while others said He was "a good Man" (John 7: 12). So, too, in His path the Lord was treated as "unknown," for the Pharisees said, "As for this fellow, we know not from whence He is," whereas the man with the opened eyes could say, "we know" that He is "of God" (John 9: 29-32). He too, again and again, was faced with death, and yet He lived (Luke 4: 29, 30; John 8: 59). In all these ways the disciple is not above his Master, nor the servant above his Lord. It is enough for the disciple that he be as his Master, and the servant as his Lord.

Moreover, in our pathway, we have to meet that which was unknown to the Lord. To keep our feet in the path we may have to be disciplined by trying circumstances, though not allowed to be killed. In such trials the servants of the Lord can approve themselves by their submission, even as Job who in his great trial could say, "the LORD gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD" (Job 1: 21). Such dealings of the Lord will prepare us to enter in some measure into the experiences of the Lord, who was, indeed, the Man of sorrows, and yet with a hidden spring of joy (Luke 10: 21). He, too, became poor that we through His poverty might be rich (2 Cor. 8: 9); and He passed through this world as having nothing and possessing all things. Without the money to pay the tribute, He could yet command the fishes of the sea (Matt. 17: 24-27).

Thus, whether in the circumstances they passed through, or in the trials they had to meet, in the spiritual exercises their service involved, in the moral qualities they exhibited, in the practical righteousness that marked them, or in the path they trod in following the Master, the apostle and his fellow-workers commended themselves as the servants of God.

(Vv. 11-13.) But in passing before the Corinthian Assembly a review of the life he lived, he was opening his heart to them with great fulness, and the fact that he did so was a proof of his love to them. His heart was expanded towards them. They had no narrowed up place in his affections, even if they had lost their affection for the apostle. Moreover, by opening his heart to them he looked for a revival of their love to him, and hence for his love to be recompensed. They were his children in the faith, and he could therefore well count upon their hearts expanding in love to him.

(V. 14.) Having appealed to their heart, the apostle now addresses their conscience. Their straitened affections towards the apostle could be traced to their lax associations with unbelievers. As ever, worldly associations rob believers of spiritual affections, and unfit them for communion with Christ, and the enjoyment of the Christian circle. With a single eye to Christ our feet will be kept in the narrow path of separation from the world, while our hearts will be enlarged to all that are Christ's.


Alluding to the law, which forbade such diverse animals as an ox and an ass being yoked together at the plough (Deut. 22: 10), the apostle warns us against being "diversely yoked with unbelievers." The apostle then advances four reasons that show the utter inconsistency of the unequal yoke.

First, believers and unbelievers are governed by opposing principles. Righteousness can have no fellowship with unrighteousness, nor light with darkness. The apostle does not imply that the unbeliever is necessarily dishonest in his dealing with his fellow-man; but he acts according to his own will without reference to God, and walks in ignorance of God.

(V. 15.) Secondly, believers and unbelievers are under very different leadership. The believer is controlled by Christ; the unbeliever is directed by the prince of this world — Belial, a name that implies a worthless, or lawless, person, and hence used as a proper name to designate Satan. What concord can there be between Christ and Belial?

Thirdly, if there is no concord between Christ and Belial, there can be no part between their followers — believers and unbelievers.


(V. 16.) Fourthly, the saints of God viewed collectively, as the temple of God, cannot be in agreement with those who pursue any idolatrous object that ignores God. The Scriptures clearly show that even under law it was God's intention to dwell among His people (Ex. 29: 45: Lev. 26: 12). In a much deeper and more spiritual sense is this true when the Holy Spirit has come, for the apostle can say, "Ye are the temple of God."

(V. 17.) Seeing then that believers are marked by righteousness and light, under the leadership of Christ, and from the temple of God, there is the imperative obligation to come out from the world and to be separate from evil. The apostle presses his exhortation by alluding to Isaiah 52: 11, where we read, "Depart ye, depart ye, go ye out from thence, touch no unclean thing; go ye out of the midst of her; be ye clean, that bear the vessels of the LORD."

(V. 18.) Again the apostle quotes from the Old Testament to show that in the outside place — in separation from the world and its uncleanness — believers can enjoy their relationship with God as Father. Grace, indeed, on the ground of the work of Christ has secured this relationship for believers: but only as we are in separation from the world and its evil, can it be enjoyed. The Father is ever ready to manifest His love, but He cannot compromise His holiness.

Thus the apostle seeks to arouse our consciences as to every association inconsistent with our portion and privileges as Christians so that our feet may be kept in the narrow path of separation with our hearts enlarged to embrace all God's people while walking in the fear of God.

(Chapter 7: 1.) The apostle sums up his exhortation by appealing to these saints as dearly beloved, to act upon these promises and cleanse themselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit. We may, alas! be careful to maintain an outwardly blameless life, and yet be careless as to our thoughts. Walking in separation from evil without and within, there will be growth in holiness as we walk in the fear of God.


2 Corinthians 7.

Having set forth the consistent life of himself and his fellow-workers, and exhorted the assembly at Corinth to be consistent with the grace of God in their lives and associations, the apostle now seeks to remove any wrong impression of himself that might arise in their hearts, whether through his faithful dealing with them, or through the malicious insinuations of those who were seeking to belittle him in order to exalt themselves (2 Cor. 10). He seeks to show that in all his faithful letters, and actions, towards this assembly, he was moved by care for the saints in the sight of God (verse 12).

(V. 2.) He desires that they would receive him without suspicion or reserve. He had not wronged any of them, or used his position or ministry to make gain, and thus defraud any one.

(V. 3.) But, in speaking thus he had no desire to condemn them; but rather to remove any hindrance to the outflow of love that desired their full fellowship both in death and life.

(V. 4.) So far from condemning, he would, with the greatest plainness of speech, glory in respect of them, for he was comforted as to them. His heart, which had indeed been closed with sorrow, was now opened in joy to express, without reserve, its affection for them.

(Vv. 5-7.) He would have them to know that the source of his joy was the God of all comfort, who had used the coming of Titus to comfort him with the report of their mourning as to all that he had condemned in their midst, as well as the fervent love they had shown to himself. Thus the apostle would not only turn their thoughts and affections to himself but also to Titus who had spoken so well of them, and above all, to the source of all blessing — the God of all comfort.

(Vv. 8-11.) He recognises that the first epistle had made them sad, and this he had regretted: but since hearing from Titus the effect it produced, he no longer had any regrets. For he now learned that it had wrought repentance, and that their sorrow was after a godly sort, not the hopeless sorrow of the world that works death. Thus Paul can rejoice, not indeed for the sorrow, but in what the sorrow produced. This sorrow was but for a season; it was a sorrow according to God; being sorrow of a godly sort, it wrought repentance to salvation, not to be repented of; and it brought forth fruits worthy of repentance set forth in the earnest way in which they dealt with the matter and cleared themselves from evil. Moreover they had not only dealt with the actual evil, but had cleared themselves of their own laxity. How different the sorrow of this world as seen in the solemn case of Judas, whose sorrow instead of being for a season is for eternity; instead of being godly was only of man, and instead of working repentance, led only to death.


(V. 12.) Further, the apostle would assure these saints that in writing his first epistle, he had in view, not simply the wrong-doer, or even the sufferer of the wrong. but the care of believers in the sight of God.

(Vv. 13-16.) Moreover he was comforted because they were comforted, and rejoiced in that Titus had been refreshed in spirit by them all. So he was not ashamed for having spoken well of them to Titus, for all that he had said proved to be true; and the love of Titus flowed out to them more abundantly as he recalled their obedience; and the apostle's confidence in them was confirmed.

How beautiful to see this godly care for believers in the sight of God expressing itself in faithfulness as regards that which is wrong; in love that grieves over the sorrows of the saints and rejoices in their joy; and in confidence in them when obedient to the directions of the word.


2 Corinthians 8.

Having sought to assure the Corinthian assembly of his care for believers in the sight of God (2 Cor. 7: 12), the apostle now seeks to stir up their care for the Lord's needy people.

(Vv. 1-5.) He seeks to arouse their affection for others, by bringing before them the example of the assemblies in Macedonia, who had helped to meet the needs of their persecuted brethren in Jerusalem and Judea. If, however, they had given to others, it was the grace of God that enabled them to help the needy, though they themselves were passing through afflictions and in deep poverty. Nevertheless, if passing through afflictions in temporal things they had abundance of joy in spiritual blessings. This joy in spiritual things made them willing givers in temporal things to those through whom they had received spiritual blessings. Therefore they had begged the apostle, with much entreaty, to have fellowship with them by undertaking to minister their gift to the saints in Judea.

Moreover, behind their gifts to the saints, there was the blessed fact that already they had given themselves to the Lord. This made it simple to carry out the will of God by putting themselves into the hands of the apostle to minister their gift. Joy in the Lord led them to give themselves wholly to the Lord for His will, and thus give to those that are the Lord's. Their service in material things had a spiritual motive.

(Vv. 6, 7.) Now the apostle desires that the grace seen in the Macedonian assemblies might be found also in the assembly at Corinth. To this end he hoped that Titus would be used in their midst. He recognises in how many ways they were enriched as an assembly, having faith, utterance, knowledge, all diligence, and love to himself: but he desires that they might also abound in the grace that cares for God's needy people.

(V. 8.) Nevertheless, in thus exhorting them he was not in any sense commanding them to give, but rather using the liberality of others to stir them up to act with the same grace, and so prove the sincerity of their love for the Lord's people.

(V. 9.) To awaken this love the apostle reminds them that in Christ we have the most transcendent example of giving. The rich may give from the abundance of their riches; others, like the Macedonian believers, may out of the abundance of their joy, give to others when they, themselves are in deep poverty; but in Christ we see One who was rich, yet for our sakes became poor in order to give to others the true riches.

(Vv. 10-15.) Having brought before them an example of giving in the assemblies of Macedonia, and above all the supreme example of the Lord Jesus, and having made it clear that he was not giving an apostolic command, he now gives his advice. What they had already commenced to do "a year ago" to help their needy Jewish brethren, let them now complete. But let their giving be on right principles.


First, let it be of "a willing mind:" for, as the apostle tells them a little later, "God loveth a cheerful giver" (2 Cor. 9: 7).

Secondly, let their giving be "according to that a man hath." There is no thought of meeting the need of one by reducing another to need, and thus easing the burden upon one by putting the burden upon another.

Thirdly, the giving is to produce an "equality." Not necessarily an equality in wealth, or social position, but that each may be equally delivered from need. The apostle gives an example of this equality by a reference to the manna. There might have been a great difference between the amount of manna gathered by different individuals, for some gathered much and some little, but all were alike in this that every need was met.

(Vv. 16-24.) In the remainder of the chapter we see the apostle's care that the administration of the gifts of the saints should be above suspicion, not only in the sight of the Lord, but also in the sight of men. He can thank God that the same care that filled his own heart for the people of God, was found also in the heart of Titus (comp. verse 16 with 2 Cor. 7: 12). Moreover, that all may be above suspicion or question, the apostle sends with Titus, two other brothers. One, be it remarked, that is not only approved by the apostle, but whose praise is in all the assemblies, and chosen by the assemblies to administer this bounty. While the need of the saints is met the glory of the Lord is maintained, and all occasion for question avoided. The other brother was one who, by experience, had been proved diligent in many things and who had "great confidence" as to the assembly at Corinth.

If any enquired as to these brothers, let them note that Titus was a partner and fellow-helper of the apostle in caring for the assembly at Corinth, and the other two brothers were well known as the messengers of the assemblies, and they were as such the glory of Christ. Therefore they can with full confidence express their love before these brothers and the assemblies, by their bounty to God's needy people, and so justify the apostle's boasting on their behalf.


2 Corinthians 9.

(Vv. 1, 2.) Though the apostle had written to the assembly at Corinth to awaken their care for the needy among God's people, he felt that it was somewhat superfluous, seeing he knew their readiness of mind to help in this service. Indeed, in this respect, he had boasted of them to those in Macedonia, even as he had just used the saints in Macedonia as an example for those to whom he was writing in Achaia. Their zeal had been used to provoke others to this good work.

(Vv. 3-5.) Nevertheless, he had thought it well to send the brethren, of whom he had been writing, that the gift which the assemblies in Achaia had proposed to send to their poor brethren in Jerusalem and Judea, might be ready when he came, accompanied by some from Macedonia. The gift being ready beforehand he would feel no shame in having spoken so well of the Corinthian saints to those of Macedonia. He desired that their gift might be a matter of true bounty and not something obtained from them as if their wealth was coveted.

(V. 6.) Quoting from the Proverbs, he reminds them how true it is that the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, even as the bountiful sower will be a bountiful receiver (Prov. 11: 24, 25; Prov. 22: 9).

(V. 7.) This leads the apostle to speak of the spirit of giving, which, in God's sight, is more important than the gift. Let each give "according as he has purposed in his heart"; not influenced by outward pressure, and thus grudgingly or of necessity for God loveth a cheerful giver, give to the needy, God can make all grace abound so that the giver shall have all sufficiency in all things, and thus be able to abound in every good work. This, indeed, is according to the unchanging principles of God's governmental ways, as it is written, "He hath dispersed, he hath given to the poor; his righteousness endureth for ever; his horn shall be exalted with honour" (Ps. 112: 9).

(Vv. 10-12.) In this confidence in the grace of God, the apostle looks to God to multiply their means that they may be able to give with all bountifulness, and thus become an occasion for thankfulness to God. For this service of giving, not only meets the needs of poor saints, but becomes the occasion of turning many hearts to God in thankfulness.

(Vv. 13, 14.) Moreover, this gift from Gentile converts to Jewish believers becomes an occasion for glorifying God that the Gentiles had received the gospel of Christ, as well as for their liberality. Further it drew out their prayers on behalf of these saints as well as thanksgiving to God.


(V. 15.) But, above all temporal gifts, for which we may rightly be thankful, the apostle reminds us never to forget to thank God for His "unspeakable gift" — the gift of His beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.


2 Corinthians 10.

In the two preceding chapters the apostle had dealt with the subject of giving and receiving, but he was careful to explain that in doing so he was not writing by apostolic command, but rather as giving brotherly advice (8: 8-10). There were, however, some who were glorying in the flesh, and, in order to exalt themselves, were seeking to discredit the apostle by calling in question his authority given to him by God. Thus they sought to weaken his testimony and so draw the saints from the One to whom they had been espoused by the apostle's ministry. It therefore becomes a necessity for the apostle to vindicate his authority as an apostle of Christ, and warn them against adversaries who, under the false profession of being "apostles of Christ," were really ministers of Satan (11: 13, 14). To maintain his truly given apostleship, and expose these false pretenders, is the leading subject of the remainder of the epistle.

(V. 1.) The apostle, however, evidently felt that it was a serious thing to speak of himself, or to expose the evil of others; but if circumstances make it necessary he seeks to speak in a right spirit, marked by the meekness and gentleness of Christ. Even so, at a later date, he can exhort Timothy to be "gentle," and "patient," and show "meekness," in meeting "those that oppose themselves" (2 Tim. 2: 24, 25).

The apostle admits that in presence he may have a mean personal appearance to these Greeks, who naturally made much of a fine physique; though they had to own that, being absent, he used great boldness in his letters.

(Vv. 2, 3.) He warns them, however, that although mean in personal appearance, let them be careful that when present there may be no occasion for using boldness in exposing those who thought of him as if he "walked according to the flesh." He may, indeed, "walk in the flesh" — a poor mean body; but he did not carry on the conflict against the enemy "according to flesh" — the old evil nature. One has truly said, "All who live here below can say the former; how few the latter — at least as the apostle could" (W. K.).


(Vv. 4, 5.) Not warring according to the flesh, in his conflict with the enemy he had no use for fleshly weapons. He found that the meekness and gentleness of Christ were the weapons used by God. Five smooth stones and a sling seemed feeble weapons with which to meet a full armoured giant, but one stone in the hands of a youth was mighty through God to bring down the giant. So the meekness and gentleness of Christ, used by a man whose bodily presence was insignificant, were "mighty through God" to pulling down the strongholds of Satan, bringing to nothing the proud reasonings of the human mind that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, and in bringing every thought into submission to Christ.

(V. 6.) The apostle, however, trusted, that when again present with them, there would be no necessity to use this holy boldness against opposers. He recognised their measure of obedience to his first letter, and trusted that they would all be united in full obedience before he again visited them. If, however, there were any still disobedient, he would be ready to "avenge all disobedience."

(Vv. 7-10.) The apostle's question, "Do you look on things after the outward appearance?", indicates that some, in the assembly at Corinth had argued that one with such a mean appearance, and poor style of speech, could not be an ambassador of Christ. This means that such were trusting that they were of Christ because of some fancied quality in themselves. In contrast to his detractors, could he not bring forward, without shame, as proof that he was of Christ, the fact of his apostolic authority given to him by the Lord for the edification of the saints, and not for their overthrow? However, he refrained from pressing his apostolic authority lest it might appear that he was seeking to terrify them by his letters, and thus give an occasion to his opposers. For, apparently, his detractors sought to undermine the apostle's influence by suggesting that the saints need not pay any attention to his weighty and powerful letters as they were merely an effort to counteract the effect of his weak bodily presence and contemptible speech. Let them remember, however, that as he was in word, when absent, so would he be in deed toward these opposers when present.

(V. 12.) The apostle dare not join with those who thus betrayed their fleshly pretensions by vaunting themselves and belittling others. Thus measuring themselves by human standards, and comparing themselves with one another they betrayed their utter lack of spiritual intelligence.

(V. 13.) The apostle would not boast of things outside the sphere to which he had been sent by God. The measure to which his ministry was to extend had been given by God, and reached to the Corinthians. Therefore, in coming to them, as in writing to them, he was not stretching beyond the measure given of God, or intruding upon another man's sphere of labour. With the confidence that at Corinth he was working in obedience to the will of God, he had the hope that, with the increase of their faith in God to direct His servants, he would yet have an enlarged place in their affections and be used for more abundant blessing. Thus he hoped that, through this assembly, the way would be opened for him to preach the gospel in the regions beyond them, where hitherto no servant of God had laboured. Thus he would not be boasting in work already accomplished by another man's line of service.

(Vv. 17, 18.) Further, the apostle warns us not only to beware of seeking to exalt ourselves through the labours of others, but also to beware of boasting in our own work. "He that boasts, let him boast in the Lord" (N. Tn.). Well, indeed, for each servant to refrain from all self-commendation, and not look even for the commendation of his brethren, but covet only the Lord's approval, for "Not he that commendeth himself is approved, but whom the Lord commendeth."


2 Corinthians 11.

(V. 1.) If, as the apostle has just said, it is only he whom the Lord commends that is approved, it must, under ordinary circumstances, be folly to commend oneself. The occasion, however, had arisen when he deemed it necessary to speak of himself. He therefore asks the saints to bear with him in what might appear to be a little folly on his part.

(Vv. 2-4.) Accordingly he first sets forth the motive that actuated him in speaking of himself, as well as the occasion that called for self vindication. It was no mere vanity of the flesh, that loves to exalt itself, that moved the apostle, but godly jealousy for the glory of Christ and the blessing of the saints. Using the figure of a man and his bride, he says, "I have espoused you to one man, that I may present you as a chaste virgin to Christ." He had presented Christ to them as the One that is altogether lovely, and engaged their hearts with Him. His desire now was to present them to Christ in perfect suitability as a chaste virgin. He longed that the saints should be found in holy separation from this defiling world, walking in simple-hearted devotedness to Christ. He foresaw that the enemy was making a subtle attempt to draw them away from Christ, even as in the Garden of Eden he beguiled Eve from her allegiance to God. We know that Satan tempted Eve with the acquisition of knowledge. He said, "Ye shall be as gods knowing good and evil." Again, he sought to steal the hearts of the Corinthian saints from Christ — the Tree of Life, by tempting them with the Tree of Knowledge. The apostle, in his first Epistle, admits that they were enriched "in all knowledge," but warns them that knowledge without love "puffeth up" (1 Cor. 1: 5; 1 Cor. 8: 1-3). As of old the enemy approached Eve with the question "Hath God said?" thus calling in question the word of God, so today he has sought to undermine God's word by substituting human reason for divine revelation and has thus corrupted the great Christian profession by presenting "another Jesus," "another Spirit," and "another gospel" than that of God's word. Thus souls have been drawn away from the truth that is presented in Christ. This surely is the evil root that will lead to the great apostacy. If then this was the danger to which the saints at Corinth were exposed, they might well bear with the apostle, through whom they had received the truth, if he has to speak of himself in defending the saints from false brethren.

(Vv. 5, 6.) These false teachers were seeking to undermine the apostle's work by calling in question his apostleship and service. He could truly say, that he "was not a whit behind the very chiefest apostles." He might be rude in speech, yet he had no lack of divine knowledge, for in everything he had made manifest the truth to them (N. Tn.).

(Vv. 7-10.) Was it an offence, that, when with them, he had worked with his own hands to meet his needs, so that he might preach the gospel to them freely? He had indeed received help from other assemblies for service rendered to the saints at Corinth, and those who accompanied him from Macedonia had helped to supply his temporal needs. Thus no man could stop him from boasting that he had been no financial burden to those of Achaia.

(Vv. 11, 12.) But was it because he had no love for them that he refused their temporal aid? Far from it. His motive was to cut off occasion from those who were boasting that, in contrast to the apostle, they were no burden to the assembly.


(Vv. 13-15). Such were false apostles deceitful workers; not as Paul, "an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God," but self-appointed apostles, "transforming themselves into the apostles of Christ." In reality they were the ministers of Satan, who knows how to deceive with a fair appearance by transforming himself into an angel of light. Copying their master, these false men covered up their evil with a show of good works, as if ministers of righteousness. Their end will be according to their works. In the opposition of these ministers of Satan to the true minister of Christ, we see the inception of that vast system of corruption of which in its end God declares that "in her was found the blood of prophets, and of saints, and of all that were slain upon the earth" (Rev. 18: 24).

(Vv. 16-21.) The apostle has shown that in contrast with these "false apostles," he had preached "the gospel of God," attached souls to Christ, and had served freely to take occasion from those who were exalting themselves and taking the money of the saints (verse 20, N. Tn.). But there is another way in which the true servant is strikingly contrasted with these false men, namely the reproach and sufferings endured for the Lord's sake in the course of His service. Of these sufferings the apostle now speaks; but before doing so he again expresses his deep reluctance to speak of himself. If he had to do so in order to prove his integrity, he trusted that no man would think him a fool. If, however, they thought he was speaking as a fool, let them bear with him for a little. The apostle realised that boasting of self, in whatever form it might take, whether as to readiness of speech, intellectual powers, independent means, family connections, or social position, was far from being of the Lord. But if there were those who gloried according to the flesh, he also could do so, and they would have no ground for complaint seeing that they readily suffered fools who brought them into bondage to man, preyed upon them, took their money, exalted themselves while insulting others. Not to act as these men had acted, might appear to be mere weakness on his part. Howbeit, if they thought him weak, he would show them that he could be bold, though he still thinks to speak of himself is foolishness.

Did his opposers take the low ground of priding themselves on their Jewish extraction, as being Hebrews, and of the nation of Israel, claiming descent from Abraham. Well, the apostle could say as much (v. 22).

(Vv. 23-29.) But passing on to speak of the far higher privilege of being a servant of Christ, he asks, "Are they ministers of Christ?" He may be speaking foolishly, but he had no hesitation in saying that he was a minister of Christ "above measure" more than these men (N. Tn.). To prove his words he brings forward a wonderful summary of his labours and sufferings for Christ's sake. His faithful labours as the servant of Christ had brought him into prison and face to face with death, and persecution from the Jews. It had necessitated many journeys with the perils entailed by shipwreck and in passing through water, facing robbers, the hatred of his own countrymen and the opposition of the heathen. Thus he had faced perils in the city, in the wilderness, and on the sea. Above all he had to face "perils among false brethren." These perils entailed for him, labour and toil, constant watchings, and fastings, hunger and thirst, cold and nakedness. Beside all these outward sufferings, he had to endure in his spirit the burden of all the assemblies. Were any weak, he felt for them in their weakness. Were any stumbled he was deeply moved against those by whom they were stumbled.

(Vv. 30-33.) If, however, there is needs be for the apostle to boast, he does not speak of his mighty miraculous powers, or even of the revelations he had received — things in which, as an apostle, he stood alone — but he boasts, rather, of the things that concern his infirmities — things in which it is possible for others to share in their little measure. Of these things he can say God knows that he speaks the truth. Moreover, how many of these things are of a character about which the natural man would have remained silent. He closes this part of his letter by referring to such an incident, in which, as one has said, "No angelic visitors opened bars and bolts of massive doors, nor blinded the eyes of the garrison." But to effect his escape from his enemies he had to submit to the indignity of being let down through a window in a basket, over the city wall. Thus if others boasted in their gifts, their knowledge, and excellency of speech he could glory in his infirmities and weaknesses, which became the occasion of displaying the power of God, who can keep and use His servant in spite of all weakness and in the midst of the most distressing circumstances.


As we read this deeply instructive chapter, we see, on the one hand, a striking picture of a devoted servant of the Lord Jesus, and the suffering that faithful service entails in the world that has rejected Christ; all leading to the day when the saints will be presented to Christ. On the other hand, we see, even in the apostle's day, the beginning of those evils that have been increasing throughout the history of Christendom and will end in the corrupt Christian profession being spued out of the mouth of Christ.

Looking a little more closely at these two pictures, let us first notice, in reference to the apostle, that, in this passage, there is no mention of any miraculous gifts by which the sick were healed, demons cast out and the dead raised. Again there is no allusion to apostolic prerogatives, bringing to the saints fresh revelations, or foretelling future events. Neither is there any assumption of outstanding abilities that would enable the possessor to speak with great eloquence, or to appeal to the emotions and intellect. There is no claim to wealth, social position, high-born relationships, or educational advantages, that might influence men and secure position and recognition in this world. Thus there is nothing set before us that is not possible for the humblest servant of the Lord. For this reason, however much we may come short of the standard of service attained by the apostle, he comes before us, in this passage, as a wonderful example of devoted service, available as a pattern for any servant of the Lord. Looking then at the apostle as a pattern servant we see first, that Christ, Himself, was the great Object of his service. His great desire was to present the saints to Christ. Some may make the salvation of sinners their main object: others, with higher aim, may make the church, that is so dear to Christ, their great object; but those will rise highest in their service who make Christ their first object. Such, indeed, will not neglect the gospel to sinners, or ministry to the saints, but all their service will have in view the gratification of the desire of the heart of Christ to have His own with Him, and like Him, on that great day of the marriage of the Lamb when He will see of the fruit of the travail of His soul and be satisfied.

Thus with Christ as his great Object, the apostle had sought to win sinners for Christ by preaching the gospel, as he had done at Corinth and elsewhere (v. 7). Having been used for the conversion of sinners, with Christ still before him, he sought to attach saints to Christ (v. 2). Having drawn the saints to Christ, he sought to defend the saints from every form of evil that would beguile them from their allegiance to Christ. Further we see that, in having Christ before him as his great object, he was ready, in carrying out His service, to endure suffering whether from toil and labour, from persecution and imprisonment, from perils and wants, or from cold and nakedness.


Looking at the other side of the picture, we see that, in those early times, there were "false brethren" who, not only made a christian profession, but assumed to be apostles. Such were "false apostles" and "deceitful workers." Nevertheless they came to the saints with such a fair show in the flesh that they appeared as angels of light and ministers of righteousness. With satanic subtlety, these men perverted the truth by preaching "another Jesus," "another Spirit," and "another gospel" (v. 4). Furthermore, the apostle foresaw that if the assemblies suffered these evil workers in their midst, the Christian circle would be corrupted from simplicity as to Christ, with the result that the hearts of the saints would be drawn from true allegiance to Christ, and they would become followers of those who, for their own exaltation, were drawing away disciples after themselves (v. 20). Thus pretending to be what they were not, they perverted the truth, corrupted the Christian profession, and exalted themselves at the expense of others.

Looking back over the ages we see that that which had its commencement in the apostle's day has since developed into a vast system of corruption, which, while claiming apostolic succession, has perverted the truth, exalted and enriched itself at the expense of others, and persecuted the saints.

Here then we have the two pictures. One setting forth the true servant for our example; the other the false servants for our warning. We see the service of the true servant leading on to the great day of the marriage of the Lamb when the church, presented under the figure of "the holy city, New Jerusalem," will be seen in glory as "the Lamb's wife." We see, too, the ministers of Satan, working in the midst of Christendom, leading on to that solemn day, when, under the figure of that great city Babylon, the corrupt Christian profession will be dealt with in overwhelming judgment.


Well for us, each one, to challenge our hearts with the question, "Which city, in my life and service, am I helping to build?" Are we in our work and associations, helping on the corruptions of Babylon? Or have we answered to the Lord's summons, "Come out of her my people," and in separation from the corruptions of Christendom, seeking to serve the Lord in view of the Holy City. Many of the saints who travel the road that leads to that blest city may, like the apostle, have to pass through the fires of martyrdom, and through the waters of death, but it leads at last to the great day of the marriage of the Lamb. In the light of the exceeding and eternal weight of glory of that great day the apostle can look upon perils and persecution, toil and labour, suffering and insults, as but light afflictions which are but for a moment (2 Cor. 4: 17).

If then we would, in our little measure, follow the example of the apostle, may it be our first desire that Christ may dwell in our hearts by faith. Thus, having Christ before us as our one object, may we desire to win souls for Christ, attach the hearts of saints to Christ, and seek to defend one another from all that would rob us of the truth and draw our souls from Christ. And if, in any little measure, such service entails suffering and reproach, may we be able to endure as looking on to the exceeding glory of the great day of the marriage of the Lamb.

"Take Thou our hearts, and let them be

   For ever closed to all but Thee;

 Thy willing servants, let us wear

   The seal of love for ever there."


2 Corinthians 12.

In the preceding chapter, the apostle, in contrasting himself with false brethren, refrains from all mention of special apostolic power and refers only to manner of life, and experiences, possible for his opposers had they been true brethren. In this chapter he speaks of wonderful experiences that far surpass the ordinary Christian experience. Thus, in this portion of his letter, he no longer draws a contrast between himself and false brethren, who are not again mentioned, but rather compares himself with true apostles of whom in nothing he came behind (v. 11).

(Vv. 1-6.) Thus he passes on to speak of "visions and revelations of the Lord." He recounts a remarkable experience he had enjoyed 14 years previously. The carnally-minded Christian would doubtless at once, and again and again, have boasted of such an experience. But the apostle, realising that it is not expedient to boast, had refrained from any allusion to this experience for fourteen years. He has just told us of a humiliating experience as in the body; now he tells us of a wonderful experience that had been his as "a man in Christ." The one who had known what it was to be "let down" in a basket upon earth, had experienced also the immense privilege of being "caught up to the third heaven." The third heaven speaks of the dwelling-place of God. There are the atmospheric heavens, then the starry heavens, and then the third heavens wherein is the throne of God. The apostle speaks of the third heavens as paradise, indicating the blessedness of the third heavens as a scene of joy, and beauty, and glory — a garden of delights, where no shadow of death will ever come. He is careful to tell us that it was not as a man in the flesh that he was caught up, but as "a man in Christ." Of his natural advantages as a man in the flesh, he tells us, in another epistle, that he counts them but filth: but of position and privileges as a man in Christ he can rightly glory, for all the blessings of our place in Christ we owe to Christ. Caught up into paradise he was no longer conscious of the body, with its needs and weaknesses. There he had heard things of which it would be wholly out of place to speak, even to Christians while on earth and in these mortal bodies. Nevertheless, let us remember that though we have no such miraculous experiences, as being caught up into the third heavens, yet all that was revealed to the apostle, when caught up, belongs to the simplest believer as being "in Christ."

Hitherto the apostle had been silent as to this wonderful experience, lest, by boasting about it, he might give the impression that he was greater spiritually than he appeared by his actual life, or by the reports that they had heard concerning him. What a lesson for all of us to beware of the pretentious self-asserting spirit, so natural to us, that gladly seizes upon some striking experience in order to exalt ourselves, and seek to give others an impression of a spirituality and devotedness that we do not really possess.

(V. 7.) However exalted the experiences that the apostle had enjoyed, the flesh was still in him while yet in this body. And the flesh, though showing itself in different forms, is, as to its nature, no different in an apostle than in any other man. We have to learn that in the flesh there is no good thing; that it never alters, and that in ourselves we have no strength against it. After such an experience the flesh, even in an apostle, might work, leading to self-exaltation by suggesting that no other apostle had been caught up to the third heavens. That he might be kept conscious of his own weakness, a thorn was sent to remind him that while still in the body he was entirely dependent upon the power of the Lord to keep him from the working of the flesh. The apostle does not directly say what this thorn was. Apparently it was some bodily weakness that would tend to make the apostle contemptible, or little, in the eyes of men, and thus act as a counterpoise to these miraculous visions and revelations which might have exalted him before men. Let it be noticed, however, that the thorn was allowed, not to correct any wrong in the apostle, but rather, on the one hand, as a preventive against fleshly boasting, and on the other hand, to give him a deeper sense of his dependence upon the Lord.

(Vv. 8-10.) Judging that his thorn was a hindrance to his services, the apostle beseeches the Lord three times that it might be taken from him. The Lord answers his prayer, though he does not grant his request. He is told two great truths that we all need to remember: First, that the Lord's grace is sufficient to sustain in every trial; and secondly, that our weakness only becomes the occasion for manifesting His power.


Seeing then that this infirmity keeps the flesh from boasting, and becomes the occasion for the display of the grace and power of Christ, the apostle henceforth glories in the very weakness that he had desired to be removed. Thus he can take pleasure in the very things that are so abhorrent to us as natural men weaknesses, insults, necessities, persecutions and distresses — for all these things were for Christ's sake, and, while manifesting the weakness of the body, they also made manifest the power of Christ, so that the apostle can say, "When I am weak, then I am strong."

(Vv. 11-15.) The apostle still feels to speak of himself is folly, whether it be of visions and revelations that he enjoyed when caught up to heaven, or of the weaknesses and distresses for Christ's sake that he had suffered on earth. Seeing, however, that the Corinthian saints, who should have commended him failed to do so, he is compelled to vindicate himself. They would have to bear witness to the truth that in nothing he came behind the very chiefest apostles, though, on account of his infirmities in the flesh he might be despised as of no account in the eyes of the world. Had he not manifested the signs of an apostle in their midst, by all endurance, accompanied with signs, and wonders and mighty deeds?

Did they feel humbled because he had refused help from the assembly? If so, let them forgive him this wrong. If this third proposal to come to them was carried out, he would not be burdensome to them, for he would have them to learn that his heart was set not upon their money, but on themselves. He would be amongst them as a giver and not a receiver, even though his love was little appreciated.

(Vv. 16-18.) Further he frustrated the unhappy insinuation that, while refusing direct help, he had used others to make gain out of them for his own benefit. He had indeed sent Titus, and another brother, to minister in their midst. But had they not walked in the same spirit as the apostle and refused all benefits?

(Vv. 19-21.) Moreover, the Corinthian assembly might think that, in thus speaking of himself, he was simply seeking to justify himself. To this objection he can say, with all solemnity, that he was speaking as consciously before God when he avowed that his motive was love that sought their edification. Loving them and desiring their edification he does not hesitate to tell them of his fears. He dreaded that when he came to them he might find a condition far from his wishes, and in consequence he might have to take an attitude towards them that they would not wish. In spite of the good effect his first epistle had produced the apostle still dreaded that, as a result of "false brethren" and "deceitful workers," of whom he has been speaking, he might find amongst them "strifes, jealousies, angers, contentions, evil speakings, whisperings, puffings up, disturbances." Above all, he feared that he would be humbled by having to grieve over many who had sinned and not yet repented.

Thus, as it has often been remarked, the very chapter that opens with setting before us the very highest privileges of a Christian in paradise, closes by setting before us the lowest sins into which a Christian can fall on earth. In the one case we see the blessedness of being in Christ; in the other the solemnity of allowing the flesh in us. Between these two extremes we see "the power of Christ" available for us, in all our weakness, against the flesh.

Having learnt something of the utter evil of the flesh, and our own weakness to resist it, how good to put ourselves, day by day, into the hands of the Lord, owning that the flesh is in us in all its unchanging evil, ready to break out at any moment into the grossest sins, and that in ourselves we have no strength to resist it. Then, having taken this ground how good to discover that His power is available for us in all our weakness. Thus we are delivered from our own efforts to control the flesh and led to look to the Lord Jesus to keep us.


2 Corinthians 13.

(Vv. 1, 2.) The apostle closes his epistle by referring to his third proposal to pay them a second visit. Already he has told them that his second proposal to visit them had been given up in order to spare them as he had no wish to come in heaviness of spirit (2 Cor. 2: 1, 2). While owning the good effect of his first letter on the assembly as a whole (chapter 2) he still fears there are many who have not repented of their sins. If he finds such when he comes again, and their sin is fully confirmed "in the mouth of two or three witnesses," he will not spare them.

(Vv. 3-6.) Apparently, however, there were some who called in question the apostle's authority to deal with any confusion and evil in their midst. They asked for a proof that Christ was really speaking through him. Before answering this objection, the apostle in a parenthesis, extending from the second clause of verse 3 to the end of verse 4, reminds them that though they might take advantage of his infirmities to charge him with weakness, no such charge could be brought against Christ, Who, he says, "is powerful among you" (N. Tn.). Truly, He was crucified in weakness, yet, as the risen and glorified Man, He liveth by the power of God. As to Paul's circumstances, he was weak in connection with a rejected Christ on earth; but by the power of God he lived with Christ, and that power had been expressed through the apostle toward them.

Having, in this parenthesis, reminded them of the source of all real spiritual power, he takes up the challenge of some as to whether Christ was speaking in him. This was virtually a challenge as to whether he was really a Christian. In answer to this the apostle says, "Examine yourselves whether ye be in the faith; prove your own selves." Did they question if Christ was in him, let them look to themselves as to whether Christ was in them, for if not they were reprobates — one cast out and good for nothing. That they were in the faith through Paul's preaching should have been an unanswerable proof that Christ had spoken through him. There is no suggestion in the apostle's words that the Christian is to look within in order to assure himself that he is a Christian. It is the outward look to Christ risen that gives the inward peace, and the word of God that gives assurance. When the Lord appeared among His disciples on the day of the resurrection, He found them troubled by thoughts arising in their hearts. At once He dispels their fears by directing their gaze to Himself. He says, "Behold my hands and my feet that it is I myself" (Luke 24: 36-39). Looking within filled them with doubts and fears; looking without at their risen Lord, they at once saw in His hands and feet the proofs that He had died for them, and that He was risen, and this brought peace and joy into their hearts.

When the apostle tells these saints to examine themselves as to whether they be in the faith, he is saying as it were, "Because of my infirmities you have wrongly raised a question as to whether Christ be in me; but apply this question to yourselves and you will see how wrong it is." Having learnt the folly of their question, he trusted that they would realise that he was no reprobate.

(V. 7.) His prayer to God was that they might be kept from evil practice, not simply to commend the apostle who had been used to their conversion, but that acting honestly there would be a proof to the world that they were no reprobates, however much the world might deprecate him.

(Vv. 8, 9.) However, in spite of what men might say as to the apostle, nothing will prevail against the truth. Go against the truth and we shall lose our power. We are only really strong as we stand for the truth, whether it be the truth concerning Christ, or the truth concerning His people. He was, however, content to be weak as to his infirmities if it led to their being strong in standing for the truth, for he sincerely desired their "perfecting" (N. Tn.), in the complete knowledge of Christianity and the mind of the Lord.


(V. 10.) He had written these things, being absent, in the hope that when he visited them there would be no occasion for him to use sharpness, according to the power given to him by the Lord for their edification, and not for their overthrow. Seeing we have the flesh in us, how careful we need to be that if the necessity to use sharpness arises, that it is not used in fleshly malice, seeking to bring about the overthrow of a brother.

(Vv. 11-14.) In his closing salutations the apostle desires that these saints may rejoice (N. Tn.). Whatever failure may have marked them, they can still rejoice in the Lord. Moreover, he desires that they may be perfect, fully answering to the Lord's mind for them. In spite of all they had to meet from false teachers, let them be encouraged to press on with one mind, and in peace. Then indeed they would find that the God of love and peace would be with them. Let the world's method of greeting be used in holiness. The saints with Paul joined with him in sending their salutation. He closes with the benediction that so blessedly desires that the grace of the Lord Jesus, the love of God, and the communion that flows from the Holy Spirit working in us may be with them. H. S.
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   Introduction

   The Epistle to the Galatians is corrective rather than instructive. It was not written simply to instruct the Assemblies in the great truths of the Gospel, as in the Epistle to the Romans; nor to unfold the truth of the Church as in the Epistle to the Ephesians; nor to present experience, proper to Christians, as in the Epistle to the Philippians. It was written to correct a great evil that had crept into the assemblies of Galatia. It has the same character as the Epistles to the Corinthians, but with this difference; the Epistle to the Galatians was written to correct legality, while the Epistles to the Corinthians were written to correct carnality, or worldliness (1 Cor. 3: 3). Though apparently so opposite, both evils are near akin inasmuch as both recognise the flesh. Legality is the effort to control the flesh by rules and cultivate the flesh by religious ceremonies. Lawlessness is the indulgence of the flesh.

   Legality, by turning back to the principles of the law, at once gives the flesh a place, for the law appeals to the flesh, and the flesh brings in the world. Hence the law, the flesh and the world go together. To correct the wrong use of the law, and the evils of the flesh and the world, the Spirit of God brings in the Cross of Christ. Thus, in the Epistle we find the Cross applied to the law in Galatians 2: 20; to the flesh in Galatians 5: 24; and to the world in Galatians 6: 14.

   Then, the law, the flesh and the world being set aside, we have brought in Christ, the Spirit and New Creation. Christ is presented as the rule of life, instead of the law (Gal. 2: 20); the Spirit instead of the flesh (Gal. 3: 3; 5: Gal. 16-25); and New Creation instead of the world (Gal. 6: 14, 15). We are not to be governed by the principles of the present world. but by the rule of New Creation.

   Though both the Epistles to the Corinthians and the Epistle to the Galatians are corrective, it will be noticed that the Apostle uses far greater severity of expression in writing to the Galatians. This is striking, for, though both evils must necessarily be condemned by the Spirit. vet error in doctrine is more severely censured than evil in practice. With men it is ever the reverse. An easy-going age is very indifferent to what doctrine men teach, as long as their outward conduct is good. The reason is plain, for, as one has said, "Nature can take its measure of human conduct; but faith only can estimate the importance of the truth of God." Further, it has been truly remarked, "Laxity of walk, or worldly principle and habits, may be corrected by bringing in the light . . . but when the truth is corrupted, the light becomes darkness, and the very instrument by which God is pleased to work is destroyed."

   Hence the severity of tone with which the Apostle writes, for in turning back to the law we gradually lose all that is vital. Law recognises man in the flesh and gives him a place in this world. It makes his blessing depend upon man fulfilling his responsibility, and thus shuts out God's grace, makes the work of Christ for us of no profit (Gal. 5: 4), sets aside the work of the Spirit in us (Gal. 3: 2), and changes Christianity into a religion of outward forms and ceremonies.

   
   Galatians 1

   It becomes clear, as we read the Epistle to the Galatians, that wrong doctrine, of a serious nature, had arisen in the Assemblies of Galatia. It was being taught that those who believe must be circumcised and observe all the precepts of the law of Moses, otherwise they could not be saved. They did not directly deny the truth of the Person of Christ, nor the facts of His death and resurrection, nor the necessity of faith in Christ;. but they asserted that faith in Christ and His work was; not sufficient for salvation. This false teaching, by insisting on adding our works to the work of Christ, in order to be saved, set aside the sufficiency of the work of Christ and justification by faith. This false teaching had been introduced into the assemblies of Galatia by judaising teachers who had obtained a footing among the saints. Their attack was upon the truth, but the method adopted was not to face the truth, but to attack the teacher of the truth. They sought to persuade the saints that the Apostle Paul had not been sent by Peter and the other apostles, and therefore had no divine authority for his apostleship. If then he came without divine authority they could no longer accept the gospel that he preached as being the truth. Thus, instead of facing the truth that was in question, they fell back on personal abuse of the Apostle (Gal. 4: 17). Alas! how often in the conflicts that have arisen amongst the professing people of God, since that day, have similar tactics been adopted.

   Briefly, then, the two great evils into which the assemblies at Galatia had fallen were the insistence of law-keeping in order to be saved, and the adoption of apostolic succession, or the principle of clerisy, in order to be a servant of the Lord. To meet these two evils the Apostle definitely refuses apostolic succession by establishing his apostleship as derived immediately from Christ Himself, and assorts the impossibility of combining the law and the gospel as a moans of salvation. In the introductory verses the apostle gives a brief summary of the two great themes of his Epistle. In verses 1 and 2 he sums up the truth of his apostleship; in verses 3 to 5 he sums up the truth of his teaching.

   (Vv. 1, 2.) At once the apostle assorts that his apostleship was not "from man" as a source, nor "by man" as a means. In Paul's apostleship it is evident there was no succession from others and no ordination by others. The statement that Paul's apostleship was "neither by man" strikes at the whole principle of clerisy. Those in the clerical system may freely admit that their authority is not from man, but they would not, and could not, say that it was neither by man. Paul received his authority, and his direction, not from Peter or the Twelve, but from the risen Christ.

   The apostle adds importance to his epistle by uniting with him "all the brethren" which were with him. He thus shows that the Galatian assemblies were not only giving up the truths taught by himself, but were forsaking the common faith of the brethren. This surely has a warning for us, and should make us pause before asserting that which is contrary to the truth held by "all the brethren."

   (Vv. 3-5.) Having asserted the truth of his apostleship, the apostle, in the following verses, gives a brief but beautiful summary of the truths that he taught. First, he proclaimed the greatness and efficacy of the work of Christ — the One who gave Himself for our sins. To turn back to the law and its ceremonies, as if to add thereby to the efficacy of the work of Christ, was to cast a slur upon Christ. It was practically saying that though He "gave Himself" this inestimable gift was not enough. Secondly, the work of Christ not only settles the question of the believer's sins but delivers from this present evil world. Those who would put us back under law desire to make a fair show in the flesh and thus link us up with the world. Thirdly, the truth taught by the apostle was according to the will of God and our Father, and, above all, redounds to the glory of God for ever and ever. To put believers back under law was simply to indulge the will of man, and exalt men by seeking to make "a fair show in the flesh" (Gal. 6: 12), and thus "glory" in the flesh (6: 12, 13). Thus, at the outset of his epistle, the apostle presents the efficacy of the Person and work of Christ in meeting our needs, separating us from the world, and effecting the will of God for the eternal glory of God. Alas! Christendom has largely fallen into the Galatian heresy! While making a profession of Christianity, it practically sets aside the work of Christ by the works of men, leaves men in the world with the vain endeavour of making it a bettor and a brighter world, and seeks to carry out the will of man for the glory of man.

   Following upon the introductory verses, the Apostle, in the first two chapters, presents certain historical facts in relation to himself, which prove the Divine authority of his apostleship apart altogether from man. Then in chapters 3 to 6 he re-asserts his teaching and its effect, in contrast to the law, and the result for those who put themselves under law.

   (Vv. 6, 7.) The apostle commences by expressing his amazement at the inconsistency of the Galatians. Time was when they had received him "as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus" (Gal. 4: 14). Now their attitude had entirely changed, and they were calling in question his authority. But, what was yet more serious, in rejecting him they were also rejecting the gospel that he preached  - the only true gospel, for Paul will not admit that there is another gospel than the one that he preached.

   In contrast to Paul, through whom the gospel of the grace of God had been made known to them, there were those who troubled the Galatian believers by preaching, not the gospel of Christ, but a perversion of the gospel. These false teachers did not directly deny the facts of the gospel, but they perverted them. A perversion is often more dangerous than a flat denial, for in a perversion there is sufficient truth to deceive the unwary, and sufficient error to make the truth of no effect.

   Thus the apostle touches upon the two forms of departure from the truth into which the Galatian assemblies were falling. First, they were giving up the divine authority of the word of God and asserting human authority; secondly, they were giving up the pure gospel as the way of salvation and falling back on law and human tradition. Alas! are these not the two evils that have so largely corrupted the Christian profession of today?

   (Vv. 8, 9.) Before proceeding further, the Apostle, with intensely solemn and ardent words, pronounces a curse upon any who preach as glad tidings anything contrary to that which they had received through his preaching. If the Apostle himself, or even an angel, preach any other gospel, let him be accursed. These are words which completely exclude all development or further light, of which men speak, that would set aside the alone sufficiency of the work of Christ to secure the salvation of everyone that believes.

   (V. 10.) In speaking in these solemn and plain terms, Paul makes manifest that he is no mere man pleaser, ready to abandon the truth and compromise with error, in order to stand well with the crowd. No man was more gentle, lowly and gracious than the Apostle, but no one was bolder, more vehement and plain of speech if the truth was in question. Were it otherwise, he would have ceased to be "the servant of Christ." Well for every servant to follow his example, even as he also followed Christ (1 Cor. 11: 1). In the presence of insults the Lord was silent (Mark 15: 3-5). When it was a question of bearing witness to the truth He spoke out plainly (John 18: 33-38).

   (Vv. 11, 12.) Having given these introductory warnings, the Apostle proceeds to give a detailed statement of his Divine authority for the gospel that he preached. He makes three distinct claims for the gospel.

   First, the glad tidings that he preached were "not according to man." Men dream of a gospel which would exalt man by offering him blessing as the result of his own efforts. God's glad tidings, while indeed they bring eternal blessing to man, do so in a way that brings eternal glory to God.

   Secondly, the glad tidings preached by Paul did not come "from man" as a source.

   Thirdly, the Apostle was not taught the gospel by man; he received it "by the revelation of Jesus Christ."

   (Vv. 13, 14.) In proof of these statements, the Apostle, in the verses that follow, goes over his history, which indeed they had already heard. In doing so, he recounts only those incidents which show how God dealt with him, and communicated the gospel to him, entirely apart from the intervention of man.

   First, he reminds the Galatian believers that, in his unconverted days, he had Persecuted the Church of God and wasted it. With all the intense prejudice of a bigoted Jew he had gone beyond the measure of others in his hatred of the Church. When others were learning the truth through the preaching of the gospel and being brought into the Church, he was persecuting it. His zeal for the Jew's religion and the traditions of the fathers effectually blinded him to the preaching of the Apostles. It is evident, then, that in his unconverted days he was unreached by the preaching of others.

   (Vv. 15-17.) Then, when the moment came that he was called by grace he did not confer with flesh and blood. He did not go to Jerusalem, the seat of traditional authority, nor did he confer with those who were Apostles before him. It was God that called him; God revealed His Son in him; and God gave him his commission to preach the glad tidings among the Gentiles. God had direct dealings and communications with the Apostle apart from men, from Jerusalem and the other Apostles.

   (Vv. 18, 19.) Having spent three years in Arabia and Damascus, the Apostle pays a visit of fifteen days to Peter at Jerusalem. The only other Apostle he saw was James, the brother of our Lord. This visit, then, was not an official one to receive instructions, or ordination, but rather a personal one to make the acquaintance of Peter.

   (Vv. 20-24.) The Apostle adds solemn importance to his words by reminding us that he speaks "before God," and adds, "I lie not." Good for us all, if at all times we speak as consciously in the presence of God, and can truly say, "Behold, before God, I lie not." After his visit to Jerusalem he went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia. So far from receiving any communications, or authority, from the assemblies of Judea, he was unknown to them even by face. This only they knew, that the one-time persecutor was now a preacher of the faith which once he had sought to destroy. Hearing what he was doing they did not interfere with the Apostle or give him instructions and advice, nor did they complain that he was preaching apart from the authority of the twelve; but they glorified God for all that He was doing in and through the Apostle. Thus the very man that these false teachers were seeking to belittle was one in whom the Assemblies in Judea, the centre of the legal system, found occasion to glorify God.

   
   Galatians 2

   (V. 1.) Fourteen years later, the Apostle again visited Jerusalem, accompanied by Barnabas and Titus. This visit, of which we have further details in Acts. 15, was precisely on account of this judaising teaching introduced by "false brethren unawares brought in" who were troubling the assemblies in Galatia.

   Paul and Barnabas had withstood this false teaching at Antioch, but, in His wisdom, God would have this question raised and settled at Jerusalem, and therefore the stand made at Antioch, however right, was not allowed to settle the matter. Had the question been settled at Antioch there would possibly have been a division in the Church, one section, mainly composed of Jewish converts, bound by the law with their centre at Jerusalem; the other section composed of Gentile converts, free from the law, with their centre at Antioch.

   (V. 2.) From the Acts we learn that the brethren at Antioch decided that Paul and Barnabas should go to Jerusalem. Here we learn the additional fact that the Apostle went up by revelation, a further proof that though he acted in fellowship with his brethren, and with their counsel, yet he did so as guided by direct revelation from God.

   The gospel being in question, he communicated to those in Jerusalem, who were held in reputation, what he himself had preached. He did not, then, receive the gospel that he preached from them, but, on the contrary, communicated it to them. He does this, not as leaving the leaders at Jerusalem to judge whether his gospel was according to God, but as opposing this outbreak of legalism which threatened to mar his work among the Gentiles, so that his labours would be in vain.

   (V. 3.) In a parenthetical verse, the case of Titus is

   brought forward to show that this legal teaching was not accepted, or insisted on, at Jerusalem; for, though Titus was a Greek, he was not compelled to be circumcised according to law.

   (Vv. 4, 5.) Continuing his theme, the Apostle traces this legal teaching to false brethren unawares brought in, whose purpose was to bring the saints into bondage and attract to themselves (Gal. 4: 17). To such the Apostle gave place not for an hour. Under no plea of showing grace and love will he enter into any compromise when the truth is at stake. In other Scriptures we are exhorted to "be subject one to another" (1 Peter 5: 5); but when it is a question of "false brethren," and the truth is at stake, the apostle will not yield subjection for an hour.

   (V. 6.) Apart, however, from these false brethren there were those in the assembly "who were conspicuous as being somewhat." Such might rightly, by reason of gift and spirituality, have a pre-eminent place. Nevertheless, the fact of their conspicuous position carried no weight with the Apostle when the truth was in question. God does not accept a man's person. With God it is not the prominence that a man has before his fellows that counts — not the person — but what there is of Christ in the person. Paul may give honour to such and love them as brethren, but they added no authority to that which he had already received from Christ.

   (Vv. 7-10.) These brethren, who held a pre-eminent place, confirmed the Apostle in His preaching to the Gentiles. They recognised that the preaching to the Gentiles had been committed to the Apostle Paul, even as the preaching to the Jews had been committed to Peter, and they owned that God, who wrought so effectually in Peter, also worked mightily in the Apostle Paul toward the Gentiles. Further, James, Cephas and John, instead of imparting grace to Paul, perceived and owned the grace that was given to the Apostle. The result was that the leaders in the Assembly at Jerusalem gave the Apostle and Barnabas the right hands of fellowship, and confirmed them in going to the Gentiles, while exhorting them to remember the poor, a matter, indeed, which Paul was ever ready to do.

   Thus the Apostle shows that for years he had laboured among the Gentiles, God working mightily by him, without receiving any authority or mission from other Apostles, and in due course his labours were fully recognised by other Apostles at Jerusalem as being of God. These details of the Apostle's work utterly condemned the Galatian assemblies for turning from the Apostle and calling in question his apostleship. So doing they not only turned from the Apostle but also ranged themselves in opposition to the pillars of the Church at Jerusalem, who refused this legal teaching in the very place where it arose. Moreover the whole passage refutes the false teaching of apostolic succession and that the Apostle Peter is the earthly head of the Church. Personally, he recognises that the mission to the Gentiles was not his service.

   (Vv. 11-14.) The Apostle closes this portion of his Epistle by recalling another incident, which clearly shows that even Peter had not the smallest authority over Paul. On the contrary, an occasion arose when Paul was compelled to reprove and withstand Peter. When Peter visited Antioch, where the Church was mainly composed of Gentile believers, he showed that personally he was so entirely delivered from Jewish prejudices that he was free to eat with the Gentiles. When, however, certain Jewish believers came from Jerusalem, where the law and its ceremonies were still pressed by certain Christians, Peter withdrew and separated himself from the Gentile believers.

   The root of Peter's failure, as so often with ourselves, was the vanity of the flesh that wanted to stand well with the opinion of others. He feared that he would lose his reputation with those "which were of the circumcision." This fear led him to dissemble and take a crooked path. He no longer walked uprightly according to the truth of the gospel. By his act he ignored the unity of the Spirit, denied the truth of the gospel, and brought in division amongst the saints. The fact that he held the position of an apostle only added to his offence, as one has said, "The more a man is honoured — and in this case there was true ground for respect — the greater the stumbling block to others if he fail." Thus in this case the effect of Peter's unfaithfulness was that the Jewish believers at Antioch dissembled in like manner, and even Barnabas was carried away by their dissimulation.

   Under these circumstances, Paul, rightly recognising that the truth of God was at stake, "withstood him to the face" and publicly rebuked him "before them all." "If," said the Apostle, "thou, being a Jew, livest after the manner of Gentiles, and not as do the Jews, why compellest thou the Gentiles to live as do the Jews?"

   (Vv. 15, 16.) Having fully established by these historical details the fact that he did not derive his authority from man, and would enter into no compromise when the truth was at stake, the Apostle passes on to speak of the gospel which was being perverted by this false teaching. Not only had Peter dissembled by freely eating and mixing with the Gentiles one moment, and then seeking to conceal what he had done by withdrawing and separating from them, but he had imperilled the gospel, for the bearing of his act, as the Apostle shows, was to destroy the truth of the Gospel. The truth was that those, like Peter, Paul and others, who were Jews by nature, had discovered that "a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ." Having learnt this, they had believed in Jesus Christ, in order to be justified on the principle of the faith of Christ, and not by works of law; for, says the Apostle, "On the principle of works of law no flesh shall be justified."

   (Vv. 17, 18.) Peter, together with other Jewish believers, had given up law as a means of justification, in order to be justified by Christ; but now, in refusing to eat with the Gentiles, he was going back to legal ordinances —  the very things he had given up. If then he was right in giving up the law as a means of justification, he was clearly wrong in turning back to it. But it was for Christ's sake that he had given up the law. But if he was right in turning back to law, then Christ had led him to do wrong in giving it up. But this was impossible; for Christ cannot lead a man to do wrong, He is not a minister of sin. It is evident that if we turn back to the law as a means of justification we are building again the things which we have destroyed, and make ourselves transgressors for having given up the law.

   (V. 19.) Applying the truth to himself, the Apostle gives a beautiful summing up of the Christian position. The gospel proclaims the righteousness of God to man; the law demands righteousness from man and pronounces death upon the man that does not keep it. The soul that sinneth it shall die. Seeing that we have all sinned, neither Paul nor anyone else has kept the law. Therefore the law can only pronounce the sentence of death and judgment upon us.

   (V. 20.) For the one that believes in Jesus, this sentence of death has been carried out in the death of Christ our Substitute. His death was the death of our old man — the man under judgment. So the believer can say, "I am crucified with Christ." Thus having passed through death, in the death of our Substitute we are free from the law. The law can condemn a man to death because of the life that he has led; but directly the man is dead, he no longer lives in the life to which the law applied. The law can have nothing to say to a dead man. Moreover, if as believers we have died to the old life to which the law applies, we have a new life in Christ. So the Apostle can say, "Nevertheless I live: yet not I but Christ liveth in me." If I would see this new life in all its perfection, I must look at Christ. As one has said, "When I ... turn my eyes to Jesus, when I contemplate all His obedience, His purity, His grace, His tenderness, His patience, His devotedness, His holiness, His love, His entire freedom from all selfseeking, I can say, That is my life . . . It may be obscured in me; but it is none the less true, that that is my life" (J.N.D.). Thus it is our privilege to hold ourselves dead to the law that we may live this new life to God.

   A further great truth is that this new life, like all life in the creature, has, and must have, an object to sustain the life. If the Lord Jesus is our life, He is also personally the object of the life. So the Apostle adds "The life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith, the faith of the Son of God, Who loved me and gave Himself for me." Faith sees Christ, looks to Him, confides in Him, feeds upon Him, abides in His love, in the blessed consciousness that He is for us in all the depths of love that led Him to give Himself for us.

   (V. 21.) To turn back to the law is not only to make myself a transgressor for having given it up as a means of justification, but it is frustrating the grace of God, and, further, if righteousness come by the law, there was no need for the death of Christ — "Christ has died for nothing" (N. Tn.)

   
   Galatians 3

   (V. 1.) The apostle has shown that, in turning back to the law, the Galatians were setting aside the work of Christ and belittling the glory of His Person as the Son of God. To act thus was so unnatural that it would seem as if they were bewitched, for they were practically denying the truth of the cross, the great central fact of the gospel that had been proclaimed to them, for the apostle had set before them Christ crucified.

   Moreover, to turn back to the law not only set aside Christ, but ignored the presence of the Holy Spirit and revived the flesh. The devil is opposed to Christ; the world to the Father; and the flesh to the Spirit. Thus, in the chapters that follow, we constantly have the Spirit and the flesh in opposition (Gal. 3: 3; Gal. 4: 29; Gal. 5: 16, 17; Gal. 6: 8). To demonstrate the folly of ignoring the Spirit and reviving the flesh by turning back to the law, the apostle, in the remaining portion of the Epistle, mainly dwells upon the blessings into which the Spirit leads us, and the solemn character of the flesh and the evils to which it exposes us. He opens this fresh theme by seeking to reach the conscience of these saints with four searching questions as to the Holy Spirit.

   (V. 2.) First, he enquires on what ground had they received this great gift of the Spirit? Was it "By the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?" He does not question the fact that they had received the Spirit, but he asks was the Spirit received because of anything they had done — their works, which would be legal works? Or was it simply through faith in Christ, who had died and risen? Scripture plainly shows that it is the sinner that believes in Christ, and the believer that is sealed with the Spirit. Thus the apostle, when writing to the believers at Ephesus, can say, when speaking of Christ, "In whom ye also trusted after that ye heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation: in whom also after that ye believed, ye were sealed with that Holy Spirit" (Eph. 1: 13).

   (V. 3.) Secondly, having begun their Christian life in the mighty power of the Holy Spirit, were they now going to turn back to the law, as if by their own efforts they could walk rightly as Christians? The law applies to man in the flesh, so in turning back to the law they were not only ignoring the Holy Spirit, but reviving the flesh and seeking perfection in, and by, the flesh.

   (V. 4.) Thirdly, were the things they had suffered for the truth's sake all in vain? The persecution they had endured had mainly come from the Jews, who, in seeking to maintain the law, had crucified Christ and resisted the Spirit. If these Galatian saints turned back to the law, the Jews would have no quarrel with them; the persecution had been unnecessary and would surely cease.

   (V. 5.) Fourthly, there had been miracles of divine power amongst them. Were these manifestations of power the outcome of keeping the law, or were they the result of faith in the power of God?

   (Vv. 6-9.) The answer to such questions was simple. All the blessing they had received, summed up in the crowning gift of the Holy Spirit, the sufferings they had endured, and the manifestation of divine power in their midst, were the outcome of receiving the gospel concerning Jesus by the hearing of faith.

   A testimony from God, received by faith, has ever been the alone ground on which souls have come into blessing from God. Abraham is an outstanding example of one who, in Old Testament times, received blessing by faith. Moreover the history of Abraham shows that before law was given, and therefore altogether apart from law, God was blessing man on the principle of faith. The case of Abraham is all the more convincing, seeing he is the one, above all others, who was highly esteemed by the Jews. The very one in whom these advocates for the law boasted as being their father (John viii. 39), is the one who was blessed apart from law on the ground of faith. Abraham believed God, and was consequently reckoned to be in a righteous condition before God. It follows, therefore, that those alone, who are blessed on the principle of faith, are the true sons of Abraham. Such is the testimony of Scripture, which, foreseeing that God would justify the nations on the principle of faith, anticipated the gospel when the word came to Abraham, "In thee shall all nations be blessed." So then they which are on the principle of faith are blessed with believing Abraham.

   (V. 10.) We have seen in the history of Abraham that the Old Testament Scriptures clearly anticipate the blessings coming to the Gentiles on the principle of faith: now we are to learn that Scripture is equally definite as to the testimony that God rendered through Moses, which says, "Cursed is everyone that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them" (Deut. 27: 26). It is evident that none have continued to do all things demanded by the law; therefore the testimony of Moses can only lead to the conclusion that to go back to the law for blessing is to come under the curse. It has been said, "The law exacts; it requires men to keep it; it must have obedience: but it neither gives a nature that desires to keep it, nor strength to do it."

   (Vv. 11, 12.) Such is the testimony of Moses, the law-giver. But what do the prophets say? Their witness is equally plain, for Habakkuk states, "The just shall live by faith" (Hab. 2: 4). Now it is evident that the law is not of faith, for it says, "The man that doeth them shall live in them" (Lev. 18: 5).

   (V. 13.) Above all, Christ hath redeemed us from the curse by being made a curse for us; for it is written, "Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree" (Deut. 21: 23). Christ bears our curse that we might receive blessing, and the promise of the Spirit, through faith in Christ.

   Thus, to turn back to the law for blessing is to neglect the example that Scripture gives us in Abraham, to close our eyes to the testimony rendered by Moses the lawgiver, to ignore the witness of Habakkuk, the prophet. and, most solemn of all, to put a slight upon Christ.

   (Vv. 15, 16.) In the remaining portion of the chapter we learn the connection between law and promise, and the true service of the law. We are reminded that the promise of blessing to the Gentiles on the principle of faith was made to Abraham and his seed. The apostle quotes the words of the Lord addressed to Abraham when he had offered up his son Isaac, and received him back in a figure from the dead. He is careful to show that the seed of which this Scripture speaks is Christ, of Whom Isaac when offered up was a type (Gen. 22: 17, 18).

   (Vv. 17, 18.) This promise was made 430 years before the law was given. Whatever the purpose of the law, it evidently cannot set aside the unconditional promise of God. But if the inheritance of blessing be by the law, it would make the promise of none effect. This is impossible for God cannot go back on His word. 

   (Vv. 19, 20.) Seeing then that the blessing is secured by the sovereign grace of God that makes an unconditional promise, what purpose did the law serve? It came in because man is a sinner and proves him to be such, and that God is a holy God that cannot pass over sins. The law proves that if God bestows the blessing in sovereign grace, He does not do so at the expense of righteousness. Thus the law raises the question of righteousness, both the righteousness of men and the righteousness of God. It demands righteousness from man by telling him that his only course in relation to God and his fellow-men is to love God with all his heart and soul and spirit, and his neighbour as himself. But who has done this but our Lord Jesus Christ? Thus the law proves us to be sinners.

   Having proved that we have no righteousness, it goes on to prove that the soul that sinneth must die, and thus that the righteousness of God demands the judgment of the sinner. It was added to prove that we are transgressors. It was ordained by angels, who did not directly bring God into display in all the glory of His love and grace, though making known His Majesty. Moreover, it was not, like the promise, directly dependent upon God who made the promise. It was given through a mediator. But this supposes two parties, and that the proposed blessing depends upon the faithfulness of both parties in carrying out the conditions. Moses, the mediator, made known the terms of the law under which blessing depended upon obedience. At once the people accepted the terms by saying, "All that the Lord hath spoken we will do." But the promise to the Seed, Christ, depends entirely upon God Who is One, and in carrying out His promise acts wholly from Himself. Let us remember that here it is no question of Christ the Mediator, Who gave Himself a ransom for all, it is wholly a question of promise, and with that a mediator has nothing to say.

    (Vv. 21, 22.) Is then the law against the promise of God? Far from it. The law demanded righteousness, but it gave no life. If it had given life it would have been possible to obey the law, and righteousness would have been by the law and the blessing would have been obtained apart from any promise. But the law convicts of sin and shows that man cannot obtain the blessing by his own efforts, and thus proves the necessity of promise. Thus all are shut up under sin, that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe.

   (Vv. 23-26.) Before faith came, that is Christianity, the Jews, during the period of law, were kept apart from the nations, in view of being justified on the principle of faith. In this sense the law held them in tutelage to conduct them to Christ, but Christianity being come they were brought into relationship with God by faith in Christ Jesus.

   (Vv. 27-29.) Moreover, by baptism they had part in the profession of Christianity. Whether true believers or not, they had in baptism given up the ground of being Jews or Gentiles, slaves or freemen, and assumed the profession of Christianity and that they were united together as Christians. If then they were Christ's, they were Abraham's seed and heirs according to promise. Here, be it noted, the word "seed" is used in allusion to Genesis 11:i. 5, where the seed refers to all that believe.

   
   Galatians 4

   (Vv. 1-5.) Having shown the difference between law and promise, and the relation of one to the other, the apostle now contrasts the condition of believers under Christianity with that of godly believing Jews under law. During the period of the law there were indeed true children of God, as we know from John 11: 52; but they were scattered abroad and had no conscious sense of God as their Father, or of their relationship as sons. To illustrate this condition, the apostle likens them to a child who is the heir of a great inheritance, but while yet a child is under guardians and stewards, and has to obey. In this respect he is like a servant under bondage, even though he be lord of all. Even so, believers under law were hold in a spirit of bondage under principles which mark the world. Every natural man can understand a law which tells us what we are to do, and not to do, and that our blessing depends upon obedience to the law. It is a principle on which the world seeks to regulate all its affairs. It is, however, bondage to the believer; for while binding us down to obey in order to obtain blessing, it gives us no strength to carry out the demands of law. Moreover it gives no knowledge of the heart of the Father, nor access to the Father — the source of all blessing.

   With "the fulness of time" all is changed. Did not the fulness of time come when man had fully manifested the evil of his heart, and entirely failed to answer to his responsibilities? When it was proved that "all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God," and that all was over on man's side, then it was that God acted in pure sovereign grace by sending forth His Son, come of a woman, come under law.

   The whole truth as to Christ's Person is presented in this short verse. He is a Divine Person — the Son; He is a true Man — "made of a woman"; He took up the responsibility of life on earth before God — "come under law."

   Here then was One who know the Father, and could reveal the Father, for he is the Son. Here, too, was One who could redeem man from the bondage of the law, for having become Man under law, He perfectly kept the law that man had broken, and hence the law had no claim against Him. He is thus fitted to accomplish the great work of redemption by standing in the place of others who were under the curse of a broken law. This, blessed be His Name, He has done at the cross with the result that believers are redeemed from the condemnation of the law. No longer can the law say to the believer, "You have lusted, and you must die"; for the believer can point to the cross, and say, "It is true I have broken the law and come under its curse; but Christ has died, and I am crucified with Him; I am therefore dead to the law and redeemed from its curse."

   The claims of the law having been met, the way is clear for the believer to come into the blessing of a son, as the word says, "to receive sonship," not only to be a child, but to come into the place of liberty and favour that belongs to an heir.

   (Vv. 6, 7.) Then, too, the portion of a son being given, we have also the Spirit. We do not receive the Spirit to make us sons; but being sons the Spirit is given to give us the conscious enjoyment of the relationship, so that we can say "Abba Father."

   Moreover, if we are sons, we are also heirs of God. The glorious inheritance lies before us, but, even now, we can enjoy the relationship into which we are brought with the Father.

   In these opening verses the apostle thus passes before us, firstly, the incarnation by which Christ comes into communication with all men as "come of a woman," and with the Jew, as born under law; secondly, redemption, by which, through the work of Christ, believers are redeemed from the curse of a broken law; and thirdly, the coming of the Holy Spirit to load us into the blessedness of our position as sons.

   It is well to note how the glory of the Person of Christ, as the Son, is maintained. Again and again, through the ages, the Person of Christ has been attacked, and His eternal Sonship denied, by it being said that He only became the Son at His birth. In the effort to maintain this error it has been argued that the words "sent forth," in this passage, only refer to Christ as being sent forth after He had been born into the world. It is therefore well to notice that an exactly similar expression is used in this passage of the Holy Spirit. No one would dare to argue that, when we read "God sent forth the Spirit of His Son," it means that the Holy Spirit was not sent forth from heaven, and that the words only apply after He had come to earth. Is it not plain, to any one subject to the word, that the Holy Spirit "sent forth" from heaven was the Spirit before He came? In like manner does not this passage prove that the Son was sent forth from heaven, and was the Son before He became Man?

   (Vv. 8-11.) Having described the liberty of believers in this Christian day, in contrast with the bondage of the children of God under law, the apostle appeals to these Galatian saints as to their folly in turning from such blessedness to the bondage of the law. Time was when they "knew not God" and served those who, even nature should tell them, "are no gods." By grace they had been brought into the liberty of knowing God as the Father, and yet more, to be known of God as sons. How great then the folly of bringing themselves into bondage by turning back to the weak and beggarly elements of the world. They were observing days and months, and times and years, as if blessing could be secured by the observance of an outward ritual which the natural man, whether Jew or heathen, could carry out. It is true that in the Epistle to the Romans the apostle exhorts Gentile believers to have forbearance towards a Jewish believer who might still cling to the observance of special days and the refusal of meats. But here he shows that for a Gentile to return to the system that observes certain days and ceremonies will involve a return, not only to Judaism, but to the idolatry of heathenism.

   If the apostle viewed these Galatians only in the light of what they were doing he might well stand in doubt as to whether they were true Christians, for it is not necessary to be a converted man in order to observe days and seasons. This is a solemn consideration for Christendom which has so largely fallen into the Galatian error by once again turning back to external ceremonies, and the observance of man-made holy days, with the result foreseen by the apostle that it has largely fallen, not only into Judaism, but also, into the idolatry of heathenism in its adoration of the saints and worship of images.

   (Vv. 12-18.) Having appealed to them as to their folly, he now beseeches them in love. He begs them to be as he was, for, though by birth a Jew under law, he had become like the Gentiles, free from the law. They might, alas! through listening to false teachers, have changed their thoughts of the apostle and reproached him for giving up the law as the way of blessing, but such reproaches and insults he counted as no injury to his reputation as a Christian.

   He then. reminds them of their love to him when at the first he came amongst them preaching the gospel. In those days they received him as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus, and this in spite of the fact that he was amongst them in weakness, without "excellency of speech or of wisdom," that would make an appeal to the natural man (1 Cor. 2). Moreover they had not despised him because of physical weakness. Indeed, such was their love to him that, if possible, they would have given him their own eyes to meet his bodily infirmities.

   Where then was the blessedness of those early days of their first love? He had preached the truth in those days, and was telling them the truth in his epistle. Did they then view him as an enemy because he brought the truth before them?

   Alas! the sad fact was that there were those in their midst who were seeking to set these saints against the apostle in order to exalt themselves. The zeal of such was not for the truth, or for the saints, but for themselves. Such is the flesh that, under cover of zeal for the Lord's people, we can, but for the grace of God, belittle others to exalt ourselves. If the zeal that they had shown to the apostle when present with them was right, it would surely be right to maintain it in his absence.

   (Vv. 19, 20.) If, however, their feelings had changed toward the apostle, his affections had not altered toward them. As at first he had with deep exercise preached Christ amongst them, so now he travailed in birth, as it were, that they might be restored to first love, so that once again Christ might have His right place in their hearts. To this end he longed to be present with them, and speak to them in a different way. At the moment he stands in doubt of them and is thus constrained to speak with great plainness of speech.

   (Vv. 21-26). The apostle now appeals to the law itself, to show the unreasonableness of turning back to it. If they would not hear the gospel, nor listen to the apostle, let them listen to the law to which they were turning. At once the apostle recalls the times of Abraham and uses some facts in his history as an allegory to teach us the contrast between the bondage of a believer under law and the liberty of a believer under grace. Abraham had two sons by different women, one a bondmaid and the other a free woman. The son by the bondmaid "was born after the flesh," entirely according to the will of man. The other by the free woman was born by the sovereign intervention of God.

   These two women set forth the two covenants; one of law which makes the blessing depend upon man carrying out his part of the covenant; the other the covenant of promise in which the blessing for man depends entirely upon the sovereign grace of God. Moreover, the two sons set forth the two conditions that result from these covenants; the one a condition of bondage; the other of liberty. Further, these two covenants and the conditions that result are connected with Mount Sinai, where the law was given, and with Jerusalem which is above from which sovereign grace flows forth to the world.

   (V. 27.) Jerusalem on earth, and her children, who boasted in the law, had through the law fallen into bondage, and having broken the law had become desolate. Nevertheless, the prophet Isaiah is quoted to show that, during the time of her desolation, there will he more children than when the city was owned as God's earthly centre. Is this not in the sense that the very city that proved man's guilt, became the place from which the gospel of the grace of God went out to all the world? The apostles were told by the Lord, "That repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His Name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem" (Luke 24: 47).

   (Vv. 28-31.) Turning again to his allegory, the apostle says that believers now are like Isaac, the children of promise. But as it was in the day when Isaac was weaned, Ishmael mocked, so now the one born according to the flesh and under bondage of law, will persecute the one born after the Spirit and in the liberty of grace. The flesh and the Spirit are ever opposed. It was so in Abraham's house, it is so in the world, and even in the heart of the saint. It was always the religious Jew that persecuted the apostle. The covenant of law and the condition of bondage, represented by the bondwoman and her son, are to be cast off; for we are not the children of the bondwoman, but the free.

   
   Galatians 5

   (V. 1.) If on the one hand, we are to "cast out" the bondwoman, and thus abandon the principle of seeking to obtain blessing under law, which can only lead to bondage, on the other hand, let us see that we "stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage."

   (Vv. 2-4.) With great plainness of speech the apostle warns these Gentile believers. He was the apostle chosen to preach the gospel to the Gentiles, and had been used to their blessing. For these reasons his word should have had greater weight with them than that of others. He seems to remind them of this by saying, "Behold, I Paul say unto you, that if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing." To be circumcised meant that they put themselves under law, which involved that in order to obtain the blessing they must keep the law. In this case they deprive themselves of the blessing that grace provides through Christ and His work. As far as their experience went, Christ and His work had become nothing to them. They had fallen from grace.

   (Vv. 5, 6.) The apostle proceeds to give a very beautiful summary of the true Christian state, in contrast to the state of those under law. It is characterised by "hope," "faith" and "love." We are not working in the hope of securing blessing; we are waiting for the glory that is secured by the work of Christ. It is not righteousness that we wait for, but the fulfilment of the hope that belongs to those who are already justified through faith in Christ Jesus. Being justified by faith we "rejoice in hope of the glory of God" (Romans 5: 2). Righteousness gives me the glory, not simply grace. Under law, righteousness demands that I should be kept out of glory; for, not having kept the law, "all have sinned and come short of the glory." Under grace, righteousness demands that the believer should go into glory, even as righteousness is declared in setting Christ in the glory (John 16: 10). It is due to Christ that, through His work on the cross, believers should be with Him in glory.

   By the earnest of the Spirit we can, even now, enjoy a foretaste by faith of the blessedness of this hope. "In Jesus Christ" circumcision can add nothing to the blessing, nor uncircumcision hinder the blessing. The believer, viewed as in Christ before God, is outside both Jewish and Gentile circles. This new position can only be apprehended by faith, and faith "worketh by love." The apostle has already said in his epistle, "I live by faith, the faith of the Son of God, who has loved me, and given Himself for me."

   (Vv. 7-10.) In the early part of the epistle the apostle has clearly shown that in turning back to the law these believers had departed from the truth. From verse 7 to the end of the epistle he speaks of the effect of this evil upon their practical walk. He acknowledges that in time past, when subject to the truth, they did run well. But they had been hindered by listening to the persuasions of false teachers who had brought trouble into their midst. The practical effect upon their walk and ways clearly proved that these troublers were not led by the God Who has called us to "run with patience the race that is set before us." Let us not forget that "a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump." Any departure from the truth, if unjudged, will lead to further decline, and the gradual deterioration of the whole body. Alas! does not the condition of Christendom, with its mixture of Judaism and Christianity, clearly show that it has become leavened with the Galatian evil? Looking only at the false teaching Paul foresaw that it would end in the whole company becoming corrupted. Nevertheless, the Lord was above all, and looking to the Lord gave the apostle confidence that in the end these saints would be brought to view these teachers and their false teaching with his mind — the mind of the Lord. As to these troublers the apostle was assured that they would have to bear the guilt and judgment of their subversive teaching.

   How good for us all, in the difficulties that arise among the Lord's people, to look beyond the trouble and the troublers, and to see the Lord above all, the One Who can deliver His people from every snare and deal with those that cause the trouble.

   (V. 11.) The apostle then touches upon that which made the teaching of these troublers so subtle. Already we have learnt that their underlying motive was to attract to themselves (Gal. 4: 17); now we learn that they did so by presenting a path to the saints that would free them from all persecution, and in which the offence of the cross would cease. Nothing can be more offensive to the religious Jew, under law, than the cross, for it is the complete condemnation of man before God, being the proof that the law is broken, and that man is under the curse. The preaching of the gospel, that in sovereign grace proclaims blessing through faith in Christ, will ever raise opposition from those who are trusting in their own works to obtain blessing. The apostle sees clearly that if we "obey the truth" the result will be persecution, however different the form it may take in the course of time.

   (Vv. 12-15.) Seeing, then, the evil effect of this false teaching, the apostle can only wish that these troublers were cut off from the saints. His love for the truth and the welfare of believers made him intolerant of those whose teaching was destructive of Christian truth, robbing the saints of true liberty, and leading to practice, not only inconsistent with Christianity, but entirely contrary to the law to which they were turning back. "All the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself." But while the law demands love, it gives no ability to meet its demands; and, being holy, it can only condemn us, seeing we have all failed to meet its demands.

   In contrast to the law, Christianity gives us a new nature that loves to obey and do the will of God, and a new power, the Holy Spirit, to carry out the desires of the new nature. This is liberty, not, indeed, to be used for an occasion to the flesh to exalt itself, but to serve one another. The flesh likes to be served; but love delights to serve. The self-righteousness that seeks to exalt itself by its own works has no love or compassion for others. As with these troublers, who had sought to set the saints against the apostle in order to attract to themselves (iv. 17), so the vanity of the flesh will ever lead to fault-finding, and the belittling of others, in the effort to exalt self. In this way strife and contention is raised among the people of God. And When once brethren start biting and devouring one another, they may well "take heed," for, if this spirit is unjudged, it will not be long before they are consumed one of another. Alas! how many companies of God's people have been broken up and scattered by individuals contending with one another, and insulting one another, rather than serving one another in love.

   (Vv. 16, 17.) Now we are reminded that we can only escape the lusts of the flesh by walking in the Spirit. The Holy Spirit is here to glorify Christ; the flesh seeks every occasion to gratify its vanity by exalting self. It is plain, therefore, that the flesh is opposed to the Spirit, and the Spirit to the flesh. If walking in the Spirit — thinking, speaking, and acting in the Spirit — we shall be delivered from doing the things that would be natural to us as fallen men.

   The apostle does not say that if we walk in the Spirit, the flesh will not be in us, nor that the flesh will cease to lust and be in any way altered, but, if walking in the Spirit, we shall not fulfil its lusts. One has truly said, "The flesh strives to hinder us when we would walk according to the Spirit, and the Spirit resists the working of the flesh to prevent it from accomplishing its will." (J. N. D.).

   (V. 18.) Moreover, if led of the Spirit, we are not under law. The Spirit has come to take of the things of Christ and show them unto us. He leads us into occupation with Christ, the One Who has died for us and lives for us. The Spirit will not lead us under a law that makes demands upon us that we cannot meet, but under the influence of a love that passeth knowledge to which the new nature delights to respond.

   (Vv. 19-21.) In the remaining verses of the chapter the apostle contrasts the works of the flesh with the fruit of the Spirit. It would appear that he sums up the works of the flesh under seven heads:

   Firstly, he refers to the lusts of the flesh, "fornication, uncleanness, licentiousness" (N.Tn.)

   Secondly, the superstition of the flesh, "idolatry" and "sorcery ":

   Thirdly, the malice of the flesh, "hatred," leading to "strifes ":

   Fourthly, the jealousy of the flesh, "jealousies," leading to "angers" and "contentions "

   Fifthly, the reasoning of the flesh, leading to "contentions, disputes" and "schools of opinion ":

   Sixthly, the self-love of the flesh, leading to "envyings" and "murders "

   Seventhly, the worldly indulgence of the flesh, leading to "drunkenness, revellings, and such like."

   Such is the terrible and unchanging character of the flesh, and those who live in these evils shall not inherit the kingdom of God.

   Let us remember that, seeing we have the flesh in us, and that it never alters, we have to dread the outbreak of the foulest sins, unless, in the power of the Spirit, our souls are occupied with Jesus, looking to Him for grace for every moment.

   (Vv. 21-23.) If walking in the Spirit, we shall not only be preserved from "the works of the flesh," but we shall bring forth "the fruit of the Spirit." The flesh has its "works," but produces no fruit for God. The Spirit produces both good works and fruit; though, in this passage, the apostle speaks not of works, but of the beautiful Christian character from which all true work will flow. We are not all gifted, or called to be teachers and preachers, or to undertake great works. But "the fruit of the Spirit" is possible to all from the youngest to the oldest saint, and sets forth the essential condition for all true service.

   " Love," "joy" and "peace" set forth the inward experience of the soul: "longsuffering" and "kindness," the attitude of soul towards others: "goodness" and "fidelity," the qualities that should actuate us in our dealings with others: "meekness" and "selfcontrol," the qualities that would lead us to consider patiently others, in contrast to the self-assertiveness of the flesh.

   Against these Christ-like qualities there is no law. The law cannot control the flesh and cannot produce the blessed fruit of the Spirit, but this does not infer that the law is against these excellent qualities.

   (Vv. 24-26.) Moreover, they that are Christ's have crucified the flesh with its passions and lusts. The true Christian position is that we accept the cross of Christ as the judgment of God upon the flesh, in order that we should no longer live by the flesh but "by the Spirit." If then we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit (N.Tn.). So walking we should not be vain-glorious, provoking the saints by envying one another.

   
   Galatians 6

   In contrast to the vanity of the flesh, of which the apostle has been speaking, and which provokes others and leads to envy, we are now exhorted to act in a spirit of love and grace to one another. Even if one be overtaken in a fault, let us seek to restore our failing brother, and do so in a right spirit. Let it not be in the spirit of the law which would naturally occupy us with our own good works and harden us towards our failing brother, but let it be in the spirit of meekness that gives us a sense of our own weakness while thinking tenderly of others.

   (V. 2.) Moreover the spirit of grace and love would lead us, not merely to seek the restoration of a failing brother, but to enter into the sorrows of others and so help to relieve one another of the pressure of circumstances. So acting, we should be fulfilling "the law of Christ." We should be acting according to the law of love that marked His pathway. How tenderly He restored the failing disciples, when, with vain glory they provoked one another to strife, when they denied Him, and when all forsook Him (Luke 22: 24-32: Mark 14: 27, 28). How blessedly, in every step of His path, He entered into our sorrows, and served us in love, as we read, "Himself took our infirmities, and bare our sicknesses" (Matt. viii. 17). Following in His steps, we shall serve one another in love, and in so doing set forth something of the excellencies of Christ, the great end for which we are left in this world.

   (V. 3.) The apostle then warns us against the selfimportance of the flesh that acts in a spirit so entirely contrary to the law of Christ. The law of Sinai, though exhorting us to love our neighbour as ourselves, of necessity occupies us with our own works, and this too often leads a man to think himself to be something. Thus it had been with these Galatian believers, who having turned back to law had become "desirous of vain glory," with the result that, in place of serving one another in love, they were biting and devouring one another, "provoking" and "envying one another." The apostle speaks with unfeigned contempt of those who boast themselves to be something when they are nothing. The one who acts thus deceives himself, but no one else. No man is so small as the man that thinks he is great. No one can boast in the presence of Christ. Out of His presence we may, like the disciples of old, strive amongst ourselves as to who shall be accounted the greatest: in His presence the Apostle himself owns that he is "less than the least of all saints" (Luke 22: 24: Eph. 3: 8).

   (Vv. 4, 5.) Instead of deceiving ourselves by vain boasting, let us each test our own works. Are they works of law which magnify self, or works of love after the pattern of Christ? Paul had laboured in love in Galatia and the saints were the fruit of his work, and in that he can rejoice as belonging to himself. Others were using the apostle's work to exalt themselves and exclude him. Let us see that our works are true Christian works, that produce fruit in which we can rejoice. For each one is responsible for his own work, and in this sense "every man shall bear his own burden." Here, the word "burden" is a different word, in the original, to that translated "burden" in verse 2. In the first instance it has the sense of pressure which can be relieved or transferred to another. In this verse it implies a special load that has to be borne. We each are responsible for our own work and the result produced.

   (V. 6.) Finally the apostle closes the exhortation as to our responsibilities to one another by reminding us to remember the needs of those who teach. Love will gladly seek to meet the temporal needs of those who minister to us the "good things" of the Spirit.

   (Vv. 7-10.) The apostle now adds a solemn warning. He illustrates the government of God in our pathway through this world by the figure of sowing and reaping. Let us not deceive ourselves into thinking that, because we are Christians by the grace of God, we shall escape the results of our folly while in this life. "God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." On the one hand, if we act in the flesh, we shall suffer, however much the mercy of God may mitigate the suffering when the failure is judged. On the other hand, to act in the Spirit will carry its bright reward not only down here but in the life everlasting. Therefore, "Let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not." In the presence of opposition and conflict we may faint, seeing little result of "well doing" we may grow weary, but let us press on, waiting God's "due season." "They that sow in tears shall reap in joy. He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him" (Psalm 126: 5, 6). Let us then seek to embrace every opportunity to "do good unto all men, especially unto them who are of the household of faith."

   (V. 11.) In closing his epistle the apostle presses upon these believers his deep anxiety for them by reminding them that he had written this long letter in his own handwriting, thus departing from his usual practice of having his letters transcribed and attaching his signature at the end.

   (Vv. 12, 13.) Before closing he again makes a brief reference to the great subject of his epistle by once more exposing the character and motives of those who were troubling them. Already he has warned us that such were seeking to attract to themselves (Gal. 4: 17), actuated by a spirit of "vain glory" (Gal. 5: 26); now he plainly charges such with the "desire to make a fair show in the flesh," and thus to escape "persecution for the cross of Christ." Though circumcised, and thus making themselves responsible under law, they did not keep the law. But in pressing others to be circumcised they were linking them up with Judaism, and seeking thus to add to Jewish proselytes.

   (V. 14.) Thus acting, these men sought to glory in a religious profession which brought them into favour with a world that had rejected Christ, and thus escape its persecution. In striking contrast, the apostle, representing the true Christian position, can say, "God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world." Paul had no desire for the favour of a world that had crucified the Lord, who in love had died to save him: and the world did not want a man that gloried in the Lord that it had crucified.

   (Vv. 15, 16.) The apostle, realising the blessedness of the Christian position, as set forth "in Christ Jesus," can state that to enter into this position it availed nothing to be either a circumcised Jew or an uncircumcised Gentile. It was entirely a question of a new creation, in which these earthly distinctions have no place.

   To walk according to this rule — the rule of new creation — is to respond in faith to the grace that has called us, and to walk in consistency with this grace as dead to the law, the flesh, and the world (Gal. 2: 19; Gal. 5: 24; Gal. 6: 14). To such there will be peace and mercy, in their pathway through this world, not only upon the Gentile believers, such as the Galatians, but also "upon the Israel of God." The Israel of the flesh had crucified their Messiah, and come under judgment; the "Israel of God" were surely the godly remnant of the nation who by grace had believed and turned to the Lord. Mercy rested upon such.

   (V. 17.) Having thus borne a faithful testimony to the truth, and against this solemn departure from the gospel he had preached to another gospel, which is not another, he can defy any man to trouble him by charging him with having sought the favour of the Jewish or Gentile world to escape persecution. If any man dared to question this let him look at the marks in his body which bore witness to the suffering he had endured as proof of his faithfulness to the gospel he had preached.

   (V. 18.) Feeling the intensely solemn departure from the truth that had taken place amongst these saints, the apostle closes his epistle without any of his usual affectionate greetings. Nevertheless he desires that the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ may be with them.
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   Introduction

   It is a great favour that the blessed God should have revealed Himself in grace to a world of sinners, and yet He has done more, for He has disclosed to believers the secret counsels of His heart of love.

   	To learn the blessedness of these disclosures we must turn to the Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians, for therein we have an inspired unfolding of the counsels of God for the glory of Christ and the blessing of those who are destined to share His glory.

   	It is of the utmost importance to see that there is the counsel of God's will for believers, as well as the grace of God that brings salvation for all men. Generally we are better acquainted with His saving grace than with the counsels of His heart. The saving grace of God meets our condition as sinners, and of necessity we must begin with that which meets our need; but the counsels of God reveal what God has purposed to bring to pass for the satisfaction of His own heart. The saving grace of God, and the counsels of God, though distinct blessings, cannot be separated, for the grace that saves our souls leads on to the glory that satisfies God's heart.

   	In the revelation of the counsels of God's heart we discover the true, heavenly character of Christianity. We learn that, though the church is formed on earth, it belongs to heaven and, though passing through time, it was counselled in eternity and for eternity.

   	Ephesians 1 unfolds to us the eternal counsels of God for Christ and His church in view of eternity.

   	Ephesians 2 presents God's ways for the formation of the church in time in view of His counsels for eternity.

   	Ephesians 3 presents the special service committed to the apostle Paul in connection with making known the truth of the church.

   	Ephesians 4 to 6 form the practical portion of the Epistle, in which believers, having been instructed in the counsels of God, are exhorted to walk in consistency with these truths as they pass through time. If God has counselled that there shall be, in the saints, the display of His grace throughout eternity, He cannot but desire that in the assembly, while being formed in time, there should be a witness to His grace, love and holiness.

   
   2

   God's Purpose in Christ

   (Ephesians 1)

   In the first chapter of the Epistle there is unfolded to us the revelation of the purpose of God for Christ and His church. In the chapters that follow we shall learn the gracious ways of God in the formation of the church; but there is first disclosed to us the purpose of God in view of eternity, in order that we may intelligently enter into His ways while in time.

   	After the introductory verses there is first presented to us the calling of God that discloses God's purpose for those who compose the church of God (verses 3 to 7). Secondly, we have the revelation of the will of God for the glory of Christ as the Head of the whole creation, and the blessing of the church in association with Christ (verses 8 to 14). Thirdly, we have the prayer of the apostle that we may realise the greatness of the calling of God, the blessedness of the inheritance, and the mighty power that is fulfilling the purpose of God and bringing believers into the inheritance.

   (1) The purpose of God for believers (Vv. 1-7)

   (Vv. 1, 2). The apostle is about to unfold the great secrets of the will and purpose of God, and he is therefore careful to remind the saints that he is “an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God.” He is not sent by man, as the servant of man, to unfold the will of man. He is divinely equipped, and sent by Jesus Christ, according to the will of God in order to unfold His will.

   	Moreover, he addresses the Ephesian believers as “the saints ... and faithful in Christ Jesus”, implying that in the assembly at Ephesus there was a spiritual condition, characterised by faithfulness to the Lord, which prepared them to receive these profound communications. It is possible for a company of saints to be marked by much zeal and activity, and yet to be lacking in faithfulness to the Lord. Indeed, this was the condition into which this very same assembly fell in after years, so that the Lord has to say to them, in spite of all their zeal and toil, “I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love … thou art fallen.” At the time the apostle wrote they were still, as a company, marked by faithfulness to the Lord. Moreover, beside a right condition of soul, if we are to profit by the Epistle, we shall need “grace” and “peace” from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, which the apostle desired for these saints.

   (V. 3). After the introductory verses the apostle at once unfolds the blessing of believers according to the purpose of God, and therefore their highest blessings. In this great passage we learn the source of all our blessings, their character, the beginning of our blessings, and the end God has in view in so richly blessing us, and above all that the purposes of God are accomplished through Christ.

   	The source of all our blessing is found in the heart of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. God has been perfectly revealed in Christ. In His pathway through this world as Man, He manifested the infinite holiness and power of God and the perfect grace and love of the Father. It is to the heart of God the Father thus revealed that we are privileged to trace all our blessings.

   	Then we are instructed as to the character of our blessings. The Father has “blessed us with all spiritual blessings in the heavenlies in Christ.” The little word “all” tells us of the fulness of our blessings. Not a single blessing that Christ, as a Man, enjoyed has been kept back. We are blessed with “all” spiritual blessings. However much the profession of Christianity may confer outward benefits upon men, it ever remains true that Christian blessings are spiritual and not material, as with the nation of Israel. Our blessings are none the less real because they have a spiritual character. Sonship, acceptance, forgiveness — some of the blessings brought before us in this Scripture — are spiritual blessings beyond the reach of this world's wealth, but secured through Christ to the simplest believer in Him.

   	Further, the proper sphere of our blessings is not earth but heaven. We are blessed “in heavenly places”. On earth we may have little; in heaven we are richly blessed. All these spiritual and heavenly blessings are in connection with Christ, not in any wise because of our connection with Adam. They are “in Christ”. The blessings of the Jew were temporal, on earth, and in the line of Abraham: Christian blessings are spiritual, heavenly, and in Christ. Unlike earthly blessings they do not depend upon health, or riches, or position, or education, or nationality. They are outside the whole range of things earthly, and will remain in all their fulness when the life in time is finished and our path on earth is closed.

   (V. 4). Then we learn not only the source and character of our blessings as coming from the heart of our God and Father, but we find that they had their beginning “before the foundation of the world”. Then it was in the far distant eternity, that we were chosen in Christ. This involves a sovereign choice entirely independent of all that we are in connection with Adam and his world, and which nothing that transpires in time can alter.

   	Moreover, we are permitted to see not only the beginning of our blessings before the foundation of the world, but also the great end that God has in view when the world shall have passed away. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has chosen us in Christ before the foundation of the world that in the ages to come we may be “before Him” for the satisfaction of His heart — “that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love.” If it is God's purpose to have a people before Him for all eternity, they must be in a condition that is absolutely suited to Him; and to be suited to Him they must be like Him. Only that which is like God can suit God. Hence God will have us “holy and without blame” and “in love”. This is really what God is, and what was perfectly expressed in Christ as Man. He was holy in character, irreproachable in conduct, and in nature love. God, too, will have us before Him in a character that is perfectly holy, in conduct to which no blame can be attached, and with a nature that is love and can respond to love — the love of God. God is love, and love cannot be content without a response in the objects of love. God will surround Himself with those who, like Christ as Man, perfectly respond to His love, so that He can delight in us and we can delight in Him.

   	As faith receives these great truths, and looks on to the glorious end, it delights in all that has been revealed of the heart of God and of the efficacy of the work of Christ. Such is the Father's love, and such the virtue of Christ's work, that for all eternity we shall be before the Father's face holy and blameless, and therefore in the full unhindered enjoyment of divine love.

   	As we are thus permitted to look into eternity and see the vast vista of blessing that lies before us, this passing world, which so often appears to us so great and important, becomes very insignificant, while Christianity, seen in its true character according to God, becomes exceedingly great and blessed.

   (V. 5). There are, moreover, special blessings to which believers are predestinated. Predestination always seems to have in view these special blessings. According to sovereign choice believers, in common with angels, will be before God holy and without blame. But, in addition to these blessings, believers have been predestinated to the special place of sonship. We are set in the same place of relationship with the Father as Christ is as Man, so that He can say, “My Father, and your Father”. Angels are servants before Him; we are sons “to Himself”.

   	This special place of relationship is “according to the good pleasure of His will”. Thus the blessing of verse 5 surpasses the blessing of verse 4. There it was sovereign choice that by grace makes us suited to Himself: here it is God's good pleasure that predestinates believers to the relationship of sons.

   (V. 6). The way God has acted in predestinating us to this great place of blessing will resound “to the praise of the glory of His grace.” The riches of God's grace set us before Himself in suitability to Himself; the glory of His grace brings us into relationship with Himself, having taken us into favour in the Beloved. If we are accepted in the Beloved, we are accepted as the Beloved, with all the delight with which He has been received into glory.

   (V. 7). The preceding verses have presented the purpose of God for believers; in this verse we are reminded of the way God has taken in order that we may partake of these blessings. We have been redeemed through Christ's blood, and our sins forgiven according to the riches of His grace. The riches of His grace meets all our need as sinners; the glory of His grace meets the good pleasure of God to bless us as saints. A rich man could bless a beggar out of the abundance of his riches, and this would be great grace, but if the rich man went further, and brought the poor man into his house and gave him the place of a son, it would not only be grace to the poor man, but to the honour and glory of the rich man. The riches of grace met the prodigal's need and clothed him with a robe from the father's house: the glory of grace gave him the place of a son in the house. The glory of God's grace has made believers sons, not servants.

   (2) The revelation of the will of God for the glory of Christ and the blessing of the church (Vv. 8-14)

   (Vv. 8, 9). Not only has God purposed us for blessing into which we shall be brought hereafter, and not only do we already possess the redemption of our souls and the forgiveness of sins according to the riches of His grace, but this same grace has abounded towards us in order that we may have at the present time the knowledge of His purpose. God has made known to us the mystery of His will so that we may know the good pleasure that He has purposed in Himself.

   	It is God's will that the church, while here below, should be the depository of His counsels. God would have us to be wise and intelligent as to all that He is doing, and will yet do, for His good pleasure, for the glory of Christ, and for the blessing of the church. Having the mind of God would keep us calm in the presence of the world's unrest, and lift us above the sorrow and sin, as those who know the outcome of it all.

   	In Scripture a “mystery” is not necessarily that which is mysterious, but rather a secret that is made known to believers before it is publicly declared to the world. In the world we see man doing his own will according to his own pleasure, and hence all the sorrow and confusion. But it is the privilege of the believer to know the secrets of God, and therefore know that God is going to work all things according to His good pleasure, and that in the end His purposes will prevail.

   (Vv. 10-12). The verses that follow unfold to us this mystery of God. We learn that there are two parts to this mystery. Firstly, there is God's purpose for Christ; secondly, there is that which God has purposed for the church in association with Christ.

   	It is God's pleasure, in the dispensation of the fulness of times, to gather together in one all things in Christ. The “fulness of times” would hardly refer to the eternal state, for then God will be all in all. It would seem to have in view the world to come — the Millennial day — when the full result of the ways of God in government will be seen in perfection. All the principles of government that have been committed to men at different times, and in which men have so completely failed, will be seen in perfection under the administration of Christ. The ruin of the times has been seen under the government of man; the “fulness”, or perfection, of the times, will be seen when Christ reigns. Then every created thing or being, in heaven and earth, will move under His control and at His direction. As a result, unity, harmony and peace will prevail. Such is the secret, or mystery, of the will of God for the glory of Christ.

   	Further, we are permitted to see that it is God's good pleasure that the church, in association with Christ, shall have part in this vast inheritance over which Christ will be the Head. In the eleventh verse the apostle says, “we have obtained an inheritance”, referring doubtless to believers from among the Jews. The Jewish nation had lost their earthly inheritance through rejecting Christ and pursuing their own will. The remnant of the Jews, who believed in Christ, obtained a more glorious inheritance in the world to come, according to the purpose of Him who worketh all things after the counsel of His own will. Associated with Christ in His reign, believers will display His glory. In that day He will be “glorified” and “admired” in all that believe (2 Thess. 1: 10). The world and the whole creation will be blessed under Him.: the church will have her portion with Him. These believers from amongst the Jews had “pre-trusted” in Christ. They had trusted in Christ in the day of His rejection: the restored nation will trust Him in the day of His glory.

   (V. 13). The “ye” of verse 13 brings in the Gentile believers to have part in the blessing of this glorious inheritance. They had believed the Gospel of their salvation, and had been sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise.

   (V. 14). The “our” of verse 14 links believers together, from Jews and Gentiles. Such share in common this glorious inheritance. By the Spirit we enjoy a foretaste of the blessedness of the inheritance. This inheritance is a purchased possession — the price, the precious blood of Christ. All creation is His, for He is the Creator; and all is His by the right of purchase. Though all has been purchased, all has not yet been redeemed. He has purchased the inheritance by blood; He will redeem the inheritance by power. When He shall have delivered the whole creation from the enemy by His power, it will be to the praise of God's glory.

   (3) The prayer that believers may know the hope of the calling and the glory of the inheritance (Vv. 15-23)

   (V. 15). The prayer is introduced by setting before us the spiritual condition of the Ephesian saints — a condition which encouraged the apostle to give thanks, and pray without ceasing, on their behalf. Very blessedly, they were marked by “faith in the Lord Jesus, and love unto all the saints.” Christ being the object of their faith, the saints became the object of their love. There can be no greater proof of living faith in Christ than practical love to the saints. Faith puts the soul in touch with Christ, and, being in touch with Him, the heart goes out to all whom He loves. The nearer we get to Christ, the more our affections go out to those that are His.

   (V. 16). Hearing of their faith and love, the apostle is constrained to give thanks and pray without ceasing for these saints. If only occupied with the defects and failures of one another, we shall be overwhelmed and constantly complaining about the saints. If we look for, and are occupied with, what the grace of God has wrought in the saints, we shall have cause for thanksgiving, while, at the same time, we shall not be indifferent to what may need correction. The apostle never overlooked what was of Christ in the saints, though never indifferent to what was of the flesh. Even as to the Corinthians saints, in whom there was so much that called for correction, he can give thanks for what he saw of God in them. We, in our weakness, are apt to fall into one extreme or the other. In our anxiety to show love we may treat very lightly what is wrong; or, in our opposition to what is wrong, we may overlook what is of God.

   	The apostle had been unfolding the counsels of God to these saints, and the fact that he is constrained to pray is, in itself, a witness to the immensity of these counsels. They are beyond the power of mere human words to express, and beyond the power of the human mind to apprehend. The apostle realises that if these great truths are to affect us, the mere assertion of them is not sufficient. In writing to Timothy he says, “Consider what I say; and the Lord give thee understanding.” So in this Epistle, Paul, led by the Spirit, can unfold to us the counsels of God, but he realises that only God can give understanding. Hence he turns to Him in prayer.

   (V. 17). The apostle addresses “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ”, for, in this prayer, the Lord Jesus is viewed as Man. The prayer of Ephesians 3 is addressed to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, for there the Lord is viewed as the Son. A further reason for the use of different Names in the two prayers may be that the apostle desires, in the first prayer, that we may know the power which carries out the counsels of God, for the Name of God is rightly connected with power; and the second prayer, being concerned with love, is very appropriately addressed to the Father.

   	In this prayer God is also addressed as “the Father of glory”, presenting the thought that the scene of glory to which we are going takes its character from the Father from whom it springs. His love and holiness will pervade that world of glory in which God will be perfectly displayed. While the Father is the spring and source of glory, the Lord Jesus, as Man, is the centre and object of glory. In Him all the power of God is displayed, His Name is above every name, and He is Head over all things to the church.

   	To enter into the truths which form the subject of the apostle's prayer, we need the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the full knowledge of Christ. All the wisdom of God and all the revelation of God's will are made known in Christ. Hence we need the full knowledge of Christ to enter into the wisdom of God, the revelation that God has made known of Himself, and of His counsels.

   (v. 18). Further, the knowledge of Christ for which the apostle prays, is no mere intellectual knowledge, but a heart acquaintance with a Person, for he says (as the text should read), “being enlightened in the eyes of your heart”. Again and again we see in Scripture, and learn by experience, that God teaches through the affections. It was so in the case of the poor, sinful woman of Luke 7, who “loved much” and quickly learned. It was so in the case of a devoted saint, Mary Magdalene, in John 20. Her affection for Christ was apparently more in activity on the resurrection day than that of Peter and John, and to this loving heart the Lord revealed Himself, and gave the wonderful revelation of the new position of His brethren in relationship with the Father.

   	With these introductory desires, the apostle makes the three great requests of the prayer:

   	Firstly, that we may know the hope of God's calling.

   	Secondly, that we may know the riches of the glory of God's inheritance in the saints.

   	Thirdly, that we may know the power that will bring to pass the purpose of the calling and bring the saints into the inheritance.

   	The calling is above in relation to divine Persons in heaven: the inheritance is below in relation to created things on earth. As we learn from Philippians 3: 14, the calling is on high, of God, and in Christ. The source of the call is God; therefore it is referred to here as “His calling”. It is unfolded to us in verses 3 to 6 of this chapter. According to the divine call, we are blessed with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ, we are chosen in Christ by the Father to be before God, suited to Him, “holy and without blame before Him in love”, for the joy and satisfaction of His heart. Moreover, the calling tells us that we shall be before God, not as servants — like the angels — but as sons before His face. Further, the calling tells us that we shall be in God's everlasting favour, accepted in the Beloved. Lastly, we learn in the calling that we are going to be for the eternal praise of the glory of God's grace.

   	To sum up the calling as presented in these wonderful verses, it means that we are chosen and called on high to heavenly blessing, to be like Christ and with Christ before the Father, in relationship with the Father, in the everlasting favour of the Father, and for the eternal praise of the glory of His grace.

   	This is the calling about which the apostle prays, and as to which we may well pray that we may enter into its blessedness, and know what is “the hope of His calling”. Here the hope has no reference to the coming of the Lord. As the saints are viewed in this Epistle as seated in the heavenlies, there is no allusion to the coming of the Lord. The “hope” is, as one has said, “the full revelation in the eternal glory of all that God has called us into in Christ, as the fruit of His counsels of a past eternity.”

   	Secondly, the apostle prays that we may know “the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints.” It has been said, “In His calling we look above; the inheritance, as it were, stretches out beneath our feet.” The inheritance is presented in verses 10 and 11 of this chapter. There we learn that the inheritance embraces every created thing in heaven and earth over which Christ will be the glorious Head. In Him the church will obtain an inheritance, for we shall reign with Him. In the prayer the inheritance is referred to as “His inheritance in the saints”. A kingdom does not consist merely of a king and territory, but of a king and his subjects. Moreover, “the riches of the glory of His inheritance” will be set forth in the saints. In that day He will be “glorified in His saints”, and “admired in all them that believe” (2 Thess. 1: 10).

   (V. 19). Thirdly, the apostle prays that we may know the power that is toward us by which these great things will be brought to pass. This power is spoken of as a “mighty power”, and as “working”, and therefore active towards us at the present time. It is an “exceeding” or “surpassing” power (N.T.). There are other and great powers in the universe, but the power that is “working” towards us surpasses every other power, whether it be the power of the flesh in us, or the power of the devil against us. What a comfort to know that in all our weakness there is a surpassing power toward us and working for us.

   (Vv. 20, 21). Moreover, it is a power that has not only been revealed to us in a statement, but has been put forth in the resurrection of Christ. The world and Satan were permitted to put forth their greatest display of power — the power of death — when they nailed Christ to the cross. Then, when the devil and the world had expressed their power to the utmost degree, God set forth His surpassing power by raising Christ from the dead, and setting Him as Man in the highest place in the universe, even at His own right hand. In this exalted position, Christ has been set above every other power, whether spiritual principalities and powers, or temporal might and dominion. There are names named for the government of this world, and the world to come, but Christ has a Name above every name — He is King of kings, and Lord of lords.

   (V. 22). Furthermore, Christ is not only over every power, but all evil will be put under His feet. Such is the mighty expression of the power that will not only bring us to share with Christ this exalted place of glory, but which is toward us on our way to glory.

   	Then we learn another great truth: the One in whom all power has been set forth, who is set in a position above every power, who has power to put down all evil, is the One who is Head over all things to the church.

   	In relation to all the powers of the universe He is set “far above” every power. In reference to evil, all is subdued under His feet. In relation to the church, His body, He is Head, and Head to direct in all things. Thus it is the privilege of the church to look to Christ for guidance and direction in relation to all things. In the presence of every opposing power, and all evil, we have a resource in Christ our Head. He may indeed use gifts, and leaders, to instruct and guide, but it is to the Head we should look and not simply to the poor weak vessels that in His grace He may see fit to use.

   (V. 23). In verse 22 we learn what Christ is to the church — what the Head is to the body. In verse 23 we learn what the church is to Christ — what the body is to the Head. The church is the fulness of Him that filleth all in all. The church, as His body, is for the display of all the fulness of the Head. Christ is to be set forth in the church. Nothing could be more wonderful than the place the church has in relation to Christ. One has said, it is His body “filled with His love, energised with His mind, working out His thoughts, as our bodies work out our thoughts and the purposes of our minds.” Alas! having failed to give Christ His place as Head over all things to the church, we have, as a necessary result, failed to set forth the fulness of Christ.

   	In all this great prayer the apostle is looking for a present effect upon the lives of the saints. The calling and the inheritance are secured to us, so the apostle does not pray that we may have the hope and the inheritance, but that we may know what they are. Thus the knowledge of what is coming is to have a present effect upon our lives and ways, delivering us, in the power of resurrection life, from the flesh and every opposing power, and separating us in spirit from this present world.

   
   3

   God's Work in Carrying Out His Purpose

   (Ephesians 2)

   In Ephesians 1 there are revealed to us the counsels of God for Christ and the church, closing with the prayer of the apostle that we may know the power to us-ward by which these counsels of love will be fulfilled.

   	In Ephesians 2 we are permitted to learn, firstly, how the power of God works in us (Vv. 1-10), and, secondly, God's ways with us (Vv. 11-22), for the formation of the assembly in time in order to fulfil His counsels for us.

   (1) The work of God in the believer (Vv. 1-10)

   (Vv. 1-3). The chapter opens by presenting a solemn picture of the condition and position into which man had fallen under the old creation. The first two verses present the condition of the Gentile world, while verse 3 brings the Jew into this solemn picture. “We” Jews, says the apostle, “were by nature the children of wrath, even as others.”

   	Jew and Gentile are seen to be dead to God in trespasses and sins, but alive to the course of an evil world under the power of the devil — the prince of the power of the air. Thus man is disobedient to God, fulfilling the lusts of the flesh and the mind, and by nature under the judgment of God.

   	The Jew, though in a place of external privilege, proved by his lusts that he had a fallen nature and was on common ground with the Gentile. Both Jew and Gentile are dead to God. In the Epistle to the Romans we are viewed as under the sentence of death as the result of what we have done — our sins. Here we are viewed as already dead to God as the result of what we are — as having a fallen nature. This condition of death is not, however, a condition of irresponsibility, for the apostle describes man as “walking”, having “conversation” and fulfilling his lusts. It is to God that man is dead. To the influences of the world, the flesh and the devil, he is actively alive. Moreover, the devil has obtained mastery over man through his disobedience to God, and the fallen nature we have is the result of that disobedience — we are children of disobedience.

   (V. 4). If all the world is dead to God, there is no possibility of man extricating himself from such a condition. A dead man can do nothing in regard to the one to whom he is dead. Any blessing for a dead man must wholly depend upon God. This prepares the way for the activities of the love of God. The truth presented is not so much our entering into these things experimentally, but rather the way God works, according to His own love to satisfy Himself.

   	In the first three verses we see man acting according to his fallen nature, bringing himself under judgment. In the verses that follow we have, in direct contrast, God presented as acting according to His nature, bringing man into blessing. When man acts according to his nature, he acts without reference to God from motives of lust in his own heart. When God acts according to His nature, He acts without reference to man, and from motives of love in His heart. God's love works in us when “dead in sins”, not when we began to awaken to a sense of our need, nor when we responded to that love.

   	Four qualities of God come before us — love, mercy, kindness and grace (verses 4 and 7). Love is the nature of God, the spring of all His actions, and the source of all our blessings. If God acts according to the love of His heart, the blessing that results can only be measured by His love. The question, then, is not what measure of blessing will meet our needs, but what is the height of blessing that will satisfy the love of God. Grace is love in activity towards unworthy objects, and goes out towards all. Mercy is shown to the individual sinner. Kindness is the bestowal of blessings upon the believer. God acts, then, “because of His great love”, not because of anything that we are. who can measure His “great love”, and who can measure the blessing that is according to that love?

   (V. 5). This love is first expressed to us in the activities of grace that quicken us, as individuals, with Christ. If we are dead there can be no movement on our side towards God. The first movement must come from God. A new life has been imparted to us, but it is a life in association with Christ. It is a life which, in fact, is the life of Him with whom we are quickened. Thus our condition by grace is the exact opposite of our condition by nature. We were dead to God with the world by nature, we are now alive to God with Christ by grace.

   (V. 6). But not only is our condition changed, our position is also changed. Quickening is the communication of life; resurrection brings the one who is quickened into the place of the living. This place is set forth in Christ. Jewish and Gentiles believers are raised up together and made to sit together in the heavenlies in Christ. Quickening is “with Him”, but risen and seated is “in Him”. Actually we are not yet raised and seated in the heavenlies. Nevertheless, we are before God in this new position in the Person of our representative. We are represented “in Christ”.

   (V. 7). Having reached the height of the Christian position, we are now told the glorious purpose that God has in view in thus acting towards us in love. It is that “He might display in the coming ages the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus.” God, as it were, says, “In the coming ages I am going to show what is the fruit of Christ's work, and what is the purpose of My heart.” It is obvious that nothing but the highest condition and position in which a man can be found is adequate for such great ends. When angels and principalities “see a poor sinner, and the whole church, in the same glory as the Son of God, they will understand the exceeding riches of the grace that has set them there.”

   (Vv. 8, 9). All is brought to pass by the grace of God, and every blessing we enjoy is the gift of God. The very faith by which salvation is received is the gift of God. The works of man have no place in securing this blessedness; all is of God, and hence there is no room for man to boast.

   (V. 10). This leads to a further truth. Not only are our works shut out — for God has done all the work — but we also are His workmanship, and, as such, we form part of a new creation in Christ Jesus. If, however, the works of the law are excluded as a means of salvation, we are not to infer that works have no place in the Christian life. There are indeed works suited to the place of blessing into which we are brought, which God has before prepared that we should walk in them. These works will come before us in the later part of the Epistle, in which we are exhorted to walk worthy of the vocation, and to walk in love, to walk as children of light, and to walk carefully (Ephesians 4: 1; Ephesians 5: 2, 8, 15).

   	The “good works”, of which this verse speaks, are more than doing a good work, which it would be possible for a natural man, whose walk is anything but good, to do. Here believers are viewed as not only doing good works, but as walking in them. Moreover, the good works are prepared of God and lead to a godly walk.

   (2) The work of God with believers (Vv. 11-22)

   The great theme of chapter 2 is the formation of the church in time in view of God's counsels for eternity. The early part of the chapter unfolds to us the work of God in us individually, whether Jew or Gentile; the latter part presents the work of God with Jewish and Gentile believers, in order to unite them together in “one body” and one house for the dwelling place of God.

   (Vv. 11, 12). Before setting forth the present position of believers in Christ, the apostle contrasts the former position of Gentiles in the flesh with their new place. So far from the church being the aggregate of all believers from the beginning of the world, there existed in times past (the times before the cross) a God-appointed distinction between Jew and Gentile which, as long as it existed, made the existence of the church impossible.

   	The apostle reminds the Gentile believers that, at that time, there existed very sharp distinctions between Jew and Gentile. In the ways of God on earth the Jew enjoyed nationally a place of outward privilege to which the Gentiles were entire strangers. Israel formed an earthly commonwealth, with earthly promises and earthly hopes, and were in outward relationship with God. Their religious worship, their political organisation, their social relations, from the highest act of worship to the smallest detail of life, were regulated by the ordinances of God. This was an immense privilege in which the Gentiles, as such, had no part. It was not that the Jews were any better than the Gentiles, for, in the sight of God, the great mass of the Jews were as bad as the Gentiles, and some even worse. On the other hand, there were individual Gentiles, such as Job, who were truly converted men. In the ways of God on earth, however, He separated Israel from the Gentiles, and gave them a special place of privilege, for, even if unconverted, (as was the case with the mass), it was an immense privilege to have all their affairs regulated according to the perfect wisdom of God. The Gentiles had no such position in the world, not enjoying public recognition of God, nor having their affairs regulated by divine ordinances. Indeed, the very ordinances that regulated the life of the Jew sternly kept Jew and Gentile apart. The Jew, therefore, had a place of outward nearness to God, while the Gentile was outwardly afar off.

   	Israel, however, entirely failed to answer to their privileges, turning from Jehovah to idols. The commandments and ordinances of God, which gave them their unique position, they wholly disregarded. The prophets, through whom God sought to appeal to their conscience, they stoned. Their own Messiah, who came into their midst in lowly grace, they crucified; and they resisted the Holy Spirit who bore witness to a risen and glorified Christ. As a result, they have lost, for the time being, their special place of privilege on earth, and have been scattered among the nations.

   (V. 13). The setting aside of Israel prepares the way for the great change in the ways of God on earth. The vivid glimpse into the past, given by the Spirit of God in verses 11 and 12, makes by contrast the position of believers in the present the more striking. Following upon the rejection of Israel, God, in the pursuit of His ways, has brought to light the church, and has thus established an entirely new circle of blessing wholly outside the Jewish and Gentile circles.

   	This new position of believers no longer views them as in the flesh, but in Christ. Therefore the apostle commences to speak of this new position with the words, “But now in Christ ... ”, and proceeds to draw a contrast with the former position in the flesh. In connection with the flesh, the Gentile was outwardly far off from God, and the Jew, though outwardly near, was morally as far off as the Gentile. Speaking to the Jews, the Lord has to say, “This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth ... but their heart is far from Me” (Matthew 15: 8).

   	The apostle then proceeds to show how God has wrought to form the church. Firstly, believers are “made nigh by the blood of Christ”, the Gentiles being brought from the place of distance, in which sin had put them, into the place of nearness set forth in Christ. This is not a mere outward nearness by means of ordinances and ceremonies, but a vital nearness that is seen in Christ Himself, risen from the dead and appearing before the face of God for us. Thus it is said, “In Christ Jesus ye … are made nigh by the blood of Christ.” Our sins put us far off; the precious blood of Christ washes away our sins and makes us nigh. The blood of Christ declares the enormity of the sin which demanded such a price to take it away; it proclaims the holiness of God that could be satisfied with no less a price, and reveals the love that could pay the price. It is not only that the believer can draw nigh to God, but that in Christ he is “made nigh”.

   (V. 14). Secondly, Jewish and Gentile believers are “made both one”. None can overestimate the importance of being made nigh by the blood; but, for the formation of the church, more is needed. The church is not simply a number of believers “made nigh”, for this will be true of every blood-bought saint from every age: it is formed of believers from among Jews and Gentiles “made both one”. This Christ has accomplished by His death. In a double sense “He is our peace.” He is our peace between God and the believer; and He is our peace between Jewish and Gentile believers.

   (V. 15). In His death Christ removed “the law of commandments” which was the cause of distance between God and man, and between Jew and Gentile. The law, while promising life for those who kept it, condemned those who broke it. Seeing that all have broken the law, it inevitably brought condemnation to those under it, and thus put men at a distance from God. Moreover, it raised a sharp barrier — a middle wall — between Jew and Gentile. Until this barrier was removed there could be neither peace between God and men nor between Jew and Gentile. In the cross the condemnation of the broken law has been borne, and thus the enmity between men and God, and Jew and Gentile, has been removed. The peace that is the result is set forth in Christ; He is our peace. We look back to the cross and see that everything between God and our souls — sin, sins, the curse of a broken law and judgment — was there between God and Christ, our Substitute; we look up and see Christ in the glory with nothing between God and Christ but the everlasting peace He has made, and therefore nothing between God and the believer. Our peace is set forth in Christ, who is “our peace”.

   	Moreover, Christ represents both Jewish and Gentile believers; therefore He is our peace as between ourselves: we are made one. In the cross Christ has entirely abolished the law of ordinances as a means of approach to God, and made a new way of approach by His blood. The Jew who approaches God on the ground of the blood has done with Jewish ordinances. The Gentile is brought from his place of distance from God, the Jew away from his dispensational nearness, and both are made one in the enjoyment of a common blessing before God never before possessed by either. The Gentile believers are not raised to the level of Jewish privileges, nor are the Jews degraded to the Gentile level; both are brought on to entirely new ground on an immeasurably higher plane.

   	Thirdly, believers from Jews and Gentiles are made into “one new man”. We have already seen that they are “made both one”, but this does not express the full truth of the church. Had the apostle stopped here, we should indeed have seen that believers are made nigh by the blood, and made one as having all enmity removed, but we might have been left with the thought that we are made one company in happy unity. This indeed is blessedly true, but it is far short of the full truth as to the church. So the apostle proceeds further and tells us not only that we are “made nigh”, and “made both one”, but that we are made “one new man”. The expression “new man” tells of a new order of man, marked by the beauty and heavenly graces of Christ. No one Christian is adequate to set forth the graces of Christ; it requires the whole church to set forth the new man.

   (V. 16). Fourthly, there is the further truth that believers are formed into “one body”. Believers, from Jews and Gentiles, are not only united to set forth the graces of the new man, Christ characteristically in all His moral excellencies, but they are also formed into one body. This is more than a company of people in unity: it is a company of people in union. They are united to one another by the Spirit in order that they may be a corporate body on earth to set forth the new man. Thus, not only have Jewish and Gentile believers been reconciled to each other, but, as formed into one body, they are reconciled to God. It would not suit the heart of God for the Gentile to be far off, nor for the Jew to be outwardly near; but God can rest with delight as having formed Jewish and Gentile believers into one body by the cross, which has not only removed all that caused enmity between Jewish and Gentile believers, but also enmity towards God.

   (V. 17). All this blessed truth has been brought to us by the Gospel of peace preached to the Gentiles who were far off, and to the Jews who were dispensationally near. We can understand why the preaching is introduced at this point in a passage that speaks of the formation of the church. The apostle has just spoken of the cross, for without the cross there could be no preaching, and without the preaching there could be no church. Christ is looked at as the Preacher, though the Gospel He preaches is proclaimed instrumentally through others.

   (V. 18). There is the further truth of great blessedness that by one Spirit we both (Jew and Gentile) have access to the Father. The distance is not only removed on God's side; it is also removed on our side. By the work of Christ on the cross God can draw near to us preaching peace; and by the work of the Spirit in us we can draw near to the Father. The cross gives us our title to draw nigh; the Spirit enables us to use our title and practically draw near to the Father. If access is by the Spirit, then, clearly, there is no room for the flesh. The Spirit excludes the flesh in every form. It is not by buildings, or ritual, or organs, or choirs, or through a special class of men, that we gain access to the Father. It is by the Spirit, and further it is by “one Spirit”, and therefore in the Father's presence all is of one accord.

   	We see, then, in this great passage, firstly, the two classes of which the church is composed, those who were once outwardly near and those who were once far off. Secondly, we see that God has made them one new man, and He has made them into one body. Thirdly, we learn the way in which God has accomplished this great work — by the blood of Christ, “by the cross”, by the preaching, and by the Spirit.

   (Vv. 19-22). Thus far we have viewed the church as the body of Christ, but in the ways of God on earth the church is viewed in other aspects, two of which are brought before us in the closing verses of the chapter. Firstly, the church is viewed as growing unto “an holy temple in the Lord”; secondly, as “an habitation of God”.

   	In the first aspect the church is likened to a progressive building, growing unto an holy temple in the Lord. The apostles and prophets form the foundations, Christ Himself being the chief Cornerstone. Throughout the Christian dispensation, believers are being added stone by stone until the last believer is built in, and the completed building displayed in glory. This is the building of which the Lord says in Matthew 16, “I will build My assembly, and hades' gates shall not prevail against it.” Christ is the Builder, not man, hence all is perfect, and none but living stones form part of this holy structure. Peter gives us the spiritual significance of this building when he tells us that the living stones are built up a spiritual house to offer up spiritual sacrifices to God, and to shew forth the excellencies of God (1 Peter 2: 5, 9). In Revelation 21 John sees a vision of the completed building descending out of heaven from God, radiant with the glory of God. Then, indeed, from that glorious building unceasing sacrifices of praise will rise up to God, and a perfect testimony to the excellencies of God will go forth to man.

   	Then the apostle, still using the figure of a building, presents another aspect of the church (verse 22). After having viewed the saints as being built into a growing temple, he then views them as forming a house, already complete, for a habitation of God through the Spirit. All believers on earth, at any given moment, are looked at as forming the habitation of God. Jewish and Gentile believers are “builded together” to form this habitation. The dwelling place of God is marked by light and love. Therefore, when the apostle comes to the practical part of the Epistle, he exhorts us to “walk in love” and to “walk as children of light” (Ephesians 5: 2, 8). The house of God is thus a place of blessing and testimony, a place where saints are blessed with the favour and love of God, and, as so blessed, they become a testimony to the world around. In Ephesians the habitation of God is presented according to the mind of God, and therefore only what is real is contemplated. Other Scriptures will show, alas, how, in the hands of men, the habitation has been corrupted, until at last we read that “judgment must begin at the house of God” (1 Peter 4: 17).

   	We have, therefore, in the chapter a threefold presentation of the church: 

   	Firstly, the church is viewed as the body of Christ, composed of Jewish and Gentile believers united to Christ in glory, thus forming one new man for the display of all that Christ is as the risen Man, the Head over all things. Let us remember that the church is not only “one body”, but it is “His body”, even as we read, “the church, which is His body”. As His body, the church is His fulness, filled with all that He is in order to express all that He is. The church, His body, is to be the expression of His mind, just as our bodies give expression to what is in our minds.

   	Secondly, the church is presented as growing unto a temple composed of all the saints of the whole Christian period, wherein sacrifices of praise ascend to God, and the excellencies of God are displayed to men.

   	Thirdly, the church is viewed as a complete building on earth, composed of all saints at any given moment, forming the habitation of God for blessing to His people and testimony to the world.

   
   4

   God's Way in Making Known His Purpose

   (Ephesians 3)

   We have seen that Ephesians 1 presents the counsels of God as to the church, while Ephesians 2 presents the work of God in and with believers to fulfil His counsels. Ephesians 3 presents the administration of the truth of the church, or the way that God has taken to make known the truth to the Gentiles through the instrumentality of the apostle Paul.

   	Comparing Ephesians 3: 1 with Ephesians 4: 1, it will be clearly seen that Ephesians 3 is parenthetical. Ephesians 2 presents the doctrine and Ephesians 4 the practice consistent with the doctrine. Between the doctrine and the practice we have this important digression in which the Holy Spirit presents the special administration, or service, committed to the apostle. In the second verse this service is referred to as “the dispensation of the grace of God”, and in verse 9 as “the fellowship of the mystery”. In both verses the word is the same in the original language. The best translation is “administration”, an administration being a particular service. This service was to proclaim the Gospel and make known the truth among the saints. In the course of this parenthesis we have the presentation of further great truths in connection with the church.

   (1) The effect of ministering the truth of the church

   (Vv. 1, 2). The apostle tells us that the immediate effect of ministering the truth of the church was to bring the one who proclaimed it into reproach with the religious world. This great truth aroused the special hostility of the Jew, inasmuch as it not only viewed Jew and Gentile in the same position before God — dead in trespasses and sins — but it in no wise exalted the Jew to a place of blessing above the Gentile. Moreover, as the truth of the church set aside the whole Jewish system, with its appeal to the natural man by means of an outward worship in temples made with hands, it raised the opposition of those who upheld that system. As then, so now, the maintenance of the truth of the church as revealed to, and ministered by, the apostle Paul will involve reproach and opposition from those who seek to maintain an outward religious profession, or an ecclesiastical system after the Jewish pattern.

   	It was, then, the carrying out of this special service, which proclaimed the Gospel of the grace of God to the Gentiles, that raised the malice of the prejudiced Jew and brought the apostle into prison. In the estimation of the Jew, a man who could talk of going to the Gentiles was not fit to live (Acts 22: 21, 22). Paul, however, did not view himself as a prisoner of men for any wrong-doing, but as a prisoner of Jesus Christ because of his service of love in making known the truth to the Gentiles.

   (2) The truth of the church made known by revelation

   (Vv. 3, 4). In order that we may receive the great truth of the church on divine authority, the apostle is careful to explain that he acquired his knowledge of “the mystery” of the church, not through communications from men, but by direct revelation from God, even as he says, “By revelation He made known unto me the mystery.” This meets a difficulty that may rise in connection with the truth of the mystery. When Paul preached the Gospel in the Jewish synagogues he invariably appealed to the Scriptures (see Acts 13: 27, 29, 32, 35, 47; Acts 17: 2, etc.), and the Jews of Berœa are expressly commended inasmuch as they searched the Scriptures to see if the word preached by Paul was in accord with them. But directly the apostle ministered the truth of the church, he could no longer appeal to the Old Testament for confirmation. It would be useless for his hearers to search the Scriptures to see if these things were so. The unbelief of the Jews made it difficult for them to accept many truths that were in their Scriptures, even as Nicodemus failed to grasp the truth of the new birth, but to accept something that was not there, and which set aside the whole Jewish system that was there and had existed with the sanction of God for centuries, was to the Jew, as such, an insuperable difficulty.

   	Many Christians can hardly appreciate this difficulty, inasmuch as the truth of the church is largely obscured in their minds, or even totally lost. Viewing the church as the aggregate of believers through all time, they have no difficulty in finding what they believe to be the church in the Old Testament. That this has been the thought of godly men is amply proved by the headings that have been given to many Old Testament chapters in the Authorised Version. Accept, however, the truth of the church as unfolded in the Epistle to the Ephesians, and at once we are faced with this difficulty which can only be met by the fact that the truth of the church is an entirely fresh revelation.

   (V. 5). This great truth, which Paul received by revelation, he speaks of as “the mystery”, and again in verse 4 as “the mystery of the Christ”. In using the term “mystery” the apostle does not wish to convey the thought of anything mysterious — a purely human use of the word. In Scripture a mystery is something which has hitherto been kept secret, that could not be otherwise known than by revelation, and when revealed can only be apprehended by faith. The apostle proceeds to explain that this mystery was not made known to the sons of men in the Old Testament days, but now is made known by revelation unto Christ's “holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit”. The prophets referred to in this verse are clearly not Old Testament prophets, but rather those referred to in Ephesians 2: 20. In both cases the order is “apostles and prophets”, not “prophets and apostles”, as might be expected had the reference been to prophets of the Old Testament. Moreover, the apostle is speaking of what is “now” revealed, in contrast with what was formerly revealed.

   (3) The truth of the church thus revealed

   (V. 6). Having shown that the truth of the church was made known by revelation, the apostle, in a brief passage, sums up the truth of the church, and explains why it is referred to as “the mystery”. Clearly the mystery is not the Gospel, which was not hidden in other ages, for the Old Testament is full of allusions to the coming Saviour, however little these allusions were understood.

   	What, then, is the mystery? We are plainly told, in verse 6, that this new revelation is that the Gentiles “should be joint heirs, and a joint body, and joint partakers of His promise in Christ Jesus by the glad tidings.” The Gentiles are made joint heirs with the Jews, not only in Christ's earthly kingdom, but in the inheritance that includes both things in heaven and things on earth. And more, the Gentile believers are formed with Jewish believers into a joint body of which Christ is the Head in heaven. Moreover, they jointly partake of God's promises in Christ Jesus. The Gentile is not raised to the Jewish level on earth, nor is the Jew brought down to the Gentile level, both are taken off their old standing and raised to an immeasurably higher plane, united to one another on entirely new ground, even heavenly ground in Christ. All this is brought to pass by the Gospel which addresses both on one common level of guilt and utter ruin. The three great facts referred to in this verse have already come before us in Ephesians 1. The promise in Christ includes all the blessings unfolded in the first seven verses of that chapter, the inheritance is opened out before us in verses 8 to 21, and the truth of the “one body” in verses 22 and 23.

   (4) The truth revealed to and ministered by Paul

   (V. 7). Not only was the mystery revealed to Paul; he was also made the minister of the truth. The mystery was also revealed to the other apostles (verse 5) but to him was committed the special service of ministering this truth to the saints. Hence, only in the Epistles of Paul do we find any unfolding of the mystery. The grace of God had given this ministry to the apostle; the power of God enabled him to exercise the gift of grace. God's gifts can only be used in God's power.

   (V. 8). Moreover, the apostle tells us the effect that this great truth had upon himself. In the presence of the greatness of God's grace he sees that he is the chief of sinners (1 Timothy 1: 15): in the presence of the immense vista of blessing unfolded by the mystery he feels that he is less than the least of all saints. The greater the glories that are opened to our vision, the smaller we become in our own eyes. The man who had the largest apprehension of this great mystery, in all its vast extent, was the man who owned that he was less than the least of all saints.

   	In order to fulfil his ministry, the apostle not only proclaimed the irretrievable ruin of man, but the unsearchable riches of Christ, riches beyond all human computation, carrying blessings that have no limit.

   (5) The end in view in the ministry of the truth

   (Vv. 9-11). The preaching of the Gospel was in view of the second part of Paul's service — to enlighten all with the knowledge of the mystery, to show all men how the counsel of God from eternity to eternity is brought about in time by the formation of the assembly on earth, and thus to bring to light that which has hitherto been hidden in God from the foundation of the world.

   	Further, not only would God have all men enlightened as to the formation of the assembly on earth, but it is His intent that now all the heavenly beings should learn in the church His manifold wisdom. These heavenly beings had seen the creation come fresh from the hand of God, and, as they beheld His wisdom in creation, they shouted for joy. Now in the formation of the church they see “the all-various wisdom of God”. Creation was the most perfect expression of creatorial wisdom, but in the formation of the church God's wisdom is displayed in every form. Before the church could be formed, God's glory had to be vindicated, man's need met, sin put away, death abolished, and the power of Satan annulled. The barrier between Jew and Gentile had to be removed, heaven be opened, Christ be seated as Man in the glory, the Holy Spirit come to earth, and the Gospel be preached. All this and more is involved in the formation of the church. These various ends could only be attained by the all-various wisdom of God, wisdom displayed, not only in one direction, but in every direction. Nor has the failure of the church in its responsibilities altered the fact that in the church the angels learn the wisdom of God. On the contrary, it only makes more manifest the marvellous wisdom that, rising above all man's failure, overcoming every obstacle, at last brings the church to glory “according to the eternal purpose which He purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

   (6) The practical effect of ministering the truth

   (Vv. 12, 13). The apostle turns aside from the unfolding of the mystery to give a brief word as to its practical effect. These wonders are not unrolled before our vision simply to be admired, admirable indeed as they are. The mystery is also exceedingly practical when rightly apprehended and acted upon. To act in the light of the truth will make us at home in God's world, but will put us outside man's world. As the blind man of John 9, when cast out by the religious world, finds himself in the presence of the Son of God, so the apostle, while in man's prison on earth, has access to the Father's presence in heaven.

   	Christ Jesus, the One through whom all these eternal purposes will be fulfilled, is the One by whom we have access to the Father with confidence. If this great truth gives us boldness and makes us at home in the Father's presence, in the world it will lead to tribulation. This Paul found, but he says, “Faint not at my tribulations.” To accept the truth of the mystery — to walk in the light of it — will at once put us outside the religious world. Act upon this truth, and at once we shall meet with opposition from the Christian profession. It will be, as it was with Paul, a continual conflict, and especially with all that judaizes.

   	Opposition there must be, for these great truths entirely undermine the worldly constitution of every man-made religious system. Is the truth of the mystery, with the knowledge of which Paul sought to enlighten all men, proclaimed from the pulpits of Christendom, holiness conventions, or even from evangelical platforms? Is the truth of the mystery, involving the total ruin of man, the utter rejection of Christ by the world, the session of Christ in the glory, the presence of the Holy Spirit on earth, the separation of the believer from the world, and the calling of the saints to heaven — is this great truth proclaimed, or acted upon, in the national churches and religious denominations of Christendom? Alas! it has no place in their creeds, their prayers or their teaching. Nay, more, and worse, it is denied by their very constitution, their teaching and their practice.

   (7) The prayer that these truths may be made good in the believer

   (Vv. 14-21). The great truths unfolded in these chapters very naturally lead to the second prayer of the apostle. In the second chapter of the Epistle the apostle has unfolded the great truth that believers, from amongst Jews and Gentiles, have been builded together to form the dwelling place of God. In the third chapter the apostle has presented the truth of the mystery, showing that believers, also taken from Jews and Gentiles, are brought on to entirely new ground to form a joint-body in Christ. We then learn that this mystery has been disclosed to the intent that the manifold wisdom of God should now be displayed, according to the eternal purpose which God purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord (Ephesians 3: 10, 11).

   	Having this great end in view, the apostle turns to the Father in prayer, that the saints may be in a right spiritual condition to enter into the fulness of God. To bring about this spiritual condition in the saints we see, in the course of the prayer, that every divine Person is engaged in connection with the saints. The Father is the source of all blessing, the Spirit strengthens us that the Christ may dwell in us to fill us with the fulness of God, so that God may be glorified by being displayed in the saints now, and throughout all ages.

   (V. 14). As the prayer has in view the eternal purpose which has been “purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord”, it is addressed to “the Father” who is the source of these eternal counsels. For the same reason there is no mention of death or resurrection in the prayer. The eternal counsels were all settled before death came in, and the complete fulfilment of these counsels, to which the prayer looks on, will be in a scene where death can never enter.

   (V. 15). This new scene of glory being in view, we are told that in this coming world of blessing every family in heaven and earth will be named of the Father. In the first creation all the animals were passed before Adam, who gave them names that set forth the distinguishing characteristics to be displayed in each family. So in connection with the eternal counsels for the new creation, every family in heaven and earth — angelic beings, the church in heaven, and the saints on earth — will be named of the Father, and thus each family has its distinguishing character according to the eternal counsels of the Father.

   	The prayer is therefore in view of all that will be brought to light in eternal ages, according to the counsels of God before the foundation of the world — a scene of which the Father is the source of all, the Son the centre of all, and every family in heaven and earth displays some special glory of the Father.

   (V. 16). The first request is that the Father would grant us according to the riches of His glory to be strengthened with might by His Spirit in the inner man. The apostle does not say “according to the riches of His grace”, as in Ephesians 1: 7, but “according to the riches of His glory”, because the prayer is not connected with meeting our need, but rather with the fulfilment of the counsels of the Father's heart.

   	In the prayer of chapter 1 the request is that we may know the power of God toward us; here it is that we may have the power in us to strengthen us in the inner man. The outer man is the visible, natural man by which we are in touch with the things of the world. The inner man is the unseen and spiritual man, formed by the work of the Spirit in us, and by which we are in touch with unseen and eternal things. Just as the outer man needs to be strengthened by material things of this life, so the inner man needs to be strengthened by the Spirit to enter into the spiritual blessings of the new world of God's counsels.

   (V. 17). The second request is that the Christ may dwell in our hearts by faith. The first request leads to the second, for only as we are strengthened by the Spirit will Christ dwell in our hearts by faith. The effect of the Spirit, who has come from the Father, working in our souls, will be to fill us with the Father's thoughts of Christ — to think with the Father about the Son.

   	The request is not that we may be strengthened with might to perform some miracle, or to undertake some arduous work, but that a spiritual condition may be wrought in our souls by Christ dwelling in our hearts by faith. The power of the world around us, of the flesh within us, and the devil against us, is so great, that, if Christ is to have His true place in our hearts it will only be as we are strengthened by the Spirit in the inner man.

   	Moreover, the prayer is that the Christ may “dwell” in our hearts. We are not to treat Him as a visitor to be entertained on some special occasion, but as One who has an abiding place in our hearts. This can only be by faith, for faith looks out to Christ, and as He is before us as an object He will have a dwelling-place in our hearts. The One who is the centre of all God's counsels will thus become the centre of our thoughts. As one has said, “The supreme object to God becomes the supreme object to us.” What a witness for God we each should be if our lives were governed by one engrossing object, and that object Christ! Too often we are like Martha of old, distracted with “much serving”, and “careful and troubled about many things”. “One thing” only is “needful”, to have Christ as the sole Object of our lives, then service and all else will follow without distraction. May we, like Mary, choose this “good part”.

   	The result of Christ dwelling in the heart is to root and ground us in love. If Christ, the One in whom, and through whom, all the love of the Father has been made known, is dwelling in our hearts, He will surely fill the heart with a knowledge and enjoyment of divine love.

   (V. 18). Christ dwelling in the heart prepares the way for the third great request, that we may be “fully able to apprehend with all the saints what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height.” God teaches us through our affections, so that the way to this apprehension is not only by faith, but by “being rooted and grounded in love”. Through the work of the Spirit, Christ dwells in our hearts by faith; dwelling there by faith He fills our hearts with love, and love prepares us to apprehend. Further, this love leads us to embrace “all saints”, for the more we enjoy the love of Christ, the more our hearts will go out to all who are loved by Christ.

   	Then the apostle desires that we may apprehend “the breadth, and length, and depth, and height”. This would appear to be the whole range of God's “eternal purpose”, already referred to in verse 11. This eternal purpose in its breadth embraces “all saints”, in its length stretches into the age of ages, in its depth reached down to us in all our need, and in its height brings us into a scene of glory.

   (V. 19). All this scene of blessedness is secured for us by the love of Christ — the One who “loved the church, and gave Himself for it.” Hence the fourth request is that we may “know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge.” It is a love that can be known and enjoyed, and yet it passes knowing. If we cannot measure the height of glory from which Christ came, or fathom the depth of sorrow into which He has been, still less can we measure the love that has wrought for us, that takes in the vast host of the redeemed, small and great, that is caring for us in our passage through time, and that is coming for us to bring us into the home of love to be there with Him, and like Him, for the gratification of His heart of love. Such love can be known, and yet will forever remain a love that passes knowing.

   	The fifth request is that we may be filled with all the fulness of God. The fulness of God is all that God is as revealed and made known in Christ. The Son has fully declared the Father in His love and holiness, in His grace and truth; and the apostle desires that we should receive, in full measure, of the divine fulness that it may be displayed in the saints.

   (V. 20). The sixth request is that all the apostle has been praying for the saints may be wrought in them by the power of God. God is, indeed, able to do exceeding abundantly “for us”, as is often said. Here, however, where the leading thought throughout the prayer is the spiritual condition of the saints, it is neither what God can do for us or with us that is in view, but rather His ability and willingness to work “in us” in answer to these requests, and to do this “above all that we ask or think”.

   (V. 21). The seventh and last desire is that there may be glory in the church unto God by Christ Jesus throughout all ages. Every request in the prayer leads up to this wonderful thought that through all the ages the saints should set forth the fulness of God, and thus be for His glory. The whole prayer clearly shows that it is God's desire that what will be true of the saints throughout the eternal ages should mark them in their passage through time — that all that God is should shine forth in His people.

   
   5

   The Believer's Walk in Relation to the Assembly

   (Ephesians 4: 1-16)

   The last three chapters of the Epistle form the practical portion in which the apostle exhorts to a walk worthy of the great truths presented in the first three chapters. It will be noticed that, as believers, we are exhorted to conduct consistent with our privileges and responsibilities in three different connections:

   	Firstly, we are exhorted to a worthy walk in view of our privileges in relation to the assembly as being members of the body of Christ, and as forming the dwelling place of God by the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4: 1-16).

   	Secondly, we are exhorted to practical godliness as individuals who profess the Name of the Lord while passing through an evil world (Ephesians 4: 17-5: 21).

   	Thirdly, we are exhorted to a consistent walk in connection with the family and social relationships that belong to the order of creation (Ephesians 5: 22-6: 9).

   (V. 1). On account of his testimony to the grace of God to the Gentiles, and to the great truth of the Mystery — Jewish and Gentile believers formed into one body, and united to Christ as Head — the apostle had suffered persecution and imprisonment. He uses his sufferings on account of the truth as a motive to exhort believers to walk worthy of their great privileges. Our walk is to be consistent with our calling. In order, then, to profit by these exhortations we need to have a clear understanding of our calling. In the first chapter of the Epistle we have the calling presented according to the counsels of God before the beginning of the world, without reference to how far it has actually been fulfilled in time or realised in our souls. It is God's purpose that believers should be “holy and without blame before Him in love” for His good pleasure and glory. In Ephesians 2 we see how God has wrought to bring this calling into actual existence in this world in view of its complete fulfilment in the ages to come.

   	Two great truths are implied in the calling of God: firstly, that believers are formed into one body of which Christ is the Head; secondly, that they “are builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit.” Further, we learn in the Epistle God's present purpose in these two great truths. In connection with the church, viewed as the body of Christ, we read that His body is “the fulness of Him that filleth all in all” (Ephesians 1: 23). Again, in verse 13 of this chapter, we read of “the fulness of Christ”; and in Ephesians 3: 19 we read of “the fulness of God”. It is, then, the purpose of God that, as the body of Christ, the church should set forth all the moral excellencies that form the beautiful character of Christ as Man — His fulness. Then, as the house of God, the church is to set forth the holiness, grace and love of God — His fulness.

   	This, then, is the high privilege to which we are called — to represent Christ by setting forth His excellence, and to make God known in the fulness of His grace.

   	In Ephesians 3 we learn that the suited condition of soul for realising the greatness of our calling is only possible as Christ dwells in the heart by faith, and as God “worketh in us.” If Christ has His place in our hearts we shall esteem it a great privilege to be here to set forth His character. If God works in us, we shall delight to witness to the glory of His grace.

   	Christ is in heaven as a glorified Man, our risen Head, and the Holy Spirit, a divine Person, is on earth dwelling in the midst of believers. As realising the glory of Christ and the greatness of the Person that is dwelling in us, it becomes us to walk in a worthy way.

   (Vv. 2, 3). In verses two and three the apostle sums up the walk that is worthy of our calling. If walking in the realisation of our privileges to represent Christ, and as being in the presence of the Spirit, we should be marked by these seven qualities — lowliness, meekness, long-suffering, forbearance, love, unity and peace.

   	The conscious sense of being before the Lord and in the presence of the Spirit must of necessity lead to lowliness and meekness. If we have our brethren before us, we may seek to make something of ourselves, but with God before us we realise our nothingness. In His presence we should be marked by lowliness that does not think of self, and by meekness that gives place to others.

   	The lowliness and meekness that make nothing of self lead to long-suffering and forbearance with others. We may find at times that others are not always lowly and meek, and this will call for long-suffering. We may have to suffer rebuffs and insults, and have to bear with those who act in this way. But we are warned that the forbearance is to be exercised in love. It is possible to bear with much in the spirit of pride that treats an offending brother with contempt. If we have to be silent, let it be with love that grieves over unworthy conduct.

   	Furthermore, we are to use diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. It is important to distinguish between the unity of the body and the unity of the Spirit. The unity of the body is formed by the Holy Spirit uniting believers to Christ and to one another as members of one body. This unity cannot be touched. There is also “one Spirit” who is the source of every right thought, word and act, so that, in the body, one mind should prevail — the mind of the Spirit.

   	It is this unity of the Spirit that we are to use diligence to keep. It has been truly said, “Walking according to the Spirit can be done individually; but for the unity of the Spirit there must be walking with others.”

   	Realising that we are members of “one body” we shall see that we are not to walk merely as isolated individuals, but as related to one another in one body, and, as such, we are to use diligence that we may be controlled with one mind — the mind of the Spirit. This unity of the Spirit is not simply uniformity of thought, nor a unity arrived at by agreement, or by mutual concessions. Such unities may entirely miss the mind of the Spirit.

   	In the early days of the church we see the blessed result of believers having the mind of the Spirit. Of these saints we read that they were filled with the Spirit, the result being that they were of “one heart” and “one soul”. It is evident that this unity of the Spirit has not been kept. Nevertheless, the Spirit is still here, and the mind of the Spirit is still one, therefore the exhortation still remains that, in the realisation of our membership of the one body, we should endeavour to keep the unity of the Spirit. The only way to maintain this unity of the Spirit is for each one to judge the flesh. If we allow the flesh in our thoughts, words and ways, it will at once bring in a jarring element. It has been said, “The principle of the flesh is every man for himself. That does not bring in unity. In the unity of the Spirit it is every man for others.”

   	Moreover, we are to use diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit “in the uniting bond of peace”. The flesh is ever self-assertive and ready to quarrel with others with whom it may not agree. If we cannot agree as to the mind of the Spirit, let us patiently search the Word of God under the guidance of the Spirit in the spirit of peace. If two believers are not of the same mind it is evident that one, or both, have missed the mind of the Spirit, and the danger is that they may fall to quarrelling. How necessary then that the endeavour to keep the unity of the Spirit should be carried out in the spirit of peace that binds us together. Another has said, “What comes from the Spirit is always one. Why are we not always agreed? Because our own minds work. If we had only what we learned from Scripture, we should all be the same.” (J.N.D.)

   (Vv. 4-6). The important question naturally arises, What is the one mind of the Spirit that we are to endeavour to keep? It comes before us in verses four to six. The one mind of the Spirit is set forth in these seven unities, the one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God and Father of all. These are the great truths that the Spirit is here to make true to our souls and to maintain. Walking with one another in the light of these truths, we shall keep the unity of the Spirit, while any practical denial of them, or departure from them, will be a breach in the unity of the Spirit. Thus there come before us in these verses the different spheres in which a walk according to the Spirit is to be expressed. This walk is seen in connection with the one body, the one Spirit, and the one hope, in the circle of life, in connection with the Lord in the circle of Christian profession, and in connection with God in the circle of creation.

   	It is of the first importance to have our thoughts so formed by the word of God that we discern these three circles of unity that actually exist under the eye of God, and thus not only have before us what God has before Him, but also be able to form a just estimate of the solemn departure of Christendom from the truth.

   	Firstly, the apostle says, “There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling.” Here all is real and vital; it is the circle of life. The one body is formed by one Spirit and moves on to the one end — the glory. This unity is in God's keeping. It cannot be kept by our endeavour, or broken by our failure, but we may miss the one mind of the Spirit by a denial of these great truths in practice. This, alas, has been done in the Christian profession, for in the light of the great truth that “there is one body” — not many — all the different bodies of believers formed in Christendom stand condemned, while the “one Spirit” condemns all human arrangements by which the Spirit is set aside. Moreover, the professing church has settled down in the world and become the world, and thus is a denial of the heavenly hope of our calling.

   	Secondly, there is a wider circle that includes all who profess Christ as Lord (whether real or unreal in their profession). This is the circle of profession marked by one authority, the Lord, one profession of belief, the faith, and into which we are introduced by one baptism. With the Lord is connected authority and administration. The recognition that there is one Lord would shut out the authority of man, and exclude all independent action. If we admit that there is “one Lord” we cannot admit that it is right for an assembly to ignore discipline truly exercised in the Name of the Lord in another assembly. Thus again, by independency, we may miss the one mind of the Spirit by the practical denial of there being “one Lord”.

   	Thirdly, there is the widest circle of all — the creation circle. There is one God who is the Father, the source “of all”. Moreover it is good for us to know that, whatever the power of created things or beings, God is “above all”. Furthermore, God is working out His plans “through all”, so God can say, “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” (Isaiah 43: 2). Lastly, God works in the believer to effect His purpose for the believer. The recognition of these great truths would not only lead us to reject the infidel evolutionary theories of men, but encourage us to act rightly in all circumstances and relationships of life which are connected with the creation order.

   	Alas! in the great Christian profession today we see the practical denial of each of these circles. The Spirit is set aside by human arrangements, the one Lord is set aside by independency, and the one God is set aside by infidel reasonings.

   	In the verses that follow, the exhortations appear to have special reference to each of these circles. Firstly, we are exhorted as members of the one body in verses 7 to 16; secondly, we are exhorted as to our conduct as owning one Lord in verses 17 to 32; lastly, we are exhorted as to the relationships of life in connection with the circle of creation in Ephesians 5 to Ephesians 6: 9.

   (V. 7). Having in these introductory verses laid the ground for a walk worthy of the calling, the apostle proceeds to speak of the provision that has been made in order that the believer may walk rightly in relation to the first circle, the one body, and grow in likeness to Christ the Head.

   	Firstly, the apostle speaks of the gift of grace: “Unto every one of us is given grace according to the measure of the gift of Christ.” In contrast with that which is common to all, of which the apostle has been speaking, there is that which is given to “every one”. The one Spirit of verse 4, and the one Lord of verse 5, shut out independency; “every one” of verse 7 maintains our individuality. While every member has its special function, all serve the unity and good of the whole body. In the natural body the functions of the eye and the hand are different, yet both act in common for the good and unity of the body. The “grace” is the special service with which each one has been favoured. It is not necessarily a distinct gift, but to all a measure of grace is given that each may serve others in love. This grace is according to the measure in which Christ has given it.

   (V. 8). Secondly, to promote spiritual progress and growth, the apostle refers to distinct gifts. The subject is introduced by presenting Christ as ascended on high, for these gifts come from the triumphant and exalted Christ. An allusion is made to the history of Barak to illustrate the sovereign power of Christ in bestowing gifts (Judges 5: 12). When Barak delivered Israel from captivity, he led captive those by whom they had been led captive. So Christ has triumphed over all the power of Satan, and, having delivered His people from the power of the enemy, He is exalted on high and gives gifts to His people.

   (Vv. 9, 10). Two parenthetical verses are introduced to set forth the greatness of Christ's victory. At the cross He went into the lowest place in which sin can put a man. From the lowest place where, as our Substitute, He was made sin, He ascended to the highest place in which a man can be set — the right hand of God.

   (V. 11). Having led captivity captive by breaking the power of the enemy that held us in bondage, Christ acts in power and makes others the instruments of His power. It is not simply that He gives gifts and leaves us to apportion the gifts among ourselves, but He gives certain men to exercise the gifts. It is not that He gives apostleship, but He gives apostles, and so with all the gifts. Here, then, it is no longer the grace given to “every one”, but “some” given to exercise gifts. Firstly, He gave apostles and prophets, and the church is built upon the foundation of apostles and prophets. The foundation has been laid and they have passed away, though we still have the benefit of these gifts in the writings of the New Testament.

   	The remaining gifts, evangelists, pastors and teachers, are for the building up of the church when the foundation has been laid. These gifts continue during the whole period of the church's history on earth. The evangelist comes first as the gift by which souls are drawn into the circle of blessing. Being brought into the church, believers come under the gifts of the pastor and teacher. The evangelist brings Christ before the world: the pastor and the teacher bring Christ before the believer. The pastor deals with individual souls: the teacher expounds Scripture. It has been said, “A person may teach without being a pastor, but you can hardly be a pastor without teaching in a certain sense. The two are closely connected, but you could not say they are the same thing. The pastor does not merely give food as the teacher; he pastors, or shepherds, the sheep, leads them here and there, and takes care of them.”

   	It will be noticed that there are no miraculous gifts mentioned in this passage. They would hardly be in place in a portion that speaks of the Lord's provision for the church. Miracles and signs were given at the commencement to call the attention of the Jews to the glory and exaltation of Christ and the power of His Name. The Jews rejected this testimony and the signs and miracles ceased. The Lord's love to His church, however, can never cease, and the gifts that bear witness to His love continue, as it is written, “No man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church” (Ephesians 5: 29).

   (V. 12). Having spoken of gifts, the apostle now brings before us the three great objects for which the gifts have been given. They are given, first, for the perfecting of the saints, or the establishing of each individual believer in the truth. Secondly, they are given for the work of the ministry, which would include every form of service. Thirdly, they are given “for the edifying of the body of Christ”. The blessing of individuals and the work of the ministry have in view the edifying of the body of Christ. Every gift, whether it be evangelist, pastor or teacher, is only rightly exercised as the edification of the body of Christ is kept in view.

   (V. 13). In the verses that follow, we learn more precisely what the apostle means by the perfecting of the saints. He is not speaking of the perfection that will be the believer's portion in resurrection glory, but of that spiritual progress in the truth, and the knowledge of the Son of God, which lead to unity and to our becoming fully developed Christians down here.

   	The faith of which the apostle speaks is the whole system of Christian truth. The unity is not a unity of common agreement as in a creed, or an alliance formed by the expedients of men, but a unity of mind and heart produced by the apprehension of the truth as taught by God in His word. Connected with the faith is the knowledge of the Son of God, for in Him God is fully made known and the truth livingly set forth. Anything that touches the faith, or in any way belittles the glory of the Son of God, will hinder the perfecting of the saints. The knowledge of the faith as revealed in the word, and set forth in the Son of God, leads to the full-grown man as set forth in all fulness and perfection in Christ as Man. The figure sets forth the idea of Christians fully developed and in full vigour. The passage appears to have in view all saints, for it does not speak of full-grown men, but “the full- grown man”, conveying the thought of all Christians setting forth in unity an entirely new man. The measure of the stature of the full-grown man is nothing less than the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ. “The fulness” presents the thought of completeness. “The full-grown man” is nothing less than the display in believers of all the moral excellencies of Christ. The whole passage contemplates believers as a corporate body to set forth the fulness of Christ. Moreover, the standard set before us is not only that every trait of Christ should be seen in the saints, but that they should be seen in perfection. It may be said that this will never be attained in the saints down here. Actually this is so, but God cannot set before us a standard that is short of the perfection seen in Christ. We do well to beware of seeking to evade what God sets before us, and excuse our shortcomings by saying that God's standard is impossible of attainment.

   (V. 14). The effect of this full growth would be that we should no longer be babes in Christian knowledge, liable through ignorance to be “tossed and carried about by every wind of that teaching which is in the sleight of men, in unprincipled cunning with a view to systematized error.” Alas! there are those in the Christian profession who, with sleight and cunning craftiness, are ready to deceive the unestablished in the truth, and behind their wrong doctrine there is generally “systematised error”. Whenever in the history of God's people there is a definite denial of any great truth, or any special error put forth concerning the Person of Christ, it will generally be found that behind the particular wrong doctrine there is a whole system of error.

   (V. 15). In times of conflict there is a great danger of being “tossed to and fro” by listening to this one and the other. All around we see a mixed and lifeless Christianity powerless against delusion. Our only safeguard against all error will be found, not in the knowledge of error, but in “holding the truth in love”, and having a living Christ before our souls. If Christ is the Object of our affections, every truth as to Christ will be held in love, with the result that we shall grow up to Him in all things, and we shall become morally like the One who holds our affections.

   	Further, the One in whose likeness and knowledge we grow is the Head of the body. All wisdom, power and faithfulness are in the Head. All may be in disorder in the scene around us, but if we know Christ as the Head we shall realise that no power of the enemy, and no failure of the saints, can touch the wisdom and power of the Head.

   (V. 16). In the sixteenth verse we pass from what the Lord is graciously doing through the gifts to learn what He Himself is doing as the Head of the body. That which every joint supplieth is not the exercise of gift, for the gifts are not given to everyone, but every true Christian has something given from the Head to contribute to fellow members of the body. In the human body, if every member is under the direct control of the head all the members will function together for the good of the whole. In like manner, if every member of the body of Christ were under the direct control of Christ the body would make increase and edify itself in love.

   	Thus, in the course of the passage, there is grace given to every one (verse 7), there are special gifts (verse 11), and there is that which is supplied from the Head to every member for the blessing of the whole body (verse 16).

   	We may also notice the large place that love has in the Christian circle. We are to show forbearance to one another in love (verse 2), we are to hold the truth in love (verse 15), and the edifying of the body is to be in love (verse 16).

   	The whole passage presents a beautiful picture of what the church should be down here according to the mind of the Lord. We can form no true conception of Christianity, or of the church, by looking at Christendom, or by what passes under the Name of Christ upon earth. To get any true thought of the church, according to the mind of the Lord, we must abstract our thoughts from all around, and have before us the truth as presented in the word and set forth in the Son of God.
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   The Believer's Walk as Confessing The Lord

   (Vv. 17-19). The apostle has exhorted us to a walk that becomes believers in relation to the assembly. He now exhorts us to the individual walk that is becoming to those who confess the Lord in an evil world. He testifies to us in the Lord, whose Name we have professed, that henceforth we should no longer walk as other Gentiles. This leads the apostle to give a brief but vivid picture of the condition of the unconverted Gentile world. Such walk in a vain show and follow vain things. Their minds are darkened, being wholly ignorant of God and of the life that is according to God. They are ignorant of God because their hearts are hardened by the evil lives they live, for such have given themselves over to lasciviousness. We thus learn that it is the evil lives men live that hardens the heart; that the hardened heart darkens the understanding; and that the darkened understanding leaves men a prey to every vanity.

   (Vv. 20-24). In contrast with the vain and ignorant life of the Gentile world, the apostle presents the life that follows from the knowledge of the truth as it is in Jesus. It has been pointed out that the apostle does not say “as the truth is in Christ”. This would have brought in believers and their position before God in Christ. He uses the personal name, Jesus, to bring before us a right practical walk as set forth in His personal path. As one has said, “He says 'Jesus', therefore, because he is thinking, not of a place that we have in Him, or of the results of His work for us, but simply His example, and Jesus is the Name belonging to Him as here in the world.”

   	The truth set forth in Jesus was the truth as to the new man, for He is the perfect expression of the new man that bears the character of God Himself — “righteousness and true holiness”. The truth, then, as it is in Jesus is not the reformation of the old man, nor the changing of the flesh into the new, but the introduction of the new man, which is an entirely new creation bearing the character of God. The first man was not righteous, but innocent. He had no evil in him, and no knowledge of good and evil. The old man has the knowledge of good and evil, but chooses unrighteousness and corrupts himself according to his deceitful lusts. The new man has the knowledge of good and evil, but is righteous, and therefore refuses the evil.

   	The truth that we have learned in Christ has been set forth in Jesus. The truth that we have been taught and learned in Him is that, in the cross, we have put off the old man and have put on the new. In the light of this great truth we are in our daily path, as a present thing, being renewed in the spirit of our minds. Instead of the mind of the flesh, which is enmity against God, we have a renewed mind marked by righteousness and holiness, which refuses the evil and chooses the good. The new man does not mean the old man changed, but an entirely new man, and the “renewing” refers to the daily life of the new man.

   	The apostle does not say we are to put off the old man, but says, “having put off … the old man”. The old man has been dealt with at the cross, and faith accepts what Christ has done. We have not to die to sin, but to reckon ourselves as having died to sin in the Person of our Substitute.

   (V. 25). In the remaining verses of the chapter the apostle applies this truth to our individual conduct. We are to put away the deeds of the old man, and put on the character of the new man. We are to put away lying and speak truth, remembering that we are members one of another. This being so, it has been truly said, “If I lie to my brother it is as if I deceived myself.” We see, too, how the great truth that believers are members of one body has a practical bearing on the smallest details of life.

   (V. 26). We are to beware of sinning through anger. There is such a thing as being rightly angry, but such anger is indignation against evil, not against the evil-doer, and behind such anger there is grief on account of the evil. Thus we read of the Lord that He looked on the wicked leaders of the synagogue “with anger, being grieved for the hardness of their hearts” (Mark 3: 5). The anger of the flesh ever has self in view; it is not grief on account of evil, but resentment against one that has been offensive. This fleshly anger against the evildoer will only lead to bitterness that occupies the soul with thoughts of revenge. The one entertaining such thoughts finds himself continually fretting, and in this sense lets the sun go down upon his wrath. Anger against evil will lead to grief that finds its resource in turning to God, where the soul finds rest.

   (V. 27). We are warned that by acting in the flesh, whether in anger or in any other way, we open the door for the devil. Peter, by his self-confidence, made room for the devil to lead him into a denial of the Lord.

   (V. 28). The life of the new man is in entire contrast with the old, so that the one characterised by stealing from others becomes a contributor to him that needs.

   (V. 29). In conversation we are not to speak of those things which would corrupt the minds of the hearers, but rather to speak of that which edifies and ministers to a spirit of grace in the hearers.

   (Vv. 30, 31). In the first part of the chapter the exhortation to a worthy walk flows from the great truth that believers collectively are the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit. Here we are reminded that as individuals we are sealed by the Spirit. God has marked us out as His own in view of the day of redemption by giving us the Spirit. We are to beware of grieving the Holy Spirit by allowing bitterness, the heat of passion, wrath and noisy clamour, injurious language and malice.

   (V. 32). In contrast with the evil speaking and malice of the flesh, we are to be kind, tender-hearted and forgiving towards one another in the consciousness of the way God has acted towards us in forgiving us for Christ's sake.
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   The Believer's Walk as a Child of God

   (Ephesians 5: 1-21)

   (V. 1). In this portion of the Epistle believers are viewed, not only as owning that there is one God, but as being in relationship with God as His children. The whole passage exhorts us to walk as becometh children. The “therefore” of the first verse connects this portion with the last verse of the preceding chapter. God has acted towards us in kindness and grace, and now it becomes us to act towards one another as God has acted towards us. We are therefore exhorted to be imitators of God “as dear children”. We are not to seek to imitate God in order to become children, but because we are children. Walking as “dear” children implies a walk governed by affection. A servant may walk rightly in legal obedience, but it becomes a child to walk in loving obedience. We are not servants but sons.

   	We cannot and are not asked to imitate God in His omnipotence and omniscience, but we are exhorted to act morally like Him. Such a walk will be characterised by love, light and wisdom; and in all these things we can be imitators of God. The apostle, in the verses that follow, develops the walk in accord with these beautiful moral traits. First, he speaks of walking in love in contrast with a world marked by lust (verses 1-7). Secondly, he exhorts us to “walk as children of light” in contrast with those who live in darkness (verses 8-14). Finally, he exhorts us to “walk carefully, not as unwise but as wise” (verses 15-20).

   (V. 2). Firstly, as children, we are exhorted to walk in love. At once Christ is set before us as the great example of this love. In Him we see the devotedness of love that gave Himself for others, and this devotedness goes up to God as a sweet-smelling sacrifice. Such love goes far beyond the demands of the law which requires that a man love his neighbour as himself. Christ did more, for He gave Himself to God for us. It is this love we are asked to imitate, a love that would lead us to sacrifice ourselves for our brethren. Such love will in its little measure, even as with the infinite love of Christ, go up as a sweet savour to God. The love that led the Philippian assembly to meet the necessities of the apostle was to God “an odour of a sweet smell, a sacrifice acceptable, well-pleasing to God” (Philippians 4: 16-18).

   (V. 3). The love that is devoted to the good of others would shut out unholiness that gratifies the flesh at the expense of others, and the covetousness that seeks one's own gain. Our walk is to be as becometh saints. The standard of our morality is not simply the walk that becomes a decent man, but that which is becoming to saints. When it is a question of expressing love it is “as dear children”; when it is refusing lust it is “as becometh saints”.

   (V. 4). Moreover, the passing merriment that the world finds in filthiness, indecent talking and buffoonery is unbecoming in the saint. The quiet, deep joy of praise, not the laughter of the fool, becometh saints (Ecclesiastes 7: 6).

   (V. 5). Those who are characterised by uncleanness, covetousness and idolatry will not only miss the blessings of the coming kingdom of Christ and of God, but being disobedient to the Gospel will come under the wrath of God. In contrast with this present evil world, the kingdom of God will be a scene in which love prevails, and from which lust is excluded. That which will be true of the coming kingdom should mark the family of God today.

   (V. 6). We are warned not to be deceived with vain words. Evidently, then, men with their philosophy and science will excuse lust and seek to throw a glamour of poetry and romance over sin in order to give it an attractive appearance. Nevertheless, because of these things the wrath of God cometh upon the children of disobedience. “The sons of disobedience” are those who have heard the truth, but have rejected it. In a special way the Jews in Paul's day were, as a class, the sons of disobedience, but it is fast becoming true of Christendom. Men will, however, be judged for their wicked deeds, though the crowning sin will be disobedience to the Gospel.

   (V. 7). With such we are to have no fellowship. The children of God and the children of disobedience can have nothing in common.

   (Vv. 8-10). Secondly, once we were darkness, now we are light in the Lord. It is not simply that we were in the dark, as being ignorant of God, but we were characterised by a nature that is darkness, for it found its pleasure in everything that is contrary to God. Now we are partakers of the divine nature, and that nature is marked by love and light. Therefore the apostle can say, not only that we are light, but that we are light in the Lord. Having come under the sway of the Lord, we have come into the light of what is suited to Him. We shall love what He loves.

   	Being light in the Lord we are to walk as children of light, a walk that will show itself in “all goodness and righteousness and truth”, for these things are the fruit of light. Thus walking we shall prove in our circumstances what is acceptable unto the Lord, and be a reproof to the unfruitful works of darkness. One has said, “A child while observing his father learns what is pleasing to him, and knows what he would like in the circumstances that transpire.” It is in this way we prove “what is agreeable to the Lord”.

   (Vv. 11-13). Already we have been warned against having fellowship with evil workers. Now we are warned against fellowship with the works of darkness; we should rather reprove them. To speak of the things that the flesh can do in secret is shame. The light of Christ reproves the evil that it exposes. In Christendom people cannot publicly commit gross sins that are openly committed in heathendom. The light in Christians is too strong. Alas! as the light declines sins again become more public and open.

   (V. 14). The unbeliever is dead to God. The true believer, if not heeding these exhortations, may fall into a condition of sleep in which he is like a dead man. In such a condition he will not profit by the light from Christ. The exhortation to such an one is, “Awake thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light.” It has been well said, “It is Christ Himself who is the source, the expression, and the measure of light for the soul that is awake.”

   (Vv. 15-17). Thirdly, we are exhorted to walk wisely. Learning from the first fourteen verses that the true measure for a right walk is God's nature of light and love, we are to profit by this teaching, and “walk carefully, not as unwise but as wise.” In an evil world the Christian will need wisdom, but this wisdom is in regard to what is good. So, in another Epistle, the apostle can write, “Be wise as to that which is good, and simple as to evil” (Romans 16: 19). Our wisdom will be seen in redeeming the time, and understanding what the will of the Lord is. The days are evil, and if the devil could have his way there never would be a time or opportunity for that which is pleasing to the Lord. To do good we shall, as it were, have to seize the occasion from the enemy. If understanding the will of the Lord, we shall often find that an evil day can be turned into an occasion for doing good. Nehemiah, by prayer and fasting, learnt the will of the Lord concerning His people, so that when the opportunity came, in the presence of king Artaxerxes, he seized the occasion (Nehemiah 1: 4; Nehemiah 2: 1-5). It is possible to have a great knowledge of evil and yet be ignorant of the will of the Lord, and thus still be “unwise”.

   (Vv. 18-21). Divinely-given wisdom will lead to sobriety in contrast with the excitement of nature. The world may work up some passing excitement leading to excesses of evil, but the Christian has a source of joy within, the Holy Spirit. Having the Spirit we are exhorted to be filled with the Spirit. If the Spirit were ungrieved, and allowed to control our thoughts and affections, the result would be a company of people entirely apart from the world and its excitements, that rejoiced together in a life of which the world has no knowledge, and in which it can find no pleasure. This life finds its expression in praise that flows from hearts that delight in the Lord. It is a life that discerns the love and goodness of God in “all things”, however trying the circumstances may be. It therefore gives thanks at all times for all things unto God and the Father in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ. In this, as in all else for the Christian, Christ is our perfect example, for, when rejected by Israel in spite of all His mighty works, “At that time Jesus answered and said, I thank Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth” (Matthew 11: 25).

   	Moreover, if filled with the Spirit, we should be marked by that spirit of lowliness and meekness that would lead us to submit to one another in the fear of Christ, in contrast with the self-importance of the flesh that asserts itself and its liberty to act without reference to the consciences of others.

   	Thus the believer filled with the Spirit will be marked: firstly, by a spirit of praise to the Lord; secondly, by submission with thanksgiving to all that the Father allows; thirdly, by submission to the other in the fear of Christ.
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   The Believer's Walk in Connection with Natural Relations

   (Ephesians 5: 22-Ephesians 6: 9)

   In this portion of the Epistle we are exhorted as to the conduct that becomes Christians in connection with earthly relationships. The apostle first speaks of the most intimate of relationships, wives and husbands (Ephesians 5: 22-33), then of children and parents (Ephesians 6: 1-4), and finally of servants and masters (Ephesians 7: 5-9).

   	As individuals we own Christ as Lord, and the responsibilities of every relationship are to be carried out in the fear of the Lord. The wife is to be subject to her own husband “as unto the Lord” (v. 22); children are to obey their parents “in the Lord” (Ephesians 6: 1); fathers are to train their children in the “admonition of the Lord” (Ephesians 6: 4); servants are to do “service as to the Lord” (Ephesians 6: 7); and masters are to remember that they have a Master in heaven.

   (1) Wives and husbands

   (Vv. 22-25). Christian wives are exhorted to submit to their husbands in everything and Christian husbands are exhorted to love their wives. Special exhortations always have in view the particular quality in which the individual addressed is likely to fail. The woman is liable to break down in submission, and is therefore reminded that the husband is the head of the wife, and that her place is to be subject. The man is more prone than the woman to fail in affection; therefore husbands are exhorted to love their wives.

   	In order to emphasise the subjection of the wife and the affection of the husband, the apostle turns aside to speak of Christ and the church, and we learn the great truth that earthly relationships were formed after the pattern of heavenly relationships. When God first established the relationship of man and wife, it was after the pattern of that which then existed only in His counsels, Christ and the church. Thus, on the one hand, the relationship of Adam and Eve to each other, as husband and wife, becomes the first figure in Scripture of Christ and the church; and, on the other, Christ and the church are used to illustrate the true attitude of husbands and wives to each other. The wife is to be subject to her husband as the head, even as Christ is the Head of the church, and is the Saviour of these mortal bodies. Again, if the husband is exhorted to love his wife, it is after the pattern of Christ and the church, for he is to love “even as Christ also loved the church.”

   	It may be thought that the standard set is very high, and that the statements that wives are to be subject to their husbands in everything, and that husbands are to love their wives even as Christ loved the church, are very strong; but what wife would mind being subject to a husband that loved her even as Christ loved the church, and what husband would cease to love a wife who was always subject as the church should be to Christ?

   	The apostle's heart is so full of Christ and the church that he takes occasion by these practical exhortations to bring before us a very vivid summary of the eternal relations of Christ and His church, to which we do well to take heed.

   	He reminds us that “Christ is the Head of the church”; that “Christ also loved the church”; and that Christ nourisheth and cherisheth the church. He is the Head to guide, He has the heart to love, and the hand to provide for her every need. Amidst all the difficulties we have to face, our unfailing resource is found in looking to Christ our Head for wisdom and guidance. In all our sorrows, and the failure of human love, we can count on the unchanging love of Christ that passeth knowledge; and in all our needs we can count upon His care and provision.

   	Moreover, the love of Christ is brought before us in a threefold way. There is that which His love has done in the past, what it is doing in the present, and what it will yet do in the future. In the past Christ loved the church and gave Himself for it. Not only did He give up a kingly crown, kingdom glories and earthly ease to tread a path of humiliation and sorrow, but at last He gave Himself. More He could not give.

   	He not only died for us in the past; He is living for us in the present. Today He is sanctifying and cleansing the church with the washing of water by the word. He is daily occupied with us, separating us from this evil world and practically cleansing us from the flesh. This blessed work is carried on by the application of the word to our thoughts and words and ways.

   	Let us remember that He did not first make the church worthy to be loved, then love it and give Himself for it. He loved it as it was, then gave Himself for it, and now works to make it suitable to Himself. God acted very blessedly on the same principle in regard to Israel. Jehovah could say to Israel, “I passed by thee, and saw thee polluted in thine own blood … thou wast naked and bare. Now when I passed by thee, and looked upon thee, behold, thy time was the time of love; and I spread my skirt over thee, and covered thy nakedness … and entered into a covenant with thee … I decked thee also with ornaments, and I put bracelets upon thy hands, and a chain on thy neck … and a beautiful crown upon thine head … thou wast exceeding beautiful … thy renown went forth among the heathen for thy beauty: for it was perfect through my comeliness, which I had put upon thee” (Ezek. 16: 6-14). Israel's time of need was God's time of love. So Christ loved the church in all its deep need, and gave Himself for it; then, having possessed it, He cleanses it and makes it suitable to Himself. We are not satisfied if someone we love is not to our liking, and Christ will never be satisfied until the church is perfectly suited to Him.

   (V. 27). In the future, in His love, He will present the church to Himself “not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish.” The present sanctification of verse 26 is connected with the presentation in glory of verse 27: that is, the condition in which we shall be presented to Christ in glory, “holy and blameless”, is the measure of our sanctification even now. While here we shall not attain to the standard of glory, but there is no other standard. Moreover, the condition in glory is not only the standard of our sanctification, but, as perfectly set forth in Christ, it is the power of our sanctification.

   	“The word”, discovering to us what we are and occupying us with Christ in glory, is the power for cleansing. The word and the sanctifying effect of Christ in glory are brought together by the Lord in His prayer, “Sanctify them by the truth: Thy word is truth”, and the Lord adds, “I sanctify myself for them, that they also may be sanctified by truth.” The Lord set Himself apart in the glory as an object for His people on earth, and as we are occupied with Him we are changed into His likeness from glory to glory.

   	Alas! Christendom has entirely failed to walk in the light of these great truths concerning Christ and the church. In practice it has ceased to give Christ His place as Head, and consequently has failed in subjection to Him. Therefore we need hardly be surprised at the failure to maintain the relationships of life, formed after the pattern of Christ and the church, leading, on the part of the woman, to a widespread revolt against subjection to the man, and, on the part of the man, to unfaithfulness and lack of love for the woman. The ruin of Christendom, the scattering of believers that has split Christendom into innumerable sects, can all be traced to two evils : professing Christians have abandoned the place of subjection to Christ that belongs to the assembly and have usurped the place of authority belonging to the Head.

   	The beginning of these evils was found in the assembly at Corinth. There the Christians set up leaders in the place of Christ, and then formed themselves into parties in subjection to their chosen leaders. The evil which had its beginning at Corinth is fully developed in Christendom, where clericalism has practically set aside the Headship of Christ, and independence has taken the place of subjection to Christ.

   (Vv. 28, 29). Having presented so blessedly the truth of Christ and the church, the apostle returns to his practical exhortations. Men ought to love their wives as their own bodies, for so truly are they one that the husband can look at his wife as himself. As such, the man will delight to nourish his wife, meeting her every need, and cherish her as one that is very precious. Again the apostle presents Christ, and His care for the church, as the perfect pattern for the husband's care for his wife. Not only has Christ died for us in the past, and is dealing with us in the present in view of eternity, but as we pass along our way, He watches over and cares for us, treating us as Himself. Because “we are members of His body, of His flesh, and of His bones”, He could say to Saul of Tarsus, in the days when he was breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the saints, “Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou Me?” One has truly said, “A man's flesh is himself, and Christ takes care of Himself in taking care of the church.” Again, “Christ never fails, and there cannot be a want in Christ's church without there being an answer to it in Christ's heart.”

   (Vv. 31, 32). The man that loveth his wife loveth himself and he is to leave other relationships to be joined to his wife. The apostle quotes from Genesis, but he expressly states that this is a great mystery which has in view Christ and the church. Christ, as Man, left all relations with Israel according to the flesh in order to secure His church.

   (V. 33). Nevertheless, says the apostle, while seeking to enter into these eternal truths of the great mystery of Christ and the church, let each husband see that he loves his wife as himself, and let the wife rightly fear her husband.

   (2) Children and parents

   (Vv. 1-3). It has been remarked that the exhortations in the Epistle to the Ephesians all commence with those from whom submission is due. The special exhortations are preceded by the general exhortation to submit yourselves one to another (v. 21).

   	The exhortations to submission are especially addressed to wives, children and servants, the wives being exhorted before the husbands, the children before the parents, and the servants before the masters. This order would seem to attach great importance to the principle of submission. One has said, “The principle of submission and obedience is the healing principle of humanity.” Sin is disobedience and came into the world through disobedience. Ever since, the essence of sin has been man doing his own will and refusing to be subject to God. An insubject wife will make a miserable home; an insubject child will be an unhappy child; and a world not subject to God must be an unhappy and miserable world. Not until the world is brought into subjection to God, under the reign of Christ, will its sorrows be healed. Christianity teaches this subjection, and the Christian home should anticipate something of the blessedness of a subject world under the reign of Christ.

   	The obedience of the child is, however, to be “in the Lord”. This supposes a home governed by the fear of the Lord, and therefore according to the Lord. The quotation from the Old Testament, which connects the promise of blessing with obedience to parents, shows how greatly God esteemed obedience under law. Though in Christianity the blessing is of an heavenly order, yet in the governmental ways of God the principle remains true that honouring parents will bring blessing.

   (V. 4). Parents are not to bring up their children on the principle of law which might lead them to say to the child, “If you are not good, God will punish you”; nor are they to bring them up on the principles of the world which have no reference to God. If they are trained simply with worldly motives, to fit them for the world, we must not be surprised if they drift into the world. Moreover, parents are to be careful not to irritate and repel their children, and thus destroy their influence for good by losing their affection. Only will their affections be retained, and the children kept from the world, as they are brought up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. They are to be trained as for the Lord, and as the Lord would bring them up.

   (3) Servants and masters

   (Vv. 5-9). For the Christian servant to render obedience to an earthly master, a heart that is right with Christ will be required. Only as the servant of Christ, seeking from his heart to do the will of God, will he be able to serve his earthly master with “good will”. What is done of good will to the Lord will have its reward.

   	Christian masters are to be governed by the same principles as the Christian servants. In all his dealings with his servants the master is to remember that he has a Master in heaven. He is to treat his servants with the same “good will” that he expects from the servants. Moreover, he is to forbear threatening, not using his position of authority to utter threats.

   
   9

   The Conflict

   (Ephesians 6: 10-21)

   The Epistle to the Ephesians closes with a striking passage which sets forth the Christian conflict. This conflict is not the exercise of soul that we may pass through in seeking to lay hold of the truth. It supposes that we know and appreciate the wonderful truths of the Epistle, and the conflict arises from seeking to retain and maintain these truths in the face of every opposing power.

   	In the course of the Epistle the apostle unfolds to us our heavenly calling, the inheritance of glory to which we are predestined, the mystery of the church, and the practical life consistent with these great truths. If, however, we are set to enter into our heavenly blessings and to walk in consistency with them, we shall at once find that all the power of Satan is arrayed against us. In his hatred of Christ, the devil will seek to rob us of the truth, or, failing to do this, he will seek to bring dishonour upon the Name of Christ and discredit the truth by bringing about moral breakdown amongst those who hold the truth. The more truth we have the greater the dishonour to Christ if we break down by the allowance of the flesh. We must therefore be prepared to face conflict, and the more truth we have the greater will be the conflict.

   	In view of this conflict, three things are brought before us: firstly, the source of our strength; secondly, the character of the enemy with whom we wrestle; thirdly, the armour with which we are provided to enable us to withstand the assaults of the enemy.

   (1) The power of the Lord

   (V. 10). The apostle first directs our thoughts to the power that is for us before he describes the power that is against us. To face this conflict we must ever remember that all our strength is in the Lord. Paul therefore says, “Be strong in the Lord, and in the power of His might.” Our difficulty oftentimes is to realise that we have no strength in ourselves. Naturally we should like to be strong in numbers, strong in gifts, or strong in the power of some forceful leader, but our real and only strength is “in the Lord, and in the power of His might”.

   	The prayer of the first chapter brings before us the power of God's might. Christ has been raised from the dead and set at God's right hand in heavenly places, “far above all principality, and power, and might, and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this world, but also in that which is to come”. Now, says the apostle, that is the “exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward who believe”. The power that is against us is far greater than our power, but the power that is toward us is a surpassing power — it surpasses all the power that is opposed to us. Moreover, the One that has supreme power is the One that possesses “unsearchable riches”, and loves us with a love that “passeth knowledge” (Ephesians 3: 8, 19).

   	In the days of old, Gideon was prepared for the conflict by first being told that “the Lord is with thee”; then he was exhorted to “go in this thy might.” Gideon's family might be the poorest in Manasseh, and he himself the least in his father's house, but what did Gideon's poverty or his weakness matter if the Lord, who is rich and mighty, was for him and with him? (Judges 6: 12-15.) So, in a later day, Jonathan and his armour-bearer could face a great host in the might of the Lord, for, said Jonathan, “There is no restraint to the Lord to save by many or by few” (1 Samuel 14: 6).

   	So we, in our day, with failure behind us, weakness amongst us, and corruption all around us, need a fresh sense of the glory of the Lord, the power of the Lord, the riches of the Lord, the love of the Lord, and, with the Lord before us, to go forward “in the power of His might”.

   	Apart from Christ we have no power. The Lord can say, “Without Me ye can do nothing”, but, says the apostle, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me” (Philippians. 4: 13). It is, then, only as our souls are kept in secret communion with Christ that we shall be able to avail ourselves of the power that is in Him. This being so, all Satan's power will be directed to putting our souls out of touch with Christ, and seeking to keep us from feeding on Him and walking in communion with Him. It may be that he will seek to draw us out of communion with Christ by the cares and duties of every-day life, or by sickness and weakness of the body. He may seek to use the difficulties of the path, the contentions among the people of God, or the petty insults we have to meet, to depress the spirit and fret the soul. If, however, instead of allowing all these things to come between our souls and the Lord, we make them occasions for drawing near to the Lord, we shall learn what it is to be strong in the Lord, while realising our own weakness; and we shall learn the blessedness of the word, “Cast thy burden upon the Lord, and He shall sustain thee” (Psalm 55: 22).

   (2) The power of the enemy

   (Vv. 11, 12). Firstly, we are exhorted to remember that it is not against flesh and blood that we wrestle. The devil may indeed use men and women to oppose the Christian and deny the truth, but we have to look beyond the instruments and discern the one that is using them. A woman, in flesh and blood, opposed Paul at Philippi, but Paul discerned the evil spirit that moved the woman, and in the power of the Name of Jesus Christ he entered into conflict with spiritual wickedness, commanding the evil spirit to come out of her (Acts 16: 16-18).

   	A true disciple, in flesh and blood, opposed the Lord when Peter said, in view of the Lord's sufferings, “Be it far from Thee, Lord”, but the Lord, knowing the power of Satan behind the instrument, could say, “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Matthew 16: 22, 23).

   	The conflict, then, is against Satan and his hosts, whatever the instrument used. Principalities and powers are spiritual beings in a position of rule with power to carry out their will. They may be good or evil beings; here they are evil beings, and their wickedness would seem to take a twofold direction. In reference to the world they are the rulers of the darkness of this world; in reference to Christians they are the “spiritual power of wickedness in the heavenlies”. The world is in darkness, in ignorance of God, and these spiritual beings rule and direct the darkness of paganism, philosophy, science falsely so-called, and infidelity, as well as the superstitions, corruptions and modernism of Christendom. The Christian is brought into the light, and blessed with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places. The opposition to the Christian takes, then, a religious character by spiritual beings who seek to rob him of the truth of his heavenly calling, beguile him into a path that is a denial of the truth, or into conduct that is inconsistent with it.

   	Further, we are instructed as to the character of the opposition. It is not simply persecution, or a direct denial of the truth; it is the far more subtle and dangerous opposition described as “the wiles of the devil”. A wile is something that looks fair and innocent, and yet beguiles the soul from the path of obedience. How often, in this day of confusion, the devil seeks to lead those who have the truth into some by-path, which at the beginning deviates so little from the true course that to raise any objection to it might seem fastidious. There is one simple question we can each ask ourselves by which every wile may be detected, “If I pursue this course where will it lead me?”

   	When the devil suggested to the Lord that He should turn the stones into bread to meet His needs, it looked a very innocent thing to do. Nevertheless, it was a wile that would have led out of the path of obedience to God, and a denial of the word which said, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God.”

   	To turn the Galatian believers from the truth of the Gospel, the devil used the law as a wile to entrap them in legal self-importance. To turn the Corinthian saints from the truth of the assembly, the devil used the world as a wile to lead them into carnal self-indulgence. To turn the Colossian saints from the truth of the mystery, the devil used the wiles of “enticing words”, “philosophy” and superstition to entrap them in religious exaltation. These are still the wiles we have to face.

   (3) The armour of God

   (V. 13). In this conflict human armour will not avail. We can only withstand the devil in the “armour of God”. Human resources such as natural ability and natural strength of character will be of no avail in this conflict. Confidence in such armour may lead us to engage with the enemy, but only to suffer defeat. The apostle Peter found this when, with confidence in his own strength, he entered into conflict, only to fail before a maid. God may indeed use human ability and scholarship in His service; here, however, it is not a question of what God uses in His service, but rather of what God has given us to use in conflict with the wiles of the enemy. The enemy we have to meet is not flesh and blood, and the weapons of our warfare are not carnal (2 Corinthians 10: 4).

   	Furthermore, in this conflict we require the “whole armour of God”. If one piece is missing, Satan will be quick enough to detect the lack and attack us in the vulnerable place.

   	Moreover, the armour has to be “put on”. It by no means follows that because we are Christians we have put on the armour. The armour is provided for us as Christians, but it remains with us to put it on. It is not enough to look at the armour, or to admire it, or to be able to describe it; we must “put on the whole armour of God.”

   	Then we learn that the armour is needed in view of the “evil day”. In a general sense the whole period of the absence of Christ is for the believer an “evil day”. There are, however, occasions when the enemy makes special attacks upon the people of God, seeking to rob them of special truths. Such attacks constitute for the people of God an evil day. To meet such we need to have on the whole armour of God. It is too late to be putting on the armour in the midst of the struggle.

   	We need the armour “to withstand” and “to stand”. Having withstood in resisting the enemy's offensive in any particular attack, we shall still need the armour to stand on the defensive. When we have “done all”, we still need our armour in order “to stand”. It is often when we have gained some signal victory that we are in the greatest danger, for it is easier to gain a point of vantage than to hold it. The armour having been “put on” cannot with safety be put off as long as spiritual wickedness is in heavenly places and we are in the scene of Satan's wiles.

   	If we include the prayer as one of the pieces of armour, there are seven distinct pieces of armour.

   (V. 14). 1. The Girdle of Truth. We are to stand with our loins girt about with truth. Spiritually this speaks of the thoughts and affections held in order by the truth. By applying the truth to ourselves, and thus judging all the thoughts and movements of the heart by the truth, we should not only be set free from the inward working of the flesh, but we should have our affections formed according to the truth, and thus have the lowly mind with our affections set on things above.

   	So the first piece of armour strengthens the inner man and regulates our thoughts and affections, rather than our conduct, speech and ways. Oftentimes we make great efforts to preserve a correct outward demeanour towards one another while, at the same time, careless as to our thoughts and affections. If we are to withstand the wiles of the enemy we must commence by being right inwardly. The Preacher warns us as to what we say with our lips, as to what our eyes look upon, and as to the path our feet tread, but first of all he says, “Keep thy heart more than anything that is guarded” (Proverbs 4: 23-27). James warns us that, “if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against the truth” (James 3: 14). Strife amongst brethren commences in the heart, and has its root in “bitter envying”. When the truth holds the affections, strife, bitter envying and other evils of the flesh will be judged, and when they are judged we shall be able to withstand the wiles of the devil in the evil day.

   	Alas! too often the evil day finds us unprepared. We have neglected to put on the girdle, and so in the presence of some sudden provocation we act in the flesh, and when reviled we revile again, and instead of patiently suffering we threaten. Let us seek to wear the girdle, and thus walk with the thoughts and affections habitually held in check by the truth.

   2. The Breastplate of Righteousness. With the second piece of armour we pass to our practical conduct. Practical righteousness is expressed in the Christian by a walk in consistency with the position and relationships in which he is set. We cannot stand before the enemy with a conscience that accuses us of unjudged evil in our ways and associations. We cannot stand for the truth which in practice we deny. Having put on the breastplate, and thus walking in practical righteousness, we shall be fearless when called to face the enemy in the evil day.

   (V. 15). 3. The Feet Shod. Practical righteousness leads to a walk in peace. The Gospel of peace that we have received prepares us to walk in peace amidst the world's unrest. When the heart is governed by the truth, and our ways are practically in accord with the truth, we shall walk through this world with peace in the soul, and be able to meet the evil day in a spirit of peace and calm. We shall not be indifferent to the turmoil in the world, but we shall not be excited and filled with anxiety as to passing events. Of natural men the Scripture says, “The way of peace have they not known” (Romans 3: 17), but those whose feet are shod with peace are marked by peace even when in conflict.

   (V. 16). 4. The Shield of Faith. However necessary it is to have the thoughts and affections held in order by the girdle of truth, and our conduct preserved in righteousness by the breastplate, and to be walking in peace through this world, something else is needed for the conflict. We need “above all”, or “over all”, the shield of faith to protect us from the fiery darts of the enemy. Here faith is not the reception of God's testimony concerning Christ by which we are saved, but the daily faith and trust in God which gives us the assurance that God is for us. In the pressure of the manifold trials that come upon us, whether from circumstances, ill-health, bereavement, or in connection with the many difficulties that constantly arise among the people of God, the enemy may seek to cloud our souls with the horrible suggestion that after all God is indifferent and not for us. On that dark night when the disciples had to face the storm on the lake, and the waves beat into the ship, Jesus was with them, though asleep as one indifferent to their danger. This was a test for faith. Alas! unprotected by the shield of faith, a fiery dart pierced their armour, and the terrible thought arose that, after all, the Lord did not care for them, for they awoke Him and said, “Carest Thou not that we perish?” (Mark 4: 37, 38).

   	A fiery dart is not a sudden desire to gratify some lust which arises from the flesh within; it is rather a diabolical suggestion from without that would raise a doubt as to the goodness of God. Satan hurled a fiery dart at Job when, in his terrible trial, his wife suggested that he should “curse God, and die.” Job quenched this fiery dart with the shield of faith, for he said, “Shall we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?” (Job 2: 9, 10). The devil still uses the trying circumstances of life in his endeavour to shake our confidence in God and to drive us from God. Faith uses these very circumstances to draw nearer to God and thus triumphs over the devil. Again, Satan may seek to instill some abominable thought into the mind, some infidel suggestion that burns into the soul and darkens the mind. Such thoughts are not quenched by human reasonings, or by falling back on “feelings” or “experiences”, but by simple faith in God and His word.

   (V. 17). 5. The Helmet of Salvation. Having on the helmet will enable the believer to hold up his head boldly in the presence of the enemy. Resisting by faith the fiery darts of the devil, we find in our trying circumstances that God is for us, and that He saves us, not only from trials, but, like the disciples in the storm, through trials. We are thus enabled to go forward with courage and energy in the consciousness that, however weak we are in ourselves, God is the God of our salvation, and that Christ is able to save us to the uttermost (Hebrews 7: 25).

   	6. The Sword of the Spirit. We are definitely told that this piece of armour is the word of God, and yet not only the word, but the word used in the power of the Spirit. This is the one great offensive weapon. Until we have put on the armour that regulates our inmost thoughts, our outward walk, and establishes us in confidence in God, we shall not be in a right condition to wield the sword of the Spirit. When the word of God is used in the power of the Spirit against the enemy it is irresistible. When tempted by the wiles of the devil, the Lord on each occasion resisted the enemy with the word of God used in the power of the Spirit. “It is written” exposed and defeated the devil. The word of God abiding in us is our strength, for the apostle John can say of the young men, “Ye are strong, and the word of God abideth in you, and ye have overcome the wicked one” (1 John 2: 14).

   	One has said, “Our business is to act according to the word, come what may; the result will show that the wisdom of God was in it.” The one using the word may be weak, and have little natural intelligence, but he will find that the word of God is quick and powerful, and that through it every wile of the enemy is exposed.

   (Vv. 18-20). 7. Prayer. Having described the armour, and exhorted us to put it on, the apostle closes with the exhortation to prayer. The armour, however perfect, is not given to make us independent of God. It can only be rightly used in the spirit of dependence upon the One by whom it has been provided.

   	The Lord exhorts us “always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18: 1); and Paul exhorts “that men pray everywhere” (1 Timothy 2: 8). Here we are exhorted to pray “at all seasons”. Prayer is the constant attitude of dependence upon God. Under all circumstances, in all places, and at all times, we are to pray. Prayer, however, may become a mere formal expression of need; it is therefore linked with “supplication”, which is the earnest cry of the soul conscious of its need. It is, moreover, to be under the guidance of the Spirit, and to be accompanied with the faith that watches for God's answer. When Peter was in prison, “prayer was made without ceasing ... unto God for him”, but apparently the church failed somewhat in “watchfulness”, for, when God answered their prayer, it was only with difficulty that they believed that Peter was free. Further, prayer in the Spirit will embrace “all saints”, and yet come down to the need of a special servant. So the apostle exhorts the Ephesian saints not only to pray for “all saints”, but also for himself.

   	Throughout the ages the saints have needed the armour of God, but in these closing days, when “the darkness of this world” deepens, “the wiles of the devil” increase, and Christendom is returning to paganism and philosophy, how deeply important it is to put on the whole armour of God to “withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.”

   	Let us then stand:

   	Having our lions girt about with truth, and thus be kept inwardly right in thought and affection.

   	Having on the breastplate of righteousness, so that we are consistent in all our practice.

   	Having our feet shod with the preparation of the Gospel of peace, so that we walk in peace in the midst of a world of discord, strife and confusion.

   	Taking the shield of faith, so that we walk in daily confidence in God.

   	Taking the helmet of salvation, and thus realising that God is making all things work together for our good and salvation.

   	Taking the sword of the Spirit, whereby we can meet ever subtle attack of the enemy.

   	Lastly, “praying always”, so that we can use the armour in the spirit of constant dependence upon God.
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   Philippians 1

   The study of the different epistles shows that each has been written with a special purpose, so that God, in His wisdom and goodness, has made full provision for the establishment of the believer in the truth, as well as for his guidance in all circumstances, and in every age.

   In the Epistle to the Romans we have truths that establish the believer in the great foundations of the gospel. The Epistles to the Corinthians instruct us in church order. The Epistles to the Ephesians and the Colossians present the counsels of God, and the doctrines concerning Christ and the church.

   In the Epistle to the Philippians we have little or no formal unfolding of doctrine, but a beautiful presentation of true Christian experience. Believers are viewed, not as seated together in heavenly places in Christ, as in Ephesians, but as journeying through the world, forgetting the things that are behind, and pressing on to Christ Jesus in the glory. It gives us the experience of one who takes this journey in the power supplied by the Spirit of Jesus Christ (Phil. 1: 19). It is not, be it noted, necessarily the experience of Christians that is passed before us, for this, alas! we know may fall far short of true Christian experience. Nonetheless, it is experience that is not confined to an apostle, but is possible for any believer in the power of the Spirit. It may be for this reason that the apostle does not speak of himself as an apostle, but writes as a servant of Jesus Christ.

   The epistle was called forth by the fellowship these Philippian saints had with the apostle, manifested at that time by the gift they had sent to help in meeting his necessities. This practical fellowship with the apostle when in bonds was to him evidence of a good spiritual state, for there were those who had forsaken him, and fumed from him when in prison.

   (Vv. 3-6). This happy spiritual condition drew forth the apostle's praise and prayer on their behalf. We may be able to thank God for one another as we recall the grace of God manifested on particular occasions; but, of these saints, the apostle could say, "I thank my God upon every remembrance of you." Moreover, we may pray for one another, though, at times, it may be with sorrow of heart on account of failure and poor walk; but of these saints the apostle could make "request with joy." 

   Furthermore, the spiritual condition of these saints gave the apostle great confidence that He which had begun a good work in them would perform it until the day of Jesus Christ. Thus, as they had strewn their devotedness by their fellowship with the apostle from the first day until that moment, so he was confident they would be sustained in the same grace in their onward journey until the day of Jesus Christ.

   (Vv. 7, 8). Moreover, the apostle felt justified in this confidence inasmuch as it was clear that they had the apostle in their hearts ("Ye have me in your hearts" is the correct translation). This was proved by the fact that they were not ashamed to be associated with the apostle in his bonds, and in his defence of the gospel. Having fellowship with him in his trials, they would also partake of the special grace ministered to him. This love was mutual; for if they had the apostle in their hearts, he, on his side, longed after them all in the bowels of Jesus Christ. It was not simply a human love that responds to kindness, but divine love — the yearning love of Jesus Christ.

   (Vv. 9-11). In praying for them, the apostle desires that this love that had been so blessedly manifested to him might abound yet more and more, showing itself in knowledge and all intelligence: for, be it remembered, that, in divine things, spiritual intelligence springs from love. The heart that is attached to Christ is the one that will learn the mind of Christ — not simply a knowledge of the letter of Scripture, but intelligence as to its spiritual meaning. With this divinely given intelligence we shall be able to approve things that are excellent. It is comparatively easy to condemn things that are wrong. In a great measure this is possible for the natural man, but to discern and approve things that are morally excellent requires spiritual discernment. The more we are attached in love to Christ the greater will be the spiritual intelligence that will enable us to do the right thing, in the right way, et the right moment, in all circumstances. Approving things that are excellent, and acting with a pure motive, we shall give no ground for offence, "neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to the church of God" (1 Cor. 10: 32). We should thus be kept without offence until the day of Jesus Christ.

   Furthermore, as with the saints at Philippi, we should not only be kept from falling, and thus giving offence, but we should bring forth fruit by Jesus Christ unto the glory and praise of God. We know that it is only as we abide in Christ that we shall bring forth fruit by manifesting the beautiful qualities seen in Christ as Man; and if we bring forth fruit, it will be for the glory of the Father, and testimony to men that we are the disciples of Christ (John 15: 4-8).

   (Vv. 12-14). The apostle then alludes to the special circumstances that he had to face, which might be thought such a hindrance to the spread of the gospel, and so depressing for him. However, Paul views every circumstance in connection with Christ. He was in the loneliness of a prison, and apparently all opportunity for preaching the gospel was at an end, and his public service over. But he would have the saints to know that these apparently untoward circumstances had turned out for his own blessing and the furtherance of the gospel. As regards himself, so far from being depressed by his bonds, he can rejoice, for it was manifest that his bonds were in Christ. He was not cast down by any thought that he was imprisoned for any wrong that he had done, but rejoiced that he was counted worthy to suffer for Christ's sake.

   In reference to the gospel, his bonds had become an occasion for reaching men in the highest quarters, even as the saints knew that when with them at Philippi, he could sing praise when cast into the inner prison, and that then his bonds became the occasion for reaching a sinner in the lowest social scale. The stocks, the dungeon, and the midnight darkness, all turned to the furtherance of the gospel.

   Furthermore, the opposition of the world to Christ and the gospel, strewn by the imprisonment of the apostle to the Gentiles, had become the occasion for stirring up some, who naturally might have been timid, to come forward and boldly proclaim the word of God without fear.

   (Vv. 15-18). Alas! there were some who were preaching with an impure motive. Moved by envy, and with a malicious desire to add tribulation to the apostle, such took occasion of his imprisonment to seek to exalt themselves by preaching the gospel. Having Christ before him, and not thinking of himself, he could rejoice that Christ was preached. The impure motives, the faulty manner, and fleshly methods that might be employed by the preacher, he could leave the Lord to deal with in His own time and way; but in that Christ was preached, he could rejoice.

   (V. 19). The apostle could rejoice, for he knew that the preaching of Christ, whether by himself, by true brethren, or by those who preached with an impure motive, together with the prayers of the saints and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, would turn to his complete and final deliverance from all the power of Satan. Let us remember that, however great our need, there is with the Holy Spirit an ample and unfailing "supply" to meet the need. If drawing upon this supply, we shall find that the rage of men, the envy of those who preach with a wrong motive, the opposition of adversaries, and the enmity of Satan, will have no power over us.

   (V. 20). The apostle clearly shows the character of the salvation that he had before him. Obviously he is not thinking of the salvation of the soul that entirely depends on the work of Christ. That was for ever settled for him, and in no wise depended upon anything that he could do, nor upon the prayers of the saints; nor even, we may add, upon the present supply of the Spirit. Furthermore, Paul is not thinking of being delivered from prison, and in that sense being delivered from trying circumstances. The salvation that he has before him is surely the complete deliverance from everything, in life or death, that would hinder Christ from being magnified in his body. Christ filled the apostle's heart, and his earnest expectation and hope was that he would be preserved from anything that would make him ashamed of confessing Christ, and that with all boldness he might witness to Christ, so that, whether by life or death, he would glorify Christ.

   (V. 21). This leads the apostle to state that Christ was the one Object before him, the spring and motive of all that he did, so that he can say, "For me to live is Christ and to die is gain." In this verse the whole of our passage through this world is summed up by the contrasted words "to live" and "to die." With Paul it is so blessed to see that both living and dying were connected with Christ. If he lived, it was for Christ: if he died, it would mean that he would be with Christ. Having Christ as the one Object of his life sustained him through all the changing circumstances of time, and not only robbed death of all its terrors, but made death far better than living in a world from which Christ is absent.

   This, indeed, is true Christian experience, possible for all believers; but, alas! we have to confess how little known in the measure in which the apostle lived this life. How could those, in the apostle's day, who were preaching Christ of contention (Phil. 1: 15), seeking their own things (Phil. 2: 21), or minding earthly things (Phil. 3: 19), know anything of this true Christian experience? Let us challenge our own hearts as to how far we have been content with merely an occasional taste of such blessedness as living only for Christ. With Paul it was the constant experience of his soul. It was not only that Christ was his life, but he says, "For me to live is Christ." It is one thing to have Christ as our life — every believer can say this — but it is another thing to live the life that we have. Is Christ the one Object before us, that occupies us from day to day — the motive for all that we think and say and do?

   (Vv. 22-26). The apostle is speaking of his own personal experience, and therefore again and again he says "I". Seeing, then, that he can say "For me to live is Christ", he can also add, "If to live in flesh is my lot, this is for me worth the while" (N. Tr.). It is well worth living if Christ is the one Object of the life. Nevertheless, for his own personal joy, it would be far better to depart and be with Christ. However, thinking of Christ, His interests, and the blessing of His people, he felt it would be needful for him to continue yet longer with the saints on earth. With this confidence he knew that he would be left here for the blessing and joy of the saints, and they would be led to rejoice further in the Lord through his being permitted to visit them again.

   (Vv. 27-30). In the meantime he desires that their conduct might be such as becomes the gospel of Christ — a searching word for us all, for we have the flesh in us, and, but for the grace of God, it can lead us into conduct not only beneath that becoming to a Christian, but far below the conduct of a decent man of the world, as indeed was the case with some who were preaching Christ even of envy and strife.

   That these saints might walk becomingly, he desires that they might be found standing fast against every adversary. To stand fast, the saints must be of one spirit so that with one soul they may strive together for "the faith" of the gospel. The great effort of Satan is to rob the saints of the truth. To "stand fast" in striving together for the faith may entail suffering. But let us not be terrified into thinking that any suffering we might be called to pass through is the destruction of all our hopes. In reality, if suffering for Christ's sake, it will turn to our salvation from all the wiles of the enemy by which he would seek to turn us away from "the faith of the gospel." Let us ever view sufferings for Christ's sake as an honour given to those who believe on Him. Of such conflict and suffering the apostle was an example, as they had already seen when he was with them at Philippi, and of which they were again hearing. Samuel Rutherford, in his day, when, like the apostle, he was imprisoned for Christ's sake, esteemed it a privilege, for he could say, "Christ's cause even with the cross is better than the king's crown. Suffering for Christ is my garland."

   
   Philippians 2

   At the close of the first chapter we are reminded that, not only is it given to us to believe on Christ, but also, "to suffer for His sake." If Christ had to meet the adversary in His path through this world, we may be sure that the more believers exhibit the character of Christ the greater will be the opposition of the enemy. We must then be prepared for conflict, even as the saints at Philippi, who, marked by so many of the graces of Christ, found themselves for this very reason faced by adversaries.

   From this second chapter we further learn that the enemy was seeking to mar their testimony to Christ, not only through adversaries from without, but by stirring up strife within the Christian circle. In the first two verses the apostle brings before us this grave danger. Then, secondly, we learn from verses 3 and 4 that unity amongst the Lord's people can only be maintained by each one having the lowly mind. Thirdly, to produce this lowly mind, our eyes are directed to Christ as our pattern of lowly grace, as set forth in verses 5 to 11. Fourthly, the blessed result, for those who live according to the pattern of lowliness in Christ, will be that they become witnesses to Christ, as described in verses 12 to 16. Finally, the chapter closes with bringing before us three examples of saints whose lives were fashioned after the perfect pattern, and were thus marked by the lowly mind that forgets self in the consideration of others — verses 17 to 30.

   (Vv. 1, 2). The apostle gladly owns that, through the devotedness and kindness of these saints to him in all his trials, he had tasted of the consolations that there are in connection with Christ and His own. He had been comforted by their love, and the fellowship that flowed from the Spirit engaging their hearts with Christ and His interests. He had realised afresh the compassion of Christ manifested through the saints for one who was suffering affliction (Phil. 4: 14). All these evidences of their devotedness gave him great joy. He sees, however, that the enemy was seeking to mar their united testimony to Christ by raising strife in their midst; therefore, he has to say, "Fulfil ye my joy, that ye be likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind." With great delicacy of feeling the apostle refers to this lack of unity, though evidently he felt its seriousness, for we have four allusions to it in the course of his epistle. Already he has exhorted these saints to "stand fast in one spirit, with one mind" (Phil. 1: 27). Here he exhorts them to be likeminded. In the third chapter he can say, "Let us mind the same thing" (Phil. 3: 16); and in the closing chapter we have an exhortation to two sisters to "be of the same mind in the Lord" (Phil. 4: 2).

   (Vv. 3, 4). Having with tender consideration for their feelings referred to this weakness in their midst, he proceeds to show that it can only be met by each one cultivating the lowly mind. So he warns us against doing anything in the spirit of strife or vainglory, the two great causes of the lack of unity among the Lord's people. It is not that we are to be indifferent to wrongs that may arise among the people of God, but we are warned against meeting them in an unchristian spirit. Too often, alas! troubles in an assembly become the occasion of bringing to light unjudged envy, malice, or vanity, that may be lurking in the heart. This leads to strife by which we seek to oppose and belittle one another, and vainglory that seeks to exalt self. How we need to judge our own hearts, for, as it has been remarked, "There is not one of us but attaches a certain importance to himself."

   To escape this danger, how needful the exhortation that, "in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves." We can only carry out this exhortation as we look away from ourselves and our own good qualities to those of others. The passage is not speaking of gifts, but the moral qualities that should mark all saints. Moreover, it contemplates saints living in a right moral condition. If a brother is going on with evil, I am not exhorted to esteem him more highly than myself if I am living rightly. But amongst saints living a right, normal Christian life it is easy for each of us to esteem others better than ourselves, if we are near to the Lord; for in His presence, however correct the outward life before others, we discover the hidden evils of the flesh, and see how many are our defects, and what poor things we are before Him, and in comparison with Him. Looking at our brother, we cannot see the hidden defects, but rather the good qualities that the grace of Christ has given him. This surely would keep us humble and enable us each to "esteem other better than themselves"; and we should be delivered from a spirit of vainglory that leads to strife and breaks up the unity of the saints. It is evident, then, that true unity amongst the Lord's people is not brought about by any compromise at the expense of truth, but by each one being in a right moral condition before the Lord, set forth by the lowly mind.

   (Vv. 5-8). To produce this lowly mind, the apostle directs our gaze to Christ, as he says, "Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus." He then gives a beautiful picture of the lowly mind set forth in Christ as He took the path from the glory of the Godhead to the shame of the cross. Thus Christ is set before us in all His lowly grace as our perfect Pattern. If the flock is following the Shepherd, the eyes of the sheep will be upon Him, and it is only as we are each looking to Him that unity will be maintained in the flock. The nearer we are to Christ the nearer we shall be drawn to one another.

   In Christ we see set forth the lovely traits of One Who in perfection had the lowly mind, manifested in His setting aside every thought of self, and taking the path of the servant, and becoming obedient unto death. In tracing this path, the apostle shows us not only each downward step, but the mind in which Christ took this path — the lowly mind. It is not possible to follow all His steps, for we were never in the height from which He came, nor are we asked to travel into the depths that He went, but we are exhorted to have His mind in taking these steps.

   Our gaze is first directed to Christ in the very highest place, "in the form of God." Then it was that in His mind He "made Himself of no reputation". He did not consider Himself. To carry out the will of the Father, and secure the blessing of His people, He was prepared to take the lowly place. As He could say, in view of coming into the world, "Lo, I come to do Thy will, O God" (Heb. 10: 7).

   Secondly, with this mind the Lord took the form of a servant. When on earth, He could say to His disciples, "I am among you as He that serveth" (Luke 22: 27). One has said, "Not only does Christ take the form of a servant, but He will never give it up.... In John 13, when the blessed Lord was going to glory, we should have said, there is an end of service. It is not so. He gets up from where He was sitting among them as a companion, He gets up and washes their feet; and that is what He is doing now.... In Luke 12 we learn that He still continues the service in glory — 'He shall gird Himself, and make them to sit down to meat, and will come forth and serve them.'. . . He never gives up the service. Selfishness likes to be served, but love likes to serve; so Christ never gives up the service, for He never gives up the love" (J.N.D.).

   Thirdly, not only did the Lord take "the form of a servant" but He was "made in the likeness of men." He could still have been a servant had He taken the likeness of angels, for they are sent forth to serve; but He was made a little lower than the angels, and was "found in fashion as a Man."

   Fourthly, if the Lord was made in the likeness of men, He refused to use this condition in order to exalt Himself among men. His lowly mind led Him to humble Himself. He was born in a stable, and cradled in a manger, and lived amongst the lowly of this world.

   Fifthly, even if He humbled Himself to walk with the lowly, He might have taken the place of rule in the world — the place that is His by right; but moved by the lowly mind, He "became obedient". Coming into the world, He said, "Lo, I come to do Thy will, O God." Passing through it, He said, "I do always those things that please Him." Going out of the world, He said, "Not my will, but Thine, be done."

   Sixthly, with this lowly mind, the Lord not only became obedient, but He became obedient unto death. 

   Seventhly, with this lowly mind, the Lord not only faced death, but submitted to the most ignominious death that a man can die — "even the death of the cross." 

   As we trace this wonderful path, down and down, from the highest glory to a cross of shame, let us not be content with merely being admirers of that which is morally beautiful — for this is possible even for a natural man. We need grace, not only to admire, but that there may be a practical effect produced in our lives according to the apostle's exhortation, "Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus." In the light of the lowly mind seen in Jesus, we may well challenge our hearts as to how far we have judged the vainglory that is so natural to us, and with the lowly mind have sought to forget ourselves in order to serve others in love, and manifest something of the lowly grace of Christ.

   We wonder at Thy lowly mind,

   And fain would like Thee be,

   And all our rest and pleasure find

   In learning, Lord, of Thee.

   (Vv. 9-11). If, however, our hearts are drawn out to Christ as we see the lowly grace in His down-stooping from the glory to the cross, we also see in Him the most perfect example of the truth that, "He that humbleth himself shall be exalted" (Luke 14: 11). "He humbled Himself," but "God also hath highly exalted Him." If, with the lowly mind, He went down below all, God has given Him "a Name which is above every name," and a place of exaltation above all. In Scripture "name" sets forth the fame of a person. There have been others famous in the history of the world, and amongst the saints of God, but the fame of Christ, as a Man, exceeds them all. On the Mount of Transfiguration the disciples, in their ignorance, would have put Moses and Elias on a level with Jesus. But these great men of God fade from the vision, and "Jesus was found alone", and the Father's voice is heard saying, "This is My beloved Son."

   The Name of Jesus expresses the fame of this lowly Man. It means, as we know, Saviour, and as such it is a Name that is above every name. May we not say it is the one Name that the Lord had to come down from the glory to a cross of shame to secure? Over the cross it was written, "This is JESUS". Men in their scorn said, "Let Him now come down from the cross." Had He done so, He would have left the Name of JESUS behind Him. He would still have been the Creator, the mighty God, but never more would He have been JESUS — the Saviour. Blessed be His Name, His lowly mind led Him to be obedient to the death of the cross, and in result every knee will bow to the Name of Jesus, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.

   (Vv. 12-13). Our gaze having been directed to Christ in all His lowly grace, we are exhorted to obey the apostle's exhortations to judge all the tendencies of the flesh to strife and vainglory, and seek to walk in the lowly spirit of Christ our Pattern, and thus resist the efforts of the enemy to sow discord among the saints. When present with these believers, the apostle had kept them from the attacks of the enemy, but now, much more in his absence, they needed to be on their guard against adversaries without the Christian circle, and strifes within. Walking in the lowly spirit of Christ, they would indeed work out their own salvation from every effort of the enemy to break up their unity and mar their testimony to Christ: but let them work out their deliverance from the enemy with "fear and trembling." Realising the alluring character of the world around us, the weakness of the flesh within us, and the power of the devil against us, we may well fear and tremble. But is not the fear and trembling connected also with what follows? The apostle immediately adds, "For it is God which worketh in you." While not forgetting the mighty power that is against us, we are to fear lest we undervalue, and thus slight, the almighty power that is for us, and works in us, "both to will and to do of His good pleasure." God leads us not only to "do" but also to "will" to do His pleasure. This indeed is liberty. Apart from being willing, the doing would be mere servile legality. Naturally we like to carry out our own will for our pleasure, but God's work in us leads us to be willing to do His pleasure, and thus have the lowly mind of Christ our Pattern, Who could say, "I delight to do Thy will, O my God" (Ps. 90: 8).

   (Vv. 14-16). With our eyes upon Christ, and in as far as we have His lowly mind, we shall in this measure, not only be saved from the allurements of the world and the power of the enemy, but we shall become a witness to Christ before the world. This, surely, is the "good pleasure" of God that has been perfectly expressed in Christ, Who could say, "I do always those things that please Him" (John 8: 29). Thus the exhortations that follow present a lovely picture of Christ.

   We are to "do all things without murmurings and reasonings" (N. Tr.). The Lord, indeed, groaned over the sorrows of men, but no murmur ever escaped His lips. It has been truly said, "God permits a groan, but never a grumble." Again, we are to beware of "reasonings", which might call in question God's way with us. However painful the Lord's path, no "reasoning" as to God's ways arose in His mind, or fell from His lips. On the contrary, when all His ministry of grace had failed to touch the hearts of men, and He was charged with doing His works by the power of the devil, He could say, "Even so, Father: for so it seemed good in Thy sight" (Matt. 11: 26). Good for us, when faced with any little insult or trial, to follow in His steps, and without reasoning submit to what God allows, in the spirit of the Lord's lowly mind. Acting in this spirit we shall be "blameless" before God, and "harmless" before men. This again expresses something of the perfection of Christ, for He was "harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners" (Heb. 7: 26). Following in His steps, we should be "irreproachable children of God" (N. Tr. ). The Lord could say, "For Thy sake I have borne reproach" (Ps. 69: 7); but no reproach could be brought against Him for any evil way. On the contrary, men had to say, "He hath done all things well" (Mark 7: 37). We, too, are privileged to suffer reproach for His Name, but let us beware of anything in our ways and words unbecoming the children of God, and that would thus give occasion for reproach. By a right walk that cannot be rebuked we should manifest that we are the children of God in the midst of a generation whose crooked and perverted ways clearly show that they are not in relationship with God. Moses, in his day, could say that God is "a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is He"; but immediately he has to add that he finds himself in the midst of a people who "have corrupted themselves, their spot is not the spot of His children: they are a perverse and crooked generation" (Deut. 32: 4, 5). In spite of the light of Christianity, the world has not changed. It is still a world in which men "rejoice to do evil, . . . whose paths are crooked, and who are perverted in their course" (Prov. 2: 15 N. Tr.). In such a world we are left to "shine as lights", and to be found "holding forth the word of life", and thus again follow in the steps of the Lord, Who was "the Light of the world", and Who could say, "The words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life." The light presents what a person is, rather than what he says. Holding forth the word of life speaks of testimony rendered by proclaiming the truth of the word of God. Our lives must reflect something of the perfection of Christ if our words are to tell forth the way of life.

   If, as the result of the apostle's ministry, the saints were brought to have the lowly mind of Christ, and thus become a witness to Christ, he would indeed rejoice that he had "not run in vain, neither laboured in vain." Here, in his own case, he would seem to distinguish between "life" and "testimony" for does not "running" speak of his manner of life, and the "labour" speak of his ministry?

   In these seven exhortations of the apostle, do we not see a lovely picture of a life lived according to the perfect pattern set forth in Christ? — a life in which there is no murmur as to our lot; no reasoning as to why God allows this, or that, trial by the way; no blame for anything we say or do; no harm to others by our words or ways; with nothing in our lives that would call for rebuke as being inconsistent with a child of God; shining as a light in a world of darkness; and holding forth the word of life in a world of death. So living we should be for the pleasure of God, the glory of Christ, the help of saints, the blessing of the world, and have our reward in the day of Jesus Christ. If all the saints, with their eyes on Christ, were living this beautiful life, there would be no strife in the Christian circle. We should be one flock following one Shepherd.

   (Vv. 17, 18). In the remaining verses of the chapter there pass before us three examples in actual life of believers, who, in large measure, exhibited the lowly mind of Christ that forgets self to serve others, and so shone as lights in the world and held forth the word of life.

   First, in the apostle himself the Spirit of God surely intends us to see one who lived according to the pattern of Christ. The faith of the Philippian saints, in helping his necessities, had made a sacrifice to serve him. But, if in spite of this service, his imprisonment was to end in his death, he would still rejoice that he had been allowed to suffer for Christ, and for this cause he calls upon these saints to rejoice. He thus exhibits the lowly mind that in consideration for others can forget self and follow Christ even to death.

   (Vv. 19-24). Paul passes on to speak of Timothy, one who was "like-minded" with him, as being marked by the lowly mind that forgets self in thinking of the good of others. Alas! the general condition of the primitive church, even in the apostle's day, had fallen so low that, so far from being marked by this self-denying love, he has to say, "all seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ's." In Timothy the apostle found one who cared for others, and served with him in holding forth the word of life in the gospel. Seeing that Timothy was marked by the lowly mind of Christ, Paul could use him in the care of the saints, and hoped to send him to the Philippian assembly as soon as he knew how his trial would end.

   (Vv. 25-30). Finally, in Epaphroditus we have a striking example of the lowly mind that forgets self in longing after the good of others. He was not only a brother in Christ, but a companion in the work of the Lord, a fellow-soldier in contending for the truth, a messenger of the saints and a minister to meet the apostle's needs. In his unselfish love he longed after the saints, and was full of heaviness lest they should be over-anxious as to himself owing to his illness. He had indeed been nigh unto death, but in the mercy of God he had been spared. Now Paul, not thinking of himself, and how he would miss such a valued companion, sends this loved servant to the Philippians for their joy. Such an one they can receive in the Lord with all gladness, and hold in reputation. The apostle adds a word which so blessedly shows the kind of reputation that is of such value in the sight of God. Epaphroditus was marked by faithfulness in the work of Christ, and with the lowly mind was prepared, after the pattern of Christ, to face death in his service for others.

   Seeing that in those early days all were seeking their own and the saints were no longer like-minded with the apostle, we need hardly be surprised if in these last days the people of God are divided and scattered. As Samuel Rutherford could say in his day, "A doubt it is if we shall have fully one heart till we shall enjoy one heaven." Nevertheless, encouraged by those bright examples of saints marked by the lowly mind, how good for us to look away from all the ruin around us to Christ our Pattern, and seek to walk with His mind, and thus become in some small measure a testimony to Christ, and so pass through this world according to the good pleasure of God.

   O patient, spotless One!

   Our hearts in meekness train,

   To bear Thy yoke, and learn of Thee,

   That we may rest obtain.

   
   Philippians 3

   The second chapter presents the graciousness of the Christian life, that forgets self in consideration for others, and walks according to the lowly mind set forth in Christ our Pattern. In this third chapter we see the energy of the Christian life that overcomes the dangers by which we are beset, forgets the things that are behind, and presses on to Christ our Object in the glory.

   We need both grace and energy, for, as it has been pointed out, "Sometimes we see a want of energy where there is loveliness of character; or a great deal of energy, where there is a want of softness and consideration for others."

   In the course of this chapter we are warned against certain dangers by which the enemy would seek to prevent believers from shining as lights in the world and holding forth the word of life, and so mar our testimony to Christ as we pass through a world that is in moral darkness and under the shadow of death.

   In verses 2 and 3 we are warned against the evil works of those who were corrupting Christianity by judaising teaching. In verses 4 to 16 we are warned against confidence in religious flesh. In verses 17 to 21 we are warned against enemies of the cross of Christ within the Christian profession. That we may have the needed energy to overcome these dangers, the apostle presents Christ in the glory as our unfailing resource.

   (V. 1). Before speaking of the special dangers to which we are exposed, Paul sets the Lord before us as the One in Whom we can rejoice. The apostle had been in prison four years and was about to be tried for his life. But, whatever his circumstances, however great the failure amongst the people of God, whatever the dangers he warns us against, his final exhortation is, "Rejoice in the Lord." The Lord is in the glory, the everlasting witness to God's infinite satisfaction in His work on the cross, and the One in Whom all the blessing that He has secured for believers is set forth. If He is in the glory, we shall be in the glory, in spite of all that we may have to pass through on the way, whether from trying circumstances, the failure of the saints or the power of the enemy: therefore let us "Rejoice in the Lord."

   (Vv. 2, 3). Having directed our gaze to Jesus Christ as Lord to Whom every knee is going to bow, the apostle warns us against special dangers with which we are faced. We are to "Beware of dogs, beware of evil workers, beware of the concision." These three evils would seem to refer to judaising teachers within the Christian circle, who sought to mingle law and grace. This meant the setting aside of the gospel that grace proclaimed, and the re-instating of the flesh that the gospel set aside. Realising that this evil assails the foundation of all our blessing, Paul is unsparing in its condemnation. The dog is one that returns to his vomit and has no shame. To behave in a way that is manifestly evil, and refuse to acknowledge the evil, is to act without conscience or shame.

   Moreover, these judaising teachers covered up evil works with a cloak of religion. Against such the Lord warned His disciples when He said, "Do not ye after their works." Such may have professed to be the circumcision, who have refused the flesh, but, in reality, by seeking to mingle law and grace, they were indulging religious flesh rather than cutting off the flesh. The apostle exposes such in terms of contempt.

   In contrast to the system of these judaising teachers, Paul sets before us the outstanding characteristics of Christianity. In Christianity those who refuse the flesh — and thus form the true spiritual circumcision — "worship by the Spirit of God", and not in a round of religious ceremonies. They boast in Christ Jesus, and not in men and their works. They have no confidence in the flesh, but put their trust in the Lord.

   There are indeed the lusts of the flesh which we are to judge, but here the apostle is warning us against the religion of the flesh. This is a far more subtle danger for Christians, for religious flesh has a fair appearance, whereas the lusts of the flesh are manifestly wrong, even to the natural man. One has said, "The flesh has a religion as well as lusts, but the flesh must have a religion that will not kill the flesh."

   The apostle's words have, surely, a special warning for us in these last days, when this judaising teaching, which was such a danger to the primitive church, has developed into Christendom becoming a corrupt mixture of Judaism and Christianity. The result is that a vast profession has arisen in which forms and ceremonies have taken the place of worship by the Spirit; in which the works of men according to the law have set aside the work of Christ according to the gospel; and which appeals to man in the flesh, while raising no question of new birth or personal faith in Christ. Having formed itself after the Jewish pattern, Christendom has become an imitation Jewish camp, having the form of godliness but denying the power thereof. From this corruption, the apostle, in his other epistles, warns us to "turn away", and to go forth unto Christ "without the camp, bearing His reproach" (2 Tim. 3: 5; Heb. 13: 13).

   (Vv. 4-6). Paul proceeds to expose the worthless character of religious flesh by recalling his own life before his conversion. If there were any virtue in religious flesh, he would have had more ground for trusting the flesh than others, for he was pre-eminently, and sincerely, a religious man after the flesh. In his case the religious ordinances according to the law had been carried out — he had been circumcised on the eighth day. He was a Jew of the purest descent. As to his religious life, he belonged to the straightest sect — a Pharisee. None could question his sincerity and zeal, for, in seeking to maintain his religion, he had persecuted the church. As regards the righteousness that consisted in observing the outward law, he was blameless.

   (V. 7). All these things were gain to him as a natural man, and would have given him a great place among men, but the moment he was brought to see Christ in glory, he discovered that, in spite of all his religious advantages, he was the chief of sinners, and had come short of the glory of God. Moreover, he saw that all blessing depended upon Christ and His work, with the result that henceforth the things that were gain to him as a natural man he counted loss for Christ. To trust any longer in the fact that he was a Hebrew of the Hebrews, and that, touching the righteousness which is in the law, he was blameless, would have been to set aside Christ's work by his own works, and to rejoice in himself rather than in Christ.

   (Vv. 8, 9). Moreover, it was not only at the time of his conversion that he counted his works according to religious flesh to be loss, but throughout his career he continued to count them loss; for, while he could look back and say "I counted," he can also say in the present, "Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss." Moreover, it was not only the things of which he had been speaking that he counted loss, but "all things" in which the flesh might boast, and which would have given him a place in this world. Paul was a wellborn man, of good social standing, a citizen of Tarsus — no mean city. He was well educated, having been trained at the feet of Gamaliel. He was well known to Jewish leaders, and, under their authority, had acted in an official way; but the knowledge of Christ Jesus, of Whom he can speak as "my Lord," threw all these things into the shade. Such is the excellency of Christ that, compared with Him, all the things in which the flesh could boast were counted by the apostle as but "filth." Having come to this estimate of these things, he had no difficulty in letting them go, for who would object to leaving a dung hill behind?

   In this deeply searching passage the apostle has been setting before us his own experience; but we do well to challenge our own hearts as to how far we have become followers of the apostle, in so entering into the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus, our Lord, that, compared with Him, any worldly advantages that might give us a place among men are counted but filth to be left behind. Naturally we glory in anything that would distinguish us from our neighbours and bring honour to ourselves, whether it be birth, social position, wealth or intellect. One has said, "Whatever you are decking yourself out with — it may be with a knowledge of Scripture — it is glorying in the flesh. Ever so little a thing is enough to make us pleased with ourselves; what we should not notice in another is quite enough to raise our own importance" (J.N.D.).

   Having, through the excellency of the knowledge of Christ, discovered the vanity of religious flesh and the things that are gain to us as natural men, and having Christ in the glory as his one Object, the apostle can freely express the desires of his heart as all being bound up with Christ, as he says:

   "That I may win Christ"; 

   "Be found in Him";

   "That I may know Him";

   That "I may apprehend that for which I am apprehended of Christ Jesus."

   When the apostle says, "that I may win Christ," he is looking on to the end of the journey. He is running a race, and he sees that the goal is to be with Christ and like Christ in the glory. Christ down here is the pattern for the Christian life; Christ in the glory is our Object, the One to Whom we press on.

   In that great day, the apostle can say he will "be found in Him." It will be seen, then, that every blessing that has been secured for the believer by His work on the cross is set forth "in Him" in the glory. This will mean that our righteousness, set forth in Him, will not be the righteousness that would result from our own works, but the righteousness which is the result of what God has done through Christ. Christ was delivered by God for our offences and was raised again for our justification. The believer comes into this blessing by faith: we are justified by faith.

   (Vv. 10, 11). In the meantime, while pressing on to reach Christ, the apostle's desire is expressed by his words, "That I may know Him." We want to know Him in all His loveliness as set forth in His lowly grace and obedience even unto death; we want to know Him in the mighty power that is for us, as set forth in His resurrection; we want to know Him in glory as the One to Whom we are going to be conformed, and with Whom we shall be for ever. To know Him in His lowly grace as our Pattern will teach us how to live for Him; to know Him in the power of His resurrection will enable us to face death, if, like Paul, we are called to suffer death for His name's sake; and to know Him in the glory will keep us pressing on in spite of all opposition. The apostle's great desire was to reach Christ in the glory, and with this end in view he was prepared to be conformed to Christ's death — to die to all that to which Christ had died, even if it meant for him a martyr's death in order to reach the blessed condition of "the resurrection from among the dead" (N. Tr.).

   (V. 12). Paul was still in the body, so he did not, and could not, claim that he had already obtained the prize of being with Christ and like Christ in the glory. Nevertheless, it was the end he had in view, and as he passed along his way he was seeking to grow in the apprehension of the glorious end for which he had been destined by the grace of Christ.

   (Vv. 13, 14). If he had not yet attained the prize, neither did he claim to have apprehended in all its fulness the blessedness of the prize. But he could say, "One thing — forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue, looking towards the goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus." Good for us, if we too could have such a vision of Christ in the glory and the reality of "those things which are before," that we should be led to forget the things that are behind. Paul not only counted them loss but he had forgotten them. We could not boast in something we had forgotten. As with every other spiritual blessing, our calling on high is set forth in Christ.

   (Vv. 15-17). Having set before us the path he was pursuing through this world, the spirit in which he trod the path, and the glorious end to which it leads, he now exhorts as many as enjoy this full — or "perfect" — Christian experience to have the same mind. There may indeed be some who have as yet but little entered into this ripe Christian experience, but, even so, God can lead us on and reveal to us the blessedness of the mind that forgets the things that are behind and presses on to Christ in the glory. If, however, there are differences in spiritual attainment, there is no reason that we should not walk in the same steps. One may see further along the road than another, but this would not hinder such treading the same path and looking in the same direction.

   We are exhorted, then, to be followers of the apostle in the path that he was treading, and, not only followers, but "followers together," having one mind and one object. With the lowly mind that forgets self, and with our eyes upon Christ in the glory, we shall be drawn together by one object.

   We are to mark them which walk thus. It is not merely the profession we make, or the fair words we may utter, but the walk, which speaks of the life we live, that is of such value in the sight of God. Paul could say, "For me to live is Christ."

   (Vv. 18, 19). We are then warned that, even in that early day, there were "many" professors amongst the people of God, whose walk was such that it proved them to be the enemies of the cross of Christ, and whose end would be destruction. So far from having the lowly mind that forgets the things that are behind and presses on to Christ in glory, they were wholly occupied with earthly things. If the apostle has to warn of such, it is with weeping. Already he has warned us against judaising teachers who appealed to religious flesh. Now he warns us against those who were seeking to turn Christianity into a merely civilising system in the effort to make a better and brighter world. Such were minding earthly things. Thus we are warned against the two evils that are rampant in these last days, one that uses Christianity to appeal to religious flesh, the other that would use it to improve the flesh. Both set aside Christ, His work, and the heavenly character of Christianity.

   (Vv. 20, 21). In contrast to such, the apostle can say of believers that our associations are in heaven, "from whence also we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ." At His coming these bodies of humiliation will be changed, and fashioned like unto His glorious body. This change will be effected by the power whereby Christ is able "to subdue all things unto Himself." Every power that is against us — whether the flesh within, the devil without, the world around, or even death itself — He is able to subdue. Thus the beginning of the journey was that we were brought to know something of the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus our Lord, and the end will be that, in spite of every opposing power, we shall be with Him on high, and like Him, having a body of glory.

   With this glorious hope before us, we may well challenge our hearts by asking the question of another, "Is CHRIST so simply, so singly the object of our souls, as to be the power of the displacement of all that we have clung to in the past; all that would entangle us, and make us turn our backs on the cross in the present; and all the schemes and expectations, the fears or anticipations of the future?"

   
   Philippians 4

   In the second chapter the apostle has presented Christ coming down from the glory to the cross, setting forth the lowly mind that should mark believers, enabling us to be true witnesses for Christ in the world we are passing through. In the third chapter he has directed our gaze to Christ exalted in glory as Lord, our Object in Whom we see the glorious end to which we are journeying. In this closing chapter he gives us exhortations as to the practice that should mark the every-day life of those who have Christ before them as their perfect Pattern, and their one Object, and he presents Christ as the One Who can strengthen us for all things.

   (V. 1). Firstly, we are exhorted to "stand fast in the Lord." The evils we have to meet, whether from the flesh within, the devil without, or the world around, are too strong for us, but the Lord is able "to subdue all things unto Himself." We are not asked, or expected, to overcome in our own strength, or by our wisdom, but to "stand fast in the Lord" — in the power of His might.

   (Vv. 2, 3). Secondly, we are exhorted to "be of the same mind in the Lord." There was a difference of judgment between two devoted women at Philippi, and the apostle foresaw how a circumstance that the saints might judge to be of small import could easily lead to great sorrow and weakness in the assembly. "Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth" (James 3: 5). The apostle, however, who knows how to take the precious from the vile, does not overlook the devotedness of these sisters, who had stood with him in contending for the gospel in the face of opposition, insults and persecutions. Their very devotedness would surely only add to his grief that there should be any difference between them in the Lord's interests. He, therefore, not only beseeches them to be of the same mind, but entreats Epaphroditus to assist them. In seeking to help them, let him remember that their names are "in the book of life." Amongst the people of God there may not be "many wise men after the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble" that are called, but can we think lightly of any "whose names are in the book of life"?

   (V. 4). Thirdly, we are exhorted to "Rejoice in the Lord alway." Already the apostle has exhorted us to rejoice in the Lord, but now again he can say, not only "Rejoice," but rejoice always. However painful our circumstances, however great the opposition of the enemy, and however heartbreaking the failure among the Lord's people, in the Lord we can always rejoice. Of Him we can say "Thou remainest" and "Thou art the Same."

   (V. 5). Fourthly, in reference to the world we are passing through, with all its violence and corruption, the exhortation is "Let your gentleness be known unto all men" (N. Tr.). In His own time the Lord will deal with all the evil and bring in all the blessing, and His coming is near. It is not for believers, then, to interfere with the government of the world, nor to assert their rights and fight for them. Our privilege and responsibility is to represent Christ, and thus exhibit the gentleness that marked the Lord. The Psalmist could say, "Thy gentleness hath made me great" (Ps. 18: 35). We belittle ourselves in the eyes of the world if we assert ourselves and oppose its government. If we exhibit the gentleness of Christ, the world itself will hardly be able to condemn, for, as it has been said, "Gentleness is irresistible."

   (Vv. 6, 7). Fifthly, as regards the trials by the way, the daily necessities and bodily needs in connection with the present life, we are to find relief from all anxiety by making them all known to God. If our gentleness is to be made known to all men, our requests are to be made known to God. The result will be, not perhaps that all our requests will be answered, for this might not be for our good or God's glory, but that the heart will be relieved from its burden of anxiety, and be kept in calm peace — "the peace of God, which passeth all understanding." To be "careful for nothing" does not mean that we are careless about anything, but that, instead of being continually worried by the cares of the day and the fear of to-morrow, we pour out our cares to God, and He pours the balm of peace into our souls. And it is "through Christ Jesus" we can draw near to God, and through Him God can grant His blessing.

   (V. 8). Sixthly, being relieved of our cares, our minds will not only be kept in peace but set free to be occupied with all those things in which God delights. The world we are passing through is marked by violence and corruption, and we are called to refuse the evil; but we are to beware lest our minds become defiled by dwelling upon its evil. Good for us to have a hatred of evil and a dread of it, and the love of good and the choice of it. If our thoughts were controlled by the Spirit of God would they not be occupied with, and delighting in, all those blessed things which were seen in perfection in Christ? Was He not true, noble, just, pure, lovely, of good report, virtuous, and the One in Whom there was everything to call forth praise? May we not say that to be occupied with these things will mean that our minds are delighting in Christ?

   (V.9). Seventhly, having exhorted us as to the things of which we should think, Paul passes on to exhort us as to that which we should do. In our practical life we are to "do" even as the apostle. Already he has told us, "this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, I press toward the mark" for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. So walking, we shall not only enjoy in our souls the peace of God while passing through a world of turmoil, but we shall have the God of peace with us — the peace of God preserving our souls in calmness, and the presence of God supporting us in our weakness.

   However trying the circumstances we may have to pass through, however terrible the evils in the world, the corruptions of Christendom, the failure amongst the people of God, however great the opposition of the enemy, and whatever insults and reproaches we may have to meet, how blessed our lives would be if lived in accord with these exhortations: — 

   (1) To stand fast in the Lord;

   (2) To have one mind in the Lord;

   (3) To rejoice in the Lord always;

   (4) To exhibit the gentleness of the Lord to all men;

   (5) To cast all our care upon God by prayer;

   (6) To have our thoughts occupied with that which is good as expressed in Christ;

   (7) To be governed in all that we do by Christ our one Object.

   (Vv. 10-13). In the closing verses of the epistle we see in Paul one who was superior to all circumstances. He had rolled all his cares upon God, and now he could rejoice that the Lord had given these saints the love and the opportunity to care for him in his affliction by helping to meet his needs.

   Nevertheless, we are permitted to see in the apostle a saint who was lifted above circumstances, for he knew how to be abased and how to abound, how to be full and how to be hungry, how to abound and how to suffer need. Such knowledge he had gained by experience and divine guidance, for he can say, "I have learned" and "I am instructed." If God allows us to pass through testing circumstances, it is to instruct us. One has said, "If full, He keeps me from being careless, and indifferent, and self-satisfied: if hungry, He keeps me from being cast down and dissatisfied" (J.N.D.).

   Paul can thus say, "I have strength for all things", but, he adds, this strength is "in Christ". He does not say "I have strength in myself ", but "in Him that gives me power."

   (Vv. 14-18). Through this dependence upon Christ to meet all his needs, he was lifted above being influenced by men in order to obtain their favour and help. Nonetheless, the Philippian saints had "done well" in helping to meet the needs of the apostle. The love that promoted this gift would ascend as fruit to God and abound to their account, for it was a sacrifice on their part, "well-pleasing to God."

   (Vv. 19, 20). From his own experience of the goodness of God, he can say with all confidence, "My God shall abundantly supply all your need according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus. " We can find relief from all anxiety by making known all our needs to God by Christ Jesus; and God will abundantly meet our needs by Christ Jesus. Well may we say with the apostle, "Now unto God and our Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen."

   (Vv. 21-23). The closing salutation gives a beautiful picture of Christian fellowship in the early church, and the esteem in which these saints were held by the apostle, for he not only says that he saluted "every saint in Christ Jesus", but "all the saints salute you." He closes by saying, "The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit" (N. Tr.). We need the mercy of God to meet the needs of our bodies, and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ to keep our spirits.

   How blessedly is Christ kept before us from the commencement to the end of this beautiful epistle. In the first chapter it is Christ our Life, leading the believer to view everything in connection with Him (Phil. 1: 21). In the second chapter it is Christ our Pattern in lowliness, to unite us together in one mind (Phil. 2: 5). In the third chapter it is Christ our Object in the glory, to enable us to overcome all opposition (Phil. 3: 14). In the last chapter it is Christ our Strength, to meet all our needs (Phil. 4: 13).

   Moreover, in the course of the epistle we learn the experience we should enjoy if, in the power of the Spirit, we took our journey through this world with Christ before us. We should, with the apostle, experience joy in the Lord (Phil. 1: 4; Phil. 3: 1-3; Phil. 4: 4, 10); confidence in the Lord (Phil. 1: 6); peace that passeth all understanding (4: 7); love to one another (Phil. 1: 8; Phil. 2: 1; Phil. 4: 1); hope that waits for the coming of the Lord Jesus (Phil. 3: 20); and faith that counts upon the Lord's support (Phil. 4: 12, 13).

   Jesus! Thou art enough

   The mind and heart to fill;

   Thy patient life — to calm the soul;

   Thy love — its fear dispel.

  

 


The Epistle to the Philippians





The Epistle to the Philippians 

Hamilton Smith


Extracted from Scripture Truth, Volume 22, 1930.


Chapter  1

Chapter  2

Chapter  3

Chapter  4


Introductory.


In the Epistle to the Philippians the Christian is viewed as a
heavenly pilgrim, passing through this world on his way to Christ in glory. In
the Apostle Paul we have an example of one who treads this heavenly path
according to the mind of God. As he pursues his pilgrim way he is called to
suffer bonds and imprisonment, and face the realities of life and death. He is
opposed by adversaries, endures persecutions, and suffers the loss of all
things. He walks through a dark world in the midst of a crooked and perverse
generation. He meets with sickness and sorrow. He has to contend against dogs,
evil workers, and the concision. He mourns over those who seek their own
things, and weeps over the enemies of the cross of Christ. At times he is faced
with want and privations.


Nevertheless, in spite of all difficulties, he forgets the things
that are behind and reaches out to the things that are before. At every step of
this path he is sustained by having in view the glorious end of the journey —
the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.


Moreover the epistle presents not only the pilgrim path, but also
the experiences that are enjoyed by one who takes this path. Such experience is
true Christian experience, though not necessarily the experience of Christians.
Alas! the experience of Christians is often far below proper Christian
experience. The Christian may at times be depressed in mind, dull of spirit,
and cold at heart. Obviously such experiences are not proper Christian
experience. The epistle very blessedly presents the experience enjoyed by
one who, in his journey through this world, lives the Christian life in its
normal condition under the power of the Spirit of God.


We know that the Spirit of God has come to take of the things of
Christ and show them unto us. Thus Christ is formed in us by being presented to
us as our Life, our Pattern, our Object, and our Power. As we become followers
of Christ, according to the example of the apostle, so shall we become true
representatives of Christ, and enjoy true Christian experience.


In Philippians 1 Christ is presented as our life, and consequently
everything is viewed in connection with Christ. The key word is "For me to
live is Christ" (Phil. 1: 21).


In Philippians 2. Christ is presented in humiliation as our
pattern, giving grace to the Christian life. The key word is "Let this
mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus" (Phil. 2: 5).


In Philippians 3. Christ is presented in glory as our object,
giving energy to the Christian life. The key word being "I press toward
the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus" (Phil.
3. 14).


In Philippians 4. Christ is presented as our power, lifting us
above the cares and anxieties of the pilgrim path. The key word is "I can
do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me" (Phil. 4. 23).


For at least four years Paul had been a prisoner and, in the ways
of God, allowed to suffer want. Hearing of his need the hearts of the
Philippians were moved to send a gift. This gift drew forth from the apostle
this touching letter of acknowledgment. He writes the epistle not as an
apostle, but as a. servant of Jesus Christ, associating Timothy with himself.
Thus the experience of which he speaks is not simply apostolic, but that which
is proper to all Christians.




Philippians 1.


Christ our life.


In the first chapter Christ is viewed as the source and motive of
the Christian life lived on earth. Paul can write, "For me to live is
Christ." Others might well shrink from publicly stating, "For me to
live is Christ," though it may indeed be the desire of the heart. Paul, as
led by the Spirit, could say this in all truth. As the man of the world lives
for money, or pleasure, or fame, and the loss of these things would deprive him
of his object in life; so Paul lived solely for Christ, and had it been
possible to rob him of Christ he would have had nothing left for which to live.


It is plain that a man's life is governed by, and viewed in
connection with, that which is his object in life. If he lives for money,
everything will be viewed in connection with money. If pleasure, everything
will be viewed in connection with pleasure. Other things may at times demand his
attention, but that which is his life will dominate his thoughts and actions.
Nor is it otherwise with the Christian. If, as Paul can say, "For me to
live is Christ," it will mean in practice that everything in Paul's
life will be viewed in connection with Christ and His interest.


The natural man lives for self, and views everything in connection
with self. It is the privilege of the believer to know that, in the cross of
Christ, God has dealt with "self," so that we need not be occupied
with "self" any more. Our old man has been crucified with Christ and
thus we have a title to reckon ourselves to be dead to sin. This reckoning is
the foundation of practical Christianity, involving as it does the entire
setting aside of the old man in the judgment of the cross, and the introduction
of a new man in a new world, Christ in the glory.


Alas! our experiences as Christians are often low because we view
things in relation to ourselves. The true Christian experience as set before us
in this chapter is the result of seeing everything in connection with Christ.
This is strikingly set forth in the case of the Apostle Paul. Everything he
touches upon in this opening chapter is viewed in relation to Christ.




1. The Gift of the Philippians (Verse 5).


After the introductory verses the apostle at once refers, in an
indirect way, to the gift sent by the Philippians, in which he sees a fresh
expression of their fellowship. Christ, however, being his life, he views this
gift not in connection with himself, but in relation to the gospel of Christ.
Hence he speaks of this gift as "fellowship in the gospel." Had he
thought only of himself he would have said "fellowship with me."
Forgetting himself and his immediate needs, he sees in it a proof of the Lord's
grace working in the Philippians.




2. The Philippian Assembly (Verse 6).


The gift leads the apostle to think of those who had given the
gift. Christ being his life, he views the Philippians, as before he had viewed
their gift, in connection with Christ. Viewing them thus he can say, "He
which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus
Christ." Viewing the saints in connection with the flesh that is in them,
the world that is around them, the Devil who is against them, or the
difficulties opposed to them, we may well be cast down in regard to them. When
for a moment the apostle thought of the Galatian saints in connection with
their ways, he has to say, "I stand in doubt of you." Directly,
however, he views them in connection with Christ, he can say, "I have
confidence as to you through the Lord" (Gal. 4: 20; 5: 10).


So with the Philippians, viewing them in connection with Christ,
he can speak of "being confident" that the work commenced in them
will be finished in the day of Jesus Christ.




3. The Love of the Apostle (Verses 7, 8).


Thinking of the Philippians naturally leads the apostle to speak
of his love for them. He can say, "God is my record, how greatly I long
after you all in the bowels of Jesus Christ." Moreover, Christ being his
life, this love to the Philippians is viewed in connection with Christ. He does
not long after them with mere human affection which waxes and wanes according
to the way others may act, but with deep divine affection — the bowels of Jesus
Christ; a love that, having loved, loves to the end.




4. The Prayer of the Apostle (Verses 9-11).


Those we love, we pray for. So with the apostle: loving the
Philippians he prays for their state of soul, that their love may abound yet
more and more. If, however, he prays for their state, he does so in connection
with Christ. He does not pray for a good state in connection with himself, that
they may be a credit to him; or that they may accredit themselves before men,
in man's small day. He prays for them in view of the day of Christ. Furthermore
he desires that their lives might be filled with the fruit of practical
righteousness. This, however, he at once connects with Christ, for such
practical fruits can only be by Jesus Christ. Nor does the apostle desire these
fruits that he may be praised, or the Philippians praised, but for the glory
and praise of God.




5. The Circumstances by the Way (Verses 12-14).


Counting upon their loving interest in himself, the apostle passes
from the Philippians to speak of himself and his circumstances. Again we see
that, Christ being his life, he views his circumstances in connection with
Christ and His gospel. He says, "I. would have you to know, brethren, that
the circumstances in which I am have turned out rather to the furtherance of
the glad tidings" (N.T.). The circumstances were such as to make the
stoutest heart quail. For four years he had been a prisoner in bonds under the
rule of the tyrant Nero; he was no longer able to minister in the assemblies,
or preach to the crowds. Had he viewed his circumstances in connection with
himself he might well have been cast down, and possibly have reproached himself
for actions in the past which might have led to his imprisonment. Rising above
all considerations of self — whether lack of wisdom in the past, or ease and
comfort in the present he views his circumstances entirely in connection with
Christ. He does not ask, "How do these untoward circumstances affect
me?" but, "How do they further the interests of Christ?" Viewing
them thus he sees that God is above all circumstances, even if brought about
largely by our own mistakes, and makes the most unpropitious circumstances, as
nature would think, turn to the furtherance of the gospel. Viewing
circumstances in the light of Christ and His interests, they become the occasion
of experiencing joy in the Lord — as he says, "I herein do rejoice, and
will rejoice."




6. Contentious Brethren (Verses 15-18).


Not only, however, has Paul to meet untoward circumstances, but he
has to deal with contentious brethren. There were such in Paul's day, and there
are such in our day — men who take up service with impure motives. How are they
to be viewed? Had Paul viewed such in relation to himself, he might well have
been indignant, for he knew full well that they were hoping to add affliction
to his bonds. In the presence of Paul they would have been silent; now that he
is absent they give expression to their envy by making themselves prominent,
thinking thus to belittle Paul and magnify themselves. Paul, however, refuses
to view them in connection with himself, and thus their efforts to annoy Paul
entirely fail. For Paul to live was Christ, and hence he views the action of
these men in connection with Christ, with the result he sees clearly that,
whatever their motive, "Christ is preached." This again leads to
Christian experience. "I therein do rejoice, yea, and will rejoice."




7. The Present Salvation of the Apostle (Verse 19).


Here the apostle passes on to speak of the deliverance from all
the ill effects of trying circumstances and contentious brethren. The latter
thought to arouse tribulation for the apostle (verse 17, N.T.). "No,"
says the apostle, "through your prayers all will turn out to my
salvation." He will be delivered from being cast down because of his bonds,
and from self-confidence, as if the work entirely depended upon the apostle.
But this salvation from perils that beset his soul he connects with Jesus
Christ. It will come through the gracious supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ.




8. The Mortal Body (Verse 20).


From the perils that beset his soul, he passes on to speak of his
body. If he thinks of his body, his thoughts are not engrossed with feeding and
clothing it, or devising means to minister to its comfort. This indeed would be
to think of his body in connection with himself. For Paul to live is Christ,
therefore he thinks of his body in connection with Christ, and hence his
"earnest expectation" is "that Christ shall be magnified"
in his body. For Paul his body was only a vessel in which to set forth Christ.




9. Life and Death (Verses 20-26).


The apostle faces the great realities of life and death. He speaks
of the life lived on earth. Had he viewed this life as a natural man, with all
his great abilities, advantages of birth and education, it would have appeared
to be full of possibilities and dazzling prospects. Christ, however, being his
life, he entirely refuses to view the life here in connection with himself, and
can say, "For me to live is Christ."


Then death passes before him. To the natural man death is the king
of terrors and the terror of kings, being the loss of all things that men count
dear. Viewing death in connection with Christ it no longer held any terror for
the apostle, and entailed no loss. Indeed, he can say "to die is
gain," for "to depart" is "to be with Christ." The man
who makes money his object would not find death 'a gain. He would not gain more
of his object by death; he would lose all that for which he had lived, for
shrouds have no pockets. If Christ is the object, then death is gain, for by
death more of that blessed object would be gained, and by death all things that
hinder the enjoyment of Christ would be removed.


If, however, Paul is to abide for a while in this life and
continue with the saints, it would be for their "furtherance and joy of
faith." He still thinks only of Christ. He has no thought of continuing in
order that the saints may rejoice in Paul through Jesus Christ, but that they
may rejoice "in Jesus Christ through Paul" (N.T.).




10. The Conduct of the Philippians (Verses 27-30).


Whether Paul is absent or present with the saints, he desires that
their conduct may be worthy of the gospel of Christ. He does not think of their
conduct in relation to himself — that it might be worthy of Paul — but in
relation to Christ. Hence he desires that they may stand fast in one spirit,
with one soul, striving together for the faith of the gospel.


Finally there are adversaries to meet and sufferings to be borne.
If we view such in connection with ourselves we may well be terrified, for we
are weak and they are strong. Paul viewing such in connection with Christ can
say, "Unto you it is given in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on
Him, but also to suffer for His sake." Suffering is robbed of its terror
and seen to be a Christian privilege that has been "given" to us in
grace, carrying with it a bright reward in glory.


Thus, from a rapid review of this chapter, it becomes plain that
everything is viewed in connection with Christ. Whether it be a gift from the
saints, the saints themselves, or the love between the servant and the saints;
whether it be the condition of the saints or the fruits they bring forth, the
circumstances which befall them, the contentious men they may have to meet, the
body in which they tabernacle, the life they live down here, or the death that
ends that life; whether it be the presence or absence of a gifted leader, the
adversaries that oppose the saints or the sufferings they may have to endure —
all are viewed in connection with Christ. This blessed viewpoint is the result
of having Christ for the life.


Moreover, the result of having Christ for the life, and viewing
all in connection with Christ, is the enjoyment of true Christian experience.
Thus the apostle expresses thankfulness in remembering the saints (verse 3);
joy in praying for them (verse 4); confidence as to their future (verse 6);
loving interest in their present welfare (verses 7-11); continuous joy that
Christ is preached. He has no trace of fear in the presence of life or death or
adversaries, or sufferings; he is filled with joy at the thought of departing
to be with Christ; he is filled with calm and peace in the presence of
adversaries, if for a while he is left here to be for Christ. Such are the
happy and true Christian experiences of a man who has Christ for his life. As
set forth in the apostle we cannot but admire this life, though humbled as we
have to confess how far we come short in living the life. 




Philippians 2.


The first chapter of the epistle presents Christ as our life, and
the Christian experience that is the happy result of viewing the different
circumstances of our path in connection with Christ. The second chapter
presents Christ as our pattern, and the Christian experience that flows from
having the lowly mind set forth in Christ. In the first chapter Christ is the
Object that governs the Christian life; in the second chapter He is the Pattern
that imparts grace to the Christian life. Thus the Christian life is not only a
life devoted to Christ, but also a life marked by the lowliness and gentleness
of Christ.


In verses 1 to 4 the apostle expresses his longing for the unity
of believers, and exhorts to the lowly mind without which there can be no
practical unity.


In verses 5 to 11 he presents Christ as the perfect Pattern of the
lowly mind.


In verses 12 to 6 he gives a beautiful picture of the Christian
life lived according to the Pattern.


Finally, in verses 17 to 30, we have three examples in actual life
of believers whose lives were formed after the Pattern — Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus.




1. Unity (Verses 1-4).


It is good to notice that the apostle, in writing to the saints,
while faithfully dealing with defects that may mark them, never overlooks the
graces that adorn them. He gladly recognizes the fruit of the Spirit, though faithfully
rebuking the works of the flesh. Thus in writing to the Philippians — a company
of saints rich in the graces of Christ — he lingers with delight upon the
fruits of the Spirit that they exhibit — the "consolation in Christ," the "comfort of love,"
the "fellowship of the Spirit," and the "bowels and
compassions." Nevertheless, with all these excellencies, he sees a serious
defect, though, remembering their graces, he touches it with a very tender
hand. He discerns in this assembly a lack of unity. Again and again, in a
gentle, pleading spirit, he refers to this defect. In chapter 1 he alludes to
it when he desires that they should "stand firm in one spirit, with one
soul labouring together." Were this all that was said as to practical unity
we should hardly have known that it was lacking in the assembly at Philippi.
However, in chapter 2. the apostle, with greater plainness, intimates that
there were symptoms of division amongst them. Therefore again he exhorts them
to "think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking
one thing." Then a little later in the epistle he appears to have this
lack of unity in his mind when he says "Let us walk in the same
steps" (Phil. 3: 17). Finally he sends a special message to two sisters,
beseeching them to "be of the same mind in the Lord" (4. 2).


Though touching this lack of unity very tenderly he does not treat
it lightly. He realizes that if a spirit of division creeps into an assembly,
if only between two sisters, it will hinder the work of the gospel, mar their
testimony to Christ, and check spiritual progress. If in the apostles' day the
lack of unity was so serious, is it less so today? Surely not! Though alas! in
a day of ruin, we have become so accustomed to division, and so constantly faced
with differences of judgment, that we are in danger of regarding the lack of
unity with dull apathy — a matter of regret but of no great consequence. If,
however, any little company of God's people is to set forth in any measure the
graces of Christ, to make spiritual progress and render any little gospel
testimony, the first necessity will be unity amongst themselves. Moreover, let
us note that the unity of which the apostle speaks is not a mere outward unity
of words and ways. It is a unity of heart and mind. "Think," says the
apostle, "the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking
one thing." Therefore to produce this unity he does not set before us a
formal creed to which all must subscribe, or a set of rules to which all must
adhere. He takes a better way: he sets before us Christ. First, however, in
verse 3, he points out the great hindrance to this unity of heart and mind. He
says, "Let nothing be done through strife or vain-glory." The
hindrance in one word is self-importance. Strife is the endeavour to put down
others: vainglory is the attempt to exalt self. Anything that is done simply in
opposition to someone else, or with the object of exalting self will tend to
destroy unity.


Then the apostle shows that the true way to promote unity is
through self-effacement. He says, "In lowliness of mind let each esteem
other better than themselves. Look not every man on his own qualities, but
every man also on those of others" (Phil. 2: 3, 4). The lowly mind does
not think of self at all, but only of the good of others. Naturally we find it
difficult to lose sight of ourselves and think only of others in love, for the
tendency with us all is to attach a certain importance to ourselves. It is easy
to assume a lowly manner and to use lowly words; the real difficulty is to have
the lowly mind.


We may talk in a lowly way of ourselves, but self-depreciation is
no evidence of the lowly mind, rather the reverse. In self-depreciation we are,
after all, talking about ourselves, and this may be the worst form of pride —
the pride of humility. The lowly mind does not think of self — good or bad — it
thinks of others to serve in love. It is the ignoring of self, not the
depreciation of self.


Let us also carefully note that the promotion of unity, in this passage,
is set before us as an individual matter. The word is "each esteeming the
other as more excellent than themselves; regarding not each his own [qualities]
but each those of others" (N.T.). In a day of division and scattering we
are not asked to undertake the impossible task of bringing about the unity of
Christendom, but we are exhorted to promote unity by each one forgetting self
and in lowliness of mind seeking the good of others in love.


It is instructive to see that the strife and vainglory, as well as
the lowly mind of verses 3 and 4, are illustrated in the incident recorded in
Mark 9: 33-37. This passage speaks of a strife that had arisen among the
disciples. As with ourselves, too often, they had fallen out "by the
way." Very similar was the cause of the dispute to that which has caused
so many divisions amongst the people of God in our day — someone wanted to be
great; for we read, "they had disputed among themselves who should be
greatest." Here, then, was strife and vainglory at work, and the Lord
takes the occasion, in His own tender and gracious way, to give them, and us, a
lesson in the lowly mind. A little before He had been speaking of humbling
Himself to the cross; they, with apparent hardness and insensitiveness of
heart, immediately strive amongst themselves as to who shall be the greatest.
Nevertheless, the Lord does not rise up with indignation and rebuke His
disciples; He sits down in lowly grace and calls them to Himself. The lowly
mind in Christ will serve them in love, where the natural mind would have
rebuked them in scorn. Having gathered them around Himself, He gives them a
lesson in the lowly mind. He says if you want to be first then become the
servant of all. He seems to say, "Do not think of yourself at all, but
serve others in love." And having shown them the way to greatness, the
Lord gives them a practical lesson by taking a "little child into His
arms." The Lord of glory comes down to earth and picks up a little child,
He had indeed the lowly mind.


Turning back to the Epistle to the Philippians we shall see that
the way of the Lord with His disciples anticipates the teaching of the Spirit
to the church. The Lord, as we have seen, instructs His disciples that the end
of all strife, and the path to true greatness, is found in having the lowly
mind of one who serves in love, and then presents Himself as the perfect
Pattern. So in Philippians 2. the apostle, having pressed upon the saints the
lowly mind as the way to end all strife, presents before them Christ as the
perfect Pattern of the lowly mind.


We are thus reminded that the lowly mind cannot be acquired by
effort, or by trying to be humble. Effort only brings self all the more into
sight, leading to self-occupation, rather than self-effacement. The lowly mind
can only be produced by the apprehension of what is set forth in Christ. Seeing
the lowly mind in absolute perfection in Christ, we cannot but admire its
perfect grace and beauty, and we become transformed by what we admire.
Beholding the glory of the Lord we are changed from glory to glory.




2. Christ our Pattern (Verses 5-11).


In order that the mind of Christ may be formed in us, the apostle
presents Christ before us as our perfect Pattern. We have a touching
presentation of the lowliness of mind that was expressed in Him in His
marvellous journey from Godhead glory to the cross of shame. Let us note, the
force of the passage is to present, not simply the downward path He took, but
the lowly mind which marked Him in taking the path.


First, Christ is presented as "being in the form of
God." No man could pretend to describe the form of One "whom no man
hath seen or can see"; nevertheless we are told what was the mind of
Christ while yet in the form of God. His mind was so set upon serving others in
love that He thought not of Himself and His reputation, but "made Himself
of no reputation," and laid aside the outward form of God — though never
ceasing to be God.


Second, He exhibits the lowly mind by taking the form of a
servant. Not only does He serve, but He assumes the form that is proper to a
servant.


Third, still further does He express the lovely mind by the
particular "form of servant" He assumed. The angels are servants, but
He passed the angels by. He was made a little lower than the angels and took
His place in the likeness of men. He passed by the higher form of servant to
take the lower. He was made in the likeness of men: a word that surely implies
manhood in its full constitution — spirit, soul, and body; though, be it
remembered, not manhood in its fallen condition.


Fourth, still further is the lowly mind expressed in Christ; for
when found in fashion as a man, He humbled Himself. He did not take occasion by
"being found in fashion as a man" to exalt Himself amongst men
according to the natural thought of His brethren, who said, "If Thou do
these things, show Thyself to the world" (John 7. 3, 4), but He humbled
Himself. He did not claim His rights as man.


Fifth, yet further He expresses the lowly mind by becoming
"obedient." He might have become a man and commanded, but He takes
the place of obedience. This implies the laying aside of individual will, to do
the will of another.


Sixth, then again the lowly mind is seen by the measure of His
obedience, for He was "obedient even unto death." This was more than
obedience. In obedience He gave up His will; in death He gave up His life.


Seventh, finally His lowly mind is expressed in the death that He
died. There are many forms of death, but of all the deaths that man can die, He
died the most ignominious of deaths — the death of the cross. This was more
than an ordinary death, for while in going to death a man gives up his life, in
going to the death of the cross a man gives up, not only his life, but his
reputation before men. Thus it was with the Lord. In going to the death of the
cross such was His lowly mind — so truly did He ignore self — that He gave up
His reputation before men and was numbered with the transgressors.


Here, then, we have the lowly mind of Christ expressed in His down
stooping. The object of this great passage is not to prove that Christ is God,
or that He became a true and perfect man, though both truths are involved. It
has been truly said, "His humiliation is a proof that He is God. God only
could leave His first 'estate in the sovereign rights of His love; it is sin
for any creature to do so." On the other hand, if it was not true manhood
that He assumed there would be no expression of true lowliness of mind. Thus,
while the passage guards the glory of His Godhead and maintains the reality of
His manhood, yet the immediate object is to present, as one has said, "the
mind of One who from a height of glory beyond possible apprehension could come
down, moved by His love, into the lowest possible depths where again the eye
cannot follow Him, every step the giving up afresh of something that might be
held."


Here indeed is the perfect pattern of the lowly mind — the mind
that forgets self in thinking of others; that leads to sacrifice in order to
serve; that gives up that others may gain. Evidently the life governed by this
mind — the mind that was in Christ Jesus — would be a life of lowly grace.


Moreover, it is the life that has its bright reward. This, also,
has its perfect expression in the Lord Jesus. The lowly mind took Christ into
the lowest place, therefore God has exalted Him to the highest. In the highest
place He bears the greatest Name" A Name which is above every name."
And yet more, in the highest place, with the greatest Name, He will have
universal sway. Every knee will bow before Him. Heavenly, earthly, and infernal
beings — all must bow before the One who bears the Name of Jesus. All will
confess that He is Lord to the glory of God the Father. Thus the lowly mind in
Christ Jesus has led to the blessing of the saints and the glory of the Father.
So, too, in our little measure as, with the perfect Pattern before us, the
lowly mind is formed in us, it will lead to the blessing and unity of God's
people; and, above all, to the glory of the Father.




3. The Christian Life (Verses 12-16).


The apostle passes on to present a beautiful picture of the
Christian life formed after the pattern. He says as it were, "I have
exhorted you to have the lowly mind, and I have set before you the perfect
pattern of the lowly mind in Christ, now I look for an answer to the pattern I
want you to obey." Obedience to the truth the apostle has been setting
before us will have a two-fold result: first, it will lead to salvation from
all the enemies and snares by which the believer is surrounded in his journey
through the wilderness: second, it will lead to the expression of the Christian
life formed after the pattern.


As regards the salvation of which the apostle speaks. When he was
present with them he exposed and resisted the different attacks of the enemy.
Now he was absent they would have to work out their own salvation. This would
call for fear and trembling; "fear" because of the power of the
enemy, "trembling" because of their own weakness. In this warfare
self-confidence and fleshly energy would only lead to defeat. However, if the
devil was against them, God was for them and working in them. Paul was absent
from them, the devil was against them, but God was with them, to work in them
both the willing and the doing of His good pleasure.


What, then, is the good pleasure of God? The following verses, 14
to 16, will tell us. It is the pleasure of God that all that is of the flesh
should practically be set aside in His people in order to make room for the
display of Christ. Thus at once the apostle passes from "willing" and
"doing" to "being." All this, he says, is in order that we
may "be" something. And what are we to be? In character just what
Christ was — blameless, harmless, irreproachable, children of God, shining as
lights, and holding forth the word of life. The flesh refused with its
murmurings and reasonings; the character of Christ reproduced, resulting in a
witness for God in the world — shining as lights in a dark world, and holding
forth the word of life in a dead world. Shining is not what a man says, but what
he is — he shines. "Holding forth" is not exactly preaching, for it
is "holding forth the word of life." The "word of God" is
what God says, not what we say. We hold forth what God says.




4. Practical Examples of the Christian Life (Verses 17-30).


In the remaining portion of the chapter we read of three devoted
men in whose lives we see the setting forth of the lowly mind that, forgetting
self, thinks only of serving others in love, thus expressing the Christian life
lived after the pattern of Christ.


First, the apostle himself (17, 18). Naturally he does not say he
is an example of the lowly mind; but obviously the Spirit of God intends that
we should view him as such, for he is a striking example of a man who, having
the mind of Christ, was willing to pour out his life in the service of others.
In the gift of the Philippians he sees the faith that led them to make a
sacrifice to God — a service of love to himself. As for himself, he has already
told them that his conviction is that he will live and continue with them for
their "furtherance and joy of faith" (1: 25); but if God willed
otherwise, and he was called to make the greatest sacrifice of love in his
service for the saints, he would rejoice to do so, and they, too, are called to
rejoice, counting the giving up of his life as a "libation" poured
out to the glory of God.


Second, the apostle passes on to speak of Timothy (19-24). He is
another example of a man possessed with the lowly mind that, forgetful of self,
serves others in love — a man having the mind of Christ, and thus like-minded
with the apostle. One of whom he can say he "will care with genuine
feeling how ye get on" (N.T.).


Alas, the mass of the Christian profession, even in that day, had
a very different mind, for the apostle has to say, "All seek their own
things, not the things of Jesus Christ." In contrast to these Timothy had
given proof of the lowly mind by his loving fellowship with the apostle in the
service of the gospel.


Third, in Epaphroditus we have another striking example of the
lowly mind. He was not only a companion but also a companion in labour; a
fellow-soldier in the conflict, and a messenger who ministered to the apostle's
wants.


Not thinking of self, or sparing self, he was ready to labour, to
fight, to serve. And in the midst of this full life of service he did not
forget the Philippians; for even in sickness, that brought him nigh to death,
he was not thinking of himself but of the saints, .who, he feared, would be
plunged into anxiety and sorrow on his behalf, having heard of his sickness.


In each of these shining examples we see the lowly mind of Christ
expressing itself in a life of gracious consideration of others, that forgets
self, and is ready to surrender self, and life, and all things that men count
dear, in order to serve in love.




Philippians 3


In the second chapter of the epistle, we have the presentation of
the lowly mind perfectly expressed in Christ, in His pathway from the glory to
the cross, producing in the believer the grace of the Christian life.


In chapter three we have the presentation of Christ in the glory —
the goal to which the Christian presses on — to impart to the believer the
energy of the Christian life. In this Scripture the believer is viewed as
leaving behind the world from which Christ is absent, and journeying on to that
better world to which Christ has gone. He is seen travelling this heavenly path
with his heart so engrossed by Christ in the glory, that he counts all things,
in which the flesh glories, as dung and dross. His mind is so set on things
above, that he forgets the things that are behind.


Such is the beautiful picture set before us, and exemplified in
the apostle's life. It is for believers to walk as having his path as "an
ensample" (17). Feebly we may answer to the pattern, but at least we can
appreciate its beauty, and seek to know its blessedness.




1. The Secret of the Heavenly Path (Verse 1).


"Rejoice in the Lord" is the opening exhortation of the
chapter. This discovers to us the secret of the path that is set before us. This
is more than rejoicing in the blessings we have received, it is an exhortation
to rejoice in the One through whom we have received them. Through the blessings
we reach the Blesser, and discover that He is greater than all the blessings He
bestows. It is the discovery of the attractiveness of the Blesser that sets the
feet in the path that leads to the place where He has gone. The One in whom we
rejoice is the One to whom we press on.




This exhortation, and the experience to which it leads, is very
happily anticipated in the case of Peter, and the other disciples, in the
incident of the great draught of fishes described in Luke 5. There the
disciples' feet were set in a path in which they left all to follow Christ,
for, at the close, we read, "They forsook all and followed Him." What
was it, however, that set their feet in this path? It was the discovery that
Christ is greater than all the gifts that He gives. The Lord had just given the
disciples the biggest catch of fishes that had ever fallen o their lot. Such an
unexpected display of miraculous power discovers to Peter the glory of the
Person of Christ, and makes him realize, in the presence of God, his own
exceeding sinfulness. It does more, however, for it brings home to Peter the
blessed truth that all this divine power is for him in grace, in spite of the
fact that he is a man full of sin. Realizing his sinfulness, he says,
"Depart from me" realizing the grace of Christ, he gets as near to
Christ as ever he can. The result is that Christ becomes greater to Peter than
the gifts that He gives, and he leaves behind the gifts — the draught of fishes
— to follow the Giver. He forsook all, and followed Him."


We, too, if rejoicing in the Lord, would know a little more of
following hard after the Lord. An unsatisfied heart will lead to restless feet.
The joyless man is the listless man. The man of divine energy is the one who is
rejoicing in the Lord. We oft-times hinder our joy in the Lord by seeking joy
in ourselves, our brethren, our circumstances or our surroundings. Had Paul
done so he might well have been cast down, for, as to his circumstances, he was
in prison; as to the saints, all were seeking their own; and over some, who
professed the Name of Christ, he has to weep. He rejoiced in One of whom it is
written, "Thou art the Same," and "Thou remainest" — One
who never changes and will never pass away.


To set this blessed Person before the saints was nothing new with
the apostle: he had often ministered Christ. However, he says the same things
ate safe things, and to minister Christ is not irksome to the servant of
Christ. In another epistle the same apostle warns us against "itching
ears" that seek for some new thing, and lead many to turn "from the
truth ... unto fables" (2 Tim. 4. 3, 4).




2. The Hindrance to the Heavenly Path (Verse 2).


Before proceeding to set before us the Christian path, the apostle
pauses to give a solemn warning against those who were seeking to bring into
the Christian circle an earthly religion after the flesh. He says, "Beware
of dogs, beware of evil workers, beware of the concision." Here he alludes
to Judaising teachers who were troubling the assemblies in Galatia and
elsewhere.


This danger did not arise from the open opposition of corrupt
Judaism to Christianity, but from a corrupting movement inside the Christian
circle. Corruption from within is ever more dangerous, and more evil, than
opposition from without. For this reason, doubtless, the apostle denounces in
scathing terms these Judaising teachers. They were "dogs" acting in a
shameless and conscienceless way they were "evil workers" actuated by
malice. They are not owned as true Jews, but referred to in contempt as
"the concision."


The apostle sees that the great effort of the enemy is to draw the
Christians from the heavenly Christ, the heavenly calling, and the heavenly
path, by involving them in an earthly religion through a corrupting movement
within the Christian Assemblies.


This was not the opposition of those in Judaism advocating a
return to the Jewish system — a danger to which the Hebrew believers were
exposed, and to meet which, the Epistle to the Hebrews was written. This was an
effort by those within the Christian circle to mix Judaism with Christianity,
law with grace, and ordinances with the work of Christ. The success of such a
movement would mean the entire loss of the heavenly character of Christianity.
The subtlety of the snare lies in the fact that there is no suggestion to go
back to Judaism, or give up 'Christianity. The suggestion is that Christianity should
be made a little more attractive to the natural man by adding a little of
Judaism.


How well the enemy knows that this must end in the loss of every
vital truth in Christianity.




3. The Spiritual Character of Christianity (Verse 3).


Having denounced the corrupters of the truth, the apostle
presents, in one short passage, an epitome of Christianity, which, if held in
power, would deliver from the corruption. He says,


We are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God, and
boast in Christ Jesus, and do not trust in flesh" (N.T.).


The true circumcision can only be found in the Christian circle,
for circumcision is no longer "outward in the flesh," but "is
that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter" (Rom. 2. 28, 29).
Moreover, Christian worship is in the Spirit, making everything of Christ, and
refusing everything of the flesh.


Thus, in Christianity all is vital. There is a work of God in the
heart and worship by the Spirit. It has a living Christ for its object, and
utterly refuses the flesh. The corrupting movement, within the Christian
circle, would set aside all that is vital while retaining the form of
Christianity. It would substitute the profession of Christianity, by
subscribing to creeds, and submitting to forms, for the true circumcision of
the heart. It would establish an outward form of worship by means of buildings,
music, vestments and ritual, in place of worship by the Spirit of God. Instead
of having no confidence in the flesh, it would make every possible appeal to
the flesh. It would end, as the apostle foretells in another epistle, in the
corrupt Christendom of our day "having the form of godliness, but denying
the power thereof." The Philippians were solemnly warned to beware of this
corruption in its inception. We are warned to "turn away" from the
corruption in its full development. (2 Tim. G: 5).




4. 'Things left Behind in Taking the Heavenly Path (Verses 4-8).


The apostle appeals to his own history in proof of the utter
futility of the flesh in divine things. Does natural birth give any standing
before God? Then Paul possessed this qualification in the highest degree, for
was he not of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew of the
Hebrews? Is there any fit in ordinances? If so, in Paul's case, the ordinances
had been duly observed. He was circumcised the eighth day, and the requirements
of the law had been met with all the strictness of the Pharisee. Is there any
gain in maintaining the traditions? If so, Paul, with the utmost zeal, had
opposed the introduction of new light, by persecuting the church. Will man's
righteousness avail before God? If so, Paul could lay claim to a righteousness
beyond others, for, as touching the righteousness of the law, he was blameless.


What was it, then, that led Paul to count as loss the natural
advantages of birth, the religion of ordinances, and the righteousness of man?
He has one answer. He had seen Christ in the glory. From that moment he could
say, "What things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ."
On the way to Damascus he had the vision of Christ in the glory. He saw Christ
— a living Man in the glory — and a company of people on earth united to the
Man in the glory and journeying on their way to share His glory. Moreover he
discovered that, with all his natural advantages, his religious observances,
his religious zeal and blameless life, he had no link with Christ in the glory
and no part in the heavenly company on earth. Further, not only the religion of
the flesh left him apart from Christ, but could never secure for him any part
in Christ, and most solemn of all, he discovered it was the very thing which
made him the most deadly enemy of Christ, and His people, that the world has
ever seen.


The religion of the flesh might, indeed, give him a great place
before man, but he saw that to be united to Christ in the glory — to be of the
company on earth who are travelling on to the great day when they will be like
Christ and with Christ in life's eternal home — must be infinitely more blessed
than to have a place, however great, in man's small world through man's short
day. Thus it came to pass, that, from the moment the light from heaven shone
into his dark soul, his choice was made, and all that was gain to him as a
natural man, before men, was esteemed as loss on account of Christ in the
glory.


Surrounded by the world of corrupt Christendom, we see, in our
day, a vast profession, built up according to the religion of the flesh, which
destroys all that is vital in Christianity. We see that those who are most
zealous for this religion of the flesh secure for themselves a great place
before men, and are high in the honours of this world. It is a religion that
has its gain in this world. Those, however, who have heard the heavenly call,
are well content to count as loss every form of religious flesh, with the
worldly advantages it may secure, for they have seen a New Man in a New World —
Christ in the glory.


Such was the experience of the Apostle Paul. From the start of his
Christian career the glory of this world was dimmed by the light above the
brightness of the sun, revealing to him Christ in the glory. Moreover, not only
did he count all things loss at the start, but also, when thirty years have
passed, he still counts "all things but loss." It may be comparatively
easy in the freshness of first love to count all things but loss, but in the
presence of natural claims, the allurements of the world, and the ever present
snare of an earthly religion offering an easier path to the flesh, it is not
always easy to continue counting all things loss. Paul, however, not only
counted all loss in the past, but he continued to do so. "Yea,
doubtless," he says, "I count all things but loss." Further, he
not only counted them loss, but he suffered the loss of all things. It was not
with him simply an estimate of things formed in his mind, but he suffered the
actual loss of all things. Finally, in regard to the things of which he had
suffered the loss, he says he counts them but dung. We may be sure that he cast
no regretful looks at the things he had left behind, for who would regret
leaving a heap of filth behind. Our difficulty is to reach a true estimate of
the religion according to the flesh, and to see that human righteousnesses, in
the sight of God, are but filthy rags.




5. The Motives that held Paul in the Heavenly Path (Verses 8-12).


Very blessedly the apostle passes from the things he had left
behind to speak of the motives that energized him in pursuing the heavenly
path.


First, he says, "that I may win Christ." He looked up
and he saw Christ in the glory, and he looked on to the end of the journey when
he would be with Christ and like Christ in the home of glory, and he says, as
it were, "My one desire, in the course which I am pursuing, is to reach
the goal — to win Christ."


Second, the apostle desires that he may "be found in
Him." Paul does not infer that he is not already "in Him" before
God, but outwardly, before men, he is still in a body of humiliation as the
result of being connected with fallen man. When at last he wins Christ, and has
a body of glory, it will be manifest that he is connected with Christ — in His
line — and invested with a righteousness which is "of God," secured
"through" Christ, and received by "faith" in Christ.


Third, the apostle says, "that I may know Him." For
thirty years the apostle had known the Lord, but still he says, "that I
may know Him." He is looking on to the time when he will be "face to
face." Now, says he, "I know in part; but then shall I know even as
also I am known." Then, too, he will realize the power of His
resurrection. The power that was put forth in raising Christ from the dead, and
setting Him at God's right hand in the heavenly places, is the exceeding
greatness of the power that will set the believer with Christ in glory. To
reach this end, Paul, who was in prison, might have to go through sufferings
and death. Even so, for the apostle, suffering and death would be lightened by
the knowledge that it would be fellowship with Christ in His sufferings, and
conformity to His death. In the apostle's estimate, suffering, and a death of
shame, were well worth the while if in any way he might arrive at the
resurrection of the dead.


Fourth, the apostle says, "that I may apprehend that for
which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus." Paul had before him complete
likeness to Christ in glory. This great blessing he did not yet possess, but he
longed to "get possession of it" (N.T.). This was the perfection he
had before him, and so owns that he is not "already perfect," but he pursued
his path having the prize in view.


These, then, are the motives which held Paul in the heavenly path:
"That I may win Christ"; "that I may be found in Him";
"that I may know Him"; and "that I may get possession of it (the
prize), seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ Jesus"
(N.T.).




6. The Christian Experience in the Path (Verses 13, 14).


For our encouragement the apostle sets before us the practical
experience produced in his own soul by taking the path that leads to Christ in heaven.


First, he becomes a man of purpose with one object before his
soul. He says, "One thing I do." How often the energy of the
Christian life is wasted on many things. As with Martha of old, the Lord has to
say to us, "thou art careful and troubled about many things." The
Psalmist could say, "One thing have I desired of the Lord, that will I
seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my
life" (Ps. 27: 4). Paul with fuller meaning could take up this language, and
say, "One thing I do."


Second, the apostle can speak of "forgetting those things
which are behind." In thus speaking he does not refer to the world as
such, or his sins, or the old man — things which are evil and, for faith,
judged in the cross. He refers rather to things which, in their time and place,
were excellent, and gain to him as a natural man — the whole Jewish system with
its worldly advantages and religion according to the flesh — things the glory
of which had become "no glory" by reason of the glory that excelleth
(2 Cor. 3: 9-11).


Third, the apostle not only forgets the things that are behind,
but he is "reaching forth unto those things which are before." This
expresses the longing of a heart engrossed with an object that it reaches forth
to possess.


Fourth, he says, "I pursue, looking towards the goal for the
prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus" (3, 14, N.T.). His
feet follow the longing of his hearty Thus through all the changing
circumstances of time, in the face of all opposition of the enemy, and in spite
of the failure o. God's people, he held on his way, looking to reach the goal
and obtain the prize.


Such was the blessed experience of the apostle. His mind was set
on things above; the affections of his heart reached out to the things before,
and his feet pursued the path that leads to the heavenly goal. He looked beyond
the failure of the saints and the ruin of the Church to "the calling on
high." From the moment of his conversion he realized that he was
"chosen out of the world," delivered "from the people and from
the Gentiles" and called on high (John 15. 19; Acts 26. 17). This
"calling on high" is set forth "in Christ Jesus." It is
nothing less than full conformity to Christ where Christ is. It is not simply a
"high calling" as stated in the Authorized Version, but "the
calling on high." There is many a "high calling" on earth. It
was a "high calling" to be an apostle by calling; yet how far short
every calling on earth, however high, compared with being called on high called
to heaven to be with Christ and like Christ.




7. The Exhortation to Others to Take the Path (Verses 15-17).


The apostle has sethjyuitgbee us his own experience — the proper
Christian experience that flows from accepting the path that answers to the
calling on high. Now he exhorts others to take the same path. Joining others
with himself, he says, "Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus
minded."




When the perfection refers to conformity to Christ in glory (as in
verse 12) the apostle admits that, while on the journey, he can never attain
this perfection. If, however, it is a question of having a perfect object
before the soul, he can speak of himself and others as being perfect, or
full-grown spiritually. Let all such — all who have accepted the true position
of the Christian as called out of the world, and earthly religion, in view of
the calling on high — be thus minded with the apostle. This is the mind that
forgets the things that are behind and reaches out to the things that are
before. If in the details of the path there may be differences of judgment, God
will make all plain. Nevertheless, let us see that we are travelling the same
road "Let us walk in the same steps" (N.T.). Our view of the end of
the road may vary according to the point in the road we have reached. Some with
clearer vision may get a more distinct view of the end, but let us see that we
are travelling to the same end by the same road. It is a path we can take in
company with others, for, says the apostle, "Be imitators all together of
me, brethren, and fix your eyes on those walking thus, as you have us for a
model" (N.T.). We are each exhorted to take this heavenly road, and take
knowledge of those who do likewise. We are to go on with those who are going on
— having the apostle as a model.




8. Warning against those who refuse the Path (Verses 18, 19).


Already in Paul's day the Assembly had departed from her first
love. The apostle warns the saints against those whose walk was a total denial
of the heavenly calling. Alas, even in that day, there were "many" of
whom he has to say, "many walk, of whom I have told you often, and now
tell you even weeping, that they are the enemies of the cross of Christ."
They made a profession of Christianity — otherwise they would not be spoken of
as "walking." Once they had given hope of better things — otherwise
the apostle would hardly have wept over them; but their walk was such as to
constitute them enemies of the cross of Christ. They allowed the things the
cross condemned. They did not pose as enemies of Christ, but their walk denied
the cross of Christ. They committed no sins that called for discipline, but
their whole mind was set on earthly things. Their end was destruction.




9. The End of the Christian Path (Verses 20, 21).


In contrast to those of whom we are warned, the apostle shows us
the mind of the Christian and the end of his journey. Instead of minding
earthly things, our "commonwealth" is in heaven. The riches we share
in common are in heaven. Our interests, our blessings, our gains are there.
From thence we look for the Lord Jesus Christ, as Saviour, to take us there. As
Saviour He will deliver us from this body of humiliation, and give us a body
that will be fashioned like His own glorious body. This glorious end of the
journey will be brought to pass by the power whereby he is able even to subdue
all things to Himself.




Such is the heavenly path and such the glorious end to which it
leads. May we have the affection for Christ that takes it, and the grace to
tread it, while looking for the Lord Jesus to complete it, by changing us into
His own likeness. 




Philippians 4. 


Christ our Power. 


In the former chapters Christ has been presented as our life, our
pattern, and our object in glory: our life to govern our path through this
world, our pattern to characterize our walk, and our object in glory to give
energy in pressing on. In this closing chapter, Christ is presented as our
power to make us superior to all the circumstances of this present life. The
Christian is viewed in the Epistle as passing through an adverse world, opposed
by a vigilant and unscrupulous enemy ever ready to use every means to turn the
pilgrim from the heavenly path.


In his path, as set before us in this chapter, he finds the enemy
against him; dissensions within the Christian circle; special trials peculiar
to the Christian as such; the ordinary cares of life common to all; the evil
and unlovely things of a world without God, and the adverse or prosperous
circumstances of life. It will not, indeed, be found that all these things are
specifically mentioned, but they are involved by the exhortations. 


Furthermore, we have very blessedly set before us the One who
alone can lift us above every trial and keep our feet in the heavenly path.
Christ is our unfailing resource. His hand of power can alone enable us to walk
in superiority to the dangers and snares of an adverse world, even as His
mighty power enabled Peter to walk upon the water. Again and again the apostle
delights to keep the Lord before us. He says," Stand fast in the
Lord," "be of the same mind in the Lord," Rejoice in the Lord
alway." Again he says, "I rejoiced in the Lord greatly," and,
"I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me."




1. The Opposition of the Enemy (Verse 1).


The chapter opens with the exhortation, "Stand fast in the
Lord." This supposes all the power of the enemy arrayed against us, and
that the Christian profession no longer walks at the height of the Christian
calling. With the devil opposing, true saints giving up the heavenly calling,
and mere professors denying the Cross of Christ, what hope is there that any
will remain true to Christ, be preserved from giving up the heavenly path, and
drifting into an easy-going and lifeless profession? Our one hope, our
unfailing resource, is Christ. We cannot "stand fast" in our own
strength. We cannot stand fast in our brethren. They, like ourselves, are weak
and failing. We can "stand fast in the Lord." He will never fail us;
and in Him we shall find strength to stand against the enemy and all his wiles.




2. The Dissensions of Believers (Verses 2, 3).


We have not only to meet the unceasing hostility of the enemy, but
the ever present dissensions amongst the people of God. Even in the bright
Philippian assembly the spirit of dissension was at work. Two sisters were not
of the same mind. Nothing is more distressing, disheartening and wearying to
the spirit, than the constant dissensions amongst the Lord's people. How often
have such dissensions given the enemy an occasion, which he has not been slow
to use, to turn aside a weak believer from the separate path of the heavenly
calling, to settle down in some easy-going religious system of men's devising!


Again, however, our true resource in the presence of our
dissensions is the Lord. Why should we turn aside from the heavenly path, when
difficulties rise, if we have the Lord to whom we can turn? Our differences
will never be settled by mere discussion, or by way of compromise, or even by
seeking to arrive at a common judgment, which might indeed be "one
mind" and yet only our own mind. The only way to end dissension is for
those who differ to turn to the Lord, seeking His mind. This, however, supposes
the judgment of the flesh, the refusal of self-will, and subjection to the
authority of the Lord. Thus only shall we arrive at the same mind in the Lord.




3. The Special Trials of Believers (Verses 4, 5).


There are special trials that are peculiar to the believer as
such. There are sufferings for Christ's sake, and sorrow of heart over the
condition of the Christian profession. Paul, when writing this Epistle, was in
prison for Christ's sake. He was sorrowing over those who were turning aside to
their own things, and weeping over others whose low walk made them enemies of
the cross of Christ.


In the presence of these special sorrows we are exhorted to
"Rejoice in the Lord alway." Thus only shall we be sustained whether
the days be dark or bright. We cannot always rejoice in our circumstances or in
the saints, we can always rejoice in the Lord. Others change, others pass away;
He remains, and He is the same.


Paul had known the Lord when a free man, and he had proved the
Lord when a prisoner, and, from his own experience of the Lord's sufficiency,
he can say, "Rejoice in the Lord alway again I say rejoice."


Moreover, this delight in the Lord delivers from the power of
present things. If rejoicing in the Lord, and all the resources in Him; if
confident that He is at hand, and that at His coming He will right every wrong;
we shall not be over-troubled with the confusions in the world or the
professing Church. We shall not be asserting our rights, or vehemently
expressing our opinions on this world's affairs. We can afford to be quiet if
the Lord is at hand, and thus be known by all men for gentleness and moderation.




4. The Cares of this Life (Verses 6, 7).


Not only are there special trials peculiar to the Christian, but
also there are the ordinary trials of life common to mankind. There are the
everyday anxieties connected with our homes, our families, our health, our
callings, and our circumstances. How are we made superior to these varied
cares? It is evident that God would have his children to be free from all worry
and anxiety. This, the word clearly tells us, can only be brought about by
taking everything to God in prayer. It is not simply the great trials that we
are to take to God, but the small worries. The little thing that worries might
appear foolish or fanciful to others, nevertheless let us not weary ourselves
with reasoning about it in our minds, but by prayer and supplication make it
known to God. He knows all about the burden before we go to Him. We cannot tell
Him anything that He does not know; but making it known we know that He knows.
In result we are relieved from anxiety. It does not follow that we get our
request, but we obtain the peace of God to garrison our hearts.


The story of Hannah in the Old Testament affords a striking
example of the relief afforded by prayer. Wearied by a trial that made her fret
and weep, there came a moment when she "poured out her soul before the
Lord," with the result that, though her circumstances were not altered or
her prayer answered, she went on her way "in peace," and was "no
more sad" (1 Samuel 1: 6, 7, 15-8).


David, in the day of his great sorrow, could say, "I cried
unto the Lord, and He heard me"; with the result that he could add,
"I laid me down and slept." His circumstances were not altered, but
his heart was relieved by casting his care upon the Lord (Psalm 3: 4-6).


Did not Mary of the eleventh of John learn the blessed effect of
casting her sorrow upon the Lord when, having sent a message to the Lord
concerning her trial, she was enabled to "sit still" in the house?
(John 2: 3, 20).




5. The Defilements of the World (Verses 8, 9).


The fallen world through which we are passing is characterized by
things that are false, and mean, and wrong; things unholy and unlovely; things
that are of evil report, vicious and to be condemned.


There is indeed much that is beautiful in nature, and the natural
man is capable of producing and appreciating much that is beautiful in music
and art and literature, and yet sets little value on that which is morally
beautiful. How can it be otherwise in a world that could see no beauty in the
One who is altogether lovely?


The evil of the world is ever present, flaunting itself in public,
retailed by the daily press, and broadcasted by wireless. It is gloated over in
fiction, depicted in places of entertainment, and exploited for gain.


How then is the Christian to be kept from the defiling influences
of such a world? Only by having his mind occupied with things that are true,
noble, just, pure and lovely; things that are of good report, virtuous and to
be praised. These things find their perfect expression in Christ and in His
people in the measure in which Christ is formed in them. Thus, again, Christ is
our resource to lift us above the defiling influences of a world without God.
The character is formed by what the mind feeds on. Hence the importance of the
exhortation, "Think on these things."


The one whose mind is occupied with the things that are morally
lovely, the things that Christ delights in, will be ready to do the things that
are pleasing to Christ. Hence the "thinking" of verse 8 is followed
by the "doing" of verse 9. Just as the evil thoughts of the heart
find their expression in evil ways, so right thinking is followed by right
acting. Thinking of things morally beautiful and doing that which is pleasing
to God, we shall have, not only the peace of God in our hearts, but the God of
peace with us in our walk.




6. The Circumstances of Life (Verses 10-13).


In his passage through this world the Christian may be tried
through seasons of adversity, or tested by times of prosperity. Either
condition has dangers for the believer. In adversity we may be tempted by the
devil to lose confidence in God and question His ways or His love. It was thus
Job was tested (Job 1: 20-22; Job 2: 9, 10). In prosperity we may grow
self-confident and forget God. It was so with David (Ps. 30: 6). Moses warns
God's people lest in days of temporal fulness the heart be lifted up and God be
forgotten (Deut. 8: 14).


Speaking from his own experience, the apostle instructs us how to
escape both snares. Tested in every way he knew how "to be abased"
without being cast down and losing confidence in God; and how to
"abound" without being lifted up and forgetting God. What was it
sustained Paul whether in fulness or hunger, whether abounding or suffering?
His answer, in one word, is "Christ." He had experienced the support
of Christ in days of need as in days of plenty and he proved that in Christ he
had strength for all things.




7. The Need of Others (Verses 14-19)


If, like the apostle, we have "learned" and been
"instructed" by the support of Christ to be lifted above our
circumstances, be they adverse or prosperous, we shall be ready to communicate
to others. If overcome by need we shall think only of ourselves; if overcome by
prosperity we shall forget God and the people of God. If strengthened by Christ
in every circumstance our hearts will go out to others in need. And as with the
Philippians, so with ourselves, it is well to communicate in the afflictions of
the needy. Such gifts comfort the needy, bear fruit to the giver, and rise up
as an odour of a sweet smell, a sacrifice acceptable, well pleasing to God.




Thus in this closing chapter the apostle anticipates the
opposition of the enemy, the special trials of the believer, the cares of this
life, the defiling influences of the world, circumstances whether adverse or
prosperous, and turns us to the Lord as the One who is able to sustain through
all and lift us above all, that we may be kept for the glory of our God and our
Father (verse 20).
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Preface


In the Epistles to the Ephesians and the Colossians the Spirit of God has unfolded to us through the apostle Paul the highest truths of Christianity. Both epistles give prominence to the great truths that the church is the body of Christ, and that Christ is the Head of the body. There is, however, this important difference: whereas the Epistle to the Ephesians brings into prominence the privileges of the body, the Epistle to the Colossians emphasises the glories of the Head. Moreover, in the Epistle to the Ephesians the church is viewed as represented in Christ in heaven; in the Epistle to the Colossians Christ is seen as represented in the church on earth.

It would seem that the epistle was written with a twofold purpose: firstly, to unfold the fulness that resides in Christ, the Head of the church, so that believers, realising the fulness of their resources in Christ, may escape the snare of adopting the devices of religious flesh to sustain the Christian life; secondly, to set forth God's purpose that Christ should be displayed in the church, not only in the future glory, but in her passage through time.

In Colossians 1, after the introduction (Col. 1: 1-14), there is presented: firstly, the glories of the Person of Christ (Col. 1: 15-19); secondly, the glories of the work of Christ (Col. 1: 20-23); thirdly, the glory of the mystery, which is "Christ in you, the hope of glory" (Col. 1: 24-29).

In Colossians 2: 1-19 we are warned against the different devices by which the devil seeks to frustrate the present purpose of God that the character Christ — the Head in heaven should be displayed in the members of His body on earth.


From Colossians 2: 20 to chapter 3: 11, the apostle presents the practice that should flow from believers being dead and risen with Christ.

From Colossians 3: 12 to 4: 6, we are exhorted to express the life of Christ morally in the Christian circle (Col. 3: 12-17), the family circle (Col. 3: 18-21), the social circle (Col. 3: 22 to 4: 1), and toward those that are without (Col. 4: 2-6). The usual salutations close the epistle.


1. Introductory


Colossians 1: 1-14.


The introductory verses of the epistle open with the salutation of the apostle (verses 1, 2). This is followed by his thanksgiving for the fruits of grace seen in the Colossian saints (verses 3-8), and finally the prayer on their behalf (verses 9-14).

The Salutation (Col. 1: 1, 2)

Vv. 1, 2. The epistle opens with a beautiful salutation in which Paul speaks of himself as an apostle sent with all the authority of Jesus Christ. All that is said in the epistle can be read, therefore, as a message from Jesus Christ and in accord with the will of God. As so often in the epistles of Paul, Timothy is associated with the apostle.

The Colossian believers are viewed as "in Christ", and addressed as "holy", involving separation from the world; as "faithful", and therefore true to God and the position in which God has set them; and as "brethren", forming a circle of brotherly communion amongst themselves on earth. As such the apostle desires for them the supply of grace and peace which the saints continually need, and which is ever available from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ.


The Thanksgiving (Col. 1: 3-8)

Vv. 3, 4. Following upon the salutation we have the thanksgiving which continually arose from the apostle's heart when praying for these believers. The apostle speaks first of the Christian qualities in these saints that called forth his thanks. They were marked by faith in Christ Jesus and love to all the saints. Not only had they been drawn in faith to the Lord Jesus as needy sinners, but they walked by faith as dependent saints. The reality of their faith in Christ was proved by their love to the saints. Nor was their love after a human sort which might have attached them simply to certain individuals; it was divine love that went out to "all saints" because they were such.

V. 5. Having set forth the ground on which he can give thanks, the apostle proceeds to state what it is he gives thanks for. He thanks God for the glorious prospect that lies before believers — the hope laid up for them in heaven. He is not thinking of what they are delivered from or the scene they are passing through. He holds out no bright hopes in this world, but he sees in the Colossian saints a company of people who are linked with heaven. The epistle indicates that, at the moment, they were in danger of having their minds drawn from things above by "the things on the earth" (Col. 3: 2). Nevertheless, the danger of defection in no wise alters the fact that God has laid up a blessed prospect for His people in heaven, and for this the apostle can give thanks.

It is surely of the deepest importance to keep this blessed hope steadily before our souls. Rightly we rejoice in the knowledge that we have been delivered from judgment. But if this is all, when the first joy of relief wanes, we may turn back to the things of earth. Even so the children of Israel sang for joy when they were delivered from Pharaoh, and yet, only too soon, turned back in heart to Egypt. Caleb and Joshua, who did not turn back, were men who had before them the land of Canaan. So with Christians, it is only as our hearts enter into the blessedness of the hope that God has laid up for us in heaven that we shall escape the snares that the devil lays for our feet on earth. Only as we walk in the light of heaven shall we be lifted above this present evil world and sustained in our wilderness journey.

Thus these opening verses present the beautiful picture of a company of saints who are the objects of the present favour of the Father, with His unfailing supplies of grace (verse 2); who have the marks which accompany salvation "faith" and "love" (verse 4); and who have a glorious "hope" laid up for them in heaven (verse 5).

Vv. 6-8. The apostle passes on to remind these saints of the means by which they had heard of this blessed hope. This leads him to speak of the gospel for, as one has said, "The good tidings of grace had wrapped up in it also good tidings of glory." So we learn in the Epistle of Paul to Titus, the appearing of the grace of God leads to the appearing of glory (Titus 2: 11-13). The apostle speaks of this gospel as "the word of the truth" in contrast to the "enticing words" of men by which they were in danger of being beguiled (Col. 2: 4). There were those in that day, as in this, who would seek to draw the saints back on to Jewish ground; therefore the apostle reminds them of the universality of the gospel. The grace of God cannot be confined to the Jew; it is for "all the world".

Moreover, in that day, the gospel was "bearing fruit and growing" (N. Tn.). Later we shall learn that the saints are to bring forth fruit and grow (Col. 1: 10, N. Tn.); here it is the gospel that brings forth fruit and grows. The saints themselves are the fruit of the gospel; the character of Christ in the saints is the fruit that is to be borne by believers.

The gospel of the grace of God had reached the Colossians through Epaphras, the beloved fellow-bondman of Paul and Timothy, and "a faithful minister of Christ" to the Colossian saints. He had brought to the apostle the tidings of the genuine work of God that had been wrought in their midst as manifested by their "love in the Spirit".


It is of significance that this is the only reference to the Spirit in the epistle. As these saints were in danger of being drawn from Christ as their one Object, the special purpose of the Spirit in the epistle is to exalt Christ before them. For this reason, it may be, the apostle is led to keep Christ before these saints, and to say little of the Spirit — the One who is here to take of the things of Christ and show them unto us.

3. The Prayer (Col. 1: 9-14)

The apostle has thanked God for the hope laid up for believers in heaven. The certainty of the end of the journey is not a matter for prayer, but rather a subject for praise. We are, however, still in the world, though not of it, and there is a path to be trodden on our way to heaven. This path, by reason of its difficulties and dangers, draws forth the apostle's prayer.

V. 9. He unceasingly prayed that these believers might be filled with "the full knowledge" of God's will "in all wisdom and spiritual understanding".

In many passages the will of God has reference to the eternal counsels of God, as we read, "Who worketh things after the counsel of His own will" (Ephesians 1: 11). In other passages the reference is to God's will for His people in their daily path (1 Thessalonians 4: 3; 1 Peter 2: 15, etc.). It is so in this passage where the will of God evidently refers to our practical walk. The discernment of God's will for our path, while calling for a knowledge of God's mind as revealed in the Word, is made to depend upon the spiritual state of the soul, implied in the words "wisdom and spiritual understanding". The apostle does not suggest that the full knowledge of His will can be gained by an intellectual knowledge of the express commands of God, as under law. Still less can it be gained by the advice of others, though brotherly counsel is not to be despised. "Wisdom and spiritual understanding" would rather imply, as one has said, "a perception of what is good and wise in God's sight, apart from its being His express command". "Wisdom" is acquaintance with truth in contrast to the lack of wisdom or intelligence (see Romans 1: 14). "Spiritual understanding" is rather the discernment or spiritual insight that makes a right application of the truth to the particular circumstances.

In the path of God's will mere human wisdom and understanding will not avail. It is "a path which no fowl knoweth, and which the vulture's eye hath not seen: the lion's whelps have not trodden it, nor the fierce lion passed by it" (Job 28: 7, 8). No eye so keen in nature as the vulture's; no animal so bold as the lion. But the boldness and long-sightedness of nature are not equal for the path of faith. Singleness of eye that has Christ for its only Object will alone give spiritual understanding.

The Colossian saints knew the grace of God that had secured for them a blessed prospect in heaven; but, as they were in danger of being turned aside by the "enticing words" of men, by philosophy and "vain deceit", it would seem they lacked the full knowledge of God's will.

V. 10. Now we learn that this divine wisdom has in view a threefold end: firstly, that we might "walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing"; secondly, that we might bear fruit; and thirdly, that we might make spiritual growth in the knowledge of God.


It is noticeable that in this passage the fulness of wisdom and spiritual understanding is not that we might do great things for the Lord or that we might teach and preach the truth about the Lord, but that, above all other considerations, we might walk worthy of the Lord. How far more important than all our service and activities is our spiritual condition and practical walk in the every-day life. It is, therefore, for these things that the apostle prays.

Moreover, the apostle does not pray that we may so walk as merely to avoid wickedness, which a natural man might do, but that our walk may be worthy of the Lord. The Lord is the standard for our walk. We are not simply to have before us a walk worthy of our own reputation or position or of our family or nation or even of the saints, but a walk worthy of the Lord.

Again the walk is not only to be worthy of the Lord; it is to be "unto all pleasing". It is not simply a walk that is pleasing and agreeable to ourselves or to our brethren, but pleasing to the Lord. Of the Lord it is written, "Even Christ pleased not Himself"; on the contrary, He could say, "I do always those things that please Him" [The Father] (Romans 15: 3; John 8: 29).

How much that we often say and do would never be said or done if we stopped to ask ourselves, "Is this worthy of the Lord?" and "Is this pleasing to the Lord?" We do well then to set out, day by day, with the prayer that we may "walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing".

Then the apostle desires that we should be "bearing fruit in every good work" (N. Tn.). Fruit in the believer is always the expression of the character of Christ. The man of the world can do many good works; but he cannot bear fruit to God in his good works. The believer alone can express something of Christ in his good works, so that, in the good works that benefit man, there will be fruit for God.

Lastly, the apostle desires that we may be "growing by the true knowledge of God" (N. Tn.). The path that is worthy of the Lord, and in which there is fruit for God, will surely be one which leads to spiritual growth by gaining an increased acquaintance with God. This surely is a knowledge of God gained by experience, rather than doctrine, though such knowledge will certainly be in accord with the truth.

It becomes evident from this and other passages of Scripture that believers are not left in this world to find their way to heaven as best they can or to walk according to their own ideas of what is pleasing to God. The pathway that God has marked out for His people is one in which His will is paramount, and not theirs. Clearly, this tenth verse shows that His will is that His people should walk worthy of the Lord, bearing fruit — that is displaying the character of Christ — and growing by the knowledge of God. A walk worthy of the Lord can only be as we "follow His steps". Of Him we read, "Who, when He was reviled, reviled not again; when He suffered, He threatened not; but committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously" (1 Peter 2: 23). In the presence of wrongs and the hard, unkind and malicious speeches that may be uttered against us, our concern should be, not to defend ourselves and maintain our rights, but to express Christ; and in respect of any wrongs, to commit ourselves to Him that judgeth righteously. If we make Christ's interest our great concern, we can trust God to make our concerns His interest. Thus exhibiting Christ we shall bear fruit, and grow in the true knowledge of God. One has said, "We adorn the doctrine of God our Saviour by manifesting in this world of sin, and in the trying circumstances of daily life, not what flesh is, but what Christ is: our hearts feeding upon His love whilst we lean upon His arm and are guided by His eye . . . . Will He fail us in the hour of need? He lets us come into it just that we may prove how abundant are His resources to make us victors over the power of the enemy" (J. N. D.).


V. 11. We have already seen that to take a path that is worthy of the Lord, in which we bear fruit and grow in the knowledge of God will require divine wisdom and spiritual understanding. Now we learn the further truth that it will call for divine power. Such a path is far beyond any strength that nature possesses. Therefore, the apostle prays that we may be "strengthened with all power according to the might of His glory" (N. Tn.). The more exalted a Person the greater his power. Who then can estimate the might of the glory of Christ who is at the right hand of power? In the Epistle to the Ephesians we learn "the exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward". It has been seen in setting Christ at the right hand of God, above every power that is against us whether in this world or the world to come (Ephesians 1: 19-21). If Christ in His path is our pattern, the living Christ in the glory is our strength. This mighty power is at our disposal, not here to make us great preachers or teachers or prominent as leaders amongst the people of God, but to enable us, not only to take the path of well pleasing to the Lord, but also to endure in the path with longsuffering and joyfulness. We consider Him in His perfect pathway for our pattern: we look to Him in the glory for power to walk according to the pattern. Thus, in another epistle the apostle can say, "We all, looking on the glory of the Lord, with unveiled face, are transformed according to the same image from glory to glory" (2 Corinthians 3: 18).

The apostle does not ask for strength to do some great deed or make some great sacrifice on some special occasion. He asks for strength to be in a condition that is worthy of the Lord in the quiet of the everyday life. How well we know that it is the daily round that is the real test of the Christian life. There it is we need "all patience and longsuffering", combined with "joyfulness". "Long-suffering" can indeed at times be exhibited by the unconverted man; who but the Christian can combine "longsuffering" with "joyfulness"?

These terms describe what we are, rather than what we do. Patience has reference more to circumstances, long-suffering to our brethren, and joyfulness to God. Such is the path the apostle desires for believers; a path that has been marked out for us by Christ, for we read, "He that saith he abideth in Him ought himself also so to walk, even as He walked." In His path through this world everything was against Him. At every step He had to meet the contradiction of sinners, the opposition of the religious world, and the weakness and ignorance of his own. Yet in the presence of every kind of trial He never did a single thing for Himself, but only the Father's will, showing perfect goodness, and all patience, with longsuffering. Looking on His path we see that which will not be found even in heaven a perfect path in the midst of evil. Such is the perfect pattern for the believer's path. To tread in any measure the path which has Christ for its pattern will call for the single eye which has Christ for its object.

V. 12. The apostle proceeds to tell us the secret of joyfulness when in circumstances that call for patience and longsuffering. It lies in the knowledge of what the Father has done for us. Firstly, the Father has made us meet to be partakers of the portion of the saints in light. Not only is there a portion laid up for us in heaven, but we are made meet for the portion. We are not only made meet to partake of the privileges of the saints down here, but also to share in their portion in light. So absolute is the efficacy of God's work through Christ that it makes His people meet to stand "in light" where God dwells in the full light of His unsullied holiness.


The Father has taken us up in all our sins and vileness and made us meet for the light. Self-righteousness may say, "I am not fit;" but faith looking at Christ risen can say, "I am made what He is, and therefore I am meet for the saints in light." There may be deep exercises in learning this. Endless and tormenting questions may arise, if the heart turns in upon itself, but all these questions will be settled when the soul looks away to Christ risen. Christ is risen and there can be no question as to the risen Christ. He is beyond the sins, beyond the judgment, beyond the death, and beyond the power of Satan that He bore* upon the Cross. What is true of Christ is true of the believer for whom Christ died. If actually risen we could not have a question about being meet for the light. But God tells us that Christ Who died for us, is actually risen; and what is true of Him is true of the believer before God. Is Christ meet for the light? So are we. The thief was made meet to be with Christ the day he was converted. Paul, at the end of his devoted life, was not more meet for heaven than the thief who went to Paradise the day he was converted; though, indeed, he was a great deal more meet to live for Christ in this World of evil.
{*The manuscript has this word. It is clearly a mistake. It has been suggested that 'broke' would be more appropriate.} 

V. 13. Secondly, not only are we made meet for the portion of the saints in light, but the Father has delivered us from the authority of darkness. Satan and his emissaries are "the rulers of the darkness of this world". Blinded by Satan, the world, in spite of all its civilization, discoveries, and inventions, is in "darkness" or ignorance of God. The Christian has been delivered from the authority of darkness and brought under another authority, even One who has the great and glorious place and relationship to God as "the Son of His love" (N. Tn.).

Hereafter Christ will be manifested on earth in His Kingdom as the Son of Man. But this glorious Person under whose sway we are brought is One of Whom the Father can say, "This is My beloved Son: hear Him". In coming under the sway of "the Son of His love" we come under One Who, not only can shelter us from every harm, and provide for every need, but Who can satisfy the heart with His unfailing love. Not only are we made meet for light — the light of God — but we come under the sway of love — the love of the Father revealed in the Son.

V. 14. Thirdly we are reminded of the righteous ground on which we have been made meet for light, and translated into the kingdom of love. By Christ's work on the Cross, everything has been cleared away that stood between us and the blessing, so that we can say, "In whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins".

In these verses, 12-14, the apostle is no longer giving thanks for qualities found in the Colossian saints, as in verses 4 and 5, but rather expresses thankfulness to the Father for the blessings which are the common portion of all believers. Thus he says, "made us meet", "delivered us", "translated us"; and again, "we have redemption". We have had the apostle's prayer to the Father for our walk, and spiritual growth; here he gives thanks for blessings in which we are set by grace. These blessings are not a matter for prayer but a theme for praise, and set forth the position and relationships in which the believer is set by the Father's grace through the work of Christ. The position and relationships being the result of Christ's work must be as perfect as that work. We may grow in the apprehension of them, but in the blessings themselves there can be no growth.


To apprehend this is of the deepest importance, for all proper Christian walk, all service, all testimony to the world, flows from the true knowledge of our settled relationships with God. If this is not firmly held the earnest soul will seek to walk well to secure the relationship, thus falling into legality. Christ's work secures the blessing, though the enjoyment of the blessing will largely depend upon our walk.


2. Christ, the Work of Christ, and the Mystery


Colossians 1: 15-29.


The Colossian saints were in danger of being drawn away from Christ by philosophy and vain deceit, thus losing the consciousness of the fulness of their resources in Christ the Head, as well as the true relation of the assembly to Christ as His body. To meet these snares the Spirit of God, in this portion of the epistle, seeks to attract our hearts to Christ by unfolding the glories of His Person, the greatness of His work and the glory of the mystery.

1. The glories of the Person of Christ (Col. 1: 15-19)

Vv. 15-17. Already the apostle has brought before us the Son in relation to the Father, as the One under whose sway believers have been brought; now he sets before us the glories of the Son in relation to God. He is the image of the invisible God. In His essential Deity God is invisible; but in His moral being God has been perfectly made known in the Son become flesh. "The Only Begotten Son which is in the bosom of the Father he hath declared Him". None but a Divine Person is adequate to fully reveal a Divine Person. Not until the Son came into the world could the Father's heart be declared.

Scripture speaks of "image" and "likeness"; the difference is that likeness is being like another — having the same traits and features; "image" gives the thought of representing another, whether like or not. God said, "Let us make man in our image after our likeness". Adam was like God, in that he was made sinless; he was also in the image of God, in that he represented God as being the centre of a system over which he was to have dominion. Man is still said to be in the "image of God" (1 Cor. 11: 7), though, as fallen, he is very unlike God. The Son is never said to be in the likeness of the invisible God, for He is God, and to say that He is like God might imply that He is not really God. Nevertheless, the Son is "the image of the invisible God", and One who in His own Person, perfectly represents God in His character and moral attributes, before the whole universe.


Secondly, there passes before us the glories of the Son in relation to the whole created universe. Having come into creation, the Son is "the firstborn of all creation" (N. Tn.). The word "firstborn" is often used in Scripture, as with ourselves, to signify priority in time — the one who comes first. Scripture also uses the word to signify pre-eminence and dignity. God speaks of Ephraim as "My firstborn", though, historically, Manasseh was Joseph's first-begotten son (Jeremiah 31: 9). Again it is said of David, "I will make him my firstborn higher than the kings of the earth" (Psalm 89: 27). Here the word is used to express the pre-eminence of David over the kings of the earth, and thus a figure of Christ. If the son comes into the creation He must of necessity have pre-eminence in position and dignity above every created being, and, in this sense, He is called "the Firstborn of all creation".

Moreover, we are told why the Son has thus the supreme place as the Firstborn. "For by Him were all things created", whether in heaven or on earth; whether seen or beyond the limits of our vision; whether material powers, or spiritual powers. Further, not only were all things created by Him, they were also created "for Him", as equally for the Father. Then we are further guarded against the infidel thoughts of men who may profess to believe in His pre-eminence over creation, and yet say that He, Himself, had a beginning; for we are definitely told, "He is before all things". This statement tells us in no uncertain terms of the divine and eternal glory of the Son. We are carried back to a time when there was nothing created that has been created, to learn not merely "He was", but "He is". These are words that while they forbid the thought that "He began" or that "He was made", plainly tell us of His eternal existence as the Son. Lastly, in relation to creation we are told, "All things subsist together by Him" (N. Tn.). Not only do created things subsist, but they "subsist together". The vast creation is sustained by the Son in all its several parts as one harmonious whole. Men would use what they speak of as the laws of nature to shut the Creator out of His universe; but apart from the sustaining power of the Son all would dissolve into ruin. Doubtless there are laws by which God maintains the universe, for God is a God of order, and possibly amidst all men's changing speculations they may have partially discovered some of these laws. But we may ask if gravity is one of these laws, by which the earth is held in its orbit round the sun, Who is it that sustains gravity? Scripture answers, "By Him all things subsist".

Thus coming into creation the Son takes the place of supremacy as the firstborn, for all things were created by Him, and for Him, and He is before all, and by Him all things subsist.

Vv. 18, 19. Thirdly there is brought before us the glories of the Son in relation to the assembly. "He is the Head of the body, the church". Here we are carried in thought beyond the earth, and beyond death. To be the Head of the church it is not enough that the Son should come into creation and take His place as pre-eminent in the world His hands had made; He must go further, even into death, and become pre-eminent in resurrection, thus to become the beginning of a new creation beyond the power of death. In this new scene He associates with Himself His assembly.

There is, as we have seen, the pre-eminence that belongs to Him in creation by reason of who He is: there is also the pre-eminence that He has acquired by reason of the work He has accomplished. Thus in all things He has the pre-eminence — "For in Him all the fulness of the Godhead was pleased to dwell" (N. Tn.). Very blessedly He revealed the Father; but He did more. He revealed the Godhead — the Father , Son, and Holy Ghost, for in Him the "fulness" dwelt.


2. The Glories of the Work of Christ (Col. 1: 20-23)

V. 20. Having brought before us the glories of the Person of the Son, the apostle passes on to speak of the glories of His work. Even as the glory of His Person is presented first in connection with the creation, and then in connection with the assembly, so the glory of His work has this double aspect. First His work is seen in relation to creation (verse 20), then as it affects those who form the assembly (verses 21, 22).

All creation has been affected by the fall. Sin has defiled the whole universe; and a defiled creation must be unsuited to God. So we read in another Scripture, "The whole creation groaneth and travailleth in pain together until now" (Romans 8: 22). It is God's good pleasure to reconcile all things to the Godhead, so that everything being in accord with His mind, He will at last view the vast universe with complacent delight.

To remove the pain and discord of creation it was not enough that the Son should become incarnate. He must go into death. It can only be "through the blood of His cross" that a ruined creation can be reconciled to God. The blood has been shed, and put upon the mercy seat, and thus peace has been made before God. How otherwise could God have righteously borne with a defiled creation since the fall? Nevertheless we wait to see the full application of this work to creation.

V. 21. Apart, however, from created things there are those who form the assembly. Created things bear witness to the defiling character of sin; persons are also alienated in their minds by wicked works. In further contrast to created things we learn that believers are already reconciled. The work of Christ has not only removed our sins, but brought us into a condition before God in which He can view us with complacency, as "holy and unblameable unreproveable". This is how we are viewed by the Godhead as in Christ. Alas! in our practical ways we are too often far from being unblameable and unreproveable.

V. 23. The truth of reconciliation supposes that we are true believers.? A reality that is proved by continuing in the faith. The apostle speaks, not of the individual's faith, but, of the common faith the truth believed. If a man who has professed the truth gives up the common faith, we cannot absolutely pronounce upon the individual faith of his soul. We can, however, judge of the faith he owns, as to whether it is the truth or not. One has said, "A person may be sincere in what is wrong, or insincere in what is right; but the truth is an unbending standard. If one judged on the ground of an individual's heart, one could never speak at all; for of that who can pronounce but God? If one acts on the ground of the faith, the moment a man goes against the truth, giving up what he professed, we are bound to judge it leaving the question of his heart's faith in God's hands".

As the Colossians were in danger of departing from the truth, the warning is given to continue. If they give up the truth no one would have a right to view them as having part in those who are reconciled. Hence the warning not to be moved from the hope of the gospel. The hope of the gospel is in heaven, in contrast to Israel's hopes that are on earth. There were those who were attempting to beguile these saints from their heavenly hopes by the adoption of asceticism, feasts, and ordinances, which connected them with earth. Such teaching was not according to the gospel that they had heard, and of which Paul had been made a minister.

3. The Glory of the Mystery (Col. 1: 24-29)

Having presented the glory of the Person of Christ, and the glory of His work, the apostle now completes the truth by presenting the glory of the mystery. The glory and the pre-eminence of the Person of Christ have been presented first in connection with creation, and then in relation to the assembly. The glory of His work has also been presented in connection with these two spheres — creation and the assembly. Now the apostle presents the ministry of the truth in this double aspect — first, the ministry of the gospel to "the whole creation which is under heaven" (N. Tn.); secondly the ministry of the mystery to the saints.


V. 24. The ministry of the truth of the mystery had brought the apostle into prison; and in connection with this great truth, he filled up what was behind of the afflictions of Christ, and completed the Word of God. The truth of the assembly, more than any other truth, exposed the apostle to persecution and suffering, especially from the Jew. The truth that set aside the religion of the Jew and the philosophy of the Gentile — that paid no respect to the flesh in either, and proclaimed grace to all — was abhorrent to both. This hatred found its expression in persecution and a prison.

Christ had, indeed, in His great love suffered for the church on the Cross. The apostle, in his love for the assembly had suffered for proclaiming the truth of the mystery. However great and perfect the atoning sufferings of Christ, it was no part of His service of love to publicly proclaim the truth of the mystery. This awaited His new place in the glory, and the coming of the Spirit. Then the apostle takes up this service of love, with the sufferings entailed, and thus fills up that which is behind of the sufferings of Christ.

V. 25. Moreover, the truth of the mystery completes the great circle of subjects comprised in the Word of God. This entirely excludes any other subjects that men may seek to introduce as truth or development of truth. One has said, "The circle of truths which God had to treat, in order to reveal to us the glory of Christ and to give us complete instruction according to His wisdom, is entire, when the doctrine of the assembly is revealed" (J.N.D.).

V. 26. This great truth the assembly composed of believers taken from Jews and Gentiles and formed into one body, united to Christ as a glorified Man, to form a heavenly company — had been hid from ages and generations. It was unknown through all the past dispensations, and unrevealed to the generations of God's people, or even to Angelic hosts. When God was dealing with Jews and Gentiles as such, how could a truth be revealed that sets aside both to form a new and heavenly company?


V. 27. Now it is manifested to saints, to whom God would make known not only the mystery, or the glory of the mystery, but, "the riches of the glory of this mystery". The apostle, writing to those who were called from among the Gentiles, specially presses that it is made known among the Gentiles, and then emphasises the side of the truth, so needed by these Gentiles believers, that the mystery involves the great truth "Christ in you the hope of glory".

It is true that the mystery also involves the great truth that the saints are represented in Christ — the Head (compare Ephesians 3: 6, 11), but the truth that Christ dwells in the hearts of the saints, and that His character is to be seen in them, was the truth most needed by the Colossian saints to meet their dangers. This great truth is the hope of glory, where Christ will so perfectly be displayed in His people, as we read, "He shall come to be glorified in His saints, and to be admired in all them that believe" (2 Thessalonians 1: 10). It is important to keep clearly before our souls the two great aspects of the mystery, as unfolded in the Epistles to the Ephesians and Colossians. Firstly, it is the purpose of God that in the church there should be a company of saints in heaven who share the exaltation and acceptance of Christ — the Head. This is developed in the Epistle to the Ephesians (Ephesians 2: 6; 3). Secondly it is the purpose of God that the character and moral beauty of Christ — the Head, should be displayed in the church — His body, now on earth, as well as in the coming glory. This is the great truth developed in the Epistle to the Colossians (Colossians 1: 26, 27).

Vv. 28, 29. In the meantime Paul preached Christ, warned and taught every man, to the end that each saint might reflect Christ and thus be "perfect in Christ", an expression which implies a full grown Christian.


3. The Snares that Beset the Assembly


Colossians 2: 1-19.


In the first chapter the apostle had unfolded the glories of Christ, and referred to the glory of the mystery Christ in the saints "the hope of glory". These are the two great themes of the epistle: first, the fulness of our resources in Christ, the Head of the church: secondly, Christ in the saints, actually in the coming day of glory, and morally in their passage through time.

In the second chapter the apostle gives us warning and instructions. He warns us against the different ways in which the devil seeks to draw the saints away from Christ (and man the expression of Christ in the saints). He instructs us as to the provision that God has made in order that, on the one hand, we may be preserved from these snares, and, on the other hand, express Christ in our lives.

1. The Soul Exercises of the Apostle (Col. 2: 1-3)

The introductory verses disclose to us the deep exercises of the apostle's soul. He saw clearly that the enemy was seeking to turn the assemblies at Colosse and Laodicea from Christ, and that unless they were established in the great truth of the mystery of God, they would be carried away by these evil devices.


It is instructive to notice the character of his exercises. In the first place he was deeply anxious that the saints should be found in a right spiritual condition. Instead of being depressed by the attacks of the enemy, he desires that they might be comforted, or "encouraged". Instead of being thrown in to strife and contention by the devices of men, he desires that they may present a united front to the enemy by being "knit together in love". It would be very difficult for the enemy to gain a footing in a company of saints who were knit together in love.

Moreover, he is anxious for this right spiritual condition, not simply as having in view Christian service, however important that is, but, in order that they may have a true understanding of spiritual truth. It is only as the assembly is in a right condition — united in love that it can grow in the knowledge of the truth. Evidently, while there was much in the Colossian assembly for which the apostle can give thanks, they were defective in the truth of the mystery of God, and thus were in danger of being carried away by the enticing words of men. Therefore the apostle desired that believers might enter into the riches of the truth of the mystery; that they might have the full assurance of understanding that comes from the full knowledge of the mystery of God. This great truth tells believers that they are taken out from the Jews and the Gentiles to be united to one another and to Christ in glory by the Spirit, thus forming a new company that is beyond the reach of death, above the power of the enemy, that is in the world but not of it, that is passing through time but belongs to eternity, that is formed on earth but destined for heaven. Men, with their science and philosophy may lay claim to heights of wisdom and knowledge, but in the mystery of God there is found all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

Moreover, the apostle desires that the saints may enter into the truth of the mystery in order that they may escape the snares of the enemy, for he immediately adds, "This I say, lest any man should beguile you." Thus he desires a right spiritual condition that we may be able to understand the spiritual truth of the mystery, and escape the spiritual wickedness.


Having expressed the deep exercises of his heart, the apostle passes on to expose the different wiles of the enemy and to instruct us how to escape being beguiled and enticed away from Christ. There are four great dangers against which we are warned: firstly, enticing words (verse 4); secondly, rationalism (verse 8); thirdly, ritualism (verse 16); and finally, superstition (verse 18).

It will be noticed that none of these evils are the gross things of the world, but rather things that would appeal to the intellect and the religious side of Man's nature, therefore things that are a special snare to the Christian.

2. Enticing Words (Col. 2: 4-7)

V. 4. The first warning is "that no one may delude you by persuasive speech". This is a warning against error presented in an attractive form by the aid of human eloquence, or by being presented in Christian terms mixed with a measure of truth. Never was this warning more needed than in our day when the world is flooded with popular religious books, containing the deadliest error, expressed in choice language, hidden under attractive sentiments, and presented with a veneer of Christianity.

V. 5. The apostle was the more anxious for the Colossian saints inasmuch as he could rejoice over them, seeing they were an orderly company, steadfast in their faith in Christ. Nevertheless he felt, that unless such enter into the knowledge of the mystery of God they would not be able to stand against the wiles of the enemy. While we gladly own that, as sinners we are saved by grace, we have to admit how slow we are to recognise the further great truth that, as saints, we are united to Christ in heaven Who is the Head of the body the church, and the centre of that vast new creation according to the eternal counsels of God.

Knowing only the grace of God that brings salvation, and failing to enter into the counsels of God for the glory of Christ and the blessing of the saints, the vast bulk of Christians have fallen a prey to the snares of which the apostle speaks.

V. 6. However much the enticing words of men might seem to open before us a vista of larger blessing, deeper knowledge, and greater usefulness, the effect would be to lead souls away from Christ. At once, therefore, the apostle turns our thoughts to Christ. He exhorts us that, having received Christ as our Saviour and Lord, we should walk "in Him". We are to walk in dependence upon Him, guided and kept from every snare by the grace and wisdom in Him.

V. 7. Moreover if we are rooted in Him as the source of all our blessing, let us seek to be built up and established in our souls in the truth in Him, and thus assured or confirmed in the faith. This confirmation in the faith is the result of holding to the truth as we have been taught in the apostolic teachings. That which we have been taught in Scripture is not to be held half-heartedly. We should seek to abound in the truth with thanksgiving.


Alas! too often saints show how little they are confirmed in the faith, as they have been taught in apostolic writings, by lightly abandoning under the enticing words of some leader all they have professed to believe. How needed the warning, "Lest any man", whatever his gift or sincerity, "beguile you with enticing words". Whatever we hear, come from whomsoever it may, we are only safe as we test it by "the faith", as we have "been taught" in the Word of God.

3. Rationalism (Col. 2: 8-15)

V. 8. In the eighth verse the apostle warns us against a second great snare — the snare of

rationalism, or the effort to explain all things by human reason in order to exclude revelation. The apostle says, "See that there be no one who shall lead you away as a prey through philosophy and vain deceit" (N. Tn.). Philosophy is the love of wisdom, but the wisdom of men by which man seeks to search out and explain all things under the sun. Alas! human wisdom leaves out God and leads to "vain deceit", such as evolution, which would fain have a universe without God, and modernism which would have a form of Christianity without the Christ of God and the atonement of the Bible.

The apostle meets this snare of philosophy with a three-fold condemnation. Firstly, he says, it is "after the teaching of men", rather than the revelation of God. For this reason it shuts out faith. The teaching of man is never faith. To receive statements because men make them, even if the statements are true, is not faith. "Faith is the reception of a divine testimony by the soul" (J.N.D.).

Secondly, philosophy is according to the elements of the world, and therefore can be appreciated by the world. Being appreciated by the world it leaves its votaries in the world. In contrast to philosophy, Christianity calls a people out of the world for heaven.


Thirdly, philosophy is "not after Christ". It leads to speculation: it never leads to Christ. For this reason, apart from every other consideration, philosophy stands condemned by Christianity, which is marked by faith, draws people out of the world, and gathers them to Christ.

V. 9. Having warned us of this snare the apostle at once brings before us the great positive truths that would preserve us from being turned aside by the emptiness of human wisdom. First, he turns us to Christ — "In Him dwells all the fulness of the Godhead bodily." Instead of the misty speculations of men, we have God perfectly revealed in all His fulness in Christ. There is not a single attribute of the Godhead that is lacking in Christ. Moreover, it is in Him "bodily". Christ has taken a body and become manifest in flesh, so that the fulness of the Godhead could be presented in a way that can be known by the most simple of men. It may require a giant intellect to understand even the terms in which philosophy struggles to express its speculations; simple fishermen of Galilee can see the fulness of God in Christ, and thus enter into truths that lie outside the comprehension of the greatest natural intellect. One has said, "To faith which saw through the veil of His humiliation when here, there was not a trait in His character, an act in His conduct, or an expression of the feeling of His heart going out to the misery around Him, that was not the revelation of the Godhead" (J.N.D.).

V. 10. Secondly, the apostle says, "Ye are complete in Him, which is the head of all principality and power." Not only is God fully revealed to us in Christ, but believers are fully presented before God in Him. All the blessing that God has purposed for believers, and that Christ's work has secured for believers, is set forth in Christ, Himself, in His place in the glory above every principality and power. Our portion and position, as set forth in Christ, is complete. All the philosophy, and teaching of men can add nothing to the fulness of the Godhead revealed in Christ, or to the completeness of the believer's portion as set forth in Christ.

What is the righteousness we have? It is seen in Christ to be a suitability to God's holy nature so complete that it makes us meet to be partakers of the portion of the saints in light, even as Christ is in the light. What is the life we have? Christ in the glory is our life: it is set forth in Him. What is the relationship into which we are brought? It is set forth in Christ; His Father is our Father, and His God our God. What is the glory that is secured for us at the end of our journey? It is set forth in Christ. The glory which He has as Man has been given to us. We are complete in Him.


V. 11. Having stated the great truth of the fulness of our blessing, as set forth in Christ, the apostle proceeds to show the way God has wrought to meet, and deliver the believer, from all evil within, and every enemy without, in order to bring us into this wonderful place of blessing in Christ. He passes before us this great work of God by referring to circumcision, burial, resurrection and quickening.

Circumcision, or the cutting off of the flesh, tells us that in the death of Christ, the flesh, with all its evil, has been put off in God's sight. This is something that has been done by God without the intervention of man. It is not question of attainment of Christian experience, though it surely had to be realised and involves experience in its realisation by the believer. For if we own the flesh has been dealt with and condemned at the Cross it must be a settled thing with us that the flesh is not to rule in our lives.

V. 12. From circumcision the apostle passes on to speak of baptism setting forth the great truth that we have been buried with Christ in order that the "old man" may go out of sight. It sets forth entire separation from the "old man" — that life, with all the characteristics, that marked us as natural men. Abraham says. Let me "bury my dead out of my sight". That which is dead is to be out of sight. If true to our baptism it would be difficult for the world, or the saints, to tell what manner of men we were before our conversion. The "old man" that has been crucified with Christ would be out of sight. In chapter 1 we are exhorted to "walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing". We are to walk in the sight of the Lord seeking His approval, not seeking to be prominent before men or courting the approval of the world, thus keeping ourselves out of sight, we should become true witnesses to Christ.

From baptism the apostle passes on to refer to resurrection. Baptism separates us from the world, and the man that lived in the world; resurrection brings us into the light of another world. God has raised Christ from among the dead, and through faith we know that we are made companions of Christ risen, and that if the world is closed behind us heaven is open before us (Col. 3: 1-4).

Vv. 13-15. Moreover, believers are quickened. There is a positive work of God in the soul whereby believers are made alive with Christ in a life that is free from sin and death. The body is not yet quickened; for that we wait; but we have a life which enables us to enjoy things above and walk in communion with Christ on our way to heaven.

We thus learn that all that is in us that would hinder our living the life of Christ has been dealt with. The flesh has been condemned by the circumcision of Christ in death; the old man has been buried with Him. Heavenly things come into view by His resurrection, and we are quickened with a new life that can enter into and enjoy the heavenly things.

Further, we learn that, not only the evil within has been dealt with, but, every opposing power without has been met. As to our sins, they have been forgiven. As to the ordinances of the law, that made demands upon us that we could not meet, and required a righteousness that we could not supply, we are delivered from them by the Cross. Every spiritual force against us has been triumphed over.


Ritualism (Col. 2: 16, 17)

In the following verse the apostle warns us against a third great snare to which the saints are exposed — the Judaizing evil. In that day there were those who professed to add to the Christian life by the insistence of Jewish ordinances as to what we eat and drink, and the observance of certain days as holy days, such as the new moon and the sabbath. This snare to which the Colossian saints were exposed has developed into the ritualism of our day. With one verse it is condemned by God as a return to the shadows of a past dispensation. In those days the ordinances of Judaism prefigured the substantial realities found alone in Christ. Alas! Christendom has fallen into this snare; and, in turning back to the shadows, has largely lost the Substance.

Superstition (Col. 2: 18, 19)

Finally, in verses 18 and 19, we are warned against a fourth snare — the worshipping of angels, and the intrusion into things we have not seen. This is the superstition of the flesh that loves to pry into the unseen, and dabble with the unknown. It might have the appearance of humility that is willing to submit to spiritual beings; in reality, it is only flesh indulging its own will. It has been truly said of the angels, "They have to do with us, but not we with them. Our business is with God".

The apostle exposes this evil as being the pride of a fleshly mind pretending to penetrate into the secrets of heaven. Moreover, he warns us that it involves the setting aside of Christ, the Head of His body. To bring angels, or any other creature, whether the Virgin or saints, between our souls and Christ is to deny our direct union with Christ. He is the head of all principality and power, and as Head to the body He directly ministers all spiritual nourishment through the spiritual help supplied by the members of the body. Thus spiritual growth of the soul is maintained and the body of Christ increases with the increase of God, apart altogether from angelic ministry, which, in Scripture, is always connected with the guardian care of the natural body.

The apostle has thus passed before us four different snares which make little appeal to gross carnal flesh, but are very attractive to religious flesh. One thing marks all these snares, they do not lead to Christ.

Error wrapped up in enticing words beguiles souls from the steadfastness of their faith in Christ (verses 4, 5).

Rationalism, with its philosophy and vain deceit, after the teaching of men, is "not after Christ" (verse 8).

Ritualism, with its ritual and feast days, occupies with the shadows and not Christ (verse 17).

Superstition, with its intrusion into things unseen, sets aside Christ, the Head (verses 18, 19).

Enticing words may easily play upon our ignorance, rationalism may appeal to the intellect, ritualism to the emotions, and superstitions to the imagination; but none of these things will reveal Christ to the soul or form Christ in our lives. They do not lead to Christ.

To meet all these evils, and preserve us from them, the apostle presents Christ. Our having received Christ, He is the power for our walk (verse 6); we have everything in Him (verse 9); we are identified with Him (verses 11-13); we derive all nourishment from Him (verse 19).


4. The Believer's Death and Resurrection with Christ


Colossians 2: 20 — 3: 11.


In the preceding section of the epistle we have been warned against the special dangers to which the Christian assembly is exposed. With verse 20 of chapter 2, we pass to the hortatory part of the epistle in which we are exhorted to apply, in our practical lives, the great truths that as believers we have died, and are risen, with Christ.

In the practical application of these truths to the life and walk of the believer there will be found, on the one hand, salvation from the dangers of which the apostle has been speaking; and on the other hand, preparation for the setting forth of Christ characteristically in the saints, of which he speaks in the following division of the epistle (Col. 3: 12 — 4: 6).

1. The practical effect of being dead with Christ (Col. 2: 20-23)

V. 20. The first exhortations are based on the great truth that believers have died with Christ to the elements of the world. The immediate words of the apostle, as well as the general tenor of the epistle, clearly indicate that "the elements of the world" are the religious ordinances invented by men or borrowed from Judaism.

The apostle has been speaking of the different snares by which the enemy would seek to draw our souls from Christ. As we have seen, these snares are all of a religious and intellectual character; therefore, in this passage, the great fact is pressed, that if we have died with Christ it is, not only to the gross things of the world, but to the religion of the world. Very plainly, the apostle's statements expose and condemn this worldly religion.

Firstly, he shows it is a form of religion entirely adapted to men "living in the world". The religion of heathendom, of corrupt Judaism, as also that of corrupt Christendom, suits the world, can be carried out by the world, and leaves men living in the world. Thus it stands condemned by the Word of God, for Christianity takes the believer out of the world by death with Christ.


Secondly, the religion of the world is a religion of "ordinances", or human regulations to which the natural man can submit. Such ordinances call for no work of God in the conscience or heart, and raise no question of new birth or conversion. Such ordinances consist of abstention from certain material things on certain days which men count holy, such as new moons and sabbath days. They can be summed up by the negative formula, "Touch not; taste not; handle not".

Thirdly, such ordinances occupy the soul with material things which perish with the handling. A religion that consists only of obedience to such ordinances must of necessity perish when the things of which it consists perish. Faith puts the believer in touch with spiritual and unseen things that are eternal in the heavens.

Fourthly, we are told that this religion of ordinances is "after the commandments and

doctrines of men". It is not of God's appointment nor according to the teaching of Scripture.

Fifthly, these ordinances of men have indeed, in the eyes of the world an appearance of wisdom; for it seems wise to avoid certain things which men are liable to abuse, and, if abused, are harmful to the body.

Sixthly, these ordinances leading to asceticism, and "harsh treatment of the body" (N. Tn.), would appear to show a willingness to worship God while humbling and denying oneself, and thus appear exceedingly meritorious in the eyes of the natural man.


Seventhly, such religion stands wholly condemned by God as simply "satisfying of the flesh". Instead of setting aside the flesh as worthless, it recognises the flesh and panders to its pride. To deny the body certain food on certain set days, and treat the body harshly, gratifies the flesh with the feeling of having acted in a praise worthy manner.

Thus a religion of trust in ordinances, while appealing to a man "living in the world", is wholly inconsistent for the believer who accepts the great truth that he has died with Christ. For such an one to turn back to religion of ordinances is practically to deny that he has died with Christ, and once again take his place as living in the world.

2. The practical effect of being risen with Christ (Col. 3: 1-11)

Having warned us against the religion of the world which we have left behind by death with Christ, the apostle now exhorts believers to enter into the positive blessings which form the portion of those who are risen with Christ.

The exhortations are connected, first, with the new world of blessing opened to the believer (verses 1, 2); then, the new life (verses 3-7); and lastly the new man (verses 8-11).

Vv. 1, 2. First the apostle speaks of the new sphere in contrast to the old. It is clear, when Christ was raised from among the dead, that death had no more dominion over Him, and the believer, being risen with Christ, is free from death as the penalty of sin. There is, however, the further great truth set forth in Christ risen, namely that a new scene with new relationships are opened to the believer. As the risen Man Christ could say to Mary, "Touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to My Father: but go to My brethren, and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father, and your Father; and to My God, and your God". After His resurrection the world saw Him no more, and His own were to know Him no more after the flesh, but in connection with the Father and His new position in heaven. The believer, though having to do with the life here and its relationships while passing through time, is, as risen with Christ, brought into new relationships in connection with the scene above where Christ has gone.

We are exhorted, then, to "seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God". In this passage the things which are above are set in contrast to "things on the earth". This world is occupied with vast schemes through which man seeks, by his own will and power, to improve the condition of the world and bring in a millennium without God or Christ. Looking above, we see it is the purpose of God to bring in a universe of bliss through Christ, and of which Christ will be the Head and Centre. God has given assurance of the accomplishment of His purpose by exalting the One whom men have crucified to His own right hand. Christ on the Cross is the clear witness to the failure of all men's schemes: Christ in the glory, at the right hand of God, is the sure token that God will accomplish His purpose. The things which are above are all those things which depend upon Christ at the right hand of God, and which God has purposed for the glory of Christ and the blessing of man. It is on these things we are to set our minds and not on the passing things of earth.

The passage clearly indicates that above there is rest, where toil shall be no more, for Christ sitteth at the right hand of God. Moreover there is power, which can sustain the whole universe of bliss for Christ is in the place of power the right hand of God. Then does not Psalm 16 tell us that, at God's right hand, there is fulness of joy and pleasures for evermore? Joys there may be on earth, but the fulness of joy is at God's right hand. On earth the joy runs out; in heaven it is full. On earth the pleasures are but for a season; in heaven they are for evermore. Are not these some of the things that are above, on which we are exhorted to set our minds, in place of having them set on things on the earth? The apostle does not say things that are in the world, but things that are on the earth. Worldly things may include many things that are absolutely evil, and for the mind to dwell on such things would be defiling. Earthly things include natural things and natural relationships which, in their place, are not wrong, and yet if our minds are over-occupied with them they will spoil our taste for heavenly things.


Vv. 3, 4. Secondly the apostle speaks of the new life in contrast to the old. In the first two verses of the chapter there is opened up to us an entirely new scene — the resurrection sphere — and everything in that fair scene is beyond the reach of death. The things of earth, however right in themselves, are subject to death and the limitations of time. The Christian is not only set in relation to this new scene, but he possesses a new life capable of the enjoyment of heavenly scenes and eternal relations. Of this new life the apostle now speaks, for how can we set our minds on things above apart from a life that can appreciate these things?

The life of the world consists in the enjoyment of the things of the world, such as they are. Christ, who is the believer's life is hidden from the gaze of the world, and hence the world cannot see the source and spring of the Christian life. Christ can be said to be that life for, in Christ in glory, we see the setting forth of the believer's life in its own proper sphere. This life will be manifested in all its blessedness when Christ appears and we appear with Him in glory. It will then be seen what sustained the believer in life as he passed through the world during the absence of Christ.

Vv. 5-7. Having spoken of the Christian life, the apostle refers in contrast to the things which form the life of the world. Already he has said we are dead to the religion of the world; now he would have us apply death to the activities of the flesh in us. We are to cut off that in ourselves which would link us with the life of the world. If an angel passed through this world he would not be contaminated by the world; there is nothing in the angel that would answer to its seductions. With us there is the flesh a nature that quickly responds to the attractions of the world and the pleasures of sin. We are therefore exhorted to cut off and refuse the different forms in which the flesh manifests itself the lusts, covetousness, and idolatry of the flesh. Unless we bridle our desires they will lead us to pursue some particular object with such absorbing interest that the particular thing becomes an idol that shuts out God.

The Christian is called to mortify these members of the flesh. The flesh has been dealt with at the Cross: the believer is to deal with the different forms in which that flesh (which is still in him) seeks to manifest itself. The members of which the apostle speaks in this passage can hardly refer to the members of the body. So far from mortifying these members of our bodies, we are told, in Romans 6 to yield our members as instruments unto God. The members here would seem to be all these unholy things by which the flesh expresses itself; even as the actual members of the body are the instruments for the service of the body.

It is for the indulgence of these members of the flesh that the wrath of God will come upon the children of disobedience. Refusing the grace of God that would put away their sins they come under the wrath of God that deals with them because of their sins. In times past these believers had walked in these things in which they had found their life. In those days their evil walk was perfectly consistent with their unregenerate life. Now as Christians the apostle exhorts us to walk in consistency with the new life.

Vv. 8-10. Thirdly, from speaking of the new life in contrast to the old, the apostle passes on to speak of the new man in contrast to the old man. The evils spoken of in verse 8 are connected with the mind and spirit, rather than with the body. Anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, and vile language, all suppose the mind working in an evil way; whereas the list of sins in verse 5 involves the actual evil deeds connected with the body. Here it is not the evil acts, but the violent and corrupt way in which the flesh expresses itself in committing its evil acts.


All these things are to be put off as forming part of the character of the old man with his deeds, and as wholly inconsistent with the new man. Here, then, the apostle draws the contrast between the old man and the new. These expressions do not refer to particular individuals. They are used to describe different orders of men each having certain characteristics. In ordinary language we speak of "the black man" and "the white man", not in reference to any individual, but as describing different races of men. Further, the expression "new man" does not mean simply a fresh man, as when we speak of a new man being appointed to fill some position; it implies an order of man that is new in the sense of being entirely different to the old man.

This new man is "renewed", a word that implies it is daily gaining new strength. This fresh strength is found in the knowledge of the One that has created the new man. As we grow in the knowledge of Christ, so we become like Christ, the One who is the perfect expression of the new order of man. When Christ came into the world there was under the eye of God One who, morally, set forth a new order of man — a heavenly man — with new characteristics. The introduction of the new order of man made the first man, morally, the old man.

The new man is renewed after the image of Him that created him. The more we have Christ

before us — the One in whom the new man is perfectly expressed — the more we become like Christ, and thus practically "put on the new man" by exhibiting the character of the new man.

V. 11. In this new order of man there are no national distinctions such as Greek and Jew: there are no religious distinctions, such as circumcision and uncircumcision, nor are there social distinctions between ignorant and learned, slaves and free. The old man may indeed include a variety of men, such as Jews and Gentiles, but all marked by certain evil characteristics. The new man is an order of man in which "Christ is everything, and in all". Christ is everything as the perfect pattern and object; and Christ is in all to form the character of the new man.


Thus in connection with the resurrection of Christ, and the believer being risen with Christ, there is brought before us a new scene the resurrection sphere in contrast to the earth (verses 1, 2); the new life in contrast to the old (verses 3-7); and the new man in contrast to the old man (verses 8-11).


5. Christ in the Believer


Colossians 3: 12 — 4: 6.


We have seen that the great object of the epistle is to present the glories of Christ, the Head of the church, in order that the character of the Head may be expressed in His body.

Having set forth the practical application of the great truths that believers have died and risen with Christ (Col. 2: 20 — 3: 11), the apostle now exhorts us to put on the character of Christ. In the coming glory we shall be perfectly like Christ, in a scene where every one is like Christ: now it is the believer's high privilege to express the character of Christ in a world where men are not a bit like Christ. Moreover this new character is to be exhibited not only in some particular circle, on some special occasion, but in every circle in which the Christian may be called to move.

Naturally the apostle first brings before us the expression of the character of Christ in the Christian circle (Col. 3: 12-17); then the family circle (Col. 3: 18-21); then the social circle (Col. 3: 22 — 4: 1); and finally the character of Christ is to be expressed towards them that are without (Col. 4: 2-6).


1. Christ expressed in the Christian circle (Col. 3: 12-17)

V. 12. The apostle bases all his exhortations on the wonderful position in which the believer stands before God. We are "the elect of God, holy and beloved". As "the elect", we were chosen "before the foundation of the world" for heavenly blessing according to the purpose of God. As "holy", we are set apart for God from this present world; as "beloved", we are cared for by God every step of our journey through this world. (Ephesians 1: 4; John 17: 6, 11).

Our walk and practice could never secure this place of privilege before God. Our standing in blessing is wholly the result of the grace of God that has reached us through Christ. While, however, the walk cannot secure the position of privilege, the position is surely to govern our walk.

Do not these blessings set forth the position of Christ when in this world? Was He not the elect of God — the One chosen from among the people in a very special sense? So, too, He was, in the most absolute sense, the Holy One; and, on two occasions, the voice from heaven said, "This is My beloved Son". If by grace we are brought into the same position, it must follow that we should walk as He walked, and exhibit His character.

It is noticeable that in the prayers, the teaching and the exhortations of this epistle there is little or no reference to special gifts, and the exercise of public ministry in the service of the Lord. Such themes, of deep importance have their place in other Epistles: here it is that which is of yet deeper importance — the spiritual life and character of the Christian — that is the great theme. What we are, is of far greater importance than what we do. We are apt to value one another by our zeal and activity before men, rather than by our spiritual life and character before God. If a believer has gift and ability it is comparatively easy to be zealous and active in public: it calls for greater grace to live Christ in the quiet, and comparative privacy, of the every-day life. To be an energetic worker amongst the Lord's people, or in the world, may make more show; but to be a spiritual man exhibiting the character of Christ in meekness and lowliness, in longsuffering and forbearance, will carry more weight, and be of greater value in the sight of God. The ornament of a meek and quiet spirit is in the sight of God of great price (1 Peter 3: 4). To be a Martha, with a good deal of bustling activity, is easy; to be a Mary, sitting still at the feet of Jesus, demands a far deeper spirituality. It is not that a quiet, spiritual believer will not be active in good works, but the "life" will precede the "works", and will ever be his first care. Mary, who was commended by the Lord for choosing "the good part", was also praised for her "good work". But the "good part" came before the "good work".


The result of the good part that Mary chose — the sitting at the feet of Jesus to hear His word — was to form in her the character and graces of Christ. The exhortations that follow very blessedly set forth this character of Christ, marked by grace (verses 12, 13); love (verse 14); and peace (verse 15).

Vv. 12, 13. The first seven exhortations all set forth the different ways in which the grace of Christ is expressed. Mercy is grace to those who in some way may be dependent upon us, and are in special need. Kindness does not necessarily imply the meeting of actual need, or the conferring of benefits upon one dependent upon us. It is rather ministering to the happiness and comfort of others who may be in no special need. Lowliness has respect to oneself; meekness has reference to others. Lowliness thinks low thoughts, or no thoughts, of self; meekness gives way to others. These two excellent qualities are illustrated by the word, "In lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves " (Philippians 2: 3). The lowly man makes himself of no reputation; the meek man considers the qualities of others rather than his own.

Long-suffering has reference more to trying circumstances; forbearing one another refers to trying people. We rightly speak of a person showing great forbearance in the presence of provocation. This provocation may be general something that calls for the forbearance of all. There may also be personal wrongs, which would give just cause for complaint by the one wronged. Such personal wrongs call for forgiveness. The measure of the forgiveness is to be even as Christ forgave us.

V. 14. Then we read, "To all these things add love" (N. Tn.). It is not, as in our translation, "Above all these things put on love", as if above all these qualities there is "love" as a quality apart. Love is to be added to the mercy, the kindness, and all the other qualities. All these blessed activities of the new man are to spring from love. If we show mercy, or kindness, or forbearance, or forgiveness, it should be because we love our brother. Love is "the bond of perfectness". The apostle is speaking of the new order of man in which alone perfection can be found. In the old order, men are hateful and hating one another; in the new, all are bound together in the eternal bonds of love. One has said, "The links which are riveted in the love of Christ, and in labours for Christ, outlive the changes of time, and bind the family of God in the mansions of eternity".

V. 15. "Let the peace of Christ preside in your hearts" (N. Tn.). In Christ we see the new order of man set forth in perfection. He came down from heaven, and could speak of Himself as "the Son of Man which is in heaven" (John 3: 13). He walked amidst earth's unrest, but lived in heaven's calm. We pass through a world where there is no peace. Politically, it is a world of wars. Socially, commercially, and religiously, all is unrest and upheaval. The privilege of the Christian is to pass through it, even as Christ, with the peace and calm of heaven in his heart. Whatever the circumstances through which he may be called to pass, with his mind set on things above, he will be kept in the peace which Christ enjoyed.


Furthermore the peace is not only to preside in our hearts, but to be enjoyed in the Christian company; for to this we have been "called in one body". Oneness of the body requires peace between the members if it is to grow with the increase of God. Further, if there is peace in the heart, there will be thankfulness to God. Thus, if marked by grace, love, and peace, the beautiful character of Christ will be reproduced in His people.

Vv. 16, 17. The character of Christ found in the saints, as set forth in verses 12 to 15, prepares for the service of Christ as unfolded in verses 16 and 17. In these verses the apostle speaks of teaching, admonishing, singing, doing, and giving thanks. The meaning of verse 16 is a little obscured in our version by somewhat defective punctuation. There are three distinct exhortations. First, "Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly": secondly "In all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another": thirdly, "In psalms, hymns, spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to God" (N. Tn.).

The first exhortation is individual; we are each to be instructed in the mind of Christ. Then, having the mind of Christ for ourselves we are to teach and admonish one another. Here the exhortation does not appear to contemplate public ministry by one specially gifted to teach; but rather teaching and admonishing one another individually, as the outcome of each one having the word of Christ, through having sat at His feet and heard His word. The third exhortation gives the proper attitude of praise to God. If we sing to God is should be with grace in our hearts, not simply with melody on our lips.

In verse seventeen, we pass to "doing". Whatsoever we do in word or deed, is to be done in the Name of the Lord Jesus. What a simple but searching rule of life. How beautiful will be the life in which nothing is ever said or done, but what is suitable to that blessed and holy Name. How many questions, that perplex us in the daily life, would at once be solved by this simple test, "Can I do, or say, this in the Name of the Lord Jesus?"

The closing exhortation is "Giving thanks to God the Father by Him". In the midst of all circumstances we are to give thanks. The Lord, when rejected by Israel, could say, "I thank Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth": and Paul could sing in the inner prison, with his feet fast in the stocks. We learn from these exhortations how intimately the character of Christ in the saints, and the practical life they lead, are linked together. The character we put on must affect the life we live, expressed in our words and deeds.

2. Christ expressed in the family circle (Col. 3: 18-21)

In verses 18 to 21, we have practical exhortations in reference to the natural relationships established by God — wives, husbands, children, and fathers. Christianity, while introducing into relationships above the relationships of earth, does not set aside the natural relationships, while we are yet in the body. They were instituted by God, sanctioned by the Lord, and are to be respected by the Christian.

Fallen man has abused these relationships: the Christian is instructed how to maintain them according to the mind of God, so that, in the family, there may be an expression of the excellencies of Christ the subjection, the obedience, the love, and the grace — that marked His earthly path.


V. 18. Christian wives are exhorted to own the authority of their husbands by due subjection. This indeed is only fitting in those who profess to submit to the Lord. Being subject "in the Lord", would give strength to carry out exhortation, while, at the same time, guarding the submission from degenerating into any acquiescence in evil.

V. 19. Husbands are to see that they love their wives, and, thus, instead of being betrayed into any bitterness, express the character of Christ by using authority in the spirit of love.

V. 20. Children are to obey their parents in all things, not simply as well pleasing in the family circle, but as well-pleasing in the Lord. Walking in obedience they would exhibit something of the beautiful character of Christ, Who, in the days of His flesh was "subject" to His parents (Luke 2: 51).

V. 21. Fathers are to beware lest they assert their authority in an arbitrary way, and thus estrange the child's affection by any unjust punishment; or dishearten the child by needless fault-finding. They are to seek to exhibit that perfect wisdom of Christ, Who knew how to correct His disciples while retaining their affections (Luke 22: 24-30).

These exhortations suppose the Christian household, where all right authority is maintained, but under the Lord, and therefore exercised in a way that is pleasing to the Lord, in a spirit of love.

We approach these special exhortations to the family circle through the exhortations addressed to the Christian circle. If we are right in the Christian circle; if we are seeking things above; if we are mortifying the members of the flesh; if we have practically put off the old man, and put on the new, and are thus marked by the grace, love, and peace of Christ, we shall be prepared to carry out rightly the relationships of the family circle.

Nevertheless, the flesh is still in us and, therefore, each one is exhorted in a way that will strengthen against the thing in which each is likely to fail. The flesh in the woman may, at times, rebel against the authority of the man; she is therefore exhorted to submit. The man may more easily break down in affection than the woman; he is therefore exhorted to love. Children are prone to do their own wills; they are therefore warned to obey. The father may act in an arbitrary way; so is warned not to provoke his children.


How happy the home in which the wife's submission is yielded in the Lord; where the

husband's authority is exercised in love; where the children obey to please the Lord; and where the father acts with the wisdom of Christ.

3. Christ expressed in the social circle (Col. 3: 22 — 4: 4)

It will be noticed that the first relationships of which the apostle speaks are those which had

their existence in the Garden of Eden — wife and husband. Then we come to relationships which came into being after the fall — children and parents. Finally we come to relationships of which we hear nothing until after the flood — servants and masters (Genesis 9: 25).


Col. 3: 22 — 4: 1. Apparently the existence of masters and slaves was not contemplated in the creation order. This being so, it might be thought that Christianity would entirely ignore, if not actually prohibit, such institutions amongst men. This, however, is not so: Christianity neither sanctions nor condemns slavery, for it is not part of the work of grace to "set itself to change the state of the world, and of society". Its great purpose is to call a people out of the world to Christ, bringing them into new and heavenly relationships.

Those Christians, however, who find themselves in these different social positions are instructed how to act so that while in them, they may express something of the character of Christ.

Christian slaves are to carry out their obedience to their masters, no longer to ingratiate themselves with their masters, or as pleasing themselves or others, but, with a heart governed with the single desire to please the One of Whom it is written "even Christ pleased not Himself". Whatever has to be done, however menial, or irksome, is to be done as to the Lord. Thus, though a slave to man, the Christian slave serves the Lord, and, serving the Lord, will be recompensed by the Lord. In that coming day of recompense, if not in the present, it will be made manifest that with the Lord there is no respect of persons. He that does wrong, whether master or slave, will receive for the wrong that he has done. Masters, then, are to act towards their slaves, in the fear of the Lord, knowing that they have a Master in heaven. So doing they will give to their slaves what is just and fair.

Col. 4: 2-4. These special exhortations to different individuals, are closed by a general exhortation to prayer that applies to all saints. The mere fact of knowing the mind of the Lord for each one in these relationships, is not enough. Knowledge of itself is not power. We need to be kept in the dependent attitude of prayer, if we are to carry out the exhortations in practice. We are therefore exhorted to "Persevere in prayer, watching in it with thanksgiving." Persevering in prayer would imply, not only turning to God in some special need, but the habitual attitude of dependence upon God. The psalmist can say, "Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I pray" (Ps. 55: 17). Whatever the difficulty, however prolonged the trial, though the answer may be delayed, we are to "persevere in prayer". The prayer is to be accompanied with watching and thanksgiving. The Lord warned His disciples to watch and pray. It is useless to pray in reference to a particular temptation, or snare, if at the same time we do not watch against it. Prayer without watchfulness has reference to the expectation of an answer to the prayer, and in this sense we are to watch for the answer.

Exhorting others to pray led the apostle to feel his own deep need of the prayers of the Lord's people. Hence he asks for their prayers that God would open to him a door of utterance; and that door being opened, that he might be able to unfold the mystery of Christ, and to do so in a right manner, as he "ought to speak".

4. Christ expressed towards those who are without (Col. 4: 5, 6)


Finally we are exhorted as to our walk and conversation with those who are without the Christian circle. A right walk will call for wisdom, and the readiness to avail ourselves of the opportunities that present themselves to speak for the Lord. Our danger is that we may have wisdom but lack boldness; or that we may manifest great boldness accompanied with little wisdom.

We carry a message of grace, to be expressed in words of grace; at the same time our speech is to be seasoned with the salt of holiness. Thus speaking, our grace will not degenerate into lightly passing over sins, nor our faithfulness into mere hard condemnation of sinners. For this combination of grace and "salt" we need the wisdom of Christ Who, not only knew the right answer to give every enquirer or opposer, but, how to answer so as to meet the need of each one.


6. The Closing Salutations


Colossians 4: 7-18.


The salutations with which the epistle closes present a beautiful picture of the Christian love, the mutual interest in one another's circumstances, and the tender regard for the spiritual welfare of the Lord's people, that existed in the Christian circle in the days before the church, as a united witness for God, became ruined, and the people of God became divided and scattered.

Vv. 7-9. Two brothers in the Lord — Tychicus and Onesimus — were linked together in the service of carrying this letter to the Colossian assembly. Very happily the apostle can speak of Tychicus as, not only a "brother", but "a beloved brother"; not only as a "minister", but as "a faithful minister"; and not only a "servant", but, as a "fellow-servant" with the apostle in the Lord. These Christian traits were so evenly combined in this servant that his love did not hinder his faithfulness, nor his faithfulness preclude his fellowship with others. Onesimus, one of the Colossian saints is also commended as a faithful and beloved brother, though nothing is said to indicate that he took part in public ministry. Probably he was not a gifted brother. Remembering that he was socially a slave, the commendation he receives from Paul would show how thoroughly he answered to the exhortations given for the slave in this epistle.


These two brothers would make known to the Colossian brethren "all things" in connection with Paul and the Lord's interests at Rome. In order to bring back a report to the apostle, Tychicus would learn their state, and at the same time would encourage their hearts by letting them know of the apostle's deep interest in them. Love counted on their interest in the apostle, even as his love desired to know their welfare.

Vv. 10, 11. The apostle then mentions three brethren of the circumcision: Firstly, Aristarchus, who at the time of writing was a fellow-prisoner with the apostle, had been a companion in Paul's travels (Acts 19: 29); a fellow-sufferer on the shipwreck (Acts 27: 2); a fellow-labourer in service (Philemon 24); and at last is a fellow-prisoner in the apostle's bonds; secondly, Mark, the relative of Barnabas, concerning whom they had already received commandments that were not necessary to repeat, nor probably suited for a public letter. It would seem that the Colossian assembly had heard that Mark had once turned back from the work and, coming under the displeasure of the apostle, had sailed to Cyprus with his relative Barnabas (Acts 15: 37-39). Paul would have them now to know how thoroughly Mark had regained his confidence by specially commending him for their reception if he came to them. These two brothers, with Justus, were apparently the only brothers of the circumcision, working with the apostle for the kingdom of God, who had been a comfort to him in his imprisonment at Rome.

Vv. 12, 13. Already we have learnt from the early part of the epistle that Epaphras had laboured amongst the Colossian saints as a faithful minister of Christ. Now we learn that, though no longer with them, he still laboured fervently in prayer, for them and the saints in the neighbouring towns of Laodicea and Hierapolis. It would seem that he realised that the enemy was making a definite attack upon these assemblies in order to draw them away from Christ by religious devices. In the presence of this opposition the apostle speaks of Epaphras as "combating earnestly for you in prayers" (N. Tn.) A wholesome and encouraging reminder that prayer is a powerful weapon in meeting the opposition of the enemy. Moreover, Epaphras not only desired that the efforts of the enemy might be frustrated, but also, that the saints might "stand perfect and complete in all the will of God". He realised that if full grown Christians, and established in the truth according to the will of God, they would be able to stand against every attack of the enemy.

V. 14. Luke is referred to as "the beloved physician", proving that his earthly calling, as a physician, was not incompatible with his yet higher call to ministry as the companion of the apostle in his travels, and as the inspired writer of the Gospel.

The mention of Demas without a word of commendation is ominous in the light of the final mention of Demas, in the Second Epistle to Timothy, from which we learn that he had forsaken Paul, having loved this present world. It spoke well for the apostle that he was one with whom no man could continue who loves this present world.

Vv. 15, 16. Salutations are sent to the brethren at Laodicea and to one whose house was the gathering place of an assembly of God's people. The apostle apparently saw that the assembly at Laodicea was exposed to the same dangers that were threatening the assembly at Colosse, and therefore specially directs that this epistle be read in their midst. From their after history it would seem that they took but little heed to, or soon forgot, the solemn warnings of the epistle against the intrusion of religious flesh which leads the soul away from Christ, "to the satisfying of the flesh" (2: 8, 18, 23). So finally it comes to pass that they were spoilt through "vain deceit", were "vainly puffed up" and were so satisfied with themselves that they boast in their spiritual riches, and can even say they have need of nothing, even when Christ is outside their door.

As with the Laodicean assembly, so with Christendom. It has paid little, or no, heed to the warnings of this epistle, with the result that it has become leavened with modernism, ritualism, and superstition. Like the Laodiceans the great mass of professing Christendom, while boasting in its wealth and taking the name of Christ, yet, deny the glory of His Person, and the efficacy of His work, and so hasten on to the time when they will be spued out of Christ's mouth.


V. 17. Apparently Archippus needed a special message to take heed to the ministry he had received in the Lord, in order to fulfil it. How many of us require this same exhortation, as in the presence of many discouragements and much opposition, we may grow weary. Our part is to persevere in any little service the Lord may have entrusted us with, even if, at the moment, we see but little result.

V. 18. The apostle closes the epistle with the usual salutation from his own hand. He reminds them of his bonds, the witness of his love to the Lord, and to the saints, which led him to endure imprisonment rather than surrender the truth. Finally he commends them to the grace of God.




First Epistle to the Thessalonians


First Epistle to the Thessalonians.
   Expository Notes by H. Smith.

   In the different epistles, God has made rich provision of spiritual food suitable for every stage of christian growth. The Thessalonian Epistles were written to the young in the faith. Thus we do not find unfolding of the counsels of God, or of the Mystery of the Church, as in the Ephesians and Colossians. In the First Epistle we have the great practical features of Christianity — faith, love, and hope — which should mark the youngest as well as the oldest. Moreover, the Apostle comforts them in their trials, and removes a difficulty that had arisen as to the Christian's hope — the coming of the Lord for His saints.

   The Apostle dwells in 1 Thess. 1 on the practical fruits of the gospel received in the power of the Spirit; in 1 Thess. 2 on God's special care for the lambs of His flock, in leading them through every trial; in 1 Thess. 3 on how God uses the trials by the way for strengthening of faith, love, and holiness; in 1 Thess. 4 on the walk pleasing to God, in view of the coming of the Lord for His saints; in 1 Thess. 5 on exhortations as to the conduct consistent with walking in the light of the day of the Lord, as well as general exhortations and warnings as to dangers that beset the christian path.

   1. The Fruits of the Gospel (1 Thess. 1).

   In the parable of the Sower (Mark 5: 20), the Lord instructed His disciples that where the good seed fell upon good ground fruit would result. In this opening chapter some of the beautiful fruit of the Gospel manifests itself in the changed lives of young converts. To understand the Epistle it is necessary to recall the gospel preached to these Thessalonians, as recorded in Acts 17: 19. From this we gather that, during the Apostle's visit to Thessalonica, he preached to both Jews and Gentiles. Four things marked his preaching. (1) He presented to them Jesus, the Saviour; not merely doctrines, but a living Person (the Saviour). (2) He alleged that this Person (Jesus) had died and risen again. (3) He not only preached the facts of death and resurrection, but the necessity of these great facts. Christ "must needs have suffered, and risen again from the dead." (4) He fell back on Scripture as his sole and sufficient authority. As a result of this preaching "some" of the Jews, and "a great multitude" of the Gentiles, believed. Moreover they proved the reality of their faith by publicly identifying themselves with the Lord's servants, for we read, they "consorted with Paul and Silas." They did not keep their faith to themselves. They made no attempt to escape reproach by remaining secret disciples! They believed in Jesus, and boldly confessed their faith. The result was they had at once to face persecution. The Jews who believed not, moved with envy, took unto them certain lewd fellows and set the whole city in an uproar. Envy led to the first murder, when Cain killed his brother: and envy led to the greatest murder when the Jews crucified their Messiah. Pilate "knew that for envy they had delivered Him." If men moved by envy will commit murder, we need not be surprised that respectable Jews stooped to use lewd base fellows to carry out their ends. Thus we learn the character of the seed sown, the fruits produced, and the opposition called forth. The Apostle writes his Epistle to encourage these young converts in persecution, and delights to dwell upon the beautiful fruit of the gospel so manifested.

   The Apostle associates with himself those who had laboured with him. In his salutation he views these believers relative to God the Father, and to Jesus Christ as Lord, rather than as members of the Body of which Christ is the Head. He encourages them by assuring them that he constantly gives thanks to God for them, and remembers them in his prayers. Moreover he recognises the fruits of the Spirit in them. In calling attention to these happy christian qualities, the Apostle is not flattering them, but gladly recognising in them the evidence of a real work of God. He notes their work, labour, and endurance; but not as marks of true conversion. Men of the world are often famed for great philanthropic works, immense toil, and much perseverance in carrying out their works. In the case of the Thessalonians the Apostle can link with these other qualities essentially christian: viz., "work of faith, labour of love, and patience of hope": the three great elements of christian life that bring the soul into relation with Divine Persons, thus giving the marks of a truly converted soul. As evidence of reality, the writer of the Hebrews Epistle, refers to these three qualities. He had been speaking solemnly of those who made a profession of Christianity, but afterwards apostatised. But, of these Christians he can say, "Beloved we are persuaded better things of you, and things that accompany salvation," viz "labour of love"; "the full assurance of hope" and "faith and patience" (Heb. 6: 9-12).

   Moreover, the reality of their "faith," "love," and "hope," is proved by these beautiful qualities being "in our Lord Jesus Christ." Faith, love, and hope, each require an object. In Christianity that supreme object is a living Person — the Lord Jesus Christ. Every true activity in the christian life is the outcome of faith which draws all its strength, wisdom, and needed grace, from One who is unseen, and therefore only available for faith. True christian toil springs from love for our Lord Jesus Christ and is not carried out as a legal duty. The endurance is not dull resignation to stern necessity, but sustained by hope that waits for our Lord Jesus Christ. Further, the life of faith, love, and hope, is lived "in the sight of God our Father." It is a life of holy fear lived before God, and not simply before man to obtain a religious place, or before the saints to gain a reputation for devotedness. These young believers became "ensamples to all that believe," and their faith to God was spread abroad; but their witness before man was the outcome of a life lived before God. They consciously lived and walked "before our God and Father." "We may indeed zealously contend for a name; but the question before God is as to power and full fruits of grace in the measure of that which has been received; and if the soul does not come up to that, it is a dreadful thing for it to be resting on a religious reputation, while the works are not perfect before God" (J.N.D.).

   Further, these evidences of a work of God in their souls assured the Apostle that they were beloved of God and the subjects of His electing grace. Not only has grace met all our responsibilities, but, by the sovereign mercy of God believers were elected, before the foundation of the world, to obtain salvation with eternal glory (2 Tim. 2: 10). If we are elected to eternal glory, we are set apart by the work of the Spirit from this present world. No position of dignity and honour which this world can offer, will have any attraction on realising that. These beautiful fruits had been produced in lives by the gospel that came to them not "in word only, but also in power" by the preaching in the Holy Ghost. Thus there was much assurance. Alas! there may be much correct gospel preaching, but too often "in word only." The power and work of the Holy Spirit are wanting. What will give power to the preaching and leave the Holy Spirit free to work is the consistent life of the preacher. So the Apostle can say, "Ye know what manner of men we were among you for your sake." His life confirmed his preaching and thus became part of the testimony that he bore with his lips.

   The result of testimony in power manifests itself in two ways. (1) It led those who received the testimony, not only into the blessing of salvation, but to imitate the Apostle, and therefore the Lord (N. Tn.). Being blessed they became representatives of the One by whom they were saved. (2) This testimony in power aroused the hatred of those by whom it was rejected. This malice expressed itself in persecuting the believers. Nevertheless these believers were sustained in joy by the Holy Spirit. The devil may stir up persecution, but the power of the Spirit is greater than all the power of the enemy. Stephen, full of the Holy Ghost, is sustained in triumph in the midst of his martyr sufferings. The martyr whose sufferings only call forth praise to the Lord renders an arresting testimony to the power of God before the world! Thus the joy of these young persecuted converts became an ensample to believers and a testimony to the world around, for, in every place, their faith towards God had become a matter of wonder. Their testimony had a threefold character. (a) the word of the Lord was sounded out from them. (b) their changed manner of life proved the reality of their conversion, and was a witness to the truth of their preaching, for they gave up all their old idolatrous practices, and turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God. Scripture, not only recognises the actual images of the heathen as idols, but also anything that comes in as an object between the soul and God: e.g., "Little children keep yourselves from idols" (1 John 5: 21). How often the believer's life and service may be hindered by allowing some earthly pursuit, which in itself may be harmless, to become an object between the soul and God. (3) They turned from the world, and its delusions, to wait for the Son of God from heaven. All their expectations were in Him. Being converted they did not vainly attempt to put the world right, and make it better and brighter. To deal with the evil, and bring in the blessing, they quietly waited for God's Son from heaven. They did so in peace and calmness, knowing that Jesus had delivered them from wrath through His death, and that God had declared His satisfaction with the work of Christ and the believer's justification from sins and judgment, by raising Christ from the dead.

   GOD'S CARE FOR HIS LAMBS. 

   (Expository Notes by Hamilton Smith). 1 Thessalonians 2.

   In touching language, "He shall feed His flock like shepherd: He shall gather the lambs with His arm and carry them in His bosom" (Isa. 40: 11), the prophet Isaiah likens God's people to a flock that God delights to feed. Moreover, the lambs of the flock, that might be especially liable to be scattered by the enemy, He gathers with his arms of power, and cherishes in his heart of love. Thessalonians, Ch. 2, presents this special care for the lambs. We see the gracious and gentle way that God takes with these young converts, in order that they may walk worthy of the One who has called them unto His Kingdom and glory (12). The wolf may seek to scatter the lambs, but the great Shepherd of the sheep will gather them with His protecting arm. The enemy may seek to encompass their fall, but the Shepherd will carry them, and bring them home to glory at last. The first twelve verses set forth this loving care, expressed through the Apostle. The latter part of the chapter brings before us the blessed results of this care as seen in the christian characteristics displayed in these young believers.

   (a) The grace of the Apostle to sinners (1-5).

   To remind the Thessalonian believers of the grace of God on their behalf, the Apostle first speaks of his entrance among them as sinners (1-5); then of his gentleness with them as young converts, even as a nurse cherisheth her children (6-9); and lastly, of his faithfulness to them, even as a father deals with his children (10-12). (Vv. 1, 2) Whether religious Jews, or idolatrous Gentiles, they were sinners needing a Saviour, and as such the Apostle came to them with all boldness. This was the more striking, seeing that the Apostle and his companions, came from Philippi, where, as the result of proclaiming the gospel, they had suffered persecution and insults. Their sufferings had raised no resentment, or made the servants more reticent in publicly proclaiming the truth, as natural prudence might have done. On the contrary, the Apostle can say, "After that we had suffered before, and were shamefully entreated . . . . we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of God." It was not, however, the boldness of nature which often degenerates into the aggressiveness of the flesh; it was boldness in our God. Thus the servant followed in the steps of his Master, who, when His enemies took up stones to stone Him, quietly passed on dispensing grace. No violence of man could draw forth any resentment from Him or wither His grace. Moreover, the Apostle's preaching was with "much earnest striving" (N.Tn.). It was not with fleshly contention, that only provokes the flesh, but with earnest longing that strives to win the soul. (Vv. 3-5) Furthermore, if the Apostle came to them with outward boldness, it was accompanied with inward purity. If the manner was bold, the motive was pure. There was nothing either in the preacher or the preaching that deceived men. It was not with "deceit" that Paul preached. Nor was his preaching with "uncleanness" that panders to the lusts of men; nor in "guile" that hides the truth. His motive being pure there was nothing in the preaching that sought to please man as man, or that sought the approval of man by "flattering words." Nor did the Apostle use his preaching to gain anything from man, thus making the preaching a pretext for covetousness. On the contrary, the Gospel that Paul preached, instead of deceiving, opened men's eyes to their true condition, rebuked them for their sins, told them the truth, even if that truth was neither pleasing nor flattering to the flesh. Moreover, while the gospel brings infinite blessing to man, it is not a means for extracting gain from man, or for making a living. Further, the Apostle can speak with such integrity of conscience, that he can call God, who trieth the hearts, to witness to the truth of what he said.

   (b) The loving care of the Apostle for young converts (6-12).

   If vv. 3-5, tell us of the purity of motive with which the Apostle preached to sinners, the verses that follow speak of the affection of heart that moved him in caring for young converts. (Vv. 6-9) It was not selfishness, that sought personal gain, that moved the Apostle, but rather the mind of Christ that, forgetting self, served others in love. He was not energised by self that seeks the applause of others, or one's own glory. He sought no glory from men, and would take nothing from saints, even if he had the right so to do. He was moved by love that sought only the good of others — love that was not requiring from them but imparting to them; that was gentle among them even as a nurse cherisheth her children; that was ready to give even his life for them; that, laboured night and day in order to serve them, without being a charge to them! (Vv. 10, 11) Moreover, if the Apostle was gentle as a nurse, he also faithfully charged them as "a father doth his own children." To charge others, however, calls for a faithful and holy walk, and such indeed was the Apostle's walk that he can call them to witness, and God also, that he lived among these believers, piously, holily and unblameably. (V. 12) Living such a life he could, with spiritual power, exhort, comfort, and charge others that they, too, should walk worthy of God, who has called us unto His kingdom and glory. The world esteems it an honour to be associated with those who are high in the kingdoms of this world and its glory; but how far greater the privilege to be associated with those who are called to God's kingdom and glory. Far greater honour to be found with those who are going to sit on thrones judging in the kingdom of Christ, even if down here they were but ignorant and unlearned fishermen, than to be associated with the greatest potentate of this passing world. Poor the Lord's people may be, but, "Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love Him?" (James 2: 5). God would have us to look beyond this world and all its empty honours, and remember the high dignity that He has conferred upon us in calling us "unto His Kingdom and glory," and, as we pass through this scene to walk and behave in consistency with our position as heirs of the coming glory. 

   (c) The fruit of the Apostle's care (13-20).

   In the latter part of the chapter we see the beautiful fruits of this ministry of grace, in gentleness and faithfulness. It set this company of believers in the path of faith (13-16); brought them into the circle of love (17-18); and gave them the sure and certain hope of the coming glory (19, 20). (V. 13) First, the Apostle can thank God that the faith of these believers was established on the solid foundation of the word of God. Faith is in Christ; but our authority for believing in Christ is, not the word of a teacher, however gifted, but, "the word of God." The evidence of the divine authority of the word is that it works effectually in those that believe. The word of God reaches the conscience as no mere word of man can do; it turns the soul to God from idols and produces the great principles of Christianity, "faith," "love," and "hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. (Vv. 14-16) Moreover the word of God effectually working in these young believers, led them whole-heartedly to identify themselves with the people of God. They became followers of the assemblies of God, which in Judaea were in Christ Jesus. Not only did they share with them in the privileges in Christ Jesus, but they became their companions in suffering for Christ. The Thessalonian believers suffered from their own countrymen, even as the assemblies in Judaea suffered from the Jews. But even so, the opposition of the heathen Gentiles was fermented by the deadly hatred of the Jews. The Jewish nation had not only rejected the prophets and killed their own Messiah, and thus rejected every proffer of grace to themselves, but they filled up their cup of guilt by seeking to stop the grace of God going out to the Gentile. This effort to stop the grace of God being preached to the Gentile rose to its height in their persecution of Paul, the Apostle of the Gentile. They "please not God," and "are contrary to all men," thus bringing wrath upon themselves to the uttermost. (V. 17) Secondly, if on the one hand in taking the path of faith these young converts had to taste a little suffering from their countrymen, on the other hand they enjoyed the love and communion in the new circle into which Christianity had brought them. They were bound together with the Lord's people "in heart." Truly, for a time, saints may be bereft of one another's company by circumstances, and "separated for a little moment", but, says the Apostle, "not in heart." We are linked together with bonds that are as eternal as the love that binds us. (V. 18) The practical expression of this communion of saints will involve conflict, for the one great end of Satan will be to hinder its expression. So the Apostle can say, "we would have come unto you, even I Paul, once and again; but Satan hindered us." Could not the Lord have thwarted Satan's efforts? Doubtless He could, and does when in accordance with His ways. Shortly He will tread Satan under foot, though at the present He may use Satan as an instrument wherewith to try His people. Had the Lord hindered Satan the saints might have missed the blessing that resulted from the trial of their faith. (Vv. 19, 20) Finally we learn that the love circle on earth with its trials prepares for "the presence of the Lord Jesus at His coming." This leads the Apostle to refer to "our hope." Thus the blessed effect of the Apostle's ministry was to bring these Gentile believers into a new circle marked by faith in the word of God (13); love to one another (17), and "hope" in the coming of the Lord Jesus. The Lord is the true gathering centre of His people, the One that calls out our affections to Himself and thus unites our hearts with one another. In His presence, at His coming, we shall enjoy communion with one another in our common joy in the Lord, where no power of Satan can intrude.

   FURTHER NOTES ON THESSALONIANS.  (Dr. T Oliver)

   Apropos of the helpful exposition of 1 Thess. 1 in No. 1 of the Quarterly, there has come to hand the following notes by a correspondent, well versed in New Testament Greek, which will stimulate fresh exercise!

   The original text suggests that there were several local companies, manifold in character (secular and religious), also a synagogue (Acts 19: 32, 39). The Church in Thessalonica was constituted in (en) God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. (The little prep. en has wonderful power of expression). Their origin and destiny as well as sphere of relationship are in contrast to what related to Jewish and Pagan gatherings. Their reaction was expressed in toil (more than mere labour) of love, work of faith and patience (enduring constancy, J. N. D.) of hope. That involves perseverance as well as patience! These attributes were not "in" but "of" (tou) our Lord Jesus Christ! (The genitive case indicates origin, character and power). What a contrast was presented in the grace, peace and love compared with the worldly equivalents in that large city! All God's work, election and conversion, was in the power of the Holy Spirit, the living active holy agent, and in much greater assurance (plerophoria). Elsewhere we have correlatives in the "much full assurance" of understanding (Col. 2: 2) of hope (Heb. 6: 11) of faith (Heb. 10: 22). The Holy Spirit is the effective power and subjectively the certain full assurance of the believers. A kindred word is plerophoreo (2 Tim. 4: 5). "Most surely believed" (Luke 1: 1); "fully persuaded" (Rom. 4: 21; Rom. 14: 5); also "full measure of the ministry" (2 Tim. 4: 5, 17). Pleroma = full measure or "all the fulness," etc. So from the fulness of God is poured Pentecostal abundance (whether in 7 or 12 baskets: the full corn in the ear!) into the hearts of men and women, as in the Acts, e.g., Stephen, Paul, Peter, etc., so to the Thessalonians! They became not merely "followers" but "imitators" (mimetes; cognate mimos — an actor: "copyists," although always translated "followers" in N.T.). They had copied the ways of the Lord, as actors study their characters. "The old craftsmen apprentices lived with their masters and so became like them." They also became imitators of the churches of God in Judaea (1 Thess. 2: 14). They received the word which was the ground of their imitation in spite of afflictions but accompanied with spiritual joy. In consequence, they became ensamples (patterns) of what they sampled (1 Thess. 1: 7). From them was "rung out" the word of the Lord: very different from the sound of a dying swan song! Here is joy and triumph, since sounding distinctly! As the range of the sound increased, the field of testimony enlarged (1 Thess. 1: 8). The threefolds of verses 3, 9 and 10 synchronise with these of verse 5. Eisodos, entrance (1 Thess. 1: 9) is the same word as in Acts 13: 24, translated "His coming in A.V. and "the face of his entry" by J. N. D. (See also 1 Thess. 2: 1; Heb 10: 19; 2 Peter 1: 11). Love carried by the gospel leaps every barrier of the thick barbed wire fortifications of Paganism. The power and assurance are penetrating and effectual. They had remarkable conversions: — turned (verb in aorist) to God (His doing) from idols. There was a complete change of masters. Behind the idol there was the demon (man's false foe). They were no longer under a death-dealing enemy but in the service of the true (or real) and living God! They were constituted to wait (not a timeless participle as "delivered") — sustained in expectation of the Coming One, now alive for evermore Whom death and the grave could not hold. The idols and the world (the sphere of wrath) cannot deliver since themselves fettered! Thus He can and will deliver His own. OMICRON.
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   1 Introduction

   The perusal of Scripture clearly shows that many of the Epistles of the apostle Paul are mainly corrective, being written to meet grave disorders and erroneous teaching that troubled the early assemblies. There are, however, Epistles, as for instance the Epistle to the Ephesians and the First Epistle to Timothy, which are mainly instructive, inasmuch as they present the church in its divine order according to the mind of God.

   	Each of these Epistles presents a special aspect of the church. In the Epistle to the Ephesians the church is viewed as composed of believers united together by the Holy Spirit to form the mystical body of which Christ in heaven is the Head, thus presenting the church in its heavenly relationships according to the counsels of God.

   	In the First Epistle to Timothy, the church is viewed as composed of believers “builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit” (Ephesians 2: 22). In connection with this great truth, the instruction of the Epistle has in view a twofold end. Firstly, the apostle writes to charge believers to live the practical life of piety consistent with the house of God, as we read, “that thou mayest know how one ought to conduct oneself in God's house, which is the assembly of the living God” (1 Timothy 3: 15). Secondly, the apostle writes to instruct us that the great purpose of the house of God is to be a witness in the world that God is a Saviour God, “who will have all men to be saved.”

   	God's desire is that, by the church, there should be in the world a collective testimony to Himself in all His holiness and grace as a Saviour God. To present this testimony we must know the order of God's house and the behaviour suited to His house.

   	The Epistle thus presents the purpose and order of God's house according to the mind of God. It shows that this godly order is not only to govern the assembly, but to have an effect on every detail of the lives of those who compose the house of God, whether men or women, old or young, married or unmarried, servants or masters, rich or poor.

   	In the ruined condition of Christendom the truth of the Epistle is largely obscured, or ignored, either by “individualism” or “sectarianism”. Many earnest souls, seeing little beyond their individual salvation, are indifferent to the fact that, being saved, believers form the house of God with all its privileges and responsibilities. Others, feeling the necessity of Christian fellowship, but failing to see what God has established, have set to work to form religious systems according to their own ideas of order.

   	Thus, in different ways, the great truth that God has formed His house composed of believers “builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit” is ignored. The truth would lead us, not to view ourselves merely as saved individuals, nor to endeavour to gather Christians together into systems invented by men, but to recognise our part in the house that God has already formed, and act in the light of it, while refusing all that is a denial of that house in principle and practice.

   	Desiring to walk in simple obedience to the word of God, we shall appreciate the mercy that has preserved to us, in this Epistle, the mind of God for His church viewed as the house of God. It is only as we have before us God's standard that we can intelligently seek to answer to His mind. We must know the truth to act upon it; and only as we are grounded in the truth shall we be able to detect and refuse error.

   	Presenting the behaviour consistent with God's house, it follows that practice, rather than doctrine, passes before us in the Epistle.

   	In 1 Timothy 1 the gospel of the grace of God is presented as the great testimony that is to flow out to the world from the house of God.

   	In 1 Timothy 2 and 1 Timothy 3 we are instructed as to the practical order that becomes God's house, so that all who compose the house, both men and women, may live in consistency with the dwelling-place of God, and that nothing is to be allowed to mar the testimony that flows from the house.

   	In 1 Timothy 4 to 1 Timothy 6 we are warned against the different forms in which the flesh manifests itself, and we are instructed in “piety”, or “godliness”, as the great safeguard against every evil principle contrary to the order of God's house.

   
   2 The Charge and its End

   (1 Timothy 1)

      The Epistle opens with the insistence of the doctrines of grace (v. 3), as well as a right spiritual condition (v. 5), in order that the people of God may be a witness to God as the Saviour.

   (a) The Greeting  (verses 1, 2)

   (V. 1). Having in view the house of God as a witness to the Saviour God, the apostle presents himself as an apostle of Jesus Christ, by the commandment of God our Saviour, and Christ Jesus, our hope. Thus he presents God as the Saviour of the world and Christ as the only hope of the soul. Apart from Christ we are without hope (Eph. 2: 12; Rom. 15: 12).

   (V. 2). Turning to Timothy, as his own child in the faith, the apostle desires for him grace, mercy, and peace; but, thinking of him as a believer, he now says, “from God our Father” and Christ Jesus “our Lord”.

   (b)  The Charge and its End (verses 3-5)

   Following upon the greeting, the apostle at once sets forth the special purpose for which he writes to Timothy. In the first place he writes to insist upon the presentation of the doctrines of grace; secondly, he exhorts to a right spiritual condition in order to be a true witness to grace.

   (V. 3). As to the doctrine, the apostle having laboured at Ephesus for two years and three months, declaring to the saints all the counsel of God, it might be thought that there would be little danger of false doctrines being taught in their midst. It was not so, however, for the apostle realised that there were “some” who were ready to teach “other doctrines” even amongst those who had the greatest light. The natural pride of the heart may think that much light is a safeguard against error. It is well for us to learn, by the example of the Ephesian assembly, that the fact of a company being enriched with truth, and enjoying the highest ministry, is no guarantee against false doctrine. Timothy, then, was to charge some that they teach no other doctrine than the great doctrines of the grace of God.

   (V. 4). Letting go the truth, we become occupied with fables and interminable genealogies which may appeal to reason, but only occupy the mind with questions and do not lead to godly edifying which is in faith. “Endless genealogies” are as pleasing to the natural mind as to religious flesh, for they shut out God and make much of man. “Interminable genealogies” assume that all blessing is a process of development handed down from one generation to another. For this reason, the religious Jew made a great deal of his genealogy. So, too, the man of the world, with his science falsely so-called, seeks to shut out faith in a Creator by speculative theories which view everything in creation as a gradual and genealogical development of one thing from another. Human speculations, appealing to reason, can only raise “questions” which leave the soul in darkness and doubt. Divine truth, appealing to conscience and faith, can alone give certainty and godly edification.

   (V. 5). Having warned against false doctrine, the apostle passes on to speak of the end of the charge. The end he has in view is a right spiritual condition which alone will enable us to maintain the truth and escape error. We shall only be kept as we hold the truth in conjunction with “love out of a pure heart, a good conscience, and faith unfeigned”. Sound doctrine can only be maintained with a right moral condition.

   	Speculative questions can be raised and discussed by the human mind apart from a right moral condition of soul, for they leave the conscience and affections untouched, and therefore do not bring the soul into the presence of God. In contrast with man's speculations, the truth of God can only be apprehended by faith. Acting upon the conscience and the heart, the truth leads to the strengthening of the moral relations of the soul with God. Thus the truth edifies by leading to love out of a pure heart, a good conscience, and faith unfeigned. To exhort to these practical results was the great end of the charge to the Ephesian believers. The charge was not to do some great service or make some great sacrifice. It was not doing great things before men, but being in a right condition before God. Love in the heart, “a good conscience”, and “faith unfeigned” are qualities which God alone can see, though others may see the effect they produce in the life.

   	Thus, in these opening verses, the apostle brings before us the charge to teach no other doctrines than the doctrines of grace, and the necessity of a right spiritual condition in order to maintain the truth and be preserved from error.

   (c) Warnings against neglecting the charge  (verses 6, 7)

   (Vv. 6, 7). Having pressed upon us the deep importance of a right spiritual condition, the apostle, before continuing his instruction, warns us in a parenthesis against the solemn results of lacking these moral qualities.

   	There were some in the Christian circle who had missed these great spiritual qualities of Christianity. Lacking them, they turned aside from the truth to vain discourse. Christianity, based upon the grace of God, brings the soul in heart and conscience into the presence of God. When this grace is “missed”, religious flesh turns aside to vain words, leading men to become “law-teachers”. Such neither realise the bearing of their false teaching, nor do they understand the true use of the law which they so strenuously affirm.

   	What a solemn condemnation is the apostle's warning of the greater part of the teaching that flows from the pulpits of Christendom. Having missed the true grace of Christianity and its effects, the Christian profession has turned aside to vain discourse and the teaching of the law, with the result that the pure gospel of the grace of God is seldom proclaimed.

   (d) The right use of law and the superiority of grace (verses 8-17)

   (V. 8). The apostle equally condemns those who turn aside to fables of the human imagination and those who desire to be teachers of the law. Nevertheless, there is a great difference between human fables and the divinely given law. Therefore, while condemning the law teachers, the apostle is careful to maintain the holiness of the law. Fables are wholly bad, but the law is good if used lawfully.

   (Vv. 9-11). The apostle proceeds to explain the right use of the law. He asserts that the law is not made for a righteous man. It is neither a means of blessing for a sinner, nor a rule of life for the believer. Its lawful use is to convict sinners of their sins, by witnessing to the holy judgment of God against every kind of sin.

   	Moreover, the sins enumerated by the apostle, as indeed all other sins, are not only condemned by the law, but are contrary to the “sound teaching” of the gospel of the glory of God. The law is, in this respect, entirely in accord with the gospel. Both witness to the holiness of God, and for this reason both are intolerant of sin.

   	Nevertheless, the glad tidings of the glory of God, in the blessing that is proclaimed to man, far surpass any good that the law could accomplish. For the gospel, entrusted to the apostle, reveals the grace of God that can bless the chief of sinners.

   (V. 12). This leads the apostle to declare the grace of the glad tidings as illustrated in his own history. Sovereign grace had not only saved the apostle, but, having done so, counted him faithful and appointed him to the ministry of the truth.

   (V. 13). To show the surpassing greatness of this grace, the apostle refers to his character as an unconverted man. In those days he was “a blasphemer and persecutor, and an insolent overbearing man”. He not only linked himself with Jewish high priests in resisting the Holy Spirit at Jerusalem, but he was their active agent in carrying this opposition to foreign cities. He blasphemed the Name of Christ, persecuted the saints of Christ, and, being zealous of the law, was insolently overbearing in his attitude towards grace.

   	Such was the man in whom God was pleased to set forth His mercy (v. 13), His grace (v. 14) and His long-suffering (v. 16). As an individual he was the object of God's mercy because, however intense his opposition to Christ, he had acted in ignorance and unbelief. So ignorant was he of the truth and of Christ, that he honestly thought he was doing God's service in seeking to stamp out the Name of Christ. He was not as one who, having been made acquainted with the truth of the gospel, willingly and deliberately opposes and rejects it.

   (V. 14). Thus, in the mercy of God, the grace of our Lord was revealed to him as that which “surpassingly over-abounded” above all his sin. The discovery of the sin of his heart, and the grace of the heart of Christ to such a sinner, was accompanied with “faith and love” that had their object in Christ.

   (Vv. 15, 16). Having been blessed, the apostle becomes a herald of the grace of God to a world of sinners, and a pattern to them which should hereafter believe on Christ to life everlasting.

   (V. 17). The recital of this surpassing grace leads the apostle to break out in praise to “the King of the ages, the incorruptible, invisible, only God”. To Him he would render “honour and glory to the ages of ages”. Paul, when zealous for the law, was simply a man of the present age, seeking to maintain the age of the law. God is the “King of the ages” Who is acting in sovereign grace for His own glory throughout the ages of ages.

   (e) The special charge to Timothy (verses 18-20)

   Having shown the right use of the law, and the over-abounding character of grace, the apostle resumes the thread of his discourse from verse 5.

   (Vv. 18-20). To Timothy his child he commits this charge of which he had already spoken in verses 3 and 5. Timothy was to act with all the authority conferred by the apostle, according to prophecies as to the service that had been marked out for him. To carry out this service would involve warfare. This conflict to be successful would require that the faith be tenaciously held. Faith in this passage is, as one has said, “the doctrine of Christianity … that which God had revealed, received with certainty as such — as the truth” (J.N.D.).

   	Moreover, the truth must be held with a good conscience, so that the soul is kept in communion with God. How often the heresies into which believers fall have their secret root in some indulged and unjudged sin which defiles the conscience, robs the soul of communion with God, and leaves it a prey to the influences of Satan.

   	Some, indeed, in the apostle's day, had put away a good conscience and so fallen into errors that made shipwreck of the faith. Two men are named, Hymenæus and Alexander, who had listened to Satan and made blasphemous statements. By apostolic power they had been delivered to Satan. Inside the house of God there was the protection of the Holy Spirit. Outside the assembly there is the world under the power of Satan. These men were allowed to come under the power of Satan, that, through suffering and anguish of soul, they might learn the true character of the flesh and turn to God in humbleness and brokenness of spirit.

   3 The Order of God's House

   (1 Timothy 2 and 1 Timothy 3)

   In this division of the Epistle, the apostle sets forth the character of God's house (1 Tim. 2: 1-4); the testimony to the grace of God that is to flow from the house (1 Tim. 2: 5-7); the conduct proper to men and women who form the house (1 Tim. 2: 8-15); the qualifications necessary to those who exercise office in the house (1 Tim. 3: 1-13); and, finally, the mystery of piety (1 Tim. 3: 14-16).

   (a) The house of God, a house of prayer for all nations (1 Tim. 1: 1-4)  (Isa. 56: 7; Mark 11: 17)

   (V. 1). The house of God is characterised as the place of prayer. The petitions that ascend to God from His house are to be marked by “supplications”, or earnest pleadings, for special needs arising in particular circumstances; by “prayers”, which express general desires appropriate for all times; by “intercessions”, implying that believers are in that nearness to God that can plead on behalf of others; and, lastly, by “thanksgiving”, which speaks of a heart conscious of the goodness of God that delights to answer the prayers of His people.

   	In the Epistle to the Ephesians, which presents the truth of the church in its heavenly calling, we are exhorted to pray with supplication “for all saints” (Ephesians 6: 18). Here, where the church is viewed as the vessel for the testimony of the grace of God, we are to pray with supplication “for all men”.

   (V. 2). Especially we are called upon to pray for kings and all that are in authority — those who are in a position to influence the world for good or evil. It is not simply for “the king” or “our king” for whom we are to pray, but “for kings”. This presumes that we realise our link with the Lord's people all the world over as forming part of the house of God, and the true position of the church as standing in holy separation from the world, taking no part in its politics or government. In the world, but not of it, the church has the high privilege of praying, interceding and giving thanks on behalf of those who do not pray for themselves.

   	The apostle gives two reasons for the prayers for all men. Firstly, prayer for kings and all in authority is called for in view of the Lord's people throughout the world. We are to seek that the sovereign goodness of God may so control the rulers of this world that His people may lead “a quiet and tranquil life in all piety and gravity”. It is evidently God's mind that His people should, in passing through this hostile world, lead a quiet life, not asserting themselves as if they were citizens of this world, in tranquillity that refrains from taking part in the world's disputes, in piety that recognises God in every circumstance of life, and in practical gravity before men. Of old the prophet Jeremiah sent a letter to God's captive people in Babylon, exhorting them to seek the peace of the city in which they were held in bondage, by praying unto the Lord for it: for, says the prophet, “in the peace thereof shall ye have peace ” (Jeremiah 29: 7). In the same spirit we are to seek the peace of the world, in order that God's people may have peace.

   (Vv. 3, 4). Then a second reason is given for the prayers of God's people on behalf of all men. To pray for all men is “good and acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour; Who will have all men to be saved.” We are to pray, not only in view of the good of all saints, but also in view of the blessing of all men.

   	The world may at times persecute God's people and seek to vent upon them all the hatred of their hearts towards God. Unless we walk in self-judgment, such treatment would arouse the flesh in resentment and retaliation. Here we learn that it is “good and acceptable in the sight of God” to act and feel towards all men, as God Himself does, in love and grace. Thus we are to pray for “all men”, not simply for those who govern well, but also for those who use God's people despitefully (Luke 6: 28). We are to pray, not for retributive judgment to overtake the persecutors of God's people, but that in sovereign grace they may be saved.

   (b) The house of God, a witness to the grace of God  (verses 5-7)

   The house of God is not only to be the place from which prayer ascends to God, but also the place from which a testimony flows out to man. In due time God will deal in judgment with the wicked, and even now at times may deal governmentally with those who set themselves to oppose the grace of God and the ministers of His grace, as in the smiting of Herod, and the blinding of Elymas (Acts 12: 23; Acts 13: 6-11). Moreover, God may, on solemn occasions, deal in governmental judgment with those who form the house of God for the maintenance of the holiness of His house, as set forth in the terrible judgment that overtook Ananias and Sapphira; and later the governmental dealing by which some in the Corinthian assembly were taken away in judgment (Acts 5: 1-10); 1 Corinthians 11: 30-32). Such cases, however, are the result of the direct dealing of God. The house of God, as such, is to be a testimony to God as a Saviour God, who desires all men to be saved and come unto the knowledge of the truth.

   	The “will” of God, in this passage, has no reference to the counsels of God which will most certainly be fulfilled. It expresses the disposition of God towards all. God presents Himself as a Saviour God who is willing that all may be saved. But, if men are to be saved, it can only be through faith that acknowledges “the truth”. Of this truth the house of God is “the pillar and base” (1 Timothy 3: 15). As long as the assembly is on earth, it is the witness to, and support of, the truth. When the church is caught away, men will at once fall into apostasy and be given up to a strong delusion.

   (V. 5). Two great truths are brought before us as the ground on which God deals with men in sovereign grace. Firstly, there is one God; secondly, there is one Mediator.

   	That there is only one God had been fully declared before Christ came. The unity of God is the great foundation truth of the Old Testament. It was the great testimony to Israel, as we read, “Hear O Israel: the LORD our God is One LORD” (Deuteronomy 6: 4). It was the great testimony that was to flow out to the nations from Israel, as we read, “Let all the nations be gathered together … let them hear, and say, It is truth. Ye are my witnesses, saith the LORD, and my servant whom I have chosen: that ye may know and believe Me, and understand that I am He: before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after Me. I, even I, am the LORD; and beside Me there is no Saviour” (Isaiah 43: 9-11).

   	Christianity, while fully maintaining the great truth that there is one God, further presents the equally important truth that there is one Mediator between God and men. This latter truth is the distinctive truth of Christianity.

   	Three great truths are presented as characterising the Mediator. First He is one. If God is one, it is equally important to remember the unity of the Mediator. There is one Mediator and no other. The papacy, and other corrupt religious systems of Christendom, have denied this great truth, and detracted from the glory of the one Mediator, by setting up Mary, the mother of the Lord, and other canonised men and women as mediators.

   	Secondly, the One Mediator is a Man in order that God may be known to men. Man cannot rise to God; but God, in His love, can come down to man. One has said, “He came down into the lowest depths in order that there should be none, even of the most wretched, who could not feel that God in His goodness was near him — come down to him — His love finding its occasion in misery; and that there was no need to which He was not present, which He could not meet” (J.N.D.).

   (Vv. 6, 7). Thirdly, this Mediator gave Himself a ransom for all. If God is to be proclaimed as a Saviour God, who will have all men to be saved, His holiness must be vindicated and His glory maintained. This has been perfectly accomplished by the propitiatory work of Christ. God's majesty, righteousness, love, truth, and all that He is, have been glorified in the work wrought by Christ. He is a propitiation for the whole world. All has been done that is needed. His blood is available for the vilest whoever he may be. Hence the gospel to the world says, “Whosoever will, let him come.” In this aspect we may say Christ died for all, gave Himself a ransom for all, an available sacrifice for sin, for whosoever would come.  These are the great truths to be testified in due time — the grace of God proclaiming forgiveness and salvation to all on the ground of the work of Christ, who has given Himself a ransom for all. When Christ had ascended to glory, and the Holy Ghost had come down to earth to dwell in the midst of believers, thus forming them into the house of God, the due time had come. From that house the testimony was to flow forth, the apostle being the one used of God to preach grace, and thus open the door of faith to the Gentiles (Acts 14: 27). He can thus speak of himself as a preacher, an apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles in the faith and in the truth.

   (c) The conduct proper to men and women who form the house (verses 8-15)

   We have seen in the early part of the chapter that the house of God is the place of prayer “for all men” (verse 1), the witness of God's disposition in grace toward “all men” (verse 4), and the witness who gave Himself a ransom “for all” (verse 6).

   	If such is the great purpose of the house of God, it follows that nothing is to be allowed in the house of God that would mar this testimony either on the part of men or women who form the house. Thus the apostle proceeds to give detailed instructions as to the deportment of each class. This testimony to the grace of God does not contemplate a number of believers, interested in a particular testimony, binding themselves together for service. It is not a band of evangelists giving themselves to gospel work or missionary service. It presents all the saint sharing a common interest in the testimony that flows from the house of God.

   (V. 8). Firstly, the apostle speaks of men in contrast with women. The men in the house of God are to be marked by prayer. The apostle is speaking of public prayer, and on such occasions the title to pray is restricted to men. Moreover, the instruction contains no thought of an official class leading in prayer. Praying in public is not confined to elders, or to gifted men, for prayer is never treated in Scripture as a question of gift. It is men that are to pray and the only restriction is that a right moral condition is to be maintained. Those who lead in public prayer are to be marked by holiness, and their prayers are to be without wrath or reasoning. The man that is conscious of unjudged evil in his life is in no condition to pray. Moreover, the prayer is to be without wrath. This is an exhortation that utterly condemns the use of prayer to make veiled attacks upon others. Behind such prayers there is always wrath or malice. Moreover, the prayer is to be in the simplicity of faith and not with vain human reasoning.

   (V. 9). The women are to be marked by “decent deportment and dress” (N.T.). This better translation clearly indicates that not only in dress but in their general bearing women should be marked by modesty that shrinks from all impropriety, and “discretion” that leads to care in their words and ways. They are to beware of using the hair that God has given as the woman's glory for an expression of the natural vanity of the human heart. Women are not to seek to call attention to themselves by arraying themselves in “gold, or pearls, or costly clothing”. Again, women do well to remember that they may obey this Scripture in the letter and yet miss the spirit of it by affecting some peculiar garb, thus calling attention to themselves.

   	The woman professing the fear of God will be marked, not by the affection of superior spirituality, but by “good works”. Their place in Christianity is seemly and beautiful: it is found in those “good works”, many of which can alone be carried out by a woman.

   	We see, in the Gospels, how women  ministered unto Christ of their substance (Luke 8: 3). Mary wrought a good work upon the Lord when she anointed His head with the precious ointment (Matthew 26: 7-10). Dorcas did a good work in making garments for the poor (Acts 9: 39). Mary, the mother of John Mark, opened her house for many to gather together in prayer (Acts 12: 12). Lydia, whose heart the Lord opened, did a good work when she opened her house to the servants of the Lord (Acts 16: 14, 15). Priscilla did a good work when, with her husband, she helped Apollos to know “the way of God more perfectly” (Acts 18: 26). Phoebe, of Cenchrea, was “a succourer of many” (Romans 16: 2). Other Scriptures tell us that godly women can wash the saints' feet, relieve the afflicted, bring up children and guide the home. Here we read that in public the woman is to learn in silence. She is not to usurp authority over the man.

   	The apostle gives two reasons for the subjection of woman to man. Firstly, Adam has the pre-eminent place, inasmuch as he was first formed, then Eve. A second reason is that Adam was not deceived; the woman was. In a certain sense Adam was worse than the woman, for he sinned knowingly. Nevertheless, the truth pressed by the apostle is that woman showed her weakness in that she was beguiled. Adam, indeed, should have maintained his authority and have led the woman in obedience. She, in weakness, was beguiled, usurped the place of authority, and led the man in disobedience. The Christian woman recognises this and is careful to keep in the place of subjection and quietness.

   (V. 15). Eve suffered for her transgression, but the Christian woman will find the mercy of God abounding over governmental judgment, if the married man and woman continue in faith and love and holiness with discretion. As before we saw the continuance in sound teaching is so largely dependent upon a right moral condition (1 Timothy 1: 5, 6); so now we see temporal mercy is connected with a right spiritual state.

   (d) Oversight in the church of God (verses 1-13)

   (V. 1). The apostle has spoken of the relative position of men and women, and the conduct suitable to such in the house of God. This prepares the way for instruction as to oversight in the church of God. The apostle says, “If any one aspires to exercise oversight, he desires a good work” (N.T.).

   	In the apostle's address to the elders at Ephesus, three things are brought before us as characterising oversight. Firstly, the overseers are to take heed to themselves and “to all the flock”. They are to seek that their own walk, and the walk of the Lord's people, may be worthy of the Lord. Secondly, they are to “feed the church of God.” They think, not only of the practical walk of God's people, but they seek the welfare of their souls, that they may enter into their Christian privileges and make soul progress in the truth. Thirdly, they are to “watch” over the flock that it may be preserved from the attacks of the enemy without, as well as from the corruptions that may arise within the Christian circle through perverse men who divert souls from the Lord to themselves (Acts 20: 28-31).

   	Such was the work of oversight, and the apostle speaks of it as “a good work”. There is the testimony of the grace of God that is to flow out from the house of God, and already the apostle has spoken of this as “good and acceptable in the sight of God.” There is also the care of those who compose the house of God, that their behaviour may be suited to the house, and this care for souls is also “a good work”.

   	It is important to remember that the apostle is not speaking of “gifts”, but of local office for the care of the assembly. Christendom has confused gifts with offices or charges. In Scripture they are quite distinct. The gifts are given from the ascended Head and are “set” in the church (Ephesians 4: 8-11; 1 Corinthians 12: 28). The exercise of the gift cannot then be confined to a local assembly. The office of overseer is purely local.

   	Moreover, there is nothing in the instruction as to ordination of individuals to these offices. Timothy and Titus may be authorised by the apostle to ordain (or “establish”) elders (Titus 1: 5), but there is no instruction for elders to appoint elders, or for the assembly to choose elders.

   	The fact that these servants were authorised by the apostle to establish elders clearly proves that, in the apostle's day, there were assemblies in which there were no appointed overseers. They lacked duly appointed elders for want of apostolic authority (direct or indirect) to appoint them. It is plain, then, from Scripture, that there can be no elders officially appointed except by an apostle or his delegates. It would appear that for man to appoint elders or ordain ministers is to act without the warrant of Scripture.

   	This does not imply that the work of the overseer cannot be done, or that there are not those fitted for the work in a day of breakdown. The work of overseers was never more needed than today, and those who are scripturally qualified for the work can in simplicity serve the Lord's people in their own locality; and it is well for us to recognise such, ever keeping in mind the exact force of the apostle's words, when he says, “If any one aspires to exercise oversight, he desires a good work.” The apostle does not speak of a man desiring “office” in order to hold a position or exercise authority, but of the desire to exercise this “good work”. The flesh likes office, and position, and authority, but it will shrink from “work”. When this is seen, we may have to admit that there are few that have the desire that the apostle contemplates.

   (Vv. 2, 3). The qualities that should mark such are clearly set before us; and, as one has said, “The directions even as to elders and deacons are not, so to speak, merely for their own sake; they show us the character that God values and seeks from His people” (F.W.G.).

   	The moral character of the elder must be above reproach. He must be the husband of one wife, a qualification that would have special application to those emerging from heathenism with its polygamy. A converted man, though not to be rejected because he had more than one wife, would be unfitted for oversight. Moreover, such an one was to be sober in judgment, discreet in his words, decorous in behaviour, hospitable. He was to be apt to teach, not necessarily implying that he was gifted as a teacher, but that he had aptness to help others in their spiritual exercises. He was not to be a person given to excess in wine or violence in action; on the contrary he was to be mild, avoiding contentions and free from covetousness.

   (Vv. 4, 5). Moreover, he was to be one who ruled his house well, having his children in subjection — exhortations that clearly indicate that the overseer was to be an elder, not only married and possessing a home, but having children.

   (V. 6). He was not to be a novice. A young Christian may be used of the Lord to preach to others as soon as he is converted, but for such to take the place of an overseer would obviously be wrong, and probably lead to his falling into the fault of the devil. The fault of the devil, one has truly said, was that “he exalted himself at the thought of his own importance” (J.N.D.).

   (V. 7). Finally, the overseer must have a good testimony from those without, otherwise he will fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. The snare of the enemy is to entrap the believer into some questionable conduct before the world, so that he can no longer deal with questionable conduct among the saints.

   (V. 8). The apostle further gives us the necessary qualifications for deacons. The deacon is a minister, or one who serves. From Acts 6 we learn that his special work is described as “serving tables” and, as the connection shows, this refers to meeting the bodily and temporal needs of the assembly, in contrast with the work of the overseer which is more especially concerned with meeting spiritual needs. Nevertheless, it is none the less necessary that the deacon should have spiritual qualifications. Those chosen for deacons' work, in the early church at Jerusalem, were to be men “well reported of, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6: 3). Here we learn that, like the overseers, they were to be grave, not double-tongued, not given to excess of wine or covetousness.

   (V. 9). Further, they were to be marked by “holding the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience.” To hold correct doctrine is not enough. Orthodoxy without a pure conscience would indicate how little the truth has power over its possessor; hence how powerless such would be to affect others.

   (V. 10). Moreover, the deacons must be those who have been tested and proved by experience to be blameless in their own conduct and thus capable of dealing with matters that would of necessity come before them in their service.

   (Vv. 11, 12). Their wives were also to be grave, not slanderers, and faithful in all things. Their character is specially referred to, inasmuch as the service of the deacons, having to do with temporal needs, might give occasion for the wives to make mischief unless “faithful in all things”. Like the overseers, the deacons are to be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children and their homes well. Again, these exhortations imply that the deacon is not a young man, but one that is married and has children, and thus a man with experience.

   (V. 13). In case it might be thought that the office of a deacon was inferior to that of an overseer, the apostle specially states that those who use the office of a deacon well obtain for themselves a good degree, and much boldness in faith which is in Christ Jesus — a truth, as it has often been pointed out, strikingly illustrated in the history of Stephen (Acts 6: 1-5, 8-15).

   (e)The mystery of piety (verses 14-16)

   (Vv. 14, 15). The apostle closes this portion of his Epistle by definitely stating that his reason for writing “these things” is that Timothy might know how one ought to behave oneself in the house of God.

   	We are told that the house of God is “the assembly of the living God”. It is no longer a building of material stones, as in the Old Testament days, but a company of living stones — believers. It is formed of all believers living on earth at any given moment. No local assembly is ever called the house of God.

   	Further, it is the assembly of the living God. The God who dwells in the midst of His people is not like the dead idols that men worship, that can neither see nor hear. That our God is living is a truth of blessed but solemn import, but one we can easily forget. Later the apostle can tell us that we can “both labour and suffer reproach, because we trust in the living God” (1 Timothy 4: 10). The living God is a God that delights to support and bless His people; nevertheless, if the holiness that becomes His house is not maintained, God may make manifest that He is the living God in solemn governmental dealings as with Ananias and Sapphira, who experienced the truth of the words, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10: 31).

   	Moreover, we learn that the house of God is the pillar and base of the truth. The “pillar” presents the thought of witness; the “base” is that which supports. The house of God is not said to be the truth, but the “pillar” or witness of the truth. Christ on earth was “the truth” (John 14: 6); and again we read, “Thy word is truth” (John 17: 17). However much the assembly may have failed in its responsibilities, the fact remains that, as established of God upon earth, it is the witness and support of the truth. God has no other witness on the earth. In a day of ruin it may be only a feeble few who will maintain the truth, while the great professing mass, failing to be a witness, will be spued out of the mouth of Christ.

   	It is important to remember that the assembly is not said to teach the truth, but to witness to the truth that is already found in the word of God. Nor can the assembly claim authority to decide what is truth. The word is the truth and carries its own authority.

   (V. 16). As the assembly is the house of God — the living God — and the witness and support of the truth, how important that we should know how to behave ourselves in the house of God. In view of pious behaviour the apostle speaks of “the mystery of piety”, or the secret of right behaviour. One has written of this passage, “This is often quoted and interpreted as if it spoke of the mystery of the Godhead, or the mystery of Christ's Person. But it is the mystery of godliness, or the secret by which all real godliness is produced — the divine spring of all that can be called piety in man” (J.N.D.). This mystery of piety is what is known to piety, but not yet manifest to the world. The secret of godliness lies in the knowledge of God manifested in and through the Person of Christ. Thus in this beautiful passage we have Christ presented as making God known to men and angels. In Christ, God was manifest in the flesh. The absolute holiness of Christ was seen in that He was justified in the Spirit. We are justified in the death of Christ: He was sealed and anointed altogether apart from death — the proof of His intrinsic holiness. Then, in Christ, as Man, God was seen of angels. In Christ, He was made known to and believed on in the world. Finally, the heart of God is made known by the present position of Christ in the glory.

   	All this is spoken of as “the mystery of godliness”, because these things are not known to the unbeliever. Such, indeed, can appreciate the outward conduct that flows from piety; but the unbeliever cannot know the secret spring of piety. That secret is only known to the pious; and the secret lies in the knowledge of God; and the knowledge of God has been revealed to them in Christ.

   4 Warnings against Religious Flesh and Instruction in Piety

   (1 Timothy 4)

   Having instructed us in the order of God's house and the secret of all right behaviour on the part of those who form the house, the apostle, in the remainder of the Epistle, warns us against certain fleshly activities that are destructive of right behaviour, and instructs us as to true piety that alone will guard the faithful from these different evils.

   	In 1 Timothy 4 the apostle warns more especially against apostasy, and religious flesh manifesting itself in the false principle of asceticism. In 1 Timothy 5 we are warned against worldly flesh, showing itself in wantonness and self-gratification. In 1 Timothy 6 we are warned against covetous flesh with its love of money.

   	The safeguard against these evils is found in “godliness”. The truth of godliness (or, according to the better translation, “piety”) has a very prominent place in this First Epistle to Timothy. The word is used sixteen times in the New Testament, nine of these occasions being found in this Epistle (1 Tim. 2: 2; 1 Tim. 3: 16; 1 Tim. 4: 7, 8; 1 Tim. 5: 4; 1 Tim. 6: 3, 5, 6, 11). Piety is the confidence in the known and living God that leads the believer to walk in the holy fear of God amidst all the circumstances of life. It recognises and honours God, and is therefore the very opposite of sanctimoniousness that seeks to exalt self.

   	In chapter iv the apostle first warns us against the apostasy of some who turn from Christianity to a religion of the flesh (verses 1-5); then he brings before us the life of piety as that which will guard the soul from the evils of the flesh (verses 6-10); finally, the apostle gives personal exhortations to Timothy, containing instruction and guidance for all the Lord's servants (verses 11-16).

   (a) Warnings against religious flesh or asceticism  (verses 1-5)

   The apostle has closed the previous portion of the Epistle with a beautiful unfolding of “the faith” setting forth the great truth of Christianity as the manifestation of God in Christ. Now the Spirit expressly warns that, in the latter times of the Christian profession, some will depart, or apostatise, from the faith. Later, the apostle warns us that some, by their practice, will deny the faith (v. 8); some, by covetousness, will wander from the faith (1 Timothy 6: 10); and some, by speculation, will miss the faith (1 Timothy 6: 21).

   (Vv. 1, 2). Here he speaks of apostatising from the faith. Clearly, the apostle is not speaking of the great apostasy foretold in the Second Epistle to the Thessalonians, which refers to the apostasy of Christendom as a whole after the rapture of the church. In this passage the apostle says “some shall apostatise”, evidently referring to the apostasy of individuals taking place in the latter days before the coming of the Lord.

   	While the assembly of God is still on earth, there will arise those who once made a profession of Christianity but who give up the great cardinal truths of the Christian faith concerning the Person of Christ.

   (V. 3). Behind this apostasy there is the direct influence of seducing spirits leading to the doctrines of demons in contrast with the truth. The apostate is not simply one who neglects the truth, nor rejects the truth. He is one who, having made a profession of the faith, deliberately gives up the truth and takes up some other religious creed as being superior to Christianity. The demons speak lies while professing to maintain the truth. The devil we know “is a liar” (John 8: 44) and beguiled our first parents by speaking lies in hypocrisy. The fact that the truth has no power over their souls and that they give heed to doctrines of demons clearly proves that their consciences are so seared that they are no longer able to distinguish between good and evil. Apostasy, then, involves not only the giving up the truth but also the adoption of error — the doctrine of demons.

   	In place of the truth the apostate affects a religion of the flesh which professes to be of the very highest sanctity. They make the assumption of extraordinary purity by forbidding to marry, and great self-denial by abstinence from meats. In reality, having turned from the faith, they deny God as our Saviour and, in refusing marriage and meats, they deny God as the Creator. This means the loss of all true piety which fears God, and in result opens the door to licence and wantonness. These seducing spirits, pandering to the pride of the flesh, hold out before men the promise of the greatest sanctity in order to lead them into the deepest corruption.

   (V. 4). True piety avails itself of every mercy which God places within our reach. The mercies of marriage and meats, which are rejected by those who depart from the faith, are to be received with thankfulness by those who believe and know the truth.

   (V. 5). The world and its ways are not sanctioned by the word of God for the believer; but these natural mercies, which are available for all the world, are set apart for our comfort while passing through the world. Nevertheless, their use is guarded for the believer by the word of God and prayer. The word of God regulates their use, and by prayer the believer takes them up in dependence upon God.

   (b) Piety or trust in the living God (verses 6-10)

   (V. 6). The apostle has set before us certain dangers against which the Spirit expressly warns us. Timothy was to put the brethren in remembrance of these things, and so doing would prove himself to be a good servant of Jesus Christ, nourished up in the words of faith and of good doctrine with which he was fully acquainted. The seducing spirits, of which the Holy Spirit speaks, sought to exalt man with a sense of religious importance and sanctity. The true servant seeks to exalt Christ by ministering the truth.

   	To be a good servant of Jesus Christ it is not enough to know the truth, and hold the truth; we need to be nourished by the truth, and, in practice, to follow up fully the truth. Our own souls must be fed if we are to feed others. We must be nourished, not simply in the words of teachers, however true, but “with the words of the faith” which convey to us “the good teaching” of Christianity and, if followed up, will produce a practical effect in our lives, preserving us from the evils of the latter times.

   (V. 7). Having exhorted us to follow the truth, the apostle warns us to refuse all that which is outside “the words of the faith”. The imaginations of men will always tend to profanity and foolishness, which the apostle characterises with contempt as “old wives' fables”. Our great “exercise” should be to be found walking in piety. We may put service first; but there is ever the grave danger of being active in service while neglecting personal piety. The good servant will exercise himself unto piety that he may be “meet for the Master's use, and prepared unto every good work.” We may, at times, like the Corinthian saints, be very active in service and boast in our gifts, and like them be very unspiritual through not exercising ourselves unto piety.

   (V. 8). To emphasise the importance of spiritual exercise as to piety, the apostle contrasts it with “bodily exercise”. The allusion is probably to the public games, as in 1 Corinthians 9: 24, 25, where, in speaking of the public races, he says, “Every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things”. He continues to warn us in that passage that such exercise in temperance has only a passing advantage; at best it obtains only “a corruptible crown”, in contrast with the “incorruptible” which the Christian has in view. So here, he says, that this bodily exercise is only profitable in some small things; but the spiritual exercise of piety is profitable unto all things, being rich with blessing in this life as well as in that which is to come.

   (Vv. 9, 10). The apostle presses the importance of this exercise as to piety by stating, “This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptation.” It was because of his piety that the apostle can say, “For this we labour and suffer reproach.” We may be prepared to labour and be prominent before men, and thus labour and gain applause, or labour to exalt self. But if piety is behind our labour, it will inevitably mean labour and reproach.

   	The apostle proceeds to show that the spring of piety is confidence in God. We trust in the living God who is the preserver of all men, specially of those that believe. Piety is that individual confidence in God that takes up every circumstance of life in relation to God. The unregenerate man leaves God out of his life; the believer recognises Him in all the details of life and thankfully receives and uses every mercy that He places within his reach without abusing the mercies. Thus, piety is the antidote to all the evil influences of the latter days, whether the evil takes the form of asceticism, celibacy, abstinence from meats (1 Timothy 4: 3), neglecting one's own house and living in habits of self-indulgence (1 Timothy 5: 4-6), or attaching importance to worldly advantage and money (1 Timothy 6: 3-10).

   (c) Personal precepts for the servant of the Lord (verses 11-16)

   (Vv. 11, 12). These things Timothy was to enjoin and teach. Being a young man he was to be specially on his guard against any assumption or youthful pride which would mar his testimony by leading him to be despised because of his youth. If his exhortations and instructions to others were to be effectual, he would have, in his life, to “be a model of the believers in word, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.” Alas! how often we mar our testimony through failing to exhibit these beautiful qualities of Christ. If the truths we teach do not affect our own lives, can we expect our teaching to affect others?

   (V. 13). His own life being pure, the servant would be free in seeking to help others by reading, exhortation and teaching. The connection of reading with exhortation would seem to show that the “reading” has no reference to his personal study, but rather to the public reading of the Scriptures, which in those days had a place of special importance.

   (V. 14). Moreover, in the case of Timothy, a gift for ministry had been imparted to him, and for which he had been specially marked out by a prophetic word from God, and with which the elderhood had expressed their fellowship by the laying on of hands. Such prophecy and laying on of hands had been fully set forth in the case of Barnabas and Saul (Acts 13: 2, 3). However right and beautiful the Christian life, it would not enable the servant to take the definite place of a teacher. For this a gift from the Lord was necessary. In Timothy's case he could go forward in the confidence that this gift had been imparted by a direct word from God, and could be exercised in the consciousness that he had the full fellowship of the elders of the Lord's people. The gift had been given by prophecy, and by the laying on of Paul's hands (2 Timothy 1: 6). It had not been given by the laying on of the elders' hands: they laid their hands on Timothy as expressing their fellowship with him. Thus encouraged, he was to beware of neglecting the gift through any natural timidity.

   (V. 15). Thus strengthened and encouraged, Timothy was to devote himself to the Lord's things, as the apostle says, “Occupy thyself with these things” (N.T.). Too often we allow ourselves to be distracted by other objects than the Lord and His interests. Good for us to embrace heartily Christianity and make the things of the Lord our interest — to “be wholly in them” (N.T.). Then, indeed, our spiritual progress would be manifest to all.

   (V. 16). The apostle sums up his exhortation to Timothy by saying, “Take heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine”. To press the doctrine while careless of our own walk, or to make much of personal piety while asserting that it is of small matter what we hold, are two snares into which many have fallen. Both alike are fatal to all true testimony. It is only as we take heed to ourselves and to the doctrine that we shall both save ourselves and those that hear us from the evils of the latter times.

   5 Warnings against Worldliness and Instruction in Piety

   (1 Timothy 5)

   Having warned against the evil of some who will apostatise from Christianity and adopt a false religion of the flesh, the apostle now warns us against evils that may arise from worldliness within the Christian circle, and instructs how to deal with the needs of God's people so that nothing may be allowed that would be an occasion for reproach and thus hinder the testimony of God's grace before the world.

   (a) The spirit in which wrongs are to be dealt with  (verses 1, 2)

   Occasions may arise when evils are manifested in the Christian circle that rightly call for rebuke. Nevertheless, in administering rebuke we are to recognise what is due to age and sex, and thus be careful that the rebuke is given in a right spirit. The rebuke may be right and yet have no effect, or even do harm, because of the wrong spirit in which it is given. A right rebuke in a wrong spirit is simply meeting the flesh in the flesh.

   	Age is to be respected, even if rebuke is called for. An elder brother is not to be rebuked sharply (N.T.), but exhorted with all the deference that a son would pay to a father. The younger men are not to be treated as of little account, but rebuked with love as brethren, the elder women with the deference due to a mother. Younger women are to be dealt with in “all purity”, thus avoiding the careless familiarity that nature might adopt.

   	Thus in all our dealings with one another the manner is to be such that nothing is done that would outrage propriety and give occasion for scandal.

   (b) Instruction as to meeting the needs of God's people and warnings against self-indulgence in temporal things  (verses 3-16)

   (V. 3). Firstly, we are instructed to pay due regard to widows who are “widows indeed”. A “widow indeed” is not simply a person bereft of her husband, but one marked by certain moral qualities. Whether in need or not, such are to be held in honour.

   (V. 4). If, however, such are in temporal need, let the descendants prove their practical piety by rendering a return to their parents, for this is good and acceptable before God. Here again we see that piety brings God into all the details of life, and seeks to act in a way that is pleasing to God.

   (V. 5). The apostle then gives us the beautiful marks of one that is a “widow indeed”. She is desolate, being without human resources; her confidence is in God — she “trusteth in God” — and she is dependent upon God, for she “continueth in supplications and prayers night and day.”

   (V. 6). In contrast with the widow indeed, the apostle warns us against any in the house of God abandoning themselves to “habits of self-indulgence” (N.T.). Such are dead while living. We are exhorted to reckon ourselves dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus (Romans 6: 11). We cannot live to self and God at the same time. If living to self we are living to sin, which is lawlessness, or the indulgence of our own wills. Habits of self-indulgence must bring in spiritual death between the soul and God.

   (V. 7). Such warnings are necessary in order that, walking in piety, every one in the house of God may not only be acceptable and pleasing to God but also blameless before men.

   (V. 8). For a Christian to fail in providing for his own, and especially for those of his own house, is to sink below what is natural, and thus deny the faith of Christianity which sanctions these natural relationships and teaches us to respect them. It is thus possible for a Christian, if acting in the flesh, to behave in a way that is “worse than the unbeliever.”

   (Vv. 9, 10). There may, however, be needy individuals in the Christian circle, who have no relatives to provide for them. Such should be put upon the list of those who can be rightly cared for by the assembly. Nevertheless, one must take care not to use the house of God as if it were merely an institution for supporting needy people.

   	Grace may, indeed, on occasions help the most abandoned. Here it is a question of suitability for inclusion in a list of those who receive regular assistance from the Lord's people. Such must, by their lives, have proved their fitness for such help. In persons of normal health, the one suited for the list must be of an age when, under ordinary circumstances, she would no longer be able to work for her living; she must have been the wife of one husband, and one to whom an honourable testimony is borne by reason of her good works in bringing up children, in having shown kindness to strangers, in having refreshed the saints, comforted the afflicted, and, indeed, followed every good work.

   	Very blessedly this Scripture shows how much a godly woman can do that is pleasing to God and in helping the Lord's people. The omissions, however, are as striking as the good works that are enumerated. Nothing is said about teaching or preaching or, indeed, anything that would bring the woman into prominence in a public way contrary to the order of God's house.

   (Vv. 11-13). The younger widows are not to be put upon the list. To provide for such, as in the case of widows indeed, would lead them to forget Christ as their one Object, and instead have before them simply the desire of remarrying, and thus become guilty of casting off their first faith. It is thus possible, not only to lose our first love, but to cast off our first faith which, at the start of our Christian life, made Christ the great Object.

   	Moreover, to put the younger widows on the list would only encourage them in idleness and thus become a snare, for their idleness would lead them to wander from house to house as “gossipers and meddlers” (N.T.). A gossiper repeats tales and tittle-tattle to the disadvantage of others; a meddler interferes in the affairs of others, freely expressing opinions about matters which are not his concern. In neither case is there any thought of helping the needy, or seeking to put right any wrong, but rather the indulgence of the flesh in its love of slander. Gossipers and meddlers, whether repeating what is false or true, are in either case “speaking things which they ought not.” The preacher says, “He that goeth about as a talebearer revealeth secrets (Proverbs 20: 19); and, again, “Every fool will be meddling” (Proverbs 20: 3). The law says, “Thou shalt not go up and down as a talebearer among thy people” (Leviticus 19: 16). Christianity warns us against “wandering about from house to house” as “gossipers and meddlers”.

   	What names have been wasted and broken;

   	What pestilent sinks have stirred

   	By a word in lightness spoken -

   	By only an idle word!

   (V. 14). The judgment of the apostle is that the younger women should marry and find their proper sphere of activity in the home-life, bringing up children and guiding the house. Whether elders are addressed, or widows, or the younger women, all are to remember that they form part of the house of God, and in God's house nothing is to be allowed that will give occasion to the adversary to speak reproachfully.

   (V. 15). Through the neglect of these instructions some indeed had already turned aside after Satan. They might not admit or realise the seriousness of their course; but, evidently, to grow careless or wanton in relation to Christ would lead to the soul being beguiled by Satan and turning aside to the devil's temptations.

   (V. 16). Widows in the families of Christians are to be relieved by the family, leaving the assembly free to assist those who are widows indeed.

   (c) The needs of elders (verses 17-21)

   The apostle passes on to instruct us as to meeting the needs of those who hold a position as official elders, and the spirit in which any charges of evil against such are to be met.

   (Vv. 17, 18). The work of the elders was to take the lead in the assemblies of God's people (N.T.). They are responsible to see that godly order is maintained in public and private. Honour was due to an elder as such; those who did their work well were to be counted worthy of double honour, especially those who, besides caring for the saints, laboured in word and teaching. Moreover, their temporal needs were not to be forgotten. Both the Old Testament and the New are quoted, as having equal authority as Scripture, to press our responsibility to help the labourer (Deuteronomy 25: 4; Luke 10: 7).

   (V. 19). The elder, by reason of his service, would be more liable than others to misunderstanding and detraction. His having at times to deal with faults in others could lead to resentment and ill-feeling which might manifest itself in malicious accusation. There might, indeed, be just cause for an accusation, but it was not to be received apart from witnesses.

   (Vv. 20, 21). Offenders, whether elders or not, whose faults have been fully proved by adequate witnesses, are to be rebuked before all that others may fear. Nevertheless, everything in the way of rebuke is to be done, not simply before others, but “before God” whose house we are, before the Lord Jesus Christ, who is Son over God's house, and before the elect angels who are ministers of those who form the house. Thus the rebuke would be without “prejudice” that would form a judgment without duly considering the whole matter, and without partiality that would prefer one before another.

   (d) Care in the expression of fellowship (verse 22)

   (V. 22). In Scripture to lay hands on another is the sign of fellowship, rather than the communication of authority as Christendom teaches. False liberality may affect large-heartedness by carelessly extending fellowship to those who are pursuing a wrong course. We may thus put our sanction on evil and partake of other men's sins. We are to keep ourselves pure, an injunction that clear proves we may be defiled by our associations.

   (e) Instruction as to bodily needs (verse 23)

   (V. 23). The needs of a weak and suffering body are not to be neglected. Timothy was to “use a little wine” on account of his stomach and “frequent illnesses”. Timothy is not blamed for his illnesses, nor is it suggested that their frequent occurrence proves any lack of faith on his part; nor is he exhorted to seek that elders should lay hands on him or even pray for his healing. He is bidden to use an ordinary remedy. Nevertheless, it is “a little wine” and to be used for the sake of a weak stomach. Thus there is no excuse, in the apostle's advice, for taking an excess of wine or using it for mere self-indulgence.

   (f) Warning against judging by appearances (verses 24, 25)

   (V. 24). In judging of our associations with others we have to guard against being deceived by appearances. The sins of some are so open that there can be no question as to their character and condemnation. Others may be equally evil and yet deceive by a fair show in the flesh. Nevertheless, their sins will pursue them to judgment.

   (V. 25). This may be true of those in whom grace has wrought. With some it is obvious that their good works proclaim their true character. Others may be equally the subjects of grace and yet their works may be less public. In due time all will come to light.

   	As we read the apostle's instructions and warnings we may well take heed to the word, “Let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10: 12). From the exhortations of the chapter it is evident that the believer can fall into a condition in which he lies in habits of self-indulgence (verse 6); he can act in a way that is worse than an unbeliever and thus deny the faith (verse 8); can wax wanton against Christ and thus cast off the first faith (verse 11); can become an idle wanderer from house to house, gossiping and meddling in the affairs of others (verse 13); and can turn aside after Satan (verse 15).

   	Moreover, as we read the instructions, we learn that those who compose the house of God should seek to live in a way that is good and acceptable before God (verse 4); blameless before men (verse 7); giving no occasion for reproach (verse 14).

   6 Warnings against Pride of the Flesh and Instruction in Piety 

   (1 Timothy 6)

   The  apostle has warned us against religious flesh that apostatises from the truth and adopts asceticism (1 Timothy 4); and against worldly flesh, leading to wantonness and self-indulgence (1 Timothy 5); now, in the closing chapter, we are warned against the pride of the flesh that covets money and worldly advantage. To meet these evils the apostle again presses upon us practical piety (verses 3, 5, 6, 11).

   	In the course of his exhortation the apostle brings before us the Christian slave (verses 1, 2); the proud and ignorant professor of Christianity (verses 3-8); the backslider, enticed by the riches of the world (verses 9, 10); the man of God (verses 11, 12); Christ, the perfect Example (verses 13-16); the believer who is rich in this world (verses 17-19); and the professed scientist (verses 20, 21).

   (a) Christian slaves  (verses 1, 2)

   (V. 1). The chapter fitly opens with instruction for the Christian slave. Such might attempt to use Christianity as a means of improving his social position. The institution of slavery may, indeed, be entirely contrary to the spirit of Christianity. Nevertheless, the great object of the house of God is not to set the world right, nor to advance the worldly interests of those who form the house, but to maintain the glory of the Name of God and to witness to, and support, the truth. The Christian slave, then, was to show all honour to his unbelieving master, that there might be nothing in his conduct that could justly cast a slur upon the Name of the One who dwells in the house, or that would deny the truth that the house of God is to maintain.

   (V. 2). The apostle gives a special warning to the Christian slave with a believing master. The fact that his master was a brother in the Lord was not to be used to set aside the respect that was due from a servant to a master. Any lack in this proper respect would be an attempt on the part of the slave to use Christianity to raise his social position, thus seeking his own worldly advantage.

   	In the assembly the slave and the master were on common ground, equal before the Lord. There, indeed, the slave might by reason of his spirituality, or gift, be more prominent than his earthly master. Let believing slaves, however, beware lest they are tempted to abuse the privileges of the assembly by making them a ground for undue familiarity to their masters in the every-day affairs of life. So far from growing slack in their duties to masters who were believers, they were rather to render them service because they were faithful and beloved and partakers of Christian benefits.

   (b)The ignorant professor, destitute of the truth  (verses 3-8)

   (V. 3). Clearly, then, Christianity is not a system for the advancement of our social position in this world. It is true that the believer, as he passes through this world, is to do good, and that the presence of the Christian and right Christian conduct must have a beneficial effect. Nevertheless, the great object of the house of God is not to improve the world, but to witness to the grace of God in order that men may be saved out of the world which, in spite of civilisation and any social improvements, is going on to judgment.

   	Apparently, in those early days there were those who taught otherwise. They viewed Christianity merely as a means for improving the social conditions of men and women, thus making this world a better and a brighter place. Probably they were teaching that the converted slave, having come under the Lordship of Christ, could consider himself free from his earthly master. Such views, however, were contrary to wholesome words, even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the teaching which is according to piety.

   	Thus, again, the apostle brings in piety as the safeguard against the abuse of our Christian privileges. Piety walks in the fear of God, trusting in the living God, who is the Preserver of all men. Thus walking we should be preserved from seeking to use Christianity simply as a means of improving our worldly position.

   (Vv. 4, 5). Having shown that piety is the safeguard against the abuse of Christianity, the apostle states that the one who teaches otherwise is moved by the pride of the flesh. Pride that trusts in self, and seeks to maintain one's self-importance, is utterly opposed to piety that trusts in God and seeks His glory.

   	Behind this pride there is ignorance of the mind of the Lord as conveyed in His words. This ignorance of the Lord's mind arises from allowing the human mind to be occupied with the endless questions raised by men and strifes about words. Wholly indifferent to the moral power of the Christian faith working in the soul and leading to the life of piety, men treat Christianity as if it were a matter of “questions and disputes of words”.

   	Such disputes of words, instead of strengthening piety, only give occasion for the manifestation of the works of the flesh. The pride that seeks to exalt self by these endless questions must inevitably lead to “envy”, for the proud man can brook no rival. Naturally the flesh will strive against the one of whom it is envious. Thus envy leads to strife, and striving against another will lead to “injurious words” about him. The knowledge that “injurious words” are being uttered will raise “evil suspicions” and “constant quarrellings”. Such is the evil crop that arises from envy. There is no greater power for evil among the saints of God than the allowance of envy in the heart. “Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous; but”, says the preacher, “who is able to stand before envy?” It was envy that led to the first murder in this world; and it was envy that led to the greatest murder in this world. Pilate “knew that for envy they had delivered Him” (Matthew 27: 18).

   	Alas! this envy may show itself among the true people of the Lord. Here the apostle traces it back to the pride of a heart that is corrupt and destitute of the truth of Christianity. The underlying motive with such is earthly gain; hence they hold that “gain” is the end of piety. In other words, they teach that Christianity is merely a means of improving our condition and adding to our worldly advantage. This we know, from the history of Job, is really a suggestion of the devil. Job was a pious man and one that feared God, but, says Satan, “Doth Job fear God for nought?” Satan's vile suggestion is that no such thing as godliness exists, and that if a man makes a profession of piety, it is not that he fears God, or cares for God, but simply that he knows it pays and is to his worldly advantage. Satan says to God, “Put forth Thy hand now, and touch all that he hath, and he will curse Thee to Thy face.” The Lord allows this horrible lie of the devil to be thoroughly exposed. Satan is allowed to strip Job of all that he has, and, in result, Satan is exposed as a liar. Instead of cursing God, Job fell down before the LORD and worshipped, saying, “The LORD gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the Name of the LORD” (Job. 1: 8-12, 20, 21).

   (Vv. 6-8). Thus the truth, as well as the experience of the people of God, proves not only that piety is gain but, when accompanied with contentment that trusts God, it is great gain. We brought nothing into the world, and whatever possessions we may acquire as we pass through the world, it is evident that we can carry nothing out. Having food and covering — and the slave had these things — let us therewith be content.

   (c) The backslider enticed by the riches of the world (verses 9, 10)

   In contrast with godly contentment there is the restlessness of those who desire to be rich. Wealth has its snares as the apostle shows a little later, but it is not necessarily the possession of wealth that ruins the soul, but the “desire to be rich” (N.T.). It has been pointed out that this word “desire” includes the idea of purpose. The danger is that the believer, instead of being content to earn his living, may set himself with “purpose” of heart to be rich. Thus riches become an object instead of the Lord. Better for us to cleave to the Lord “with purpose of heart” (Acts 11: 23).

   	The apostle warns us against the evils that result from the desire to gain riches. All are tempted, but the one that desires to be rich will fall into the temptation and find himself caught in some hidden snare of the enemy. Moreover, the desire to be rich opens the way to foolish and hurtful lusts, for it panders to the vanity and pride of the flesh, ministering to selfishness and ambition. These are the things that plunge men into destruction and ruin. Thus it is not simply money, but “the love of money” that is the root of every evil. How solemn that it is possible for the believer to be drawn into the very things that bring destruction and ruin upon the men of the world. Even in the days of the apostle some had coveted after riches, only to wander from the faith and pierce themselves through with many sorrows.

   (d) The man of God  (verses 11, 12)

   (V. 11). In contrast with the backslider that wanders from the faith, the apostle sets before us the characteristics of the “man of God”. In the New Testament the expression “man of God” only occurs in the Epistles to Timothy. Here it is definitely applied to Timothy; in the Second Epistle it is applied to all who, in an evil day, walk in faithful obedience to the word of God (2 Timothy 3: 17). There are things from which the man of God has to “flee”; things that he is exhorted to “follow”; things for which he is called to “fight”; there is something to “lay hold” of; and something to be “confessed”.

   	The man of God will flee from the foolish and hurtful lusts of which the apostle has been speaking. It is not enough, however, to avoid evil; there must be the pursuit of good. Therefore the man of God is to follow after “righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit” (N.T.). However others may act, the man of God will seek to walk in consistency with his relationships to others as brethren; this is righteousness. But this righteousness to others is taken up in the holy fear that realises our relationships to God, and what is due to God; this is piety. Further, the man of God will pursue faith that has Christ for its Object, and “love” that goes out to his brethren, bearing evil and insults with quiet endurance and meekness, instead of impatience and resentment.

   (V. 12). Further, the man of God will not be content with fleeing from evil and following certain great moral qualities. These things are, indeed, of the first importance, but the man of God is not content with the formation of a beautiful character individually, while indifferent to the maintenance of the truth of Christianity. He realises that the great truths of Christianity will meet with unceasing and deadly opposition of the devil and he will not shrink from the conflict for the faith.

   	Moreover, in contending for the faith, the man of God will not forget the eternal life which, though he possesses, in all its fulness, lies before him. He is to lay hold of it in present enjoyment as his sustaining hope.

   	Lastly, if the man of God flees from evil, follows good, fights for the faith and lays hold of eternal life, he will be one who in his life makes a good confession before others. He becomes a living witness to the truths that he professes.

   (e) The perfect Example  (verses 13-16)

   To encourage us to keep this charge, the apostle reminds us that we live in the sight of One who preserves all things in life (N.T.). Can He not then preserve His own, however severe the conflict they may have to pass through? Moreover, if we are called to faithfulness, let us not forget we are under the eye of One who has been before us in the conflict, and who, in the presence of the contradiction of sinners, of envy and insult, acted in absolute faithfulness to God, maintaining the truth in patience and meekness, and thus witnessed a good confession.

   	Moreover, faithfulness will have its reward. The commandment is, therefore, to be kept spotless and irreproachable, until the appearing of Jesus Christ. The glory of His appearing will bring with it an answer to any little faithfulness on our part, as, indeed, it will be the glorious answer to the perfect faithfulness of Christ. Then, indeed, when the One men reviled, insulted and crucified is displayed in glory, there will be not only a full answer to all His faithfulness, but a full display of all that God is. It will be manifest to all the world what is already revealed to faith, that, in the Person of Christ, God is revealed as the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings, and the Lord of lords, the One who, in the majesty of His Deity, alone has essential immortality, and who dwells in inaccessible light.

   	Those who form the house of God may fail to witness for God; the man of God may only display God in measure, but in Christ there will be the full display of God for His everlasting glory.

   (f) The rich in this world (verses 17-19)

   The apostle has a special exhortation for believers who are rich in this world. Such are beset by two dangers. Firstly, there is the tendency of riches to lead the possessors to assume an air of highmindedness, thinking themselves to be superior to others because of their riches. Secondly, there is the natural tendency to trust in the riches that at best are uncertain.

   	The safeguard against these snares is found in trusting in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy. However rich a man may be, he cannot buy the things that God gives. However poor, he can receive and enjoy what God gives.

   	Trusting in the living God, who is the Giver of all good, will enable the rich man also to become a giver. But God loves a cheerful giver; hence the rich man is exhorted to be “ready to distribute” and “willing to communicate”. Thus acting he will be laying by a good store in view of future blessing, instead of laying up riches for this present age. The man who lays up for the time to come will lay hold of that which is really life, in contrast with the life of pleasure and self-indulgence that earthly riches might secure.

   (g) The professed scientist  (verses 20, 21)

   Finally, we are warned to keep “the entrusted deposit”. The whole truth of Christianity has been given to the saints as a “trust” to be held in the face of every opposition. Here we are specially warned against the opposition of the theories of men, which prove to be utterly false by subjecting God, His creation and His revelation to the mind of man, instead of being subject to God and His world. Presumptuously occupied with their infidel theories they have missed the faith.
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   1 Introduction

   The First Epistle to Timothy presents the church of God as the house of God and prescribes its divine order according to the mind of God. It recognises that there were, even then, individuals who had turned aside unto vain jangling, desiring to be teachers of the law, and that there were some who had made shipwreck of the faith. Warnings are also given that in the latter times some will apostatise from the faith. Nevertheless, the mass of Christians are viewed as desiring to answer to their responsibilities in maintaining the order of the house of God, and the great aim of the Spirit in the Epistle is to give instructions as to that order and the behaviour consistent with it in all the details of its administration on earth.

   	In the Second Epistle to Timothy all is changed. The church, as the house of God, is no longer seen as maintained in order according to God, but as having fallen into disorder through the failure of man. In view of this failure and disorder the apostle Paul writes to Timothy to encourage, instruct and exhort him in a day of ruin, and, further, to warn him that the evil would continue and increase throughout the dispensation, manifesting itself in its worst forms in the last days.

   	Thus in the course of the Epistle we learn that already in the apostle's day the gospel was in affliction, the preacher to the Gentiles was in prison, and the saints had deserted the one who had made known to them the full truth of Christianity (2 Timothy 1). False teachers were arising in the Christian profession who, by profane and vain babblings, were teaching errors that would lead to ungodliness, so that, in result, the house of God would become like a great house in which there were vessels to honour associated with vessels to dishonour (2 Timothy 2). Moreover, if such was the condition that had its commencement in that day, a worse condition would follow. In the last days difficult times would come when the mass of professing Christians would be marked by the form of piety without its power. In such a condition evil men would wax worse and worse until at last the Christian profession would no longer endure sound doctrine. Thus in the First Epistle the mass are still viewed as faithful, though individuals may fail: in the Second Epistle the mass have failed, and only individuals remain true to their profession (2 Timothy 3 and 2 Timothy 4).

   	Furthermore, the Epistle shows that at the time when the storm of evil was rising, the very one who had so often defeated the enemy and guided the saints was about to be removed. Thus it might appear that the apostle was to be taken at the very moment when his presence was most needed.

   	Nevertheless, this combination of circumstances — the rising storm of evil and the removal of one so suited to meet it — is used by the Spirit of God to prove to the faithful throughout the Christian period that, apart from all human agency, God is equal to every emergency they may be called to face.

   	Though about to depart, and looking forward with confidence to the crown of righteousness in the day of the Lord, the apostle could not but feel deeply the failure of that which under God he had been used to establish on earth. All this sorrow of heart he pours into the ear of his beloved child in the faith. This unburdening of the heart of the apostle to Timothy is used by the Spirit of God, on the one hand to forewarn believers of the progressive character of the corruption of Christendom throughout the dispensation, and on the other hand to set before us the greatness of our resources in God, in Christ and in the Scriptures, in order that we may be sustained in the midst of the evil and walk according to the mind of God in difficult times.

   	The instruction of the Epistle is presented in the following order:

   	 Firstly, in 2 Timothy 1, the abiding consolations of the godly in a day of ruin;

   	 Secondly, in 2 Timothy 2, the path of the godly in a day of ruin;

   	 Thirdly, in 2 Timothy 3, the resources of the godly in the last days;

   	 Fourthly, in 2 Timothy 4, the special directions for the service of God in the day when the mass of the Christian profession will no longer endure sound doctrine.

   
   2 The Consolations of the Godly in a Day of Ruin

   (2 Timothy 1)

   The Spirit of God is about to set before us the ruin of the house of God and the increasing failure of the Christian profession throughout the dispensation with its culmination of evil in the last days. Such a terrible picture of the hopeless breakdown of Christendom may well dismay the stoutest heart. The apostle, therefore, before delineating the ruin,  seeks to establish our souls and strengthen our confidence in God by setting before us our abiding resources in God. In this first chapter there pass before us the life which is in Christ Jesus (verse 1); the things which God has given to us (verses 6, 7); the testimony of our Lord (verse 8); the salvation and calling of God (verses 9, 10); the day of glory, referred to as “that day” (verses 12, 18); and the sound words of truth that no error can affect (verse 13).

   (V. 1). Paul opens the Epistle by presenting his credentials. He writes with all authority as “apostle of Jesus Christ”. Good for us then to read the Epistle as bringing a message to us from Jesus Christ by His sent one. Paul's apostleship is not by the ordination or will of man, but “by the will of God”. Moreover, Paul was sent by Jesus Christ to serve in this world of death having in view the fulfilment of the promise of life, the life which is seen in all its fulness in Christ Jesus in glory. As so often with the apostle Paul, “life” is viewed in its fulness in glory, and, in this sense, can be referred to as a promise. No ruin of the church can touch this life that is in Christ Jesus and that belongs to every believer.

   (Vv. 2-5). The apostle can address Timothy as his “beloved child”. What a comfort that in a day of ruin there are those to whom we can unreservedly express our affection, and to whom in all confidence we can unburden our hearts. Two leading characteristics in Timothy drew forth the love and confidence of Paul. Firstly, he was mindful of his tears; secondly, he remembered his unfeigned faith. The tears of Timothy proved that he was a man of spiritual depth and affection who felt the low and broken condition of the Christian profession; his unfeigned faith proved that he was able to rise above all the evil in obedience to, and with confidence in, God.

   	Timothy may indeed have been of a timid nature and in danger of being overwhelmed by the evil that was coming into the church; as he was marked by tears and faith, the apostle was encouraged to instruct and exhort him, knowing that he had qualities which would enable him to answer to his appeal. Nor is it otherwise today. The instructions of this touching Epistle will find little response unless there are the tears that tell of a tender heart that can mourn over the sorrows of God's people, and the faith that can take God's path of separation in the midst of the ruin.

   	Paul delighted to remember in his prayers this man of tears and faith. What a cheer to any saint, broken hearted by the condition of God's people, to know that there are devoted and faithful saints by whom he is remembered in prayer. Faithfulness in a day of desertion binds hearts together in the bonds of divine love.

   (V. 6). Having expressed his love for and confidence in Timothy, the apostle passes on to exhortation, encouragement and instruction. Firstly, he exhorts him to stir up “the gift of God” which had been imparted to him for the service of the Lord. In his case it had been bestowed through the apostle. In the presence of difficulties, dangers and general unfaithfulness, when there would appear to be little result from the ministry, there is the danger of thinking it is almost useless to exercise gift. Therefore we need the warning against letting the gift fall into disuse. We are to stir it up; and, in a day of ruin, to be all the more insistent in its use. A little later the apostle can say, “Proclaim the word; be urgent in season and out of season” (2 Timothy 4: 2).

   (V. 7). Having spoken of gifts that are special to the individual, the apostle passes on to remind Timothy of the gift that is common to all believers. To some, God gives a special gift for the ministry of the word; to all His people He gives the spirit of power, and of love, and of wise discretion. It would hardly seem that the reference is to the Holy Spirit, though the gift of the Spirit is implied. It is rather the state and spirit of the believer that is the result of the work of the Holy Spirit and therefore partakes of the character of the Spirit, as the Lord said, “That which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” By nature Timothy may have been timid and retiring in disposition, but the Holy Spirit does not produce the spirit of cowardice, but of power and of love and of a sound mind. In the natural man we may find power without love, or love degenerating into mere sentiment. With the Christian, under the control of the Spirit, power is combined with love, and love expressed with a wise discretion.

   	Thus, however difficult the day, the believer is well equipped with power to do the will of God, to express the love of God, and to exercise a sober judgment in the midst of the ruin.

   (V. 8). Having reminded us of the spirit of holy boldness that has been given to us, the apostle can at once say, “Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me His prisoner.” The testimony of our Lord is the testimony to the glory of Christ set as Man in supreme power after having triumphed over all the power of Satan. Peter was not ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, for he boldly testified, saying, “Let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2: 36). As one has said, “After the devil has led man on to do his utmost against Christ, lo, Jesus is crowned with glory and honour after all. Now that surely is victory!”

   	So, in this day, when ruin has come in amongst the people of God, when the triumph of Satan is such that Paul is in prison, the saints have deserted him and evil is increasing, the apostle, though deeply feeling all the failure, is sustained through it all and lifted above it all by the realisation that the Lord Jesus is in the supreme place of power above every influence of Satan. The Lord in glory is his resource. He therefore says, “The Lord stood with me, and strengthened me ... The Lord shall deliver me from every evil work, and will preserve me unto His heavenly kingdom” (2 Timothy 4: 17, 18).

   	We rightly speak much of Christ in His earthly pathway, of Christ on the cross, and of Christ coming again, but how rarely we speak of Christ where He is at the present moment in the glory of God, and yet this is the testimony of the Lord — the great testimony that is needed for the moment, the testimony of which we are warned not to be ashamed.

   	However great the ruin, whatever the failure amongst God's people, whatever difficulties we may have to meet, whatever the desertion of the saints (2 Timothy 1: 15), the self-will of those who oppose themselves (2 Timothy 2: 25, 26), or the malice of those who may seek to do us evil (2 Timothy 4: 14), our unfailing resource is to be found in the Lord Jesus at God's right hand. Looking to Him we shall, like the apostle, be lifted above all the failure whether in ourselves or others. Alas! in our difficulties we may make matters worse by seeking to put them right in our own strength, whereas if we turned to the Lord we should find, even as Paul, that the Lord is with us to strengthen us and to deliver from every evil work.

   	How necessary then that we should render a clear testimony to the present position of the Lord in the place of supremacy and power as a Man in the glory, in whom is every resource to sustain us in the darkest days.

   	Moreover, let us beware of being ashamed of those who, in a day of departure, boldly seek to give the Lord His place; and let us be prepared to suffer evil, if need be, in the maintenance of the gospel, knowing that we can count upon the power of God to support us.

   (Vv. 9, 10). Having warned us not to be ashamed of the testimony of the Lord, nor of the one who witnesses to His supreme place as Lord and suffers reproach for his witness, and having encouraged us to share in the afflictions of the gospel, the apostle proceeds to remind us of the greatness of that gospel, which is the power of God to them that are saved and called (1 Corinthians 1: 18, 24). The realisation of the glory of the Lord and the greatness of the gospel will keep us from being ashamed of the testimony and prepare us to suffer affliction with the gospel.

   	It becomes clear from these verse that the two great themes of the gospel are salvation and calling. On the one hand the gospel proclaims the way of salvation; on the other hand it presents to us the purpose of God for which we are saved. We are apt to limit the gospel to the important question of our salvation, but so doing we miss the far deeper blessing connected with God's eternal purpose, and thus fail to enter into the heavenly calling. It is plain that the first great object of the gospel is our salvation, and God would have the believer to be in no uncertainty as to this salvation, as we read in this Scripture, He “hath saved us.” The blessed effect of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ is to set the believer beyond the judgment due to him on account of his sins, and to deliver him from the course of this world. So we read, He “gave Himself for our sins, so that He should deliver us out of the present evil world” (Galatians 1: 4). Though for the time we are actually in the world, we are, as set free from its power and influence, morally not of it.

   	This is the first part of the gospel, and with this the mass of God's people would seek to be content. Nevertheless, the gospel proclaims far greater blessings, for it tells us of the calling of God. Not only has God saved us, but we read He has “called us with an holy calling.” In this passage the calling is referred to as “an holy calling”; it is also spoken of as “the heavenly calling” (Hebrews 3: 1) and “the calling on high” (Philippians 3: 14). Salvation sets us free from our sins and the judgment-doomed world: the calling links us with heaven and all those spiritual blessings which God has purposed for us in the heavenlies in Christ. Therefore the blessings of God's calling are “not according to our works”, nor our thoughts, nor our deserts, but “according to His own purpose and grace”.

   	It is not only that all our debts have been paid, and that we have been delivered from the influence and power of the scene in which the debts were incurred, but we learn to our wonder that according to the purpose of God there are things prepared for those who love Him which “eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man” (1 Corinthians 2: 9). In the calling of God there is revealed to us the secret of His heart as He unrolls before us a vast vista of heavenly blessing, and assures us that all this blessing was purposed for us in Christ before the foundation of the world. We thus learn that long before we had sinned, or incurred a single liability, God had a settled purpose for our eternal blessing. No evil that we have done, no break down in the church in responsibility, can alter God's purpose, even as no good that we can do can procure it.

   	This eternal purpose has now been made manifest by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who hath annulled death, and brought life and incorruptibility to light through the gospel. By going into death Christ has, for the believer, met the judgment of death that rested upon us, and opened up to us a new scene of life and incorruptibility. Death can no longer prevent the believer entering in to this scene of life and blessedness according to the purpose of God. It is not only that the soul passes from death unto life, but the body will put on incorruption. Thus, by the gospel, there is brought to light a sphere of life and incorruptibility which nevermore can be marred by death or corruption. In the power of the Spirit this new scene can be enjoyed even now.

   (V. 11). Furthermore, this gospel in all its fulness has been made known to us by a specially appointed vessel — one who comes to us as apostle of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles. It comes therefore on adequate authority through an apostle who speaks by revelation and inspiration.

   (V. 12). Moreover, it was because of his faithful testimony that Paul had to suffer. It was no wrongdoing that brought him into suffering and reproach. His zeal as a herald, his devotedness as an apostle sent by Christ, his faithfulness to the church as a teacher, enabled him to say, “For which cause I also suffer these things.” Imprisonment was only one of “these things” that this faithful servant had to suffer. There were other sufferings more keenly felt by his sensitive heart, for “these things” included the desertion of those he loved in Asia and amongst whom he had laboured so long. Then, too, he suffered from the opposition of professors who opposed the truth (2 Timothy 2: 25), from the persecution of evil men (2 Timothy 3: 11-13), and the active malice of individual professors who, like Alexander, did the apostle much evil (2 Timothy 4: 14). Nevertheless, seeing he was suffering for his faithfulness as a servant of Jesus Christ, he can say, “I am not ashamed.” Further, not only was he not ashamed, but he was not cast down, nor does one word of resentful anger escape his lips because of the unrighteousness of the world, and the desertion, ingratitude, and even opposition, on the part of many Christians. He is lifted above all depression, all resentment and all rancour, inasmuch as he is persuaded that Christ is able to keep that which he has committed unto Him against that day. When Christ was reviled He reviled not again, when He suffered He threatened not, but committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously. In the spirit of his Master, Paul, in the presence of suffering, desertion and insults, commits everything into the hands of Christ. His honour, his reputation, his character, his vindication, his happiness, all are committed to Christ, knowing that, though the saints may desert and even oppose him, yet Christ will never fail him. He is persuaded that Christ is able to care for his interests, vindicate his honour and right every wrong in “that day”.

   	In the light of “that day” Paul can pass triumphantly through “this day” with all its insults, scorn and shame. We may wonder why the devoted apostle was allowed to be deserted and opposed even by the saints; but we shall not wonder in “that day” when every wrong will be righted, and when all the shame and suffering and reproach will be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ. The faithful in this day may indeed be a small and insignificant minority, even as the apostle Paul and the few who were associated with him at the close of his life; nevertheless, in “that day” it will be found to be far better to have been with the despised few than with the unfaithful mass.

   	The vanity of the flesh likes to be popular and self-important and make itself prominent before the world and the saints, but in view of that day it is better to take a lowly place in self-effacement rather than a public place in self-advertisement, for then it will be found that many that are first shall be last; and the last first.

   	We may indeed suffer for our own failure, and this should humble us. Nevertheless, with the example of the apostle before us, we do well to remember that, had we walked in absolute faithfulness, we should have suffered still more, for it ever remains true that “all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Timothy 3: 12). If we are faithful to the light that God has given us, and seek to walk in separation from all that is a denial of the truth, we shall find, in our little measure, that we shall have to face persecution and opposition, and, in its most painful forms, from our fellow-Christians. And well for us, when the trial comes, if we can, like Paul, commit all to the Lord, and wait for His vindication in that day. Too often we are fretful and impatient in the presence of wrongs, and seek to have them righted in this day instead of waiting for “that day”. If, in the faith of our souls, the glory of that day shines before us, instead of being tempted to rebel at the insults and wrongs that may be allowed, we shall “rejoice and be exceeding glad: for”, says the Lord, “great is your reward in heaven” (Matthew 5: 12).

   (Vv. 13, 14). Seeing, then, that this great gospel, with its salvation and calling, comes to Timothy through an inspired source, he is exhorted to “have an outline of sound words”, which he had heard of the apostle. The truths communicated to Timothy in “sound words” were to be held by him in an orderly form, or outline, so that he could state clearly and definitely what he did hold. Having this outline, the truths conveyed by the “sound words” would be seen in right relation to one another. For us this outline is found in the written word, and very especially in the Epistles of Paul. Thus, in the Epistle to the Romans, there is an orderly presentation of the truths concerning our salvation, while his other Epistles give an outline concerning the church, the coming of the Lord, and other truths. In Christendom this outline has been largely lost through the use of isolated texts apart from their context. This outline, as presented in Scripture, is to be jealously guarded. Sincere men may seek to formulate their belief in religious confessions, articles of religion, and theological creeds. Such human expedients, whatever use they may have in their place, ever fall short of the truth and cannot take the place of the inspired outline presented in Scripture.

   	Moreover, this outline of sound words received from the apostle is to be held, not as a mere creed to which we can give our assent, but in faith and love in Christ Jesus, the living Person of whom the truth speaks. It is not enough to have an outline of sound words. If the truth is to be effectual in our lives it must be held “in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus”. The truth that, when first presented to the soul, is received with joy will lose its freshness unless held in communion with the Lord.

   	Moreover, if the truth is to be held in communion with Christ, it can only be in the power of the Holy Spirit. Therefore the whole range of truth contained in the outline of sound words which had been given to Timothy was to be kept by the Holy Ghost which dwells in us.

   (V. 15). The immense importance of holding the outline of the truth in communion with Christ by the power of the Spirit is emphasised by the solemn fact that the one by whom the truth had been revealed was deserted by the main body of saints in Asia. The very saints to whom the heavenly calling and the whole range of Christian truth had been revealed had turned from Paul. It is not that these saints had turned from Christ, or given up the gospel of their salvation, but the truth of the heavenly calling unfolded by the apostle had not been held in communion with Christ and in the power of the Spirit. Hence they were not prepared to be associated with him in the outside place of rejection in this world that the full truth of Christianity involves.

   	It is evident, then, that we cannot trust the most enlightened saints for the maintenance of the truth. It is only as Christ commands the affections in the power of the Spirit that we shall keep that good thing which has been committed unto us.

   (Vv. 16-18). The reference to Onesiphorus and his household is very touching. It proves that the indifference and the desertion of the mass did not lead the apostle to overlook the love and kindness of an individual and his family. Indeed, the desertion of the mass made the affection of the few all the more precious. When the great mass grieved the heart of Paul, there was at least one of whom he can say, “He oft refreshed me.” Others may be ashamed of him, but of this brother he can say that he “was not ashamed of my chain.” When others deserted him, there was still one of whom he can write, “He sought me out very diligently, and found me.” When others neglected him he can own with pleasure of this brother that “in many things he ministered unto me.”

   	How gratifying it must have been to the heart of the apostle, in the day of his desertion, to realise the sympathy and consolations of Christ finding their expression through this devoted brother. If Paul does not forget this expression of love in the day of his desertion, the Lord will not forget it “in that day” — the day of the coming glory.

   
   3 The Path of the Godly in a Day of Ruin

   (2 Timothy 2)

   The believer, instructed in the mind of God, cannot but admit that what passes for the church of God before men has no resemblance to the church of God as presented in Scripture. This grave departure from the Word of God clearly shows that God's intention for the church, during its sojourn in a world from which Christ is absent, has been ruined in the hands of man. Few, indeed, would deny that we live in a day of ruin. It is, however, of the first importance to understand clearly what we mean when we speak of the ruin of the church.

   	We must remember that in Scripture the church is viewed in two ways. On the one hand, it is presented according to the counsels of God; on the other hand, it is viewed in connection with the responsibility of man. In the first aspect it is presented in Scripture as founded upon Christ the Son of God, composed of all true believers, and destined to be presented to Christ a glorious church without spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing. As such, it is the result of Christ's own work, and the gates of hell cannot prevail against it. No ruin can touch Christ's work, nor set aside God's eternal counsels for Christ and the church.

   	In the second aspect, the church is viewed as set in responsibility to witness for Christ during the time of His absence, and to present the grace of God to a needy world. Alas! the church has entirely failed in carrying out this responsibility. Through lack of dependence upon the Lord, submission to the Spirit, and obedience to the Word, the people of God have become divided and scattered; and lack of watchfulness has ended in a vast profession embracing believers and unbelievers. In result, that which passes before the world as the church, so far from representing the glory of Christ, is “a denial of the nature, the love, the holiness, and the affections of Christ.” Thus on earth the testimony of the church has been ruined. The fact that we have to speak of a professing church which is visible, and a spiritual church composed of all true believers which is invisible, only shows how complete is the ruin.

   	If, then, we speak of living in a day of ruin, we mean that our lot is cast in a day when the church's witness to an absent Christ has been ruined. In the addresses to the seven churches in The Revelation we have a prophetic outline of the church's history on earth, viewed as the responsible witness for Christ; and therein we have the church's progressive failure in responsibility foretold with divine accuracy by the Lord Himself, beginning with its departure from first love, and ending with a condition so nauseous to Christ that it will finally be spued out of His mouth.

   	Scripture, however, gives further light as to a day of ruin. In this Second Epistle to Timothy, we not only have the prediction of the ruin, but the Holy Spirit, through the apostle Paul, gives very definite directions to the godly how to act when the ruin has come in. However dark the day, however great the ruin, the people of God are not left without divine guidance. The mercy of God has marked out a path for His people in a day of ruin. We may lack the faith in God and the devotedness to Christ that are necessary to take the path; none the less it is marked out in the word of God for the obedience of faith.

   	Thus we reach the conclusion that two things are necessary in order to take God's path intelligently in the midst of the ruin. Firstly, it is essential that we have some knowledge of Paul's doctrine (which includes the truth of the gospel as well as the truth of the church); secondly, there must be a right spiritual condition. Without some knowledge of the church, as presented in Scripture, it would be impossible to appreciate the extent of the ruin; and without a right spiritual condition, the believer would hardly be prepared to take the path that God has marked out in the midst of the ruin.

   	Paul evidently assumes that the one to whom he writes is well acquainted with his doctrine. In the first and second chapters he refers to the things which Timothy had heard of him (2 Timothy 1: 13; 2 Timothy 2: 2); and in the third chapter he says, “Thou hast fully known my doctrine.” There is therefore no doctrinal unfolding of the truth of the church in this Second Epistle. Such truth is fully presented by the apostle in the Epistles to the Ephesians and Colossians, the First Epistle to the Corinthians and the First Epistle to Timothy.

   	The path of God for us in a day of ruin, and the spiritual condition needed to take the path, are unfolded in this second chapter of the Second Epistle to Timothy. If we desire to answer to God's mind in this day of failure we shall do well to study prayerfully this important passage. The truths of this chapter may be viewed in the following order:

   	(a) The spiritual condition necessary to discern and take God's path for us amidst the failure of Christendom (verses 1-13);

   	(b) A brief outline of the course of the evil that has led to the corruption of Christendom (verses 14-18);

   	(c) The resource of the godly and the path of God for the individual in the midst of the ruin (verses 19-22);

   	(d) The spirit in which to meet those who raise opposition to God's path (verses 23-26).

   (a) The needed spiritual condition for God's path in a day of ruin (verses 1-13)

   (V. 1). Spiritual grace is the first great necessity in a day of weakness. Hence the exhortation of the opening verse is to “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.” To stand against the rising tide of evil, to step into a path that the Lord has marked out for His own in the midst of the corruptions of Christendom, and to continue steadfastly walking in this path in spite of failure, opposition and desertion, calls for great grace — the grace that is in Christ Jesus. Whatever opposition there may be to God's path, whatever difficulties in persevering in it, whatever temptations to turn from it, the grace of the Lord is sufficient to enable the believer to overcome all opposition, rise above every difficulty, resist all temptation, and to obey His word and answer to His mind. As one has said, “Whatever the want, His fulness is the same, undiminished, accessible and free.” Spiritual grace is the first requisite for “faithful men” in a day of unfaithfulness. Further, the grace of which the apostle speaks is more than a “gracious spirit”. It implies that in the risen and ascended Christ, from the time of the church's inception on earth to the last day of its stay here, there is every resource to enable the man of God to maintain his life of testimony and service without resorting to any of the expedients of man that so many have adopted in a day of declension. Writing to the Corinthians, the apostle can thank God for “the grace of God” given to them “in Christ Jesus”; and at once he shows that this grace is the “word of doctrine”, the “knowledge” and the “gifts” with which they had been enriched in Christ (1 Corinthians 1: 4-7). Every exhortation in the chapter will only deepen our sense of the need of the grace that is in Christ Jesus if we are to answer to the mind of God.

   (V. 2). Secondly, not only is grace needed, but the faithful must also possess the truth if they are to be furnished with the mind of God for a day of failure and fitted to instruct others. Further, the truth needed for a day of ruin is not only the truth found in Scripture as a whole, but, very specially, the truth as communicated by the apostle in the presence of many witnesses. In a day of ruin, apostolic writings become a very definite test whereby to discern “faithful men”. “We are of God:  he that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us”, says the apostle John (1 John 4: 6).

   	In order, then, that through all time we may possess the truth, Timothy is instructed to commit “the things” heard from the apostle to faithful men, who, in their turn, will be able to instruct others. It is God's way that the truth enshrined in apostolic writings should be committed to those able to teach others. The self-sufficiency and self-importance of the flesh may flatter itself that it can dispense with the help of others; but, while God is sovereign and can teach directly from His word, His usual way is to keep us mutually dependent upon one another — to receive as learners, and to communicate to others the truth and light which we have received.

   	Moreover, it is important to see that what we pass on is not official authority, or official position, but the truth. Timothy had neither commission nor power to pass on to any individual, or class of individuals, the exclusive or official right to preach. It was the revealed truth, guaranteed against error by means of witnesses, that was to be committed to others. In the light of this Scripture we may well challenge ourselves as to how far we are answering to our responsibilities in committing to others the precious heritage of truth that we have learned from faithful men. To maintain the truth and pass it on to others is only possible as we are strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.

   (V. 3). The maintenance of the truth in a day of general departure will involve suffering. Naturally we shrink from suffering. Therefore, Timothy is exhorted, — and each one that desires to be true to Christ — “Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.” Compared with Paul the “share” of suffering we may be called to take will be small; but, wherever there is a saint today that refuses error and stands for the truth, he must be prepared in some measure to face opposition (2 Timothy 2: 25), persecution (2 Timothy 3: 12), desertion (2 Timothy 4: 10), and malice (2 Timothy 4: 14); and, as with the apostle, these things may come even from his brethren. This, however, involves suffering, and naturally when suffering unjustly we are inclined to retaliate. We are therefore reminded to take our share in suffering, not as a natural man, but “as a good soldier of Jesus Christ”. A good soldier will obey his Captain and act as he does. Christ is the great Captain of our salvation, and He has reached His place of glory “through sufferings”, and He has left us the perfect example of suffering in patience, for “when He suffered, He threatened not; but committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously” (1 Peter 2: 23). To act in a way so contrary to nature will indeed demand that we should “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.”

   	The Lord Jesus is in the place of supreme power and in due course will exercise the power by which He is able to subdue all enemies under His feet. It is still, however, the day of grace; the day of judgment for the enemies of grace has not yet come. We therefore need, not power to crush our enemies, but grace to take our share in suffering. Stephen, in the presence of his enemies, who gnashed upon him with their teeth, and stoned him with their stones, looked up steadfastly into heaven to “Jesus standing at the right hand of God”. But, though Jesus is Lord in the place of supreme power, He does not generally act in power to crush the enemies of His servants, nor did He give Stephen power to crush his enemies. He did that which is in perfect keeping with the day of grace. He gave grace by which Stephen was so strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus that he was able to take his share in suffering, and, as a good soldier of Jesus Christ, he did not threaten or revile his persecutors; on the contrary, he prayed for them and committed his spirit to the Lord.

   	Paul, likewise in his day, was so strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus that he endured suffering for Christ's sake and committed his life, his happiness, his all, unto Christ against “that day” (2 Timothy 1: 12).

   (V. 4). Fourthly, if we are whole-heartedly to accept God's path in a day of failure, it will be necessary to keep ourselves from being entangled with the affairs of this life. The apostle does not suggest that we are not to attend to the affairs of this life, or that we are necessarily called to give up our earthly business. In other Scriptures he refutes such a thought, for he definitely instructs us to work with our hands to provide things honest, and can say of himself, “Ye yourselves know, that these hands have ministered unto my necessities.” But he warns us against allowing the affairs of this life so to occupy our time, absorb our energies, and so wholly engage our minds, that we become entangled as in a net, and are no longer free to carry out the Lord's will. The good soldier of Jesus Christ is one who seeks, not to please himself, or even others, but first and foremost to please the One who has chosen him to be a soldier. In loyal allegiance to the One who has chosen us to be soldiers under His leadership, and seeking only His pleasure, we should refuse every human organisation that involves direction from some human authority. To escape the entanglements of this life and be loyal to the Captain of our salvation will only be possible as we are strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.

   (V. 5). Fifthly, using the public games as a figure, the apostle says, “If also anyone contend in the games, he is not crowned unless he contend lawfully.” So in the spiritual sphere, the crown will not be given for great activity, nor for the amount of service, but for faithfulness in service. The crown is given to the one who strives lawfully. It might be argued that, in a day of great weakness, we must each adopt whatever methods we think best to accomplish our service. To meet such arguments we are specially warned that, in a day of ruin, it is still incumbent upon us to “strive lawfully”. Thus the introduction of carnal methods, human devices and worldly expedients in the service of the Lord is condemned. To serve according to the principles of Scripture will demand that we are “strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.”

   (V. 6). Sixthly, the faithful servant must be prepared to labour before partaking of the fruits. This is not our rest; it is the time of labour; the reaping time is coming. We are often over-anxious to see fruit; but it is better to persevere in our work, knowing that God is not unrighteous to forget our “work of faith and labour of love”. The faithful servant waits to hear the “Well done” of the One he seeks to please, to receive the crown after striving lawfully, and to partake of the fruits after having laboured.

   (V. 7). It is not enough, however, to have these exhortations and in a general way admit their truth. If they are to govern our lives, we must consider what the apostle says; and, as we ponder these things, the Lord will give us understanding in all things. We shall make little progress in divine understanding unless we take time to meditate. The apostle can set certain truths before us, but he can not give us understanding. This the Lord alone can do. So we read that the Lord not only “opened” to the disciples the Scriptures, but He opened “their understanding, that they might understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24: 27, 32, 45).

   (V. 8). Furthermore, as an encouragement  to us to carry out these instructions, our gaze is directed to Christ. We are to “remember Jesus Christ raised from among the dead, of the seed of David, according to my glad tidings.” It is not simply the fact of the resurrection that we are to remember, but the One who is risen, and that as Man, the seed of David. Are we called to suffer in the path of faithfulness? Then let us remember that our “share” of suffering is small compared with the suffering He had to meet. If through any little faithfulness on our part we find ourselves deserted, opposed and insulted, even by many of the people of God, let us remember that Christ, in His perfect path, was ever faithful to God and went about doing good to men; and yet, because of His faithfulness, He was ever in reproach. Thus He could say, “For Thy sake I have borne reproach”, and again, “They have rewarded Me evil for good, and hatred for My love” (Psalm 69: 7; Psalm 109: 5).

   	If, in the path of service, we are exhorted to endure suffering, seeking only to please Him who hath chosen us, let us remember that Christ could say, “I do always those things that please Him” (John 8: 29). Nothing could move the Lord from the path of absolute obedience to the Father. He laboured, having in view the fruit of His toil, for He could say, “I must work the works of Him that sent Me, while it is day” (John 9: 4). Now He has finished the work God gave Him to do; the suffering and the toil are over and we see Him risen and crowned with glory and honour, there to receive in resurrection “the fruit of the travail of His soul”. Let us, then, in our path with its measure of suffering and toil “remember Jesus Christ.”

   (V. 9). Not only have we the perfect pattern of the Lord Jesus in His path of suffering and toil, but we have the example of the apostle Paul who, in his devotedness in making known the gospel, partook in no small measure of the sufferings of the life of Christ. Instead of being in honour in this world he suffered even unto bonds as an evil-doer. Thus he followed in the footsteps of His Master who was charged by the religious world of His day as being “a gluttonous man, and a winebibber”, as having “a devil”, and being “a sinner” (Luke 7: 34; John 8: 48; John 9: 24).

   	However, no persecution on the part of the world can hinder the blessing reaching God's elect. The world may bind the preacher: it cannot bind the word of God. Indeed, the enmity of the world that bound Paul only became an occasion to bring the gospel before the great ones of the earth, and withal to write the prison Epistles that so marvellously unfold our calling.

   (V. 10). We may not be prepared to endure much suffering or insult, but the apostle can say, “I endure all things for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory.” One has said, “How few would venture to say these words as their own souls' experience from that day to this! Nevertheless, we may earnestly desire it in our measure; but it supposes in the believer not merely a good conscience, and a heart burning in love, but himself thoroughly self-judged, and Christ dwelling in his heart by faith” (W.K.).

   	God's elect will assuredly obtain salvation and reach the glory. Nevertheless, on the way to the glory they will have arrayed against them all the power of Satan, the enmity of the world, and the corruptions of Christendom. So it will be through trial and suffering they will reach the glory. To bring the elect through such circumstances there will be needed all “the grace which is in Christ Jesus” ministered, as it often is, through His faithful servants.

   (Vv. 11, 12). To encourage us to remember Jesus Christ and follow the example of the apostle in accepting the path of suffering and toil, we are reminded of the faithful saying, “If we have died together with Him, we shall also live together.” If we are called to “endure all things”, even death, let us not forget that we can afford to let go the present life in the light of the great truth that having died with Christ we shall surely live with Him. And not only shall we live with Him, but, “if we suffer, we shall also reign with Him.”

   (Vv. 12, 13). There is, however, the solemn warning, “If we deny, He also will deny us; if we are unfaithful, He abides faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.” The denial here is no isolated fall, however shameful, as in the case of the apostle Peter, but the continued course of those who, whatever profession they make, deny the glory and work of the Son. Such will be denied, as it has been truly said, “God would cease to be God, if He acquiesced in the dishonour of His Son.” Amidst all the unfaithfulness of Christendom to Christ, “He abideth faithful: He cannot deny Himself.”

   	Thus the opening verses of this great passage clearly demonstrate that, in order to discern God's part in a day of ruin and, above all, to tread faithfully this path in the face of desertion, opposition and malice does not call for divine power to crush our enemies, but for the grace that is in Christ Jesus that will enable us to take our share in suffering — the grace that seeks with single eye to please the One that has chosen us; the grace that will lead us to strive lawfully, refusing all carnal and worldly methods; and the grace that prepares for patient toil while waiting for the fruits of our labour.

   	Moreover, we shall require, not only grace ministered from the Lord in glory, but the spiritual understanding that the Lord alone can give, and above all to have the Lord Himself before us as our one Object — a true Man of the seed of David, but a living Man in glory beyond the power of death.

   (b) The course of the evil that has led to the ruin of the church as the house of God (verses 14-18)

   In the opening verses of the chapter we have brought before us the spiritual condition that should characterise “faithful men” and enable them to discern the grave departure from the truth, as well as God's path in the midst of the corruption. Before setting before us God's path, the apostle, in verses 14 to 18, briefly touches upon some of the evils that have brought about the ruin of the church in responsibility.

   (Vv. 14-16). Already we have learnt from the first chapter that all in Asia had turned away from the apostle. This implies that the church had not maintained itself at the height of the heavenly calling. The first step in the decline of the church was the surrender of its heavenly character. It is always the highest truth that is first given up. This surrender of the heavenly calling left open the door for the intrusion of the world and the flesh. In verse 14 of this chapter God's servant refers to the first manifestation of the corruption. He traces the ruin to speculations of the human mind leading to strife “about words to no profit”, and thus letting go “the word of truth”.

   	He warns us against disputes of words and recalls us, not only to the word of truth, but to the word of truth rightly divided. All Scripture is the word of truth and yet what disaster may be wrought by giving Scripture a private interpretation, or by using texts out of their context, and thus, as Peter says, wresting Scripture to our destruction.

   	Then we are warned of further decline. The profitless speculation of verse 14 would degenerate into “profane and vain babblings”. Babblings that are profane treat divine things as if they were common, inasmuch as they make light of sacred things. They are “vain” in that the arguments used are without any substance.

   	Further, we are warned that these profane and vain babblings will increase. As far as the mass of the Christian profession is concerned, Paul holds out no hope that the downgrade movement will be permanently arrested. On the contrary, we are definitely warned that the evil “will increase”.

   	Moreover, we are warned that with the increase of profane and vain babblings there will come an increase of ungodly conduct. Profane talk leads to ungodly walk. Holding or propagating error will, as ever, lower the outward conduct. Laxity of doctrine leads to laxity of morals.

   (Vv. 17, 18). A further terrible result of the increase of profane babblings and ungodliness will be the destruction of the vital truths of Christianity in the minds of men, for we read that the word of these profane babblers will spread as a gangrene which eats into and destroys the vital tissues of the body.

   	Thus, step by step, with divine skill, the apostle traces the progress of the evil that has corrupted Christendom:

   	Firstly, human speculations about words to no profit;

   	Secondly, disputes about the words degenerating into profane and vain babblings;

   	Thirdly, the ever-increasing profane and vain babblings leading to ungodliness; the outward conduct of the Christian profession increasingly lowered to a level where men act without fear of God;

   	Fourthly, ungodly walk tending to destroy and rob men of the great vital truths of Christianity.

   	To show the effect of this degeneration and the evil condition into which Christendom would fall, the apostle gives two solemn examples. Hymenæus and Philetus, two men within the Christian profession, were teaching error. Instead of “rightly dividing the word of truth”, they had erred concerning the truth. They taught that the resurrection is past already. Apparently, they did not deny the resurrection; they appear to have spiritualised it and argued that, in some way, it had already taken place. Such an error is not to be lightly dismissed as the wild speculation of irresponsible fanatics. However unreasonable the error, the apostle foresees it will corrupt the professing church and act as a gangrene. Nor is it difficult to see that it would “overthrow the faith” of those who imbibed the error. If the resurrection is past already, it is evident that the saints have reached their final condition while yet on earth, with the result that the church ceases to look for the coming of the Lord, loses the truth of its heavenly destiny, and gives up its stranger and pilgrim character. Having lost its heavenly character, the church settles down on the earth, taking a place as part of the system for the reformation and government of the world.

   	When this end has been reached, the devil's work has been done and he will no longer lead his instruments to press the particular error. Today there may be no one who would attempt to teach that the resurrection is past already, but the results of this extravagant error remain and are seen fully developed in the Christian profession. The constitution, administration, religious efforts, missionary zeal of professing Christendom take for granted that the church is in her settled home and doing her appointed work in seeking to reform the world and civilise the heathen in order to make this world a respectable and happy place.

   (c) God's path for the individual in a day of ruin (verses 19-22)

   (V. 19). Having foretold the evil condition into which Christendom will fall, the apostle now gives us instruction how to act in the midst of the ruin. Before doing so he brings before us two great facts for the comfort of our hearts.:

   	Firstly, however great the failure of man, “the foundation of God standeth sure.” The foundation is God's own work- whatever form that work may take — whether the foundation in the soul, or the foundation of the church on earth, through the instrumentality of the apostles and the coming of the Holy Spirit. No failure of man can set aside the foundation that God has laid, or prevent God from completing what He has commenced.

   	Secondly, for our comfort we are told, “The Lord knoweth them that are His”, and, as one has said, “This knowing is no less that an acquaintance of heart with heart, a relation between the Lord and those that are His.” The confusion has become so great, believers and unbelievers found in such close association, that, as to the mass, we cannot definitely say who is the Lord's and who is not. In such a condition, what a comfort to know that what is of God cannot be set aside, and those that are the Lord's, though hidden in the mass, cannot be ultimately lost.

   	God's work, and the Lord's own, will come to light in “that day” to which the apostle again and again alludes in the course of the Epistle (2 Timothy 1: 12, 18; 2 Timothy 4: 8).

   	Having comforted our hearts as to the abiding character of God's work and the security of those that are the Lord's, God's servant instructs the individual how to act amidst the corruptions of Christendom.

   	After the departure of the apostles, decline rapidly set in and has continued throughout the centuries until, today, we see in Christendom the solemn conditions foretold by Paul. Moreover, as we have seen, the apostle holds out no hope of recovery on the part of the mass. On the contrary, he warns us more than once that, with the passing of time, there will be an increase of evil. Not only profane and vain babblings will increase (2 Timothy 2: 16) but evil men and seducers shall wax worse (2 Timothy 3: 13), and the time will come when the Christian profession will not endure sound doctrine, but will turn away its ears from the truth (2 Timothy 4: 3).

   	If, as we are shown, there is no prospect of recovery for the great mass of the Christian profession, how is the individual to act who desires to be faithful to the Lord? This deeply serious question is taken up and answered by the apostle in the important passage that follows — a passage that clearly marks out God's path for the individual in a day of ruin (verses 19-22).

   	Let us first note that we are not told to leave that which professes to be the house of God on earth. This is impossible unless we leave the earth or become apostate. We are not to give up the profession of Christianity because, in the hands of men, that profession has become corrupt. Further, we are not told to reform the corrupt profession. Christendom as a whole is beyond reformation.

   	If, however, we are not to leave the profession, nor seek to reform the mass, nor to settle down quietly and sanction the corruption by association with it, what is the course we should pursue?

   	Having comforted our hearts the apostle proceeds to set before the individual believer the path God would have him to tread in a day of ruin. We may be sure that however dark the day, however difficult the times, however great the corruption, there never has been, and never will be, a period in the church's history on earth when the godly are left without direction as to the path in the midst of the ruin. God has foreseen the ruin, and God has provided in His word for a day of ruin. Through lack of exercise we may fail to discern the path; through lack of faith we may shrink from taking it; none the less God's path is marked out for us as plainly in the darkest day as in the brightest.

   	If, then, God has marked out a path for His people in a day of ruin, it is evident we are not left to devise a path for ourselves or simply to do the best we can. Our part is to seek to discern God's path and step into it in the obedience of faith, while seeking grace from God to maintain us in the path.

   	Separation from evil is the first step in God's path. If I cannot reform the evils of Christendom, I am responsible to be right myself. Though I cannot give up the profession of Christianity, I can indeed separate from the evils of the profession. Let us carefully note how many times, under different terms and in different ways, separation from evil is urged in the Epistle. The apostle says:

   	“Shun  profane and vain babblings” — 2 Timothy 2: 16;

   	“Depart  from iniquity” — 2 Timothy 2: 19;

   	“Purge himself from these” (vessels to dishonour) — 2 Timothy 2: 21;

   	“Flee  also youthful lusts” — 2 Timothy 2: 22;

   	“Foolish and senseless questionings avoid” — 2 Timothy 2: 23;

   	“From such turn away” — 2 Timothy 3: 5.

   	Firstly, then, it is incumbent upon all who name the Name of the Lord to depart (or “withdraw”) from iniquity. We must not link up the Name of the Lord with evil in any form. The confusion and disorder of Christendom has become so great that, on the one hand, we may easily misjudge that a person is not the Lord's who at heart is a real believer — but, “The Lord knoweth them that are His.” On the other hand, the one that confesses the Lord is responsible to depart from iniquity. If he refuses to do so, he cannot complain if he is misjudged. In a day of confusion it is no longer enough that a person confesses the Lord. His confession must be put to the test. The test is, do we submit to the authority of the Lord by departing from iniquity? To remain in association with evil and name the Name of the Lord is to connect His Name with evil.

   (Vv. 20, 21). Secondly, we are not only to separate from iniquity but also from persons associated with evil, here called vessels to dishonour. The apostle uses the illustration of a great house of a man of the world to set forth the condition into which Christendom has fallen. That which takes the place on earth of being the house of God, instead of being apart from the world and in contrast with the world, has become like the world and the houses of the world, in which there are vessels of different materials used for different purposes, but in which vessels to honour may be found in contact with vessels to dishonour. If, however, a vessel is to be fit for the Master's use, it must not be in contact with a vessel to dishonour.

   	Thus, in the application, the believer who would be fit for the Lord's use must “purge himself” from vessels to dishonour. It has been pointed out that the only other place in the New Testament where the word translated “purge” is used is in 1 Corinthians 5: 7, where the Corinthians assembly is instructed to “purge out … the old leaven.” When the assembly was in its normal condition, and an evil-doer was found in their midst, they were instructed to “put away” from among themselves the wicked person. Here the apostle foresees a time when the condition of the professing mass will be so low that there will be no power to put out the evil-doer. In such a condition, when all godly remonstrance is in vain, the godly are instructed to separate themselves from vessels to dishonour. In both cases the principle is the same: there is to be no association between the godly and the ungodly. To refuse such association, in one case — the normal condition — the assembly is to “purge out … the old leaven”; in the other case — when there is no longer power to deal with the evil — the vessel unto honour is to “purge himself” from the vessels to dishonour in separating himself from them. One has truly said, “If any therefore bear the Lord's Name, who, under the plea of unity, or the love of ease, or through partiality for their friends, tolerate the evil which Scripture shows to be hateful to God, a godly man has no option, but is bound to hear the divine word and to purge himself from these vessels to dishonour.”

   	Thus it is clear we must cease to do evil before learning to do well; for it is only as separated from evil that anyone becomes sanctified and meet for the Master's use and prepared unto every good work. The measure of our separation will be the measure of our preparation. One has truly said, “In every age of the church any little effort to obey this injunction has had its reward, whether observed by one or more; and whoever will take the trouble to investigate the course of any distinguished servant of the Lord, or company of believers, he will find that separation from surrounding evil was one of the leading characteristics, and that service and honour were proportionate thereto, but declined and waned as this key to service was neglected or unused.”

   	For his comfort and encouragement, the one acting upon this injunction is assured that he will not only be fit for the Master's use, but that he will be “a vessel unto honour”. He may have to meet the reproaches, and even scorn, of those from whom he separates, but, says the apostle, “he shall be a vessel unto honour.”

   	These verses show that the separation is of a twofold character: firstly, we are to withdraw from every iniquitous system; secondly, we are to separate from dishonourable persons.

   	Here, then, is our warrant for the individual to separate from all these great systems of men, which set aside Christ as the alone Head of His body, which ignore the presence of the Holy Spirit, which are fast giving up the vital truths of Christianity, in which believers and unbelievers are associated together, and in which there is no power to deal with evil or admit principles that make it impossible for evil to be dealt with.

   (V. 22). The instruction to separate from evil is followed by the equally important injunction, “Flee also youthful lusts.” Having separated from the corruptions of Christendom, we are to beware lest we fall into the corruptions of nature. “Youthful lusts” would not only allude to the grosser desires of the flesh, but also to all those things which fallen nature desires with the thoughtless impetuosity and self-will of youth. Never are we in greater danger of acting in the flesh than when we have acted in faithfulness to the Lord. One has said, “We may be beguiled into moral relaxation through satisfaction in our ecclesiastical separation.” How seasonable, then, is this exhortation to flee also youthful lusts, following, as it does, the injunction to withdraw from iniquity and separate from vessels to dishonour.

   	Having separated from the corruptions of Christendom and refused the corruptions of nature, we are exhorted to pursue certain great moral qualities which give a positive character to the path. We are not told to follow some prominent teacher, though we should gladly recognise every gift, if leading in the path that has these marks. The qualities we are to pursue are “righteousness, faith, love, peace”.

   	Righteousness of necessity comes first, for here it is the individual path that is in question. Having separated from iniquity we are to judge our ways and see that all our practical relations, whether in connection with the world or God's people, are in accord with righteousness.

   	Faith comes next and narrows the path still more, for faith has to do with God; and not every righteous way is a way of faith. Practical righteousness toward men, in the sense of honest dealing with one another, may exist without faith in God. God's path for His own through this world demands the constant exercise of faith in the living God. We not only need a path to tread, but we need faith to tread the path.

   	Love follows. If right in our practical relations with others, and walking by faith in God, our hearts will be free to go out in love to others. “Faith in Christ Jesus” is followed by “love to all the saints” (Ephesians 1: 15; Colossians 1: 4).

   	Peace comes last and in its due place as the outcome of righteousness, faith and love. Righteousness heads the list and peace closes it, for “the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace.” Unless guarded by the qualities that precede it, the pursuit of peace may degenerate into indifference to Christ and acquiescence in evil.

   	Here, then, we have plain instructions for our individual path in a day of ruin. The instructions, however, do not cease with these individual directions, for, at this point, the apostle passes from what is individual to what is collective. He tells us that these qualities are to be pursued “with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.” The words “with them” clearly bring in what is collective. This is of the deepest importance, as, without this instruction, we might ask, What Scriptural warrant have we for walking with others in a day of ruin? Here is our warrant: we are not left in isolation. There will always be others who, in a day of ruin, call upon the Lord out of a pure heart. Calling upon the Lord is the expression of dependence upon the Lord and seems specially connected with a day of departure from the Lord. In the evil days of Seth we read, “Then began men to call upon the Name of the Lord.” So, too, we read of Abraham, when he came out from country, kindred and father's house, that he “called upon the Name of the Lord.” Thus we have a company who, in loyalty to the Lord, have separated from the corruptions of Christendom and, in this outside place, walk in dependence upon the Lord, and do so as having a pure heart. A pure heart is not one that claims to be pure, but rather one that, under the eye of the Lord, follows righteousness, faith, love and peace.

   	Thus we have a definite path marked out by the word of God for a day of ruin characterised:

   	Firstly, by separation from the corruptions of Christendom;

   	Secondly, by separation from the corruptions of the flesh;

   	Thirdly, by the pursuit of certain moral qualities;

   	Fourthly, by association with those who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.

   	If, then, a few find themselves together, according to these plain directions, the question may well arise, What principles are to guide them in their worship, in remembering the Lord, in their meetings for edification, in their service, and in their manner of life toward one another and the world? The reply is simple: such will at once find there is available for their guidance all the principles for the ordering of every detail of God's assembly, as brought before us in the Epistle to the Corinthians and other portions of the New Testament, principles which no ruin in the church can set aside. Moreover, having separated from the evils of Christendom, such will find that many principles and directions for the practical administration of the church, which would be hardly possible to carry out in the systems of men, can now be applied in simplicity. Thus those who accept God's path in a day of ruin will find that it is still possible to walk in the light of the assembly as constituted in the beginning. They will not, indeed, set up to be the assembly, or even a model of the assembly for, at most, they are but a few individuals who have separated from the corruptions of Christendom and hence, if a witness, are only a witness to the ruined condition of the church in these closing days, rather than a pattern of the church in its early days.

   (d) The spirit in which to meet opposition (verses 23-26)

   In the closing verses of the chapter we have an important warning to the servant of the Lord. In reference to this path of separation from the corruptions of Christendom, the apostle foresees that if there are those who will obey these directions, there will also be those by whom they will be strenuously opposed. The assertion of these truths will call forth a crop of “foolish and unlearned questions”. Experience has shown how true this is. Almost every argument that human ingenuity can suggest has been used to set aside the plain instructions of this passage. We are warned that these arguments will “gender strifes”. Whatever happens, the servant of the Lord is not to be drawn into strife — he “must not strive.” If he allows himself to be drawn into strife, he may find himself thoroughly defeated, though standing for the absolute truth. The servant is to remember that he is only the servant and not the Master. As the servant of the Lord, it is his business to exhibit the character of the Lord — gentleness, aptness to teach, patience and meekness in the presence of opposition. The natural tendency is to defend and cling to that with which one is associated, even though it be thoroughly unscriptural. Hence the first effect of the presentation of these truths is often to raise opposition. If, as it may be, the servant himself once opposed, it becomes him to have great patience and great meekness in seeking to instruct others. In presenting the truth it must not be with the thought that by his clear presentation, or meekness of manner, it will be accepted, but with the definite sense that it is only God who can bring anyone “to the acknowledging of the truth”.

   
   4 The Resources of the Godly in the Last Days 

   (2 Timothy 3)

   In the second chapter we have been instructed as to the low condition of the professing church, manifesting itself already in that day. This third chapter gives a solemn description of the terrible condition into which the Christian profession will fall in the last days.

   	Living in these days we may be thankful that we are not left to form our own judgment as to the condition of Christendom. God has foretold and described this condition, so that we can have a just and divinely-given estimate of the professing people of God.

   	Having no true thought of Christianity as presented in Scripture, the mass of the Christian profession view Christianity merely as a religious system whereby the world will be gradually reformed and the heathen civilised. Even many of God's children, with but a partial knowledge of the salvation that the gospel brings, cherish the false expectation that, by the spread of the gospel, the world will gradually be converted and the Millennium introduced.

   	Thus amongst mere professors, and with many of the true children of God, there is the wrong impression that Christendom is progressing towards a triumphant victory over the world, the flesh and the devil. The plain truth of Scripture is that the church, viewed as in the responsibility of men, has been so entirely ruined that the mass of those who form Christendom are passing on to judgment.

   	The inspired writers of the New Testament unite in warning us of the prevailing evil of the Christian profession in the last days and of the judgment that will overtake Christendom. James tells us that “the Judge standeth before the door” (James 5: 7-9); Peter warns us that “judgment must begin at the house of God” and that, in the last days, the Christian profession will be marked by scoffers and gross materialism (1 Peter 4: 17; 2 Peter 3: 3-5); John warns us that in the last hour antichrists will arise from the Christian circle (1 John 2: 18, 19); Jude tells us of the coming apostasy; and the apostle in this solemn passage prepares us for the appalling corruption that will mark the Christian profession at its close.

   	Nevertheless, if for our warning we have this detailed description of the end of the closing days, so for the encouragement of the godly we have an equally plain unfolding of the fulness of our resources to enable the believer to escape the corruptions of Christendom and live piously in Christ Jesus.

   	These, then, are the two great themes of this third chapter — the evil of professing Christendom in the last days and the resources of the godly in the presence of the evil.

   (a)The corruption of Christendom in the last days (verses. 1-9)

   (V. 1). God would not have us ignorant as to the condition of Christendom, nor, under any specious plea of charity, affect indifference to the evil. Therefore the servant of the Lord opens this part of his instruction with the words, “This know also ... ” He then proceeds to warn us that “in the last days perilous (or 'difficult') times shall come.”

   (Vv. 2-5). The apostle proceeds to give with the utmost precision a terrible picture of the condition into which Christendom will fall by delineating in detail the outstanding characteristics of those who will form the mass of the Christian profession in these last days. The Spirit of God speaks of these religious professors as “men” for there is no ground for calling them saints or believers. Yet, be it noted, the apostle is not describing the condition of heathen “men” but of those who make a Christian profession by affecting the outward form of godliness. In this terrible picture nineteen characteristics are passed before us.

   	(1) “Men shall be lovers of their own selves.” The first and outstanding characteristic of Christendom in these last days is the love of self. This is in direct contrast with true Christianity which teaches us that Christ “died for all, that they which live should not henceforth live unto themselves, but unto Him which died for them, and rose again.”

   	(2) “Covetous” or “lovers of money”. Loving self will lead to loving money, for therewith men can purchase that which will minister to the gratification of self. Christianity teaches us that the love of money is the root of all evil, and that those who covet it will wander from the faith and pierce themselves through with many sorrows (1 Timothy 6: 10).

   	(3) “Boasters”. The love of money will turn men into boasters. We read in Scripture of those “that trust in their wealth, and boast themselves in the multitude of their riches” (Psalm 49: 6); and again, “The wicked boasteth of his heart's desire, and blesseth the covetous, whom the Lord abhorreth” (Psalm 10: 3). Not only do men boast in their skill in acquiring wealth, but, having accumulated riches, they often take occasion to blazon forth their deeds of charity, in contrast with the lowly grace of Christianity which teaches us so to give that the left hand knows not what the right hand doeth.

   	(4) “Proud” or “arrogant”. The boastfulness that glories in self is closely allied with the arrogancy or pride that makes much of birth, social position and natural endowments, in contrast with Christianity which leads us to count these things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus our Lord.

   	(5) “Blasphemers” or “evil speakers”. Pride leads to blasphemy. Proud of their achievements and their intellectual abilities, men do not hesitate to “speak evil of the things that they understand not” (2 Peter 2: 12); and “speak great words against the Most High” and attack the Person and work of Christ, refusing revelation and scoffing at inspiration.

   	(6) “Disobedient to parents”. If men are capable of blasphemy against God, it is little wonder that they are disobedient to parents. If they have little respect for divine Persons, they will have no respect for human relationships.

   	(7) “Unthankful” or “ungrateful”. By those who are disobedient to parents, every mercy from God or men is received as a matter of right wherein there is no call for gratitude. Christianity teaches us that all creature mercies are “to be received with thanksgiving of them which believe and know the truth” (1 Timothy 4: 3).

   	(8) “Unholy” or “profane”. If ungrateful for blessings temporal and spiritual, men will soon scorn and despise the mercy and grace that bestow the blessings. Esau profanely despised the birthright by which God would have blessed him.

   	(9) “Without natural affection”. The man who treats lightly the love and mercy of God will soon lose natural affection towards his fellow men. The love of self leads to indifference to the ties of family life, or even to view them as a hindrance to self- gratification.

   	(10) “Truce breakers” or “implacable”. The man who is proof against the appeal of natural affection will surely be implacable, or one that is not open to conviction and who cannot be appeased.

   	(11) “False accusers” or “slanderers”. The one whose vindictive spirit is proof against every appeal will not hesitate to slander or falsely accuse those who cross his will.

   	(12) “Incontinent” or “of unsubdued passions”. The man that does not hesitate to slander others with his tongue will be one that easily loses control of himself and acts without restraint.

   	(13) “Fierce” or “savage”. The one who slanders others in speech and is unrestrained in actions will exhibit a savage disposition wholly lacking in the gentleness that marks the Christian spirit.

   	(14) “Despisers of those that are good” or “having no love for what is good”. The savage disposition inevitably blinds men to what is good. It is not only that there are those in the Christian profession who love evil, but they actually hate “what is good”.

   	(15) “Traitors”. Having no love for that which is good, men will not hesitate to act with the malice that betrays confidences and has no respect for the intimacies of those that they profess to treat as friends.

   	(16) “Heady” or “headlong”. The man who can betray his friends is one who will determinedly pursue his own will indifferent to consequences and without consideration for others.

   	(17) “High-minded” or “of vain pretensions”. Filled with self-conceit, the heady man seeks to cover his self-will under the vain pretence that he is acting for the general good.

   	(18) “Lovers of pleasure more than lovers of God”. Men's pretensions being vain, their pursuits will be equally lacking in all seriousness. The clouds of coming judgment may be gathering but Christendom, blinded by its own vanity and selfishness, abandons itself to a whirl of excitement, seeking to find its pleasure in sensuous enjoyment, too often the professed ministers of religion being the leaders in every kind of worldly pleasure.

   	(19) “Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof”. Thus in the closing days of Christendom the professing mass will be found abandoning themselves to every form of evil, while seeking to cover their wickedness with the cloak of sanctity. Thus nominal Christians become more wicked than pagans, for, while indulging in all the evils of paganism, they add to their wickedness by seeking to hide it under the form of Christianity, though utterly devoid of its spiritual power. What can be more desperately wicked than the effort to use the Name of Christ as a cloak for evil? It is this cloak of sanctity that constitutes the last days' “difficult times”, for the show of piety at times deceives even true Christians.

   	It will be noticed that the first and outstanding evil in this terrible picture is the uncontrollable selfishness of men that leads to every other evil. Men, being lovers of self, will covet for self and boast in self. Boasting in self, they will be impatient of all restraint upon self, whether human or divine. The love of self and gratification of self will make men unthankful, unholy and lead them to over-ride natural affection, and make them unrelenting and slanderers. The love of self will lead men to give free rein to their passions, leading to savagery in the presence of all that thwarts their will. It will lead men to despise what is good, to betray confidences, and, with headlong vanity, to be lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God.

   	Such is the terrible picture that Scripture presents of the last days of the Christian profession. Israel, that was set apart from all nations to bear witness to the true God, so thoroughly broke down in responsibility that at last it had to be said to them “the Name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through you” (Romans 2: 24). But with far greater light and greater privileges, how much more terrible has been the breakdown of the professing church. Set up to be a witness for Christ in the time of His absence, the great mass of those who profess the Name of Christ have sunk below the level of the heathen and have become the expression of the will and passions of men, and so brought the blessed Name of Christ into reproach. Can we wonder that the end will be that that which professes the Name of Christ on earth will be spued out of His mouth?

   	Nevertheless, let us not forget that in the midst of this vast profession God has His own, and the Lord knoweth them that are His. Not one of His own will be lost, and at last those who form the true church of God will be presented to Christ without spot or wrinkle or any such thing.

   	In the meantime the true people of  God — those who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart — are plainly instructed to “turn away” from the corrupt profession of Christendom. We are not called to strive with those who form this great profession, still less call down judgment upon them. We are to turn away from such and leave them to the judgment of God.

   	Only as we are separate from the corrupt profession of Christendom shall we truly appreciate its fearful condition or be any adequate witness to the truth.

   	Realising the condition of Christendom, we shall humble ourselves before God, confessing our failure and weakness, remembering that we too have the flesh in us that, but for His mercy, can easily betray us into any of these evils.

   (Vv. 6-9). The writer has described the terrible condition that will mark Christendom as a whole in the last days. He now warns us against a particular evil that will develop out of this corruption. A special class will arise who are the active instruments in resisting the truth by teaching error.

   	Quite apart from their false teaching such are condemned by the underhand methods they adopt. We read that they “creep into houses”. It is characteristic of error that it shuns the light and must first be promulgated secretly. Then, when the ground has been secretly prepared by underhand methods, the propounders of the error do not fear to declare openly their false doctrine. The error being publicly declared, it generally comes to light that for years it has been secretly held and taught.

   	Further, these false teachers are condemned by the fact that they make their appeal to those characterised as “silly women”, who would be in a position to influence the homes and families of professing Christians. The apostle probably uses the contemptuous term “silly women” to set forth an effeminate class of persons (whether male or female) who are governed by their emotions and lusts, rather than by conscience and reason. With minds obsessed with error, though priding themselves that they are “ever learning”, they are “never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.” Error leaves its victims in the darkness of uncertainty.

   	Such teachers, like Jannes and Jambres of old, withstand the truth by the imitation of the outward forms of religion, while wholly destitute of all that is vital in Christianity. Such are “men of corrupt minds, reprobate concerning the faith”. Every false system in Christendom can be traced to men whose minds have been corrupted by evil and who are found worthless as regards the faith.

   	Nevertheless, God, in His governmental ways, often allows these false teachers to be thoroughly exposed before the eyes of “all men”. Again and again “the folly” of these religious systems, as well as the evil lives of many of their leaders, have been so fully exposed before the world that they have become objects of contempt in the eyes of all but their deluded victims.

   (b)The resources of the godly in the presence of the evil (verses 10-17)

   In the latter half of the chapter we are instructed in the rich provision that God has made in order that His people may be preserved from the corruptions of Christendom and act as becomes the man of God in the last days.

   (Vv. 10, 11). Firstly, we are definitely told that the great safeguard against all that is false is the knowledge of that which is true. Thus the apostle can say to Timothy, “Thou hast fully known my doctrine, manner of life, purpose, faith, long-suffering, charity, patience, persecutions, afflictions.” There is no necessity to know fully the evil, for we do not escape evil simply by the knowledge of it. It is by the knowledge of the truth that we can detect that which is false and contrary to the truth; and having detected the evil, we are exhorted not to be occupied with it, but to “turn away” from those who pursue it. The truth has been set forth in the apostle's doctrine and unfolded to us in his Epistles. It may be summed up as the complete setting aside of man after the flesh as wholly corrupt and under death, the condemnation of the old man in the cross of Christ, and the bringing in of a new man in life and incorruptibility, set forth in Christ risen and glorified, to whom believers, from the Jews and Gentiles, are united in one body by the Holy Spirit.

   	This doctrine Paul can say to Timothy, “Thou hast fully known”. The more fully we enter into Paul's doctrine the more definitely we shall be able to detect and turn away from the evil of these last days.

   	Secondly, the apostle can appeal to his “manner of life”. His life was wholly consistent with the doctrine that he taught. In this, doubtless, there is an intended contrast between the apostle and the evil teachers of whom he has been speaking. Their folly is exposed inasmuch as their lives are an evident contradiction to the piety they profess. It is manifest to all that their profession of the form of piety has no power over their lives. With the apostle it was far otherwise. In his doctrine he proclaimed the heavenly calling of the saints and, in consistency with his doctrine, his manner of life was that of a stranger and a pilgrim whose citizenship is in heaven. It was a life governed by a definite “purpose”, lived by “faith”, exhibiting the character of Christ in all “long-suffering, love, endurance”, involving “persecutions” and “sufferings”.  Thus the first great safeguard from the evil of the last days is the knowledge of the truth; and the second safeguard is a life lived in consistency with the truth. There is, however, a further source of security, for, thirdly, we read of the support of the Lord. To this Paul can witness from his own experience, for, speaking of the sufferings and persecutions that his life involved, he can say, “Out of them all the Lord delivered me.” If we are diligent to know the doctrine, if we are prepared to live a life consistent with the doctrine, we shall realise the support of the Lord. Others may forsake us even as they did the apostle; others may think we are too extreme and too uncompromising; but, in contending for the faith, we shall find even as he did, that the Lord will stand by us, He will strengthen us, He will enable us to proclaim the truth, He will deliver us out of the mouth of the lion and from every evil work, and He will preserve us unto His heavenly kingdom (2 Timothy 3: 11; 2 Timothy 4: 17, 18).

   (Vv. 12, 13). We are reminded how needed is the support of the Lord by being warned that all that desire to live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution. The form the persecution takes may vary at different times and in different places, but it remains true that the one who stands apart from the evil of Christendom and seeks to maintain the truth must be prepared for desertion, insults and malice. How can it be otherwise when, in Christendom itself, “evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived”?

   (V. 14). Fourthly, in the presence of evil, the godly will find safety and support by abiding in the things we have learned through the apostle. Thus he writes to Timothy, “Continue thou in the things which thou hast learned and hast been assured of, knowing of whom thou hast learned them.” For the third time in the course of this short Epistle Paul emphasises the importance, not only of having the truth, but of receiving it from an inspired source if it is to be held with full assurance (see 2 Timothy 1: 13; 2 Timothy 2: 2).

   	Experience proves too often that believers can make no definite stand against error because they are not “fully persuaded” of the truth. In the presence of error, and especially of error mixed with truth, we need to be absolutely assured that the things we have learned are indeed true. This assurance we can only have by knowing that the one from whom we have received the truth speaks with inspired authority. A teacher can bring the truth before us, but no teacher can speak with inspired authority. He must direct us to the inspired writings of the apostles if we are to hold the truth in faith and assurance. In the presence of evil men and seducers, waxing worse and worse, ever bringing forth new developments of evil, we may well beware of all that professes to be new light and continue in the things we have learned.

   (Vv. 15-17). Thus the final safeguard against error is the inspiration and sufficiency of the holy Scriptures. Men pour forth their endless and changing theories, but in the Scriptures we have every truth that would be for our profit preserved in a permanent form, guarded from error by inspiration, and presented with divine authority.

   	Doubtless, the Holy Scriptures which Timothy had known from a child would be the Old Testament Scriptures. But, when the apostle further states, “Every Scripture is divinely inspired” (N.T.), he includes the New Testament with all the apostolic writings. We know that Peter classes all Paul's Epistles with “the other Scriptures” (2 Peter 3: 16).

   	Moreover, there is set before us the great gain of the Scriptures. Firstly, they are able to make us wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. Secondly, having been directed to Christ so that we find in Him salvation, we shall further discover that “every Scripture” is “profitable” for the believer, inasmuch as in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the Psalms, we shall discover things concerning Christ (Luke 24: 27, 44). Furthermore, we shall find how profitable the Scriptures are for “conviction”. Alas! we may be blind to our own faults, and so filled with our own self- importance that we are deaf to remonstrance from others; but, if subject to the word, we shall find that Scripture brings conviction for it is living and “powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword … a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.”

   	Moreover, the Scriptures not only convict, but they are also profitable for “correction”. Having convicted they will correct; and having corrected they will instruct us in the way that is right. Having, then, the inspired Scriptures it is possible for the man of God to be completely established in the truth in the presence of abounding error, and to be “fully fitted to every good work” in an evil day.

   
   5 The Service of God in a Day of Ruin

   (2 Timothy 4)

   In the third chapter the apostle has very fully foretold the terrible condition of the Christian profession in the last days and, further, has reminded believers of the rich provision that God has made in order that they may be “furnished unto all good works” in a day of abounding evil.

   	Having set forth the ruin of the profession and the resources of the godly, Paul, in this fourth chapter, gives special instruction for the service of the Lord in the day of general failure.

   	Experience tells us that in a day of increasing evil in the Christian profession and weakness among the people of God, the servant can easily be discouraged and lose heart in his service. Hence the importance of these instructions in which the writer, instead of allowing the sorrowful and hopeless state of Christendom to be an excuse for apathy on the part of the servant, uses it as an incentive to more earnest service.

   (V. 1). The apostle opens this portion of his instruction by presenting the grounds of his appeal to believers to persevere in their service for the Lord. He speaks with all solemnity as before God and Christ Jesus, the great Observers of our position and of the stand we make, and urges us to service in view of three great facts:

   	Firstly, Christ is the Judge of the living and the dead. He is the Arbiter of the path we tread and of our condition in that path. Moreover, such is the condition of the Christian profession, that the greater number is unconverted and passing on to judgment, either as living men when Christ appears or as numbered with the dead at the Great White Throne. It becomes us then to warn men of the coming judgment and point them to the Saviour.

   	Secondly, Paul encourages us to continue in our service by the great truth of the appearing of Christ. The better translation is “and by His appearing”, making the appearing a second and distinct fact from the judgment of the living and the dead. He does not speak of the rapture, but of the appearing of Christ to reign, for the reward for service is always connected with the appearing. The word is, “Behold, I come quickly; and My reward is with Me, to give every man according as his work shall be” (Revelation 22: 12).

   	Thirdly, we are encouraged to service by “His kingdom”. Every soul saved through the preaching of the gospel will add to the glory of Christ when He comes to reign and be glorified in His saints.

   	Whether, then, it be the judgment of the wicked, the reward of the servant, or the glory of Christ, there is every incentive for the servant to persevere in his service.

   (V. 2). Having stated the grounds of his appeal the apostle delivers his charge to serve. If men are responsible to God, then “proclaim the word; be urgent in season and out of season.” If Christ is going to judge, then “convict” and “rebuke” those who live in a way that calls for judgment. If the saints are going to be rewarded at the appearing of Christ, then “encourage, with all long-suffering and doctrine.”

   	The servant is to proclaim “the word”. This is not simply the gospel to the sinner, but “the word” of God to both sinner and saint. There is a necessity too for urgency in preaching, as well as to preach at all seasons. The word of God is for all people at all times. Conviction and rebuke may be called for, both among saints and sinners. But this can only be by the preaching of the word, for it is only the word that produces conviction. We may seek to convict and rebuke by our own words and arguments, only to find that we irritate and call forth resentment. Rebukes, if they are to be effectual, must be based upon the word of God. For those who are willing to bow to the word and accept its convictions and rebukes, there is the word of encouragement.

   	Whatever form the service may take, it is to be carried out with all long-suffering and according to the truth or “doctrine”. The word will assuredly raise the opposition of the flesh and this will call for long-suffering on the part of the servant, and the only effectual answer to opposition is in the doctrine or truth of Scripture.

   (Vv. 3, 4). In the first verse God's servant has looked beyond the present period and, in the light of what is coming, presses the urgency of service. Now again he looks on, but to the end of the Christian period, and uses the appalling conditions that will be found among the professors of Christianity as a fresh incentive for activity in service. Already he has spoken of false teachers that creep into houses; now he speaks of the people themselves. Whether teachers fail or not, the time will come when the people, “having itching ears”, will not endure sound doctrine, but after their own lusts will they heap to themselves teachers. This is not a description of heathen who have never heard the truth, but of Christendom wherein men have heard the gospel but will no longer endure it. Even so, they do not give up all profession of Christianity for they still heap to themselves teachers, but they must be teachers who do not interfere with the gratification of their worldly lusts by preaching the truth.

   	That companies of professing Christians should choose a teacher is entirely foreign to Scripture and shows how far Christendom has departed from the order of God for His assembly. The result of this disorder is that too often the chosen teacher is but a blind leader of the blind, and “if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch” (Matthew xv. 14). Thus it comes to pass, that in turning from the truth, men “shall be turned unto fables.”

   (V. 5). If, then, the condition of Christendom has become so appalling that those who profess Christianity will not endure sound doctrine, follow their lusts and turn to fables, it behoves the servant to “be sober in all things”, having his judgment formed by the truth and not allowing his mind to be influenced by the evils and fables of the professing mass.

   	Already we have been exhorted to “suffer evil along with the glad tidings”, to take our “share in suffering” as good soldiers of Jesus Christ; and we have been warned that “all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Timothy 1: 8; 2 Timothy 2: 3; 2 Timothy 3: 12). Now we are further warned that we must be prepared to “endure afflictions” because of the evils of Christendom.

   	Thus the faithful must be prepared for suffering because of the gospel, for the sake of Jesus Christ on the ground of piety of a Christian type, and in view of the evils of the day.

   	Further, however evil the day, and as long as the day of grace continues, the man of God, whatever his gift, is to pursue his work as an evangelist. The abandonment of the truth by the mass, with the greater part of their so-called churches given up to worldliness and fables, only makes it more incumbent upon the man of God to continue evangelistic work, and fill up the full measure of his ministry. The Lord's work is not to be half done. We are to seek to finish to perfection that which He gives us to do.

   (V. 6). The servant of Christ now refers to his departure as another incentive for service. The end of his life of devotedness, and the consequent persecution from the world, was so near that he could say, “I am already being poured out.” He speaks of his departure as the time of his “release”. For him to leave this scene was a release from a body that kept him from Christ, but he presents it as a reason for Timothy filling up the full measure of his ministry. How often, since that day, has the removal of a devoted servant been used of the Lord to stir up those who are left to active service.

   (V. 7). If, however, the church was going to be bereft of the active guidance of the apostle, his example remains for our encouragement. Here, then, Paul on the eve of his departure looks back over his path as a servant, and looks on to the day of glory when his service will have its bright reward. Looking back, he can say, “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.” In Paul's day the faith was already assailed on every side, and it is still more attacked in our day. Outwith the Christian circle it was opposed by Jewish ritualists and Gentile philosophers. Within the Christian profession there were those who “erred concerning the faith” (1 Timothy 6: 21), and some who were “reprobate concerning the faith” (2 Timothy 3: 8). In the presence of those attacks from within and without Paul could say, “I have fought the good fight.” He had fought for the faith and he had “kept the faith”.

   	“The faith” is more than the gospel of our salvation; it centres in Christ and embraces the glories of His Person and the greatness of His work. It involves the whole truth of Christianity. The apostle boldly fought for the faith, refusing to allow any inroad upon it from any quarter. No false charity was allowed to interfere with his uncompromising defence of the glory of the Person and work of Christ.

   (V. 8). Having fought the good fight, finished the course, and kept the faith, he could look on with great assurance to the future and say, “Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness.” He had trodden the path of righteousness (2 Timothy 2: 22), followed the instruction of righteousness (2 Timothy 3: 16), and now looked on to wear the crown of righteousness.

   	Moreover, the crown of righteousness will be given to the apostle by the Lord, the righteous Judge. He had maintained the rights of the Lord in the day of His rejection, and he will receive the crown of righteousness in the day of His glory. Man had given the apostle a prison; many of the saints had deserted him, and some had opposed him; but, with him it was “a very small thing” that he should be judged of the saints or of man's judgment. For him the Lord was the Judge (1 Corinthians 4: 3-5). He does not say that the judgment of the saints as to the faithfulness, or otherwise, of his course was nothing; but, compared with the judgment of the Lord, it was a very small thing. Too often our judgments of one another are warped by petty personalities and selfish considerations. The Lord is the righteous Judge.

   	For the third time in the course of the Epistle, the apostle refers to “that day” (2 Timothy 1: 12, 18; 2 Timothy 4: 8). In all the sufferings, persecutions, desertions and insults that he had to meet, that day shone brightly before him — the day of the Lord's appearing. How much there is that we cannot understand and cannot unravel, how many slights and insults in the presence of which we have to be silent in this day. But from all these things we can find relief by committing them to the Lord — the righteous Judge — against that day, when He will both “bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God” (1 Corinthians 4: 5).

   	Further, for our encouragement, we are told that the crown of righteousness is not simply reserved for an apostle, or a gifted servant, but for “all them also that love His appearing”. We may think that the crown of righteousness is reserved for great activity in the Lord's work, or only for those who are in the forefront as leaders of God's people; but the word does not say the crown is for those who work, or for those who are prominent, but for those that love His appearing. Truly, the great theme of this portion of the Epistle is to encourage the servant to work; but let him be careful that his work is governed by love. Loving His appearing implies that we love the One who is going to appear and, loving Him, we love to think of the day when the One, who is now rejected and despised of men, will “come to be glorified in His saints, and to be admired in all them that believe.” Moreover, to love His appearing supposes that we are walking in self-judgment, for we read, “Every man that hath this hope in Him” — the hope of being like Christ when He appears — “purifieth himself, even as He is pure” (1 John 3: 3).

   In the closing verses of the Epistle we have a beautiful picture of the graces of Christ, the Christian affections and the interests of the Lord that bind individual saints together; precious at any time, but how much more so in a day of weakness and failure when they that fear the Lord speak often one to the other.

   (V. 9). Already Paul has expressed his desire to see Timothy, his dearly beloved (2 Timothy 1: 4); now, in view of his speedy release, he urges Timothy to come quickly.

   (Vv. 10, 11). He longed to see Timothy all the more because he had suffered the loss of a fellow-labourer. Demas had forsaken the apostle, having loved this present world. It does not say that Demas had forsaken Christ, but he found it impossible to go on with such a devoted representative of Christ and at the same time keep in with the present world. One or the other had to be given up. Alas! he forsook Paul and chose the world. Others had departed, doubtless on the service of the Lord. Only Luke was with him. This faithful companion of his active labours abode with him in his dying moments, and the apostle delights to record his devoted love.

   	Paul especially desires that Timothy should bring Mark. There had been a time when Mark had turned back from the work and the apostle, on that account, faithfully refused to take him on his second journey on the Lord's service. He judged it would not be profitable. This failure on the part of Mark had evidently been judged, and therefore all feeling removed, and no further allusion to the failure is made. If this were the only reference to Mark, we never should have known of any failure in service. Already Paul had specially commended him to the Colossian assembly (Colossians 4: 10); now he desires his presence, and especially notices that, in the very matter in which he had failed, this restored servant would be most serviceable, for, says the apostle, “He is profitable to me for the ministry.”

   (V. 12). Tychicus, who apparently had formerly been sent by the apostle to Crete (Titus 3: 12) was now sent to Ephesus. He was one who was willing to serve under the direction of Christ's servant.

   (V. 13). The natural man might wonder that, in this important pastoral charge, the apostle should stop to speak of a cloak and of books. We forget that the God who has provided for our eternal blessing is not unmindful of our smallest temporal needs. The cloak we wear and the books we read are not matters of indifference to Him. In our folly we may think such things beneath His notice; so thinking, these very things — the dress we wear, the books we read — often become our greatest snares.

   (Vv. 14, 15). Alexander is referred to, not as a teacher of error, as in the case of Hymenæus, nor as loving this present world like Demas. He is rather an active personal enemy of the apostle, and, being actuated by personal enmity, it mattered not what Paul said, Alexander withstood his words. Such people existed in the apostle's day, and there are such, alas, still found in the Christian profession, who resist what is said, not because it is wrong, but because of enmity to the person who speaks. Conscious of the unrighteousness of such people, we can easily be thrown off our guard and meet the flesh by acting in the flesh. The Lord's servant does not render to such an one evil for evil, or railing for railing. He does not say, “I will attempt to deal with him according to his works”; he commits the whole matter to the Lord, and can therefore say, “The Lord will render to him according to his works.” Nevertheless, he warns Timothy to be on his guard against him. Alas! that there should be those in the Christian profession against whom it is necessary to warn the saints.

   (V. 16). The apostle found in his day, as so many have found since, that the path narrows as we near the goal. Thus when arraigned before the powers of this world, he has to say, “No man stood with me, but all men forsook me.” This treatment, which appears to heartless and cowardly, raises no resentment in Paul's heart. On the contrary, it calls forth his prayer for them “that it may not be laid to their charge.”

   (V. 17). If all others fail and forsake us, the Lord's words will ever remain true, “I will never leave thee nor forsake thee.” So Paul found, in the day of his desertion by the saints, that the Lord stood with Him and gave him “power”. If, however, the Lord gives power, it is not power to crush our enemies, or power to deliver ourselves from trying circumstances, but spiritual power to bear witness for Himself in the presence of His enemies. So the apostle can say, “The Lord stood with me, and gave me power, that through me the proclamation might be fully made, and all those of the nations should hear.” From the records of Paul's preaching we know that the proclamation was the proclamation of the forgiveness of sins “through this Man” — Christ Jesus, the risen Man in the glory (Acts 13: 38). If Paul had power given to him to proclaim Christ, the Lord Himself exercised His power to deliver His servant from the immediate danger. So he can say, not, “I delivered myself”, but, “I was delivered out of the lion's mouth.”

   (V. 18). Moreover, the apostle can look on with confidence and say, “The Lord shall deliver me from every evil work, and will preserve me unto His heavenly kingdom.” As the Psalmist can say, “The LORD shall preserve thee from all evil; he shall preserve thy soul” (Psalm 121: 7). The heavenly kingdom may indeed be reached through a martyr's death, but the soul will be preserved through every evil.

   	With this heavenly kingdom in view, God's faithful servant can close his Epistle with a burst of praise to the One who, in spite of all desertion by saints, the power of the lion and every evil work, will preserve His people unto His Kingdom — “to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.”

   (V. 19). Paul adds a closing salutation to two saints, Priscilla and Aquila, who had been associated with him in his early labours and had remained faithful to him in his closing days (Acts 18: 2). Again, too, he thinks of the household of one that was not ashamed of his chain (2 Timothy 1: 16-18).

   (V. 20). With the interest that we cannot but take in the movements, labours and welfare of faithful servants of the Lord, Paul, in his day, records the fact that “Erastus abode at Corinth” and that Trophimus had been left at Miletum sick. Apparently the miraculous power of healing which, in the course of his testimony, had been so strikingly used by the apostle, was never used for the relief of a brother or a friend. As one has said, “Miracles as a rule were signs for unbelievers, not a means for cure for the household of faith.”

   (V. 21). No detail that concerns His children is too small for the consideration of our God and Father. Already Paul has referred to the cloak and the books; now he thinks of the season. Timothy is to endeavour to come before the winter would add to the hardships of his journey.

   	Three brothers and a sister are mentioned by name as sending greetings to Timothy together with “all the brethren”, a proof not only of the love and esteem in which Timothy was held, but of the apostle's care to promote love amongst the saints.

   (V. 22). Very beautifully Paul closes the Epistle to Timothy with the desire that the Lord Jesus Christ may be with his spirit. How often we may be right in doctrine and principle, and even outward conduct, and yet all be marred by being wrong in spirit. If the Lord Jesus is with us in spirit, we shall exhibit in our words and ways “the spirit of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1: 19). For this, Timothy and the saints with him needed grace; so the apostle closes his Epistle with the desire, “Grace be with you.”

   	May we, too, in these more difficult times know how to be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus, that our spirits may be kept in the presence of every effort of the enemy to mar our testimony by arousing the flesh. We need unyielding faithfulness in the maintenance of the truth, combined with the gentleness of Christ, lest even the way of truth be evil spoken of.
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1 Introduction

   The Epistle to the Hebrews is addressed to believers in the Lord Jesus from amongst the Jews. The contents of the Epistle clearly show that it was written to establish these believers in the truth of Christianity with all its privileges and blessings, and thus to deliver them from the Jewish system with which they had been connected by natural birth.

   	To understand the significance of the teaching in the Epistle, we must remember the character of this religious system with which the Jewish remnant had been connected. It was a national religion given to those who, by natural birth, were descended from Abraham. It raised no question of new birth. It was entirely for earth; it was silent as to heaven. It regulated man's conduct in relation to God and his neighbour, and promised earthly life, with earthly blessings, to those who walked according to its precepts.

   	This religion had for its rallying centre a visible temple — the most sumptuous building ever erected by man — with material altars, on which material sacrifices were offered by a special class of officiating priests who conducted an outward worship of God, accompanied by elaborate ceremonies, according to a prescribed ritual.

   	It was purposely designed to appeal to the natural man to prove whether there is anything in man in the flesh that can answer to the goodness of God when a religion is given which regulates every detail of man's life, from birth to old age, in order to secure his earthly prosperity, ease and happiness.

   	In result, this appeal to the natural man only served to show that there is nothing in unregenerate man to answer to God. Thus it came to pass that this Jewish system, which in its inception was established by God, in its history became corrupted by man. The culmination of wickedness, under this system, was the rejection and murder of the Messiah.

   	The Jews having thus filled up the cup of their iniquity became ripe for judgment. For the holy God to bear longer with a system that, in the hands of men, had been degraded to murder the Son of God would be to tarnish His righteousness and condone man's sin. Hence judgment is allowed to take its course and in due time the city is destroyed and the nation scattered.

   	There was, however, another purpose in the law. It not only regulated man's life by showing him his duty to God and his neighbour, but the whole system was the shadow of good things to come. Its tabernacle was a pattern of things in the heavens; its priesthood spoke of the priestly work of Christ; its sacrifices looked on to the great Sacrifice of Christ.

   	Christ being come — the glorious substance of all the shadows — the Jewish system has fulfilled its purpose as the pattern of things to come. It is therefore set aside, firstly, because man has corrupted it and, secondly, because Christ is its fulfilment.

   	We have further to remember that, while this system appealed to man in the flesh and left the great mass only in an outward and formal relationship with God, yet there were those in this system who clearly were in true relationship with God by faith, and when Christ came they acknowledged Him as the Messiah. They form but a remnant of the nation, and in this Epistle are recognised and addressed as already in relationship with God before Christianity was established.

   	To this godly remnant the Epistle is addressed in order to bring them into the new and heavenly relationships of Christianity by detaching them from the earthly religion of Judaism.

   	If, then, through the wickedness of men, and the coming of Christ the Jewish system is set aside, the way is opened for the introduction of Christianity. As ever, if God sets aside the old it is in order to bring in something better. While setting aside the old system God secures a believing remnant from the Jews, bringing them into the Christian circle. This Jewish remnant would naturally have strong links with the religion of their fathers. The ties of nature, the love of country, the prospects of earth, and the prejudices of training, would all tend to bind them to the system that God has set aside. It would therefore be especially difficult for them to enter into the heavenly character of Christianity. Moreover, while the temple was yet standing, and the Aaronic priests were still offering up visible sacrifices, there was the constant danger of those who had made the profession of Christianity turning back to Judaism.

   	To counteract this tendency, and in order to establish our souls in Christianity, the Spirit of God in this Epistle passes before us:

   	Firstly, the glories of the Person of Christ and His place in heaven (Hebrews 1, 2);

   	Secondly, the priesthood of Christ maintaining His people on earth, on their way to heaven (Hebrews 3-8);

   	Thirdly, the sacrifice of Christ, opening heaven to the believer, and fitting the believer for heaven (Hebrews 9, 10);

   	Fourthly, the present access to heaven where Christ is (Hebrews 10);

   	Fifthly, the path of faith that leads to Christ in heaven (Hebrews 11);

   	Sixthly, the different ways God takes to keep our feet in the path that leads to Christ in heaven (Hebrews 12);

   	Seventhly, The blessedness, on earth, of the outside place of reproach with Christ (Hebrews 13).

   	It thus becomes clear how constantly and blessedly heaven is kept before us in this Epistle. It is indeed the Epistle of the opened heavens. This presentation of the heavenly character of Christianity makes the Epistle of special value in a day when Christendom has lost the true character of it by reducing it to a worldly system for the improvement of man.

   	Moreover, as the Spirit of God passes these great and heavenly truths before our souls, we are given to see how they exceed, and set aside, all that went before. The glories of Christ eclipse every created being, whether prophets or angels; the priesthood of Christ sets aside the Aaronic priesthood; the sacrifice of Christ sets aside the many sacrifices under the law; the immediate access to God sets aside the temple and its veil; the path of faith sets aside the whole system of seen things; the outside place sets aside “the camp” with its earthly religion.

   	It will be further noticed that in this Epistle the Church, as such, is not presented. It is only once mentioned, and then as one amongst other things to which we have come. (The mention in Hebrews 2: 12 is a quotation from Psalm 22.) It is the greatness of Christ and Christianity, in contrast with Judaism, that is passed before our souls. We are made to see how everything in Christianity lies in the region of faith, outside things of sight and sense. Christ in the glory, His priesthood, His sacrifice, approach to God, the path of faith, the heavenly race, and the things to which we have come, can only be seen and known by faith. The effects of Christianity may indeed be manifest in life and character, and may even produce results in the lives of unconverted men; but all that properly pertains to Christianity, that produces the effect in lives, is unseen, in contrast with Judaism with its appeal to sight and sense. Moreover, in coming to heavenly things and the things of faith, we have come to things which are before God, and things which are stable. We are surrounded by things which are passing, things which are changing, things which are shaking. In Christianity we are brought to that which never passes, never changes, and never will be shaken. Christ remains, Christ is the Same, and all that is founded upon Christ, and His eternal redemption, is stable and will never be moved.

   	The practical effect of the teaching of the Epistle must be to detach us from every form of earthly religion, whether it be Judaism, or corrupt Christendom formed after the pattern of Judaism. Moreover, if the truth puts us in the outside place on earth, it gives us a place inside the veil in heaven itself, and makes us strangers and pilgrims in the world through which we are passing.

   
   2 The Glories of the Person of Christ

   (Hebrews 1 and Hebrews 2)

   The writer's name not being mentioned, we may conclude it is not of importance for us to know who wrote the Epistle. The reference by the apostle Peter to an epistle written by Paul to the Jews, which he classes among “other Scriptures”, would seem to indicate that the apostle Paul is the writer (2 Peter 3: 15, 16).

   	The special character of the Epistle may well account for the omission of the writer's name, for, amongst other purposes, the Epistle was written to show that God is no longer speaking through men, but, in wonderful grace, has put Himself into direct contact with men in the Person of the Son. Moreover, in the Epistle, Christ Himself is presented as the Apostle by whom God has spoken to man, and therefore eclipsing all others who may, in a subordinate sense, be apostles.

   	The great end of the Epistle is to establish believers in the heavenly character of Christianity and deliver them from an earthly religion of external forms. Everything in Christianity — the glory it brings to God and the blessing it secures for believers — depends upon the Person and work of Christ. Very fittingly, then, the Epistle opens by presenting the glories of His Person. The divine glory of Christ as the Son is unfolded in Hebrews 1; the authority of His word in Hebrews 2: 1-4; and the glory of His humanity in Hebrews 2: 5-18.

   The Glory of The Son 

   (Hebrews 1)

   (Vv. 1-3). In times past God spoke to the fathers of Israel at sundry times and in divers manners. God had spoken by Moses, asserting in the law His claims upon man. At other times God had spoken by angels in His providential ways with His people. Later, God had spoken by the prophets to recall a rebellious people to Himself. The prophets are specially mentioned as preceding the coming of the Son.

   	The Son came “at the end of these days” — the close of the days of the prophets. The testimony of God to man rendered in the past days was continued in the Person of the Son. The prophets spoke as instruments used by the Spirit of God. When the Son came it was God Himself speaking. In the Person of the Son God drew near to men, and man could draw near to God without the intervention of prophet or priest.

   	The importance of anything that is said largely depends upon the greatness and glory of the person who speaks. God has spoken to us in the most glorious Person — the Eternal Son. That we may learn the greatness of the Speaker, and therefore the importance of that which is spoken, the Spirit of God passes before us a sevenfold view of the glory of the Son.

   	Firstly, the Son is the appointed Heir of all things. Sonship and heirship are ever connected in Scripture. Men are trying to possess the earth, to rule the sea, and conquer the air. They strive to inherit power, riches, wisdom, strength, honour, glory and blessing. Christ, as Son, will inherit all, for He is the appointed Heir of all, and He alone is worthy of all. The long history of the world only proves that man is utterly unworthy to inherit these things. In any measure that they come within the grasp of man, he abuses them to exalt himself and shut out God. Power he uses for the assertion of his own will; riches in the effort to make himself happy without God; wisdom to shut God out of His own creation; strength to act independently of God; honour to exalt himself; glory to display himself; and blessing to minister to himself. The One who is the appointed Heir of all things man had entirely rejected and nailed to a cross. Nevertheless, heaven delights to say, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing.” When Christ enters upon the inheritance of all things, He will use all for the glory of God and the blessing of man. In Christianity we are identified with the Heir of all things. What a consolation for those, who, like these Hebrew believers, suffer the spoiling of their goods.

   	Secondly, the Son is the One by whom the whole universe has been created: “He made the worlds.” Not simply this world, but also all those vast systems that pursue their way through the unmeasured depths of space. We look on and see that He is the appointed Heir of all things: we look back and see that He is the maker of all things, great and small. The impress of the Son is upon the whole creation.

   	Thirdly, the Son is “the effulgence of His glory” — the shining forth of the glory of God. The Son become flesh fully presents the glory of God. This glory of God is the combination of all the attributes of God brought into display. The Son has drawn near to us in a way that makes it possible for us to see God displayed in all His attributes.

   	Fourthly, the Son is “the expression of His substance.” This is more than the shining forth of attributes; it is the setting forth of God Himself — the expression of His Being. The Son become Man was the visible representative of One who is invisible. It is possible to bear the attributes of a person without being the representative of the person. Not only did the attributes of God shine forth in the Son, but He was the representative of God in creation. All His acts showed that God was present with us.

   	Fifthly, the Son is the Upholder of all things by the word of His power. Even if men allow that there must be a first cause, they would seek to shut out God from all present activity in creation. They conceive of a creation, as one has said “sufficient for itself, a perfect machine made to run eternally without the hand that made it.” The truth is that, not only was the universe brought into being by the Son, but, it is also maintained by the Son. Not a star can hold on its way, nor a sparrow fall to the ground, without Him.

   	Sixthly, the Son has made purification for sins. Not only is He the Creator of the world, He is also the Redeemer of a fallen world. He has “by Himself” accomplished a work whereby the sins of the believer can be forgiven and removed from before God.

   	Seventhly, the glory of the Person of the Son is further witnessed by the exalted place He now occupies at the right hand of the majesty on high. In the course of the Epistle it is stated four times that He has sat down at the right hand of God. Here it is by reason of the glory of His Person; in Hebrews 8 it is in connection with His present work as our great High Priest; in Hebrews 10 His position at the right hand of God is the result of His finished work at the cross; in Hebrews 12 it is as having reached the end of the path of faith.

   	Having asserted the glories of the Son in His passage through time, and in His present position at the right hand of God, the Spirit of God proceeds to pass before us the surpassing excellencies of the Name that Christ inherits when manifest in flesh. Name, in Scripture, sets forth the renown or fame that distinguishes a person from others. Seven passages are quoted from the Old Testament to show that Christ has a more excellent Name than any created being or thing.

   (Vv. 4, 5). Firstly, Christ has a place and Name far above angels. Psalm 2 is quoted to prove that, coming into the world, Christ takes a place much better than that of the most exalted created beings. However blessed their position, angels are but servants: Christ is the Son. Never was it said to an angelic being, “Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee.” Christ is indeed presented in Scripture as the Son from all eternity; here He is hailed as the Son when born in time. One has truly said, “He always was the Son and will always be the Son. He was the Son here as Man, and He will be no less the Son throughout eternity … There could be no difference between the Eternal Son and the Son born in time, except as to condition.”

   	To show further that the fame of Christ exceeds that of angels, a second Scripture is quoted, 2 Samuel 7: 14, telling us that Christ not only stood in the relationship of Son of God, but that, in His path through this world, He ever enjoyed the characteristic privileges of the relationship, as it is written, “I will be to Him a Father, and He shall be to me a Son.”

   (V. 6). Yet another Scripture is quoted to show that the place the Son takes is far above that of angels, for, coming into the world it is said of Him, “Let all the angels of God worship Him.” (Psalm 97: 7). Not only was He the Object of adoring worship in heavenly scenes, but, coming into the world, whether in past humiliation or future millennial glory, He is the Object of worship by angelic hosts. This homage bespeaks His glory for, if not a divine Person, such worship would be wholly out of place.

   (Vv. 7, 8). Secondly, the throne He takes, as come into the world, is above every throne. The angels are made spirits; the Son is not made anything, but He is addressed as God, and, in contrast with the thrones of earthly kings, His throne is for ever and ever. The quotation is from Psalm 45, which, we know, is “touching the King”. From the Epistle we learn that this King, who is going to reign over Israel, is none less than the Son — a divine Person. The thrones of men come to an end for they have no righteous foundation; but the throne of the Son is a lasting throne, for His rule will be in righteousness.

   (V. 9). Thirdly, in grace He has associated others with Himself as His companions; even so, the quotation from Psalm 45 reminds us that He has a place above His companions. While, as a divine Person, He is addressed as God, He is nevertheless viewed as the perfect Man on earth, of whom it can be said, “Thy God hath anointed Thee.” By reason of His moral perfection — His love of righteousness, and hatred of iniquity — He is exalted above all those who, in grace, He associates with Himself.

   (Vv. 10, 11). Fourthly, all creation gives way before this glorious Person who is addressed as Creator. Psalm 102 is quoted to prove that the One who humbled Himself to become a Man of sorrows and tears is none other than the Lord of creation, by whom earth and the heavens were made, and that, while the creation will wax old and perish, He will remain.

   (V. 12). Fifthly, time brings its changes and will come to its end; yet, from Psalm 102 we learn that with this glorious Person there is no change, and His years will never fail.

   (V. 13). Sixthly, no enemy can stand before Him. Psalm 110 is quoted to remind us that every enemy will be put under His feet. In the days of His flesh His enemies nailed Him to a cross: in the day of His glory they will be made His footstool.

   (V. 14). Seventhly, Christ, though taking His place as Man, is greater than all angels, in that, according to Psalm 110, He is set upon a throne to govern, while they are sent forth to serve, as ministering spirits, to the heirs of salvation.

   	Thus, if the Son becomes flesh, His glory is carefully maintained. The excellency of His Name is seen in this galaxy of glories. His fame exceeds the angels; His throne is above every throne. Creation may perish; but He remains. Time may cease; but His years will not fail. His enemies are made His footstool; and He sits at God's right hand to direct while others serve. If He comes into the world, all creatures in the universe give place to Him.

   The Authority of the Word of The Son

   (Hebrews 2: 1-4)

   (V. 1). The first chapter has asserted the fame of the Son when come into the world. Recognising the exceeding glory of the Speaker, it becomes the hearers to take earnest heed to what is said. To make a profession of hearing, and afterwards to neglect the great salvation announced by the Lord, by going back to Judaism, was fatal. The snare was not merely letting slip the things they had heard, but the far greater danger of the professors themselves slipping away from Christian ground by returning to Judaism. This would be apostasy. (See New Translation.)

   	Throughout the Epistle the writer is addressing Jews who had made a profession of Christianity, and among them he includes himself. In the first chapter he says, God has “spoken unto us”; here he says, “We ought to give the more earnest heed.” Others have pointed out that in this Epistle the church is not addressed as such, but rather believers individually. They are viewed as having made a profession which is presumed to be real unless, by turning back from Christ, it is proved to be merely outward.

   (V. 2). God maintained the authority of the word communicated by angels by attaching a just punishment to every transgression of and disobedience to that word. How much more will God maintain the authority of the word of the Son. If there was not escape from the consequences of disobeying the law given by the disposition of angels, still less will there be any escape for the one who, having nominally made a profession of Christianity, treats the word of Christ with indifference and gives it up to return to Judaism.

   (Vv. 3, 4). In its strict interpretation the salvation of which the writer speaks is not the Gospel of the grace of God as presented today; nor does it exactly contemplate the indifference of a sinner to the Gospel. Yet an application in this sense may surely be made, for it must ever be true that there can be no escape for the one who finally neglects the gospel. Here it is the salvation which was preached by the Lord to the Jews, by which a way of escape was opened to the believing remnant from the judgment about to fall on the nation. This salvation was afterwards preached by Peter and the other apostles in the early chapters of the Acts, when they said, “Save yourselves from this untoward generation.” This testimony was borne witness to by God with “signs and wonders” and “divers miracles”. This Gospel of the kingdom will again be preached after the church has been completed.

   	To have broken the law was solemn; to turn from the preaching of grace is worse; but most solemn of all is to profess to believe the word, and afterwards to treat it with contempt by giving it up and turning back to Judaism or some other religion. This is apostasy; and for the apostate Scripture holds out no hope.

   The Glory of The Son of Man

   (Hebrews 2: 5-18)

   Having asserted the authority of the word of the Son, and warned us against neglecting His word, the writer continues to unfold to us the glories of Christ. Already he has passed before us His glories as the Son of God in eternity, and as manifest in flesh: now we are to learn His glories as the Son of Man.

   (V. 5). His glory as the Son of Man will be brought into display in the world to come, though, even now, faith can see Jesus crowned with glory and honour.

   	It would seem that “the world to come” can hardly be heaven. We cannot speak of heaven as “to come”. We have yet to come to heaven, but it exists and always has existed. Scripture speaks of three worlds: the world before the flood, of which Peter writes, “the world that then was”; the present world, “the heavens and earth which are now” (2 Peter 3: 6, 7); and, in this passage, “the world to come”.

   	“The world to come” refers to the millennial earth, introducing an order of blessing which does not yet exist. This new world of blessing will be in subjection to the Son of Man and thus the scene for the display of His glory. In one sense the present world is placed in subjection to angels, who are used as instruments in God's hand for carrying out His providential government for the protection of the heirs of salvation as they pass on their way to glory. In the world to come the angels will give place to the rule of the Son of Man.

   (Vv. 6-9). To bring out this great glory of Christ, the writer quotes from Psalm 8, where the question is raised by David, “What is man, that Thou art mindful of him?” The question brings out the littleness of man: the answer the greatness of Christ, the Son of Man. David, when contemplating the moon and the stars, feels his own insignificance in comparison with their immensity, and exclaims, “What is man?” Looking at man fallen, he is indeed very small; looking at man according to the counsels of God as set forth in Christ, the Son of Man, he is very great. Led by the Spirit of God, the writer of Hebrews sees Christ in the Son of Man of Psalm 8, and can say, “We see Jesus.”

   	David says, “Thou hast put all things under His feet.” The Spirit of God tells us that this is Jesus reigning in the world to come, and that the “all things” include, not only things on earth, but the whole created universe, and every created being, for “He left nothing that is not put under Him.”

   	David says, “Thou hast made Him a little lower than the angels.” The Spirit of God says that Jesus was “made a little lower than the angels for the suffering of death.” In a world where God has been dishonoured, the Son of Man perfectly glorified God and vindicated His holy character by suffering death. Man tastes death as the result of sin: the Son of Man tastes death by the grace of God. He tastes death for all, that grace might flow out to all.

   	David says, “Thou ... hast crowned him with glory and honour.” The Spirit of God leads faith to say, That is Jesus and “We see (Him) crowned with glory and honour.” God has thus counselled that, in the Person of Christ, Man is to be Lord of all. The Maker and Upholder of all, having become Man, will be the Centre and Head of the vast universe. This is a glory that eclipses the glory of angels. No angel has, or ever will have, the place of universal dominion.

   	There thus passes before us the past, present and future glories of the Son of Man. In the past He tasted death for every thing; in the present He is crowned with glory and honour; in the future the whole universe will be brought into subjection to Him.

   (V. 10). Verses 5-9 have unfolded the glories of Christ in connection with the world to come. From verse 10 to the end of the chapter we learn the further glory and blessedness of Christ in connection with the many sons that are being brought to glory.

   	The quotation from Psalm 45 in the first chapter has already told us that it is the purpose of God that Christ should have companions to share His coming glory. In the remaining portion of this chapter these companions are referred to as the “sons” of God, and the “brethren” of Christ. Further, we learn all that Christ has passed through to deliver His brethren from death, the devil and sins, as well as His present service to succour and sustain them as He leads them on to glory.

   	If, however, many sons are to be brought to glory, it must be in a way that becomes the holy character of God. So we read, “It became Him” — God — “for whom are all things, and by whom are all things” that Christ should not only taste death but, in order to be the Leader of His people, enter into their circumstances and sufferings, and through these sufferings be perfected. Ever perfect in His Person, He was perfectly fitted to fill the position of Leader of His people through the wilderness with all its sufferings. He thus becomes the “Leader of their salvation”. He is able to save them from every danger on their way to glory.

   (V. 11). From verse 11 onwards we learn the blessed results that flow to believers through Christ having entered into their position, borne the consequences of that position, and in it maintained the glory of God.

   	Firstly, the Sanctifier, Christ, and the sanctified, believers, are viewed as all of one. This wonderful expression would seem to indicate that Christ, having come into our position and borne the consequences, has so truly brought us into His position before God, as Man, that He and His own — the Sanctifier and the sanctified — are viewed as forming one company before God. It is well to remark, however, that the Word of God never says of Jesus and of men that they are all one, but that “He that sanctifieth and they who are sanctified are all of one.” For this cause, because of the position into which He has brought them through His sanctifying work, He is not ashamed to call them “brethren”.

   	Believers are sanctified; being sanctified they are brought into the same position before God as Christ — all of one; and, being all of one, He is not ashamed to call them brethren. We know from the Gospels that it was not until Christ was risen that He called His disciples “brethren”. The Lord Himself ever walked in relationship with God as His Father. Never once in His path do we hear Him address God as “My God”; it is always “My Father”. Only on the cross, when made sin, does He say “My God”. We, however, are brought into this relationship, not by incarnation but through redemption. Therefore, it is not until He is risen that the Lord can say, “I ascend to My Father and your Father, and to My God and your God” and immediately speaks of His disciples as “My brethren”.

   (Vv. 12, 13). Three quotations from the Old Testament are given to prove how blessedly the Sanctifier is identified as one with the Sanctified — His brethren. Firstly, in Psalm 22: 22, the Lord declares in resurrection, “I will declare Thy Name unto My brethren: in the midst of the congregation will I praise Thee.” Here the Lord identifies Himself with His brethren: on God's side to declare the Father's Name, on our side to lead the praise of His people to the Father. That which was foretold in Psalm 22 is expressed in John 20 and expounded in Hebrews 2.

   	Secondly, in Isaiah 8: 17 (Septuagint version) we read, “I will put My trust in Him.” Taking a position as Man, the Lord identified Himself with His own in the only proper life for a man to live — the life of dependence upon God.

   	Thirdly, in Isaiah 8: 18 we read, “Behold, I and the children that Jehovah hath given Me.” Here again we see the identification of Christ with the excellent of the earth — not with the children of men — but with the children that God had given Him.

   (Vv. 14, 15). Verses 12 and 13 have shown how blessedly Christ has identified us with Himself in His position before God. Now we are to learn the further truth that He has identified Himself with us in our position of weakness and death before God. If the children are partakers of flesh and blood, He likewise partakes of the same. If they are under the dominion of death and the devil, He, having taken flesh and blood, is able to enter into death to annul the devil who had the power of death, and deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage. The devil knows that the wages of sin is death, and is not slow to use this solemn truth to keep the sinner in the fear of death and its consequences all his life. The Lord, on whom death has no claim, goes into death and bears the death penalty that was upon us, and thus robs the devil of his power to terrify the believer with death. We may indeed pass through death, not as the penalty of sin leading to judgment, but only as the gateway out of all suffering into the fulness of blessing.  

   (Vv. 16-18). It was not to the help of angels that the Lord came, but to take up the cause of the seed of Abraham. To do this it behoved Him in all things to be made like unto His brethren. Thus He fully enters into their position, though not their state. Here, for the first time in the Epistle, we learn of His gracious work for us as a merciful and faithful High Priest. In order to exercise this needed service He must, through His life of humiliation and trial, enter into all our difficulties and temptations. Then, when that perfect life is finished, He goes into death to make propitiation for our sins, in order that they might be forgiven. That great work being accomplished, He is able from His place in glory to exercise His priestly grace, and in mercy and in faithfulness succour them that are tempted, because He Himself hath suffered being tempted.

   	The suffering is through not yielding to the temptation. If we yield, the flesh does not suffer; on the contrary, it indulges itself by the temptation, finding its pleasure in the thing by which it is tempted. It enjoys the pleasure of sin at the moment, though for the sin it will finally have to suffer. The Lord was tempted, only to bring out His perfection that never for a moment yielded to the temptation. This entailed suffering. He endured hunger rather than yield to the devil's temptation. Having thus suffered in the presence of temptation, He is able to succour His people and enable them to stand firm in the presence of temptation. With a perfectly tender heart He enters into our temptations and succours us with mercy and faithfulness. Too often we can show mercy at the expense of faithfulness, or act in faithfulness at the expense of mercy. He, in the perfection of His way, can show mercy without compromising faithfulness.

   
   3 The High Priest of our Profession

   (Hebrews 3: 1 — Hebrews 4: 16)

   The first two chapters unfold to us the glories of the Person of Christ, and thus prepare us for entering into the blessedness of His service as our great High Priest. In this fresh division of the Epistle we learn, firstly, the sphere in which the priestly service of Christ is exercised — the House of God (Hebrews 3: 1-6); secondly, the wilderness circumstances which call for this priestly service (Hebrews 3: 7-19); thirdly, we are told of the rest to which the wilderness leads (Hebrews 4: 1-11); finally, we learn the gracious means God has provided to preserve us in the wilderness (Hebrews 4: 12-16).

   The Sphere of Christ's Priestly Service

   (Hebrews 3: 1-6)

   The latter part of Hebrews 2 has shown the gracious way the Lord has taken in order that He may exercise His priestly sympathy with His suffering people. In the opening verses of this chapter the House of God is introduced to show the sphere in which His priesthood is exercised.

   (V. 1). In the introductory verse the Jewish believers are addressed as “holy brethren” and “partakers of the heavenly calling”. As Jews they had been accustomed to being called “brethren” and were partakers of the earthly calling. As Christians they are “holy brethren” and, in common with all other Christians, are the subjects of the “calling on high of God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3: 14).

   	The glories of Christ having been set before us in Hebrews 1 and 2, we are now exhorted to “consider  the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus.” The title Apostle is especially connected with the truth of the Son of God presented in the first chapter, in which the Son is seen coming to earth and speaking to men on behalf of God. The title High Priest is connected with the second chapter, in which the Son of Man is presented as going from earth to heaven to serve before God on behalf of men. The true end of all ministry is not simply to occupy hearers with the truth ministered, but to bring them into touch with the end of all ministry — to leave them “considering” Jesus.

   	 It should be noticed that here it is Jesus, not “Christ Jesus” as in the Authorised Version. Every Jew would own the Messiah, but only the Christian would recognise that the Christ had come in the Person of Jesus.

   (Vv. 2-6). The Spirit of God alludes to Moses and the tabernacle in the wilderness to show that Moses is surpassed by Christ, and that the tabernacle was only a testimony of things to be afterwards revealed. Moses was never a priest; his service was rather apostolic in character. He came to the people on behalf of God: Aaron, the priest, went to God on behalf of the people. Moses, under the direction of God, built the tabernacle in the wilderness. Jesus, the true Apostle, is the Builder of the whole universe, of which the tabernacle was a testimony. Moreover, if God dwells in the heaven of heavens, it is also true that He dwells in the midst of His people who today form His House. The House in its present spiritual form is one of the things of which the material tabernacle was a figure.

   	Moses was faithful in God's house in the wilderness as a servant. Christ is over God's House — composed of God's people — as Son. Thus the introduction of the people of God as forming the House of God shows the sphere in which Christ exercises His priesthood; and therefore a little later we read that we have a great High Priest over the House of God (10: 21).

   The Wilderness that calls for the Priestly Service of Christ

   (Hebrews 3: 7-19)

   The allusion to Moses and the tabernacle very naturally leads to the wilderness journey of God's people. If the tabernacle is a type of the people of God, the wilderness journey of Israel is typical of the journey of God's people through this present world with all its dangers. This wilderness journey becomes the occasion that calls for this priestly grace.

   	Moreover, in the wilderness the reality of our profession is put to the test by the dangers we have to meet. These Hebrews had made a public profession of Christianity. With profession there is always the possibility of unreality, and hence the “ifs” come in. So the writer says that we are the House of God “if indeed we hold fast the boldness and the boast of hope firm to the end.” This is not a warning against being too confident in Christ and the eternal security that obtains for the believer for, it has been truly said, “There is no 'if' either as to Christ's work or as to glad tidings of God's grace. All there is, is unconditional grace to faith.” The warning supposes that those addressed have this assurance, and they are warned against giving it up. That the true believer will hold fast, or rather that God will hold him fast through the priestly grace of Christ to the end, in spite of many a failure, is certain. The believer's reality is proved by his enduring to the end. The wilderness that tests the true believer exposes the unreality of the mere professor.

   (Vv. 7-11). To encourage us to hold fast we are reminded, by a quotation from Psalm 95: 7-11, of the warnings given by the Spirit of God to Israel in view of the coming of Christ into the world in glory and power to bring the nation into rest. Today is a day of grace and salvation in view of sharing the glory of Christ in the world to come. In such a day of blessing they are warned against acting as their fathers in the wilderness. Israel made the profession of leaving Egypt and following Jehovah through a wilderness scene which abounded with dangers, and in which confidence in God could alone support them to the end. For forty years they saw God's works of power and mercy providing for their needs and preserving them from every danger. Yet, in spite of every token of His presence, they tempted and put God to the test by saying, “Is Jehovah among us, or not?” They thus proved the hardness of hearts untouched by God's goodness. Seeking only their own lusts and ignorant of God's ways, they clearly showed that whatever profession they had made, they had no real confidence in God. Of such God said, “They shall not enter into My rest”.

   (Vv. 12, 13). In these verses the warnings of Psalm 95 are applied to professing Christians. We are to “take heed” lest, through an evil heart of unbelief, we turn away from the living God to put once again our confidence in dead forms, thus showing that, whatever profession may have been made, the soul has no confidence in Christ and the grace that, through His finished work, secures to the believer salvation and forgiveness. However, what is contemplated is hardly the adding of Jewish forms to the Christian life, bad as this is, but the giving up of Christ altogether and turning back to Judaism, which is apostasy. 

   	Further, we are not only exhorted to take heed to ourselves but to “exhort one another” each day, while it is still a day of grace and salvation, lest any be hardened by the deceitfulness of doing one's own will. Here it is not the deceitfulness of committing sins, solemn as this is, for one sin leads to another: it is the principle of sin of which the writer speaks, which is lawlessness. We little think how we harden our hearts by doing our own will. We are thus to take heed to ourselves and care for one another. Love should not be indifferent to a brother slipping away by doing his own will.

   (Vv. 14-19). Believers are not only the House of God; they are also the companions of Christ. Here again it is not the body of Christ, and the members of His body as united to the Head by the Holy Spirit, in which nothing unreal can come. Profession is still in view, assumed to be real, but leaving room for unreality. Therefore it is again said, “ ... if we hold the beginning of our confidence stedfast unto the end”. This is not assurance founded on anything in ourselves, which would only be self-righteousness. The assurance insisted upon is grounded upon the Lord Jesus, His propitiatory sacrifice and the accepted efficacy of His work. Such assurance we are not blamed for having: on the contrary, we are exhorted to hold it fast.

   	 Then referring again to Israel in the wilderness, the writer asks three searching questions to bring out the hardness, sin and unbelief of Israel. Firstly, who was it that, when they heard the Word of God speaking of a rest to come, did provoke? Was it only a few of the people? Alas! it was the great mass, “all that came out of Egypt”.  Secondly, with whom was God grieved forty years? It was with those who, by reason of the hardness of their hearts, chose their own sins. Thirdly, to whom did God sware that they should not enter into His rest? It was to those who believed not. Thus we learn the root sin was unbelief . The unbelief left them exposed to their sins, and sins hardened their hearts.

   The Rest to Which the Wilderness Leads

   (Hebrews 4: 1-11)

   The wilderness journey of the children of Israel, of which the writer has been speaking in Hebrews 3: 7-19, was in view of the rest of Canaan. Into this rest those who came out of Egypt could not enter because of the hardness of their hearts, their sin and their unbelief (Hebrews 3: 15, 17, 19).

   	Like Israel of old, believers today are passing on their way through a wilderness world to the rest of the coming glory. This rest is the great theme of the first eleven verses of Hebrews 4: Let us note that it is God's rest of which the writer speaks. It is called “His rest”, and, in the quotations from the Old Testament, “My rest” (Hebrews 3: 18; Hebrews 4: 1, 3, 5).

   	This rest — the rest of God — is wholly future. It is not the present rest of conscience that faith in the Person and work of Christ gives the believer, according to the Lord's words, “Come unto Me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Nor is it the rest of heart  that is the daily portion of the one who walks in obedience to Christ, submitting to His will, again according to His Word, “Take My yoke upon you, and learn of Me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls” (Matthew 11: 28, 29). Nor is it the temporary rest of a tired labourer, of which we read in the Gospels, when the Lord said, “Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place and rest a while ”, words which imply that we must be working again (Mark 6: 31).

   	God can only rest in that which satisfies His love and holiness. God's rest will be reached when God's love has fulfilled all His mind for those He loves. When righteousness is established, and sorrow and sighing flee away, God will “rest in His love” (Zephaniah 3: 17). “Holiness cannot rest where sin is; love cannot rest where sorrow is” (J.N.D.).

   	The Christian is called out of this world of unrest to have part in the rest of heaven. For the moment he is in the wilderness — neither of the world he has left, nor in heaven to which he is going. Faith keeps in view the heavenly rest to which we are going, which Christ has secured for us, and where Christ is, as we read a little later, He has entered “into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us” (Hebrews 9: 24).

   (Vv. 1, 2). Having this blessed promise, we are warned of seeming to come short of God's rest. The mere professor, who gives up His Christian profession and returns to Judaism, would not only seem to come short; he would actually do so, and perish in the wilderness. But the true believer may appear to come short by turning back to the world and settling down on earth. Of old, Israel heard the good tidings of a land flowing with milk and honey, but alas, they hearkened not to the word. (Compare Hebrews 3: 18, N.Tn. with Deuteronomy 1: 22-26.)

   	The Christian has still more glorious tidings of yet greater blessedness in heaven's eternal rest. To faith, these coming glories are real. If the Word is not mixed with faith, it can no more profit the hearer now than of old.

   (Vv. 3, 4). Nevertheless, though some in old days did not believe the glad tidings of the Canaan rest, and though the vast profession today may not believe in the glad tidings of the heavenly rest, the blessed fact remains that God has a future rest, and believers are to enter into that rest. Every step they take is bringing them nearer to God's rest. The mere professor, without personal faith in Christ, will irretrievably fall in the wilderness. God's oath, “If they shall enter into My rest”, (a quotation from the Septuagint version of Psalm 95: 11) actually means, “They shall not enter into My rest.”

   	The writer refers to creation to show that from the beginning God has had before Him “rest”, and to manifest the character of God's rest. After the world was formed and man was created in the image and likeness of God, the creation works of God were finished. This led to creation rest with its two distinctive marks: firstly, God's satisfaction in all that He had made, as we read, “God saw everything that He had made, and behold it was very good”; secondly, the entire cessation from all His creation work, as it is written, “He rested on the seventh day from all his work which He had made.” (Gen. 1: 31; Gen. 2: 2). Thus we learn the two great truths that mark God's rest: the absolute complacency in the result of the labour; and satisfaction being reached, the absolute end of all toil.

   (V. 5). The creation rest is a foreshadowing of the eternal rest. The creation rest was broken into by sin. Nevertheless, God does not give up the settled purpose of His heart to have a rest — an eternal rest — which no sin will ever mar. Thus again, in the days of Joshua, God's rest is kept before us, for once more there is the good news of rest, even though the unbelief of Israel hindered the enjoyment of the Canaan rest, so that God has to say, “They [shall] not enter into My rest” (Psalm 95:11). 

   (V. 6). In spite of the fact that sin had broken the creation rest and unbelief marred the Canaan rest, God assures us that He still has a rest before Him, which He calls “My rest”, and that there are some who will enter into God's rest, even though those to whom it was first preached missed the rest through their unbelief. God's purpose to secure a rest according to His own heart is not to be thwarted by the sin and unbelief of man.

   (Vv. 7, 8). If the creation rest is marred and the Canaan rest is lost, what is the rest of God which those who believe are to enter? Joshua had failed to bring the people into the Canaan rest, therefore David, long years after, speaks of another rest in “another day”. To set forth this rest, the writer quotes Psalm 95: 7, 8. This Psalm is a call to Israel to turn to Jehovah with thanksgiving in view of the future coming of Christ to earth to bring the nation into rest. In view of the glad tidings of this fresh day of grace, Israel is warned not to harden their hearts as in Joshua's day. To refuse this fresh appeal would be to miss the earthly rest under the reign of Christ.

   (Vv. 9, 10). The writer concludes his argument by saying, “There remaineth therefore a rest to the people of God”, and the great characteristic of this rest will be cessation from toil, for “he that is entered into his rest, he also hath ceased from his own works.” Thus the great truth is established that whether it be God's heavenly rest for a heavenly people, or God's earthly rest for an earthly people, the rest is still future. It is a rest to which faith is pressing on. Moreover, it is not rest from sin, but rest from labour, and not rest from labour because the labourer is tired, but rest because his work is finished. As one has said, “No present rest is the rest of God; and the futurity of that rest is a grand safeguard against the snare for any Christian, most of all for a Jewish one, to seek it now here below. As God cannot rest in sin or misery, neither ought we to allow it even in our desires, still less to make it our life. Now is the time for the labour of love if we know His love, now to seek true worshippers of the Father as He is seeking Himself” (W.K.).

   (V. 11). As the rest is future, and the blessedness of the rest, we are exhorted to labour, or to use diligence to enter into the rest that lies before us. Later in the Epistle we are again exhorted to “work and labour”, to “diligence”, to “be not slothful, but followers of them who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (Hebrews 6: 10-12).

   	There is the danger that we may despise the rest of God that lies at the end of the journey, or grow weary of the labour of love on the way. Israel did both. Let us then beware lest any of us fall after the same example of unbelief. The two great exhortations are, “Let us fear” lest we despise the promise of the rest (verse 1) and “Let us labour” on the way to the rest (verse 11).

   God's Provision to Maintain Us in Our Wilderness Journey 

   (Hebrews 4: 12-16)

   The concluding verses of the chapter bring before us the two great means by which believers are preserved as they journey through the wilderness to the rest of God: firstly, the Word of God (verses 12, 13); secondly, the priestly service of Christ (verses 14-16).

   (Vv. 12, 13). We are reminded that the Word of God is not a dead letter; it lives and acts by penetrating the heart of man. The result for the one whose conscience and heart come under its influence is twofold: firstly, it reveals the thoughts and intents of the heart; secondly, it brings the soul into the presence of God with whom we have to do. 

   	The Word exposes to us the hidden lusts of the “soul” and the reasonings and unbelief of the “spirit”, so revealing to us the true character of the flesh by searching the secret thoughts and intents of the heart. Here it is not a question of outward sins, but rather the hidden motives and spring of evil. The Word discovers to us the hidden depths of the heart, making manifest how much of “self” is the secret motive of the life. Moreover, being the Word of God, it brings us into the presence of God. It is God speaking to me, laying bare my heart in His presence, there to confess all that the Word detects. How was it that Israel fell in the wilderness? Was it not because “the word preached did not profit them”? Had they by faith let that Word have its place in their hearts, it would have led them to discover and judge the secret roots of unbelief that hindered them from entering into rest.

   	Thus everything that would hinder us pressing on to the rest of God, everything that would tempt us to settle down in this world, is detected and judged by the Word, in the presence of God, so that the soul may be set free to pursue the pilgrim path, and labour of love, having the rest of God in view.

   (V. 14). Moreover, the Word of God, by leading us to judge the secret working of our wills, prepares us to profit by the priestly help and sympathy of Christ. We have not only to contend with the hidden roots of evil in our hearts, but we are encompassed with infirmities and faced with temptations. To deal with the secret evil of our hearts we need the Word; to support us in the presence of infirmities and temptations we need a living Person, One who represents us, One who at every moment knows and interests Himself in all our difficulties and weakness, and One who can sympathise with us, inasmuch as He has experienced the temptations and difficulties that we have to meet.

   	Such an High Priest we have, “Jesus the Son of God”, who has been before us in the path that leads to the rest of God. He has travelled every step of the way; He has passed through the heavens; He has reached the rest of God. In all our weakness He can support us as we tread the wilderness path until we rest where He rests, above and beyond every trial and temptation, where toil has for ever ceased.

   	Having such an High Priest, we are exhorted to hold fast our confession. This is not simply holding fast to the confession that Jesus is our Lord and Saviour, blessed and important as this is, but rather the confession that we are partakers of the heavenly calling.  Our confession is that, as partakers of the heavenly calling, we are to enter God's rest. The danger is that in the presence of temptation we may, by reason of our infirmities, give up our confession of the heavenly calling and settle down in a round of busy service, if not in the world itself.

   (V. 15).  We need the succour and sympathy of our great High Priest, firstly because of our infirmities, and secondly because of temptations we have to meet. Infirmities are the weaknesses that belong to us as being in the body with its varied needs and liability to sickness and accident. Infirmity is not sin, though it may lead to sin. Hunger is an infirmity; to grumble because of hunger would be sin. Paul., learning the sufficiency of the grace of Christ in the presence of his infirmities, can even say, “I rather glory in my infirmities”, and again, “I take pleasure in infirmities” (2 Corinthians 12: 9, 10). He would not have gloried in sins, or taken pleasure in sinning.

   	As to temptations, we have to remember that the believer has to meet two forms of temptation, the temptations from the trials without and the temptations from sin within. Both forms of temptation are brought before us by the apostle James. Firstly, he says, “My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations”. There are various external trials by which the enemy seeks to turn us aside from the heavenly calling and hinder us from pressing on to the rest of God. Then the apostle speaks of a very different character of temptation when he says, “But every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed”. This is temptation from sin within (James 1: 2, 14).

   	It is the first form of temptation that comes before us in this passage in Hebrews — the temptation to turn from the path of obedience to the Word of God that leads to the rest of God. Further, the devil would seek to use the infirmities of the body to turn us aside by his temptations, even as he sought to use hunger to tempt the Lord from the path of obedience to God. In this form of temptation we have the sympathy of the Lord, as He Himself has been “in all points tempted like as we are.” Of the second form of temptation He knew nothing, for, while it is said that He was “in all points tempted like as we”, it is added, “sin apart”.

   (V. 16). In the presence of these infirmities and temptations we have a resource. Whatever the difficulties we may have to meet, however much we may be tried and tested, whatever emergency may arise, there is grace available to enable us to meet the trial. — the throne of grace is open to us. We are exhorted therefore to draw near to the throne of grace, that is to God Himself. We are not told to draw near to the High Priest, but to God, and we can do so boldly because the High Priest represents us at the throne of grace. Drawing near we obtain mercy, not because we have failed, but in order that in the trial we may not fail. The time of need is not here the time of failure, but the time when we are faced with trials and temptations which may lead to failure.

   
   4 Christ's Sufferings and Call to Priesthood

   (Hebrews 5: 1-10)

   The apostle has shown us the sphere in which the priesthood of Christ is exercised — the House of God — and the circumstances of His people which require His priestly service — the wilderness journey. Now he unfolds to us the sufferings that Christ passed through in view of His priestly service and the call to the priestly office.

   (Vv. 1-4). To develop the blessedness of the priesthood of Christ, the apostle refers in these verses to the Aaronic priesthood as setting forth general principles as to priestly service. At the same time he shows by contrast the superiority of the priesthood of Christ over that of Aaron.

   	We must definitely recognise that these four verses refer, not to Christ and His heavenly priesthood, but to Aaron and the earthly priesthood. The apostle calls attention to the person of the earthly priest, the work of the priest, the experiences of the priest, and the appointment of the priest.

   	As to his person, the high priest is taken “from among men”. This is in striking contrast with the priesthood of Christ. Truly Christ is Man, but He is much more. The writer has borne witness, and will yet do so, that the Christ who is our High Priest is none less than the Eternal Son.

   	As to His work, the earthly priest is established for man in things pertaining to God, that he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins, and exercise forbearance toward the ignorant and the erring. Here there is the shadowing forth of the priestly service of Christ. As the High Priest He acts on behalf of men — the many sons that He is bringing to glory — to keep them from failing and maintain them in a practical walk with God. Christ has offered gifts and sacrifices for sins to bring His people into relationship with God, and having accomplished the great work that removed their sins, He now exercises His priestly work in intercession, sympathy and succour on behalf of His ignorant and erring people.

   	As to the personal experiences of the earthly priest, we read, “He himself also is compassed with infirmity. And by reason hereof he ought, as for the people, so also for himself, to offer for sins.” Here there is partial analogy, and definite contrast, to the priesthood of Christ. It is true that, in the days of His flesh, Christ was found in circumstances of weakness and infirmity; but, in contrast with Aaron, His was sinless infirmity, therefore it could not be said that for Himself He offered for sins.

   	As to the appointment of the earthly priest, “No man taketh this honour unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was Aaron.” Here again there is an analogy, as we are at once reminded, to the priesthood of Christ. No one can truly take the place of priest, in any sense of the word, that is not called of God. The intense solemnity of neglecting this great truth is seen in the judgment that overtook Korah and those associated with him, who sought to establish themselves in the priesthood without being called of God. Jude warns us that in Christendom there will be many who in like manner will appoint themselves priests without the call of God, and will perish in the gainsaying of Core (Numbers 16: 3, 7, 10; Jude 11).

   	Here, then, we have the character of the earthly priesthood according to the mind of God, and not as illustrated in the history of failing Israel, which ends with two wicked men filling the place of high priest at the same time, and conspiring together to crucify their Messiah. 

   (Vv. 5, 6). With verse 5 the writer passes to speak of Christ as High Priest. He brings before us the greatness of His Person as called to be a Priest, the experiences He passed through in order to take the position of Priest, and the appointment of God to this place of service.

   	The glory of His Person. Christ, who is called to be our great High Priest, is truly taken from among men to exercise His priesthood on behalf of men. Nevertheless, in Manhood He is recognised as the Son: “Thou art My Son; this day have I begotten Thee.” It is this glorious Person — the One who is truly God and truly Man, and in whom Godhead and Manhood are perfectly expressed — who is appointed Priest according to the word, “Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchisedec.” As to the character of this order of priesthood, the apostle will have more to say. Here Psalm 110: 4 is quoted to show not only the greatness of the Priest but the dignity of the priesthood. 

   (Vv. 7, 8). In the verses that follow, we learn the experiences that Christ passed through in order that He might exercise His priestly service. How necessary that He should be the glorious Person that He is — the Son — to exercise the High Priesthood in heaven. But more was needed. If He is to succour His people through their wilderness journey, He Himself must enter into the sorrows and difficulties of the way. At once, then, the apostle recalls “the days of His flesh” when He took part in our infirmities, trod the path that we are treading, faced the same temptations that we have to meet, and was encompassed with like infirmities. The writer especially refers to the closing sufferings of the Lord, when the enemy, who, as one has said, “at the outset had sought to seduce Jesus by offering Him the things that are agreeable to man (Luke 4), was presenting himself against Him with terrible things” (J.N.D.). In Gethsemane the enemy sought to turn the Lord from the path of obedience by pressing upon Him the terror of death. In the presence of this assault the Lord acts as the perfect Man. He did not exercise His divine power and drive the devil away or save Himself from death; but as the perfectly dependent Man He found His resource in prayer, and thus met the trial and overcame the devil. Nevertheless, His very perfection as Man led Him to feel the terror of all that was before Him and to express His feelings in strong crying and tears. He met the trial in perfect dependence upon God who was able to save Him out of death.

   	In all this sore trial He was heard because of His piety, which brought God into every circumstance by dependence and confidence in Him. He was heard inasmuch as He was strengthened in physical weakness, and enabled in spirit to submit to taking the cup from the Father's hand. Thus He overcame the power of Satan, and though He were Son, yet learned He obedience by the things which He suffered. We have to learn obedience because we have a wicked will: He because He was God over all, who from eternity had ever commanded. We oftentimes learn obedience by the suffering we bring upon ourselves through disobedience: He learned obedience by the suffering entailed through His obedience to the will of God. He learned by experience what it cost to obey. No suffering, however intense, could move Him from the path of perfect obedience. Another has said, “He submitted to everything, obeyed in everything, and depended upon God for everything” (J.N.D.).

   	The sufferings to which the apostle refers were in “the days of His flesh”, not the day of His death. At the cross He suffered under the wrath of God, and there He must be alone. None can share or enter into His atoning sufferings. In the Garden He suffered from the power of the enemy, and there others are associated with Him. We can in our little measure share these sufferings when tempted by the devil, and so doing we have all the sympathy and support of the One who has suffered before us.

   (Vv. 9, 10). Moreover, not only was He heard in the Garden, but, having suffered, He is also heard in resurrection and is made perfect in glory. He takes His place as the glorified Man, according to His own words, “Behold, I cast out devils, and I do cures today, and tomorrow, and the third day I shall be perfected” (Luke 13: 32). Nothing could add to the perfection of His Person, but having passed through the sufferings of the days of His flesh, having accomplished the work of the cross, and having been raised and glorified, He is perfectly fitted to exercise His service on behalf of the many sons on their way to glory. Being perfected, He is addressed by God as High Priest according to the order of Melchisedec. In incarnation He is called to take up the Melchisedec priesthood (verse 5); when risen and perfected in glory, He is addressed as having taken up the calling (verse 10, N.Tn.).

   
   5 The Spiritual Condition of the Hebrew Believers

   (Hebrews 5: 11-Hebrews 6: 20)

   The great object of the apostle in this portion of the Epistle is to develop the blessed character of the priesthood of Christ. Having referred to the Melchisedec priesthood to show by analogy the dignity of the priesthood of Christ, the apostle breaks off the thread of his discourse to resume it again at the beginning of Hebrews 7.

   	In these parenthetical verses the apostle refers to the spiritual state of those to whom he is writing. Their dull condition of soul exposed them to a serious difficulty and a grave danger. The difficulty was that they were unable to interpret the Old Testament figures. This is referred to in Hebrews 5: 11 to Hebrews 6: 1-3. The danger was that in their low condition some might give up the profession of Christianity and turn back to Judaism. This danger is developed in Hebrews 6: 4-8. The remaining verses of the parenthesis express the apostle's confidence and hope concerning those to whom he is writing (Hebrews 6: 9-20).

   The Hindrance to Spiritual Intelligence

   (Hebrews 5: 11-6: 3)

   (Vv. 11-13). Those to whom the apostle was writing were not simply ignorant of the truth, nor young in the faith — things that would not necessarily make it difficult to understand the teaching of Scripture. The real difficulty was they had “become dull of hearing.” Their spiritual growth had been arrested. The time had come when they should have been teachers. Alas! they needed to be again taught the elementary truths of the beginning of the oracles of God. 

   	They had become such as had need of milk instead of solid food. The apostle does not at all slight the use of milk; but he says, If milk is the proper diet, it is a clear proof that the soul is spiritually a babe, needing to be established in the righteousness of God.

   (V. 14). The stronger food — the full truth of Christianity into which the apostle desires to lead us — belongs to the full-grown Christian, the one who is established in the position in which the righteousness of God has placed him as a son before God. Such, instead of being dull of hearing, have their senses exercised to distinguish both good and evil.

   (Hebrews 6: 1-3). The apostle proceeds to show the hindrances to spiritual growth. The saints at Corinth were hindered by the wisdom and philosophy of man (1 Corinthians 1-3). These Hebrew believers were hindered by clinging to their traditional religion. One has truly said, “There is no greater hindrance to progress in spiritual life and intelligence than attachment to an ancient form of religion which, being traditional and not simply personal faith in the truth, consists always in ordinances, and is consequently carnal and earthly” (J.N.D.).

   	As with these Hebrew believers, so in Christendom nowhere is the darkness and ignorance of God's Word greater than among those who cling to tradition and religious ritual. Occupied with mere forms and dazzled by a sensuous religion that stirs the emotions and ministers to the natural mind, people are blinded to the Gospel of the grace of God unfolded in the Word of God.

   	To meet this snare the apostle's exhortation is, “Wherefore, leaving the word of the beginning of the Christ, let us go on to what belongs to full growth.” He then refers to certain fundamental truths known in Judaism before the cross, and suited to a state of spiritual infancy. In contrast with these truths the apostle presents the full truth of the Person and work of Christ now revealed in Christianity, which he speaks of as perfection. By clinging to truths which were for the time before Christ's coming, these believers hindered their growth in the full revelation of Christ in Christianity.

   	The apostle speaks of repentance from dead works, faith in God, of the doctrine of washings, of imposition of hands, of resurrection of the dead, and of eternal judgment. These things were all known before the incarnation of Christ. The faith he speaks of is faith in God, not personal faith in our Lord Jesus Christ. The washings refer to Jewish purifications, not Christian baptism. The laying on of hands refers to the way by which the Israelite identified himself as the offerer with the victim he offered. Resurrection is of the dead, not “from among the dead”, as in Christianity. Martha, in the Gospel story, believed in the resurrection of the dead; she found it difficult to believe in the Christian truth that one could be raised from among the dead while others were left in death.

   	The apostle does not ask us to deny any of these Old Testament truths, but to leave the partial light and go on to the full light of Christianity — perfection. This, he says, we will do, if God permit. To go back to these things would be laying again “a foundation”; not, indeed, “the foundation”, as if it were the foundation of Christianity, but rather “a foundation” of Jewish things.

   The Danger of Apostasy

   (Hebrews 6: 4-8)

   (Vv. 4-6). Having sought to meet the difficulties occasioned by their dull spiritual condition, the apostle passes on to warn these believers of the serious danger to which they were exposed. The fact that they were clinging to the forms and ceremonies of Judaism might indicate that some who were enlightened by the truths of Christianity, and had tasted its privileges, had given up their profession and had returned to Judaism. For such there would be no recovery. This “falling away”, of which the apostle speaks, is not the backsliding of a true believer, but the apostasy of a mere professor.

   	The passage speaks of enlightenment, not of new birth, nor of eternal life. It speaks of the outward privileges of Christianity, the presence of the Spirit, the preciousness of the Word of God, and the outward display of power in the Christian circle. All this could be felt and known by those brought in among Christians, even where there was no spiritual life. Such partook in an outward way of the privileges of the Christian circle, and yet could give up their profession and return to Judaism. So doing, they returned to a system that had ended in the crucifixion of the Messiah. They virtually, for themselves, crucified the Son of God and put Him to an open shame, for, by their action, they practically avowed that they had tried Christ and Christianity, and found Judaism better.

   	It removes all difficulty from the passage when we clearly see that the apostle is not supposing the possession of divine life, or a divine work in the soul, but merely tasting the outward privileges of the Christian circle.

   (Vv. 7, 8). The illustration used by the apostle makes his meaning clear. The herbs and the briars equally partake of the blessing of the rain which comes from heaven, but the herbs bring forth fruit, while the briars end by being burned.

   Comfort and Encouragement

   (Vv. 9-20)  

   (Vv. 9-12). Having met the difficulty of their low condition, and warned them of the danger of apostasy, the apostle now encourages these believers by expressing his confidence and hope concerning them. Though he has warned them, he does not apply to them what he has been saying as to falling away. On the contrary, he is persuaded better things of them, and things that accompany salvation. He thus clearly shows that the outward privileges of the Christian circle, of which he has been speaking in verses 4-8, can be known in measure by those who are not saved.

   	The things that accompany salvation are things which give evidence of divine life in the soul. They are “love”, and “hope”, and “faith”. That they possessed love was proved by their continual service to the Lord's people. God will not forget service of which love to Christ is the motive. The full reward for such service is in the day to come. This leads the apostle to speak of the “hope” that lies before us. He desired that these believers should diligently pursue their service of love in the full assurance of hope that looks on to the rest and reward of all labour.

   	The apostle does not suggest that the prospect of reward is a motive for service. This, he clearly states, is love “to His Name”. But, as ever, reward is brought in to encourage in the face of difficulties. To continue to the end, however, calls for faith and patience. We are exhorted to be imitators of men of God “who through faith and patience inherit the promises.” Their faith looked on to the future blessing and enabled them to endure with patience their wilderness trials. 

   (Vv. 13-15). Faith, however, requires some absolute authority upon which to rest. The apostle turns to the history of the patriarch Abraham to show that the Word of God is the solid ground on which faith acts. In the case of Abraham, this word was confirmed by an oath. In the fullest way God pledged His Word to bring Abraham into blessing, the result being that he was enabled to endure patiently all the privations of a wilderness journey.

   (Vv. 16-18). Moreover, it was not for Abraham's sake only that God gave this twofold guarantee, His Word and His oath. Thus the principles on which God acted towards the fathers of old are applied to the children of faith now that “we might have a strong encouragement.” God, in His condescending grace, to convince the heirs of promise of the unchangeable character of His Word, confirmed His promise with an oath,  even as men do in their dealings with one another. As He could swear by no greater, He swore by Himself. Thus, by two immutable things, His Word and His oath, in which it was impossible for God to lie, He gives strong encouragement to all those who have fled to Christ for refuge from judgment, to lay hold on the hope set before them, instead of turning back by reason of the difficulties on the way. The allusion is to the city of refuge for the manslayer. The Jews had murdered their own Messiah and brought themselves under judgment. The believing remnant, separating themselves from the guilty nation, fled for refuge to the living Christ in glory. 

   (Vv. 19, 20). The believer that flees to Christ has a hope that is sure and stedfast, as Jesus, our great High Priest, has entered within the veil of heaven. Christ appears before the face of God for us as the Forerunner and as our High Priest. The Forerunner implies that there are others coming after. We have therefore not only the Word of God, but Jesus, a living Person in the glory, as the everlasting witness of the glory to which we are going, and the guarantee that we shall be there. Until we reach the rest of heaven, Christ is our great High Priest to sustain us by the way. Thus again, as in the end of Hebrews 4, the apostle keeps the Word of God and the living Christ before our souls. Here it is the Word of God as the firm foundation of our faith, and the living Christ as the anchor of our soul, the One who links us with heaven and holds the soul in calmness amidst all the storms of life.

   
   6 The New Order of Priesthood

   (Hebrews 7)

   Having given the word of warning and encouragement contained in the parenthetical portion from Hebrews 5: 11 to the end of Hebrews 6, the apostle resumes the great theme of Hebrews 5. In that chapter he had brought before us the dignity of the priesthood of Christ by reminding us that, as risen, Christ is addressed as an High Priest after the order of Melchisedec. In Hebrews 7 the apostle proceeds to set forth the exalted character of this order of priesthood by showing its superiority over the Aaronic priesthood.

   	It is important to distinguish between the order of the priesthood and the exercise of the priestly functions. When it is a question of the order or rank of priesthood, Melchisedec is the fitting type of the priesthood of Christ. When it is a question of the exercise of His work as Priest on behalf of Christians, Aaron is the type that very largely prefigures the work of Christ. The Aaronic priesthood introduces sacrifice, intercession and the sanctuary furniture, of which we have no mention in connection with Melchisedec. Thus we are reminded that no single person can, even typically, set forth the glories of Christ. 

   (Vv. 1, 2). The apostle refers to the striking episode in the history of Abraham when, for a brief moment, the patriarch is met by Melchisedec, a greater person than himself. This man is purposely surrounded with an air of mystery in order that, being in certain respects “made like unto the Son of God”, he may fittingly prefigure our great High Priest, the Son Of God. The passage in Genesis 14: 17-24, in which this scene is described, is typical of the Millennium. After the slaughter of the kings, by whom the people of God had been taken captive, Melchisedec comes forth to meet Abraham. His name and that of his country signify that he was King of righteousness and King of peace. Further, he was the “priest of the Most High God”, the God who, by the slaughter of the kings, had shown that He can deliver His people from their enemies and overthrow every rival power.

   	In position, Melchisedec was a king. His reign was marked by righteousness and peace, and in the exercise of his priesthood he stood between Abraham and God. As the representative of God before man, he blessed Abraham on behalf of God; as the representative of man before God, he blessed the Most High God on behalf of Abraham. He brings blessing from God to man, and leads the praise from man to God.

   	Thus, in coming millennial days, God will be known as the Most High God, who will deliver His earthly people and deal in judgment with every hostile power. Then indeed Christ will shine forth as King and Priest. As we are told by direct prophecy, “He shall bear the glory, and shall sit and rule upon His throne; and He shall be a priest upon His throne: and the counsel of peace shall be between them both” (Zechariah 6: 13). He will be the true King of Righteousness, King of Peace and the Priest of the Most High God.

   (V. 3). Moreover, Melchisedec is purposely invested with mystery, inasmuch as no record is given of his descent, his birth or his death. As far as the story is concerned, he is “without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life.” He comes upon the scene without any details of his origin, and passes off without any sequel to his story. As far as the record is concerned, he “abideth a priest continually”, in striking contrast with Aaron.

   	In all these ways he is made like unto the Son of God and therefore fittingly sets forth the dignity of the priesthood of the Son of God, who abides a Priest continually.

   (Vv. 4-7). We are further asked to consider other incidents in this story which show the superiority of the Melchisedec priesthood over that of Aaron. Firstly, this king-priest is so great in dignity that even the patriarch Abraham gave him the tenth of the spoils. From Abraham, however, the sons of Levi are descended, who, in the exercise of their priesthood, “take tithes of the people.” But, though taking tithes, they themselves paid tithes to Melchisedec in the person of Abraham their father.

   	Further, not only did Melchisedec receive tithes from Abraham, but he blesses the one who is the recipient of the promises. The one of whom it was said he should be a blessing, and through his seed all the nations of the earth are to be blessed, is himself blessed, and without contradiction “the less is blessed of the greater.”

   (Vv. 8-10). Moreover, in the case of Aaron and his sons, dying men receive tithes. But of Melchisedec we have no hint of his death. As far as the story goes, “it is witnessed that he liveth.”

   	Thus, in the person of their father Abraham, the priests after the Aaronic order paid tithes and received the blessing, instead of receiving tithes and dispensing blessing. Moreover, as dying men they paid tithes to one of whom it is witnessed that he lives. Clearly, then, the rank of the Melchisedec priesthood is far above that of Aaron.

   (V. 11). If, however, the Melchisedec priesthood is superior to the Aaronic, it is clear proof of the imperfection of the Aaronic priesthood. It was transitory in its character and imperfect in its work. Later in the Epistle we learn that it gave no permanent relief to the conscience and did not enable the offerer to draw nigh to God. This very imperfection proved the need of another Priest to rise after the order of Melchisedec. This Priest is found in Christ in whom alone is perfection.

   (Vv. 12-14). This change of the order of the priesthood necessitates a change of the law, for it is evident that Christ belonged to the tribe of Judah from which no man is called to priestly service under the law of Moses.

   (Vv. 15-17). It is equally plain that though the Lord came from the tribe of Judah, He is called to be a priest. Being a priest after the similitude of Melchisedec, He is such, but not after any fleshly commandment, which recognises the priest as being in the flesh and therefore subject to death, for which provision has been made by a succession of priests. In contrast, the priesthood of Christ stands alone in all its solitary dignity, for it is after the power of an endless life. It is as risen in the power of a life beyond death that the Lord is called to be a Priest, and therefore not for a lifetime, but “for ever”.

   (Vv. 18, 19). The commandment of Moses as to priesthood is therefore set aside because of its weakness and unprofitableness. It was weak because the priest, being subject to death, could not continue. It was unprofitable because it could not set the offerer in the presence of God with a conscience free from the fear of judgment. The law points to better things, but in itself made nothing perfect. With the priesthood of Christ there is the bringing in of a better hope. It has in view the believer being brought to glory, though before we reach the glory we can draw nigh to God through our High Priest. (Compare Hebrews 10: 21, 22.) 

   (Vv. 20-22). We are further assured of the superiority of the priesthood of Christ over that of Aaron by the fact that, in contrast with Aaron, the call of Christ to the priesthood is confirmed with an oath. To prove this the apostle again quotes Psalm 110: 4. The oath involves that there can be no revoking or setting aside of the priesthood of Christ, as in the case of the Levitical priesthood. The oath makes all the more sure the blessings of the New Covenant, which rest upon Jesus and His work. 

   (Vv. 23, 24). Under law men were appointed priests who were unable to continue their office by reason of death. A priest could in his measure sympathise with and succour those for whom he exercised his priestly function, but death cut him off and another priest arose who would be a stranger to the sorrows of those who had drawn near to his predecessors. With Christ how different! Having triumphed over death He continues ever in the exercise of unchangeable priesthood: “Thou remainest” and “Thou art the Same” (Hebrews 1: 11, 12).

   (V. 25). Having shown the superiority of the priesthood of Christ, the apostle sums up the blessings that flow to the believer through this priesthood. As we have such an High Priest who ever lives and never changes, we are assured that He is able to save to the uttermost point of our wilderness journey, while through Him we can approach to God while on the journey. He can save us from every enemy, bring us to God and intercede for us in all our infirmities.

   (Vv. 26, 27). The apostle closes this portion of the Epistle by showing us that “such an High Priest” becomes us. In Hebrews 2: 10 we learn that such an High Priest becomes God; here we learn that He “becomes us”. Because of who God is in all His holiness, none less than Christ as great High Priest would be suitable for God. Because of what we are in all our weakness, none less than Christ would avail for us. He becomes us because of His intrinsic holiness; because of the purity of His motives — He is harmless, without a single evil thought; because in passing through this scene He was undefiled — untainted by the corruptions of the world; because of His exaltation on high; above all, because of His finished work for sins, when He offered Himself up on the cross.

   (V. 28). Thus the Son, consecrated to be a Priest for evermore by the word of the oath, is declared to be in striking contrast with the men, encompassed with infirmity, who were called to be priests by the law.

   	To sum up the teaching of the chapter, there passes before us:

   	Firstly, the dignity of the order of Christ's priesthood as typified by Melchisedec (verses 1-3);

   	Secondly, the greatness of Christ's priesthood, as evidenced by the superiority of the Melchisedec priesthood over the Levitical priesthood (verses 4-10);

   	Thirdly, the imperfection of the Levitical priesthood, necessitating a change of priesthood (verse 11);

   	Fourthly, the change of priesthood makes necessary a change of the law in relation to the earthly priesthood (verses 12-19);

   	Fifthly, the priesthood of Christ confirmed with an oath (verses 20-22);

   	Sixthly, the priesthood of Christ continuing and unchangeable (verses 23, 24);

   	Seventhly, Christ's perfect competency for His priestly work verse 25);

   	Eighthly, Christ's personal suitability for His priestly office (verses 26-28).

   
   7 The New Covenant

   (Hebrews 8)

   In the seventh chapter there has been presented the new order of priesthood, to which Christ has been called, and its superiority over the Aaronic priesthood, involving the setting aside of the law of the Levitical priesthood. 

   	Now we are to learn that the new priesthood not only sets aside the Mosaic law as to the appointment of the priest, but opens the way for the new covenant, based on a new sacrifice and exercised in the new sanctuary for new worshippers. The two great themes of this chapter are: firstly, the great fact that Christ's priestly service is now exercised in connection with heaven (verses 1-5); secondly, that it implies the new covenant (verses 6-13).

   (Vv. 1, 2).The chapter opens with a brief summary of the truth already presented. The apostle states, not only that there is such an High Priest, but that “we have such an High Priest.” This great and glorious Person, called to be an High Priest after the order of Melchisedec, is for service to us. He is One to whom we can turn for sympathy in our sorrow and for succour in our infirmities. The apostle reminds us of the incomparable dignity of our High Priest by bringing before us His place of power “on the right hand of the throne”, His nearness to God, “the throne of the Majesty”, and His exalted position, “in the heavens”.

   	Moreover, He is a minister of the sanctuary, or “holy places”. This is not the earthly sanctuary, but “the true tabernacle, which the Lord has pitched, and not man.” Later in the Epistle we are told that this is “heaven itself” (Hebrews 9: 24). The mention of the sanctuary introduces another part of the priestly service of Christ. This is no longer the service of succouring us in our sorrows, or support in our weakness, but rather that higher service by which we are led as worshippers into the presence of God. His service for us in our wilderness circumstances has been presented in Hebrews 2-7; His priestly service in leading us into the sanctuary as worshippers is more definitely presented in Hebrews 8-10.

   (V. 3). Even as it was an important part of the work of the Levitical priests to offer gifts and sacrifices, so Christ as our High Priest has somewhat to offer, as we read later in the Epistle, “By Him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually” (Heb. 13: 15).

   (Vv. 4, 5). This priestly work of Christ is exercised in heaven and on behalf of a heavenly people. If He were on earth He would not be a priest, as on earth the only human priests ever sanctioned by God as a distinct class among the people of God were appointed according to the law. They served as “the representation and shadow of heavenly things”. This is implied by the explicit directions given to Moses, who was told to make the tabernacle after the pattern shown to him in the mount (Ex. 25: 40). Christ having come, “the representation and shadow of heavenly things” has fulfilled its purpose. The human priesthood exercised on earth on behalf of an earthly people gives place to the heavenly priesthood of Christ, exercised in heaven on behalf of an heavenly people.

   	Alas! Christendom, having lost the heavenly calling of the Christian, has set up an earthly system after the pattern of Judaism, with a humanly ordained priesthood as a distinct class amongst the people of God. In doing so there is not only a return to the shadows and the loss of the substance, but there is the practical denial of the priesthood of Christ and the usurpation of His office and service.

   (Vv. 6-9). Not only does Christ exercise a more excellent ministry in heaven, but He is the Mediator of a better covenant, established upon better promises. Of this new covenant the apostle speaks in verses 6-13.

   	A covenant sets forth the terms on which two people can be in relation with each other. Scripture speaks of two great covenants between God and men, the old covenant and the new, the covenant of law and the covenant of grace. Both the old and the new covenants set forth the terms on which God can bless His earthly people. The great difference between the covenants is that under the terms of the first covenant the blessing depended upon man doing his part, whereas under the second covenant the blessing is secured by the unconditional promise of God. The mediatorial work of Christ lays a righteous basis for God to bless the believer in sovereign grace according to the terms of the new covenant.

   	In the book of Exodus we have the historical account of Israel formally entering into a covenant with God. Jehovah undertakes to bless the people if they will obey His voice and keep His covenant. The people on their side undertake to do their part, as we read, “All the people answered together, and said, All that the LORD hath spoken we will do” (Ex. 19: 5-8). Later, this covenant is renewed by the people and sealed with blood (Ex. 24: 6-8). 

   	It becomes manifest that, under the old covenant, the people of Israel were set in outward relationship with God on the ground of law. If they kept the law, life and blessing on earth were promised to them; if they broke the law, they were cursed. The blessing all depended upon man doing his part. This was the weakness of the first covenant, for it is manifest that a fallen man cannot keep God's holy law. Thus a place is sought for a second covenant, of which Christ is the Mediator.

   	Jehovah does not indeed find fault with the first covenant itself, but with those who were unable to fulfil its terms. “Finding fault with them”, Jehovah speaks of a new covenant. The apostle, in verses 8-12, quotes from the Septuagint version of Jeremiah 31: 31-34 to bring before us the terms of this new covenant.

   	From this quotation we learn that the new covenant has in view the day to come, and strictly is made with Israel and applies to an earthly people. Nevertheless, if the letter of the new covenant is confined to Israel, the spirit of it can be applied to Christians. Therefore, in another epistle the apostle speaks of himself as being an able minister of the new covenant, “not of the letter, but of the spirit” (2 Corinthians 3: 6).

   	For this reason we should hardly expect to find in the new covenant any of the truths that exclusively set forth Christian privileges, but rather blessings that are essential for all the people of God and common to all the redeemed. These blessings that restored and redeemed Israel will enter into in a day to come are anticipatively enjoyed by believers in the present day of grace.

   	The new covenant is in contrast with the old covenant made with Israel in the day when they were led out of Egypt. In that day God separated the nation from the world of Egypt that they might be in relationship with Himself. But, as we have seen, according to the terms of the covenant, the blessing depended upon the people carrying out their part of the covenant. This they failed to do, as the Lord says, “They continued not in My covenant.” Consequently they lost the blessing, and the Lord “regarded them not”. To regard a people who, by disobedience and idolatry, failed to carry out their obligations would be to sanction their evil. Thus God refused to own them as in relationship with Himself on the ground of the old covenant. On this ground the nation is rejected.

   (Vv. 10-12). Nevertheless, God can and does fall back on His sovereign grace and speaks of a fresh covenant for the days to come. This new covenant depends entirely upon the sovereign grace of God and sets forth the terms upon which He can be with man according to His own holy nature and His own will. In setting forth the blessing of the new covenant, again and again the Lord says, “I will” — “I will make a new covenant”; “I will put My laws into their mind”; “I will be to them a God”; “I will be merciful”; “Their sins and their iniquities will I remember no more.” It is clear that the blessings of the new covenant depend, not on man's doings or man's will, but on God's sovereign will. The essence of the new covenant is that the Lord undertakes its accomplishment.

   	Jeremiah tells us that the blessings of the new covenant are, firstly, a work of God in the hearts of His people, whereby their minds will be renewed and their affections engaged, so that the law of God will be written in the heart, in contrast with being written on tables of stone. Secondly, those thus wrought upon will be a people in relationship with God. Into the spirit of this believers in this day enter, as we read in the Gospel of John, “As many as received Him, to them gave He the right to be children of God, to those that believe on His Name; who have been born, not of blood, nor of flesh's will, nor of man's will, but of God.” (John 1: 12, 13). Thirdly, there will be the conscious knowledge of the Lord, so that there will be no question of teaching a neighbour or a brother to know the Lord. How truly this is so amongst the true people of God today, who personally know the Lord, however much they may have to learn about the Lord, and in this sense need teaching! Fourthly, there will be the mercy of the Lord by which their sins will be so righteously dealt with that God will be able to say, “Their sins and their iniquities will I remember no more.” Into this great blessing every believer is brought today.

   (V. 13). Such are the terms and blessings of the new covenant. If there is a new priesthood by which we draw nigh to God, there must of necessity be a new covenant, otherwise the new priesthood, however perfect, would be of no avail. Under the first covenant our drawing nigh to God would depend upon our keeping the terms of the covenant. This being impossible we should find ourselves constantly shut out from God by our own failures. Under the new covenant we are in relationship with God entirely on the ground of what God has done in sovereign grace.

   	 The covenant is new in the sense that it is entirely different to the old covenant: it is not a new covenant of the same pattern.  Being new makes the old out of date; and decaying and waxing old, it is ready to vanish away. It is vain, therefore, for Jews or Christendom to go back to that which man has broken and which God has set aside by the cross, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. 

   
   8 The New Sacrifice and the New Sanctuary 

   (Hebrews 9)

   The apostle has brought before us the new priesthood of Christ (Hebrews 7), involving the blessings of the new covenant (Hebrews 8). Now in Hebrews 9 he presents the new sacrifice of Christ in all its infinite value, together with the new sanctuary to which the sacrifice of Christ gives access.

   The Earthly Sanctuary with its Carnal Sacrifices

   (Vv. 1-7) 

   (Vv. 1-5). The apostle first refers to the tabernacle of old, not to speak in detail of its furnishings however symbolically instructive, but in order to show by contrast the superiority of the heavenly sanctuary.

   	We learn that though there were ordinances of divine service connected with the tabernacle, yet it was essentially “a worldly sanctuary”. By its beauty, its elaborate ritual and impressive ceremonies, it made special appeal to the natural man, and was thus entirely suited to this world. Further, the apostle lays great stress upon the two divisions of the tabernacle separated by the veil, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.

   (Vv. 6, 7). Having referred to the form of the tabernacle and its contents, the apostle passes on to speak of the priests, the sacrifices connected with the tabernacle, and the people. In connection with this tabernacle it was the priests, not the people, who accomplished the service of God. Moreover, into the second part of the tabernacle the high priest alone had access, and that only once every year, and then not without blood, which he offered for himself and the errors of the people.

   	Here, then, in these first seven verses we have a description of what the apostle speaks of in the closing chapter as “the camp” (Hebrews 13: 13). The camp was composed of a host of people surrounding a beautiful tent that appealed to nature, with one portion veiled off as the Holy of Holies, and served by a company of priests, distinct from the people, who accomplished the services of God on behalf of the people.

   The Signification of the Tabernacle and its Sacrifices

   (Vv. 8-10) 

   (Vv. 8-10). What then are we to learn from the tabernacle and its services? We are not left to give our own interpretation, but are definitely told that the Holy Spirit has signified their true meaning. Firstly, we are to learn that the services of the tabernacle clearly showed that, under the law, the way into the presence of God was not yet made manifest.

   	Secondly, if the way into the Holiest was not yet open, it was a clear proof of the insufficiency of the sacrifices. They could not make the offerer perfect as to the conscience.

   	Thirdly, these things during their existence were a figure of things to come. The figures, however, could never satisfy God nor meet the need of man. Under such a system God was shut in and man was shut out. The Jewish system could neither open heaven to us nor fit us for heaven.

   	Christendom, alas, ignoring the teaching of the Holy Spirit, instead of seeing in the tabernacle a figure, has used it as a pattern for their religious services. So doing, it has lost the “good things” of which the figures speak. Thus the mass in Christendom have again set up magnificent buildings, have again railed off one part of their buildings as more holy than the rest, and again have instituted a priestly class distinct from the laity, who perform religious services on behalf of the people. Thus a system has been adopted after the pattern of the Jewish camp that keeps people at a distance from God and can never make the conscience perfect.

   	It is well to remember that the “perfect” or “purged” conscience, of which the apostle speaks in Hebrews 9 and 10, is very different to that which is spoken of elsewhere as “a good conscience”. The purged conscience is one that, being “once purged”, has no more conscience of sins (Hebrews 10: 2). It supposes a conscience that has been exercised as to its sins, but has had that exercise met by learning that the believer is cleansed from all sins by the precious blood of Christ and will never come under judgment. A good conscience is a conscience void of offence in the practical ways and walk.

   The New Sacrifice

   (Vv. 11-23) 

   (V. 11). With the coming of Christ all is changed. At once we have a new High Priest, a greater and more perfect tabernacle and a new sacrifice. Aaron was high priest in reference to things in this present world; Christ is our “High Priest of good things to come”. The sacrifice of Christ does indeed secure present blessings for the believer, but the “good things” in reference to which Christ is High Priest are yet “to come”. Thus again the Spirit of God keeps in view the end of our wilderness journey. In Hebrews 2: 10 we have learnt that Christ is bringing many sons to glory; in Hebrews 2: 5 we read of “the world to come”; in Hebrews 4: 9 we are told of the rest that remaineth; in Hebrews 6: 5 we again read of “the world to come”. Christ is our High Priest to support us through the wilderness in view of bringing us into the “good things” at the end of the journey in the world to come.

   	If, then, the Aaronic priesthood is set aside by the priesthood of Christ, so too the earthly tabernacle is set aside by “the greater and more perfect tabernacle”. The earthly tabernacle was made with hands and was of this creation; the perfect tabernacle is “heaven itself” (verse 20).

   (V. 12). The Levitical sacrifices are set aside by the one great sacrifice of Christ, who by His own blood has entered into heaven itself, prefigured by the Holy of Holies. Moreover, in contrast with the Aaronic priest who entered once “every year”, Christ has entered into heaven “once for all”. He enters to take up His priestly service on behalf of those for whom He has already obtained eternal redemption.

   (Vv. 13, 14). The blood of Christ, by which eternal redemption has been obtained, sets aside the blood of bulls and of goats. The blood of these animals did indeed have a sanctifying effect, so far as the cleansing of the body is concerned. (See Numbers 19: 7, 8.) But the blood of Christ purges the conscience. The blood of an animal offered through a priest is entirely set aside by “ the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without spot to God.” By the Holy Spirit Christ became incarnate; by the Holy Spirit He lived His life of perfection. So, by the eternal Spirit, as the perfect Man He “offered Himself without spot to God”. (Compare Luke 1: 35 and Acts 10: 38.) In the ninth verse of the second chapter we read that by “the grace of God” Jesus tasted death “for every man”. Here we learn that He has offered Himself without spot to God. Thus we can announce to the sinner that Christ has offered Himself to God, but for you.

   	For the one that believes, the effect of this great sacrifice is to purge the “conscience from dead works”. As Christ has offered Himself without spot to God and God has accepted the great sacrifice and is infinitely satisfied with Christ and His shed blood, the conscience of the believer is relieved of all thought of working to secure the blessing. Such works, however good in themselves, would only be dead works. Thus set free in conscience, the believer becomes a worshipper of God.

   (V. 15). As the offering of Christ meets the holiness of God and the need of the sinner, Christ becomes the Mediator of the new covenant, the One through whom all blessings of the new covenant are secured for those who are called, that they might enter into the promise of the eternal inheritance.

   (Vv. 16, 17). The apostle has shown that “by means of death” the believer receives the promise of the inheritance. In order to illustrate the necessity of death he refers in these two parenthetical verses to the fact that, amongst men, the inheritance is secured by a will that only comes into force by the death of the one who makes the will.

   (Vv. 18-22). The writer proceeds to show the great fact that the blessings of the new covenant and the new sanctuary can only be secured “by means of death” was set forth in figure in the first covenant and the earthly tabernacle. The first covenant was dedicated by blood, and the tabernacle with all its vessels were sprinkled with blood, the witness that there can be no blessing for man, no drawing nigh to God apart from the blood.

   	Thus the great conclusion is reached that “without shedding of  blood is no remission.” Here it is not simply the sprinkling of blood, but the “shedding of blood” — the righteous basis upon which God can proclaim forgiveness to all and proclaim all who believe forgiven.

   (V. 23). The tabernacle and its furnishings were only “the patterns of things in the heavens”. It was possible to enter the earthly tabernacle through the purification of the flesh, afforded by the blood of bulls and goats; but the purification of heavenly things demanded better sacrifices.

   The New Sanctuary

   (Vv. 24-28)

   (V. 24). The writer has spoken of the better sacrifices, introducing the subject with the words, “But Christ being come” (verse 11). Now he leads our thoughts to the New Sanctuary with the words, “For Christ is not entered into the holy places made with hands, which are the figures of the true; but into heaven itself.” There, in the very presence of God, the Lord Jesus as our great High Priest now appears to represent His people before the face of God. Christ appearing in heaven before the face of God “for us” is the everlasting witness that heaven is secured and thrown open to the believer.

   (Vv. 25-28). Moreover, every hindrance to the believer being in heaven has been righteously met and removed by one eternally efficacious sacrifice. The yearly repetition of the Levitical sacrifices was a proof of their inadequacy to put away sin. In contrast with these sacrifices, Christ has once appeared in the consummation of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself, “and as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment: so Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many.” Thus, by one sacrifice, of Christ Himself, sin has been put away, sins have been borne, and death and judgment removed for the believer. 

   	The blessed result for the believer is that when Christ appears the second time, He will no more have to do with sin. Sin having been dealt with at His first appearing, His second appearing will be wholly for the salvation of His people from a world of sin and the power of the enemy to bring them into the rest that remaineth.

   	The passage thus presents the three appearings of the Lord Jesus: His past appearing at the cross to put away sin, bear sins and remove judgment (verse 26); His present appearing in heaven itself as the great High Priest on behalf of His people; the future appearing in glory for the final salvation of His people from this wilderness world with all its temptations and infirmities.

   
   9 The New Worshippers

   (Hebrews 10)

   The tenth chapter of the Epistle sets forth the way in which the believer has been fitted for heaven. His conscience is purged (verses 1-18), so that he can now enter into the holiest in spirit (verses 19-22), hold fast on his way through this world without wavering or turning back (verses 23-31), face persecution (verses 32-34), and tread the path of faith (verses 35-39).

   The Purged Conscience

   (Vv. 1-18)

   (Vv. 1-4). In Hebrews 9 we have learnt that a place in heaven is secured for every believer, not by anything the believer has done, but wholly through the work of Christ and the position He occupies before the face of God. In Hebrews 10 we learn how the same work is applied to the believer's conscience, in order that even now he may enjoy and, in spirit, enter this new place. To find our home with Christ in heaven itself, it is necessary to have a purged conscience. The first eighteen verses of Hebrews 10 plainly set forth how this purged conscience is secured.

   	In three passages, in Hebrews 9 and 10, the apostle speaks of a “perfect” or “purged” conscience. In Hebrews 9: 9 he definitely states that the Jewish sacrifices could not make the offerer perfect as to the conscience. Again, in Hebrews 9: 14 we read of the perfect offering of Christ purging the conscience from dead works so that the believer is set free to worship the living God. Lastly, in Hebrews 10: 2 we are told that the worshipper who has a purged conscience is one that has no more conscience of sins. He who has a conscience of sins lives in the dread that God will one day bring him into judgment on account of his sins, and therefore cannot enjoy peace with God. To have no more conscience of sins implies that this dread of judgment is removed by seeing that God has dealt with all the sins of the believer. 

   	Nevertheless, though God will never bring the believer into judgment for his sins, as a Father He may have to deal in chastening if, as children, we sin (Hebrews 12: 5-11). A purged conscience does not therefore imply that we never sin, or that we never have the consciousness of failure, either past or present, but it does imply that all dread of a future judgment on account of our sins is entirely removed. Thus a purged conscience is not to be confounded with what we speak of as a good conscience. If, by reason of careless walk, a true believer fails, his conscience will be surely troubled, and only by confession to God will he regain a good conscience. This, however, does not touch the question of the eternal forgiveness of his sins which gives him a purged conscience.

   	Under the law it was impossible to obtain a “perfect” or “purged” conscience. At most the sacrifices could only give temporary relief. Each fresh sin called for a fresh sacrifice.  Had the sacrifices given a purged conscience they would not have been repeated, The law showed, indeed, that a sacrifice was needed to take away sins, but it was only a shadow of good things to come; it was not the substance. The blood of bulls and goats can never take away sins. 

   	How, then, is a purged conscience obtained? The following verses answer this question by bringing before us three great truths:

   	First, the will of God (verses 5-10);

   	Secondly, the work of Christ (verses 11-14);

   	Thirdly, the witness of the Spirit (verses 15-18).

   (Vv. 5-7). The will of God was written in the volume of the book. This clearly is not the volume of Scripture, for this reference to the volume of the book forms part of the quotation from Psalm 40. It would seem to be a figurative reference to the eternal counsels of God. Coming into the world, the Lord says, He has come to do the will of God. Sacrifice and offerings under the law could not carry out God's will. A body had to be prepared for the Lord, that in accord with the counsels of God He might accomplish the will of God.

   (Vv. 8, 9). What the Lord said when He came into the world had already been said “above” in heaven. To carry out the will of God necessitated taking away the first covenant to establish the second.

   (V. 10). In the tenth verse we are definitely told what the will of God is. There we read, “By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” It is in vain and needless to look within in the endeavour to find in our faith, our repentance, our experiences or our feelings that which will bring relief or peace to the burdened conscience. This Scripture so blessedly takes our thoughts entirely away from ourselves and occupies us with the will of God and the work of Christ. God discovers to us the blessed secret of His counsels that it is His will to have us divested of every spot of sin, not through anything we have done or can do, but entirely through the work of another, the Lord Jesus Christ. 

   (Vv. 11-14). These verses now bring before us in greater detail the work of Christ whereby the will of God is carried out. These verses are wholly concerned with Christ and His work. We have no part in this work except the sins which necessitated it. We must keep out our feelings and our experiences, and in simple faith stand still and see the salvation of the Lord.

   	Verse 11 brings before us the utter hopelessness of Jewish sacrifices. This verse covers a period of fifteen hundred years and with one comprehensive sweep takes in every Jewish priest, all the days of their never-ending works, with the innumerable sacrifices that they offered. Then we are told that this vast parade of human energy, with the rivers of blood that flowed from Jewish altars, “can never take away sins.”

   	Having thus in one brief verse dismissed the whole Jewish system, the apostle in verse 12 presents in contrast the mighty work of Christ. “This Man”, Christ, in contrast with all the Jewish priests, “after He had offered one sacrifice for sins” — in contrast with all the Jewish sacrifices — “for ever sat down on the right hand of God”, in contrast with the priests who were ever standing, never having finished their work.

   	The blessedness of the truth of this verse is somewhat obscured by the faulty rendering of the Authorised Version. The comma, coming after the words “for ever”, links these words with the one sacrifice. Properly, the comma should come after the word “sin”, leaving the words “for ever” rightly connected with Christ having sat down at the right hand of God. Christ might have done one work for ever, meaning He would never undertake the work again, and yet that work would not be finished. If, however, He has sat down “for ever”, or “in perpetuity” (N.Tn.), it is the everlasting proof that His work is finished. So far as the work of atonement is concerned, He will never have to rise up. Moreover, as He has sat down at the right hand of God, we know that His work is an accepted work.

   	The two verses that follow set forth the result of Christ having sat down in perpetuity, both for His enemies and for believers. For His enemies it involves judgment; His work having been rejected, there is nothing more to be done to put away sins. “Henceforth” Christ is waiting “till His enemies be made His footstool”.

   	As to the sanctified, Christ, as risen and glorified, is perfected; and by His work He has perfected the believer. We wait to receive our glorified bodies, but our souls have been perfectly cleansed from sins in the sight of God by the work of Christ. As one has said, “The Father and the Son could do no more for our sins than is already accomplished in the sacrifice of Jesus, and revealed to our faith in the written Word.” Not only has Christ sat down for ever, but believers are sanctified for ever. If Christ has sat down in perpetuity, then believers are perfected in perpetuity. 

   (Vv. 15-18). The passage has presented the will of God as the source of our blessing, and the work of Christ as the efficacious means by which the blessing is secured. Now the apostle presents the witness of the Spirit as the One who brings to us the knowledge of the truth with divine authority, so that it may be possessed with divine certainty. In other Scriptures we read of the witness of the Spirit in us (Romans 8: 16); here it is the witness of the Spirit to us. The witness “to us” is what the Spirit has said in Scripture, as we read, “after that He had said before”. Then follows the quotation from Jeremiah 31: 34, already quoted in Hebrews 8, to present the terms of the new covenant. Here the quotation is repeated to prove that the efficacy of the work of Christ is such that God can say of believers, “Their sins and iniquities will I remember no more.” God does not say, “Their sins and iniquities I will not remember”, but “Their sins and iniquities will I remember no more.” The simple statement that God would not remember our sins might imply that He passed them over. But when God says they will be remembered “no more”, it implies that they have all been remembered, confessed, borne and dealt with in judgment. As they have been dealt with, God can righteously say they will be remembered “no more”.

   The New Worshippers

   (Vv. 19-22)

   (Vv. 19-22). The truth of the purged conscience prepares the way for worship. Already the apostle has spoken of the new sacrifice and the new sanctuary; now he presents the new worshipper. In contrast with Judaism, in which the offerer had no access to the holiest, in Christianity the believer has “boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus”. Provision has been made to remove all that would hinder our drawing nigh to God as worshippers. Sins have been met by the blood of Jesus. Christ, having taken flesh and become Man, has opened a living way for men to enter the holiest. Our infirmities are met by our High Priest. Neither the sins we have committed, the bodies we are in, nor the infirmities with which we are encompassed, can hinder the believer from entering in spirit within the veil, into heaven itself. 

   	Let us then, says the apostle, draw near to God with a true heart, in full assurance of faith, having the affections set free from a condemning conscience and our bodies set apart from every defiling practice.

   	Here we may well pause and ask ourselves, How much do we know of this drawing near, of entering within the veil? We may, indeed, know something of that other exhortation of which the apostle speaks in Hebrews 4, when he says, “Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need”. That is fleeing to a refuge to escape the storms of life: this is turning to our home to bask in the sunshine of love. There is a vast difference between a refuge and a home. A refuge is a place to which we flee for a shelter in the time of storm. A home is a place where our affections find their rest. We all know Christ as a refuge to whom we flee in our troubles, but how little we know Him as the home of our affections. Christ is indeed “an hiding place from the wind, and a covert from the tempest . . . a great rock in a weary land” (Isaiah 32: 2). And blessed indeed, as we pass through this world with its withering blasts, its barrenness and weariness, to have One to whom we can turn for shelter and relief. Let us, however, remember that if we only flee to Christ as a shelter in the time of storm, when the storm is passed we shall be in danger of leaving Him. Alas! this is what happens too often with each one of us. We turn to Him in the storm; we neglect Him in the calm. But if our affections are drawn to Him where He is, if we see that His place is our place in heaven itself, then the place where He is will become the home of our affections, where we can have fellowship with Jesus in a scene on which no shadow of death will ever fall, and where all tears are wiped away.

   The Path and its Dangers

   (Vv. 23-39)

   (Vv. 23-25). The more we realise and use our privilege of drawing near to God within the veil, the better we shall be able to face the path through the wilderness with its dangers. Thus the exhortation, “Let us draw near”, is followed by the exhortation, “Let us hold fast the confession of the hope” (N.Tn.). There is a bright hope set before us, and He that has given the promise of the hope will be faithful to His word. But there is the danger of giving up “the confession” of the hope by settling down in this world. It is only as we look to Him who is faithful that we shall be able to hold fast without wavering. 

   	Moreover, in the midst of sorrows, difficulties and dangers we shall need the mutual support of one another. We may at times be tested by isolation, but practical fellowship is God's way for His people. Let us then consider one another and not forsake the assembling of ourselves together. The vanity and self-sufficiency of the flesh may esteem the help of others of little value; but a true sense of our own nothingness will lead us, not only to look first, and above all, to the One who is faithful, but also to value the support of our brethren. And those we value we shall consider, seeking to draw out the love we need and the practical help of their good works. Alas! how easily the flesh, carried away by a little bit of spite, can indulge its spleen to provoke a brother by deliberately and needlessly saying what is known to be offensive. Let us rather seek to provoke to love by showing love.

   	None can neglect the gathering together of God's people without loss. To forsake the gatherings of the saints is a sure sign of waning affection. Oftentimes a course of habitual neglect of the meetings precedes leaving an assembly to turn back to the world or worldly religion. As “the day” — the day of glory — approaches, the difficulties will increase, making it all the more needful that we should seek the support of one another and not neglect the assembling together of the saints.

   (Vv. 26-31). The apostle has considered the danger of letting go our hope, slighting one another and forsaking the assembling of ourselves together. Now he warns us of the more serious danger of apostasy that assails the Christian profession. The wilful sin is apostatising from the Christian faith. The apostle is not speaking of a backslider who may go back into the world, like Demas, of whom we read in another epistle. Such an one can be recovered. The apostate not only gives up Christianity, but he takes up some human religion, after having professed Christianity. He practically says, “I have tried Christianity, but I find Judaism, or Buddhism, or some other religion, better.” For such there is no more sacrifice for sin, only a fearful looking for of judgment. Such an one treats with contempt the Son of God, despises the sacrifice of Christ and insults the Spirit of grace.

   	The apostate must be left to God. It is not for us to take vengeance. God cannot trust us with vengeance. We are definitely told that vengeance belongs to the Lord. The apostate will find that it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.

   (Vv. 32-34). Further, the apostle warns us not to be discouraged by sufferings, reproaches and afflictions. There is the ever present danger of shrinking from the path of faith because of the reproach and suffering entailed. These believers had begun well. Having been enlightened by the truth, they at once found themselves in conflict for the truth. But in that conflict they endured, and whole-heartedly associated with those who were suffering for Christ's Name. They even took joyfully the spoiling of their goods, knowing they had in heaven a better and enduring substance.

   (Vv. 35-39). Such confidence will have its bright reward, but in the meantime we need patience to submit to the will of God while waiting to receive the promise. The waiting time is but a little while, then “He that shall come will come and will not tarry.” Until He comes, the path of the believer is a path of faith. It ever has been, for in days of old it was as true as it is today that, according to the words of the prophet Habakkuk, “The just shall live by faith.”

   	God will have no pleasure in the one who draws back. The apostate draws back to perdition; but of those to whom the apostle is writing, he can with confidence say, “We are not of them who draw back unto perdition; but of them that believe to the saving of the soul.”

   
   10 The Path of Faith

   (Hebrews 11)

   In Hebrews 3 believers are addressed as partakers of the heavenly calling. We are called from earth to heaven. In Hebrews 9 we learn that heaven has been secured to the believer, for Christ has entered into heaven itself now to appear in the presence of God for us. In Hebrews 10 we learn that believers have been fitted by the work of Christ for heaven, so that, even now while on earth, they can enter in spirit into heavenly joys within the veil.

   	In Hebrews 11 we have set before us the path which the heavenly man is to tread as he passes through this world on his way to heaven. The teaching clearly shows that from the beginning to the end it is a path of faith. The whole chapter is a beautiful unfolding of the quotation from the prophet Habakkuk, in the end of the preceding chapter, “The just shall live by faith.”

   	Remembering to whom the Epistle is written, we can understand that a whole chapter should be devoted to the insistence of “faith” as the great principle by which the believer lives. These Hebrew believers might have special difficulty in accepting the path of faith, as they had been brought up in a religious system that very definitely appealed to sight. The Jewish system centred round a magnificent temple with its altars and material sacrifices offered by an official priesthood clad in beautiful robes, conducting ornate ceremonies according to a prescribed ritual.

   	All this, however, had been set aside by Christianity into which they had been brought. These believers had to learn that in Christianity there is nothing for sight, but everything for faith. Moreover, the seen things of the Jewish religion were only the shadows of good things to come, whereas the unseen things of Christianity are the substance. They were called to go without the Jewish camp to reach Christ, who was in the outside place of reproach. Having come outside, they are warned by the apostle not to “draw back”.

   	 The apostle's exhortations and warnings have a solemn voice for us today, as Christendom has to such a large extent drawn back, not perhaps in the full sense of the words used in Hebrews 10: 38, 39, as that is actual apostasy. Christendom has drawn back in the way of imitation. It has copied the Jewish system in once again rearing magnificent temples with visible altars, and appointing official priests to conduct elaborate ceremonies which appeal to sight and the natural man, while raising no question of conversion or the new birth. Thus Christendom, though not giving up the profession of Christianity to go back to Judaism, has attempted to link Judaism on to Christianity, the result being that Christendom is losing the vital truths of Christianity, into which only the true believer can enter, while retaining the outward things of Judaism which the natural man can appreciate.

   	In this great chapter we leave the shadows behind to enter the path of faith in which alone the real and vital things of God can be known and enjoyed. We learn, moreover, that in all dispensations faith has been the vital link with God.

   	After the first three introductory verses, the chapter naturally falls into three main divisions:

   	Firstly, verses 4-7, presenting faith as the great principle by which we draw nigh to God and escape the judgment to come;  

   	Secondly, verses 8-22, giving examples of men of faith that laid hold of the purpose of God for the world to come, enabling them to walk as strangers and pilgrims on the earth;

   	Thirdly, verses 23-38, in which faith is seen overcoming the power of the devil and the present world with all its attractions and difficulties.

   Introductory

   (Vv. 1-3)

   (V. 1). The introductory verses present the great principles of faith. The first verse is hardly a definition of faith, but rather a statement of the effect of faith. It tells us what faith does, rather than what faith is. Faith substantiates things hoped for. It makes very real to our souls the things to which we look forward. It gives us the conviction of things not seen. The unseen things become as real to the believer as though present to sight, “yea, much more so because there is deception in things seen” (J.N.D.).

   (V. 2). By faith the elders obtained a good report. It was not by their works, or by their lives, but by their faith that they obtained a good report. They were men and women of like passions with us, and their lives were marred with many a failure, and their works were on occasion to be condemned. Nevertheless, in spite of all failure, they were marked by faith in God, and after hearing their report, we are again reminded at the end of the chapter that it was by faith they obtained a good report.

   (V. 3). Through faith we understand that the worlds were framed by the Word of God. The natural man, with enmity to God in his heart, seeks by reason to account for the formation of the universe without God. He would fain find the origin of the world in matter and forces of nature. The result is that he gropes in the dark and finds no certainty in his speculations. The theories that are hailed with delight as the last word in wisdom by one generation are rejected by the following generation as untenable nonsense. Man is only occupied with the things that appear. God definitely states that what is seen does not take its origin from things which appear. By reason men lead themselves into a sea of conflicting speculations: by faith the believer understands how the worlds were framed. We know that the origin of matter is not from matter, for things which are seen were not made of things which do appear. Faith knows that all the worlds came into being “by the Word of God”.

   	Thus the introductory verses present three great principles of faith: firstly, faith makes real to us things unseen; secondly, faith obtains for its possessors a good report; thirdly, faith leads us to understand things that lie outside the comprehension of the natural mind.

   Faith Drawing Nigh to God

   (Vv. 4-7) 

   Passing from the introductory verses we come to the first main division of the chapter, in which faith is seen to be the great principle of approach to God, as set forth in Abel; of deliverance from death, as exemplified in Enoch; and of escape from judgment, as presented in Noah. Thus by faith the individual believer is set in right relationships with God.

   (V. 4) In Abel we have set forth the only way in which a sinner can approach God. Abel knew that he was a sinner and that God is an holy God who cannot pass over sins. How then was he to be right with God? By faith he took the only possible way for a sinner under the sentence of death. He came to God on the ground of the death of a victim to which no sin attached. His sacrifice to God spoke of Jesus, the Lamb of God, and thus Abel obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts. God did not testify of his life, or even of his faith, but of the sacrifice which his faith brought. This is still the way of blessing for a sinner, and the only way. The one who believes in Jesus, and pleads His great sacrifice, obtains witness that he is righteous. The word to such is, “by Him all that believe are justified from all things”. Thus it is that Abel being dead yet speaketh. He still speaks of the way of faith by which a sinner can obtain blessing.

   (Vv. 5, 6). In Enoch we have presented another great trait of faith; it delivers from death. Of Enoch we read that by faith he was translated that he should not see death. In spite of sight and reason, and contrary to all experience, he looked to be translated without seeing death. Only faith could look for an event that had never taken place before in the history of men. So the believer today looks, not for death, but translation. We wait for an event that has no parallel in the history of Christendom. We wait for the sound of the trumpet and the voice of the Lord to call us to meet Him in the air. The natural man looks with dread for death to close his history on earth; only faith can look to be translated without passing through death.

   	In the history in Genesis nothing is said of the faith of Enoch, but we are twice told that he “walked with God”. It is to this fact that the apostle apparently refers when he says that, before Enoch's translation, “he had this testimony, that he pleased God.” Upon this testimony the apostle argues that he must have had faith, for without faith it is impossible to please God. The one that comes to God must believe, not only that God is, but that He is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him.

   (V. 7). In Noah we see how faith escapes the judgment of God. He was warned by God of coming judgment when outwardly there was not the slightest sign of impending doom, for, when God gave the warning, the coming judgment was “not seen as yet”. As far as things seen were concerned, everything went on as usual. The Lord tells us that the men of that day ate and drank, married wives and were given in marriage. Nevertheless, the man of faith believed the warning of God and, moved with fear, availed himself of the provision that God made, and thus escaped the judgment that overwhelmed the world. By the course he took in faith, he condemned the world that refused to believe the testimony of God to coming judgment, and became the heir with that long line of believers who, by their faith in God's Word, are accounted righteous.

   Faith Laying Hold of the World to Come

   (Vv. 8-22)

   With verse 8 we enter upon another division of the chapter setting forth the faith that embraces the purpose of God for the world to come, enabling the believer to walk as a stranger and a pilgrim in this present world. In this division, extending to verse 22, five Old Testament saints are mentioned by name: Abraham, Sara, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, each having their distinguishing marks of faith, but all looking on to the future world of glory.

   (V. 8). Abraham is the main witness to the faith that lays hold of the purposes of God, leading him to look on to another world and walk as a stranger in this world. He was called to go out of the country in which he had lived in view of another country which he would afterwards receive. If God calls a man out of this present world it is because He has a better world into which to bring him. It will be remembered that Stephen commences his address before the Jewish council by saying, “The God of glory appeared unto our father Abraham.” That is a wonderful statement, but the statement at the end of the address is more wonderful, for Stephen, looking up steadfastly into heaven and seeing Jesus standing on the right hand of God, can say, “I behold the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God.” The beginning of the call is that the God of glory appears to a man on earth; the end is that a Man appears in the glory of God in heaven. Directly the Lord Jesus takes His place in glory we see clearly what Abraham saw dimly — the full result of the call of God. We, like Abraham, have been called according to the purpose of God (2 Timothy 1: 9); but this means we have been called out of this present world to have part with Christ in the home of glory where He is, to be actually with Him and like Him — conformed to the image of God's Son (Philippians 3: 14; Romans 8: 29; 2 Thessalonians 2: 14).

   	Moreover, in Abraham we have not only a striking illustration of the sovereign call of God, but also a bright example of the response of faith. Firstly, we read, “He went out, not knowing whither he went.” To leave your country, not knowing whither you are going, would appear to the natural man simple madness and contrary to all reason and prudence. This, however, is the very occasion for faith to shine. It was enough for the faith of Abraham that God had called him, and God knew whither He was leading him. At times we want to see what will be the result of taking a step in obedience to God's Word; consequently, we hesitate to take the step. Human prudence would carefully weight up results; divinely given faith leaves the result of obedience with God.

   (V. 9). Secondly, Abraham not only went out in faith, but, having left the old scene, he walked by faith before he obtained the new. Thus, together with Isaac and Jacob he put on the stranger and pilgrim character. To him the land he was in was a strange country and he himself a pilgrim dwelling in tents. Is not this the true position of the Christian today? We have been called out of the world around us; we are not yet in the new to which we are going. In the meantime we are strangers in a strange world and pilgrims going on to another world. 

   (V. 10). Thirdly, Abraham looked for the city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God. Here we learn what it was that sustained him as a pilgrim in a strange land: he looked on to the future blessing that God has for His people. He was surrounded by the cities of men which, in that day as in this, had no righteous foundations. For this reason the cities of men are doomed to destruction. Abraham looked on to the city of God which, founded on righteousness, will never be moved. We know from verse 16 and also Hebrews 12: 22 that this is “the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem”. Thus Abraham takes the path of faith in the light of the world to come. 

   	To nature it may appear the height of folly to let go this present world of sight for a world that we have never seen. But faith looks on to the city of God — the heavenly Jerusalem; and when that fair city comes into view, with all its glory and blessedness — the city where there is no sorrow, no crying, no death and no night —  then it will be seen how right and how wise was Abraham, and how wise are all those who follow in his steps, in letting go this present world and walking as strangers and pilgrims to the city of God.

   (Vv. 11, 12). In Sara we further learn that faith not only looks to God in the face of pressing difficulties, but trusts in God in spite of natural impossibilities. She did not look at the ordinary means of obtaining a son, or reason, “How can this be?” Her confidence was in God, that He would faithfully carry out His own Word in His own way. God honoured her faith by giving her a child “when she was past age”. Thus God secures a great company of people according to His purpose, but does so in His own way, from one “as good as dead”. As so often in the ways of God, He carries out His plans by vessels of weakness in circumstances that seem hopeless. He brings strength out of weakness, meat out of the eater, life out of death, and “so many as the stars of the sky in multitude” from one as good as dead. “He that glorieth let him glory in the Lord.” 

   (Vv. 13-16). Further, we are told that these saints not only lived in faith, but they also “died in faith”, not having received the promises. They having died, God gives us a wonderful summary of their lives. In their history we know there was much failure, for they were men of like passions with ourselves, and their failures have been recorded for our warning. Here the failure is passed over, and God records all that in their lives was the fruit of His own grace. These verses are God's epitaph upon the Patriarchs. 

   	Firstly, we are told that they looked beyond things seen. They saw the promises “afar off”. They were persuaded in their minds of the certainty of the future glory and they heartily embraced the hope of glory. 

   	Secondly, the future glory being heartily embraced produced a practical effect in their lives — they confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.

   	Thirdly, confessing themselves to be strangers and pilgrims, they gave a clear witness to God, “For they that say such things declare plainly that they seek [their] country.”

   	Fourthly, they overcame the opportunities to return to the world which they had left. Those who answer to the call of God and separate from this present world will find that the devil will seek to draw them back into it by giving them opportunities to return. The lust of the flesh, the attractions of the world, the claims of natural relationships, the business circumstances of life, will in various ways and at different times, open to us opportunities to return. Abraham declared plainly that he was a stranger and a pilgrim; Lot declared plainly that he merely followed a man, for three times it is recorded that he went with Abraham. So, when the opportunity came, Lot embraced it and returned to the cities of the plain, while Abraham passed on to the city of God. Alas! how many since Lot's day, not having embraced the promise, have embraced the opportunity to turn from a path which is impossible to nature and a constant trial to the flesh. 

   	Would we escape the opportunities to return, then let us see that we declare plainly that we are on the Lord's side. Would we declare plainly, then let us definitely accept the path of separation from the world as strangers and pilgrims. Would we be truly strangers and pilgrims, then let us look on to the vast vista of blessing that is opened to us in the new world; let us be persuaded of the reality of the coming glory and heartily embrace it in our affections.

   	Fifthly, having refused the opportunities to return to their own country, they were free to press on with “desire” to a “better country”, that is “an heavenly”.

   	Sixthly, of men whose lives are thus characterised we read, “God is not ashamed to be called their God.” In the details of their lives there were many failures, and much of which they doubtless were ashamed, but the great governing principles of their lives which moved them and gave character to their walk were such that God was not ashamed to own them and to be called their  God.

   	Seventhly, for such God has prepared a city, and in that city all that was of God in their lives will have a glorious answer. 

   	If these things mark us in this our day, may we not say, in spite of our many failures, our weaknesses, and our insignificance in the eyes of the world, God will not be ashamed to be called our God?

   (Vv. 17-19). The life of Abraham illustrates another phase of faith. If the life of faith is tried by the opportunities to turn back that are presented by the devil, it will also be tested to prove its worth by trials sent from God. So we learn that Abraham “was tried” when he was told to offer up Isaac, his only begotten son — the very one through whom the promises were to be fulfilled. His faith answered to the test and enabled him to offer up his son, accounting that God was able to raise him up even from the dead.

   (V. 20). Isaac is next brought before us as an example of one who walked in the light of the future, for we read, he “blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.” The history of the blessing of his sons is given in Genesis 27, and as we read that sad chapter in which every member of the family breaks down, we can discover little evidence of any faith. There, Isaac appears to be governed by his appetites and seeking to act according to nature. Here, God, who sees behind all outward failure, lets us know it was by faith Isaac blessed his sons concerning things to come.

   (V. 21). Jacob is next mentioned amongst the elders who obtained a good report through faith; but apparently in his case God waits until he is dying before He records the act of faith that gave Jacob a place amongst the elders. His course as a saint was marred with many a blemish. A deceiver of his father, a supplanter of his brother, an outcast from his home, a wanderer in a strange land, serving a master that he cheated and by whom he was deceived, his children a grief to him, he ends at last his chequered career as a stranger in Egypt. Nevertheless, he was a true saint of God, and his stormy life had a bright sunset. Rising above nature, he acts in faith in blessing the sons of Joseph. Nature would have given the first place to the elder, but Jacob, knowing by faith that God had purposed the younger for the chief place, crossed his hands and, in spite of the protest from Joseph, he gives the younger the first blessing.

   (V. 22). Lastly, Joseph is brought before us as an example of faith looking on to the future, for we read that, when dying, he made mention of the departing of Israel. Never had man wielded such power or occupied such a place of worldly glory as Joseph in Egypt, yet when he is dying all the glory of this world fades from his vision. Instead of looking back to the past glories of Egypt, Joseph is looking on to the coming glories of Israel. At that moment it looked very unlikely that Israel would ever leave Egypt. They had settled down in Goshen and, as we read, “they had possessions therein, and grew, and multiplied exceedingly.” However, faith saw that one hundred and fifty years hence Israel would be delivered from Egypt to enter their own promised land, and faith gave commands in view of their departure.

   Faith Overcoming the Present World

   (Vv. 23-40)

   The early part of the chapter presents the faith by which a believer draws nigh to God on the ground of sacrifice and finds deliverance from death and judgment (verses 4-7); then there passes before us the faith by which the believer walks through this world as a stranger and a pilgrim in the light of the world to come (verses 8-22); in the latter part of the chapter, commencing with verse 23, we see the faith that overcomes this present world. In the former section, Abraham was the great example of one whose faith laid hold of the world to come, the heavenly country and the city which hath foundations. In this latter portion, Moses is the outstanding example of a believer who by faith overcomes the present world.

   (V. 23). In connection with the birth of Moses, we are reminded of the faith of his parents that not only led them to ignore the king's commandment, but to overcome their fear. It is the fear of some impending evil that is often more difficult to overcome than the evil itself. Strangely enough, as we might think, what drew forth the activity of their faith was the beauty of their child. They acted in faith “because they saw the child beautiful” (N.Tn.). Apparently, it was faith working by love.

   (V. 24). Passing on to Moses himself, we have a striking witness to the way faith overcomes this present world with all that it can offer in the way of attraction and glory. The parents overcame the fear of the world; their son overcame its favours. This makes the faith of Moses all the more striking, for we may overcome the fear of the world and yet fall under its favour. 

   	 In order to realise the fine quality of this man's faith it is well to recall what Scripture presents as to his remarkable character, as well as the high position he occupied in the world. Stephen in his address before the Jewish council gives us a brief but remarkable summary of the character and position of Moses (Acts 7: 20-22). There we are told that he was “exceeding fair”, that he “was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and in deeds.” Here, then, was a man whose appearance was attractive, whose mind was well-stored with all the learning of the leading country of the world in that day, who could apply his wisdom with weighty words, and follow up his words with mighty deeds. Moses, then, was in every way fitted to fill with distinction the highest position in this world. Moreover, this great position was within his grasp, for he was by adoption the son of Pharaoh's daughter, and thus in the direct line to the throne of the Pharaohs.

   	Under circumstances so favourable to advancement in this world how does Moses act? Firstly, we read, “When he had become great” — when the moment was favourable for him to take advantage of his great abilities and position — he turned his back on all this world's glory and “refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter.”

   (V. 25). Secondly, we learn what he chooses, and his choosing is as striking as his refusing. In his day there was a large number of people who formed the lowest class in Egypt. They were unwanted foreigners, treated with the utmost rigour as slaves. Their lives were made bitter by reason of their hard bondage as they laboured at brick-making and worked in the fields under the scorching sun (Exodus 1: 13, 14). But, in spite of their low estate and hard bondage, these slaves were the people of God. With these people Moses chose to throw in his lot, preferring to suffer affliction with the people of God, rather than enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season.

   	In the presence of this remarkable “refusing” and “choosing”, we may well ask what was the spring of his actions. In one word we are told that it was faith.. In faith he refused the world; in faith he chose affliction with the people of God. Moreover, he acted, as faith ever does, in the face of providence, in spite of the dictates of natural feelings, and in a way that appeared to outrage common sense. 

   	Against the course he pursued, providence might very well have been pleaded. Could it not have been argued, with every appearance of reason, that it would be wrong to ignore the remarkable providence by which God had placed a man doomed to death by the command of the king in the very highest position before the king? Right natural feeling could have been urged; for it might very well have been said that gratitude to his benefactress demanded that he should remain at court. Reason and common sense could be urged, for it could be said that his great abilities and his high position with its consequent influence could surely be used to promote the interests of his poor brethren. Faith, however, looks to God, knowing that while providence, right natural feelings and common sense may have their place, yet they cannot be a true guide or rule of conduct in the path of faith; and though providence brought Moses into the court of the king, faith led him out. By faith he refused his providential connection with the greatest people in the world to choose a path of identification with the most despised in the land. 

   (V. 26). If faith acts thus there must be some hidden power — some secret motive — that enables faith to take a path so contrary to nature. This brings us to the “esteeming” of Moses. Verse 24 gives us the “refusing” of Moses; verse 25 the “choosing” of Moses; verse 26 the “esteeming” of Moses, which discovers to us the secret of his refusing and choosing.

   	This esteeming will show that faith is not a step in the dark. Far otherwise, for faith has its secret motives as well as its outward energies. Faith forms a deliberate estimate of values, faith has a long outlook and faith has an object. The faith of Moses formed a true estimate of things seen and unseen. He looked these things in the face and he weighed them up. On the one hand, there was his great position in the world, and connected with it all the pleasures of sin and the treasures of Egypt. On the other hand, connected with the people of God there was at that time suffering and reproach. Having weighed them up, he deliberately refused the world and chose to suffer with the people of God.

   	Why did he thus act? Because his faith had a long outlook; as we read, “He had respect unto the recompence of the reward”, and again, “He endured, as seeing Him who is invisible.” He looked beyond the treasures and the pleasures of Egypt on the one hand, and beyond the suffering and reproach of the people of God on the other. By faith he looked on and saw “the King in His beauty” and “the land that is very far off”. In the light of the glory of that land, and attracted by the beauty of the King, he overcame all the glory of the world. In the light of the coming world he formed a true estimate of the present world. He saw that connected with the reproach of Christ there were greater riches than all the treasures in Egypt.

   	He saw that over all the glory of this world there was the shadow of death and judgment. He saw that the pleasures of this world are only for a season, and all the treasures of Egypt end in a grave. Even so had Joseph found in an earlier day, for he too had occupied a great place in Egypt. Next to the king he had wielded a power that no mortal man before or since had ever wielded in this world. Nevertheless, it all ended in a coffin, for the last words of the Book of Genesis are these, “Joseph died ... and he was put in a coffin in Egypt.” So much for Egypt's pleasures and Egypt's treasures. “Earth's joys grow dim; its glories pass away.” All the glory of this world at last sinks down to a coffin. Pharaoh's mighty empire contracts to a narrow grave.

   	How different with God's people! Their portion in this world is one of suffering and reproach; but to suffer with Christ in reproach is to reign with Christ in glory, for is it not written, “If we suffer, we shall also reign with Him”?

   	To the man of the world, the refusing and the choosing and the esteeming of Moses seem the height of folly. Let us see then how it works out in the case of Moses. Pass on one thousand five hundred years from the day of his refusing and choosing, and we shall begin to see the recompense of the reward. Turn to that great scene described in the opening verses of Matthew 17 and we shall see that the land that was far off has drawn nigh and the King is displayed in His beauty. We are carried above the earth into the high mountain apart, and for a moment we see Christ in His glory, when the fashion of His countenance was altered. The face once marred more than any man's now shines as the sun. The garments of humiliation are laid aside and the garments that shine as the light are put on. This was a wonderful appearance, but there are other wonders to follow, for “Behold,” we read, “there appeared ... Moses and Elias talking with Him.” Fifteen centuries before, Moses disappeared from the sight of the world and this world's king to share the reproach of Christ with His poor and despised people: now he appears again, but this time to share the glory of the King of kings in company with prophet and apostles. Time was when he endured as seeing Him who is invisible; now he is “with Him” in glory. In the light of this recompense of the reward, who will say that Moses missed his opportunity when he refused the world and chose to identify himself with the suffering people of God?

   (V. 27). Well it is for us to profit by this shining example of faith. Good indeed if we weigh the riches of Christ against the treasures of this world and esteem the former greater than the latter. Well, too, if we look beyond all self-denials and world-refusals and see the recompense of reward in the coming glory. Above all, well if we endure in the presence of all opposition, insults and reproach, by seeing Him who is invisible. In the presence of the opposition and insults of his enemies Stephen endured without a word of anger or resentment, by seeing Him who is invisible, for we read, “He, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up stedfastly into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus” (Acts 7: 55). Let us not be content with knowing that He sees us, but let us seek to walk in the energy of the faith that sees Him. It is a great thing to realise that He sees us; it is yet more to walk as seeing Him by faith, while waiting for the moment when we shall actually see Him face to face,

   	  For how will recompense His smile,

   	  The sufferings of this 'little while'.

   (V. 28). There are, moreover, further lessons for us in the story of Moses. We have seen that his faith lifted him above the fear of man; we are now to see that it leads to the holy fear of God. Faith recognises that we are sinners, and that God is a holy God who cannot pass over sin. Israel as sinners were under judgment equally with the Egyptians. How, then, were they to escape the destruction of their firstborn? God provides a way of shelter from judgment — the blood of the lamb — and God says, “When I see the blood, I will pass over.” Faith rests, not on our estimate of the blood of the Lamb, but on God's perfect estimate. Thus through faith Moses “kept the passover, and the sprinkling of blood, lest he that destroyed the firstborn should touch them.”

   (V. 29). By faith in God's value of the blood, the children of Israel were passed over in Egypt; then, by faith “they passed through the Red Sea as by dry land.” God was met as a judge in Egypt: He intervenes as a Saviour at the Red Sea. There the people were told to “stand still, and see the salvation of Jehovah”; and there God held back the waters of the Red Sea so that His people passed through on dry land. Sheltered by the blood from judgment in Egypt, they were saved from all their enemies at the Red Sea.

   	By the death of Christ the claims of a holy God are met, and by the death and resurrection of Christ the believer has passed through death and judgment. In type the passover presents Christ offering Himself without spot to God : the Red Sea presents Christ delivered for our offences and raised again for our justification.

   	The Egyptians assaying to pass through the Red Sea were drowned. For nature to face death without faith is certain destruction. Alas! how many there are today who make the outward profession of Christianity yet assay to obtain salvation by their own efforts, and face death apart from faith in the blood of Christ, only to meet destruction.

   (V. 30). If by faith the people of Israel were saved from judgment and delivered from Egypt, so by faith they overcame the opposition of the enemy that would prevent them entering the promised land. “By faith the walls of Jericho fell down.” Israel adopted an unheard of method of besieging a city; but it was not simply walking round the city for seven days that brought down the walls, but faith that obeyed God's Word.

   (V. 31). Faith, moreover, obtains for a woman with a disreputable character a place amongst these Old Testament worthies. “By faith the harlot Rahab perished not with them that believed not.” As a harlot she would come under the condemnation of men. By faith she comes into the great cloud of witnesses that obtain a good report from God.

   (V. 32). Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthae, David and Samuel complete the list of the men of faith mentioned by name. It has been remarked that in this list of names the historical order is not followed. In history Barak came before Gideon, Jephthae before Samson. This may be to emphasise the fact that in the days of the Judges the faith of Gideon was of a brighter order than that of Barak, and that Samson's faith exceeded that of Jephthae. David may be classed with the Judges as himself a ruler; and Samuel may be mentioned last to connect him with the prophets that came after the kings.

   (Vv. 33, 34). In the closing verses the apostle refers to signal acts of faith to set forth the striking qualities of faith. Firstly, he refers to incidents that emphasise the power of faith  that subdues kingdoms and overcomes armies; that is strong in weakness and valiant in fight; that triumphs over the power of nature, as represented by the lion, and quenches the violence of the elements such as fire; and that even obtains victory over death.

   (Vv. 35, 36). Secondly, the apostle passes before us the endurance of faith that in torture refused to accept deliverance and in trial endured mockings and scourgings, bonds and imprisonments. 

   (Vv. 37, 38).Thirdly, he speaks more particularly of the sufferings of faith: “They were stoned, they were sawn asunder, were tempted, were slain with the sword.”

   	Lastly, we see the reproach of faith. The world drove the men of faith from their midst, treating them as despised outcasts. They became wanderers in the earth. By its treatment of God's worthies, the world proved itself to be unworthy. In condemning the men of faith, it condemned itself.

   (V. 39). Nevertheless, in spite of their acts of power, their endurance, their sufferings and their reproach, they did not in their day receive the promised blessing. In the past they lived by faith; today they have a good report; in the future they will enjoy the recompense of the reward when they enter upon the promised blessings. Great will be the blessing of these Old Testament saints; yet God has provided some “better thing” for the Christian. When God has completed His purpose in calling out the church, the Old Testament saints together with the church will enter upon the fulness of blessing. They wait, and we wait, for the resurrection morn in order to be “made perfect”.

   
   11 God's Means to Keep Us in the Path of Faith

   (Hebrews 12)

   It is of the deepest importance that the Christian should have a true estimate of the world through which he is passing, while ever keeping before him the blessedness of the world to which he is passing on.

   	If, however, we are over occupied with the increasing evil of a world that is ripening for judgment, with the solemn state of Christendom, so soon to be spued out of Christ's mouth, and with the confusion and scattering amongst the people of God, we shall hardly escape being depressed and disheartened.

   	In the twelfth chapter of Hebrews the fact is recognised that it is possible for the Christian to be cast down by reason of the trials by the way. Moreover, truth is presented that will meet this snare. The apostle evidently saw that those to whom he was writing were in danger of sinking under the pressure of trials and giving way in conflict with the enemy. He speaks of “weights” that drag down, of sin which besets us, and of difficulties that may arise in the Christian circle.

   	In the presence of these trials he sees there is a grave danger that believers may be hindered in running the race that is set before them; that they may grow weary and faint in conflict with the enemy; that they may faint under the dealings of the Lord; that their knees may become feeble; and that their listless hands and feeble knees may lead to wandering feet that turn aside into some crooked path.

   	To preserve us from being overcome of evil, the apostle brings before us certain great truths, which, if held in power, will sustain and encourage us to run the race from earth to heaven, in spite of every trial and opposition.

   (V. 1). Our feet are in the path that lies between the present world, upon which we have turned our backs, and the world to come, towards which our faces are set. This path is viewed as “the race”.  It is not “a race” that we have to set before ourselves; but “the race that lies before us”. Many appear to think that, while there is only one way of being saved, there are many ways of travelling through this world; and that each Christian is at liberty to choose the way that he prefers. Scripture shows that God has His way of saving people out of the world, and His way of taking them through the world. Our great concern should be to discern the path that God has marked out for His people, and then run  “the race that is set before us”.

   	It is evident, as we read the Epistle to the Hebrews, that God's path for His people is entirely outside the Jewish camp. It is equally evident that Christendom has returned to a camp order of things and hence the direction in the final chapter, to go without the camp, still has its application. But as then, so now, to go outside the religious world of the day entails reproach, and it may be suffering, and naturally we shrink from reproach and suffering.

   	Moreover, there are hindrances to taking this path. The apostle says, “Let us ... lay aside every weight, and sin which so easily entangles us.” Here are two things that often hinder us in wholeheartedly taking the path that God has marked out — “weights” and “sin”. Weights are not things morally wrong. Anything that hinders the soul from accepting God's path, or running with patience when in the path, is a weight. Perhaps the quickest way for each one to find out what is a hindrance to our spiritual progress is to start running. A runner in the games will strip himself of all unnecessary clothing. Things that would be no weight in the ordinary life would become a weight on the race course. Moreover, we are exhorted to lay aside “every weight”. We are ready enough to lay aside some weights and yet retain others.

   	The other great hindrance is sin. This is not what we sometimes speak of as a besetting sin, as our somewhat defective translation might lead us to think. It should not be “the sin”, but simply “sin”, the principle of which is lawlessness, or doing our own will. Nothing will so hinder in taking the outside path of reproach as unjudged self-will. God's path must be one in which there is no room for the will of man.

   	The existence of these hindrances will call for energy and endurance, if they are to be overcome. The apostle therefore says, “Let us run ... with endurance.” Running supposes spiritual energy, and combined with this we need endurance. It is easy to make an energetic start; it is hard to endure day by day in the presence of difficulties and discouragement. In order that we may overcome these hindrances, and put forth the needed energy to run with endurance the race that is set before us, the Spirit of God brings before us in this chapter the different means God uses to this end.

   	Firstly, we have for our encouragement a cloud of witnesses to the path of faith. If we have enemies to oppose us, trials to meet, and difficulties to overcome, let us remember that others have gone before in this path of faith; others have walked in the light of the coming glories; others have had to meet yet greater trials — cruel mockings, bonds, imprisonments, persecution and death — and by faith have overcome. We are thus compassed about with a cloud of witnesses to the faith that can rise above every kind of trial in this present world, and run with patience the race that leads to another world.

   (V. 2). Secondly, far above and beyond all earthly witnesses, there is Jesus in the glory; and in order to encourage us in the path of faith, our eyes are turned to Him, “the leader and completer of our faith”. The apostle does not imagine that, having taken the path outside the camp, we shall be able to keep the path in our own strength. On the contrary, his exhortation clearly implies that, having overcome the hindrances and commenced running, we can only continue by looking steadfastly on Jesus. The One who attracts us outside the camp to Himself is the only One who can sustain us when we have gone forth unto Him. Others have trodden the path of faith, but they have not reached the ultimate goal; they are not yet “made perfect” (Hebrews 11: 40). “Looking unto Jesus” we see One who has trodden every step of the path and reached the goal. The Old Testament worthies are shining examples, but they are neither “leaders” nor “completers”; Jesus is both. In His path of suffering and shame He was sustained by the joy of that which lay before Him. As He trod the path He could say, “In Thy presence is fulness of joy; at Thy right hand there are pleasures for evermore.”

   	The witnesses of Hebrews 11 encourage us by their example, but not one of these witnesses can be an object of faith, nor minister grace to help in time of need. Jesus is not only the perfect example of One who has trodden the path of faith and reached the goal, but He is also One who, from the place of power “at the right hand ... of God”, can minister sustaining grace to those who are in the path. The cloud of witnesses has passed from the scene: they live to God, but so far as this world is concerned, they are dead. Jesus ever liveth. We have wonderful examples behind us; we have a living Person before us.

   	It is to be noted how often in this Epistle the Lord is presented by His personal Name as Jesus. (See Hebrews 2: 9; Hebrews 4: 14; Hebrews 6: 20; Hebrews 10: 19; Hebrews 12: 2; Hebrews 13: 12.) The reason, apparently, is to impress us with the great fact that the One who is crowned with glory and honour — who is our Apostle and High Priest — is the same One who has been here as a lowly Man amongst men. However changed His position and circumstances, it is “this same JESUS” upon whom we are called to look with steadfastness. He is looking upon us, but are we looking steadfastly upon Him?

   (Vv. 3, 4). Thirdly, we have the encouragement of the perfect path of Jesus. We are not only exhorted to look to Jesus where He is, but also to consider Jesus where He was. “Consider well” is the better translation. Considering His path we shall see that from beginning to end He was opposed by the “contradiction of sinners against Himself”. We too, if we take the path of faith outside the camp to run the race that is set before us, will surely find that we have to meet the perversity of men on every hand, the contradiction of sinners against Christ, and even the opposition of the people of God to sharing His reproach. Continual opposition is very wearying; and when wearied, the tendency is to faint and give way. Let us then “consider Him”, lest we faint. There is nothing we have to meet, whether from opposing sinners or failing saints, that He has not already met in full measure. He could say, “Mine enemies reproach Me all the day; and they that are mad against Me are sworn against Me” (Psalm 102: 8). We have not yet resisted unto blood striving against sin. The Lord shed His blood rather than give way to the contradiction of sinners and fail in obedience to the will of God. The sinners that surrounded the cross said, “Save Thyself. If Thou be the Son of God, come down from the cross.” Had He done so, He would have failed in doing the Father's will, and would not have finished the work that was given Him to do.

   Fourthly, to keep our feet in the path, we have, in verses 5-11, the Father's ways of love in chastisement. If, in striving against sin, we are called to suffer a martyr's death, we should be delivered for ever from the flesh. If, however, we are not called to suffer unto blood, the Father takes another way to deliver us from the power of the flesh and make us partakers of His holiness. He may send trials to chasten and, if need be, correct.

   (V. 5). In the presence of these dealings of the Father there are two dangers against which we are warned. On the one hand, we are in danger of despising the trial; on the other hand, we may faint under the trial. We are not, in the spirit of pride, to take the trial in a stoical way as being common to mankind; nor are we to sink under the trial in a spirit of hopeless despair.

   (Vv. 6-8). Being warned of these two dangers, we are next reminded of two truths that will keep us from either despising or fainting in adversity. Firstly, we are told that love is behind every trial; for, it is written, “Whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth.” The hand that smites is moved by a heart that loves. How then can I despise what perfect love sees fit to do? Why should I faint, for cannot love support in the trial that love sends? Secondly, we are told that in our trials God dealeth with us as sons. We see in our children the working of their wills and certain evil tendencies that need to be checked. In like manner God sees in His children everything that is contrary to His holiness — the evil tendencies and habits that we may little suspect, the impatience and irritability, the petty vanity and pride, the boastfulness and self-confidence, the hardness and selfishness, the lust and covetousness — and in His great love He deals with us so that we may be partakers of His holiness. The pains the Father takes with us in training and forming our character in conformity to His own holy nature is the outcome of His great love for His children. His love is not simply a passive love; it is active on our behalf. We too often think and speak of His love when spared some trial or relieved from some difficulty. This truly may be His tender loving mercy, but here we learn that it is equally His love that sends the trial. 

   	The apostle speaks of chastening and scourging. The scourging may be more the governmental dealing of God in rebuking and correcting for positive failure. The chastening is not necessarily for any sin, but rather to develop in us that which is according to the nature of God, that we may partake of His holiness.

   (Vv. 9-11). We are then instructed in two truths whereby we may gain the benefit of God's dealing in chastening. Firstly, we are told to “be in subjection unto the Father of spirits, and live.” Our earthly fathers dealt with the flesh; the Father of spirits deals with us in chastening to form within us a right spirit that we may live to Him. To get the full blessing of these dealings we must entirely submit to what God allows. By bowing to God in the trial, we keep God between ourselves and the trial; if we rebel and question God's way, the trial will get between us and God, and instead of our souls being sustained in life we fall into darkness.

   	Secondly, having submitted to what God allows, we are to be “exercised thereby”. In the day to come we shall see all the way He has led us, and fully understand the trials and the sorrows by which He has trained and blessed us. Then, indeed, we shall be able to sing,


    With mercy and with judgment

   	  My web of time He wove,

   	 And aye the dews of sorrow

   	  Were lustred with His love.

   	 I'll bless the hand that guided,

   	  I'll bless the heart that planned,

   	 When throned where glory dwelleth

   	  In Immanuel's land.

   	While, however, this is true, God desires that we should have present blessing from His dealings with us, and for this we need present exercise. The blessings are that we may be partakers of His holiness and enjoy the peaceable fruits of righteousness. The holiness of which the apostle speaks in verse 10 is the quality of holiness which leads us, not only to refrain from unholiness, but also to hate all unholiness, even as God does. The hatred of evil will lead to practical righteousness, which in turn brings forth the fruit of peace, in contrast with the restlessness of an unrighteous world through which we are passing.

   Fifthly, in verses 12-17, we have for our encouragement some very practical exhortations to enable us to meet special dangers and difficulties that may arise amongst those who take the path of faith. While seeking to walk in obedience to the Word, and refusing to lower the standard of the Word, we are not to suppose that we shall find a company free from all weakness or failure. To aim at securing a company from which all but the most spiritual are eliminated would only end in forming a pretentious company of self-centred and self-satisfied saints.

   	Thus, this Scripture indicates that we may find in the Christian path:

   	(1) some who lack Christian energy — their hands hang down, their knees are    feeble;

   	(2) some who walk in a crooked path;

   	(3) some who raise discord;

   	(4) some who fail in practical holiness;

   	(5) some who fail in the grace of God;

   	(6) some who form unholy alliances with the world; 

   	(7) some who treat divine things as common.

   How then are we to act in the presence of these different evils into which any one of us may fall but for the grace of God? 

   (V. 12). Firstly, the apostle says, “Lift up” the listless hands and the feeble knees. If spiritual energy is flagging, then encourage others by lifting up your own hands. May we not apply this exhortation to prayer? Writing to Timothy, the apostle says, “I will therefore that men pray every where lifting up holy hands” (1 Timothy 2: 8). Hands that hang down, and knees that are feeble, may well speak of hands seldom lifted up in prayer, and knees seldom bent in prayer. Of old the prophet had said, “The youths shall faint and be weary, and the young men shall utterly fall: but they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength” (Isaiah 40: 30, 31). Are we not, too often, powerless in public because prayerless in private?

   (V. 13). Secondly, practice must follow prayer, so the word continues, “Make straight paths for your feet.” In a day when many are prone to wander into crooked paths, let us see that we are careful to make straight paths for our feet, so that none be turned out of the way. There are many who may be lame and halting in their walk; they are not sure of the path they are treading, and have no clear perception of the place they are in. Such are easily turned aside on small provocation. How important, then, that there should be no occasion of stumbling by the pursuit of some dubious course. It is easy for an older saint, by an unwise act, to open a door through which the younger saints may pass, and so be turned out of the way.

   (V. 14).  Thirdly, if there are those who take a course that makes for discord, let us see that we follow peace with all. The Christian is to seek to pass through this world quietly, not interfering with this world's politics, nor expressing strong opinions about things which, as a stranger in the world, are not his concern. There is in fallen human nature an innate love of engaging in strife. The Christian is not only to refrain from all that would stir up strife, but also to pursue peace by taking a course that promotes peace.

   	Fourthly, let us see that we follow practical holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord. We see Jesus crowned with glory and honour, says the apostle; but this supposes a normal walk in holiness. Any allowance of unholiness will obscure the vision. Without holiness we shall not see the Lord. Peace and holiness must be held together, as in this passage, otherwise we may follow peace at the expense of holiness, or holiness without peace.

   (V. 15). Fifthly, the apostle exhorts us to look “diligently” against anyone lacking the grace of God. Failing of the grace of God is losing confidence in God's grace and the practical enjoyment of what God is for us. In result some root of bitterness may spring up, troubling the saints, and many may be defiled by entertaining bitter thoughts of one another.

   (Vv. 16, 17). Sixthly, we are to watch against any unholy alliance with the world, prefigured by fornication. Finally, we are warned against treating divine things as if they were common. This is profanity, of which Esau is a solemn example, who, for some present, passing advantage treated the birthright lightly — as if it were of little account. This surely was a solemn warning to these Hebrews, as indeed it is to all who have made a profession, against lightly throwing aside the blessings of Christianity. Alas! Christendom is fast falling into the profanity of Esau, to find, like Esau, they will be rejected. It was not, let us note, repentance that Esau earnestly sought with tears, but rather the blessing when it was too late. Christendom will find that there is no place of repentance for apostasy.	

   	However, let us remember that, without going the length of apostasy, we may fall into profanity by treating divine privileges as of small account. Are there not those who have set aside the Lord's Supper as being of little account because we are not saved thereby? Is this not one instance of modern-day profanity?

   (Vv. 18-21). Finally,  to lift our souls above all the trials, the sorrows and the exercises of this present world, the apostle unrolls before us the blessedness of the world to come.

   	At present, everything in this world of bliss, the world to come, lies outside the region of sight and sense. Thus, when the apostle says we have come to these great realities, he surely means we have come to them in the apprehension of faith. In Hebrews 2: 5, the apostle definitely speaks of “the world to come”, an expression which signifies the vast inheritance of Christ in millennial days. It embraces everything over which Christ as Man will have dominion, whether in heaven or earth, for there is the heavenly side, as well as the earthly side of the world to come.

   	Before, however, speaking of these realities, the apostle speaks, in verses 18 to 21, by way of contrast, of the things to which Israel came — things to which the Christian has not come. At Sinai, God was declaring unto the people of Israel the covenant and setting forth what He commanded them to perform, even the ten commandments (Deut. 4: 10-13). For this reason the presence of God on earth was accompanied with symbols of His majesty and holy destructive judgment against disobedience and sin. These symbols — the fire, the gloom, the darkness and the tempest — struck terror into the hearts of men. Everything at Sinai was against us. Moreover, everything at the first Mount appealed to sight and sense. We Christians have not come to the mount which “might be touched” (verse 18); nor to things which might be heard, such as “the sound of a trumpet, and the voice of words” (verse 19); nor have we come to things which might be seen (verse 21). The natural man cannot endure the presence of God. Any glimpse of the glory of God is overwhelming when accompanied with a demand from man. Israel could not endure it, and even Moses found the sight terrible and said, “I exceedingly fear and quake.”

   	The great realities to which we have come in Christianity can neither be touched, nor heard, nor seen by the natural man; they can only be known by faith. This fact must have been specially testing for these Hebrew believers, accustomed as they were to a religious system in which everything was designed to appeal to man in the flesh. Now they found themselves introduced to that which was entirely new, and which set aside all the things that appeal to sight. They had to learn that the things of Judaism were but the shadows, and the unseen things of Christianity are the substance. Everything for sight is gone, and they, with ourselves, are brought into a wonderful circle of blessing which only faith can apprehend.

   (Vv. 22-24). In this vista of blessing opened up to us, there are eight subjects mentioned to which we are said to have come:

   	1.	Mount Zion;

   	2.	The City of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem;

   	3.	An innumerable company of angels, the universal gathering;

   	4.	The church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven;

   	5.	God, the Judge of all;

   	6	The spirits of just men made perfect;

   	7.	Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant;

   	8.	The blood of sprinkling, that speaketh better things than that of Abel.

   1.  Mount Zion

   As we look on to the world to come, in the faith of our souls, the Spirit of God first brings us to Mount Zion, the earthly Jerusalem, representing the earthly saints. Furthermore, Mount Zion sets forth as a symbol the ground on which all saints, earthly and heavenly, will come into blessing. Two Psalms, 78 and 132, give us light as to the spiritual significance of Mount Zion. In Psalm 78 we have the account of the utter failure of Israel on the ground of responsibility. Everything is lost on the ground of their own works. The tabernacle is forsaken (verse 60); the ark goes into captivity (verse 61); the land comes under judgment and the people are consumed (verses 62-64). Then, as recorded in verse 65, a great change in the circumstances of the people takes place, wholly brought about by Jehovah: “The Lord awoke as one out of sleep”, and began to act “like a mighty man”.	

   	Hitherto, God had acted towards Israel on the ground of their works, but when they had involved themselves in utter ruin, He falls back on His sovereignty and acts from Himself for their blessing. So we read, He “chose the tribe of Judah, the mount Zion which He loved”, and again, “He chose David.” This is the sovereignty of divine mercy, exercising sovereign choice for the blessing of man. A mount is symbolic of power; Mount Zion is symbolic of mighty power exercised in sovereign grace.

   	Psalm cxxxii presents a further great truth in connection with Mount Zion. This Psalm celebrates the occasion when David brings the ark to Zion. The ark is not only recovered from the hands of the enemy, but is set in its rightful place on Mount Zion. The Psalmist says, “For the Lord hath chosen Zion; He hath desired it for His habitation. This is My rest for ever: here will I dwell; for I have desired it.” Immediately upon the ark being set upon Zion, we have the blessing flowing out to the people. “I will abundantly bless her provision: I will satisfy her poor with bread. I will also clothe her priests with salvation: and her saints shall shout aloud for joy.” Here again we have the thought of sovereign choice connected with Zion, but with the additional thought that it is connected with the ark. The ark, with its mercy seat, speaks of Christ, and thus we learn that the full symbolic meaning of Mount Zion is the power of God's sovereign grace exercised for the blessing of man through Christ. When everything has been lost for man through man's failure, then all blessing is secured through the sovereign grace of God righteously flowing to us on the ground of all that Christ is and has done. Such is the solid ground of blessing for the world to come, and to this we have come in the faith of our souls.

   2.  The city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem

   Having begun with the sovereign grace that meets man in his utter ruin, we now pass by faith into heavenly scenes, and find ourselves in the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. This city is symbolic both of the heavenly saints and their dwelling in the world to come. The earthly blessing of millennial days will be administered through this city — the nations will walk in the light of it. In contrast with earthly cities, it is called the city of the living God. Earthly cities are composed of dying men, and therefore, like themselves, their cities are subject to death and decay. This city derives its life from the living God, and is therefore beyond the power of death and decay. In faith this glorious city rises up before our souls; we see what is coming. By sight we look around and see the misery, the squalor, the violence and the corruption of men's cities: by faith we look on and see this glorious city where sin-soiled feet have never trod. It comforts our hearts to know that, when the nations walk in the light of this city, the misery will be gone and the blessing of the world to come will be established.

   3.  An innumerable company of angels, the universal gathering

   Having come to heaven we find ourselves in the presence of an innumerable company of angels. This will be the universal gathering of these spiritual beings. Every class and order of these glorious beings will be there. This innumerable company of angels exists already, and in the faith of our souls we have come to the conscious knowledge of their existence.

   	Angels are the divine guardians of God's people and will have this special service in the world to come. Psalm 34: 7 presents this guardian care. There we read, “The angel of the Lord encampeth round about them that fear Him, and delivereth them.” The history of Elisha illustrates this guardian care. When he was compassed about by his enemies at Dothan, his servant was in great fear, but, says Elisha, “Fear not: for they that be with us are more than they that be with them.” The Lord, in answer to prayer, opened the young man's eyes to see that the whole mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire round about Elisha (2 Kings 6: 17). Elisha had already come to them by faith; the young man came to them by sight. Daniel, in his day, knew the guardian care of angels, for one was sent to shut the lions' mouths that he should not be hurt (Daniel 7).

   	The Lord as Man was in the guardian care of angels, as we read, “He shall give His angels charge over Thee, to keep Thee in all Thy ways” (Psalm 91: 9-12). Angels waited upon Him at His birth; angels ministered unto Him in the garden of Gethsemane; angels guarded His tomb; and angels were in attendance at His ascension.	

   	At the present time believers are under the guardian care of angels, as we read, “Are they not all ministering spirits, sent forth to minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation?” In the world to come they will still exercise their guardian care, for they stand at the gates of the heavenly city, and will pass between heaven and earth, ascending and descending upon the Son of Man. 

   4.  The church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven

   Travelling yet farther into the depths of glory we come by faith to the assembly of the firstborn which are written in heaven. In this vast system of heavenly glory there are those who have a special and distinct place. They are spoken of as the firstborn, giving the thought of pre-eminence. Seven times in Scripture Christ is spoken of as the Firstborn or First-begotten, for He must ever be pre-eminent. Here the word is in the plural, and refers to the saints who compose the church. They will have a pre-eminent place among the heavenly saints, even as Israel is called Jehovah's firstborn as having a pre-eminent place among the nations (Ex. 4: 22). The names of these firstborn ones are registered in heaven, speaking of their heavenly home; for we belong where our names are written. As the heavenly Jerusalem, the church is seen administering blessing in connection with earth; so the assembly of the firstborn, the church, is viewed as worshipping in connection with heaven.

   5.  God, the Judge of all

   Mounting yet higher, we come in the faith of our souls “to God, the Judge of all”. God is seen, as one has said, “looking down from on high to judge all that is below.” This surely has no reference to God exercising sessional judgment, as at the great white throne, but as the One who will govern the earth in righteousness. Thus Abraham speaks of God as Judge, when he says, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen. 18: 25). So in the world to come men will say, “Verily there is a reward for the righteous: verily He is a God that judgeth in the earth.” Again, it will be said, “Lift up Thyself, thou Judge of the earth: render a reward to the proud” (Ps. 58: 11; Ps. 94: 2). Under man's rule righteousness is too often divorced from judgment: under God, the Judge of all, righteousness will return to judgment, for “with righteousness shall He judge the poor, and reprove with equity for the meek of the earth” (Isaiah 11: 3-5).

   6.  The spirits of just men made perfect

   The world to come would not be complete without the Old Testament saints. There will be the earthly saints, finding their centre in Mount Zion: there will be the assembly, pre-eminent among the heavenly saints, and there will be the saints of all ages before the Cross. They are spoken of as the spirits of just men made perfect, thus intimating that they have all passed through death and have now received their bodies of glory after having been in the unclothed state.

   7.  Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant

   In the faith of our souls we have come to Jesus, the One through whom all the blessing of the world to come is secured, whether earthly or heavenly. What would the world to come be without Jesus? He is the centre of that vast scene of blessing, the Object that will fill and satisfy the heart of every saint, and administer His kingdom for the glory of God.

   8.  The blood of sprinkling

   Finally, we have come to the blood of sprinkling that speaketh better things than the blood of Abel. This is the righteous and everlasting basis of all blessing for the world to come. Abel's blood was sprinkled on the earth, and cried aloud to God for vengeance on the one that shed it. The blood of Christ has been sprinkled on the mercy seat under the eye of God, and instead of crying for vengeance, it cries for pardon for those who shed it. “The very spear that pierced Thy side drew forth the blood to save.” All who believe in God's acceptance of the blood will come under the blessing that the blood secures and have their part in the world to come.

   	Thus there is opened up before our souls a wonderful vista of the fulness of times, when the counsels of God for the glory of Christ and the blessing of all His saints will have their fulfilment. And in the faith and affection of our souls we are permitted to see the earthly saints, the heavenly saints, the Old Testament saints, the great host of angelic beings, God over all, Jesus the Mediator of every blessing, even as His precious blood is the basis of all.

   (Vv. 25-29). Having set before us the glorious prospect to which the believer has already come in faith, the apostle utters a solemn warning against turning away from the One who speaks from heaven of these things. If there was no escape from judgment for the one who disobeyed the voice of God when He spoke on earth, requiring righteousness from man, much less will there be any escape from judgment for those who refuse the voice of God, now that He is speaking from heaven in grace that brings blessing to man. As Samuel Rutherford said, “The vengeance of the Gospel is heavier than the vengeance of the law.”

   	Moreover, we are warned of what is involved in this coming judgment. The holiness of God's judgment was, in a symbol, set forth by the shaking of the earth at Sinai. The future judgment will shake not the earth only, but also heaven. We are then definitely told that this shaking signifies the removal of what is shaken. Everything that is not the result of the sovereign grace of God will be removed in judgment. The old creation defiled by sin will finally be removed to leave only God's new creation, the result  of His own grace. The kingdom that is received by Christians is established in righteousness, through grace, and therefore cannot be moved. Let us then serve God with reverence and godly fear, not, like Esau, treating divine things as if they were common, but realising the sanctity of the things of God, and walking in true piety. Let us not forget that, though we know God in grace, nonetheless, “our God is a consuming fire.” He will burn everything that is not of Himself, whether it be flesh in His people or a creation defiled by sin.

   
   12 Outside the Camp

   (Hebrews 13)

   The great object in the Epistle to the Hebrews is to present Christ in glory as our great High Priest, bringing many sons to glory. A brief summary of the contents will make this clear:

   	Hebrews 1 and 2 present the glories of the Person of Christ and His place in heaven. 

   	Hebrews 3 to 8 present Christ as the great High Priest, maintaining His people in earth as they travel home to heaven.

   	Hebrews 9 to 10: 18 present the sacrifice of Christ, opening heaven to the believer, and fitting the believer for heaven.

   	Hebrews 10: 19 to 23 shows that we have access to heaven, where Christ is, while we are still here. 

   	Hebrews 11 traces the path of faith that leads to Christ in heaven.

   	Hebrews 12 speaks of the different means, used by God, to keep our feet in the heavenly path. 

   	Hebrews 13 shows that the heavenly path lies outside the religious world, and that the present portion or those who belong to heaven is one of reproach.

   	Thus it becomes clear that, in the Epistle, Christ is seen in heaven, and believers are viewed as a heavenly people — partakers of the heavenly calling — running a race that begins on earth and ends in heaven.

   	In this closing chapter of the Epistle we are reminded that we are still in the body, and therefore subject to bonds and afflictions; are still in the relationships of life, which have to be respected; and with temporal needs, which have to be met. While, however, we are viewed as on earth, we are looked at as outside the religious world. If we share with Christ His place of favour in heaven, we must be prepared to accept His place of reproach on earth. If it is our privilege to go inside the veil, it is also our privilege and responsibility to go outside the camp. Thus the exhortations in this last chapter are all directed to securing conduct suited to those who share with Christ the outside place on earth. We do well to remember, however, that these exhortations as to the relationships of life clearly show that being outside the camp does not mean that we are outside what is natural.

   (Vv. 1, 2). The first exhortation supposes the Christian circle governed by love. This is not natural love that loves those with whom we are linked by the ties of nature, however right in its place, but it is brotherly love, the portion of those linked together as brethren in Christ. We are to see that this love “abides”. The danger is that the love that is called forth by special trial, or persecution, may wane in the every-day life amongst those who are in daily contact with one another. By this daily intimacy we get to know the little weaknesses and peculiarities of one another, and this may tend to cool our love. Love is tested most by those with whom we are most in contact. With such we are to be careful that brotherly love continues, and that we practically express it by hospitality.

   (V. 3). This brotherly love can further find an outlet by having practical fellowship with the Lord's people who may find themselves in bonds for Christ's sake, or who are suffering adversity. We are to remember such as ourselves having bodies that can suffer from bonds or adverse circumstances.

   (V. 4). Moreover, while down here, there are the relationships of life. Marriage, which is the closest of all human ties, is not to be decried, but held in respect, and maintained in purity. Every violation of holiness, or of the marriage tie, will meet with judgment, either governmental or eternal.

   (Vv. 5, 6). Furthermore, we have temporal needs to meet. We are to beware that they do not become the occasion of avarice. We are to be content with the present circumstances in which God has placed us. The reason given is very blessed: whatever our circumstances, the Lord is with us. He has said, “I will not leave thee, neither will I forsake thee.” If the Lord speaks thus, we may boldly say, “The Lord is my helper, and I will not be afraid: what will man do unto me?” The last sentence is really a question. If the Lord is my helper, what can man do?

   (V. 7). We are to remember our leaders — those who have passed from this scene. This word “remember” is a different word to that translated “remember” in verse 3. There it is a practical remembrance of those in need; here it is the remembrance of those we are apt to forget. They are worthy of remembrance because they have spoken to us the Word of God. Moreover, we are to consider the end of their conversation. If they spoke the word of God, it was not to attract to themselves, but to Christ in heaven. Further, we are to imitate their faith — not their peculiarities, their mannerisms, or even their ministry. 

   (Vv. 8, 9). In verses 8 and 9 we pass from the leaders who have gone from us to Jesus Christ who remains. Others pass away and others change, but “Jesus Christ (is) the Same yesterday, and today, and for ever.” At times we speak of the former great men of God as if, with their passing, we were almost left without resource. In so speaking there is the danger of putting an unintentional slight upon Christ. They have gone, but Christ remains with perfect love in His heart and perfect power in His hand. He too is the Head with perfect wisdom for His body. There is not a difficulty that He cannot enable us to overcome, not a danger from which He cannot preserve us, and not a question that may arise which He cannot settle. He is our stay and resource — our all. With this blessed presentation of Christ as the unchanging One the Epistle opens; and with this it closes. In the first chapter He is hailed as the abiding and unchanging One — “Thou remainest” and “Thou art the Same.” Others pass away but He remains: others change, but He is the Same. Seeing then that Christ is our resource, let us not be “carried away with various and strange doctrines.” Have we an itching ear seeking new light, or fresh light as people say? Let us beware lest, by our restless search after something new, we are carried away from Jesus Christ.

   	It is the active grace of Christ that establishes and sustains the soul, and not divers and strange doctrines, which appear to be very intellectual meat, but only minister to the mind, and therefore do not profit those occupied with them. The vanity of the flesh has a craving after that which is new, and seeks to exalt itself by presenting truth in a way that is different to all that has been taught before, the result being that the leaders who have gone before are belittled, Jesus Christ loses His place as the unchanging Object before the soul, and we are “carried away” by strange doctrines.

   	Thus we are led to the great theme of the chapter — the place which Christ has down here. We have learnt that He is with us; we have heard who this glorious Person is who is with us; we are now to learn where He is as regards the religious world, in order that we may take our place with Him.

   (Vv. 10-12). To introduce this great theme a contrast is drawn between Judaism and Christianity. In the Jewish system there was indeed an appointed way of drawing near to God outwardly, in which the Gentiles, as such, had no right to participate. Now the altar — the way of approach to God — belongs exclusively to Christians, and of this altar those on Jewish ground have no right to partake. From Hebrews 9: 14 we learn that Christ “by the eternal Spirit offered Himself spotless to God”, in order that we might have the conscience purged from dead works to worship the living God. And again in verse 15 of this chapter, which is a continuation of verse 10, we read, “By Him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually.” Christ and His cross constitute our altar. The sacrifice which settles the question of sin is the way of approach by which the believer draws nigh to God as a worshipper. It is evident that those who clung to Jewish altars were really despising the great sacrifice of Christ. They were clinging to the shadows and ignoring the substance. Obviously such had no right to partake in the Christian altar — Christ and His sacrifice.

   	The Jewish community were outwardly the people of God upon earth, composed of the seed of Abraham. Hence to participate in this religious system natural birth, in the line of Abraham, was the great necessity. With such the question of new birth was not raised. In this system God was testing man as man; hence a definite appeal was made to the natural man. Its gorgeous ceremonies, elaborate ritual and magnificent buildings were entirely adapted to appeal to the mind of the natural man. It was a worldly religion, with a worldly sanctuary, and a worldly glory. No reproach attached to it: on the contrary, it gave man a great position in the world, and a portion on earth; but the system, as such, gave man neither position nor portion in heaven. 

   	How different is Christianity! It blesses us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ. It gives us a wonderful place in the brightest spot in God's universe — a place, the infinite blessing of which can only be measured by Christ Himself, the One who appears in heaven itself before the face of God for us. If, however, Christianity gives us Christ's place in heaven, it also gives us Christ's place on earth. The riches of Christ in heaven entail the reproach of Christ on earth. The inside place with Christ up there involves the outside place with Christ down here. The Jewish system is thus the exact contrast with Christianity. Judaism gave a man a great place on earth, but no place in heaven: Christianity gives the believer a great place in heaven, but no place on earth, save one of reproach.	

   	What, then, is Christ's place on earth? It is clearly brought before us in this passage by the one word “without”, used three times in verses 11 to 13. In verse 11 we have the expression “without the camp”, in verse 12 “without the gate”, and again in verse 13 “without the camp”.

   	What, then, are we to understand by this phrase “without the camp”? It may help to a better understanding of the passage to notice that verse 11 presents the type, verse 12 Christ the anti-type, and verse 13 the practical application to the Christian. In reference to the type, two facts are stated which are brought before us in greater detail in Leviticus 4, the chapter to which verse 11 refers. In that passage we learn that, after the bullock had been killed, the priest was to dip his finger in the blood and sprinkle the blood before the Lord in the sanctuary; then the body was to be carried forth without the camp unto a clean place, where the ashes were poured out, and burnt on the wood with the fire (Lev. 4: 6, 12).

   	The camp was composed of a people in outward relationship with God. “Outside the camp” is a place where there is no recognised relationship with God or man. It is viewed either as the place of judgment from God, or as the place of reproach from man. Viewed in the light of judgment, it is the place of forsaking — a place without God. It is the “outer darkness” that no ray of light can ever pierce, no love can cheer, where there is no compassion to sustain, no mercy to relieve. The body of the sin offering burnt “without the camp” fitly presents God's holy judgment in respect of sin. Into this place Jesus went. In order that He might sanctify His people with His own blood He suffered without the camp, or, as the Word says, “without the gate”, for when Christ died the city had taken the place of the camp. In order that we might have the place of blessing within the veil, He must take our place of judgment outside the camp The judgment our sins demanded must be borne before we could be set apart from sins, to live for the pleasure and praise of God. 

   	We do well to ponder with adoring hearts the stupendous fact that Christ has been into the distance and darkness, and uttered that solemn cry, “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?” Think what this means: He the righteous One — the only righteous One — forsaken of God. Never before or since has man died such a death. When has God ever forsaken the righteous? The fathers trusted in Jehovah and were delivered (Psalm 22: 4). Others suffered with cruel mockings and scourgings, with bonds and imprisonments; others were destitute, afflicted, tormented: but not one was forsaken. In the midst of their sufferings they were sustained by grace, strengthened by the Spirit of God, and cheered with the conscious presence of the Lord. The light of heaven and the love of the Father so filled their souls that, in the midst of their martyr sufferings, they went out of the world with joy in their hearts and songs on their lips — not one was forsaken. Here, however, is One who is forsaken, One who can say to God, “Why art Thou so far from helping Me?”, One who cries to God, but has to say, “Thou hearest not.” Forsaken by God, no help in God, no answer from God.

   	Why, indeed, was He forsaken? The One who utters the cry alone can give the answer — “But Thou art holy, O Thou that inhabitest the praises of Israel.” God is holy: there is the sublime answer to the forsaking of the Cross: it is not simply that man is evil, but that God is holy. It was God, not man, that the righteous One had before His holy soul when He went into the awful forsaking of the Cross. It is God's great purpose to dwell in the midst of a praising people — a people made suited by the work of Christ to stand before the face of God. To gain this people for the pleasure of God, Christ went into the forsaking. When His soul was made an offering for sin, the pleasure of the Lord began to prosper in His hand. Throughout the ages there will be a people to the praise of the glory of His grace standing within the veil, because once in the ages that are gone Jesus went into the forsaking without the camp.

   (V. 13). Thus we come to the practical exhortation, “Let us go forth therefore unto Him without the camp.” Here, however, we must carefully note that this outside place is viewed no longer as the place of judgment from God, but as the place of reproach from man. We are not called to go outside under the judgment of God, but we are called to go outside under the reproach of men, and that to the uttermost. He suffered as the holy victim under the judgment of God: He endured as the patient martyr under the reproach of men. We cannot share His sufferings at the hand of God, but it is our privilege to share the insults He received from the hands of men.  He went outside the camp to bear our judgment: we go outside the camp to bear His reproach.

   	This raises the question, What was it that brought Christ into reproach? Psalm lxix verses 7 to 9 give the answer. There we hear the Lord saying, “The zeal of Thine house hath eaten Me up.” He was zealous for God in the midst of a God-hating nation, and in result He was treated as a “stranger” and an “alien”. His zeal brought Him into the outside place of reproach and shame. He represented God in a world that hated God. His presence among men gave them an occasion for expressing their hatred. They vented their hatred to God upon Christ, as the Lord says, “For Thy sake I have borne reproach”, and again, “The reproaches of them that reproached Thee are fallen upon Me.”

   	The Christian is called to accept the place that man has given to Christ, and thus go outside the religious system that appeals to the natural man, which, in this passage, is called the camp. The camp, as we have seen, was composed of people outwardly in relationship with God, and with an earthly order of priests who stood between the people and God. It had a worldly sanctuary and an ordered ritual. It is briefly summed up in Hebrews 9: 1-10, where we are also told that it gave no access to God and no purged conscience to the one that did the service; and we may add, in that system there was no reproach.

   	In contrast with the Jewish camp, the Christian company is composed of a people, not in mere outward relationship with God by natural birth, but in vital relationship by new birth. Instead of a special class set aside as priests, all believers are priests. Instead of a worldly sanctuary, the Christian has heaven itself. Moreover, Christianity gives a purged conscience and access to God. Instead of appealing to the natural man, it entirely sets aside man in the flesh, and hence carries the reproach of Christ in a world that has rejected Him.

   	Bearing in mind these characteristic differences between the Jewish camp and the Christian company, we can easily test the great religious systems in Christendom. Do these national and nonconformist religious systems bear the characteristics of the camp or of Christianity? Alas, beyond all question, the truth compels us to admit that they are framed after the pattern of the camp. They have their worldly sanctuaries and have their special order of humanly ordained priests standing between the people and God. Moreover, these systems as such cannot give a purged conscience or approach to God in heaven itself. They recognise man in the flesh; they appeal to man in the flesh; they are so constituted as to embrace man in the flesh; and hence in these systems there is no reproach.

   	Are we to conclude then that such systems are the camp? Strictly speaking they are not. In one sense they are worse than the camp, inasmuch as they are merely imitations, framed after the pattern of the camp, with certain Christian adjuncts. In its inception the camp was set up by God, and in its corruption it was set aside by God. These great systems have been originated by men, though, admittedly, oftentimes most sincere and pious men, acting with the best of intentions. It follows that if the exhortation to Jewish believers is to go forth without the camp, how much more incumbent it is upon the believer of today to go forth outside that which is merely an imitation of the camp.

   	A difficulty, however, arises in the minds of many by the fact that numbers of true Christians are found in these great religious systems. It is argued, Can it be wrong to remain in systems in which there are many true, devoted Christians? In reply to this difficulty we may ask, Are we to be governed by what Christians do, or by what God says? Surely obedience to God's Word is the supreme obligation of every believer. If others have not the light of that Word, or the courage to face the reproach and suffering that obedience may entail, are we, therefore, to remain in a position that the Word of God condemns? Surely not.

   	Furthermore, while it is true that in the midst of the lifeless profession that mainly composes these great systems there are devoted saints of God, it must ever be remembered that the fact of there being such is not due to the system in which they may be found, but to the sovereign grace of God that ever works for the blessing of souls, in spite of the system. Such saints are not the product of the system they are in, nor do they give character to the system. Another has pointed out that the position of such saints is strikingly illustrated by the godly remnant in the midst of Thyatira. That church was characterised by Jezebel and her children. There were, however, those in Thyatira who were not the children of Jezebel. They were not the product of that evil system, nor did they give character to it. Such, it would seem, is very much the position of those saints who remain in these man-made systems; and, though in all love we would seek to make every allowance for such, yet, in the face of the plain exhortation to go forth without the camp, their position is a solemn one. It is not for us to judge the motives that hold many from going forth. Ignorance of the truth, lack of simple faith, the fear of man, the dread of consequences, the prejudices of religious training and associations, not to speak of more sordid motives, may hold many back. Perhaps, however, the most powerful influence to hold saints in these systems is the natural dread that we all have of being in reproach. To take a place outside the great religious systems of Christendom, in company with a rejected Christ and the poor and weak and despised of this world, entails reproach. From this everyone shrinks.

   	Is there then no power that will enable us to overcome this shrinking from reproach? Surely there is! And does it not lie in affection for Christ? Hence the word is, “Let us go forth therefore unto Him.” This word is of the first importance, for it gives us a positive reason for leaving the camp order of things. Going forth from that which we have learned to be evil is merely negative, and no man can live on negatives. Going forth without the camp unto Him does indeed involve separation from evil, but it is much more — it is separation unto Christ. It is a separation that gives us a positive object.

   	Moreover, apart from having Christ as an object, the act of separation would be sectarian; it would simply be leaving one camp and seeking to make an improved camp. This, indeed, is the actual history of the great dissenting movements. True Christians were awakened to the evil and corruption of that with which they were connected, and they laid hold of certain important truths. Forthwith they broke their connection and formed a party to protest against evil and to maintain a truth. This, however, is only to form another camp, which in process of time becomes as evil as the camp they originally left. However precious the truth, be it the truth of the Lord's coming, the truth of the presence and indwelling of the Holy Spirit, or the truth of the one body, if we separate from the religious systems around simply to maintain these great truths, we are only forming sects. On every hand we see this has been done. Christians are exercised as to holiness, and forthwith they form a holiness league; they are awakened as to the reality of the Holy Spirit, and they must needs form a pentecostal league; they are awakened as to the truth that the Lord is coming, and they form a second advent mission; they lay hold of the truth of the one body, and they drift into a sect to maintain this great truth.

   	There is one way, and only one, whereby we can be kept in separation from evil and maintain the truth without sectarianism, and that is by going forth “unto Him”. He is the Head of the body, and all religious systems are the outcome of not holding the Head. There is much meaning, and rich instruction, as well as solemn warning in that great word of the Lord, “He that gathereth not with Me scattereth” (Luke 11: 23). That beloved servant of the Lord, J. N. Darby, writing on this verse, said, “It is not Christians but Christ who is become God's centre. We may gather Christians together, but if it is not Christ in one's own spirit, it is scattering. God knows no centre of union but the Lord Jesus Christ. It is Himself the Object, and nothing but Christ can be the centre. Whatever is not gathering round that centre, for Him and from Him, is scattering. There may be gathering, but if not “with Me”, it is scattering. We are by nature so essentially sectarian that we have need to watch against this. I cannot make Christ the centre of my efforts if He is not the centre of my thoughts.”

   	We have seen that the Lord promises to be with each of His people individually, but there is no promise that He will give the sanction of His presence to the systems in which many of His people may be found. On the contrary, He is outside in the place of reproach. He is with us individually, but are we collectively with Him? “Let us go forth” implies a company gathered to Christ.

   (Vv. 14-21). Having thus exhorted us to “go forth ... unto Him without the camp”, the writer indicates some of the blessings and privileges that can be enjoyed by those who obey the exhortation. It will be found that the outside place is one in which many privileges can be enjoyed, and many scriptural directions carried out with a fulness that is impossible to those who remain in the camp order of things. Thus we learn that those who gather to Christ in the outside place are viewed as having certain characteristics:

   	(1) They are a pilgrim company — “Here have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come.” In the outside place we can take up our proper character as strangers and pilgrims. A stranger is one that has no continuing city here; a pilgrim is one that seeks the city to come. We may, alas, fail in the outside place to be true to our pilgrim character, but in the camp it would be well nigh impossible to wear that character with any consistency (verse 14).

   	(2) They are a worshipping company — “Let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually.”  How difficult, in the camp, to worship God in spirit and in truth. Outside, it is possible to find, not only worshipping individuals, but a worshipping company (verse 15).

   	(3) The company in the outside place is one in which bodies are cared for. Hence we are exhorted to do good and to communicate (verse 16).

   	(4) It is a company where souls are watched over. So we are to obey our leaders and submit to those who seek the good of our souls (verse 17).

   	(5) It is a praying company, where the leaders who care for souls are sustained by the prayers of the saints. If the saints require the ministry of the leaders, the leaders need the prayers of the saints (verses 18, 19).

   	(6) It is a company in which it is possible to do the will of God, and thus be well-pleasing in His sight (verses 20, 21).

   	(7) Lastly, it is a company to the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ, “to whom be glory for ever and ever” (verse 21).

   	Very blessedly the Epistle opens with Christ in glory. Then we have a company of believers being brought to glory. Now, as the Epistle draws to its close, we learn that it is God's desire that those who are going to glory should take the outside place with Christ down here, and thus be for His glory in time, as they will be for eternity.

   	How blessed is the truth, as presented in Scripture, of a company of people who have gone forth to Christ in the outside place, bearing His reproach; having a pilgrim character; marked as a worshipping company, where bodies are cared for and souls watched over; in which prayer is made; and which is here for the pleasure of God and the glory of Christ. Alas! how little have we answered to the picture. Nevertheless, in spite of all our failure, let us press on, seeking to answer to the truth, and having nothing less before our souls.
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   1 Introduction

   (James 1: 1)

   The writer of the Epistle speaks of himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”. Inasmuch as the James who was John's brother, and the son of Zebedee, was early martyred by Herod (Acts 12: 2), it is probably right to assume that this is the James who took a leading place among the Jewish believers at Jerusalem (Acts 12: 17; Acts 15: 13; Acts 21: 18; Galatians 2: 12). Naturally he would be specially fitted to address an Epistle to the twelve tribes of the dispersion. To such he sends greeting.

   	To understand the Epistle it is necessary to remember the position of Jewish believers in Judæa and Jerusalem as brought before us in the Acts of the Apostles. It is evident that at that time there were great numbers of believers who had not definitely separated from the Jewish system. We read of believers “continuing daily with one accord in the temple.” Later we find “a great company of the priests were obedient to the faith.” Then again we read that there were also “certain of the sect of the Pharisees which believed”, who said it was needful to circumcise believers. Later we hear of “many thousands of Jews” which believed and were “all zealous of the law”, and who, apparently, had not even given up the sacrifices and offerings and Jewish customs (Acts 2: 46; Acts 3: 1; Acts 6: 7; Acts 15: 5; Acts 21: 20).

   	This doubtless was an anomalous position. It was, however, a period of transition from Judaism to Christianity, and during this period God bore with much that was not according to His mind. This we know from the Epistle to the Hebrews, written at a later date with the main object of entirely separating Christians from the Jewish system, exhorting them to go without the camp and break their links with the earthly religion, in order to take up their heavenly position in connection with Christ in the outside place of reproach. 

   	Moreover, it would seem that during this transition time God not only recognised the Christians associated with the Jews, but He still recognised the twelve tribes, among whom they were found, as the professing people of God, though only the Christians among them possessed the faith that confessed Jesus as Lord. Thus the Epistle is not addressed to the Church as such, nor exclusively to Jewish Christians. It is addressed to the twelve tribes scattered abroad, while recognising and especially exhorting the Christians amongst them. The Epistle has been greatly misunderstood and, it is feared, much neglected by true believers through not seeing its peculiar character. It is rightly viewed as meeting the first phase of Christianity, when Christians had not yet separated from the nation of Israel; but for this reason it is wrongly argued that it has little direct reference to our days when the full light of the Church, with its heavenly blessings, has been revealed.

   	As to fact, history has repeated itself and, once again, true Christians find themselves in the midst of a vast profession which, like the twelve tribes, is not heathen but professes to own the true God. For this reason the Epistle that met the first phase of Christianity has a very special application to its last phase. 

   	In its five chapters we are not to look for any unfolding of Christian doctrine, or the presentation of the exclusive privileges of the assembly. All these deeply important truths are unfolded in other inspired Epistles. The main object of this searching Epistle is to appeal to the professing people of God and exhort believers to a practical walk that proves the reality of their faith, in contrast with the vast profession in whose midst they are found. Christian conduct must ever be of the deepest importance, but never more so than when an easy-going profession has put on the outward cloak of Christianity without personal faith in the Lord Jesus. Here, then, we find our faith tested and our conduct searched.

   	In James 1 there is set before us the practical Christian life.

   	In James 2 the practical life is presented as the proof of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.

   	In James 3 and James 4 seven different evils are passed before us which characterise the vast profession and into which the true Christian can easily fall but for the grace of the Spirit of God.

   	In James 5 the apostle contrasts the condition of the professing mass with that of God's suffering people, and presents the coming of the Lord in relation to both classes.

   
   2 The Practical Christian Life

   (James 1: 2-27)

   The first chapter presents the great subject of the Epistle — the development of a complete Christian character in the midst of a vast, lifeless profession.

   (Vv. 2-4). The apostle commences by encouraging us to rejoice in the trials that become the occasion of developing the practical life of godliness. Firstly, he tells us that trials test and prove the reality of our faith. Secondly, they are a means used by God to develop patience, or endurance. Thirdly, if patience is allowed to do its work, it will lead to a well-balanced Christian life, in which our own wills are refused and God's will is accomplished. For this we must “let patience have her perfect work.” The work of patience is to break down our self-confidence and self-will and teach us that, apart from God, we can do nothing. When patience has had her perfect work, the soul will show its submission to God in trial by bowing to what God allows and waiting for the Lord. “It is good that one should both wait, and that in silence, for the salvation of Jehovah” (Lam. 3: 26 N.Tn.).

   	The Epistle thus opens by presenting the way whereby God would develop in His people a beautiful life, lacking no Christian trait. This life was expressed in perfection in Christ on earth in the midst of trials and sufferings; it is wrought in believers through trial and suffering.

   (V. 5). However, even if the will is subject and we truly desire to do the will of God, we may often in our trials lack wisdom to act according to His will. If this is the case with any one of us, the apostle says, “Let him ask of God.” Our resource is God. We might shrink from turning to men, not only because their advice might not be sound, but because they might grudge their counsel, upbraid us for our ignorance, or betray our confidence. With God we need have no such fears. He gives freely, without reproaching us for our folly and feebleness.

   (Vv. 6-8). The need that turns us to God becomes the occasion for developing our faith. So we are exhorted, not only to “ask of God”, but also to “ask in faith”, nothing doubting. In looking to God we are to count upon an answer to our prayers. To doubt that God will answer, in His own time and way, would prove that our minds are “like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed.” The wave is exposed to winds from every quarter. We are not to allow our prayers to be influenced by the difficulty of the circumstances or the strength of opposing evil, but in simple faith we look to the One who is above all opposing influences of evil — One, indeed, who can walk upon the waves and calm the storm. He alone can give us the wisdom to act according to His will. Our prayers to God may often be hindered by the unbelief that looks at the circumstances. With a double mind we shall be unstable in all our ways, being driven one way or another as the circumstances appear favourable or unfavourable.

   (Vv. 9-11). Moreover, we may seek to find a way of escape from trials by social position or riches. As Christians we should rejoice that our standing before God does not in any wise depend upon social position in this world. Let the brother in a humble position in life rejoice that Christianity has exalted him into a new spiritual position far above all the glory that this world can offer, to have fellowship with Christ and His people at the present time, and to share in the glory of Christ in the world to come. Let us remember that it is written that God hath “chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which He hath promised to them that love Him.”

   	Let the rich rejoice in that they are brought low as regards the possessions and glory of this world, having been brought to share in the unsearchable riches of Christ. Compared with Christ and His glory, the glory and riches of this world are but flowers that fade and perish. Having found Christ in the glory, the apostle Paul reckoned these earthly advantages but loss; and more, he counted them but dung. For a Christian to boast in birth and social position is to boast in the very thing upon which in his own case the apostle poured contempt. One has said, “The world will pass away, and the spirit of the world is already passed from the heart of the spiritual Christian. He who takes the lowest place shall be great in the Kingdom of God” (J.N.D.).

   	Drawn together in the bonds of divine love, the poor and the rich can leave behind all questions of worldly position and earthly possessions, and in happy communion enjoy the things which belong to that great fellowship into which both are called, “the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1: 9).

   (V. 12). Blessed, then, the man, whether rich or poor, who escapes these snares and endures in temptation, looking only to the Lord to know His mind and walk in obedience to His will. Such will live the practical Christian life and, when the path of faith with its trials is finished, will receive the crown of life which the Lord hath promised to them that love Him. We often rebel in trials because we love ourselves and wish to defend and vindicate ourselves, but if we love Him, we should endure for His sake.

   (Vv. 13-15). The apostle passes on to warn us of another character of trial. He has been speaking of the trial of faith that comes from circumstances without (verses 2, 3); now he warns us not to confound this form of trial with the trials that come from the flesh within. God can try us with outward circumstances, but God cannot be tempted with evil, neither does He tempt any man to do evil. We, indeed, can be tempted by evil, through lust within, and thus enticed into doing evil. Judas, enticed by the lust of money in his heart, fell into the devil's temptation to gratify that lust by betraying the Lord. The lust within led to the sin of the betrayal, and the sin of the betrayal brought forth death.

   (Vv. 16-18). In contrast with the evil that comes from the flesh, every “good gift” and “every perfect gift” comes from God. The Greek word for “good gift” refers to the giving, the word for “perfect gift” to the thing given. All that is good both in the manner of giving as well as the thing given comes from God. He also is the father of lights. In the physical world it was He who set the “lights in the firmament of the heaven to give light upon the earth.” He also is the source of all spiritual light. No darkness comes from Him. He is not only good and pure light, but all goodness and all light come from Him; and with Him there is no variableness, neither shadow of turning. He does not change with our changing circumstances or our varying moods.

   	We have a wonderful expression of the goodness of God in that He has imparted to us a new nature that we should be a kind of firstfruits of His creatures. Having this new nature wrought in us by the word of truth, we become a firstfruits of the new creation.

   (Vv. 19-21). The Christian, then, instead of acting according to the corrupt desires of the flesh, is, by living in the power which works through the new nature, to be a witness of the new creation. We are called to act in practical consistency with this new nature. We are to be ready to hear, slow to speak, and slow to wrath. Hearing is the attitude of dependence that listens to God. Speaking is the expression of our own thoughts. We are, then, to be swift to hear God's words which express His mind and will, and slow to speak words which too often only express our nature and our will. Moreover, we are not only to be slow to give utterance to the thoughts of our minds, but also slow to anger which expresses the feelings of our heart. The wrath of man does not lead to the righteousness of God, or to conduct consistent with godliness. Wherefore we are exhorted to lay aside the filthiness of the flesh and the abounding wickedness of the heart which manifests itself by hasty words and unrighteous anger. We are to deal with the evil that lies behind the malicious words and the outbursts of anger. But this will not be by attempting to obey an outward law, which only stirs up the flesh, but by laying aside every phase of it, and receiving with meekness the implanted word of God. It is the word received into the soul, not with reasonings and questions, but in the meekness that submits to what God has to say. The word thus engrafted in the soul will work to save us from all the evils of the flesh and of the world. We are thus not only begotten by the word but we become changed in character and grow in grace by the same word.

   (Vv. 22-24). We have been exhorted to be swift to hear what God has to say to us in His word; now we are exhorted to put into practice what we hear. We are to be “doers of the word, and not hearers only.” What is this but a re-echo of the Lord's own words, “If ye know these things, happy are ye if ye do them” (John 13: 17). It has been said that this “sentence may seem a truism in statement; in practice none is more needed. So apt are we to rest on approval or admiration of an act or habit as if it thus became our own. We want these simple words forever in our ears” (Bernard). The one who prides himself that he knows the word, and yet does not himself obey it, will only deceive himself as to his true condition before God. He is using the word merely as a mirror to see himself for a moment, and think no more about it. His ways are not governed by the word.

   (V. 25). The one, however, with the new nature and governed by the word, will find that the word is “the perfect law of liberty”. The law of Sinai was written on tables of stone; it wrote nothing upon the heart. It told men what to do but gave them no desire or power to obey it. To be commanded to do what I have no desire to do is bondage, even if I obey. Now, by the word of God we have not only a perfect revelation of the will of God, but also, by the same word, a new nature has been begotten in us that delights to act according to the word. To be commanded to do what I desire to do is liberty. Thus the word of God becomes a law of liberty and the one governed by the law of liberty will be blessed in all his acts.

   (Vv. 26, 27). The closing verses of the chapter set before us the practical life of godliness according to the word of God that carries with it the blessing of God. The mere affectation of religion is quickly exposed by the tongue. The unbridled tongue will quickly show that behind it there is a heart in which lust and malice are unjudged. Pure religion will manifest itself not in words but in practice. It will lead to a life that goes out in sympathy to the afflicted and that is lived in separation from the world.

   	We may seek to act upon one part of the verse and forget the other. We may do many good works and yet be hand in hand with the world; or we may be very separate from the world and lack the practical good works. Pure religion and undefiled requires obedience to both exhortations. The one that goes out to the need of the world must refuse to be defiled by its evil. How perfectly was this pure religion and undefiled expressed in Christ. One has said, “His holiness made Him an utter stranger in such a polluted world: His grace kept Him ever active in such a needy and afflicted world ... though forced by the quality of the scene around Him to be a lonely One, yet was He drawn forth by the need and sorrow of it to be the active One” (J.G.B.).

   	Thus, in this first chapter, the apostle sets before us the practical Christian life, strengthened through trial and dependence upon God, lived in the power of a new nature that delights to hear and obey the word of God, showing itself in love that goes out to the needy in the world, yet in holiness that walks apart from the evil of the world.

   
   3 The Christian Life the Proof of Faith

   (James 2)

   One great purpose of the Epistle is to press the practical Christian life and thus preserve the believer from severing faith from practice. In the first chapter the practical life of godliness, developed in a new nature, has been set before us. In the second chapter this practical life of godliness is brought forward as the proof of genuine faith. 

   	The life of faith must ever be in striking contrast with the life of the world; it is, moreover, characterised by works of faith. These, then, are the two themes of chapter two: firstly, to warn those who profess the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ against being conformed to this world (verses 1-13); secondly, to warn against the mere profession of faith without the works that are the outcome of faith (verses 14-26).

   1. The incompatibility of the life of faith with the life of the world

   (Vv. 1-3). In the main, the world estimates men, not according to their moral worth, but by their social position and outward adorning. Those who have the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, are not thus to judge of one another. The man of the world will pay respect to the well-born man with riches and social position; but faith puts us in touch with the Lord of glory. In His presence all men, however high in worldly position, become very small.

   (V. 4). Believers are warned against making these worldly distinctions among themselves, and thus entertaining evil thoughts by judging according to the flesh, and thinking contemptuously of a poor man because of his poverty, or adulatingly of a rich man because of his wealth. 

   (Vv. 5-7). A contrast is then drawn between the way God acts and the way of many who profess to be believers. God hath chosen those who are poor in this world but rich in faith. Though poor in this world, they are heirs to the riches of the coming kingdom promised to those who love God. The great religious profession of the day is thus put to the test. How does it regard the world? How does it treat believers? Above all, what value does it set upon the Name of Christ? Alas! the great profession is exposed in all its emptiness, inasmuch as it respects the rich, despises the poor, oppresses the believer and blasphemes the worthy Name of Christ.

   (Vv. 8-9). The apostle is writing to those who, while making a profession of Christianity, were zealous of the law (Acts 21: 20). How then does their profession of Christianity stand in relation to the essence of the law — the royal law — as presented by Christ? Christendom today has placed itself under law and therefore can in like manner be tested by law. The royal law is the law of love. The Lord could say that to “love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind” is the first and great commandment, and, He added, the second is like unto it, “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” To love God and to love one's neighbour is to fulfil the whole law. It would be impossible to break any other laws if these two laws were kept. The law of love is the royal law that governs every other law. To fulfil this law is to do well. The professed believer who has respect of persons is obviously not loving his neighbour as himself. On the contrary, he thinks more of his rich neighbour than of his poor brother. He is thus convicted of being a transgressor.

   (Vv. 10, 11) It would be useless to plead that all the other laws have been kept if this one is broken. To offend in one point is to be guilty of all, even as the snapping of one link in a chain means that the weight suspended by it falls to the ground.

   (Vv. 12, 13). If we profess the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, we have a nature that delights to do what God wishes us to do. This indeed is liberty. It follows then that our speech and actions should be in consistency with this law of liberty. 

   	God delights to shew mercy. If we profess the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ and show no mercy, we are not acting according to the dictates of the new nature which delights to exercise mercy rather than judgment. To fail in mercy may bring upon us the governmental chastisement of God.

   2. The reality of faith proved by the works of faith

   (V. 14). What a man says is tested by what he does. A man may say he has faith, but merely saying he has faith will not profit unless accompanied by works which prove the reality of his faith.

   (Vv. 15-17). No one would imagine that it would be the slightest good merely to say to a needy person, “Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled”, and yet do nothing to meet the need. The words, however fair, would be of no profit unless accompanied by deeds. “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.”

   (V. 18). Faith works, then, are the proof of faith before men. We cannot see faith; therefore to prove the existence of faith we need something for sight. One may say, “Thou hast faith, and I have works.” He says, as it were, “You boast in your faith and are indifferent to works; but if you have faith show it to me; and how can you show me your faith without works? I can show you my faith by works.”

   (Vv. 19, 20). The Jew believed that God is one. This is right; the devils also believe this and their belief makes them tremble, but it does not put them in relationship with God. So a man may believe what is true as to God, and yet have no faith in God. Faith is the outcome of a new nature that trusts in God and proves its existence by its works. The man then that says he has faith and yet is “without works” is a vain man and his faith merely a dead profession. Such is the condition of the vast profession of Christendom in which truths are assented to and “works” are done, but without the faith that brings the soul into personal touch with Christ.

   (V. 21). The apostle brings forward two cases from the Old Testament to show, firstly, that faith which has God for its object produces works and, secondly, that the works faith produces have a distinct character. They are faith works, and not simply good works, as men speak.

   	The apostle first refers to Abraham and shows that he was “justified by works when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar.” By this work he proved that he had such absolute faith in God that he believed God could act in a way contrary to anything ever experienced in the history of man.

   (V. 22). Here, then, we see not only works but that “faith wrought with his works.” It is evident, then, that while the apostle speaks of works proving our faith, he refers, not simply to good works such as kindly nature can produce, but only such works as faith can produce. They are faith works; and by such works faith is made perfect. If, on the one hand, the apostle insists upon works as the test of faith before men, on the other hand, he insists upon faith as the test of the works.

   (V. 23). Thus, in a practical way, the Scripture was fulfilled which saith, “Abraham believed God.” He very blessedly proved his trust in God, with the result that God owned him and confided in him, calling him the “friend of God”.

   (V. 24). It is thus made plain that “by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.” It is, however, equally clear that the apostle is not speaking of justification before God, through atonement for sins, but of justification visible to men. The apostle Paul speaks of justification before God, and then says, “If Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God” (Rom. 4: 2). James is speaking of justification before men and asks, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works?” As a result he was called “the friend of God”, and this was surely something in which he could glory.

   (Vv. 25, 26). In the history of Rahab we see another striking illustration of faith works. She was a woman of bad character, and did that which men would condemn as a betrayal of her country. Yet her act proved that she had such faith in God that, in spite of all appearance to the contrary, she recognised that the Israelites were the favoured of God, and that Jericho was doomed.

   	Both cases prove that the mere profession of faith is not enough. There must be reality as proved by faith works. “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.”

   	In both cases the works prove the existence of faith in God, but they do so because of their special character. In neither case are they works of which the natural man could approve. Abraham is about to slay his son, and Rahab to transfer her allegiance to God, and, as man would conclude, to betray her country. These  are not “good works” as men speak. The practical life of the Christian is, indeed, to be marked by “good works”, as the apostle has already shown by exhorting believers to “visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction.” But the works that prove faith are so contrary to nature that, apart from faith, they would be condemned by every right-minded man. Thus, under the indication of God's will and in submission to it, the faith produces special works, and the works prove the faith. 

   	In the course of the chapter the profession of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ is tested by enquiring:

   	How does it stand in relation to the poor  (verses 1-6);

   	How does it treat believers  (verse 6);

   	How does it treat the worthy name of Christ (verse 7);

   	How does it stand in reference to the royal  law (verses 8-11);

   	How does it stand in reference to the law of liberty (verses 12, 13); and finally

   	How does it stand in relation to works  (verses 14-26)?

   
   4 The Evils of the Flesh

   (James 3, James 4)

   In James 2 the apostle has given us different tests whereby we can prove the reality of those who profess the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ. In James 3 and James 4 we are warned against seven different forms of evil which are characteristic of the profession and into which, but for grace, any believer can fall:

   	1. the unbridled tongue (James 3: 1-12);

   	2. envy and strife (James 3: 13-18);

   	3. unbridled lust (James 4: 1-3);

   	4. friendship of the world (James 4: 4);

   	5. the pride of the flesh (James 4: 5-10);

   	6. speaking evil of one another (James 4: 11, 12);

   	7. self-will and self-confidence (James 4: 13-17).

   1. The unbridled tongue (James 3: 1-12)

   (V. 1). The apostle prefaces his warnings against the unbridled use of the tongue by exhorting us not to be many teachers. The apostle is not speaking of the right use of the gift of teaching (Romans 12: 7), but of the propensity of the flesh to delight in teaching others, and in its eagerness to take part in ministry. This tendency may exist in all, whether gifted or otherwise. Even where the gift of teaching exists, the flesh, if allowed, can easily misuse the gift to feed its own vanity. Apart, however, from the possession of gift, we are all in danger of attempting to teach others what is right, while forgetting that we ourselves may fail in the very things against which we warn others. One has said, “It is far easier to teach others than to govern ourselves”, and again, “Humility in the heart makes a man slow to speak.” To teach others and fail ourselves only increases our condemnation.

   (V. 2). Let us then remember that in correcting others we may be offenders ourselves, for “we all often offend”, even if at times we do so unconsciously. In no way is it so easy to offend as in words. The man who can bridle his tongue will be a full-grown Christian, a perfect man, able to control every other member of his body.

   (Vv. 3-5). This leads the apostle to warn us against the unbridled use of the tongue. The bit in the mouth of the horse is a small thing, but by it we can compel the horse to obey. The rudder is a small thing, but with it great ships can be controlled in spite of “fierce winds”. Even so the tongue is a little member which, if a man can, like a helmsman,  control, he can govern the whole body. If not bridled, the tongue can become the means of expressing the vanity of our hearts by condemning others and exalting our-selves, for it can boast “great things”. It can thus become the source of great mischief for, though “a little member”, it resembles a little fire which may destroy a forest.

   	The hand and the foot can become instruments for carrying out the will of the flesh; but no member of the body so readily and easily expresses our will, exposes our weakness and reveals the true state of our heart as the tongue. It is easily inflamed by malice in the heart, and inflames others, doing endless mischief by one idle and malicious word.

   (V. 6). The apostle describes the tongue as a fire which not only kindles trouble but keeps the trouble in existence. It is capable of instigating every form of unrighteousness, thus becoming a world of iniquity. By its evil suggestions it can lead to every member of the body being defiled and stir into activity the whole course of fallen nature. The evil spirits of hell find in the tongue a ready instrument for their fell work, so that it can be said that “it is set on fire of hell.”

   (Vv. 7, 8). The tongue is untameable by nature. Every kind of creature has been tamed by mankind, but no man can tame the tongue. It is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison. Not only does it defile the body, but it can poison the mind. It has been truly said, “Many according to the flesh would avoid giving a blow, who cannot restrain a passionate or hard word against a neighbour.” How easy it is by a thoughtless or an unkind word to poison the mind of brethren against a brother.

   (Vv. 9-12). Moreover, the tongue can be thoroughly inconsistent, for, while capable of blessing God, it can also curse man made in the likeness of God. Out of the same mouth blessing and cursing can proceed. This is contrary to nature, for no fountain can send forth sweet and bitter water, nor does a fig tree bear olives, nor a vine figs. By the ordinance of God the nature of a thing induces products according to its nature. Christians, as born of God and morally partakers of the divine nature, are in speech and acts to be consistent with God's ways.

   	The apostle is not speaking of the tongue when used by grace and restrained by the Spirit, but of the tongue used under the influence of the flesh and energised by the devil. Nothing but the power of the Spirit filling the heart with the grace of Christ can restrain the tongue. When the heart is enjoying the grace and love of Christ, the tongue will speak in grace out of the abundance of the heart.

   2. Envy and strife (James 3: 13-18)

   The apostle, having in trenchant terms exposed the evil of an unbridled tongue, now warns against envy and strife. In this connection he draws a striking contrast between the wise man and those who entertain envy and strife in the heart. 

   (V. 13). The wise man, with understanding of the mind of God, will show that he is such, not by boastful words, nor necessarily by any words, but by good conduct and works carried out in meekness, which is the outcome of true wisdom. Too often the flesh seeks to display itself in boastful words and ostentatious works. Such is not his way.

   (Vv. 14, 15). In contrast with the wise man, there are those who allow bitter envy and strife in their hearts. The evil, as ever, commences in the heart; and envy in the heart leads to boasting, and boasting to lying against the truth. How often the envious man will seek to hide his jealousy by protesting that he has no rancour in his heart, but is only resisting evil and standing for the truth. If, under the pretence of exposing some evil and telling a brother the plain truth for his good, we deliberately say things that are offensive, we may be perfectly sure that malice in the heart is behind our offensive words. How often have the most malicious words been excused by quoting the scripture, “Open rebuke is better than secret love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend.” How few would be able to quote the words that immediately precede, and that would warn us that we should not use this scripture lightly, for they ask the question, “Who is able to stand before envy?” (Prov. 27: 4-6).

   	How easy to deceive ourselves in the effort to excuse ourselves. How easy to indulge our malice under the plea that we are acting in faithfulness. Malice is a weed very common in our hearts; yet how rarely will anyone confess to entertaining a malicious feeling in the heart, or uttering a malicious word with the lips.

   	Bitter envying and strife are not the outcome of the wisdom from above. They are earthly qualities, not heavenly; they express the feelings of the old man, not the new; they are of the devil, and not of God.

   	Moreover, we do well to remember that envy is always the confession of inferiority. To envy a man with a big income is to admit that one's own is smaller. In the same way, to be jealous of a man with gift is to confess that one's own is an inferior gift.

   (V. 16). If envy and strife in the heart lead to boastful and lying words in the endeavour to excuse and cover the envy, the boastful and hypocritical words will produce scenes of disorder and confusion, which open the door to “every evil work”. Here, then, in plain and searching words we have laid bare the root cause of every scene of disorder that occurs amongst the people of God. Bitter envy and strife in the heart, finding expression in boastful and deceitful words, lead to “disorder and every evil thing” (N.Tn.). 

   	Ah me! what hearts have been broken; 

   	What rivers of blood have been stirred 

   	By a word in malice spoken — 

   	By only one bitter word!

   (Vv. 17, 18). In striking contrast with the activities of the old man marked by envy and strife, the apostle sets before us in the closing verses a beautiful picture of the new man marked by “the wisdom that is from above”. We know that Christ is above, seated in the glory, and of God He is “made unto us wisdom”. Christ is the Head of the Body, and all the wisdom of the Head is at our disposal. It has been truly said that, “He is just as pleased to be Head to the simplest believer as to the apostle Paul. He was Head and wisdom to the apostle, but He is ready to be Head and wisdom to the most unintelligent Christian.” How true are these words, for the very passage that tells us that “God hath chosen the foolish things of the world” immediately adds, “of Him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom” (1 Cor. 1: 27, 30). Alas! our own fancied wisdom often hinders us from benefiting by the wisdom from above — the wisdom of our Head. Good for us to own our foolishness and cast ourselves upon the wisdom that is in Christ our Head, to find that, however unintelligent naturally, we shall have wisdom given for every detail of our life and service.

   	If marked by wisdom from above, we shall bear the beautiful character of Christ. The wisdom “from above first is pure, then peaceful, gentle, yielding, full of mercy and good fruits, unquestioning, unfeigned” (N.Tn.). What is this but a lovely description of Christ as He passed through this world?

   	The wisdom of the Head first deals with our hearts. It will lead us to judge the secret evil, so that we may be pure in heart. Then, in our intercourse with others, it will teach us to be peaceable. It will restrain our tongues and the natural love of contention, thus leading us to seek peace. Seeking peace we shall express ourselves with gentleness rather than in the violent manner of the flesh. Instead of the aggressiveness of the flesh that ever seeks to assert itself, we shall yield to others with readiness to hear what they may have to say. Moreover, the wisdom from above is ready to show mercy rather than hasty to condemn. It is “unquestioning” and “unfeigned”. It does not seek to make a pretension of great wisdom by raising endless questions. It is marked by simplicity and sincerity. The wisdom from above thus produces the fruit of righteousness, sown in a spirit of peace by those who seek to make peace. The wisdom from the Head will never produce a scene of disorder and strife. The one marked by this wisdom will make peace, and, in the peaceful condition that is made, will reap the fruits of righteousness.

   	What ice-bound griefs have been broken; 

   	What rivers of love have been stirred 

   	By a word in wisdom spoken — 

   	By only a gentle word!

      3. Unbridled lust (James 4: 1-3)

   (Vv. 1-3). The apostle has spoken of disorder and strife amongst the professing people of God. Now he asks, “From whence come wars and fightings among you?” He traces the wars amongst the people of God to the lusts of the heart finding expression in the members of the body. To gratify lust the flesh is prepared to kill and fight. In a literal sense this is true of the world and its wars. In a moral sense, if we are bent on carrying out our own wills, the flesh will ruthlessly belittle and override everyone that hinders the fulfilment of our desires.

   	If our desires are legitimate, there is no need to fight amongst ourselves to obtain them; we can ask of God. It is true, however, that we may not obtain an answer to our prayers, because we may ask with the wrong motive of gratifying some lust.

   4. The friendship of the world (James 4: 4)

   (V. 4). The lust of the flesh leads the apostle to warn us against the friendship of the world, which offers every opportunity to gratify lust. The world is marked by the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life. It has manifested its enmity to God by rejecting and crucifying the Son of God. For one professing faith in the Lord Jesus to enter into friendship with the world that has crucified the Son of God is to commit spiritual adultery. “The friendship of the world is enmity with God.” Our attitude towards the world plainly declares our attitude towards God. “She that liveth in pleasure is dead while she liveth”, states the apostle Paul (1 Tim. 5: 6). Habits of worldly self-indulgence bring death between the soul and God. “If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him”, writes the apostle John (1 John 2: 15). “Whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God”, says the apostle James.

   5. The pride of the flesh (James 4: 5-10)

   (Vv. 5, 6). The apostle proceeds to show that behind the friendship of the world there lies the pride of the flesh. Desirous of being somewhat, the flesh naturally turns to the world, seeking to find in its riches, social position and honours that which will gratify its craving for distinction. It is not in vain that Scripture warns us against the world; and the Spirit that dwells in Christians will not lead us to lust after the things of the world. On the contrary, the Spirit gives grace to resist the world and the flesh, as it is written, “God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.” If we are content to be little and nothing in this world, there is power and grace to resist the flesh and the world.

   (V. 7). To meet the pride of the flesh seven exhortations follow. All are so opposed to the natural pride of our hearts that nothing but grace ministered by the Spirit will enable us in any measure to answer to them.

   	Firstly, the apostle says, “Submit yourselves therefore to God.” Grace alone will lead to submission. The sense of the grace and goodness of God will give such confidence in God that the soul will gladly give up its own will and submit to God. Instead of seeking to be somebody and something in the world, the Christian will cheerfully accept the circumstances that God orders. The Lord Jesus is the perfect example of One whose confidence in God led Him to submit perfectly to God. In the presence of the most sorrowful circumstances, when rejected by the cities in which He had wrought His miracles of love, He said, “Even so, Father: for so it seemed good in Thy sight” (Matt. 11: 26).

   	Secondly, the apostle exhorts, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” Submitting to God and being content with such things as we have will enable us to resist the devil's temptations to exalt ourselves by the things of this world. As in the temptations of our Lord, the devil may tempt us by natural needs, by religious advancement, or by worldly possessions. If, however, his temptations are met by the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, his wiles will be detected and he will not be able to stand against the grace of the Spirit that dwells in us. The Lord has triumphed over Satan and, in His grace, we can so resist the devil that he has to flee.

   (V. 8). Thirdly, we are exhorted, “Draw nigh to God, and He will draw nigh to you.” The devil resisted has to flee, leaving the soul free to draw nigh to God and to find that He is very nigh to us. If, like the Lord in His perfect path, we set Him always before us, we shall find, even as He did, that He is at our right hand and, with His being near to us, we shall not be moved (Psalm 16: 8). Drawing near to God is the expression of the active confidence in Him and dependence upon Him, of a heart moved by grace to find that His throne is a throne of grace.

   	Fourthly, the apostle says, “Cleanse your hands.” If we are to draw nigh to God, we must judge every act unsuited to His holy presence, not putting our hands to anything that defiles.

   	Fifthly, the exhortation is, “Purify your hearts, ye double-minded.” It is not enough to cleanse the hands; we must also judge the evil of our hearts. The Pharisees could make much show of outward purification by washing the hands, but the Lord has to say, “Their heart is far from Me” (Mark 7: 3, 6). The one who ascends the hill of the Lord and stands in His holy place must have “clean hands, and a pure heart” (Ps. 24: 4). The heart is the seat of the Christian's affections. These need to be purged of every object not compatible with God's will.

   (V. 9). Sixthly, the apostle says, “Be afflicted and mourn.” If led by the grace of the Spirit of God, we shall feel the solemn condition of the professing people of God, and in their sorrowful condition we shall find no ground for rejoicing. The Christian has indeed his joys which no man can take from him, and he can rejoice in the grace of God that works in the midst of the evil of the closing days. Nevertheless, the hollow laughter of the professing religious world and its false joys, by which it deludes itself and seeks some relief from its miseries, will lead the heart that is touched by grace to mourn and weep.

   (V. 10). Seventhly, the apostle says, “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and He shall lift you up.” We may well be humbled as we think of the condition of the professing people of God, but above all we are to be humbled because of what we find in our own hearts. The humbling is to be in the presence of the Lord. It is an inward work by which the soul is made conscious of its own littleness in the presence of God's greatness. The natural tendency is to seek to exalt ourselves before one another; only grace will lead us to humble ourselves before the Lord. As we so do, in His own time He will lift us up. Attempting to lift ourselves up, we shall be humbled.

   	It will be noticed that these seven exhortations imply that we are in the midst of a vast profession characterised by the evils against which we are warned. So far from submitting to God and resisting the devil, Christendom is increasingly rebelling against God and submitting to the devil. Careless in its ways and lustful in its affections, it passes on its way with laughter and gaiety instead of affliction and mourning, proud of its achievements instead of being humbled by its condition. Moreover, to answer to these exhortations is only possible in the power and grace of the Spirit that dwells in us (verse 5). To those led by the Spirit the condition of the vast profession will rebuke pride, and lead them to humble themselves before God, to find grace in the midst of all the failure, and glory in the day to come, when those who humble themselves now will be lifted up, for “many that are first shall be last; and the last first” (Mark 10: 31).

   6. Speaking evil of one another (James 4: 11, 12)

   (Vv. 11, 12). The apostle has warned us against the pride of the flesh that seeks to exalt self. He now warns us against the effort to belittle others by speaking evil of them. To speak evil of others is an indirect attempt to exalt self. Thus evil-speaking is the outcome of self-importance. Love would not, and could not, speak evil. Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh. Hence evil-speaking is the sure index that pride and malice, rather than love, have found place in the heart.

   	Moreover, the one speaking evil of his brother has forgotten the royal law, which exhorts us to love our neighbour as ourselves. Again, the law explicitly states, “Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.” According to the standard of the law, our brother, so far from being disparaged, is to be an object of love, and his reputation safe at the lips of his brethren. When it is otherwise, we are not even living according to the standard of the law. Clearly, then, to speak evil against our brother is to speak against the law; instead of being doers of the law, we act as if we were above the law. We judge the law rather than allowing the law to judge us. Moreover, to transgress the law is to slight the Lawgiver and to usurp His place. If our brother has done wrong, the Lawgiver is able to save or to judge according to His perfect wisdom. Who are we that we should judge one another?

   	Are we then to be indifferent to evil in one another? Far from it. Other Scriptures instruct us as to how to deal with evil when the sad necessity arises. This Scripture warns us against speaking evil. The one that speaks evil against his brother is not dealing with the evil and has no intention of doing so. He is simply speaking evil in order to disparage his brother. Well for us to remember, when tempted to gratify a little bit of vindictive malice by speaking evil of our brother, that we not only sink below what is proper to a Christian, but we do not even fulfil the righteousness of the law.

   7. Self-will and self-confidence (James 4: 13-17)

   Finally, the apostle warns us of two evils that are often found together — the self-will that leaves God out of our circumstances (verses 13, 14), and the self-confidence that leads to boasting in our own activities (verses 15-17).

   (Vv. 13, 14). Without reference to God or our brethren, the flesh can say, “we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain.” Self-will decides where to go, how long to stay, and what shall be done. There is not necessarily anything wrong in these things. The wrong is that God is not in all our thoughts. The life of self-will is a life without God. Life is viewed as if our days were at our disposal. We forget that we know not what may be on the morrow, and that our life is but a vapour.

   (Vv. 15-17). On account of the uncertainty of our circumstances and the transitory character of life, our wisdom is to walk in lowly dependence upon the Lord, and in all our walk and ways to say, “If the Lord will”. Alas! the flesh can not only boast in doing its own will, but rejoice in its boasting. We are therefore warned that, when we know what is good and yet in self-will refuse to do good, it is sin. The apostle does not say to do evil is sin, but not to do good, when we know what is right, is sin.

   
   5 The Coming of The Lord

   (James 5)

   The apostle has presented the beauty of the practical Christian life in the midst of a vast profession (James 1); he has given us the tests that prove the reality of those who profess the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ (James 2); he has warned us against the different evils that are found amongst those who make a profession of being in relationship with the true God (James 3 and James 4). Now, in the closing chapter (James 5), he clearly distinguishes between the two classes, on the one hand the vast mass of mere profession, on the other those in its midst who have personal faith in the Lord Jesus. When James wrote his Epistle, the twelve tribes formed the great profession, and the godly remnant the true believers. Today it is professing Christendom and true believers in its midst to whom these truths apply. 

   	The apostle sets before us the true condition of each class, the one outwardly rich and prosperous, the other poor and suffering. He presents the Lord's coming as ending both conditions. He exhorts the godly to quiet endurance in the midst of suffering, and shows that the sufferings they pass through form part of the Lord's discipline for their blessing.

   1. The rich in this world (James 5: 1-6)

   (Vv. 1-3). The apostle first appeals to those who, while making a profession of recognising the true God, yet having no personal faith in Christ, make riches and prosperity in this world their great object. Such would do well to look on to the judgment about to overwhelm the religious profession, and to weep and to howl in view of the miseries that are coming on them. Their possessions will not only fail and become corrupted, but they will be the means of their own destruction, even as a fire destroys. How often have riches, with all the opportunities they afford for the gratification of every lust, proved the truth of the apostle's words, by becoming a means to destroy both body and soul. “Your gold and silver ... shall eat your flesh as fire.” Moreover, time will soon be passed, for we are living “in the last days” (N.Tn.). Thus the rich in this world are warned that judgment is coming (verse 1), riches are failing (verse 2), men are being destroyed, body and soul, and time is passing (verse 3).

   (Vv. 4, 5). Not only do unsanctified riches destroy their owners, but too often they lead to the poor being defrauded and persecuted, rather than being benefited. Moreover, apart from any persecution of the poor, riches tend to a life of idle luxury in which the poor are ignored and forgotten. Even with Christians, one has truly said, “Riches are a positive danger for us, because they nourish pride, and tend to dispose the heart to keep aloof from the poor with whom the Lord associated Himself in this world” (J.N.D.).

   	Nevertheless, the poor are the special care of the Lord. He is not indifferent to their needs, nor deaf to their cries. The Lord Himself became poor that we through His poverty might be rich. It is to the poor the gospel is sent; and God hath chosen “the foolish”, “the weak”, the “base”, the “despised” of this world. There may, indeed, be some mighty and some high-born that are called, but, says the Scripture, “not many” (1 Corinthians 1: 26-29).

   (V. 6). Further, the rich have not only defrauded and neglected the poor, but they have condemned and killed the Just. The One who can say, “I am poor and needy”, is not wanted by an easy-going profession which says, “I am rich, and increased with goods.” The rich in Israel condemned and killed the Just; the rich in Christendom put Him outside their door (Compare Psalm 40: 17 and Revelation 3: 17).

   2. The poor of the flock (James 5: 7-11)

   (Vv. 7, 8). God is not indifferent to the wrongs of His poor people, nor to the rejection of Christ by the world. At present God does not generally show by any public intervention His care for His people. When He does intervene, it will be in judgment on the world. At present He is acting in grace, not willing that any should perish. For His public intervention we must await the coming of the Lord. To this time the apostle refers when he says, “Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord.” In view of all that the Lord's people may have to suffer, these two things are pressed upon them: present patience and the immediate coming of the Lord. When the Lord comes, it will be manifest that God has not been indifferent to the sufferings and wrongs of His people. When He comes, tribulation will overtake those who have troubled them, and those who have been troubled will be brought into “rest” (2 Thessalonians. 1: 6-10). In the meantime, God's people are called to exercise patience, like the husbandman who has to labour with “long patience”, waiting for the precious fruit of the earth. When He comes, His people will reap in heavenly blessings the precious fruit of their long patience. In view of the precious fruits we are going to receive, and the imminent coming of the Lord, the apostle says, “Stablish your hearts.”

   	True waiting for the Lord — not simply the doctrine of the second advent — will keep the soul in separation from the world with its riches, its pleasures and its wantonness. It will lift the soul above all suffering and slight, come from what quarter they may. It will enable the soul to endure patiently through every conflict; and to walk in calm confidence, not reviling when reviled, nor threatening when made to suffer wrongfully, even as Christ did not resist when condemned by the rulers of this world (1 Peter 2: 21-23).

   (V. 9). In result we shall “complain not one against another.” Knowing that the Lord at His coming will put everything right, we are exhorted to go on in quietness of spirit, content with such things as we have, not complaining of our own lot, nor condemning others who appear to be in easier circumstances than ourselves, for “the Judge standeth before the door.” It is not for us to judge what is best for ourselves in our present circumstances. To complain is to condemn ourselves by calling in question His ways with us. We must allow that the Lord is the Judge and knows what is best for each one. 

   	Moreover, we are to beware of a complaining spirit that is irritated by those who may be maligning us in secret. It is not for us to seek our revenge, but to endure patiently. The attempt to defend ourselves ends too often in acting in the flesh, thus taking ourselves out of the hands of the Judge and bringing ourselves under condemnation. Well for us to endure silently, knowing that the Judge stands before the door. He is not indifferent to the wrongs of His people. He has perfect knowledge of all that takes place, and He is just and impartial in His judgment. One has truly said, “It is of all importance that we should hold in check the movements of nature. We should do it if we saw God before us; we should certainly do it in the presence of man we wished to please. Now God is always present; therefore to fail in this calmness and moderation is a proof that we have forgotten the presence of God” (J.N.D.). Let us then seek grace to remember that not only “the coming of the Lord draweth nigh”, but also that “the Judge standeth before the door.”

   (Vv. 10, 11). The apostle reminds us of two examples of men who, in the past, suffered and endured. In the prophets we see men who suffered unjustly and, instead of reviling their persecutors, took their sufferings patiently, with the result that they were happy in spite of what they wrongfully suffered. They are examples for ourselves when called to suffer unjustly for the Name of Jesus and the confession of the truth. We are to follow in the steps of Him “who did no sin, neither was guile found in His mouth: who, when He was reviled, reviled not again; when He suffered, He threatened not; but committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously” (1 Peter 2: 22, 23). “The Judge standeth before the door”, and we do well to leave the judgment with Him.

   	Furthermore, we have the outstanding example of Job. In his case, we see not only the patience of a sufferer, but also the end of the Lord. If, in the presence of suffering and wrongs, we patiently endure, we shall find that in the end, “The Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.” Job's case is specially instructive, as in his troubles we learn that, whatever trials we are permitted to pass through, God uses them for our discipline. In all that Job passed through, we see the discipline and chastening of God for the blessing of His servant. Job had begun to take pleasure in his own goodness and trust in his own righteousness. To destroy Job's confidence in himself and his own goodness, the malice of Satan is allowed, to a limited point, to sift him with terrible trials. The result of all the trials that Job passed through from Satan the accuser, from his wife and from his friends, was that he not only triumphed over all the power of the enemy, but through the trials he learned and judged the secret and unsuspected evil of his own heart. Taking pleasure in his own goodness, which indeed was real and owned of God, he had said, “When the eye saw me, it gave witness to me”; but when at last he gets into the presence of God, he says, “Mine eye seeth Thee; wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 39: 11; Job 42: 5, 6).

   	By the grace of God, Job is triumphantly patient in the presence of trials, and by this same grace he is brought to know himself in the presence of the Lord. Then, having learnt his own heart, he ends by learning the heart of the Lord, for he found “that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.” God, having searched Job's heart and rebuked his enemies, abundantly blessed him, for we read that “the Lord turned the captivity of Job ... also the Lord gave Job twice as much as he had before ... so the Lord blessed the latter end of Job more than his beginning” (Job 42: 10, 12).

   (V. 12). The apostle has warned us against impatience in the presence of wrongs that would seek to revenge the wrongs in forgetfulness that “the Judge standeth before the door.” By thus taking our case into our own hands we may fall into condemnation (verse 9). Now he warns us that there is another way in which we may forget God and come under condemnation. In complaining against men, we may forget the presence of God; but also in defending ourselves we may so forget what is due to God that we seek to confirm our statements by irreverently invoking the Name of God, or heaven, or earth. It is the utmost irreverence, in the heat of passion, to use divine Names to seek to gain credit before men. The apostle therefore says, “Above all things, my brethren, ... let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay.”

   (V. 13). The apostle passes on to speak of our great resource in the presence of wrongs. He presumes that we are in the presence of a great profession and that the true people of God will suffer evil. He has warned us that, from whatever source the wrongs may come, whether from the world or our brethren, we are to beware of complaining and seeking to avenge ourselves against the wrongdoer (verse 9); and we are not to defend ourselves with oaths (verse 12). What then are we to do? His answer is simple: “Does any one among you suffer evil? let him pray” (N.Tn.). Our natural tendency is to revile when reviled, to meet charges with counter charges, and malice with malice. This is simply to meet flesh with flesh. God's way for us is very different and very simple. In the presence of every wrong we have a God-given resource. Instead of taking things into our own hands we are to take them to God in prayer. We need not underestimate the wrong; we may face it in all its malice and evil; but having done so, we are to draw near to God and spread it out before Him in prayer. Thus the natural fleshly feeling of revenge will be subdued, the heart will be consoled and the spirit calmed. One has said, “In every case of affliction, prayer is our resource; we own our dependence and we confide in His goodness. The heart draws near to Him, it tells out to Him its need and its sorrow, laying it down on the throne and the heart of God.”

   	Moreover, it is not only our sorrows that may come in between our souls and God, but also our joys. So the apostle tells us, “Is any happy? let him sing psalms.” Our joys as our sorrows are to be the occasion of turning to God. There is an outlet for our sorrows in prayer, and an outlet for our joy in psalms.

   (Vv. 14, 15). The apostle has spoken of the wrongs we may suffer at the hands of others. He now speaks of another form of affliction — the dealings of the Lord. Apart from what others may do in malice to wrong us, the Lord may deal with us in love for our blessing. Thus sickness may come upon us. This sickness may be from ills common to these mortal bodies, or it may be the direct chastisement of the Lord; but in either case our resource is prayer. We are not to view the sickness as a matter of accident, but to see the Lord's hand in it; and turning to the Lord in faith, we shall find that He is ready to listen to and answer the prayer of faith. If sins have been committed, they shall be forgiven. Here, the fact of prayer and seeking the prayers of others expresses the submission of the soul to that which God has allowed, instead of giving way to complaints and murmurings that would be the expression of a heart in rebellion.

   (Vv. 16-18). The prayer to God may be accompanied by confession to one another. There is no thought of confession to a priest or to an elder, but from “one to another”. One has truly said, “Whatever may be the state of ruin in which the assembly of God is found, we can always confess our faults one to another, and pray for one another, that we may be healed. This does not require the existence of official order, but it supposes humility, brotherly confidence and love. We cannot indeed confess our faults without confidence in a brother's love. We may choose a wise and discreet brother (instead of opening our hearts to indiscreet persons), but this choice alters nothing as to the guilty person's state of soul. Not hiding the evil, but opening his heart, he frees his humbled conscience: perhaps also his body” (J.N.D.).

   	To encourage us in prayer, the apostle turns our thoughts to Elias to show that the “fervent supplication of the righteous man has much power” (N.Tn.). Elias was a man of like passions as ourselves. Like us he had his seasons of failure and despondency, and yet, in answer to his prayer, the rain was withheld for three years and six months. In his history we see the display of outward power under the authority of God, for Elijah said, “As the Lord God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my word” (1 Kings 17: 1). Here we are permitted to see the secret source of this public display of power. He prayed and God heard and answered his prayer.

   	Thus in all this portion of the Epistle we learn that, whether it be in the presence of wrongs from others, whether in sickness, or in wrongs that we ourselves may have done, prayer is our resource, and the prayer of faith — the fervent supplication of a righteous man — availeth much.

   (Vv. 19, 20). The apostle closes the Epistle by leading away our thoughts from our wrongs and our sicknesses to think of the need and blessing of others. If any err from the truth, love will not be indifferent to the erring one, but will seek to bring him back, knowing that, if he is recovered, he is saved from the way of death and his sins are covered. Alas! offended vanity and malice that flow from jealousy will, to serve their own ends, uncover the sins of an erring one, even if long since confessed and the erring one restored. Love ever covers that which has been judged and put away.
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   1.

   The First Epistle of Peter is addressed to Christians elected from the Jewish nation. Four main objects are in view:-

   First, the setting forth of the true position and portion of these believers in the Lord Jesus, in contrast with their former position as Jews:

   Secondly, to instruct us as to the conduct suited to those in this new Christian position:

   Thirdly, to show that though the grace of God has set us in a position of blessing, we are still, as to our conduct in this world, under the government of God. In this First Epistle the government of God is presented more in connection with the believer; in the Second Epistle it is seen in connection with the world:

   Fourthly, to encourage us in view of the suffering we shall have to meet as we pass through this world. In 1 Peter 1 the suffering is from trials allowed of God for the testing of our faith (6, 7); in 1 Peter 2 the suffering is for conscience' sake toward God (19); in 1 Peter 3 the suffering is for righteousness' sake (14); in 1 Peter 4 the suffering is for the Name of Christ (12-14); in 1 Peter 5 the suffering arises from the opposition of the devil (8-10).

   Introductory

   (1 Peter 1: 1-13)

   The first thirteen verses are introductory and set forth the position and portion of the believer in the Lord Jesus while yet in this world. This position forms the basis of all the practical exhortations that follow.

   In this important introduction believers are viewed as strangers on earth (1, 2) with a home in heaven (3, 4). While passing through this world they are kept guarded by the power of God (5); tested by trials (6, 7); supported by Christ, the Object of their faith and affection (8). They have received the salvation of their souls (9); and wait for the full salvation in glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ.

   It is surely good for our souls to ponder these introductory verses, seeking to realise afresh our true position in this world, and the blessedness of our portion as believers in the Lord Jesus.

   1. Strangers on earth.

   (V. 1). The first verse tells us to whom the apostle addressed his Epistle. He wrote to “the strangers” scattered throughout the province of Asia Minor. “Sojourners of the dispersion” is the better translation. The apostle therefore writes to the Christians among the Jews who had been “dispersed” among the Gentiles. The Pharisees referred to these Jews when they asked, concerning the Lord, “Will He go unto the dispersed among the Gentiles?” (John 7: 35).

   The fact that God's ancient people are addressed as scattered or “dispersed” is proof that the nation had completely broken down, and for the time being all is out of order on earth. Man has failed in every position in which God has set him, and lost everything committed to his responsibility. The Garden of Eden, fresh from the hand of God, was committed to Adam to dress and keep. He failed, and was driven out; and his son was driven from God's face to be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth (Genesis 4: 12-14). The new world was committed to Noah. He failed, and his descendants were divided and scattered “abroad upon the face of all the earth” (Genesis 11: 9). The Land of Canaan was given to Israel; they utterly failed, and were scattered among the nations, even as God foretold (Deuteronomy 28: 64). The church, in its administration, was committed to the responsibility of men, and again man has failed, and outwardly the church is divided and scattered. Even so, although we have failed, God in His goodness may recall a few to the original ground of the church, but here also there is failure, division and brokenness.

   Let us not therefore forget that, if we are strangers in this world by the call of God, we are “dispersed” on account of our failure.

   (V. 2). Passing on to the second verse, we at once come to the blessings which are the result of God's sovereign electing grace, and in which there can be no failure. This it is that makes these introductory verses so exceedingly precious. Beginning with election in a past eternity we are carried on to glory in an eternity yet to come. Grace begun on earth ends in glory above.

   However much we may fail, God has His elect. Election is not national or collective, but personal and individual. This verse gives a beautiful description of each individual believer. As such we were elected in eternity according to foreknowledge of God the Father.

   Then we are told to what we have been elected. We are elected unto the obedience of Jesus, and to the sprinkling of the blood of Jesus. Through sanctification of the Spirit, God has set us apart for these two things. We are set apart to express His life, and to come under the efficacy of His death.

   Sanctification of the Spirit is an actual operation of the Holy Spirit in us, by which we are born of the Spirit, imparting to us a new life and nature, which produces an entire change of mind, manifesting itself in a new desire to obey. So the apostle Paul could say, even before he had learned the efficacy of the blood, “What wilt Thou have me to do?” The obedience of Christ is not simply that we come under a new rule and obey Christ, but that we are set apart to obey as He obeyed. We have a new nature that delights to do the will of God, even as Christ could say, “I do always those things that please Him” (John 8: 29).

   The sanctification spoken of in this passage is not the practical sanctification of the believer spoken of in other Scriptures, and which must be relative or a question of degree, but that far deeper sanctification of the Spirit which is absolute. It is that “effectual work of divine grace which first separates from the world a person, whether Jew or Gentile, to God” (W.K.). The order in which the truth is presented clearly shows that it cannot be practical sanctification. Practical holiness follows on being justified by the blood, whereas the sanctification in this passage precedes the blood.

   Moreover, the elect are set apart through the Spirit to come under the cleansing of the blood of Jesus Christ. By faith in Christ, the believer comes under the shelter of the precious blood which cleanses from all sin, and sets him before God in peace.

   When the Spirit of God works in a sinner, it is in order that the life of Christ may be produced in him, and that he may come under the efficacy of the death of Christ that removes everything contrary to God. Thinking only of ourselves, we should have put the blood first, for it is by the blood alone we can approach God. But Scripture first presents the great positive end that God has in view when His Spirit begins to work in our souls, namely, to reproduce the life of Christ.

   From this verse we learn that we have come into relations with every divine Person in the Godhead. We have been elected according to the foreknowledge of God the Father; we have been sanctified by the work of the Spirit in us; and the Father's election and the Spirit's work are in view of our obeying as Christ obeyed and coming under the sprinkling of the blood of Christ.

   2. Our home in heaven.

   (Vv. 3, 4). The first two verses view the believer as a stranger on earth, set apart from the world according to the election of the Father, the work of the Spirit, and the work of Jesus Christ. Now we learn that the believer's home is in heaven. The hope of the Jew was earthly and, for the time, was closed by the death of Christ. The nation had crucified their Messiah, and thus forfeited their earthly blessing. Nevertheless, in the abundant mercy of God, these believers had been begotten again to a living hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from among the dead. Every hope of the believer rests upon Christ risen. Our hope is a sure and certain hope because He is risen. It is a living hope because Christ is living. This heavenly inheritance, in contrast to the earthly, is incorruptible, undefiled, and unfading; and is reserved for the believer.

   3. Guarded by the power of God.

   (V. 5). Not only is heaven reserved for us, but, as we pass along our way, we are kept guarded from all the dangers of the journey through this world. It is indeed the power of God that guards us, and yet the way that power works is “through faith”. The power of God sustains the faith of His people, who are thus kept waiting for the salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. By faith we look on to the final deliverance by which we shall enter into the full enjoyment of the heavenly inheritance.

   4. Tested by trials.

   (Vv. 6, 7). To be kept guarded by the power of God from the dangers of the way does not mean that we shall have no trials to meet. In the prospect of the heavenly inheritance we can greatly rejoice, though in the present we may be put to grief through manifold trials. These trials are for the testing of our faith. In the sight of man gold is counted most precious: in the sight of God the faith of His people is much more precious than gold. If men try their gold in the fire to purify it from dross, shall not God prove the faith of His people by fiery trials in order to manifest the reality of their faith as well as to purify and strengthen faith?

   By these trials we are “put to grief”. God does not mean His people to be unmoved by trials, and untouched by sorrows; but in the grief and sorrow He would draw out our faith in Himself. For our comfort we are reminded of three definite truths in connection with these trials. 

   First, we learn that our trials are only “for a season”. If the pleasures of the sinner are only for a season, so too the sorrows of the saints are but for a season (cf. Hebrews 11: 25).

   Secondly, we are reminded that there is a need for these sorrows, for these trials are for “a season, if need be”. The Father does not cause His children a needless tear. The needs be is to prove our faith. This does not mean to prove whether we have faith, but rather to make manifest the preciousness of the faith we have. Gold is not put into the fire to prove that it is gold, but to bring out the precious qualities of the metal. So God proves our faith by various trials to bring out the precious qualities of our faith. Faith, counting upon God in the trial, leads to submission to what God allows: faith in God enables the soul to wait in patience (James 1: 3). Faith in God enables the believer to be steadfast against the attacks of the enemy (1 Peter 5: 9). The soul may have true faith, but when the trial comes these blessed qualities of faith — submission, patience, steadfastness, confidence and dependence upon God — become manifest.

   Thirdly, we learn that trials have a blessed answer in the coming day of glory. The manifestation of these qualities in the day of trial will lead to praise and honour and glory in the day of Jesus Christ. We are apt to think that a time of deep trial, which may prevent us from taking part in active service for the Lord, is all lost time. No, says God, it will be “found unto praise” at the appearing of Jesus Christ.

   5. Sustained by Christ.

   (V. 8). Whatever the trials we may have to pass through down here, we have in Christ an Object for our affections; One in whom we can trust, though we do not see Him; One in whom we rejoice with a joy that is a foretaste of the coming glory. Thus in the midst of trials we have an unfailing resource in Christ.

   6. Receiving the salvation of the soul.

   (V. 9). We wait for the inheritance; we wait for the full salvation ready to be revealed; we wait for the honour, and praise, and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ. We do not wait for the salvation of our souls. By faith in Christ, the One that we have not yet seen, we have already received the salvation of our souls.

   7. Waiting for the full salvation in glory.

   (Vv. 10-13). The apostle proceeds to speak of this salvation in all its fulness. He shows the three stages by which it is brought into manifestation. He speaks in these verses of salvation in its fulness — the entire deliverance of soul and body from all the consequences of sin. This salvation coming to us as undeserving sinners he rightly calls “the grace”, both in verses 10 and 13. This grace, or salvation, was first announced by the prophets who, speaking by the Spirit of God, prophesied of the rejection of the Messiah by the Jews and blessing flowing out to the Gentile — the sufferings of Christ and the glories that should follow.

   This salvation has not only been announced prophetically since Pentecost, it has been announced by those who preach the Gospel by the Holy Spirit sent down from heaven. Finally, the grace of a full salvation will be brought to us at the revelation of Jesus Christ, a salvation that takes us out of all our trials and sufferings and brings us into glory with Christ. This coming glory was foretold by the prophets in days past; it is preached by the Holy Spirit in the present day; it will be fully accomplished in the day of glory yet to come.

   In view of this coming glory we are to gird up the loins of our mind, to be sober, and hope with steadfastness for the coming grace that introduces us into glory. Girding up the loins of the mind suggests that the Christian is to be careful that his mind is not allowed to range unchecked over the things of the earth: he is to set his mind on things above. The Christian is also to be sober in his judgment as to all that is passing in this world, not deceived by the efforts of men to bring in a millennium without Christ. Whatever may be taking place in this world, the Christian is to look on and hope with perfect steadfastness for the grace that will be brought to us at the revelation of Jesus Christ.

   We have, then, in the introduction to the Epistle, a very beautiful presentation of the portion of the believer, commencing with the election of God in eternity, and leading to the glory that is yet to come. God's sovereign election is in view of glory. No failure on our side can frustrate the purpose of God. Between the election and the glory there are the trials by the way; but those God elects He guards, and those He guards He brings to glory.

   
   2.

   Conduct Suited to Christian Relationships

   (1 Peter 1: 14 - 1 Peter 2: 17)

   Having in the introductory verses set before us the position and portion of the believer, now and hereafter, the apostle exhorts us as to the practical conduct that flows from this position and is suited to the different relationships in which the Christian is found. Believers are viewed in a sevenfold connection:-

   First, as children in relation to the Father (1 Peter 1: 14-17):

   Secondly, as redeemed in relation to the work of Christ (1 Peter 1: 18-21):

   Thirdly, as brethren in relation to one another (1 Peter 1: 22 - 2: 1):

   Fourthly, as new-born babes in relation to the word (1 Peter 2: 2, 3):

   Fifthly, as living stones in relation to Christ in glory (1 Peter 2: 8):

   Sixthly, as a chosen race in relation to God (1 Peter 2: 9-10):

   Seventhly, as strangers and pilgrims in reference to the world (1 Peter 2: 11-17).

   l. Our practical life as children.

   (Vv. 14-17). The first mark of the child in relation to the Father is obedience. This obedience, as we have seen, is the obedience set forth in all its perfection in Jesus Christ. His path on earth was one of continual obedience to the Father. He could say, “As my Father hath taught me, I speak”; and again, “I do always those things that please Him” (John 8: 28-29). In the days of our ignorance of God we carried out our own wills, gratifying unholy lusts; now, as children, we are exhorted to holiness, or separation from evil. The apostle quotes the law to insist upon holiness (Leviticus 11: 44). However much the character of the dispensation may alter, the nature of God cannot change. It was true under law, it is still true under grace, that God is absolute in holiness; therefore those in relationship with God, whether under law or grace, must be holy.

   If, as believers, we fail in holiness, the very relationship in which we stand to God will bring us under the holy discipline of the Father. Because we are sons the Father will chasten and discipline us as sons in order that we may be partakers of His holiness. This righteous government of the Father will be according to our deeds, and carried out without respect of persons. Let us therefore pass the time of our pilgrimage in holy fear. As children, then, our practical lives are to be consistent with the holiness of the One who has called us, and upon whom we call, and marked by obedience, holiness and godly fear. Do we call upon the Father for protection, guidance and blessing? Let us see that we do not hinder our prayers, and bring discipline upon ourselves, by self-will or unholiness.

   2. Our practical life as redeemed.

   (Vv. 18-21). In our unregenerate days we were far from God, living the vain life of fallen generations before us. From this condition we have been redeemed; and the value God has set upon us, as well as God's horror of that fallen condition, has been set forth by the immense cost of our redemption. We are not redeemed by corruptible things as silver and gold, but by “the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot”. The Lamb was foreknown by God before the foundation of the world, but manifested in time for believers, that through Him we might be brought to God and walk before Him in faith and hope, knowing that God has raised Christ from the dead and given Him glory. Our faith is in the God that can raise the dead, our hope in a God that can give glory. As the redeemed, we are to be marked by faith and hope in God.

   3. Our practical life as brethren.

   (V. 22). In relation to the Father we are children; in relation to the work of Christ we are redeemed; in relation to one another we are brethren. As brethren we are exhorted to “love one another with a pure heart fervently”. The “pure heart” is obtained by the soul being purified from all evil and selfish motives that would hinder the outflow of love through obeying the truth.

   (Vv. 23-25). Our relationship as brethren is not traced back to natural birth, as with Israel, but to a spiritual birth, when we were “born again . . . by the word of God”. By this new birth we received a new nature, the very essence of which is love, so that, in spite of many social differences, we are capable of loving one another. The life and relationships that flow from this new birth are as lasting as the word of God by which the soul is born again. The word of God “liveth” and “abideth for ever”, so that the one born again enters into a life and into relationships which death cannot touch or time end. The natural man is indeed like the grass that withereth, and his glory like the flowers that quickly fall away even before the plant is withered.

   (1 Peter 2: 1). Having been born of the word, and thus having a new nature with new desires, and having the truth whereby we can purify our souls, the apostle warns us against some of the evils of the old nature which would hinder love to one another, as well as our spiritual growth. We are to lay aside malice that entertains evil thoughts of others, guile that seeks to hide what we are, hypocrisy that pretends to be what we are not, and envy that leads to slandering the one of whom we are envious. Guile and hypocrisy ever accompany malice. The one speaking maliciously of his brother may seek to hide his malice under the plea that he is acting for the good of his brother — this is guile; further, he may profess that he has nothing in his heart but love for his brother — this is hypocrisy. Behind malicious words there is envy, which is the real motive for evil speaking. Truly the wise man says, “Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous; but who is able to stand before envy?” (Proverbs 27: 4).

   4. Our practical life in relation to the word of God .

   (Vv. 2, 3). In relation to the word of God we are exhorted ever to retain the spirit of a newborn babe that craves and enjoys the milk by which it grows. The word, which is the seed of life, is also the means provided by God to sustain the life. All true desire for the word is the outcome of having tasted that the Lord is gracious. The more we enjoy the company of the Lord the more eager shall we be to sit at His feet and hear His word. To seek Christ in all the Scriptures will sustain loving interest in the word of God, and make many a difficult passage plain and simple. One has said, “The Bible is intended for a child's book 'From a child thou hast known the holy Scriptures', which are able to make wise unto salvation, and to furnish the man of God unto all good works. He reveals Himself unto babes, because the wise and prudent will not listen to Him”.

   Mary of Bethany is a striking example of one who tasted that the Lord is gracious, with the result that she delighted to sit at His feet and hear His word. Had we a deeper sense of the goodness of the Lord we should ever retain the babe's delight in the word, welcome every occasion to feed upon the word, and come together to read the word. The result would be that we should “grow up to salvation”. We should increasingly be saved from everything that hinders our spiritual progress, until at last we are completely saved at the coming of Christ, when the body of humiliation will be changed into the likeness of His body of glory.

   The desire for food is the proof of vitality in a babe. Spiritual vitality thus manifests itself in the desire for the spiritual food of the word, not simply the desire for intelligence in truth, but the desire for the word as that which feeds the soul by presenting Christ, and as making Him more precious to the soul.

   5. Our practical life as living stones.

   Hitherto the apostle has spoken of individual blessings, and the practice consistent with these blessings. Now he passes on to speak of collective blessings, and the practical united testimony that should flow from believers as a whole.

   (V. 4). Here believers are viewed as “living stones” in relation to Christ, the “living Stone”, and, as such, forming a spiritual house. Writing to believers from amongst the Jews, the apostle constantly alludes to material things connected with the nation of Israel. He shows that the material foreshadowed the spiritual; and that, if through the failure of Israel the material things had lapsed, yet the spiritual reality of these things remained. In the first chapter we learn that, if Israel's earthly inheritance in the Land had been lost, yet in Christianity believers have an inheritance reserved in heaven. In this second chapter we learn that, though the material house at Jerusalem had been set aside, yet God has a spiritual house composed of living stones, in which “spiritual sacrifices” are offered up by “an holy priesthood”.

   Israel of old was distinguished from all nations by the fact that God's house was in their midst. There God dwelt. From that house praise was to ascend to God, and testimony flow out to the world. That house was material — “a house . . . made with hands”. Men, as we know, corrupted the house, turning the house of praise into a house of merchandise and a den of thieves. The Father's house was turned into the house of corrupt Israel, and, as such, God forsook the house, leaving it desolate, to be thrown down by the Gentiles, so that not a stone was left upon a stone (Matthew 23: 38; Matthew 24: 2).

   Nevertheless, the wickedness and failure of man cannot frustrate the purpose of God. Christ, on earth, becomes the temple of God, the One in whom God dwelt, in whom God was glorified, and through whom God in all His love and holiness was set forth before men (John 2: 18-21). Alas! men rejected Christ. To have God dwelling in the midst is intolerable to man, even if present in blessing. As the nation of Israel had corrupted the temple at Jerusalem, so they destroyed the temple when set forth in Christ by nailing Him to the cross. But again we see that God does not give up His purpose to dwell among men. Christ, though rejected by men, is exalted by God, and from the place of His exaltation the Holy Spirit comes to build a habitation for God, a spiritual house composed of all believers.

   The coming formation of this spiritual house was revealed to Peter by the Lord, when He said, “Upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16: 18). Christ is the living Stone, the foundation of this spiritual house. As the living Stone He is rejected of men, but chosen of God, and precious. Coming to Christ as the living Stone, believers as living stones are built up “a spiritual house”. It is true that the Christ to whom we come is the living Stone, rejected of men; but we may ask, How many have come to Christ in the realisation that He is rejected by man and in reproach? Coming to Him in the consciousness that He is in rejection will of necessity involve that we leave behind the corrupt religious world that in practice denies His rejection. We go forth unto Him, bearing His reproach.

   (V. 5). Having spoken of the character of Christ as the living Stone, the apostle passes on to speak of the character of believers viewed as stones in God's house. They are “living”, partaking of the life of Christ, the living Stone, a life that death cannot touch. They are formed into “a spiritual house”, of which we know from the Gospel of Matthew that Christ is the builder. Nothing unreal enters into that which He builds. The Builder is perfect; His work is perfect; the stones are living. Throughout the Christian period the building grows, apart from all human instrumentality.

   Then we learn that God's great object in forming a spiritual house is to have an holy priesthood offering up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus Christ. Believers, in contrast to an earthly and carnal order of priesthood, form “an holy priesthood”. It is not only that they are priests, which might imply praising individuals; they are a priesthood, involving a praising company.

   (V. 6). The apostle quotes the prophet Isaiah to show that it was ever God's purpose that Christ should be the sure foundation for all blessing for His people. He is the chief corner Stone that carries the whole weight of the superstructure. As He is chosen of God and precious, we may be sure that none that believe in Him will be confounded.

   (Vv. 7, 8). This leads the apostle to draw a contrast between believers and rejectors of the living Stone. Unto those who believe is the preciousness; all the preciousness of Christ, all the blessing He secures, is made good to the believer. Alas! there are those who are disobedient, and, being such, they cast away as worthless the One who has been exalted by God as the Head of the corner. To such He becomes a stone of stumbling and a rock of offence. Men stumbled at His word. They would not believe the truth, and therefore to this end they were appointed. They were not appointed to sin or to disobey, but being rebellious and disobedient they were destined by their unbelief to stumble at the humiliation of Christ.

   6. Our practical life as a chosen race.

   (Vv. 9, 10). Had Israel obeyed the voice of God and kept His covenant they would have been to God “a peculiar treasure”, a kingdom of priests and an holy nation (Exodus 19: 5, 6). They failed, and, the nation having been set aside, believers are now viewed as taking the place of Israel as a witness to God before the world. The apostle quotes the prophecy of Hosea, which tells us that in a day to come Israel will again be taken up. In the meantime, the prophet's words are applied to the believing remnant of the Jews. Such, under the eye of God, form a royal priesthood, a kingdom of priests, to show forth the excellencies of God, who hath called us out of darkness into the marvellous light of the full revelation of Himself.

   We have thus a beautiful picture of the Christian circle composed of all believers drawn to Christ, the One whom the world has rejected. In the outside place of reproach they are formed into a spiritual house for the dwelling place of God, constituted an holy priesthood to offer up the sacrifices of praise, and formed into a kingdom of priests to set forth the excellencies of God before the world.

   Christendom, entirely failing to answer to the picture, proceeds on the false assumption that Christ is in honour in the world. Men have again erected magnificent temples after the pattern of the material temple, and have lost the truth of the spiritual house. A humanly-ordained priestly class has been instituted in contrast to the holy priesthood composed of all true believers; worship has become ritualistic, in place of worship in spirit; and again Christendom has set up so-called Christian nations in contrast to a chosen race of believers.

   It is difficult, if not impossible, in this day of ruin to find any collective setting forth of the Christian company as described in these verses. Nevertheless, the truth still remains in the Word, set forth in all its beauty; and it is still our privilege and responsibility to obey the Word. Obeying the Word, we should be set free from all the great religious systems of men that, in their constitution and practice, are a total denial of the truth. Those set free could not claim to be the “holy priesthood”, nor the “royal priesthood”, but in simple faith they could follow righteousness, faith, love, and peace with those who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart, seeking to walk in the light of these great truths.

   7. Our practical life as strangers and pilgrims. 

   (V. 11). In the first verse of the Epistle the believing Jews are addressed as strangers, as they are outcast from the land of Israel, and scattered among the Gentiles. Here, in common with all believers, they are viewed as strangers and pilgrims because they belong to heaven. In one case, they are strangers as the result of the judgment of God that had driven them out of their earthly inheritance; in the other, they are strangers as the result of the grace of God that had called them from earth to heaven. The man of the world is a stranger to heaven because he knows not the Father and the Son. The believer is a stranger in heart to the world because he knows the Father and the Son. He is a stranger, out of touch with this world, and a pilgrim going on to another world. Nevertheless, the flesh in the believer wars against the spiritual progress of the soul. We are therefore exhorted to “abstain from fleshly lusts”. We are not called to “war” against these lusts, but rather to abstain from them. It is hardly our business to wage war against drink or impurity or other evils in the world, but rather to show forth the excellencies of Him who hath called us out of darkness into light.

   (V. 12). Having warned us against fleshly lusts within, the apostle proceeds to exhort us as to our outward conduct before the world. We are to be careful to act in all honesty, so that by our good works we may give the lie to hard words, by which we are spoken against as evildoers.

   The day of visitation refers to God's present dealings with the world. Men may speak evil of the Christian, but when trouble overtakes them, through yielding to their lusts, they will have to admit that God blesses those who quietly and patiently pursue a life of good works.

   (Vv. 13, 14). The following exhortations view the believer in relation to the institutions and authorities of this world. It would be wholly inconsistent for those who take the place of strangers in this world to attempt to form these institutions or appoint the authorities. We are, however, to be subject to them, and this with the highest motive, for the Lord's sake. We are to be subject to subordinate as well as to supreme authorities, and, again, for the reason that we view them all in relation to the Lord. Whether they exercise their authority in the fear of God or fail to do so, we are definitely to view them as sent by God for the maintenance of the government of the world.

   (Vv. 15, 16). By subjection to authority, and by well-doing, the Christian would put to silence the ignorance of senseless men, who charge the believer with rebellion against authority (Luke 23: 14, 15; Acts 24: 12, 13). We are free from the world, but are not to use our freedom to speak evil of this world's authorities, but rather to devote ourselves wholly to the service of God.

   (V. 17). As to the social positions of the world, we are to be careful not to treat men with contempt or disdain. We are not to treat a poor man with disdain, nor a rich man with servility. We are to honour both. Very specially are we to honour all in that circle in which our happy lot is cast, the brotherhood which binds us together in Christian bonds. In this circle we can do more than honour, we can love one another.

   Other Scriptures clearly show that the only limitation to our subjection to men is the fear of God. When men insist upon direct disobedience to God, we must set God first (Acts 4: 19). So here the order is, “Fear God. Honour the king”. 

   
   3.

   Conduct Suited to the Individual Relationships of the Christian

   (1 Peter 2: 18 - 1 Peter 3: 7)

   The apostle has exhorted us as to conduct consistent with relationships in which all Christians are found. He now refers to the conduct proper to particular relationships in which many are placed. First, he speaks of servants (2: 18-22); then of wives (3: 1-6); and, finally, of husbands (3: 7).

   1. Household servants.

   (Vv. 18-20). Christian servants are first addressed. The Greek word, we are told, implies household servants, though not necessarily slaves. All Christians have already been exhorted to be in subjection to every human institution. Now the Christian servant is exhorted to be subject, as later subjection is pressed upon the Christian wife, the younger brethren, and finally upon us all in relation to one other. Evidently, as one has said, subjection “is the very quality that suits strangers. If I am a king in my kingdom, I may exercise authority and dominion; but if I am a cast-out stranger, the temper that suits me is a spirit of subjection all my life through. Put the stranger in company with what relationship you please, the Spirit of God expects this spirit of subjection”.

   The servant is to be subject whether the master be gentle or ill-tempered. The ill-temper of a master may involve suffering for a Christian servant. This gives occasion to introduce the second form of suffering of which the apostle speaks in this Epistle — suffering for conscience' sake. The servant, while subject, is to keep a good conscience before God by refusing to do evil. If this leads to suffering wrongfully, let the believer remember that to “do well”, “suffer for it”, and “take it patiently” is acceptable to God.

   (Vv. 21-23). In a life of patient suffering for well-doing God sees the setting forth of the life of Christ. This explains many of the trying circumstances in which the Christian may be found. God allows them to give us the opportunity to express the excellencies of Christ for His pleasure and our ultimate glory.

   If we are called to be with Christ in glory, we are also called to follow His steps on the way to glory. The apostle gives us three of His steps. First, He did no sin, neither was guile found in His mouth. Secondly, He suffered, being reviled and threatened. Thirdly, when reviled, He took it patiently; He neither reviled nor threatened. In the presence of all His accusers His resource was in God. He committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously. When falsely accused before the Jewish council, He “held His peace” (Matthew 26: 63). To the accusations of the Jews in the presence of Pilate, “He answered nothing”. To Pilate himself, “He answered . . . never a word” (Matt. 27: 12-14). The mocking Herod questioned Him in many words, “but He answered him nothing” (Luke 23: 9). He was silent before men because He had a resource in God.

   How good for us to follow in His steps and, in the presence of the malicious words of men, come from what quarter they may, to keep silent in the realisation that the Lord is our resource. Well for us to take up the words of the prophet and say, “Jehovah is my portion . . . therefore will I hope in Him. Jehovah is good unto them that wait for Him, to the soul that seeketh Him. It is good that one should both wait, and that in silence, for the salvation of Jehovah” (Lam. 3: 24-26). It is noticeable that it is only in this particular relationship that the Lord can be cited as an example, for He Himself has taken the place of the Servant. From other Scriptures it is clear that the Christian may entreat, exhort, or even rebuke; but never is he to revile or threaten.

   (Vv. 24, 25). Moreover, the Christian has another incentive to do right, or “live unto righteousness”. Christ has borne our sins in His own body on the tree, not only that we should be justified and saved from the judgment of sins, but that we should live unto righteousness. Having been healed by His stripes, can we go on with sin that cost Him so much to remove? Christ having suffered for our wrong-doing, it is to our shame if we suffer for wrong-doing. It is our privilege to be allowed to follow His steps and suffer for well-doing. Only by having Himself before us can we follow His steps; as His sheep, we are only safe as we follow the Shepherd and Overseer of our souls.

   2. Wives.

   (Vv. 1, 2). The apostle proceeds to exhort believers in the marriage relationship. The outstanding mark of the Christian wife should be subjection to her husband. In carrying out this exhortation we may learn how greatly a consistent Christian life can influence the unconverted. The unbelieving husband, who refuses to listen to the word of God, may be won by beholding the life of his wife lived in all purity and the fear of God.

   (Vv. 3, 4). If, however, the wife is to live rightly with the husband, she must live in spirit before God. Her adorning is not to be after the passing fashions of this world, which only seek to make the woman outwardly attractive in the sight of men, while of necessity having nothing to say to the moral character, which is of great value in the sight of God. The Christian wife is to think rather of that which God sees — “the hidden man of the heart” — and adorn herself with the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit. This is the opposite of the vanity and self-assertiveness of the flesh which ever seeks prominence for self. Moreover, this meek and quiet spirit is to be cherished in the heart, in the sight of God. If cultivated there, it will surely form a meek and quiet character before God and men. There may be at times the affectation of a meek and quiet manner, but this is of little value unless it is the outcome of a meek and quiet spirit. Only that which comes from “the hidden man of the heart” will rightly affect the life.

   (Vv. 5, 6). Holy women of old are cited as examples for Christian women today. They trusted in God, adorned themselves with meekness and quietness of spirit, and were in subjection to their husbands. Sarah proved her obedience and subjection to her husband by calling him lord, according to the custom of that day. Wives that trust in God, obey their husbands, and do well without fear of consequences, are characteristically children of Sarah.

   3. Husbands.

   (V. 7). The Christian husband is to dwell with his wife according to the knowledge of the relationship as instituted by God, and not simply according to human thoughts or customs. He is to honour her as the more fragile being, and therefore requiring greater care and protection. Whatever differences there may be as to constitution, they are heirs together of the grace of life. The husband is therefore to pay all honour to the wife, so that no cloud may arise between them to hinder their prayers.

   
   4.

   The Christian Circle

   (1 Peter 3: 8, 9)

   (V. 8). Having given special exhortations for Christians in their individual relationships, the apostle finally exhorts us as to the qualities that should mark the Christian circle in which all believers have their part.

   The world around is full of discord, but in the Christian circles there should be unity: “Be ye all of one mind”. From other Scriptures we learn that “one mind” in the Christian company can only be attained by each individual having the lowly mind — the mind that was in Christ Jesus (Phil. 2: 2-5). Nearly all the discord among believers can be traced back to the unjudged vanity and self-importance of the flesh that ever seeks to be prominent and accounted great (Luke 22: 24). Apart from having the mind of Christ we shall either be in conflict or form a false unity after our own ideas.

   Having one mind, and that the mind of the Lord, will naturally lead us to have “compassion one of another”. The Lord's “compassions fail not; they are new every morning” (Lam. 3: 22, 23). Very small differences between brethren may be allowed to wither up our compassions. If, then, our compassions are not to fail, the motive behind them must be love. Therefore the exhortation follows, “Love as brethren”. This is not love after a human fashion as in natural relationships, however right in their place, but love as linked together in the divine relationships of the family of God.

   Divine love will lead the Christian to be tender-hearted and humble-minded. In human love there is often a strong element of selfishness. Divine love will lead us to feel the sorrows of others while forgetting self. So Christ, not thinking of His own comfort or safety, can go into Judaea where men sought to kill Him, to weep with the two sorrowing sisters (John 11: 8, 35).

   (V. 9). If, alas, one may seek to harm us, or rail against us, we are not to render evil for evil, or railing for railing, but, contrari-wise, blessing. Our practical life in the Christian circle is to be governed by the fact that we are called to inherit blessing. In the sense of the grace that has so richly blessed us we should be ready to bless others even if they have railed upon us.

   If these simple injunctions were carried out, there would be the setting forth of the excellencies of Christ in the circle of His people. What are these injunctions but the setting forth of the loveliness of Christ! He walked through this world with the lowly mind; His hand was ever stretched out in compassion, moved by a heart filled with divine love. No one was ever so tender-hearted and humble-minded as Christ. Never did He render evil for evil; on the contrary, He dispensed blessing to those of whom He had to say, “They have rewarded Me evil for good, and hatred for My love” (Psalm 109: 5).

   
   5.

   The Moral Government of God

   (1 Peter 3: 10-13)

   (Vv. 10-13). Having enjoined upon us the beautiful Christ-like character that should mark the Christian company, the apostle encourages us to embrace whole-heartedly the Christian life, and refuse evil, by reminding us of the unchanging principles of the moral government of God. The essence of government, whether human or divine, is to protect and bless those who work good and punish those who do evil. With man corruption and violence may too often mar his government, so that the good may suffer and the wicked escape. With God all is perfect; His government is exercised without respect of persons, rendering to every man, believer or unbeliever, according to his deeds.

   The grace of God does not set aside the government of God; we do not escape the government of God by becoming Christians. Though the subjects of grace, it is still true that we reap what we sow. We cannot use Christianity to cover evil.

   Christianity sets before us a life of blessedness lived in communion with God. This life was lived in perfection by the Lord Jesus, as set forth in “the path of life”, traced in Psalm 16, a life which has its deep spiritual joy, for the Lord can say of this life, “The lines have fallen unto Me in pleasant places”. If, then, the believer would live this life and “see good days, let him refrain his tongue from evil, and his lips that they speak no guile: let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace, and ensue it”. In so doing, he will find, in the government of God, that he is blessed, whereas the one that does evil will suffer, for, according to the immutable principles of God's government, “the eyes of the Lord are over the righteous, and His ears are open to their prayers: but the face of the Lord is against them that do evil”. Moreover, “who is he that will harm you, if ye be followers of that which is good?” Even the world can appreciate the man that quietly pursues his way doing good.

   It may, however, be asked, if doing good leads to prosperity and doing evil to punishment, how is it that in this world so often the godly suffer, and those who do evil appear to prosper? How is it that in this very Epistle that tells us that God's favour is upon the righteous we have the sufferings of God's people brought before us in greater detail than in any other Scripture? How is it that, immediately following the passage that promises “good days” as the outcome of doing good, we read of the possibility of suffering for doing good?

   Such questions are answered if we remember that during this day of grace the government of God is moral, and not generally direct and immediate. It is truly a moral government in the sense that good is rewarded by spiritual blessing rather than by material prosperity, so that, while the apostle puts before us the possibility of suffering for righteousness' sake, he can still add, “happy are ye”.

   God's government is not now generally direct, for the sorrow and punishment that are the consequences of evil are not always immediate and visible. To see the final outcome of God's government — whether in the blessing of those who work good or in the punishment of the evildoer — we must look beyond the present time and wait for the world to come.

   While the government of God goes on in all its absolute perfection, it is at the moment largely hidden, and one has said, “It needs faith to accept the fact that God's moral government prevails above all the confusion”. Let the believer remember that, in spite of all appearances to the contrary, it ever remains true that doing good will lead to blessing and sorrow. Both the blessing and the sorrow may be experienced in measure now, but the blessing will be fully known in the world to come.

   
   6.

   Suffering for Righteousness' Sake

   (1 Peter 3: 14 - 1 Peter 4: 7)

   In the first chapter we are reminded that the believer may suffer under the chastening of God for the trial of his faith. In the second chapter we further learn that he may be called to suffer for conscience' sake (1 Peter 2: 19). This portion of the Epistle has the great theme of suffering for righteousness' sake.

   The Christian is viewed as following in the steps of Christ (1 Peter 2: 21), and, so doing, he walks as a stranger and a pilgrim through this world; he abstains from the fleshly lusts that war against the soul; he refrains from speaking guile; he avoids evil and does good; he seeks peace. Thus walking, according to the government of God, he will be in favour of the Lord, and escape in large measure the troubles that men bring upon themselves through their evil ways. Nevertheless, in an evil world the Christian may have to suffer for righteousness' sake, clearly indicating that the government of God will not always be fully manifest until righteousness will reign in the millennial days. The devil is not yet banished from the world, and evil still prevails, so that, while the pursuit of righteousness will ever meet with the favour of God, it may entail opposition from man if, by doing right, the Christian interferes with the interests of the men of the world.

   (V. 14). If, then, we are called upon to suffer for righteousness' sake, we are not to bemoan our lot, but rather rejoice, even as Paul and Silas, when persecuted at Philippi, could at midnight sing praises to God, though unjustly cast into prison because they had crossed the interests of some evilly-disposed men. There is, however, the danger of yielding to an unrighteous course through fear of consequences. We are therefore warned against the fear of man, and being troubled by the dread of what may happen if we do right.

   (V. 15). Our safeguard against yielding to unrighteousness will be found in sanctifying the Lord in our hearts. By giving the Lord His rightful place in our hearts, we shall be conscious of the presence of the Lord to support us in the presence of men. We shall thus not only escape the temptation to yield to what we know to be wrong in order to escape trouble, but we shall be enabled to render a positive testimony to the truth, giving a reason for our hope with meekness and fear. Acting in a spirit of meekness we shall not offend by seeking to assert ourselves and our opinions; acting in fear before God we shall be bold to maintain the truth. While we are not to be afraid of man's fear (verse 14), it becomes us to walk in the holy fear of God.

   (V. 16). Moreover, to suffer for righteousness' sake, and witness a good conscience before men, demands “a good conscience” before God and men. If with a bad conscience we attempt to stand before the enemy, it will only be to court shame and defeat. With a conscience void of offence we shall, by our consistent Christian conduct, put to shame those who falsely accuse us.

   (Vv. 17, 18). It is clear, then, that believers may have to suffer for well-doing, but, even so, let us remember it is “the will of God”. The evilly-disposed will of man may cause the suffering, but the will of God allows the suffering. Our concern should be to learn God's mind in the suffering, remembering that it is better to suffer for “well doing” than for “evil doing”. If we fail and do wrong, it is surely right that we suffer for it, rather than that it should be passed over. There can, however, be no excuse for the Christian doing wrong, and having to suffer, seeing that “Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit”. Being brought to God, justified from all our sins, it is our privilege to live a new life in the Spirit, and thus do good, even though at times we may have to suffer for “well-doing”.

   (Vv. 19, 20). In order to sustain these Jewish believers in their special sufferings, the apostle draws a parallel between their day and the days before the flood. Christ was not personally present then, yet He preached to men by the Spirit of God through Noah (Genesis 6: 3; 2 Peter 2: 5). Today Christ is no longer present on earth, but the Holy Spirit has come, and the Gospel is being preached by the servants of the Lord (Acts 1: 8). In Noah's day the great mass was disobedient to the preaching, and their spirits are now in prison awaiting the yet greater judgment of the dead. So too the great mass of the Jewish nation entirely rejected the preaching of Christ by the Spirit (Acts 7: 51-53). In the days before the flood, it was the time of “the long-suffering of God”, in which God waited to bless men before the judgment fell; so the present time is the day of God's grace that precedes the coming judgment.

   In the days of the flood a few were saved from the judgment that came upon the world; so today a remnant is saved from the governmental judgment that has overwhelmed the nation of Israel, and the yet greater judgment that is coming upon the living and the dead (1 Peter 4: 5).

   The few who escaped the judgment in Noah's day were saved “through water”. The whole world of Noah's day was under the judgment of death by the deluge. Noah, and those with him, escaped the judgment by passing through the waters of judgment. Christ has passed through death and is risen, and the believer is clear of judgment as having passed through the judgment in the Person of his substitute. Noah came into a new world, free of judgment; so Christ is risen and beyond judgment, and the believer's conscience is relieved of all dread of the judgment he deserves by seeing that he is as clear of all his sins before God, and of their judgment, as Christ Himself.

   (V. 21). This separation from a guilty world, and escape from judgment in passing through the waters of judgment, is clearly set forth in picture in the story of the flood. Further, the apostle tells us that these great truths are also set forth in figure in baptism. We have, then, in this passage the picture in the flood, the figure in baptism, and the fact in the death and resurrection of Christ. In baptism we pass through the water, and thus in figure are separated from the world under judgment, to come into a new sphere beyond judgment. Alluding to the ceremonial washing under the law, the apostle warns us that, in his reference to baptism, he is not using it as a figure of the outward ceremonial cleansing of the body by Levitical washings, but as a figure of the death of Christ by which we obtain a good conscience before God.

   (V. 22). In the closing verse of the chapter we see how complete is the salvation that is ours by the death and resurrection of Christ. It is set forth in Christ as a Man in heaven set in the place of supreme power — the right hand of God — with every other power made subject to Him. Christ has been into death and judgment, and has so perfectly triumphed that no power in the universe can prevent His taking a place in glory.

   In the early verses of chapter 4 the apostle continues his theme of suffering for righteousness' sake. Enlarging upon the statement that it is better to suffer for well-doing than for wrong-doing, he draws a contrast between the Christian and the men of this world. He shows that the Christian is to have done with sin, and live the rest of his time to the will of God. Thus his life as a Christian will be a complete contrast to his past life when unconverted, as well as to the life that men are living in the world — the life dominated by sin, or the will of the flesh.

   (1 Peter 4: 1). In order that the Christian may be strengthened to have done with sin, or the gratification of the will of the flesh, the apostle sets Christ before us as our perfect Example. Christ came into the world to do the will of God; and though He never had to meet sin within, as we have, yet He was tempted to the utmost by sin without: every conceivable adverse power was arrayed against Him, the contradiction of sinners, the power of the devil, the claims of natural relationships, the ignorance of disciples, and at last the power of death, all brought to bear upon Christ in the endeavour to move Him from the path of perfect obedience to the will of the Father. He resisted every temptation, and chose death rather than disobedience, and that too when, as it has been said, “death had the character of wrath against sin and judgment. Bitter as the cup was, He drank it rather than not fulfil to the uttermost His Father's will and glorify Him”. Suffering death rather than yielding to the principle of sin, He has by dying done with sin for ever.

   It is ever the great effort of the enemy to entrap believers into sin by tempting us to gratify the flesh in some form or other. He knows the particular form of gratification that will appeal to each one, and tempts us accordingly. To meet his temptations we are instructed to arm ourselves against sin by having the same mind as Christ — the mind to suffer rather than yield to sin. If we yield, the flesh does not suffer; on the contrary it is gratified: but we sin, and in due course suffer the governmental consequences of sinning. If we refuse to yield to sin, the flesh suffers, but we cease from sin, and live to the will of God, enjoying the blessedness of so doing.

   (V. 2). To cease from sin, however right, is only a negative virtue: the apostle therefore passes on to speak of the positive side of Christian life. Conversion divides the life here into two distinct periods: first , “the time past of our life”; secondly, “the rest of his time in the flesh”. As to the time that is left, it is only consistent, as the apostle says, that we should no longer live to the lusts of men, but to the will of God. We arm our-selves against Satan by making up our minds to suffer rather than sin, and by setting our faces toward God with the desire to do His will.

   (V. 3). The time past of our life was marked by doing our own will, and the character of that will was shown by our walk. In the case of these Jewish believers they had walked according to the will of the Gentiles, committing the same excesses, clearly showing that the will of an unconverted Jew is the same as that of an unconverted Gentile.

   (V. 4). The men of the world wonder that believers abstain from the indulgences of the flesh, refusing to join with them in pouring their life into the sink of corruption, such as the world without God has become. Having no knowledge of God, nor of the desires and affections of the new nature, which make the lusts of the flesh repellent to the believer, they can only impute some evil motive as actuating those who refuse to join with them in their life of self-indulgence. So the devil, incapable of appreciating goodness, suggested to God that the piety of Job was not real — that he refrained from evil, not because he hated evil or loved God, but simply because he found it paid to refrain from excesses.

   In the former chapter we learnt that the world falsely imputes evil to the believer, and then condemns him for doing evil (1 Peter 3: 16). Here the world condemns the believer because he refuses to do evil. Thus apart from what the believer may do, or not do, the fallen nature of man is convicted of being in opposition to all that is of God.

   (V. 5). Men may indulge the flesh and speak evil of those who fear God; but God is not indifferent to their godless lives, nor their treatment of His people. They will have to give an account to God, who is ready to judge the living as well as those who have already died.

   (V. 6). For this cause the Gospel was preached to those who are now dead, so that, on the one hand, judgment may take its course on those who, having been warned, refuse the Gospel and continue to live as regards men after the flesh, or, on the other hand, by receiving the Gospel they might be blessed, and, abandoning their old life, live as regards God, according to the Spirit. God proclaims grace but does not give up His government whereby evil is dealt with in righteousness. The verse does not imply that the Gospel was preached to men after they were dead. It was preached to living men who are now dead. There would be no sense in suggesting that dead men could live, either after the flesh's lusts, or in the power of the Spirit.

   (V. 7). In this verse the apostle sums up the Christian attitude to the world that he is passing through. It is a world of excess and riot in which men do their own wills, gratify their lusts, and speak evil of the Christian, who is made to suffer for righteousness' sake, who suffers patiently, and who suffers in the flesh rather than yield to sin. In the presence of the world's evil and his own suffering, the Christian is to remember that the end of all things is at hand. The end, with all that it involves, whether of judgment for the unconverted or blessing for the Christian, calls for sobriety and watchfulness with prayer, sobriety in view of the end to which all is leading, watchfulness as to all that is around, and prayer in relation to God.

   
   7.

   The Christian Circle

   (1 Peter 4: 8-11)

   In the preceding portion of the Epistle we have had a solemn picture of the world abandoning itself to the gratification of the flesh, in contrast to those who do the will of God and suffer rather than sin. In these verses we pass within the Christian circle to learn the conduct that becomes believers among themselves.

   (V. 8). If lust marks the world sphere (verse 2), love is the out-standing mark of the Christian company. Other qualities will shine in that circle, but the crowning quality — the one without which all else is vain — is love; therefore, says the apostle, “above all things have fervent love among yourselves”. For the third time in the course of his Epistle, the apostle presses love as the outstanding quality of the Christian company. (See 1 Peter 1: 22; 1 Peter 3: 8).

   Love is far from being indifferent to sin; but love does not necessarily expose sins, or gloat over the failure of others. If possible, love will deal with sins privately, so that they do not needlessly become public. When they are dealt with, and judged, love will no longer speak of them or spread them abroad. Love does not make mischief, or lead people to act as busybodies. Love covers a multitude of sins, as the wise man says, “Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love covereth all sins” (Proverbs 10: 12).

   (V. 9). Moreover, in a circle where we are no longer strangers to one another, but drawn together by the bonds of Christ, love will delight to use hospitality, as the opportunity arises, and, where fervent love prevails, the hospitality will be without murmuring.

   (Vv. 10, 11). Passing from the use of temporal means, the apostle gives practical directions as to the use of spiritual gifts. Each one, as he has received a gift, is responsible to use it in relation to God as a steward of the grace of God. If any man speak, it is to be as the oracles of God, with the conviction that he is ministering a message that conveys the mind of God for the moment. It is not simply that he speaks the truth according to the oracles of God, but he gives the mind of God “as the oracles of God”.

   The apostle further distinguishes between ministry and speaking. Prejudiced, it may be, by what obtains in Christendom, we are inclined to limit ministry to speaking, whereas ministry includes much service to the Lord's people in which speaking has little or no part. It is not, indeed, that the spoken word is not ministry, but that ministry is more than speech.

   Whatever form the ministry takes, it is to be exercised according to the ability that God gives. Thus natural ability is recognised as given of God. In grace God gives spiritual gifts, but He does so “to every man according to his several ability” (Matthew 25: 15). It is true, as one has said, that “no ability constitutes a gift; but the spiritual gift does not supersede natural ability”. As we can see, in giving Paul his gift, God recognised his natural ability, so that he is able to present doctrine in an orderly way. Peter, probably more fitted by his natural ability to deal with everyday practice, is given a gift in accord with this ability; his ministry, therefore, is almost wholly practical.

   Whatever the spiritual gift, whatever form the ministry takes, whatever the natural ability, all is to be used for the glory of God “that God in all things may be glorified”. We are to beware of the vanity of the flesh that would seek to use these things for the exaltation of self.

   This beautiful picture of the Christian circle presents a company of believers marked above all by love for one another, where hospitality meets temporal needs, and where the varied gifts of the manifold grace of God are used for the spiritual blessing of the company and the glory of God in “all things”, all being bound together “through Jesus Christ, to whom be praise and dominion for ever and ever. Amen”.

   
   8.

   Suffering for the Name of Christ

   (1 Peter 4: 12-19)

   Already the apostle has spoken of suffering for conscience' sake (1 Peter 2: 19), and suffering for righteousness' sake (1 Peter 3: 14). Now he speaks of suffering for the Name of Christ. The confession of Christ in life and testimony had brought upon the Jewish believers the fire of persecution.

   (Vv. 12-14).That the world, living according to its lusts without fear of God, should come under judgment is manifestly righteous; but that the believer, who refrains from lust, seeks the will of God, walks in sobriety and watchfulness, seeking in all things that God should be glorified, should be allowed to pass through a fiery trial, might appear as a strange thing. It would, however, only appear strange to those believers who viewed the trial in connection with themselves. Viewing the trial in connection with Christ, the One in whom they believed, who had become precious to them, and whom they loved, it would no longer appear some strange thing that could not be explained. For the Christ that the believer follows is a rejected Christ who suffered in this world, and whose Name is reproached by men. The fire of persecution these believers were passing through was because they confessed the Name of Christ, and above all showed forth in their lives the excellencies of Christ, as the apostle says, “On your part He is glorified”. In these believers there was an answer to the Lord's prayer when He said to the Father, “I am glorified in them” (John 17: 10).

   It is this that calls forth the opposition of the devil and the world. Any witness to the glory of Christ is intolerable to the world and the devil. The more faithful the witness to Christ and His excellencies, the more believers will suffer.

   As the suffering is for Christ's sake, it should be a matter of joy rather than wonder. “Rejoice”, says the apostle, “inasmuch as ye are partakers of Christ's sufferings”; and again, “If ye be reproached for the Name of Christ, happy are ye”. Moreover, even as the sufferings and reproach of Christ have an answer in glory, so those who suffer for His Name's sake will share His glory in the day of His revelation. This coming glory, if realised in its blessedness, would lead the saint in the midst of trial to “be glad also with exceeding joy”. Every bit of suffering that God may allow His people to pass through for Christ's sake is a pledge of coming glory. The Spirit of glory, the Spirit of God who had come from glory, rested upon these suffering saints, and was the earnest of the coming glory. The world may speak evil of Christ, but, in the power of the Spirit of God, He is glorified on the part of the saints.

   Some might argue that such persecution could easily be explained in the days of the apostle, when believers were faced with the deadly opposition of Judaism and the awful corruptions of heathenism, but that all is changed today, when we are living in Christendom where Christ is owned. This argument could only be advanced by those who view Christendom in outward appearance. It is true that Christendom has erected many magnificent buildings, professedly in honour of Christ, and carries on vast benefactions under His Name, and we might be deceived into thinking that Christ is in honour, and no longer in reproach. We know, however, that Christendom has become wholly corrupt, and that the great profession is nauseous to Christ. As in the day of the apostle, so now, “He is evil spoken of” by the mass of the religious world. Any true witness of Christ is obnoxious to the officialism of men's ecclesiastical systems, to the gross materialism of Protestantism, as well as to the superstition of Rome. The mere profession, whether papal or protestant, always has been, and always will be, a persecutor of the true witness for Christ. It is still true that “all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution”.

   (Vv. 15, 16). We are then warned against the possibility of the believer suffering as an evildoer. Though Christians, if we do evil, we shall suffer under the government of God, indeed, all the more so because we are Christians. We may escape the grosser evils and yet suffer “as a busy-body in other men's matters”. This will only bring shame upon ourselves. To “suffer as a Christian” is no shame, but rather an occasion of glory to God.

   (Vv. 17, 18). The solemn possibility of a believer suffering for wrong-doing is a proof that the government of God is not confined to the world. As we have seen, the world will have to give an account to God, who is ready to judge the living and the dead. Here, however, that judgment begins even now at the house of God. It would be contrary to the nature of God to allow evil to pass unnoticed in His own house. This judgment of God, in connection with His house, is wholly governmental and applies to the present time. It has reference to believers, for the apostle does not contemplate any but “living stones”. We have a solemn instance of this governmental dealing in the case of the Corinthian assembly. On account of the unworthy ways of some, God acted in chastening, as we read, “For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep” (1 Corinthians 11: 30).

   Further, if God does not spare His own people, “what shall the end be of them that obey not the Gospel of God?” If the righteous are with difficulty brought through the trials, the opposition, and the dangers of this world, into the full salvation of glory, what possibility of escape is there for the ungodly and the sinner?

   (V. 19). If such are the difficulties, the dangers, and the opposition in the path of the believer, it is evident that in his own strength he never can come safely through this wilderness world. Only the power of God can sustain him. Well it is for us to reach this conclusion, and, in the presence of every form of suffering, commit the keeping of our souls to Him. But let this be accompanied with “well doing”, even if it involves suffering; only as we are doing well shall we have the confidence that can cast all upon God. It is here a question of being preserved in this world, and therefore we turn to God “as unto a faithful Creator”, One who is “the preserver of all men, specially of those that believe” (1 Timothy 4: 10).

   
   9.

   The Christian Circle

   (1 Peter 5: 1-7)

   The apostle returns to the Christian circle with special exhortation to two classes, the elder and the younger. The fact that he addresses the younger would clearly indicate that he uses the term elder, not in an official sense, but as characteristic of those who by age and experience are elder brethren.

   (Vv. 1-3). Peter himself was an elder, and in addition had the marks of an apostle, for he had been a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker of the glory about to be revealed (Acts 1: 21, 22). He can thus exhort us with the experience of an elder, combined with the authority of an apostle.

   The elders are exhorted to shepherd the flock of God. Shepherding is more than feeding; it implies guidance, and every form of care that is needed by the sheep. It is evidently the Lord's mind that His people should be visited and cared for. When on earth He was moved with compassion as He beheld the sorrowful condition of His earthly people, “scattered abroad, as sheep having no shepherd” (Matthew 9: 36). Alas! It is still evidence of the low and weak condition among the people of God that there is so little of this shepherd care.

   It is the “flock of God” that is to be shepherded. Scripture knows nothing of an elder speaking of any of God's people as his flock. What a privilege for an elder brother to be allowed, in any little measure, to care for God's flock! How solemn if the privilege is abused and the flock, instead of being shepherded, is used for selfish ends. The exhortations imply that it is possible to take up oversight as an irksome necessity, or for base gain, or in a domineering spirit, as if dealing with our own possessions. The elders are, therefore, exhorted to exercise this privilege with a ready mind, as models for the flock, rather than as lords of the flock.

   The apostle is passing on to the elders the Lord's own word to himself, for had not the Lord said to Peter, “Shepherd My sheep”? (John 21: 16). Moreover, this was said at the very moment the apostle had been brought to realise his own weakness and utter dependence upon the Lord. One has remarked, “At the moment that the Lord convinced him of his utter nothingness, He entrusted to him that which was dearest to Himself”. It is evident that the one who attempts to take up oversight for gain or in a domineering spirit has never learnt his own nothingness. It is only as we have learnt by experience our weakness, and therefore our need of dependence on the Lord, that we can in any true sense take the oversight of others. Age and experience are needed for oversight of the flock of God. Moses must spend forty years in the desert to learn his own weakness and the greatness of God before, at the age of eighty, being sent to shepherd the people of God.

   (V. 4). For the encouragement of all who take up this happy service, we learn that faithfulness in its performance will have its reward. It is a service that may not bring the servant into prominence down here, and oftentimes meets with little appreciation from the Lord's people, but at the appearing of the Chief Shepherd will receive the “unfading crown of glory”. The apostle has been speaking of “the sufferings of Christ”, and of the glory that shall be revealed, so he implies that the spirit of self-sacrifice, with the necessary measure of suffering that shepherding the flock brings, will be rewarded with a crown of glory. Other Scriptures speak of a crown of righteousness in answer to a walk of practical righteousness, but “glory” is ever presented as the answer to suffering and self-denial.

   (Vv. 5, 6). The younger are to be subject to the elder, and all are to bind on humility towards one another. The working of pride that would lead us to exalt ourselves, and seek a place of prominence amongst the people of God, is destructive of true fellowship in the Christian circle. The allowance of pride leads to strife and division, but humility binds the saints together. Humility would keep the elder saints from lording it over God's flock, and hold the younger in subjection to the elder.

   The proud man will ever find that, in the governmental ways of God, he is opposed, for God resisteth the proud. In taking a low place the humble will find that they have the support of the grace of God. The flesh loves to assert itself and seek a prominent place. If, however, we humble ourselves under the mighty hand of God, He will exalt us in due season. 

   (V. 7). In the Christian circle God would have us free of care. This can only be as we cast all our care upon Him in the blessed consciousness that He careth for us. We, alas, may fail in our shepherd care of one another, but the compassions of God will not fail; “they are new every morning” (Lamentations 3: 22, 23). If the under shepherds fail, and the sheep feel they are neglected, let each take comfort from this word, “He careth for you”.

   
   10.

   Suffering from the Opposition of the Devil

   (1 Peter 5: 8-14)

   (Vv. 8, 9). The last form of suffering to which the apostle alludes is suffering from the opposition of the devil. He is the adversary and slanderer of God's people, but “the Son of God was manifested that He might destroy the works of the devil”. Though the devil's power has been annulled at the cross, he is not yet cast into the lake of fire. As a restless and roaring lion he is still “going to and fro in the earth . . . walking up and down in it ” (Job 1: 7; Job 2: 2). His aim as ever is to destroy. With God's people his efforts take the form of seeking to destroy their faith in God. Peter can speak from experience, for the time was when Satan desired to have Peter. He was, indeed, allowed to sift Peter as wheat, but was not able to touch his faith, for the Lord said, “I have prayed for thee that thy faith fail not”. Now Peter can tell others that the secret of resisting Satan is found in being “steadfast in faith”.

   This opposition of the devil is not exceptional, or confined to the believers from amongst the Jews. In some form or other all the Lord's people while “in the world” are exposed to this form of suffering.

   (Vv. 10, 11). Whatever the opposition of the devil, we have “the God of all grace” to sustain us, and “eternal glory” lies before us. The devil may oppose, but grace has called us to glory by Christ Jesus, and no power of Satan can thwart the call of God. Grace will surely end in glory, though in the meantime we may have to suffer for “a while”.

   The devil by his opposition may seek to destroy the faith of the saint. Nevertheless, as in the case of Peter, God uses the attacks of Satan to perfect, stablish, strengthen and settle the saint. His efforts are thus not only frustrated, but are used for the blessing of the saint and the glory of God: “To Him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen”.

   Throughout his Epistle, the apostle presents the glory as the answer to the suffering, whatever form that suffering may take. In chapter 1 the suffering from trials allowed of God will have an answer in glory (1 Peter 1: 7); in chapter 2 suffering for conscience' sake carries glory with it (1 Peter 2: 19, 20); in chapter 4 suffering for the Name of Christ will have its reward in the day of glory (1 Peter 4: 13, 14); and in this last chapter suffering from the opposition of the devil will only strengthen the saint in view of eternal glory.

   (Vv. 12, 13). The apostle, in concluding his Epistle, reminds us that his object in writing this brief letter is to testify to the true grace of God in which believers stand. Silvanus, who carries the letter, was apparently but little known to the apostle. He is, however, credited with being “a faithful brother”. He writes from Babylon, sending greetings from some well-known sister.

   (V. 14). The Epistle closes with a final appeal that love may mark the Christian circle, and with the desire that peace may be found in their midst.
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1.

   Introductory

   In his second Epistle the apostle Peter, led by the Spirit of God, predicts with great plainness of speech the appalling present-day conditions of the Christian profession. Furthermore, he not only warns us of the corruption of Christendom in these last days, but, for our comfort and encouragement as believers, he sets before us the practical life of godliness which will alone enable us to escape the corruptions, and gain an abundant entrance into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

   The divisions of the Epistle are very definite:-

   First, in 2 Peter 1 we learn the rich provision of God in order that the believer may live a life of godliness, having before him the certainty of the glorious kingdom to which this life leads.

   Secondly, in 2 Peter 2, in opposition to the life of godliness, we are warned against the false teachers that will arise in the Christian circle, teaching heretical doctrines destructive to Christianity, bringing in the lawlessness and worldliness that has characterised Christendom throughout the ages.

   Thirdly, in 2 Peter 3 we are warned that in the last days of Christendom there will arise mockers, who, by the grossest materialism, will deny the coming of Christ. This will be followed by the intervention of God in judgment.

   2.

   Life and Godliness 

   (2 Peter 1)

   The first portion of the Epistle is occupied with two great themes: first, the life of practical godliness that will enable the believer to escape the corruptions that are in the world through lust; secondly, the certainty of the Kingdom of Christ which lies at the end of a life of godliness.

   It is of the first importance that believers, young and old, should clearly recognise that the real safeguard against the corruptions of Christendom will be found, not merely in a life of great outward activity, still less in seeking to combat evil, but in living a life of godliness in communion with divine Persons and in the enjoyment of divine things.

   (Vv. 1, 2). We learn from the first two verses that the apostle is definitely writing to those who have obtained “like precious faith” with the apostles. He is not appealing to sinners or mere professors, but to believers in the midst of the profession. “The precious faith” is the faith of Christianity, in contrast to Judaism with which these believers had been connected. This precious faith has come to us in perfect righteousness; and God can act in righteousness through our Saviour Jesus Christ.

   He desires that grace and peace may be multiplied to us “in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord”. The grace that enables us to escape the corruptions of Christendom will not be found in the mere knowledge of the evil, but in the knowledge of God and all we possess in Him. The peace that we need in the midst of lawlessness will not be found in seeking to combat and crush the lawlessness, but in being kept under the sway of Jesus “our Lord”, the One to whom we owe allegiance. The sheep escape the foils of the stranger by knowing the voice of the Shepherd. “A stranger will they not follow”, not because they know all the evil devices of the stranger, but because “they know not the voice of strangers”.

   (Vv. 3, 4). It is possible for the believer to escape the corruptions of the world, which is under Satan's power, because “divine power” has given us “all things which relate to life and godliness”. We are also reminded that “all things” needed to live this practical life of godliness are linked with the “knowledge of Him that has called us by glory and virtue”. We have been called by the attractive power of the glory that is set before us, and by the virtue, or spiritual courage, that enables us to overcome the enemy on the way to glory. The glory before us is here viewed as being reached in the spiritual energy of a life of practical godliness.

   In connection with this call to glory, God has given unto us “exceeding great and precious promises”. Calling and promise are ever found together. If God calls it is in view of some purposed blessing. Later in the Epistle the apostle refers to these promises, the promise of the Lord's coming, and the exceeding great promise of the “new heavens and a new earth” (2 Peter 3: 4, 13). With these great and precious promises in view we have before us what God has before Him, and, in this way, partake of the divine nature. We look on to a scene where love and holiness will be in display in contrast to the lust and lawlessness of this scene. We partake of the divine nature in hating the evil of this scene and in delighting in the coming scene of holiness, love and joy. Thus we escape the corruption that is in the world through lust.

   In these verses the apostle is not pressing the great fact that we have life — as he is writing to believers this is hardly necessary — but he is insisting upon the deep importance of living the life we have. Every believer has a new life, but we may well challenge our hearts with the question, Are we content to know that we have that life, or are we seeking to live the life? The fact of having life, blessed as this is, will not in itself enable us to escape the corruptions of this world. If we are to be preserved from lust and lawlessness we must live the life of practical godliness.

   (Vv. 5-7). In these verses the apostle sets forth in order the qualities that mark this life of godliness. It is a life marked by faith, virtue, knowledge, temperance, patience, godliness, brotherly love and love.

   The first great quality of this overcoming life is faith, so the apostle John can say, “This is the victory that overometh the world, even our faith”. Moreover, faith must have an object, and John goes on to show us this object, for he says, “Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?” (1 John 5: 4, 5). So, too, the apostle Paul can say, “The life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave Himself for me” (Galatians 2: 20). Faith turns from everything of sight and sense and looks to Jesus, in the realisation that He knows “all things” about me, and that He alone can keep me (John 21: 17).

   Secondly, with our faith we shall need virtue, or spiritual courage, and energy (as the word implies). By this moral energy we shall be enabled to refuse the working of the flesh within, and to resist the devil without. To live a practical life of godliness in a world such as this will demand spiritual energy to deny ourselves, refuse the world, and resist Satan.

   Thirdly, with virtue we shall need knowledge, by which we acquire divine wisdom to guide us in all our practical ways. Apart from the knowledge of God and His mind, as revealed in His word, our very energy may lead us into paths of self-will.

   Fourthly, knowledge may puff up; therefore with knowledge we need temperance, or self-restraint. Without this self-restraint, knowledge may be used to exalt ourselves.

   Fifthly, with self-restraint, by which we govern ourselves, we need patience with others. Without this patience, the very temperance by which we restrain ourselves may lead to irritation with others who are less restrained.

   Sixthly, our patience is to be exercised with godliness, or the fear of God, otherwise patience may degenerate into compromise with evil. Godliness supposes a walk in communion with God by which our life is lived under His guidance and direction. Do we take all the changing circumstances of life that test our piety, whether prosperous or adverse, from God and to God?

   Seventhly, with godliness that thinks of what is due to God we are not to forget brotherly love, or what is due to our brother. Godliness will lead to the affections flowing out to those who, being God's children, are our brethren. 

   Lastly, with brotherly love we are to have love — divine love — otherwise our love may be limited to our brethren, instead of flowing out in the largeness of the love of God to the world around. Moreover, brotherly love may easily degenerate into partiality and mere human affection. One has said, “If divine love governs me, I love all my brethren; I love them because they belong to Christ; there is no partiality. I shall have greater enjoyment in a spiritual brother; but I shall occupy myself about my weak brother with a love that rises above his weakness and has tender consideration for it”. Brotherly love makes our brother the prominent object. “Love” is a deeper thing, and has God in view, even as we read. “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God, and keep His commandments”.

   (Vv. 8, 9). In these verses the apostle sets forth on the one hand the blessed effects of having these qualities and on the other hand the serious consequences to the one in whose life they are lacking. A life marked by these qualities would be a full and abundant life, according to the Lord's desire that His sheep should not only have life but have it abundantly (John 10: 10). So too our knowledge of the Lord Jesus would not be barren and unfruitful. The life of practical godliness is one in which there is fruit for God and usefulness and blessing for man.

   The one who lacks these qualities of the life of godliness, even if possessing life, will fall into spiritual blindness. Suffering from shortsightedness, he will only see the present things of this world and its lusts. He will not be able to see “afar off”. A heart occupied with its own will and the gratification of its lusts will no longer see “the King in His beauty” and “the land that is very far off”. Not only will such lose sight of coming glories, but he will forget the mighty work by which he has been purged from his sins. If we fail to live the life of godliness, we shall lose sight of the coming glory, we shall slip back into the world around, and fall into the very sins from which we have been cleansed.

   (Vv. 10, 11). With this solemn warning, the apostle exhorts us to give diligence to live this practical life, and thus make our calling and election sure. We keep the consciousness of our election fresh in our souls, while giving no uncertain testimony to the world around. Moreover, thus living, we shall pursue our path without stumbling, and thus have an abundant entrance into “the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ”.

   (Vv. 12-15). The apostle is evidently conscious of how quickly we forget the great practical truths of Christianity, for three times in these four verses he speaks of putting the saints in remembrance. Possibly he is thinking of the experience on the resurrection day of the disciples, to whom the angel said, “Remember how He spake unto you”. Then we read, “They remembered His words”, showing that, though the Lord Himself had spoken of these great events, they had forgotten His words (Luke 24: 6-8).

   So alas! how quickly we forget “the present truth”. The devil cares little how much truth we know, if only he can prevent us being established in “the present truth” — the truth of our present position before God, and all things that have been given to us that pertain unto “life and godliness”, together with the kingdom glories to which this life leads. In these things the apostle would have us established; and to the remembrance of these things he would stir us up. He knew that shortly the Lord's words, as to putting off his earthly tabernacle, would be fulfilled (John 21: 18, 19), and therefore commits “the present truth” to writing, so that after his decease we would have the truth in a form always accessible. It is noticeable that he appoints no apostolic successor to maintain the truth, nor does he throw the saints upon the church: he gives them the written word of God as the sole authority for their belief.

   (V. 16). Having, in these parenthetical verses, given us his motives for writing, he passes on to remind us of the reality of the kingdom glories to which we are going. In speaking of these glories he had not repeated fables cunningly devised by some visionary mind. He had spoken of things seen as well as of things heard. The apostles Peter, John and James were eye-witnesses of the majesty of Christ, the three forming a complete witness to His glory. They had known Christ in circumstances of weakness and humiliation: they saw Him too in His power and majesty. The scene on the mount of transfiguration was a foretaste of His coming, for His coming will be in power and majesty, a power that will change our bodies of humiliation into conformity to His body of glory according to the working of the power which He has even to subdue all things to Himself (Philippians 3: 21). Thus, on the mount, they not only saw the glory of Christ, but they saw the power of Christ by which Moses and Elias appeared in glory with Him, representatives of all the saints that will yet be with Him in the glory.

   (Vv. 17, 18). Further, the apostle reminds us that in the mount they saw in Christ One who was to the delight of God the Father, One who was suited to the glory and greeted by heaven. In contrast to the dishonour and shame that men heaped upon Christ, He received from God the Father honour and glory. In contrast to all others who have come short of the glory, here was One who was greeted by “the excellent glory” as the beloved Son of the Father. Moreover, the voice which the apostle heard came from heaven; all heaven is in accord with the Father's delight in Christ. The whole scene lets us into the secret of heaven's delight in Christ, and of the preciousness of the Son to the Father. The honour and glory He receives comes “from God the Father”, “from the excellent glory”, and “from heaven”.

   Well, indeed, may the apostle speak of such a spot as “the holy mount”. Above the earth, and apart from the world, we are permitted to share with the Father in His delight in Christ. It is not what Christ is to sinners: we learn that amidst the sorrows of the plain and the sufferings of the cross. Nor is it what Christ is to His tried saints: we learn that in the upper room. In the holy mount we learn what Jesus is to the Father, to glory, and to heaven.

   (V. 19). We are now told that this wonderful scene on the mount makes the prophetic word more sure. There are many prophecies in the Old Testament concerning the kingdom glories of Christ; and to such, the apostle says, we do well to take heed “as unto a light that shineth in a dark place”. Morally, the world is in utter ignorance of God and of all that is coming. Prophecy gives us God's mind about the darkness, and of all that He is going to do to dispel the darkness, and that keeps us from losing our way amidst the darkness. It is well then to take heed to prophecy “as unto a light” for the present, and not simply as that which interests the mind by unfolding the future.

   The prophetic word is filled out by the revelation on the holy mount. Prophecy tells us of earthly glories; the mount, while speaking of the same kingdom, tells us of its heavenly glories. Taken in conjunction with the scene on the mount, and rightly used, the prophecies of Scripture will lead to “the day dawn” and “the day star” arising in our hearts. The apostle does not speak of the actual day dawn upon the earth, nor of the day star appearing in the sky, but rather of the glory of that day and the glory of that Person having their rightful place in the heart. We do well to emphasise the three words “in your hearts”. 

   The time is soon coming when the morning without clouds will dawn and when the Sun of righteousness will arise with healing in His wings; but, before the Sun rises, the watchers of the night are cheered by “the day star”. While passing through a dark place it is our privilege to know Christ in the affections of our hearts before He is revealed to the world.

   (Vv. 20, 21). In order that we may give due heed to prophecy, the apostle reminds us of its true character and origin. First, he tells us that prophecy looks beyond the immediate circumstances that called forth the particular prophecy. Were it not so, it would simply be of historical interest, with such moral warning as history can give. But we are told that the immediate historical fulfilment of prophecy by no means fulfils the scope of prophecy. The historical fulfilment often looks on to a larger fulfilment in the future. Further, any particular prophecy must be read in connection with other scriptures to learn its full meaning.

   Moreover, we do well to take heed to prophecy because it came not by the will of man, but “holy men of God” spake as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. It is true that, on rare occasions, the Holy Spirit may use a wicked man to utter a prophecy, as in the case of Balaam in the Old Testament and Caiaphas in the New; but if so, He will make it plain that the prophet is a wicked man, who seeks to oppose, but is compelled to utter the truth. It is, however, the way of the Spirit to use “holy men”.

   Summing up the great truths of this first chapter, we have set before us:-

   First, the life of practical godliness with its different qualities:

   Secondly, the practical effects that follow from living this life, as well as the serious consequences of failing to live the life of godliness:

   Thirdly, the importance of having “the present truth” in remembrance:

   Lastly, the coming power and kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious end of the practical life of godliness.

   
   3.

   False Teachers and Destructive Heresies

   (2 Peter 2)

   Having, in the first part of the Epistle, set before us the practical life of godliness whereby we can resist the corruptions of the world, the apostle passes on to expose, and warn us against, these corruptions. Having sought to establish us in “the present truth” (2 Peter 1: 12), he can proceed to warn us against present error. In the remainder of the Epistle, therefore, we are definitely warned against the two forms of evil that characterise Christendom in the days in which we live. First, in 2 Peter 2, the apostle warns us against the destructive errors of false teachers; secondly, in 2 Peter 3, we are warned against the unbelief of scoffers who deny the return of the Lord, and the setting up of His kingdom.

   (V. 1). In this chapter the apostle exposes and warns us against the appalling conditions arising in the Christian circle through false teachers. The first verse describes the character of the evil which arises, not from opposition without, but from corruption within the Christian profession. As in the days of old there were false prophets among the people of God, so we are warned, “false teachers” will arise in the Christian circle “among you”.

   These men profess to be teachers, and so deceive the simple, as one has said, by “weaving error and truth together so that the truth shall attract true souls, and thus put them off their guard against the error mixed with it”. They are “among you”, says the apostle. Evidently they had made a fair profession of Christianity that had deceived those who had admitted them into the Christian company. If, in the days that followed the apostles, such arose in the Christian circle, need we be surprised if, in our day, false teachers arise in the most enlightened companies of believers?

   The errors of these false teachers are brought in secretly, or “by the bye”, a statement that intimates that false doctrine is always introduced insidiously, not openly. This secrecy carries its condemnation, for there is no need to cover up the truth. There may indeed be times when certain companies of the Lord's people are not in a condition to appreciate the deep truths of God, as in the case of the Corinthian assembly (1 Corinthians 3: 2); but there was no secrecy as to the truths for which they were not prepared.

   These errors secretly introduced are “destructive heresies”. They are not simply defective views of the truth, but denials of the truth, errors that are fatal, or destructive of Christianity, which lead to the denial of “the Lord that bought them”. This is lawlessness that throws off the authority of the Lord and opens the door to every form of self-will. The apostle does not say, The Lord that redeemed them: he does not admit that these false teachers are among the redeemed. The simile refers, it is said, to “a master who has purchased slaves at the market, and they disown and refuse to obey him”. These men had professed the Lord's Name, and had been received into the Christian circle, but now taught errors that deny the Lord. They are not really the Lord's, and their end will be swift and overwhelming destruction. They had taught destructive heresies and they themselves meet “swift destruction”.

   (Vv. 2, 3). We are next warned of the terrible effect produced on the mass of the Christian profession by the errors of these wicked men. “Many”, we are told, “shall follow their dissolute ways”. Connected with destructive heresies there will ever be found the grossest worldliness, for bad doctrine leads to bad practice. The mass may not understand or be able to follow their evil doctrines, but worldly ways the flesh can appreciate and follow.

   Leavened with evil doctrine, Christendom has sunk into the gross worldliness that marks the Christian profession of the day, with the result that “the way of truth” is “evil spoken of”. The world may not be able to discern between error and truth, but it can at least see and condemn the dissolute lives of these professors. Judging of Christianity by these men, and their evil lives, it naturally speaks evil of the way of truth.

   Moreover, this worldly-mindedness opens the door to worldly methods. Moved by covetousness, these false teachers by “well-turned words” make merchandise of the Christian profession. As of old the Jews turned the temple of God into a house of merchandise, so these false teachers use their profession of Christianity, and their natural eloquence, to make a living.

   Under the influence of these false teachers, the great mass of Christendom has become lawless, denying the Lord, worldly, dissolute in its ways, and indifferent to the way of truth. Such a condition must inevitably call down the judgment of God upon these wicked men. It is not an idle tale that of old judgment fell upon the lawless and rebellious. For a time evil may appear to prosper without being judged, but God is not indifferent, as one in slumber, unconscious of all around. Judgment is surely coming!

   (Vv. 4-8). The apostle gives three solemn illustrations from actual history to prove that lawlessness and rebellion call down the overwhelming judgment of God. First, the angels that sinned have been cast into the deepest pit of gloom, held in chains, awaiting their final judgment. Secondly, in the days of Noah, the old world of the ungodly was overwhelmed by the judgment of the flood. Thirdly, the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were condemned and overthrown. These solemn judgments, by which God intervened upon the ordinary laws of nature and the course of the world, are ensamples for the ungodly that come after. Heedless of these warnings, Christendom, falling into the same lawlessness and rebellion, will meet the same overwhelming judgment.

   Nevertheless, the judgments of old that are a warning to the ungodly have in them encouragement for the godly. They plainly tell us that, in the midst of fearful evils, God had His elect who were saved from judgment. Nor is it otherwise today, for in the midst of the increasing corruptions of Christendom God has His true saints. Even so, the Spirit of God indicates that there will be a great difference between the separate saint living the life of practical godliness and the worldly-minded saint who, lacking the qualities of the godly life, slips back into worldly associations, only to vex his soul and bring sorrow upon himself. 

   Noah is an example of the separate saint bearing testimony to the world. We read that “Noah was a just man and perfect in his generations, and Noah walked with God” (Genesis 6: 9). Peter tells us that he bore witness for God as a “preacher of righteousness”. Lot is a picture of that large class of believers who, without faith for the separate path, settle down in the world and, though ultimately saved, are no testimony to God while passing through it. The apostle Peter tells us indeed that Lot was a “righteous man”, yet, through “dwelling among” the wicked, he “vexed his righteous soul from day to day” hearing their filthy conversation and seeing their unlawful deeds. He knew nothing of a walk in peace and nearness to God.

   (V. 9). The apostle thus concludes that the Lord knoweth how to deliver the godly out of trials and to reserve the unjust unto the day of judgment. Already the apostle has set before the believer “the day dawn” of the coming glory; now he warns us of “the day of judgment” for the wicked.

   How solemn and searching is this picture of the condition of Christendom since those days. First, we are reminded that there will be false teachers bringing in destructive errors, lawlessness and worldliness. Secondly, the great mass will follow their worldly ways, being lured on to destruction by their well-turned words. Thirdly, we are encouraged with the knowledge that, in the midst of all the corruption, there will be those who will be preserved from the evil and be a witness to the truth. Fourthly, there will be those who are truly righteous and saved from the judgment, and yet by reason of their associations are no witness for God.

   The remainder of the chapter presents in greater detail the terrible characteristics of those who, in the Christian profession, come under judgment.

   (Vv. 10-12). Walking after the flesh in its unbridled lusts, these lawless men are naturally impatient of every form of restraint that would hinder the gratification of lust; they “despise lord-ship”. Being marked by lust and lawlessness they are “bold” and “self-willed”. The lust of uncleanness makes men bold in wickedness; lawlessness makes them self-willed. Their tongues are unbridled, for they “speak evil” of dignities in a way that angels would not dare to do. Like beasts without reason they “speak evil of the things that they understand not”. Such will perish in their own corruption. Lust and lawlessness have in them elements of corruption that lead to the destruction of those walking in these things.

   (V. 13). The unbridled lust, lawlessness, boldness, self-will and corruption of the last days will be more terrible than any outbreak of evil in the past, inasmuch as it is found in the Christian profession, and exists in the full light of the truth. Men, usually, for very shame await the darkness of night for their evil deeds. These men, without shame, “riot in the day time”. As one has said, “They have learnt to face the light and defy it”. They take their place with Christians; in reality they are only spots and blemishes on the Christian name. Without shame they make sport of the fact that they are deceiving others.

   (Vv. 14-17). Carried away by the lusts of the flesh, they have eyes that cannot cease from sin, hearts filled with covetousness, and feet that have forsaken the right way. As with Balaam of old, God uses the very beasts to rebuke their madness. They are wells without water, to whom men turn for help and refreshment, only to find they have nothing to meet the need of the soul. They are “mists driven by storm” of their own passions, which obscure the light of heaven. For such the gloom of darkness is reserved for ever.

   (Vv. 18, 19). In greater detail the apostle describes the effect of these false teachers upon others. Appealing to men with “great high-flown words of vanity” that throw a glamour over worldliness and the lusts of the flesh, they allure those who have just escaped from evil. It does not say that such have come under the convicting power of the truth, or that they have been drawn to God, but at least they have a conscience as to evil. Such, coming under the influence of these wicked men, are promised liberty by those who, themselves, are the servants of corruption.

   (Vv. 20-22). In spite of the profession that they are the servants of the Lord, these false teachers with their swelling words of vanity are the servants of corruption. They had made a profession of Christianity and, through the knowledge of the Lord, had escaped for a time the pollutions of the world; but again being entangled and overcome, they prove that though they had known “the way of righteousness”, they had not followed in the way, and after all their profession and high-sounding words, they are not truly among the sheep of Christ. They can only be likened to a dog that returns to its vomit, or to a sow that, though washed, is still a sow, and when occasion arises returns to her wallowing in the mire.

   
   4.

   Scoffers and Materialism

   (2 Peter 3)

   In the previous division the apostle has warned us against the false teachers that will be found in the Christian circle. With the passing of the apostles, these false teachers arose speaking perverse things and bringing in destructive heresies (Acts 20: 29, 30; 2 Peter 1: 14, 15; 2 Peter 2: 1). In result, the mass of professing Christians fell into the worldliness, lawlessness and corruption that has marked Christendom throughout the ages.

   Having then spoken of the false teachers that would arise amongst those to whom he was writing, the apostle passes on to warn us as to the special evils that will mark the Christian profession “in the last days” (verse 3). He tells us that these last days will be marked by scoffers and materialism.

   (Vv. 1, 2). Before speaking in detail of these evils, the apostle prepares us to meet them and fortifies us against them by taking us back to the word of God. He thus opens this last division of the Epistle by saying that he writes to stir up our pure minds “by way of remembrance”. Then he plainly tell us what we are to remember — “the words which were spoken before by the holy prophets” and “the commandment ... of the Lord and Saviour” by the apostles. He does not turn us to the church for guidance; still less does he lead us to look for any fresh revelation, the word of God being complete. He tells us to “be mindful” of what has already been given by inspiration. In the word of God we have the revelation of the truth that exposes all that is false and enables us to refuse the errors of false teachers as well as the gross materialism of scoffers. The word is the sword used by the Spirit to enable us “to stand against the wiles of the devil”. “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness; that the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works” (2 Timothy 3: 15, 17).

   (Vv. 3, 4). Having thrown us on the word of God to meet the errors of men, the apostle proceeds to warn us against the special evils of the last days of Christendom. He tells us that there will arise within the Christian profession a class of infidel scoffers. As ever, infidelity is associated with a low moral condition. Infidelity has its spring in lust, and these men are described as “walking after their own lusts”. The man that cannot believe what God says is doing what God forbids. Then we learn what they say, “Where is the promise of His coming?” They raise questions about an event which they realise will interfere with the gratification of their lusts.

   We are first told what these men are — “scoffers”; then what they do — “walking after their own lusts”; then what they say — “Where is the promise of His coming?” Finally, we are told the arguments they use. They assert that it is manifest the Lord will not come to interfere in the affairs of men, “for since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of the creation”. This argument is a gross piece of infidel materialism, known in these days as modernism. These men are not merely careless scoffers of the world; they are deliberate scoffers, who advance carefully thought-out arguments in the endeavour to prove that the warnings of the word of God are mere fables and traditions.

   It is well to remember that the apostle, in the course of his Epistle, clearly shows that there is a future for the godly, the ungodly and the material creation. In the first chapter he tells us that the godly are passing on to the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ: in the second chapter he tells us that the ungodly are passing on to judgment and perdition; while in this third chapter he foretells that the material creation will end in dissolution. All these great events await “the power and coming of our Lord” (2 Peter 1: 16). Thus we can understand, on the one hand, why this great event has such a prominent place in Scripture, and, on the other hand, why this great truth is the special object of the enemy's attack. To none is the truth of the Lord's coming so obnoxious as to those in the Christian profession who are walking after their own lusts. Such will seek to deny an event that they dread by arguing that it is contrary to all experience, and therefore unreasonable and impossible.

   (V. 5). In the verses that follow, the apostle exposes the folly of the infidel arguments of these materialists. Already he has prepared us to meet these infidel objections by the word of God. Now he falls back upon the word to expose their foolish reasoning. In asking, “Where is the promise of His coming?”, they admit that the promise of Christ's coming exists. So oft repeated is this promise in the word that it would be folly to deny it is there. Hating the truth of the promise, and not being able to deny its existence, they are driven to give up the word to get rid of the promise. They acknowledge it is there, but refuse to believe what God says.

   They go even further, for they deny that God has said it by calling in question the inspiration of the word. Turning from the word, they draw conclusions from the material creation. They speak of “the beginning of the creation”, thus admitting there was a beginning, but, their wills being opposed to God, they seek to account for creation by natural causes. The believer, however, knows that “by the word of God the heavens were of old” and that the earth emerged from the waters to become the habitation of man.

   (V. 6). Moreover, these scoffers say that all things continue as they were since the fathers fell asleep. Reasoning from what they see, they draw conclusions as to what will be. Turning from things seen, and taking its stand upon the word of God, faith knows that such arguments are utterly false. So far from things continuing as they were from the beginning of creation, there have been striking interventions of God in judgment. The flood is the outstanding witness of the intervention of God upon the ordinary course of nature. When the wickedness of men came to a head, and after they had refused to listen to His word preached through His servant, God intervened in the judgment of the flood by which the world that then was perished.

   Accepting God's account of the flood, faith knows with certainty that God can and has already intervened upon the ordinary course of nature, and that what God has done, He can and will do again in regard to the heavens and earth which now are.

   (V. 7). If God brought the world into being by His word, He can surely end it by His word. If God has intervened in judgment, He can do so again. Thus the apostle tells us, “the heavens and the earth, which are now, by the same word are kept in store, reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men”.

   To sum up the apostle's statements, we learn:- 

   First, that by His word God created the heavens and the earth. 

   Secondly, by His word God intervened in a judgment that brought the flood upon the world of the ungodly, so that the world that then was perished. 

   Thirdly, by His word the present heavens and earth are reserved unto fire against the day of judgment of the ungodly men of the present generation.

   In the light of the facts revealed by Scripture, we can understand that the unbelieving modernist denies the inspiration of Scripture in order to get rid of the witness of the flood and the promises of the coming of the Lord with its consequent divine intervention in the course of the world and judgment of the ungodly.

   (Vv. 8-10). The apostle has exposed the foolish arguments of the scoffing materialist who, willingly ignorant of the word of God, takes occasion by the delay in the fulfilment of God's promise to deny that the Lord is coming. He now entreats the beloved of the Lord not to be ignorant of the reason for this delay. First, let the believer remember that what may seem a long delay in our eyes is but a brief moment with the Lord, for “one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day”. Secondly, let us never forget that the promise of His coming is “His promise”, and that His word cannot fail. Thirdly, there is a reason for the delay. It is not that the Lord is slack in the fulfilment of His promise, but that He is longsuffering, “not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance”. In His grace God gives space for repentance before the judgment falls; in his unbelief man take occasion by the delay to deny that judgment will ever come.

   Nevertheless, in spite of the delay in the fulfilment of His promise, and in spite of what scoffers might say, “the day of the Lord will come”, in which the heavens will pass away and the works of the earth will be burned up. The apostle does not speak of the coming of the Lord for His saints, or of the appearing of the Lord with His saints; he speaks of “the day of the Lord” that will be introduced by these great events. It is the day when the Lord will be supreme on the earth and rule with a rod of iron, putting down all opposition to God with a strong hand. This day is introduced by the appearing of the Lord, but will stretch on through the thousand years' reign, finally introducing the eternal state by the last great intervention of God in judgment. Then the whole face of nature will be altered, for “the elements shall melt with fervent heat” and all trace of the great works by which men have sought to glorify themselves through the ages will disappear, for “the works that are therein shall be burned up”. The apostle takes up the language of prophetic Scriptures which, he has already told us, are as a light shining in a dark place (See Psalm 102: 26; Isaiah 34: 4, Isaiah 66: 22; Micah 1: 4; Zephaniah 3: 8).

   To listen to these scoffers and deny the promise of His coming is to be left in darkness, hopelessly drifting on to eternity, not knowing how all the evil of an ungodly world will be dealt with or how the godly will be brought into eternal blessing; for, be it remembered, whether it be the judgment of the ungodly, or the blessing of the godly, all will be reached by the coming of Christ. Let go the promise of His coming and all is lost to our souls!

   (Vv. 11-13). Faith, however, clings to the promise of His coming and, doing so, knows with certainty that all the seen things of the present order of the world will be dissolved. As ever, faith in activity must have an effect upon our lives. It will lead to a life of holy separation from the world around that is going to be dissolved and separation to the life of godliness which the apostle has so blessedly unfolded in the beginning of his Epistle. Thus walking, we shall be looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, when every form of evil will disappear for ever.

   Moreover, faith does more; it has a long outlook and carries us beyond judgment into “new heavens and a new earth”. As we take heed to the prophetic word, as unto a light that shineth in a dark place, the dawn of a glorious day begins to arise before faith's vision, and “the day star” — the One whose coming will introduce the day — will get His rightful place in our hearts. “We”, says the apostle, “according to His promise, look for new heavens and a new earth”. It is not according to our imaginations, or according to our feelings, but according to His unfailing word — “His promise”. For the second time the apostle reminds us that it is “His promise” and, being His, will surely be fulfilled (verses 9 and 13).

   Further, we learn the character of the new heavens and the new earth. It will be a scene “wherein dwelleth righteousness”. Every form of corruption and violence, lust and lawlessness characterises the present world; abiding righteousness will mark the new creation. It will not be the reign of righteousness as in millennial days, which implies the presence of evil to be held down. In the new scene, evil having been dealt with, righteousness will dwell.

   (Vv. 14-16). Again the apostle appeals to believers to let this glorious future have a present effect upon their lives. The knowledge that this present world is devoted to judgment should lead to a separate walk in godly fear. The knowledge of the coming blessedness of the new heavens and the new earth should keep us in peace, without spot, and blameless. The appalling condition of Christendom in the last days, as depicted by the apostle, might in itself distract and disturb the soul. The prospect of this new scene will keep us seeking so to walk that when Christ comes we shall “be found of Him” walking in calm peace, unspotted by the present world, blameless in our lives, and waiting in patience, knowing that the longsuffering of the Lord is salvation. We may well challenge our hearts with the question, How will He find us when He comes? (See Luke 12: 37, 38, 43; 2 Peter 3: 14).

   In terms of affection the apostle links Paul with himself as a witness of “these things” to the Hebrew believers. He speaks of Paul's writings as forming part of the Scriptures and warns us that there are those “untaught and ill-established” who wrest his writings, as well as other Scriptures, to their own destruction.

   (Vv. 17, 18). Having put us in remembrance of these things, and warned us against false teachers, against scoffers of the last days, and those who wrest the Scriptures to their own destruction, the apostle finally warns us against being led away by “the terror of the wicked”, thus losing our assurance by falling from the steadfastness that is proper to the believer.

   We are to seek to grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. For the fifth time in this short Epistle our blessing is connected with the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1: 2, 3, 8; 2 Peter 2: 20). The apostle has pressed upon us the value of the prophetic Scriptures, the commandments of the apostles, and the deep importance of resting upon the Word of God, but he realises that mere know-ledge of the letter will not keep us. Scripture is only rightly used as we gain through the word a deeper knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To Him is the “glory both now and for ever. Amen”. Let us not forget that little word “now”. We all admit that glory will come to Him for ever, but we may well challenge our hearts by asking, Is He getting glory from our lives even now?
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   Introduction

   The great theme of the Gospel and the Epistles of John is life. There is, however, this difference; in the Gospel we see the perfect manifestation of eternal life in Christ, while the Epistles present the fruits and the proofs of this life in believers.

   In the course of the Epistles, the apostle warns us against antichrist and false prophets, and speaks of the time in which he wrote as being characteristically the “last hour”. We may thus conclude that the Epistles were probably the latest writings of the New Testament, and that, when the apostle wrote, the ruin of the Church in responsibility had already commenced.

   This gives to the Epistles a deep importance for believers in these last days, inasmuch as we learn thereby that, in a day of ruin, though the Church may be shorn of the outward power and display that marked it in Pentecostal days, it is still possible for the individual believer to get back to that which is vital — the life that was set forth in perfection in Christ from the beginning. No ruin of the Church, no corruption of Christendom, can touch that which is true in Christ. Thus the life that was set forth in Him, and communicated to the believer, can still be lived and bring forth its blessed fruits in the power of the Spirit.

   One has well said that, “God, in giving me eternal life, has also given me a nature and capacity to enjoy Him for ever.” We may add that these Epistles make it abundantly clear that, in spite of all the ruin of the Christian profession and the scattering of the people of God, we can, in the power of this new life, enter into our eternal portion and enjoy fellowship with divine Persons and with one another even now.

   
   The First Epistle of John

   1

   Life And Communion

   (1 John 1-1 John 2: 2)

   The great purpose of the First Epistle of John is to present the characteristics and blessedness of eternal life — that life “which was with the Father” in eternity, that has been perfectly set forth in Jesus, the Word of life, in time, and that has been imparted to believers. 

   The great end in presenting this life in all its blessedness is, on the one hand, to enable us to detect all false pretension to the possession of the life and, on the other hand, to encourage us to live the life. Alas! too often as believers we are content to know on the authority of Scripture that, believing on the Son of God, we have the life, but are little exercised either to know the blessedness of the life we have or to live the life.

   In the first portion of the Epistle — chapters 1 to 2: 2 — three leading truths are brought before us: 

   Firstly, in verses 1 and 2, there is presented the eternal life manifested in Christ.

   Secondly, in verses 3 and 4, there is unfolded to us the blessedness of eternal life, leading to fellowship with divine Persons and fulness of joy.

   Thirdly, in verses 5 to 2: 2, we are instructed as to the holy nature of God with Whom eternal life brings us into fellowship, the means by which we can be, as sinners, brought into such blessing, and, as believers, maintained in the enjoyment of the life in communion with the Father.

   (a) The eternal life manifested in Christ (Vv. 1, 2)

   (Vv. 1, 2). The Epistle opens by taking us back to the beginning of Christianity. “That which was from the beginning” is a characteristic expression of the apostle John. He uses the phrase eight times in the course of his Epistles (1 John 1: 1; 1 John 2: 13, 14, 24 (twice); 1 John 3: 11; 2 John 5, 6). It refers to the beginning of Christianity in the Person of Christ on earth. In the course of the Epistle we learn that, even in the apostle's day, many anti-christian teachers had arisen, denying the truth of the Father and the Son. And many false prophets were in the world who denied the Deity of Christ and refused to hear the apostles. To safeguard the true people of God against these fearful evils which attack the foundations of our faith, the apostle brings before us that which is true in Christ from the beginning.

   No ruin of the Church in responsibility however great, no corruption of professing Christendom however widespread, can for one moment affect the truth as set forth in Christ. In the Church and in ourselves there is ruin and failure, but the truth as set forth in Him remains in all its perfection and blessedness. In the presence of the antichristian teaching and the many false prophets that abound in Christendom, the one great resource of the faithful will be found in listening to the teaching of the apostles, and thus they will be enabled to hold fast to the truth as set forth in Christ “from the beginning”.

   In this great passage, then, we learn that the new life of the believer — eternal life — has been set forth in absolute perfection from the beginning in Christ's life on earth. As it has been perfectly expressed in Christ, there can be no further development of the life. No advance can be made on perfection. There may be, alas! has been, departure from the truth, and hence there is the necessity to be recalled to that which was expressed in Christ from the beginning, in order that we may have a true appreciation of the life that has been imparted to us. 

   Thus the Epistle opens by reminding us of what has been set forth in Christ, the Word of life. Eternal life has not simply been described to us by abstract doctrinal statements; it has been livingly expressed in a living Person, Who was seen by the eyes of the apostles, contemplated as an Object before them, and handled with their hands. This Person is spoken of as the Word of life, for as the Word He perfectly expressed the life.

   	This life is spoken of as “eternal life”, and we are told that “it was with the Father.” Thus we learn that eternal life is a life that belongs to eternity, and, being with the Father, is a heavenly life. This eternal life that had its home with the Father in eternity was manifest in time when the Son — the Word of life — became flesh. 

   	By grace we have the life, but in the believer there is often much failure that mars the expression and enjoyment of the life. We can only see and learn the perfection of the life we have by looking to Christ. One has said, “When ... I turn my eyes to Jesus, when I contemplate all His obedience, His purity, His grace, His tenderness, His patience, His devotedness, His holiness, His love, His entire freedom from all self-seeking, I can say, That is my life ... It may be obscured in me, but it is none the less true, that that is my life” (J.N.D.).

   (b) The blessedness of eternal life (Vv. 3, 4)

   (V. 3). That which the apostles had seen so blessedly set forth in Christ they report to believers, in order that we may enjoy with them the blessedness of this life. Eternal life finds expression in the highest form of fellowship “with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ.” The apostles would bind us together with themselves and with one another in a life of fellowship with the Father and the Son. “I know”, one has said, “when I am delighting in Jesus — in His obedience, His love to His Father, to us, His single eye and purely devoted heart — I have the same feelings, the same thoughts, as the Father Himself. In that the Father delights, cannot but delight, in Whom I now delight, I have communion with the Father. So with the Son in the knowledge of the Father” (J.N.D.).

   (V. 4). Moreover, these things are written that, being led into this fellowship, our joy may be full. The Psalmist can say, “In Thy presence is fulness of joy.” Here we learn that it is possible to taste this fulness of joy that will be ours in heaven while we tread the path that leads to heaven.

   (c) The God with Whom we can have fellowship (5-2: 2)

   (V. 5). That it has been made possible for a man, who once was a sinner in his sins, to have fellowship with divine Persons is a marvellous truth, and at once raises the question, “Who is the God with Whom we are brought into fellowship?”

   	The apostle tells us that the One in Whom the eternal life has been manifested in all its perfection is also the One in Whom God has been perfectly declared — the God with Whom that life brings us into fellowship. Thus he can write, “This then is the message which we have heard of Him, and declare unto you, that God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.” The apostles, as they looked upon Christ, saw the perfect revelation of all that God is. They saw the perfect purity of Christ, and they realised that God is light — absolute holiness. They saw the perfect love of Christ, and they realised that God is love. These are the great truths that the apostle presses in the course of the Epistle — God is light and God is love (1 John 4: 8). Life and light and love have been perfectly set forth in Christ.

   (V. 6). But the truth as to God at once becomes a test of the reality of our profession. If God is light, it follows that, if we say that we have fellowship with Him, and we walk in a way that proves we are in utter ignorance of God, we profess that which is wholly false.

   (V. 7). In the days of the Old Testament, God dwelt in thick darkness. Certain attributes of God were revealed, but His nature had not yet been declared. The full revelation of God awaited the coming of Christ. None but a divine Person could reveal a divine Person. Thus, when Christ became flesh, we read, “The only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, He hath declared Him” (John 1: 18). Not only is it true that “God is light”, but through the full revelation of God in Christ He is also in the light. Moreover, Christians, having the full revelation of God in Christ, have been brought out of darkness and ignorance of God into His marvellous light. It is now their privilege to walk in the light of God fully revealed. The practical results of walking in the light follow:

   	Firstly, we have fellowship one with another. In the every-day life here we have separate and selfish interests, but “in the light” of the full revelation of God we have common joys and interests. We come into a fellowship in the knowledge of divine Persons marked by life and light and love. This fellowship remains true for us in spite of all the failure of the Church in responsibility. Time cannot touch it and death will not take it from us. The day of Pentecost gave a bright illustration of this fellowship. Jerusalem was in darkness, but on that day three thousand souls came into the light of God revealed in Christ. They spake different tongues and came from “every nation under heaven”, but at once they found themselves in a common fellowship, for we read that they “continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship.”

   	Secondly, in the light we learn the infinite efficacy of the blood of Jesus Christ His Son which cleanseth from all sin, and thus perfectly fits us for the light. It would be a fearful thing for a sinner to come into the light of God fully revealed if there were no cleansing from sins. But the One Who has made God fully known has died to make us wholly fit for the presence of God thus revealed.

   (Vv. 8-10). Thirdly, in the light there is the full exposure of all that we are. We have sin in us and we have committed sins. If we say we have arrived at sinless perfection, we deceive our-selves and prove that we have not the truth, for sin is still in us. If we say that we never sin, we not only deceive ourselves but we make God a liar, for in many things we all offend. Nevertheless, in the governmental ways of God with His children, “if we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins.” We are not told to ask for forgiveness, but, as children, to confess the sins that need forgiveness. We own our sins to the Father, and He not only forgives the sins but cleanses us from the defiling influences of the sins.

   (1 John 2: 1, 2). Fourthly, the forgiveness of the believer's sins is made possible through the advocacy of the Lord Jesus. As sin is in us, and we may sin, God has made rich provision to maintain us in communion. Nevertheless, these things have been written to us in order that we may be kept from sinning. The child that disobeys the father does not cease to be a child; and if we sin, our relations as children with the Father remain, though our communion with the Father is hindered. In order that the sin may be judged and confessed, and that communion may be re-stored, the Lord Jesus acts as our Advocate — One Who represents and perfectly undertakes our cause before the Father. 

   	This advocacy is founded upon the unchanging efficacy of the propitiatory work of Christ. He has offered Himself to God without spot, and in view of all that Christ is and has done, not only for the Jew but for the whole world, God can proclaim forgiveness to all and justify those that believe, bringing them into relationship with Himself as the Father, which no failure on the part of the believer can alter. But, in that position as children, if we fail, Jesus Christ is our Advocate. The Lord exercised this advocacy on behalf of Peter before ever he had failed. He could say to Peter in view of his coming denial, “I have prayed for thee.” The result of the Lord's advocacy is seen when Peter is led to repentance and restoration. Thus the effect of being in the light of the full revelation of God in Christ is to bring believers into a fellowship wholly independent of earthly things, to manifest the cleansing efficacy of the blood, to expose us as having sin in us and being liable to sin, and to reveal Christ as our Advocate, Who deals with our failures in order to restore us to communion.

   
   2

   The Characteristics of Divine Life

   (1 John 2: 3-11)

   The first portion of the Epistle presents eternal life as manifested in perfection in Christ on earth. This life, imparted to the believer, enables its possessor to have fellowship with divine Persons and thus taste fulness of joy.

   In this second portion of the Epistle, the apostle brings before us the two great characteristics of the divine life in its manifestation down here — obedience to God and love to our brethren. The practice of these two qualities, or the failure to exhibit them, becomes the test as to whether the profession of knowing Christ (verse 4), abiding in Christ (verse 6), and walking in the light (verse 9), is true or not. 

   (Vv. 3, 4). To be in the light of the full revelation of God, and to have fellowship with God, is to know God. The true knowledge of God will lead to the recognition that God is sovereign and we are His creatures, and therefore submission is due to God. We are dependent upon God, and this dependence is expressed by subjection or obedience to God. If we say we know God, and yet walk in disobedience to His will, our profession is false and the truth has no abiding place in us.

   (V. 5). Moreover, the one that keeps His word, in him verily the love of God is perfected. The Lord Jesus, as Man, walked in perfect subjection and obedience to the will of the Father. His Father's will was the motive as well as the rule for His every act and word. He could say, “I do always those things that please Him” (John 8: 29). In result, the love of the Father was perfectly known and enjoyed by Him. So the Lord can say to His disciples, “If ye keep My commandments, ye shall abide in My love; even as I have kept My Father's commandments, and abide in His love” (John 15: 10).

   (V. 6). If, then, we profess to abide in Him, and under His influence enjoy fellowship with the Father, it will lead to a walk even as Christ walked, with the blessed experiences of the Father's love that He enjoyed. While down here we cannot be what He was, for He was without sin; but it is our privilege to walk as He walked. He pleased not Himself, but did only those things that pleased the Father. We have been chosen to obey as Christ obeyed and to walk and please God (1 Peter 1: 2; 1 Thessalonians 4: 1).

   (V. 7). That which the apostle writes to believers is no new commandment, but the word which they have heard from the beginning; for he is writing of the life, marked by obedience and love, that was expressed in absolute perfection in Christ. Any one professing to write anything new of this life would be making the false pretension to give light beyond that already perfectly expressed in Christ.

   (V. 8). What, indeed, is new is that the life that was expressed in perfection in Christ has been imparted to believers, so that it can be said “which thing is true in Him and in you.” For the believer to live this life in fellowship with divine Persons is possible, as God has been fully revealed in the Person of the Son, and has thus come into the light. God having been revealed, the darkness and ignorance of God that characterised the world is “passing” (N.Tn.). When the Sun of righteousness arises, the whole world will come into the light. All will know the Lord. Then the darkness will be past; but, even now, the darkness is passing, as people emerge from Judaism and heathenism, and come into the light of the revelation of God in Christianity.

   (Vv. 9,10). The apostle has spoken of obedience as one of the two great tests of the reality of the profession to know God and thus be in the light. He now speaks of love as a second characteristic of those who are truly in the light. It follows, on the one hand, that he who hates his brother is in darkness or ignorance of God, however much he may profess to have the life and be in the light. On the other hand, the one that loves his brother abides in the light and will not act in a way to stumble him.

   (V. 11). A Jew professed to have the knowledge of God and thus be in the light, and yet he hated and persecuted the Christian, proving that he was not in the light of God revealed in Christ. Such an one is in “the darkness, and walks in the darkness, and knows not where he goes, because the darkness has blinded his eyes” (N.Tn.). This is not simply one who is in a state of darkness, as might be the case with a true Christian who, having fallen under a cloud, entertains bitter thoughts against his brother. It supposes one who is in “the darkness”, that is, in a system in which there is no revelation of God. “The darkness” is the absence of the revelation of God, and is an expression used in contrast with “the true light”, which is the revelation of God.

   	Here, then, we have the great characteristics of eternal life — obedience and love. Moreover, the passage clearly shows that if we possess the life, and live the life, it will lead us:

   	Firstly, into the knowledge of God the Father — we shall know Him (verses 3, 4).

   	Secondly, knowing the Father, we shall walk in obedience to His will (verses 3, 4).

   	Thirdly, keeping His commandments, we shall be confirmed in His love (verse 5).

   	Fourthly, thus walking in obedience and love, we shall walk even as Christ walked (verse 6).

   	Fifthly, walking as Christ walked, we shall love one another (verse 10).

   
   3

   Growth in Divine Life

   (1 John 2: 12-27)

   The apostle has spoken of the eternal life manifested in perfection in Christ; he has also brought before us the two great characteristics that will mark those who possess the life as they pass through this world — obedience and love. In the portion of the Epistle that follows, the apostle shows that, while all believers possess the life, yet there is growth in divine life.

   	He views believers as forming the family of God, and he uses the relationships of the ordinary life — fathers, young men and babes — to set forth different stages of spiritual growth in the apprehension of the truth and in Christian experience. He does not use these terms to set forth stages in the natural life, but, rather, distinctions in spiritual growth. A person converted at an advanced age would be spiritually but a babe, whereas a believer comparatively young in years might, by spiritual progress, become a father. The apostle sets forth, moreover, the special snares to which believers are exposed at different stages of growth.

   (V. 12). Before speaking of the different stages of spiritual growth, the apostle refers to the blessing that is true of the whole family of God. He addresses all believers as “children”; this is a term of endearment. He then states that forgiveness of sins is the great blessing that marks every member of the family of God. Apart from this blessing they would not belong to this family. The apostle does not write to sinners in order that they may be forgiven, but to believers because they are forgiven. Moreover, as he is going to speak of experiences and spiritual progress, he reminds believers that they are forgiven “for His Name's sake”. As believers, he reminds us that we are not forgiven because of anything that we are, or because of any experience however real — that would be for our sakes. We are forgiven because of what God has found in Christ and His work — “for His Name's sake”. The Lord Himself had instructed His disciples “that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His Name among all nations” (Luke 24: 47). Peter, in carrying out the Lord's commission, proclaims to the Gentiles “that through His Name whosoever believeth in Him shall receive remission of sins” (Acts 10: 43). Thus forgiveness of sins is no matter of attainment; it is proclaimed to us through the Lord Jesus and received by faith in Christ (Acts 13: 38, 39).

   (V. 13). Having stated what is common to the whole family of God, the apostle sets forth three stages of spiritual growth under the terms fathers, young men and babes. He does not write to “old men”, young men and babes. Old men would hardly be an apt figure to set forth the highest stage of spiritual growth, for the term implies feebleness and decay. He uses the term “fathers”, which suggests ripeness and maturity of experience. 

   	The outstanding characteristics of each class are first stated: the fathers have known Christ that is from the beginning; the young men are characterised by having overcome the wicked one; the babes have known the Father. 

   	In the course of natural growth we may in large measure lose the characteristics of an earlier stage of growth. It is not so in spiritual growth. The young men do not cease to know the Father because they have learned to overcome the wicked one; the fathers do not cease to overcome the wicked one because they have learned to know Him that is from the beginning.

   	In writing to each class the apostle uses the words “because ye have”, showing there was a point of sympathy between himself and each class. It was practically saying, I write unto you because you are enjoying what I am enjoying. The three stages cover the whole ground of practical Christianity. The one possessing all these characteristics would be a fully developed Christian.

   (V. 14). Fathers. Having given us the outstanding characteristics of each stage of Christian growth, the apostle again refers to each class, presenting in the case of the young men and the babes their special dangers. Of the fathers he has nothing fresh to add; he repeats, “Ye have known Him that is from the beginning.” The question may arise, “Do not the young men and the babes know Christ?” Surely they know Christ as their Saviour, but to know Christ as the One Who is from the beginning implies that we not only know Christ as saving us from our sins and judgment, but that we have so advanced in the spiritual life that we have discerned in Christ the One Who is the beginning of an entirely new world of blessing, according to the counsels of the Father's heart. “From the beginning” has the force of “from the outset”. To know Him that is from the beginning is to realise that, with the coming of Christ, there is the beginning of an entirely new creation in which the former things will for ever have passed away. Those who know Christ thus will have no further hope of reforming man or of improving the world. They will look beyond this world and have their minds set on things above. All their hopes will be centred in Christ. They have reached a stage of growth in which Christ is everything and in all.

   (V. 14). Young men. The babes are marked by confidence in the Father's love. The young men do not lose this confidence, but, in addition, they are marked by spiritual strength to overcome in conflict. In the natural life the young men have to face the world and fight the battle of life. Likewise, in the spiritual life, the young men are those believers who are marked by that spiritual vigour which enables them to overcome the wicked one.

   	The source of their strength in overcoming is the word of God. They overcome the enemy, not by human reason or natural ability, nor by the wisdom of the schools, but by the word of God, and, further, by the word of God abiding in them. It is not simply that they grasp the meaning of the word of God, or that they have stored it in their memory, but that it forms their thoughts, holds their affections and governs their actions. For such, the word is not something that can be lightly held, or lightly given up, under the influence of a teacher. It has an abiding place in the heart as being God's word, and therefore held in faith in God. One has said, “The real secret of being able to use the word of God against the devil is that the word of God is keeping your own soul.”

   	If the word of God abides in us, it will become our guide in every circumstance and our defence in every conflict. Some have looked at conscience as a guide, and thus with the greatest sincerity have been driven into the most unchristian acts, even to persecuting the saints of God, as in the case of Saul of Tarsus. Strictly, conscience is not a guide but a witness. It bears witness according to the light we have. The true light and guide is the Word of God, and, if we have that light, conscience will bear witness as to whether our walk is according to the light. Thus the Word of God becomes the test for everything. At times we may test things by their apparent usefulness or apparent success. We shall only discover the true character of anything as we submit it to the test of God's Word. To submit to the test of the Word is really to be subject to God, and against a subject person the devil has no power. We thus overcome the wicked one.

   	We have the most perfect example of this overcoming in our Lord. The devil sought to move Him from the place of dependence upon God, devotedness to God, and confidence in God. In every case the Lord overcame, not by using His Godhead power, but, as the perfect, dependent Man, by using the Word of God. In each temptation the Lord overcame by saying, “It is written”. Moreover, the word He used was the word He kept. It is useless to attempt to meet the devil's temptations with a word that we ourselves are not obeying. If our thoughts and words and ways are governed by the Word, we can use it effectually against the devil and overcome.

   (V. 15). The young men may come into conflict with the devil and into contact with the world. As the flesh is still in us, the world is a very real danger. We are sent into the world as witnesses for Christ, but we are not of the world. We are therefore warned not to love the world, nor the things in the world. Further, we are reminded that, “If any one love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” We may, alas, be tempted by it, or in an unguarded moment be overcome by it, but the testing question is, Do we love it? A solemn word for all who profess to be of the family of God and yet appear to be more at home in the company of the world than amongst the people of God.

   (V. 16). The apostle leaves us in no doubt as to the character of the world of which he speaks. He does not refer to the physical world of nature, but to that great system built up by fallen man, which is marked by the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.

   	It has been noticed that these three principles came in with the fall of man. The devil tempted Eve with the question, “Yea, hath God said?” Had the word of God been abiding in her heart, she could have used it to overcome the devil. Alas! it did not govern her thoughts, so, when quoting it (or misquoting it), she was not only powerless to overcome, but she fell into the snare of world principles. She “saw that the tree was good for food”, and thus was carried away by the lust of the flesh. Moreover, she saw that “it was pleasant to the eyes”, and was thus attracted by the lust of the eyes. Lastly, she saw that it was “a tree to be desired to make one wise”, and the pride of life that craves for knowledge was awakened. Being carried away by the principles of the world, Adam disobeyed God and was driven from the garden. The world, then, is a vast system organised by fallen man in order to indulge the different lusts of the flesh, to gratify the eye, and to minister to the various forms of pride. 

   	In this world there is nothing that is of the Father, and there is no love for the Father. To the believer, the Father has opened another world which is marked, not by lust that seeks its own gratification, but by love that seeks the good of its object. It is not a world that seeks to gratify the sight, but where Christ is the all-satisfying Object — “We see Jesus.” It is not a world marked by the pride that boasts in its own wisdom, but it is one that is characterised by the lowliness that delights to sit as a learner at the feet of Jesus.

   (V. 17). Moreover, man's world is passing. However fair on occasions its outward show may be, it is dominated by sin, and over all is the shadow of death. Already we have heard that the darkness, or ignorance of God, is passing; now we learn that the world that abides in darkness is also passing. In contrast with the passing world, those that do the will of God abide for ever; they belong to a world on which no shadow of death will ever fall.

   	The Babes. We have learned from verse 13 that the first characteristic of the babes is that they “have known the Father.” As they make spiritual progress they will be drawn into spiritual conflict. They will become young men and fight the good fight of faith. They will go forth to do battle for the Lord, but they start in the home circle. In that blessed circle of love, they may know little of the power of the enemy and the conflict that lies before them, but they learn the love of the Father's heart and the support of the Father's hand. It is not only that they know that they are children, and that God is their Father, but they know the Father with Whom they are in relationship. They may know little of the depths of Satan, or the snares of the world, or the evil of their own hearts, but they know the heart of the Father. Once they knew nothing of the Father's heart and cared nothing for the Saviour's will, but as sinners they were brought to the Saviour and, through faith in Christ Jesus, they passed into the family of God, as we read, “Ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3: 26). The Holy Spirit was given to them, the love of God was shed abroad in their hearts, and now they can look up and say, “Abba, Father”. They realise that the Father loves them with a love that never wearies and a care that never ceases.

   (V. 18). By their inexperience the babes are more particularly in danger of being deceived. Thus the apostle warns them against antichristian seducers. We are told that it is “the last hour”. As nineteen centuries have passed since these words were written, we may conclude that the apostle does not refer to the last hour as to time, but rather the last hour as to character. We know that the last hour before the judgment falls upon an apostate Christendom will be characterised by the appearance of the Antichrist. But antichristian teachers had already appeared in the days of the apostle, “whence we know that it is the last hour.”

   (V. 19). These antichristian teachers would be a special snare to believers, inasmuch as they would arise in the Christian circle and then give up the Christian profession.

   (V. 20). To enable believers to escape all antichristian teaching, we are first reminded that we have the Holy Spirit — the Unction — and thus are able to judge of all things. In ourselves we know nothing, but having the Spirit we have the capacity for knowing all things.

   (V. 21). Secondly, we have “the truth”. The Spirit does not enlighten us by any inner imagination; He uses “the truth”, and thus enables us to detect error. We do not detect the lie by occupation with evil but by knowing the truth. Our business is to be simple concerning evil and wise as to good. 

   (Vv. 22, 23). Thirdly, having the Spirit and the truth, we at once learn that the Person of Christ is the great test of every antichristian system. We may be deceived if we judge them by the Christian terms they may use and the practice they may pursue. The real test is, How do they stand in relation to the truth as to the Person of Christ? It will be found that every false system denies in some form the truth of His Person. There are, however, two main forms of error and opposition to the truth. One form of error, mainly found among the Jews, denies that Jesus is the Christ — the Messiah that is to come. The other form of error, arising in the Christian profession, denies the truth of the Father and the Son. When the Antichrist appears he will unite the lie of the Jews with the lie that arises in the Christian profession, denying both that Jesus is the Messiah and that He is a divine Person. Today, every false system that has arisen in Christendom stands condemned by the denial of the truth of the Person of Christ as the Son, and denial of the truth of the Son will lead to the denial of the truth as to the Father.

   (V. 24). Our safeguard against every error as to the Person of Christ is found in abiding in that which we have heard from the beginning. The Jews could say to Jesus, “Who art Thou?” The Lord replied, “Even the same that I said unto you from the beginning” (John 8: 25). A more accurate translation of these words is, “Altogether that which I also say to you” (N.Tn.). His words were the perfect expression of Himself. Alas! we may use words to hide what we are: He used words to express perfectly what He was. We have heard His voice and we know the truth as to Himself. We may have much to learn of the glories of His Person, but we know Who He is. Any pretence of modernism, or any other false system, to give us further truth as to His Person is a denial that the full truth came out at the beginning. If that which we have heard from the beginning abides in us — if it governs our affections — we shall abide in the truth of the Son and of the Father. The sheep know His voice and are thus able to detect the many false voices of the strangers, as we read, “A stranger will they not follow ... for they know not the voice of strangers.”

   (V. 25). Fourthly, we have eternal life according to promise. This life puts us in relation with divine Persons. The Lord's words are, “This is life eternal, that they might know Thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, Whom Thou hast sent” (John 17: 3).

   	It is evident, then, that these antichristian teachers stand exposed as not being of us — the Christian company (verse 19); they have not the Spirit (verse 20); they know not the truth (verse 21); they deny the Father and the Son (verse 22); they have not continued in that which was from the beginning (verse 24); and they do not possess eternal life (verse 25).

   	The babes in Christ can escape their evil teaching by having the Spirit, the truth, the knowledge of the Father and the Son, abiding in that which they have heard from the beginning in Christ, and by living the eternal life through which they can enjoy fellowship with divine Persons.

   (Vv. 26, 27). These, then, are the things that the apostle writes to expose those who would lead us astray, and to warn us against them. Moreover, we have not only the written word, but also the Holy Spirit to enable us to understand the word and to test the teachings of men. Teachers may pass away, but the Holy Spirit abides. The teaching of the best of teachers may be partial, but the Holy Spirit can teach us “as to all things” (N.Tn.). The teaching of the best of teachers may be at times mixed with defect, but the teaching of the Holy Spirit “is truth” and in it there “is no lie.” The aim of all false teachers is to seduce the saints to give up the truth; the effect of the teaching of the Holy Spirit is to lead the saints to abide in the truth as set forth in Christ from the beginning.
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   Eternal Life Manifest In Believers

   (1 John 2: 28-1 John 3: 23)

   Having set before us the different stages of growth in the Christian life, the apostle, still keeping before us the great subject of life, presents eternal life as seen in the practice of the believer. Already the apostle has presented righteousness and love as characterising the nature of eternal life. These traits have been perfectly expressed in Christ and are now to mark the lives of believers. Moreover, if the manifestation of these qualities is the practical proof of the possession of life, the absence of these qualities will expose all false pretension to the life. 

   	In this fresh portion of the Epistle, the apostle first brings before us the Appearing of Christ as that which should govern our practical life (2: 28-3: 3).

   	Secondly, he presents the characteristics of the new life which distinguish the children of God from the children of the devil — righteousness and love (1 John 3: 4-16).

   	Thirdly, he applies these truths to the practical life of the believer (1 John 3: 17-23).

   (a) Practice in relation to the Appearing of Christ (2: 28-3: 3)

   In the preceding portion of the Epistle, the apostle has looked back to that which we have heard “from the beginning”. He introduces this fresh portion by looking on to the coming of the Lord.

   (V. 28). This verse forms a connecting link with that which has gone before and the portion that follows. It sums up the preceding portion by appealing to the whole family of God in the words, “And now, children, abide in Him” (N.Tn.). The one great safeguard against the world, and the antichristian teachers of whom he has been speaking, is found in abiding in the truth as perfectly set forth in Christ “from the beginning”. This, moreover, leads the apostle to look on to the coming of Christ, for it is equally important to abide in Him in order that our conduct may be consistent with His appearing. Thus the coming of Christ is brought forward to regulate and test our practice. 

   	The apostle desires that the walk of believers may be of such a character that there will be nothing in the saints of which they will be ashamed at the coming of Christ, when at last our words and ways and walk will be made manifest “of what sort it is” and the hidden motives of hearts will be laid bare (1 Corinthians 3: 13; 1 Corinthians 4: 5; 2 John 8). Alas! how often there is much in our words and ways and walk that we may even seek to defend or excuse, but which we should at once condemn if judged in the light of the appearing of the glory of Christ. 

   	In the verses that follow (1 John 2: 29-3; 3), the apostle sets before us our privileges and the gracious provision that God has made, in order that we may walk in a way that is suitable to Christ and not be ashamed at His coming. 

   (V. 29). Firstly, the apostle shows that all right Christian conduct is traced back to the new nature that believers have received by new birth. It is the same nature that was in Christ, producing the same fruits of righteousness, thus proving that the believer is born of God.

   (1 John 3: 1). Secondly, the apostle reminds us that we are called into the relationship of children, and, as such, are the objects of the Father's love. It has been pointed out that every relationship has its special affection, and that it is the affection peculiar to the relationship that gives sweetness and character to it. We are called to behold this love that was perfectly expressed in Christ on earth and has been bestowed upon the believer. When Christ was here, He was the Object of the Father's love and the world's hatred. He has gone, but He has left behind those whom He has set in His own place before the Father and before the world. In His prayer the Lord could say, “Thou ... hast loved them, as Thou hast loved Me” (John 17: 23). Again, the Lord could say, “If the world hate you, ye know that it hated Me before it hated you” (John 15: 18). How good, then, to seek to enter into the consciousness that we are loved by the Father as Christ was loved, and are privileged to share with Christ His place of rejection by the world.

   (V. 2). A third great truth is the blessed hope attached to the relationship in which we are set. Christ is going to appear, and when He appears, “we shall be like Him; for we shall see Him as He is.” On earth, Christ was the Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief; His face was so marred more than any man, and His form more than the sons of men. For ourselves it doth not yet appear what we shall be, for we bear the marks of age and care and sorrow, but we look on to His appearing. For a moment the apostles saw His glory on the Mount of Transfiguration, and by faith we “see Him as He is”, crowned with glory and honour, and “we know” we shall be like Him, not as He was, but “as He is”.

   	Moreover, when we are like Him, we shall see Him face to face. While we are in these bodies of humiliation, to see Him as He is would be overwhelming. The apostle John himself fell at His feet as dead when, in the Isle of Patmos, he saw the Lord in His glory. But when at last we are like Him,

   	How will our eyes to see His face delight,

   	Whose love has cheered us through the darksome night!

   (V. 3). If, then, we walk in righteousness, according to the instincts of the new nature, if, as children, we walk in the consciousness of the Father's love, if we keep apart from the world that knew not Christ, if we walk in the enjoyment of the hope that when Christ appears we shall be like Him, then, indeed, we shall not be ashamed before Him at His coming, for every man that hath this hope in Him purifieth himself, even as Christ is pure.

   	Our hope is in Christ, for it is only by His power that we shall at last become “like Him”, as we read, “Who shall transform our body of humiliation into conformity to His body of glory, according to the working of the power which He has even to subdue all things to Himself” (Philippians 3: 21, N.Tn.). We cannot do without His past work to settle every question between our souls and God; we cannot do without His present work on high to maintain us day by day; we cannot do without Him to bring about the last great change; and, when in the glory, we shall need Him for all eternity. Our blessing, our joy, our all, is linked with Christ for ever and ever.

   	Furthermore, while waiting for the last great change, the one who has this hope in Christ will become morally like Him. This hope will have a transforming effect. We are not yet pure as He is pure, but the blessed effect of this hope will be to keep us from evil and purify us according to the perfect standard of purity set forth in Him.

   (b) The characteristics of the new life that mark the children of God in contrast with the children of the devil (1 John 3: 4-16)

   This portion of the Epistle clearly shows that the new life possessed by the children of God is manifested in a walk marked by righteousness and love, in contrast with the lawlessness and hatred that mark the children of the devil. In verses 4 to 9, the apostle speaks of righteousness in contrast with lawlessness; in verses 10 to 23, he speaks of love in contrast with hatred.

   (V. 4). The apostle then contrasts the lawlessness of the old nature with the righteousness of the new nature that believers possess as born of God. He states that, “Every one that practises sin practises also lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness” (N.Tn.). Sin is not simply transgressing a known law, as the defective translation of the Authorised Version suggests. The principle of sin is lawlessness, or doing one's own will apart altogether from any law. As another has said, “Sin is the acting without the curb of law or restraint of another's authority — acting from one's own will” (J.N.D.).

   (V. 5). Having defined sin, the apostle immediately turns to Christ to bring before us the One in Whom there “is no sin.” Becoming flesh, He was entirely subject to the will of the Father. Coming into the world, He could say, “Lo, I come to do Thy will, O God” (Hebrews 10: 9). Passing through the world He could say, “I seek not Mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent Me” (John 5: 30). Going out of the world, He could say, “Not My will, but Thine, be done” (Luke 22: 42). We know, too, that it is by the will of God that believers have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all (Hebrews 10: 10). So the apostle can say, “He was manifested to take away our sins.” In Him, then, there was no sin, or principle of lawlessness.

   (V. 6). Partaking of this nature, and abiding in Him, we shall not sin. To abide in Christ is to see Him by faith, know Him by experience, and walk under His influence. The one that sinneth hath not seen Him, nor known Him. The apostle thus contrasts the two natures: the old nature is lawless; the new nature cannot sin. The two natures coexist in the believer; thus the apostle can say in one passage, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves” (1 John 1: 8) and, in this passage, “Whosoever sinneth hath not seen Him, neither known Him.”

   (V. 7). We are then warned against all deception. The possession of the new nature is proved, not by profession that people make, but by the way they act. “He that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as He is righteous.” If we partake of His life, it will show itself in a walk characterised by righteousness, even as He is righteous.

   (V. 8). In contrast with the one that doeth righteousness and is born of God, the one that “practises sin is of the devil” (N.Tn.). Alas! through carelessness the believer may fall into sin, but the one that lives in sin shows clearly that he has the same nature as the devil, who sins from the beginning of his history. The Son of God was manifested to undo the works of the devil in order that believers, with a new nature, might come under the sway of Christ, and, abiding in Him, act in righteousness, even as He is righteous.

   (V. 9). In contrast with the one that shows he is of the devil by practising sin, the one that is born of God does not practise sin. There is in him a new seed — divine life — and that life which he has, as born of God, cannot sin. It is true that the flesh is in the believer; but the new nature is a sinless nature, and the believer is viewed as identified with the new nature.

   (Vv. 10, 11). With verse 10 the apostle passes on to speak of love. He has shown that “righteousness” in contrast with “lawlessness” distinguishes the children of God from the children of the devil. Now he shows that “love”, in contrast with “hatred”, is a second great characteristic of the new nature. From the beginning of the manifestation of Christ in this world, we have heard that we should love one another. Thus, as the apostle has already turned our thoughts to Christ as the One in Whom righteousness was perfectly expressed (verses 5-7), so now he reminds us of the message that we have heard concerning Christ, for in Him we see the perfect setting forth of divine love.

   	The life of Christ reproduced in believers will lead us not only to avoid sin, but to manifest the new life by loving one another. It has been truly said, “Mere amiable nature can be found in dogs and other animals, being animal nature; but the love of the brethren is a divine motive. I love them because they are of God. I have communion in divine things with them. A man may be very unamiable naturally, and yet love the brethren with all his heart; and another may be very amiable, and have no love for them at all” (J.N.D.).

   (V. 12). In Cain the two evil principles are set forth. Partaking of the nature of the wicked one, he hated his brother; and the root of his hatred was the lawlessness that marked his own life, in contrast with the righteousness that characterised the works of his brother.

   (V. 13). The consciousness that Abel's works were good and his own evil stirred up a jealous hatred in the heart of Cain. We need not marvel, then, if, for the same reason, believers are hated by the world.

   (V. 14). The world, of which Satan is the prince, is marked by lawlessness and hatred, and is in a condition of moral death. But “we”, those who are believers, “know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren.” Love is the practical proof of divine life. We meet a child of God, who hitherto has been a perfect stranger to us, one perhaps who may be socially far above us or, on the contrary, in a much more humble sphere of life, or who may be of another land and speak a different tongue, but at once our love goes out the one to the other and we are on more intimate terms than with our relations after the flesh. The reason is simple; we have the same life — eternal life — with the same Object, Christ; we enjoy in common the same affection for Christ and the same desires after Christ.

   (Vv. 15, 16). The apostle then shows us the extreme expression of hatred in contrast with the greatest expression of love. Hatred, if unchecked, will lead to murder. The one who hates is in spirit a murderer, and no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.

   	In contrast, we see in Christ the perfect expression of love, in that His love led Him to lay down His life for us. Having His perfect example before us, we should be prepared, in the power of the new life marked by love, to lay down our lives for the brethren. This does not necessarily mean actual death, but the letting go of the life here for Christ's sake (Matthew 16: 25).

   	Thus, in the course of this passage, we are reminded that fallen man is under death, marked by lawlessness, hatred and violence. The lawless man is always self-centred, seeking only to gratify himself by doing his own will, apart from all restraint. This, of necessity, leads to the hatred of every one that thwarts his will; and hatred leads to violent acts, expressed in an extreme form by murder.

   	These are the evil principles that first came to light in the history of Cain and that have ever since marked the course of this world. At the outset of the history of the race, men gave up God as the centre of their thoughts; they became self-centred. God having been given up, there was no bond to hold men together, with the result that they were scattered abroad. The nations into which they were divided became a centre to themselves, each seeking to carry out its own will, and in con-sequence hating all that opposed. Thus jealousy and hatred arose among the nations, leading to violence and war.

   	Thus all the misery of the world can be traced to the solemn fact that man became a centre to himself, independent of God, or “lawless”. It is plain, then, that the whole world system is marked by these three things: lawlessness, hatred and violence. 

   	In contrast with this world, God has brought to light an entirely new world — the world to come — of which Christ is the centre, and, taking its character from Christ, it is marked by righteousness, love and self-surrender. To enter into God's new world of blessing, we must know Christ that is from the beginning. Hence the apostle insists so constantly on “that which was from the beginning” (1 John 1: 1; 1 John 2: 7, 13, 14). This expression, so characteristic of the apostle's writings, indicates that, from the moment Christ came upon this scene, there was an entirely new beginning. From that time the whole world system begins to pass away, and there comes into view that which abides. “The world is passing, and its lust, but he that does the will of God abides for eternity” (1 John 2: 17, N.Tn.). Christ is the centre of God's great universe of blessing. He is the Word of life, the One Who has perfectly expressed God. We look at Christ and we see that God is light and God is love. But more, Christ not only brings God into the light, He also fits the believer for the light by His blood which cleanseth from all sin.

   	If Christ is the centre of God's new world of blessing, all in that world must depend upon Him. There are three different circles of blessing, but Christ is the centre of all: the Christian circle comes first; then Israel will be restored and blessed; finally the Gentile nations will come into millennial blessing. The secret of blessing for every circle will be that all are recovered from lawlessness by being brought into dependence upon Christ.

   	Having set forth Christ from the beginning as the great Centre of God's new universe, the apostle shows how God has wrought with believers to bring them into blessing. In sovereign grace we are born of God, brought into relationship with God, loved with a love that is proper to the relationship, and, at last, we shall appear in the likeness of Christ. In the meantime, as we abide in Christ, we shall be characterised by righteousness, love and self-surrender, seen in its highest form by laying down our lives for our brethren.

   (c) The practice of love and its effects (Vv. 17-23)

   (Vv. 17, 18). The apostle concludes this portion of his Epistle with a practical application of the truths of which he has been speaking. With the flesh in us it is easy to make a profession of love in word and in tongue. Our deeds, however, will show whether our words are true. If it is in our power to help a brother whom we see to be in need, and yet decline to do so, it will be manifest that our profession of love is vain.

   (Vv. 19-21). Walking in love, we shall be free and happy in our intercourse with God. The child that is conscious of disobeying the father's wishes cannot be happy in the father's presence. If our conscience condemn us, we know that God knoweth all things. He is perfectly aware of that which we know to be wrong, and, until the wrong is confessed and judged before God, we cannot enjoy fellowship with God, nor can we have confidence in turning to Him.

   	Here it is no question of eternal forgiveness or salvation, for the apostle is writing to those who are forgiven and who are in the relationship of children. It is a question of being able to walk in happy liberty with God as children. To have this confidence we must so walk that our hearts do not condemn us for failing in practical love.

   (Vv. 22, 23). Walking in the happy confidence that we are doing those things that are right in His sight will give great liberty in turning to the Father in prayer. Keeping His commandments, we shall ask according to God's will and shall be able to count upon an answer to our prayers. If it is guidance for our path, or power to overcome some snare, or sustaining grace for a trial, we shall ask and receive from One Whose power is as great as His love, and Whose ear is ever open to the cry of His children.

   	His commandments can be summed up by faith in His Son Jesus Christ and love to one another. In the spirit of these commandments the apostle Paul could give thanks for the Colossian saints, praying with confidence for them, for he says, 

   “We heard of your faith in Christ Jesus, and of the love which ye have to all the saints” (Colossians 1: 4).


   5

   Abiding In God And God In Us

   (1 John 3: 24 - 1 John 5: 5)

   The apostle has presented the two great characteristics of the new nature — righteousness and love. He has exhorted us to live the practical life of love in order that we may walk in confidence before God. He now shows that a walk marked by practical love to one another and confidence before God is only possible as we abide in God and God in us. That these are the leading truths in this portion of the Epistle becomes manifest as we read the passage. In 1 John 3: 24 the apostle writes, “He that keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him”; in 1 John 4: 12, “If we love one another, God abides in us”; in verse 13, “Hereby we know that we abide in Him, and He in us”; in verse 15, “Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God”; in verse 16, “He that abides in love abides in God, and God in him” (N.Tn.)

   (V. 24). The passage opens by bringing before us the immense privilege that God has given to the believer, whereby it is possible for him to abide in God, and God in him. If walking in obedience to God, we shall abide in Him. This surely means that we abide in the unclouded enjoyment of all that God is in His love and power and holiness, and thus walk before Him in confidence. Moreover, God by His Spirit dwells in us, so that we not only have life, but we have the power to live the life of love and communion.

   (1 John 4: 1-6). Before proceeding with this great theme, the apostle, in a parenthetical passage, warns us against false spirits. Such are in the world, and it is necessary to warn believers against them. We are warned of the necessity of proving the spirits by which men speak, and to beware of estimating people merely by their profession. Many who profess to be the prophets of God are in reality false prophets speaking by evil spirits. From the Lord's own words we know that a false prophet is one who has every appearance of being one of His sheep, for he comes in sheep's clothing, but inwardly he is but a ravening wolf bent on the destruction of the sheep (Matthew 7: 15).

   	The apostle proceeds to give us three great tests whereby we can distinguish between the spirit of truth and the spirit of error:

   (Vv. 2, 3). Firstly, the greatest of all tests is that which concerns Christ Himself. We can test whether men speak by the Spirit of God by their attitude to Christ. The testing question is, Do they confess Jesus Christ come in flesh? They may, indeed, confess that Jesus Christ is truly a man, and a pattern man; but do they confess that He has “come in flesh”, and therefore that He is a divine Person Who existed before He came in flesh? Moreover, to confess Jesus Christ come in flesh is not only to confess the truth of His Person, but also personally to bow in obedience to Him as Lord. The false teacher will neither confess the truth of His Person, nor own Him as Lord, and thus proves that he is not of God and is speaking by a false spirit, the spirit of antichrist that is already abroad in the world.

   (V. 4). When these false spirits are detected, the believer can overcome them by the Holy Spirit that dwells in him, for the Holy Spirit is greater than the spirit of antichrist that is in the world.

   (V. 5). Secondly, we can detect false spirits by their connection with the world. Are they popular with the world? Every false spirit is of the world and speaks as of the world, and therefore in accordance with the thoughts and principles of the world. As they thus speak, the world heareth them. It is evident that nothing that is truly of God will be popular with the world, for we know that all that is in the world is not of the Father (1 John 2: 16). Any preaching or religious book that is popular with the world will, in the measure of its popularity, stand condemned as not teaching the truth. How many religious movements of the day are at once exposed for the believer by this simple test!

   (V. 6). Thirdly, a final test to detect the spirit of error is raised by the question, Do they accept the teaching of the apostles? The latter can say, “We are of God: he that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us.” How many infidel critics of the day dismiss the teachings of the apostles as being merely Johannine or Pauline doctrines to be treated as the opinions of partially instructed men, and therefore to be accepted or rejected according to whether their teachings fit in with the views of these days of professed greater enlightenment.

   	We may indeed grow in the knowledge of the truth that has been revealed, but there can be no development or advance upon truth given by inspiration. It follows that those who reject the apostolic teaching stand utterly condemned by this solemn passage as being “not of God”, for the apostle can say by inspiration, “He that is not of God heareth not us.”

   	We can thus detect the spirit of error and the spirit of truth, and we are able to escape the false prophets, the false systems and the false spirits that are abroad in Christendom today by asking these simple questions:

   	What is their attitude to Christ?

   	Are they popular with the world?

   	Do they accept the apostles' teachings?

   	The only safeguard of the believer, who has tried the spirits and found them to be antichristian, is to treat them as evil and wholly refuse them. It has been truly said, “As soon as the demon is discerned, there is but one course — to treat the demon as a demon. If this course is adopted, he will be found powerless before the name of Jesus; but if we resort to any other way, if we yield to human considerations, if we are amiable with the agents of the enemy, we shall soon find ourselves in weakness before Satan, God not being able to be with us in the course we have chosen” (J.N.D.).

   	Having given us this solemn word of warning, the apostle resumes the great subject of this portion of the Epistle already brought before us in the last verse of 1 John 3 — abiding in God and God in us. In order that these great truths may be a practical reality to us, the apostle presents the love of God in a threefold way. Firstly, in verses 7 to 11, he speaks of the love of God toward us, settling every question of our past. Secondly, in verses 12 to 16, he presents the love of God in us, governing our present life of testimony. Thirdly, in verses 17 to 19, he speaks of the love of God with us, in view of the future.

      (Vv. 7, 8). The love of God toward us. In the enjoyment of this new life, the apostle addresses believers as “Beloved”, and he says, “Let us love one another.” In order to draw out our love toward one another, he reminds us of what God is and what God has done. God is love, and God has acted in love toward us. Thus there is a twofold motive for loving one another. Firstly, the very nature of God is love, and, being born of God, we partake of His nature. By loving one another, we give a practical proof that we are born of God and know God. If we have no love for the brethren, it would prove that we are strangers to God.

   (Vv. 9, 10). “The love of God toward us” is a second great motive for love to one another. We have not only a statement that God is love, however true, but we have the manifestation of God's love toward us. In our unregenerate days we were dead to God and in our sins. In order that we might live and have our sins forgiven, God manifested His love toward us by sending “His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him” and, further, He “sent His Son a propitiation for our sins.”

   (V. 11). If, then, God has thus manifested His love toward us, we, who are born of God, “ought also to love one another.” This love to the brethren is not mere natural affection, which can be found even in the brute beasts. It is love flowing from the possession of the divine nature, a love that was manifested toward us when we were dead and yet in our sins. It is therefore a love that can rise above all evil and anything that I may detect to be wrong in a brother. I love him, not because of what he is, but because of the nature I possess, which is love. The thought has been expressed that I ought to rise above all that is disagreeable and untoward in my brother, because God loved me when I was as untoward as possible.

   (Vv. 12, 13). The love of God in us. Having spoken of the love of God toward us, the apostle passes on to speak of the love of God that has been “perfected in us.” With this is connected the great truth of the Spirit which has been given to us. This is more than having a new nature, for the Spirit is a divine Person. “No one has seen God at any time”; but we know that “the only-begotten Son, Who is in the bosom of the Father, He hath declared Him.” The Holy Spirit makes good to our souls the declaration of God by the Son, for He bears witness to Christ, brings to our remembrance what Christ has said, and takes of the things of Christ and shows them unto us (John 14: 26; John 15: 26; John 16: 14). The very perfection of love, the greatest privilege that love can confer, is that “we abide in Him and He in us.”

   (V. 14). Moreover, if the Spirit of God testifies of Christ and the love of God declared in Christ, the result of receiving this testimony will be that believers will testify to the world that “the Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the world.” The Lord could say to His disciples that “the Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father, He shall testify of Me: and ye also shall bear witness, because ye have been with Me from the beginning” (John 15: 26, 27).

   	The love of God toward us, and the new nature in us, which is love, will lead us in the power of the Spirit to love one another and to render a testimony to the world that the Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the world.

   (Vv. 15, 16). Furthermore, we know that the Spirit of God dwells in us, not simply by the experiences that He gives us, but by the word we are assured of His presence in every believer, for we read, “Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.” Alas! we may at times live so carelessly that we have no consciousness of God being in us by His Spirit. We may grieve the Spirit into silence so that we have little enjoyment of the love that God has toward us. If we walk in the power of an ungrieved Spirit, we shall know and believe the love that God has to us and, abiding in love, we shall abide in God and God in us.

   (Vv. 17-19). The love of God with us. Having spoken of the love of God “perfected in us”, the apostle now speaks of the love “perfected with us” (N.Tn.). The apostle writes thus in view of the future, the day of judgment. The love of God removes all fear as to the future by bringing us to see that as Christ is, so are we in this world. As believers we are as clear from our sins and the judgment they deserve as Christ Himself. When we appear before the judgment seat of Christ, we shall have our glorified bodies and be like Him; but, even now, while we are yet in this world, we are as clear from our sins as He is. Our righteousness before God is set forth in Christ in the glory. We have not to look in at our own hearts to see if we are clear of judgment; we look up at Christ and see that He is so clear of all our sins and judgment, which He bore on the cross, that He is in the glory.

   	Thus perfect love casts out fear. Delivered from the fear of torment, we are made perfect in love, our love being drawn out by this great love to us: “We love Him, because He first loved us.”

   (Vv. 20, 21). Having spoken of our love to God, the apostle immediately gives us a test to prove the reality of love to God. For one to say that he loves God, while at the same time he hates his brother, would prove him to be a liar. We have not seen God actually, but we can see something of God in our brother, and, if the qualities of God in the saints do not draw out our affection, it is obvious that we do not love God. It is God's will that “he who loveth God love his brother also.”

   (v. 1-5). Furthermore, we are left in no doubt as to who is our brother, for the apostle proceeds to give us the marks of one that belongs to the family of God.

   	Firstly, our brother is one that is proved to be born of God inasmuch as he believes that Jesus is the Christ.

   	Secondly, being born of God, he is one who loves God and all who are begotten of God, the children of God.

   	Thirdly, loving God, he keeps the commandments of God, and they are not grievous, for His great commandment is to love our brother.

   	Fourthly, the one born of God overcomes the world by faith. As born of God, we are no longer of this world, as the Lord could say, “Ye are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.” We belong to another world of which Christ is the centre, and in faith we look on to that world and rise above the present evil world.

   	Fifthly, the faith that overcomes the world is a faith which has Christ for its object — we believe that “Jesus is the Son of God.”

   
   6

   The Witnesses to The Son

   (1 John 5: 6-12)

   Before closing his Epistle, the apostle presents a threefold witness to the Son of God, the One through Whom eternal life has been communicated to believers. There is the witness of the water, the witness of the blood, and the witness of the Spirit.

   (V. 6). Jesus, the Son of God, came into the world by incarnation, but, in order to bless sinners and impart to believers eternal life, He had to come by water and blood. In other words He had to die. 

   	His life of infinite perfection exposed our condition and revealed our need, but could not meet that need or impart to us eternal life. 

   	Apart from His death He would for ever have been alone, according to His own words, “Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit” (John 12: 24).

   	The water and the blood that flowed from the wounded side of a dead Christ both witness to His death, and they set forth two great results of His death. The water witnesses to the judgment of death pronounced and executed on the flesh, whereby the believer is cleansed from the old nature. We are crucified with Christ, and, participating in the life of Christ risen, we reckon ourselves dead with Him to the old man that is governed by sin. We are thus purified from the old nature. Further, He comes to us by blood. By His death we are not only purified from the old man, but we are justified from our sins by His blood. Moreover, on the ground of His death and resurrection, the Holy Ghost has been given to bear witness to us of Christ and the efficacy of His death.

   (Vv. 7, 8). Passing over verse 7, which is an admitted interpolation, we have the three witnesses again presented, but now in the order of their testimony on earth. In verse 6 we have had the historical order in which the Holy Ghost came after the death of Christ. When it is a question of testimony to us, the Holy Spirit is first mentioned, for it is by the Spirit that we receive the testimony of the death of Christ and appreciate the value of the water and the blood. These three, the Spirit, the water and the blood, unite in one testimony to the Son and the efficacy of His work, and the blessing of eternal life that comes to the believer through that work.

   (Vv. 9, 10). In these verses the apostle reminds us that the witness to these great truths is “of God”. If we receive the witness of men, how much more should we receive the witness of God to His Son. The one that believes has, by the Spirit, a witness in himself to the truth of God. As God has thus given an adequate witness concerning His Son, it follows that “he that believeth not God hath made Him a liar.”

   (Vv. 11, 12). All these great truths — the death of Christ and the presence of the Spirit in the believer — witness to the fact that God has given to us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. It is in us as a gift; it is in Him as a source. Apart from the Son there can be no life before God. To have the Son is to have received the truth and to have the Son before us as the Object of our faith. He that is in ignorance of the Son, or rejects the truth, has not the Son of God and “hath not life.”
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   Confidence in God

   (1 John 5: 13-21)

   The Epistle closes with an expression of the confidence in God that is the practical outcome of being established in the truth of eternal life. The effort of antichristian teachers and false prophets, against whom the apostle warns believers, is to shake the believer's confidence in God. The great end of the apostle's teaching is to confirm believers in the truth and thus establish their confidence in God, enabling them to resist those who would lead them astray.

   	It will be noticed in these closing verses that this confidence in God is kept before us by the repeated use of the expressions, “ye know” and “we know” (verses 13, 15, 18, 19 and 20).

   (V. 13). Seducers had attempted from the beginning to turn believers from the truth presented in Christ, to link the saints with the world, and weaken the teaching of the apostles by calling in question their authority. The tendency of these false teachers would be to rob the saints of the knowledge and enjoyment of their privileges. To counteract these false influences, the apostle writes his Epistle to those that “believe on the name of the Son of God”, that they may “know” that they have eternal life.

   (Vv. 14, 15). This confidence in God finds its expression in prayer in the every-day life — “If we ask anything according to His will, He heareth us.” And if we know that He hears us, we also “know that we have the petitions that we desired of Him.” He, according to His perfect love and wisdom, reserves to Himself to answer our petitions in His own time and way. In the confidence in God that is the outcome of the new life, it is our privilege to make known our petitions to God, but not to dictate to God as to His answer. He may see fit to keep us waiting, but in the meantime we have the consolation of knowing that He listens to everything that we ask that is in accordance with His will.

   (Vv. 16, 17). Furthermore, this confidence in God leads us not only to pray for ourselves, but also to intercede for others. Many a sickness that comes upon the people of God is by no means a chastisement for sin, but, as in the case of Lazarus, for the glory of God (John 11: 4). Nevertheless, there is the governmental dealing of God with His people, and, if we see a brother chastened of God by some sickness because of a particular sin, we can intercede for such an one, provided that the sin is not unto death.

   	All unrighteousness is sin and carries its governmental consequences, but these consequences may not always be unto death. Whether the sin is unto death or not depends upon the particular circumstances. Many a believer may have been led into telling a lie without coming under the severe chastisement of death; but in the case of Ananias and Sapphira the lie was aggravated by the circumstances and became a sin unto death.

   (V. 18). In spite of all that deceivers may say to the contrary, “we know that whosoever is born of God sinneth not.” We know that as born of God we have a new life, and that new life is perfect and cannot be touched by the wicked one. So the Lord can say of His sheep, “I give them life eternal; and they shall never perish, and no one shall seize them out of My hand” (John 10: 28, N.Tn.). Living the life of the new man we shall not sin, nor shall we be troubled by the wicked one.

   (V. 19). Further, having a new life, we know that we are of God, and that we can thus distinguish between those who are born of God and the world around that lieth in the wicked one (N.Tn.). Living in the power of the new life, we not only escape the wicked one but are delivered from the world. 

   (V. 20). The apostle confirms our confidence in God by summing up the great truths of the Epistle. We know that the Son of God is come. With this great truth the Epistle opens. Having come, He has given us a full understanding — as being the full revelation of God — that we may know Him that is true. Thus the Epistle goes on to tell us that the message we have heard of the Son is that God is light and God is love. Moreover, we have learnt that through the gift of eternal life and the Spirit, “we are in Him that is true, even in His Son Jesus Christ.” This blessed Person with Whom we are linked “is the true God, and eternal life.” He is a divine Person in Whom the eternal life has been perfectly expressed. 

   (V. 21). Finally, we are reminded that everything that would come in between our souls and God to hinder the enjoyment of the life that is the great theme of the Epistle is morally an idol. The whole Epistle would encourage us to live the life we have and thus be preserved from idols. 

   
   THE SECOND EPISTLE OF JOHN (2 John)

   The Refusal of False Teachers

   In the days of the apostle John, antichristian teachers and false prophets had already arisen in the Christian profession. It was therefore of the utmost importance that believers should be on their guard as to the true character of those who took the place of teachers amongst the people of God. There was the danger, on the one hand, of accrediting a false teacher or, on the other hand, of rejecting a true servant of God. The apostle's Second and Third Epistles meet these difficulties. The Second Epistle was written to warn the faithful against receiving those who denied the truth as to Christ. The Third Epistle encourages us to receive and help those who teach the truth.

   	In both of these short Epistles much is made of the truth, for it is only as we test teachers by the truth that we shall be able to discover whether they are false teachers or true servants of God.

   (V. 1). In this Second Epistle the apostle addresses himself to an individual, the elect lady, and her children. He speaks therefore of our individual responsibility. His motive in writing this letter of warning was love, in which others, who had known the truth and thus been brought into the circle of Christian love, would join.

   (V. 2). Secondly, he is moved to write “for the truth's sake which dwelleth in us, and shall be with us for ever.” He seeks that the saints may be preserved from deceivers and that the truth may be kept free from error.

   (V. 3). He desires that this lady may enjoy the blessing of grace, mercy and peace “from God the Father, and from the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, in truth and love.” The apostle thus emphasises the very truths that were being called in question by the deceivers against whom he warns us, even as he has already done in the First Epistle. Moreover, he desires that these blessings of grace, mercy and truth may be enjoyed, not in a merely human way, but as these saints are found walking in truth and love.

   (Vv. 4-6). In the verses that follow, the apostle applies this truth and love to our practical walk. It is only as we are grounded in truth and love, and walk accordingly, that we shall be able to resist false teachers. The apostle is writing to those who know the truth, and in whom the truth dwells (verses 1, 2). Now he rejoices that they are found “walking in truth”. If we are to escape error and refuse deceivers, it will not be enough to know the truth; we must also practise the truth according to the commandment we have received from the Father. From the first Epistle we know that the Father's commandment is “that we should believe on the Name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love one another” (1 John 3: 23).

   	It is no new commandment that the apostle is writing, but that which we have heard from the beginning. What we had from the beginning, set forth in Christ, was the full truth as to divine Persons, the Father and the Son, and that we should walk according to the new nature in love to one another.

   	Moreover, love manifests itself in a walk in obedience to the Father's commandments, according to which we are called to walk in the truth as expressed in Christ from the beginning. This would mean a walk in holiness and love, for the great truths made known in Christ are that God is love and God is light.

   (V. 7). Thus, with the truth known and dwelling in us, and with a walk in consistency with the truth, we shall be prepared to detect and refuse the many deceivers that have gone out into the world. These deceivers are exposed by their attitude to Christ. They may assert that Jesus Christ was a good Man, but refuse to confess that He is “come in flesh.” To confess that Jesus Christ is come in flesh is to own that He existed before He became flesh. There would be no sense in saying of a mere human being that he is come in flesh. How else could he come? To deny that Jesus Christ is come in flesh is thus to deny His previous existence, and therefore the denial that He is a divine Person — God. The one who denies this great truth concerning Christ at once exposes himself as “a deceiver and an antichrist”.

   (V. 8). As there are such in the world, the apostle exhorts us to look to ourselves, lest in any measure we are influenced by these deceivers and turned aside from the truth, thus losing a full reward for our labours in the day to come.

   (V. 9). To preserve us from the evil influence of those who profess to have made advance upon the truth revealed in Christ from the beginning, he says, “Whosoever goes forward and abides not in the doctrine of the Christ has not God” (N.Tn.). To refuse the truth of the Father and the Son made known in Christ is to be in total ignorance of God. To abide in the truth is to have the knowledge of both the Father and the Son.

   (Vv. 10, 11). If, then, one comes to the house and brings not this doctrine, he is neither to be received nor given any common greeting. When the truth as to the Person of Christ is in question, it is not enough to express disagreement with the false view; nothing must be done that would put any sanction on the evil doctrine or on the one holding it. 

   	There may be much faulty apprehension of many truths and defective interpretations of the Word, for we all have much to learn, but when the truth as to the Person of the Christ is denied, there is to be no compromise with the evil or toleration of the one holding the evil. To bid such an one God speed would be to partake of his evil deeds.

   (Vv. 12, 13). The apostle had many things about which to write that could wait until they met face to face, but, as these deceivers were denying the truth as to the Person of Christ, this matter was urgent and called for a letter that exhorts this lady, and indirectly all believers, to stand with uncompromising firmness for the great, vital truths of our faith concerning the Father and the Son.

   
   The Third Epistle of John (3 John)

   The Reception of the Servants of God

   In the Third Epistle, the apostle encourages us to receive and help forward those who move about amongst the Lord's people, preaching the Gospel and ministering the truth. 

   	He sets before us three very different characters — Gaius, Diotrephes and Demetrius — and gives us a remarkable glimpse into the Christian circle of that day. From this picture of the early Christians, we learn that in those early days there existed the same circumstances and the same difficulties which arise amongst those who seek to walk in the truth in these last days.

   (Vv. 1-4). In “the beloved Gaius” we see a spiritually-minded saint whose interests were centred in the Lord's people. In a few brief words the apostle delineates the beautiful Christian graces that marked this brother. 

   	Firstly, he was a believer well-instructed in the truth, for the apostle can speak of “the truth that is in thee.” It had a lodging place in his heart. Moreover, this was known, not by any boasted knowledge on his part, but on the testimony of the brethren. 

   	Secondly, he not only had the truth, but he gave evidence of it by walking in the truth. His practical life was consistent with the truth he professed. What greater joy can a servant have than knowing that those, who have been blessed through the truth he has ministered, are walking according to it! This joy the apostle had as he heard through others of Gaius, his child in the faith.

   (V. 5). Thirdly, having the truth and walking in the truth, he acted faithfully towards the brethren and strangers who were wholly devoting their lives to the service of the Lord.

   (Vv. 6, 7). Fourthly, he was marked not only by faithfulness but also by love. It is possible to be faithful but lacking in love, or, in seeking to show love, to fail in faithfulness. In Gaius faithfulness and love were happily combined. Moreover, we again note that his love, like his walk, was not a matter of boasting on his part, but was borne witness to by others.

   	Fifthly, Gaius was apparently a man of means and did well in using his means to help forward on their journeys those brethren who, as itinerant preachers, had gone forth for the sake of Christ, casting themselves upon God.

   (V. 8). Sixthly, Gaius not only helped the saints in their journeys, but he joined with others in receiving them into their homes and assemblies. If, indeed, he is the Gaius of whom the apostle Paul writes as “Gaius mine host”, he had in his day entertained the apostle Paul (Romans 16: 23).

   	Seventhly, as the result of his practical love, Gaius became with others a fellow-helper of the truth.

   	There is no word to indicate that Gaius was gifted as a teacher or preacher, but he possessed those spiritual qualities, without which gift goes for nothing, but with which he will have a great place in the day to come. He comes before us as a lowly, gracious and devoted saint, one who cherished the truth, walked in the truth, acted in faithfulness and love, helped the saints in their journeys, welcomed them into the assemblies, and thus helped to spread the truth. Little wonder that the apostle speaks of him as “the beloved Gaius”, for there was everything in Gaius to draw out the affection of the saints. Who would not covet to be a Gaius?

   (Vv. 9, 10). If in Gaius we have a beautiful example of a saint governed by the truth, in Diotrephes we have a solemn warning of the way in which the whole Christian life may be marred by the unjudged vanity of the flesh. There is no suggestion that Diotrephes was not a Christian. He evidently was a prominent brother in one assembly, and we may therefore conclude a gifted man, but all was spoilt by his love of pre-eminence. He was moved by the “vainglory” against which another apostle warns us, when he writes, “Let us not become vainglorious, provoking one another, envying one another” (Galatians 5: 26, N.Tn.); and, again, he exhorts, “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory” (Philippians 2: 3).

   	Moved by vanity, Diotrephes loved to have the first place in the assembly. This self-importance, as ever, made him jealous of others, and jealousy expressed itself in “malicious words”, and not content therewith, he proceeded to violent acts that led him, not only to refuse to receive the Lord's servants, but to cast out of the assembly those who would do so.

   	We may well take warning by Diotrephes, for the flesh is in us, and by nature we are all self-important. Unless judged, it will lead us to ignore utterly the Lord's glory, the good of His people and the advancement of the truth. Blinded by unjudged vanity, we can easily forget all that is consistent in a Christian, and as of old act in jealousy, giving way to malicious words and violent acts.

   (V. 11). Having set before us these two different characters, one exhibiting the graces of Christ, the other the traits of the flesh, the apostle exhorts us to refuse the evil and to follow the good, thus proving that we have a nature which is “of God”, rather than demonstrating that we have the flesh in us which “hath not seen God.”

   (V. 12). Finally, the apostle brings before us in Demetrius one who was well known to “all”. We may conclude, therefore, that he was one of the gifted servants who moved about amongst “all” the Lord's people ministering the Word.

   	He had three marks that every labouring servant may well covet. Firstly, he had a “good report of all.” It is evident, then, that he was not a vain, self-assertive man, seeking a prominent place, nor a malicious gossiper, prating against others. Had he been such, he would never have had a good report of all men. Moreover, the truth was so exemplified in Demetrius that it witnessed to him a good report. Had it been otherwise, the truth would have condemned him. Lastly, as he walked in accordance with the example and teaching of the apostles, they also witnessed to his integrity and devotedness.

   	How good, then, when the servants of the Lord who move amongst the assemblies ministering the Word are so careful of their words, their walk, their ways, that they have a good report of all, that they exemplify the truth they teach, and mould their lives according to the teaching and practice of the apostles.

   	May we, then, emulate the lowliness and spirituality of Gaius, take warning by Diotrephes, and seek so to live that, like Demetrius, we have a good report of all.

   Copies may be obtained from
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The Epistle of Jude


The Epistle of Jude.
   Hamilton Smith.

   Extracted from Scripture Truth magazine, Volume 13, 1921, pages 249.

   No. 1. Warnings.

   It has been surmised that the Epistle of Jude was the last of the inspired epistles. In any case it is very appropriately placed, in our arrangement of the Scriptures, immediately before the book of Revelation; for while Jude speaks of the corruption and apostasy of the Christian profession, the Revelation foretells the judgment that must follow in all its terrible detail. 

   Jude having taken his pen in hand purposed to write with all diligence concerning the common salvation, but, led by the Spirit of God, he is constrained to write concerning a special evil which made it of all moment that he should exhort the saints to contend earnestly for the faith.

   There are common evils — the world, the flesh, and the devil — to which all who enjoy the common salvation are exposed at all times and in all places, Jude, however, writes neither of the common salvation nor of the common evils. He has before him a special and very terrible form of evil — the corruption of Christianity by ungodly men inside the Christian circle. 

   To obtain a clear conception of this appalling evil, let us remember that the apostle John had already written of those who "went out from us, but they were not of us" (1 John 2: 19). Jude likewise traces the evil of which he speaks to those who are not "of us" for he says in verse 4 they are "ungodly men." There is, however, this important difference, the ungodly men of whom John speaks "went out," whereas the ungodly of whom Jude writes "crept in." In result, the difference is very great. If ungodly men "go out," they will become opposers to the truth outside the Christian circle. If the ungodly creep in, they will become corrupters of the truth inside the Christian circle. To oppose the truth is indeed solemn, to corrupt it is far worse. It is of this special and terrible evil that Jude writes. He lays bare its insidious commencement in the days of the apostles; he exposes its deadly character; he traces its evil course through the succeeding ages, and foretells its overwhelming judgment at the coming of the Lord. Its continuance through the dispensation clearly proves that corruption inside the Christian circle is an evil that no accession of light can arrest, no revival can check, and no reformation can remove. The Lord alone can deal with it at His coming. First then Jude presents before us

   THE COMMENCEMENT OF THE EVIL (Jude 4).

   Corruption inside the Christian circle commenced through certain men creeping in unawares. That they came in unawares clearly shows that they deceived the saints by a good profession and a fair appearance. They made a profession of Christianity and were received as true Christians. Really the ministers of Satan, they appeared as ministers of righteousness. The evil, too, commenced in apostolic days, for Jude is not simply warning us of evil to come in the last days, but of evil that was present in his day. Paul had said, "I know that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you not sparing the flock." But when Jude writes, the grievous wolves are already at their nefarious work. He does not say there will be certain men but "there are." Having thus indicated the commencement of the evil, Jude proceeds to set forth

   THE CHARACTER OF THE EVIL (Jude 5-10).

   We have seen that the men who brought in the corruption were in fact "ungodly," however fair outwardly. The character of their ungodliness is twofold.

   First they turned the grace of God into lasciviousness. In the Epistle to Titus we learn that grace is the principle on which God is saving men, and by which He teaches the believer to deny ungodliness and worldly lusts and to live soberly, righteously and godly in this present world (Titus 2: 11, 12). The great principle by which God is saving men from sin, and teaching them to live soberly, is made the occasion by these ungodly men to gratify the flesh and indulge their lust, at the same time keeping up a fair profession and moving in the Christian circle.

   Secondly, they deny "our only Master and Lord Jesus Christ" (R.V. and N.T.). This is the refusal of all authority. They do not deny the name of Christ, but they will not submit to His authority. They deny "our only Master." This is lawlessness, and lawlessness is the determination to do one's own will.

   Here, then, we have the two great characteristics of this corrupting evil — lust and lawlessness. Of necessity lust leads to lawlessness, for the man who is determined to gratify his lust will be impatient of every kind of restraint. Who can deny today that that which bears the name of Christ upon earth is marked by lust and lawlessness? Truly the evil may take many different forms and show itself in very varied degrees, but on every hand there is increasingly manifest a spirit of self-will and self-indulgence combined with a spirit of rebellion that rises up against all authority.

   Moreover, Jude not only portrays the character of the evil, but he also shows what it involves and whither it leads. It involves the hopelessness of apostasy and leads to overwhelming judgment. To prove this beyond all question, Jude recalls three terrible examples in the history of the world. First he reminds us of those who were saved out of the land of Egypt but afterwards were destroyed in the wilderness. What was the secret of their downfall? Lust and lawlessness. They lusted after the things of Egypt, and they rebelled against God (Jude 5).

   Secondly, Jude brings forward the angels which kept not their first estate. The reference is not to the fall of Satan and his angels, for, as we well know, they are not at present in chains but are allowed to wander to and fro on this earth. This is a second fall of angels, presumably referred to in Gen. 6. The secret of Satan's fall was pride, by which he sought to exalt himself to the throne of God. The secret of this second fall of angels was lust, by which they left their own habitation and kept not their first estate (Jude 6).

   Lastly, Jude recalls the dark history of Sodom and Gomorrha, cities that gave themselves over to lust and lawlessness (Jude 7).

   In connection with these three examples there are several facts we do well to remember:

   Firstly, the underlying evil in every case was lust in some form.

   Secondly, the effort to gratify lust led to rebellion against the authority of God.

   Thirdly, rebellion against God involved the abandonment of the position in which God had placed them. This is apostasy.

   Fourthly, in every case apostasy brought about overwhelming judgement. There is no hope for the apostate.

   Israel fell to lusting, rebelled against God, and thus abandoned their position of outward relationship with God in which they had been placed. This was apostasy and led to their judgment — they were destroyed. The angels lusted and abandoned the angelic position in which God had set them.

   This, too, was apostasy and in consequence they are abandoned to judgment — "reserved in everlasting chains under darkness unto the judgment of the great day." Sodom and Gomorrha lusted and abandoned the natural order which God had ordained. This again was apostasy, exposing them to the judgment of "eternal fire."

   How intensely solemn the warnings of these terrible examples! How loudly they proclaim that the corruption and rebellion that marks the great Christian profession of today is leading to the hopeless horror of apostasy — the total abandonment of the Christian position. For apostasy there is neither recovery nor remedy. There is nothing in front of corrupt Christendom but the judgment, long-foretold, at the coming of the Lord with ten thousands of His saints.

   However, Jude does not leave us to make the application of these examples, for the facts adduced he himself applies to the corrupters of Christendom (Jude 8-10). They, too, are marked by the lusts of the flesh. Not governed by the revelation of God, they become infatuated with their own filthy dreams which defile the flesh. They, too, are marked by lawlessness. In the eager pursuit of their dreams they revolt against all authority; as it is said, they "despise lordship and speak railingly against dignities" (N.T.). Mere natural men, they can know nothing of the things of God, for "the things of God knoweth no man but the Spirit of God." Of these things that they know not, they speak evil, and in the things which they know naturally they corrupt themselves, for, as one has truly said, "man cannot become as a beast without debasing himself far below the beast; and that which only testifies in the beast to the absence of a moral element, in man will testify to the presence of an immoral one."

   Here then we have all the elements that mark corrupt Christendom. Filthy dreams instead of the revelation of God; the body defiled rather than being used for the glory of God; lordship despised in place of submission to the authority of Christ; dignities railed against in place of due recognition; evil spoken of spiritual things and natural things corrupted. Such is the solemn picture, not of degraded heathendom but, of civilized Christendom. To this condition there can be only one end. But before presenting the terrible end of the corruption Jude portrays in a few brief sentences

   THE COURSE OF THE EVIL (Jude 11-13).

   He vividly sets forth the development of the evil by the use of three more illustrations drawn from the Old Testament. Recalling the history of Cain he exclaims of the corrupters of Christendom, "Woe unto them! for they have gone in THE WAY OF CAIN." The way of Cain was the way of natural religion. Cain was a religious man, but his religion was according to the thoughts of fallen man and not according to the revelation of God. His natural religion led him to belittle sin, to despise God's provision to meet sin, to attempt to draw nigh to God on the ground of his own works, and to persecute the true child of God. Alas! through the corruption of ungodly men, the large mass of professing Christians have gone in the way of Cain. The popular religion of the day ignores the revelation of God, and takes no account of sin in the sight of God. It treats the fall as a mere myth and hence, denying that man is fallen, has no use for the atonement. Rejecting the propitiatory work of Christ, it naturally falls back on the works of men for the ground of acceptance with God. Moreover, it holds in great contempt, and special hatred, all those who, cleaving to the revelation of God, trust in the atoning blood as their only plea, and love our Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity and truth. Upon all those who follow in the way of Cain God pronounces "Woe."

   Jude continues by appealing to the history of one of the most depraved men in the Old Testament. He says of these corrupters, they have run "greedily after THE ERROR OF BALAAM for reward." This desperately wicked man was governed by covetousness. In the pursuit of gain he would fain make merchandise of the people of God, and was even ready to proclaim error if by so doing he could obtain the reward. This has been rightly called the ecclesiastical error, or how many there are who hold high official position in the professing church who simply use the position to make merchandise out of the people of God, and are ready to teach error to obtain rewards. This evil rises to its greatest height in the corrupt system of Rome marked, as it is, by "merchandise of gold," and every choice and precious thing that man's heart can covet, from "gold and silver and precious stones" down to "the souls of men." If the professing church can make merchandise with the truth of God, it will not hesitate to barter with the souls of men (Rev. 18: 12, 13). Such is the modern repetition of the error of Balaam.

   Lastly Jude says of these corrupters, they have "perished in THE GAINSAYING OF CORE." The sin of Korah was twofold; on the one hand, he openly rebelled against Moses and Aaron saying, "Ye take too much upon you . . . wherefore . . . lift ye up yourselves above the congregation of the Lord "; on the other hand, not content with his own-position, he usurped the place of priestly intercession that alone belonged to Aaron (Num. 16: 3, 9, 10). He sought to degrade Moses and Aaron to the level of the congregation, and to exalt himself to the level of Aaron. Alas I the modern answer to the gainsaying of Core is only too manifest. From pulpit and press, from convention and conference there flows an ever-rising tide of rebellion against the Christ of God, combined with the exaltation of man. Christ is degraded to the level of fallen man, and man is exalted to the level of God. Religious infidels masquerading as Christians dare to say that too much is made of Christ while claiming for man rights and honours that alone belong to Christ. This rebellion against Christ linked with the exaltation of man is the very essence of apostasy and will end in the appearance of that great apostate, "the man of sin," "who opposeth and exalteth himself against all that is called God, or that is worshipped; so that he sitteth in the temple of God showing himself that he is God" (2 Thess. 2: 3, 4). 

   Such is the terrible course of the evil by which Christendom is being corrupted. Commencing with the way of Cain — or religion that, ignoring revelation, is framed according to the natural heart of man — it develops into the error of Balaam, making religion a matter of merchandise; and ends in the gainsaying of Core, which is apostasy.

   Jude multiplies metaphors in expressing his horror of these evil corrupters of the professing church. They are sunken rocks* leading to shipwreck; clouds, giving promise of refreshing showers but in reality without water and the sport of every wind: trees, for a time making a fair show but bringing forth no fruit, twice dead (by nature and by profession), and in the end rooted up: raging waves of the sea, making a great display of power, but in reality foaming out things that are to their shame; wandering stars, appearing with meteoric brilliancy for a time only to wander into "blackness of darkness for ever."

   {*Translated "Spots" in A.V. See R.V. and note in New Translation by J.N.D.}

   Thus Jude ranges over land and sea and sky to find figures wherewith to expose and condemn this fearful evil. Yet let none think by reason of these striking figures that these represented are monsters of iniquity in the sight of men. Rather, indeed, they appear as angels of light and ministers of righteousness feasting in company with Christians, and feeding themselves without fear; showing, indeed, on their part, that they have no conscience, and on the part of the Christians, that their true character is not discerned.

   Having thus learnt the character and source of this great evil we are finally permitted to see

   THE JUDGMENT OF THE EVIL (Jude 14-16).

   For the backslider there is a way of recovery; for the apostate nothing but a certain fearful looking-for of judgment and fiery indignation which shall devour the adversaries. Apostasy ends in the crushing judgment, foretold by Enoch, and fulfilled when the Lord cometh with ten thousands of His saints. Enoch in his day, surrounded by the world of the ungodly, looked to be caught up to heaven, and foretold the judgment that was coming. Once again the Lord's people find themselves surrounded by the ungodly, they too look to meet the Lord in the air, and they know that judgment must follow upon apostate Christendom. In that day not only the "ungodly deeds" will meet their due reward but "all their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him." From the days of the apostles to these last closing days the Person of the Christ has been the constant object of attack by ungodly corrupters within the church. But no "hard speeches" "against Him" have been forgotten. All will be remembered and all will be recalled only to recoil in judgment upon those who have so lightly dared to sit in judgment upon the Son of God.

   But those who have belittled Christ have ever exalted man. If they have spoken "hard speeches" against the Christ of God they have also uttered "great swelling words" concerning sinful men. The degradation of Christ is ever linked with the admiration of man. Moreover, behind the hard speeches against Christ there is ever a low walk. Such are "murmurers, complainers, walking after their own lusts." Lust is the real secret of antagonism to Christ and admiration of man.

   Hard speeches against the Christ of God must raise the righteous indignation of the true children of God; and yet they can to a very large extent afford to treat the authors of these hard speeches with silent contempt, knowing that the time is soon coming when all will be dealt with in judgment The irreverent handling of God's revelation, the wicked perversions of Divine truths, and the blasphemies against the Person and work of Christ, whether on the part of higher critics, religious infidels, or graceless professors, have not been passed over by a Holy God. For centuries He has kept silence, and borne in long-suffering patience, while men, ever growing bolder in rebellion, have heaped up wrath against the day of wrath; but at last every "hard speech" will receive its crushing answer, and every opposer will be silenced and condemned, for "Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of His saints, to execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him." 

   No. 2. Encouragement.

   If the warnings of this short epistle are intensely solemn, the encouragement is exceedingly precious. In the opening verse the saints are addressed as "called," "beloved," and "preserved" (N.T. and R.V.). Neither the corruptions of Christendom, nor the failures of the saints, can thwart the purposes of God. "The gifts and calling of God are without repentance." However dark the day, there are those who are called according to the eternal purpose of God; and those He has called are the objects of His unchanging love; and those He loves are the subjects of His preserving care. This speaks of what God is for the saints rather than of what the saints are for God. God has "called" us; God "loves" us; God "preserves" us. What God is for His people is thus presented as the abiding and only ground of their blessing and security. Later Jude will indeed exhort us as to our responsibilities, but as ever under grace, we do not attain to a place of privilege by carrying out our responsibilities, as our legal hearts might think, but being set in a place of privilege certain responsibilities follow.

   Were it not for the call of God, the love of God, and the preserving care of God, all would be swept into the corruptions that abound on every hand. Moreover the blessings of "mercy" and "peace," and "love," can still be enjoyed however dark the day. And not only enjoyed, but "multiplied." If evil abounds and difficulties multiply, then mercy and peace and love will also be multiplied (Jude 2). 

   Having thus reminded us of our privileges, Jude proceeds to instruct us in the mind of God for His people in the midst of abounding corruption. However dark the day God has a path for His people. First then we are exhorted to

   CONTEND.

   We are to earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered to the saints. "The faith" of which Jude speaks is not the personal faith by which we believe, but that which is to be believed — the truth. When error prevails and opposition raises its head it is not sufficient that we should expound the truth, we must contend for it. This implies conflict, but when Christ is assailed, and the truth is at stake, we must not shrink from fighting the good fight of faith under any plea of Christian charity.

   Moreover it is "the faith" for which we are to contend, that is, the whole circle of truth. We are not simply to contend for a particular truth. This indeed has been done, with the result that the truth as a whole has been lost, and sects have been formed to maintain a particular truth such as holiness, the presence of the Spirit, the unity of the church, or the coming of the Lord.

   Further let us note that the faith for which we have to contend is the faith "once delivered unto the saints." The word "once" has the force of "once for all" (See R.V.). It admits of no addition, no modification, and no development. There is no fresh communication of truth to the saints. It has been delivered to them once for all. We may have much to learn about the truth. God may grant fresh light upon the truth already revealed, and we should grow in our apprehension of it. But the truth itself has been once for all delivered to the saints. And for this we are to contend. Not the truth held in measure by the Fathers, or handed down by tradition, or crystallized by the creeds, or obscured by faulty teaching, but the faith once delivered to the saints in the very form in which it was delivered.

   Again, it is well to remark that we are not called to contend with error. Many sincere souls have done so and formed crusades against different glaring evils. There are occasions, indeed, when contending for the truth necessitates the exposure of evil. But the great business of God's people is with the truth, not the error. Jude does not say earnestly expose the error, but "earnestly contend for the faith."

   If then we are to stand for the truth, there is another word used by Jude that we do well to emphasize. In Jude 17 he says,

   REMEMBER.

   "Beloved, remember ye the words which were spoken before of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ." If we are to contend for the faith, how deeply important that we should "remember" the very words in which the truth has been delivered to us through the apostles. The so-called Higher Critics may call in question the apostolic words, theologians may belittle their words, but the Word itself states that if a man is spiritual he will acknowledge that the things written by the apostles are "the commandments of the Lord" (1 Cor. 14: 37). Moreover, submission to apostolic teaching is the great test which proves by what spirit a man speaks, "He that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us. Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error" (1 John 4: 6).

   Here, however, it is the prophetic warnings of the apostles that we are more especially called to remember. What a comfort that we have not been left unforewarned of the terrible evil. Enoch prophesied of the evil; the apostles warned us of it. So while we cannot but grieve over the corruption, there is no ground for surprise, and no need to be disheartened; rather should our faith be confirmed as we see the fulfilment of the apostles' words. The prophetic words of the apostles confirm the warnings of Jude. They too have warned us of the appearance in the last days of men who would make sport of Divine things, being led by their own unholy lusts. Such, while nominally associated with the people of God, actually walk apart as having no fellowship with them. They are natural, not having the Spirit of God. They may occupy prominent places in the pulpits of Christendom but, as one has said, they deride the simple faith of their forefathers, preach a so-called morality instead of Christ, and seek in every possible way to undermine the inspiration of the Scriptures, and the truths of Christianity.

   If however we are to contend for the faith, we are further reminded in Jude 20 of the necessity for individual

   BUILDING.

   We cannot rightly contend for the faith unless we are building up ourselves in our most holy faith. We are not called to build ourselves up in all the different forms which evil may assume. We shall not be able to resist error by simply having an acquaintance with error. We can only meet error as we are built up in the truth. Moreover, our faith is a "most holy faith." So that in being built up in the faith we are not only gaining a deeper acquaintance with the truth, but we are increasingly wrought upon by the truth. It has a holy, sanctifying effect upon our souls, leading to a greater separation from the evil by which we are surrounded (John 17: 17). Furthermore, Jude has linked up with "building" the importance of

   PRAYING.

   This, to be effectual, must be "praying in the Holy Ghost." There is much said about prayer to-day, but we may well pause and enquire: "Is it prayer in the Holy Ghost?" Two things will mark such prayer. It will be prayer according to the mind of God as revealed in His Word, and it will have Christ and His interests for its object. The Holy Spirit can never lead in a way contrary to the Word of God, and ever has Christ before Him. The great mission of the Holy Spirit in the world is to exalt Christ. He has not come to make the world that cast out the Son of God a pleasant, decent, and happy world. He is here to take a people out of the world for Christ. The "building" will lead to "praying." The greater the diligence with which we build ourselves up in our most holy faith the better we shall be able to pray in the Holy Ghost, and the greater will be the conscious need for praying in the Holy Ghost.

   But praying in the Holy Ghost leads to a further important exercise expressed by the word

   KEEPING.

   "Keep yourselves in the love of God" (Jude 21). Prayer in the Holy Ghost puts the soul in close touch with God, and to be in touch with God is to enjoy the conscious sense of His love, for God is love. As Christians we all admit the fact that God loves us, but it is another thing to live in the consciousness of His love. Yet what is more important, or more blessed, than to walk in the constant sense that we are loved by God! The religious world — Cain's world — may hate us; many of God's dear people may misunderstand us, but God loves us. Circumstances may be difficult, sorrows may accumulate, and evil may abound; but if we keep ourselves in the love of God, none of these things will be allowed to call in question the glorious fact that the love of God, expressed in Christ, is streaming down upon us through the opened heavens. Just as we are kept in the love of God, we shall be delivered from love of the world (1 John 2: 15); kept in love with the saints (1 John 5: 1); and led out in love to the sinner (2 Cor. 5: 14). 

   Moreover, this love will not be satisfied until we are with Christ and like Christ. Then indeed God will "rest in His love" and joy over us with singing (Zeph. 3: 17). This leads to a further exercise brought before us in the word

   LOOKING.

   Keeping ourselves in the love of God, will lead to "looking for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life." Mercy upon mercy meets our need every step of our pilgrim way, but the crowning mercy will take us right out of the scene of need to meet the Lord in the air and enter into the fullness of life in life's eternal home. On earth we may have caught a glimpse of its glory, enjoyed a taste of its sweetness, in heaven we enter upon its fullness.

   Building, praying, keeping and looking express the mutually dependent exercises by which the soul is kept in the midst of the prevailing corruptions of Christendom. Such exercises are, however, largely individual, but this does not signify that we are to think only of ourselves in forgetfulness of others. Jude having led us into the fullness of eternal life, takes one look back into the welter of evil, and in the midst of it, and associated with it, he sees many of the people of God. "Have you taken heed to yourself?" then Jude seems to say, "You will be able to care for others." Hence his words are

   HAVE COMPASSION.

   If your heart is kept in the love of God, your heart will go out to those that God loves. Yet we are not exhorted to have compassion upon all. It is only of "some" we are to have compassion, making a difference. The leaders in apostasy are treated with horror, not compassion. But there are those that are led, not wilfully, but ignorantly, and for such we are to have compassion. Others are involved more deeply in the evil, the fire seems ready to kindle upon them, but even so we must seek to rescue such, pulling them out of the fire, at the same time hating the evil in which they are found. Unbounded compassion for the people of God must ever be linked with uncompromising separation from the evil with which they are linked. Even as it was with Christ, of whom one has justly said: "In Christ there is a compassion that knows no limit to the sinner combined with infinite separation from his sin." To show compassion we shall need Divine love; to make a difference will call for Divine wisdom; to pull any "out of the fire" will require Divine power; and to "hate the garment spotted by the flesh" will demand Divine holiness. How great then the need for building ourselves up in our most holy faith, and praying in the Holy Ghost.

   Jude has exposed the evil in all its horror, and warned, encouraged, and exhorted the saints; but his final resource is God Himself and all that God is for His people. The magnitude of the evil and the weakness of the saints fades from his view, and God alone remains. Hence, he can close the most solemn epistle ever penned with the most glorious burst of praise. Jude has gazed upon the ruin of that which professes the name of Christ; he has taken a backward glance at the beginning of the corruption; with prophetic gaze he has looked on to its solemn end; but, at last, from the midst of the wreck and ruin of a corrupted Christendom, he looks up, and at once, in spite of the dark outlook, he breaks into praise, "Unto Him that is able to keep us from falling and present us faultless before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy."

   Jude seems to say, "I see the corruption that has come in, I see the rising tide of evil, I see the saints may fail in 'building,' and 'praying,' and 'keeping themselves;' but I see there is One in the glory who is able to keep them from stumbling, bring them safely home, and present them faultless before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy. I see the judgment day is coming for the ungodly professors — a day of gloom and sorrow; but I see the presentation day is coming for all His saints — a day of glory and exceeding joy." It is for us in like faith to take up the language of Jude. As we view the ceaseless stream of blasphemies poured out by Christless professors and received with indifference, or even applause, by the great mass of Christian profession; as we see the foundations attacked, truth fallen in the street, and evil men and seducers waxing worse and worse, we may well enquire, "What will the end be?" But, thanks be to God, for the comfort and encouragement of His people, He has left us in no uncertainty as to the end. Jude tells us the end for the corrupters, the end for God's people, and the end for God Himself. All will end by the apostate corrupters meeting their just judgment, the saints of God being presented faultless before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy, and God Himself will receive "glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and ever." The passing sorrows of time will give place to the exceeding joys of eternity. Our joy to be there, His joy to have us there. "He shall see of the fruit of the travail of His soul, and shall be satisfied." The One whose soul was once exceeding sorrowful even unto death, will be filled with "exceeding joy" for eternity. Well may we exclaim with Jude, "To the only wise God, our Saviour, be glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and ever. Amen."
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Introduction

   The Revelation is the only book in the New Testament that is wholly given to prophecy. There were many prophets, in Old Testament days, who warned the people of God, and the nations, of the coming judgments on the wicked, and who foretold the final blessing for the world under the glorious reign of Christ. These prophecies, however, were confined to earth and limited to time. In contrast to these prophecies of old, the Revelation not only unrolls before us the future course of events in time, but also lifts the veil that we may look into eternity, and learn the blessings that await God's people in the eternal state.

   In reading the Revelation, as indeed other parts of the Word, we do well to remember that one great difference between the writings of men and the word of God lies in the fact that all that God has recorded, whether by history or prophecy, has a moral purpose in view. For this reason many details are entirely omitted that men would carefully have recorded, while many incidents that God has seen good to record would have been passed over in silence by men.

   Seeking to profit by this marvellous unfolding of the future, we have to beware, then, in reading the book, of doing so to gratify the natural love of prying into the future and seek rather that this wonderful and searching unfolding of the future may have a moral effect upon our lives in the present.

   Further, we have to guard against the danger in reading Scripture, and very specially the Revelation, of drawing deductions from what is said in the endeavour to learn details of a future existence, as to which there is no direct reference in Scripture. Let us remember, as it has been pointed out, that the instant we begin to draw deductions from Scripture we open the door to every imagination of the human mind.

   We cannot but feel how fittingly the Revelation is the last book in the Bible; for in it we are allowed to see the fully developed result of the lawlessness of all the ages. We see all the evil of the professing church, Israel, and the nations working to the terrible climax of rebellion and apostacy, and receiving its final doom in overwhelming judgment. We see the power of the devil forever broken, and death and hades cast into the lake of fire.

   Moreover, we are permitted to look beyond the final judgment of all evil, and see all the purposes of God's heart fulfilled, the glory of Christ brought into display and the eternal blessing of His people secured.

   How good then to humbly seek to "read," "hear," and "keep" the words of this prophecy for the time is at hand when all will be fulfilled (Rev. 1: 3). Cherishing these communications we shall surely be kept in moral separation from this judgment-doomed world, while walking in the light of the glorious world to come with all the blessings of the eternal state.

   1 The Vision of Christ (Revelation 1)

   (V. 1) The opening verses emphasise the deep importance of this portion of God's word, by reminding us that it is a revelation from God, to Jesus Christ, viewed as the Son of Man, and for His servants, concerning "things which must shortly come to pass." The One through whom, as the lowly Man on earth, God has been revealed, is the One through whom, as the glorified Man, the things to come are now revealed. 

   How blessed to realise that, as to the future, we are not left to the vain and conflicting speculations of men, who seek to draw conclusions from past history or present events, as to the future course of the world. We have the veil uplifted by One who can, not only with omniscient knowledge reveal the things "which must shortly come to pass" but who, with omnipotent power, can accomplish every event foretold.

   Further, these future events are revealed to believers viewed as servants. With such knowledge we shall be able to serve intelligently, in line with the great purposes that God is bringing to pass; we shall be warned to walk in separation from a world marked by violence and corruption, and that is about to come under judgment; above all, we shall be encouraged in our service as we learn the glory to which it leads when at last the servants of the Lamb will see Him face to face and serve Him in the heavenly sphere (Rev. 22: 3, 4).

   Then we learn that these things were not made known by direct communication, as when the Lord was present with His disciples, but generally through a representative angel to the apostle John. Moreover, they were not only communicated, but also "signified," a word that would include instruction by visions as well as communications by words.

   (V. 2) This revelation to which John bore witness comes to us with all the authority of the word of God, testified by Jesus Christ, through words and visions. So at the end of the Revelation John can say, "I John saw these things, and heard them" (Rev. 22: 8).

   (V. 3) A special blessing is pronounced upon the one who reads, and upon those who hear, the words of this prophecy, and observe the things written therein. As the Revelation opens, so it closes with again pronouncing blessing on the one that keeps the sayings of the prophecy of this book (Rev. 22: 7). We are thus warned against the neglect of the Revelation as if its contents were mere matters of idle curiosity and had no bearing on our practical Christian lives. We are exhorted to heed and treasure the truths of which it speaks. It is only as we do so that our spirits will be kept in calmness in the midst of the growing apostasy of Christendom, and the increasing violence and corruption that results from the breakdown of government in the hands of men.

   (Vv. 4, 5) The salutation of John follows. In addressing the seven churches in Asia, every Divine Person is presented in a way that agrees with the character of the Revelation. God is presented as the Eternal God; the Spirit is presented symbolically in the fulness of His power before the throne from which the world is governed. The Lord Jesus is seen "who is the faithful witness," as proved in the past by His perfect life on earth; who is pre-eminent as risen from the dead, as seen in His present position, crowned with glory and honour; and who is the Prince over all the kings of the earth, to be made manifest in the near future. 

   (Vv. 5, 6) At once the church that receives the Revelation responds to this salutation. The One who is the faithful witness to God, who has broken the power of death, and will yet reign over all the kings of the earth, is the One who loves us and has washed us from our sins. In the course of the prophecy we have a solemn view of Christ as the Judge. We hear Him passing judgment on the professing church; we learn of the tribulation that Israel will yet pass through, and the judgment that will fall upon the nations; finally there passes before us the judgment of the dead at the great white throne. But in the face of the coming judgments believers have the blessed assurance that the One who is going to judge has placed them beyond all judgment by having borne their judgment and washed them from their sins. Further, we are assured that as believers we are not only free from judgment but shall share in the glorious kingdom of Christ, for we have been made "a kingdom" to reign, and priests to offer praise to God.

   The deliverance from judgment and the blessings we shall yet enjoy are not the outcome of any merit in ourselves; we owe all "to Him." Thus, with great delight, believers ascribe all praise to Christ, as they say, "To Him be the glory and the dominion for ever and ever. Amen." The government of the world, committed to the Gentiles, broke down at the outset when the first head of the nations said, "Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for the house of the kingdom by the might of my power end for the glory of my majesty?" (Dan 4: 30 N. Tr.). From that day onwards men, one after another, have arisen, each seeking to obtain dominion over the nations for his own glory; only to find, as with the first head of the Gentiles that, though he may be used by God in His governmental dealings with men, and thus for a time he prospers, yet in the end he is overwhelmed in humiliating defeat. At last it will be manifested that all "the glory" will be given to the One against whom "the kings of the earth set themselves," and His "dominion" will be "for ever and ever. Amen."

   (V. 7) There follows a statement which sums up the great subject of the Revelation — the judgment of both Jews and Gentiles by which the earth will be prepared for the glorious reign of Christ. When He comes to act in judgment it will not be as with the rapture of the church, to be seen only by those who are caught up to meet Him in the air. It will be a public coming — "every eye shall see Him." Believers and unbelievers, Jews and Gentiles will know that He has come, and that His coming will mean judgment for all the wicked. Hence we read "all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of Him."

   (V. 8) The coming of Christ as the Judge, to deal with all the evil and introduce His kingdom, will establish the great truth that God is the first and the last, the eternal One, the Almighty.

   We learn then from these introductory verses that in spite of all the breakdown of man in responsibility — whether the Jew, the Gentile, or the Church — with the resulting rebellion against God and violence and corruption that fills the world, God is on the throne, the Spirit is before the throne, and Christ is coming to deal with the evil and establish His glory and dominion for ever and ever. Moreover, believers are presented as separated from a world under judgment by the blood that has washed them from their sins, and fitted them to share in the glory and blessings of the coming Kingdom of Christ. Seeing we look for such things we may surely say with the apostle Peter, "What manner of persons ought ye to be in all holy conversation and godliness" (2 Peter 3: 11). 

   This introduction prepares us for the first division of the Revelation comprised in the remaining verses of this first chapter. In this division we have the Lord's direct commission to John, and the presentation of Himself as the Son of Man to whom all judgment is committed.

   (V. 9) John speaks of himself as a "brother and fellow-partaker in the tribulation, and kingdom and patience, in Jesus." He does not view himself as a member of the kingdoms of this world with their passing glory, but of the coming kingdom of Christ, for which, as believers, we have to wait in patience. Moreover, his witness to the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ, which warns men of the coming judgment and overthrow of the kingdoms of this world, brought him into tribulation, which led to his banishment to the Isle of Patmos. Thus, in John, we see the true position of the church while passing through a world which has rejected Christ, and while waiting for His enemies to be made His footstool.

   (Vv. 10, 11) As so often with saints persecuted for Christ's sake, John finds that his sufferings become the occasion for special encouragement from the Lord. So on the Lord's Day — the first day of the week — in the mighty power of the Spirit, John has special visions and revelations which he is to write and send to seven representative churches. 

   (Vv. 12-16) Turning to see the One that speaks, John has a vision of the Son of Man, who is presented in the character of the Ancient of Days described by Daniel (Dan. 7: 9-13). It is no longer the Son of Man in humiliation, scorned and rejected by men, but the Son of Man in glory, about to act as the Judge. It is no longer with garments laid aside and girded for the service of the saints, but with judicial robes. The affections are held in by righteousness, set forth in the golden girdle. The intense holiness of His judgments may be set forth by "His head and hairs white like wool, as white as snow." The searching character of His judgments are surely brought before us by "His eyes as a flame of fire" from which nothing is hid. His feet "like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace," may speak of an infinitely holy walk that stands the testing of God "as a consuming fire." His voice as the sound of many waters overwhelms every opposing voice. In His hand He held seven stars which we learn, a little later, set forth the seven representatives of the churches, showing that all is held in His power. Out of His mouth went a sharp two-edged sword, speaking of the word which pierces "even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart." His countenance was as the sun shineth in his strength; speaking of the light that exposes the darkness of this world.

   (V. 17) Is it not evident that every symbol displays the Lord in the character of the Judge? This to John, who had known the Lord in His infinite grace and love, was overwhelming. The result is that the disciple who had once sat in the presence of the Lord with his head leaning on Jesus' breast, now "fell at His feet as dead." Nevertheless for one who is "a brother and companion in the tribulation, and kingdom and patience in Jesus" there is nothing to fear. The One who is about to judge lays His hand on the believer, and says, "Fear not." At once the Lord tells us why the believer need have no fear in the presence of the Judge. The glory of His Person and the greatness of His work remove our fear. In His Person He is "the first and the last, the living One." He is the eternally existing One. Nevertheless He became flesh and died, and is risen to live for evermore. For the unbeliever He is the Son of Man to whom all judgment is committed. For the believer He is also the Son of Man who has broken the power of death and the grave. 

   (V. 19) Having removed all fear from His servant, the Lord indicates the three main divisions of the Revelation. 

   Firstly, the things which John had seen — the glory of Jesus as He walks in the midst of the seven churches (Rev. 1).

   Secondly, "the things which are" — the present church period set forth by seven representative churches (Rev. 2 and 3).

   Thirdly, "the things that are about to be after these" — the events that follow when the church has been taken from the earth to be with Christ in glory (Rev. 4 to 22).

   (V. 20) Before entering upon the second division of the Revelation, the Lord explains the mystery of the seven stars and the seven golden candlesticks. Stars are subordinate heavenly lights, and as a figure would appear to signify those who, by gift or experience, are fitted under the guidance of the Lord to minister heavenly truth to God's people. Further, the stars are said to be the angels of the seven churches. In Scripture we find that the term "angel" is at times used to signify "representation" and does not always necessarily imply an angelic being. In this passage the angel would appear to signify those who were the responsible representatives of the assemblies before Christ. It has been pointed out that we can understand an angel being employed as a means of communication between the Lord and His servant John, but it would be difficult to think that John would be employed by the Lord to write a letter from Christ to a literal angelic being.

   Finally, we learn that the candlesticks are symbols of the churches in their responsibility to be a light for Christ in the world from which He is absent. 

   2 The Seven Churches (Revelation 2-3)

   The first chapter has presented to us the vision of 1 Christ, the Son of Man, in His character as Judge, forming the first division of the Revelation, spoken of in verse 19 as "The things which thou hast seen." In the second and third chapters there passes before us "The things which are." It is plain, from Revelation 1: 4, 11, and 20, that the Revelation was addressed to seven churches existing in the days of the Apostles in a province of Asia Minor. But it can hardly be questioned that these particular churches were selected in order to present pictures of the moral conditions that would successively develop in the Christian profession from the days of the Apostles until the close of the church period. Thus, "the things which are" prophetically present the whole period of the church's history on earth. Moreover, these seven churches are seen under the symbol of seven candlesticks. This surely indicates that these addresses view the church in its responsibility to be a light for Christ in the time of His absence. 

   Further, we see that the Lord is presented as walking in the midst of the churches as the Judge, to discover how far the Church has answered to its responsibility to shine for Christ. From these addresses we learn that the church, as with all others, would utterly break down in responsibility. We see the root of all the failure exposed, its progress traced through the ages, and its end foretold when the professing church will be utterly rejected as nauseous to Christ. Nevertheless, in the midst of all the failure we learn there is that which the Lord approves, and that it is possible for the individual to overcome that which the Lord condemns; and to such there are special promises of blessing.

   How encouraging that, in the closing days of Christendom, we are not left to form our own judgment of the evils of Christendom, nor of that which has the approval of the Lord in the midst of failure. In these addresses we have the mind of the Lord. In each address we have the exhortation, "He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches." How deeply important then that we should listen to the Lord's words, recorded by the Spirit, and thus learn the Lord's mind for the individual in a day of ruin. If, however, we speak of the ruin of the church, let us ever remember, as it has been said, that, "as regards the purpose of God the church cannot be ruined, but as regards its actual present condition as a testimony for God on earth it is in ruin."

   Further, if we own the ruin of the church in responsibility let us beware of being content with the knowledge that as believers our salvation is sure, and remain listlessly indifferent to the Lord's mind for us in the midst of the ruin. Let us beware of thinking, as one has said, "that the power of the Lord is enfeebled when there is actual present ruin. His working will be according to the state the church is in, not the state she is not in.... What we want is ... real practical faith in the application of the resources of God to meet present circumstances.... Living faith sees not only the need but also the thoughts and mind of the Lord about that need, and counts on the present love of the Lord."

   With the desire to know His mind may we consider the addresses to the seven churches and thus refuse all that the Lord condemns while seeking to answer to that which has His approval.

   (1) The Address to the Church in Ephesus (Rev. 2: 1-7)

   In this address, may we not say that we have a presentation of the church, as seen by Christ in the closing days of the apostles? In each address it will be found that the Lord presents Himself in a character that corresponds to the condition of the church. At this early stage of the church's history there were no outward signs of departure. Christ is still seen as the One who holds the seven stars in His right hand, and walks in the midst of the churches. Does this not indicate that those who were set in subordinate authority under the guidance of the Lord to represent His interests in the assembly, were still held in His power and under His direction? Moreover, the Lord was still able to walk in the midst of the churches, and not outside the door as in Laodicea.

   In this early stage of the church's history there was still much that the Lord could approve. The saints were marked by labour and endurance in the Lord's service. They had borne trial for Christ's Name, and had not wearied. They had resisted every attack of Satan from without to corrupt the church by false pretension and evil deeds.

   Nevertheless, while outwardly blameless, the Lord, who knows the heart, has to say, "I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love." Here we have the root of all failure in the church in responsibility. One has said, "What injures and finally ruins, is invariably from within, not from without. In vain does Satan seek to cast down those who, resting on Christ's love, have Him as the loved object of their life and soul." Having lost their first love for Christ, the Lord has to pronounce the solemn words, "Thou art fallen." However outwardly blameless their testimony might be before the world, the church was a fallen church in the sight of the Lord. The warning follows that unless there was repentance their candlestick would be removed. If the first love for Christ was lost, the light before men would fail.

   What is true of the church as a whole, is surely true in the history of any local assembly, as, indeed, of each individual believer. The root of all failure is within, in the heart, and unless there is repentance the outward testimony will, in the government of God, cease to have any power. 

   Nevertheless, if, as we know, there was no recovery on the part of the church as a whole, it was possible for individuals to overcome this solemn inward failure and to maintain first love to Christ. To such the Lord would reveal Himself as the Tree of Life — the hidden source of spiritual sustenance in the paradise of God, where no enemy will ever intrude to draw our hearts from Christ.

   (2) The Address to the Church in Smyrna (Rev. 2: 8-11)

   This address would surely indicate the days of persecution that we know the church was allowed to pass through after its declension from apostolic purity.

   The Lord presents Himself in a way that would be of the deepest encouragement to saints that were being persecuted, even to death. He is before all that rise up against His people, and will remain when the persecutors have for ever passed away. If the saints are called to face death let them remember that Christ has been into death and lives.

   In Smyrna we see the fresh evils by which the church was attacked; the tribulation the Lord allowed to arrest these growing evils; and the devotedness of individual overcomers who, in the midst of persecution, were faithful unto death.

   In this period of the church's history the effort of Satan to corrupt the church and mar all testimony took a twofold form. Firstly, there was the rise of the corrupting influence, within the Christian circle, of those who sought to add Judaism to Christianity. Secondly, opposition was raised to Christianity from without by Gentile persecutors. Both evils are traced to Satan. Regarding the judaising teachers, as long as the apostles were on earth all Satan's efforts to have Judaism recognised in the church of God were frustrated. After their departure there arose not only judaising individuals, but a definite party, here called the synagogue of Satan, that sought to attach the forms, ceremonies, and principles of Judaism to Christianity. This evil has been working ever since, so that to-day the Christian profession has lost its true heavenly character and become a great worldly system with magnificent buildings, and forms, and ceremonies, that appeal to the natural man after the pattern of the Jewish system.

   In the presence of this grave departure the Lord allowed the church to pass through a period of persecution that brought to light, in the midst of the increasing darkness, those who were true to Himself, being "faithful unto death." Such have the assurance of the Lord that He is over all, and has set a limit to the sufferings of His people. He will reward their faithfulness unto death with a crown of life, and the promise that, though they may pass through death, they will never "be hurt of the second death."

   (3) The Address to the Church in Pergamos (Rev. 2: 12-17)

   In this address we see the further departure of the professing church that followed the days of persecution, and that was the outcome of the teaching and practices of the judaising party within the profession.

   To the Christian profession of this period the Lord presents Himself as the One with "the sharp sword with two edges." The solemn condition of the church is exposed by the cutting edge of the word of God. To link Judaism with Christianity is an attempt to accommodate Christianity to the world by the adoption of that which appeals to the sight and sense of the natural man. It ends not in drawing people out of the world, but in leading the Christian profession into the world. So the Lord has to say to the church of this period, "I know where thou dwellest, even where Satan's throne is." Where we dwell is a serious indication of what our hearts desire. To dwell where Satan's throne is would surely indicate a state of heart that desires to dwell under the patronage and glitter of a world of which Satan is the prince.

   Nevertheless, though seeking the patronage of the world, at this period of the church's history, the great cardinal truths as to the Person and work of Christ were still maintained, for the Lord can say, "Thou holdest fast my Name and hast not denied my faith." As we know, councils were held which refused every effort of Arianism to deny the deity of Christ, and which asserted the great truths of the faith in the face of persecution and martyrdom.

   Notwithstanding this measure of faithfulness to Christ and the faith, the church, having fallen under the patronage of the world, adopted the methods of the world and fell under the evils that marked Balaam of old. There arose in the professing church a class of men who, like that wicked man, turned ministry into a profitable profession and thus linked the church with the world and robbed it of its true position of a chaste virgin espoused to Christ. This, again, opened the door to Nicolaitanism, which apparently was the Antinomian doctrine that held the practical life of godliness to be of little account, seeing the believer is justified by faith. This was turning the grace of God into lasciviousness. Against such the Lord would use the two-edged sword of the word that truly tells us of the grace of God, but also warns us that "our God is a consuming fire."

   The overcomer that refused to settle down in the world seeking public approval by adopting its methods would be rewarded with the secret approval of the Lord, and be sustained by Christ as "the hidden manna," who, in His pathway through this world, was a stranger with not where to lay His head.

   (4) The Address to the Church in Thyatira (Rev. 2: 18-29)

   Can it be questioned that in this address we have a forecast of the condition of the professing church in medieval times? The Lord is presented as the Son of God with eyes like unto a flame of fire, discerning all evil, and with feet like fine brass, prepared to act against the evil.

   The Lord's words indicate that at this period the professing church had two outstanding marks. Firstly, on the part of many there was great devotedness expressed by their works, love, faith, service, and endurance. Does not history confirm the Lord's words, for we know that in spite of much ignorance and superstition there were, during the middle ages, a great number of individuals marked by personal devotedness, unsparing self-denial, and patient suffering for Christ's sake.

   Secondly, in spite of this devotedness on the part of individuals, the Lord's words indicate that at this period the professing church reached "the depths of Satan." For then it was there came to the fore that fearful system known as the Papacy, and symbolised by "that woman Jezebel." In this system we see the exaltation of the flesh, for this woman "calleth herself a prophetess." The church takes the place of a teacher to enunciate doctrine, leading to an unholy alliance with the world, and the setting up of a system of idolatry in the worship of images and saints. Here we see a great advance on the evil in Pergamos. There the church was settling down under the patronage of the world where Satan is enthroned. In Thyatira we see that the outcome of dwelling in the world is that the professing church seeks to exalt itself by ruling over the world and pandering to its lusts. The outcome of this fearful system is a generation within the professing church that comes under the sentence of death, and the searching judgments of the Lord, according to their works.

   Nevertheless, in the presence of this corrupting system of evil the Lord had a remnant, who were personally free from its teaching, and strangers to the depths of Satan into which it had fallen. Such were not to look for any repentance or reformation in this awful system, but to hold fast to the truth they had until the Lord comes. Then they will have their reward. Having refused to reign in the world during the absence of Christ, they will rule in power over the nations in the day of His glory. In the meantime the overcomer will know Christ as the Morning Star — the One who lives for His people in all their trials, before the day dawns when He will come forth as the Sun of righteousness.

   (5) The Address to the Church in Sardis (Rev. 3: 1-6)

   To this church the Lord is presented as the One "that hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars." However much Romanism may have assumed "power over the nations," it still remains true that the fulness of power, set forth by "the seven Spirits of God," is with the Lord; and, however great the departure from the truth, there are those, symbolised by the seven stars, through whom He can give heavenly light to His people. Thus we know that in spite of the power and assumption of Rome, there arose those who withstood the evils of this system. Alas! whatever resistance to error, and whatever revival of truth there was in this movement, which we speak of as the Reformation, in the hands of man it has broken down. As ever man fails in responsibility. The result has been the development of Protestantism which has indeed "a name" that it lives, and thus stands for the truth before men, but the Lord has to say, as to fact, that in His sight, "Thou . . . art dead." We may, indeed, be thankful that through this stand against Romanism an open Bible has been won for God's people and the great truth of justification by faith re-asserted. But, alas! content with mere orthodoxy, the Bible has become to the mass little more than a dead letter, and its truths not being received in personal faith, leave the lives of the mass unchanged. One has said, "Nothing is more common among Protestants than to admit a thing to be perfectly true because it is in the word of God, without the smallest intention of acting upon it."

   Such a condition can only lead to the judgment of the Lord. His coming will find all lifeless professors asleep even as it will find the world (1 Thess. 5: 2-6).

   Nevertheless, as in corrupt and idolatrous Romanism there is found a devoted remnant, so amongst the dead orthodoxy of Protestantism there are "a few names" that form a remnant, of whom the Lord can say that they "have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with Me in white: for they are worthy." In the midst of a lifeless profession they personally walked with Christ, and their names will be retained in the book of life, and publicly owned before the Father and His angels.

   (6) The Address to the Church in Philadelphia (Rev. 3: 7-13)

   To this assembly the Lord does not present Himself in a judicial aspect as about to judge, nor in an official way as directing the assemblies, but rather in His moral attributes as "the Holy" and "the True." This is blessedly in keeping with the moral condition of the assembly of whom the Lord can say, thou "hast kept my word, and hast not denied my Name." In the midst of general departure they cherished and obeyed the Lord's word, and above all they jealously maintained the glory of the Person of Christ, and refused every "denial" of His Name.

   The Lord who holds the key can use it on behalf of such. In spite of all the power of the enemy He opens doors of service for them, in accord with His will, and closes doors that would lead into a path contrary to His mind. Such may have but a little strength and make no great appeal to the world as in the case of Thyatira; nor have they any name for a great reformation as in the case of Sardis. But if not marked by anything that the world can wonder at and admire, they had the approval of the Lord, and in the day to come every opposer will learn that they are loved of the Lord.

   In this assembly have we not the Lord's forecast that in the midst of the increasing corruptions of Christendom, and before the end of the Christian period, a testimony would be raised to the truths of Christ's word, and the supreme authority and preciousness of His Name?

   If, however, amidst the prevailing gloom, God raises up this fresh testimony, we are also warned that Satan will seek to raise up a counter-testimony by a revival of Judaism with its forms and ceremonies. We know that the revival of the truth of the church contained in Christ's word was at once met by a great outburst of ritualism and superstition by which Satan has sought to nullify the word of Christ, and draw hearts from the Person of Christ, and thus rob the Christian of all true service and worship.

   If such are warned of the opposition they will meet from Satan, they are also encouraged to patiently endure, knowing that if they are kept through present trials, they will be kept from the hour of tribulation that is soon coming "upon all the world."

   Owing to their "little strength," and the constant conflict entailed by the opposition of Satan who seeks by false religious systems to rob the saints of the truth, this assembly is especially exposed to the danger of giving up standing firmly for the truth that has been recovered to them. To meet this danger they are exhorted to "hold fast" that which they have — the truth, the preciousness of the Name of Christ, and the love and approval of the Lord. To let go these great blessings will result in the loss of their crown of reward in the day to come. To encourage such to "hold fast" the Lord sets before them His coming, for which they will have to wait but a little while, for He is coming quickly.

   The overcomer — the one who "holds fast," will have a bright reward in the day of glory. Taking heed to the Lord's warning to "hold fast," and being content with a little strength and thus to be of small account in the world's esteem to-day, he will have a position of power in the day to come. Making everything of the Name of Christ in the day of His rejection and in a world that increasingly slights that Name, he will have the Name of Christ displayed in him in that home of glory, the New Jerusalem.

   (7) The Address to the Church in Laodicea (Rev. 3: 14-22)

   In the last address we learn the solemn end of the increasing failure of the church in responsibility throughout the whole church period. We see, too, how the reviving grace of the Lord has been abused, and how little His warnings have been heeded. Nevertheless, we learn that amidst all the failure the Lord remains the unchanging resource of His people, and that in the darkest day there is richest blessing for the individual believer.

   In striking contrast to the great Christian profession that has been neither faithful to God nor a true witness before men, the Lord presents Himself as "the Amen" — the One through whom every purpose of God will be fulfilled, as "the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the creation of God," where all will be according to God. 

   Then there passes before us a solemn picture of the last stage of the professing church. The failure that commenced with the loss of first love to Christ, ends in such utter indifference to Christ, that the church is unmoved even though Christ is outside their door, and deaf to every appeal by which He would seek to win their hearts. The grace that has restored to us an open Bible, and revived the great truths concerning Christ and the church, is so abused by the Christian profession that it ends in the great mass using the truth to exalt themselves and boast that they are rich and increased with goods and have need of nothing. As ever, the vanity of boasters blinds them to their true condition. The self-complacent mass know not that in the sight of the Lord, they are spiritually "wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked." The condition of such is nauseous to Christ and can only end in the entire rejection of the Christian profession by Christ.

   Nevertheless the grace of the Lord counsels them to turn to Himself to find in Him that which will meet their desperate need, that they may obtain the true riches, their shame be met and covered, and their eyes opened to see in Christ One that can not only meet their need, but One that is altogether lovely.

   Then we learn that in the midst of these last dark days there will be true souls that the Lord loves, manifested by the very rebukes and chastening that love may see is needed to recall them to Himself. The Lord is found at the door of such, patiently knocking, as He seeks to find a place in their affections. To open the door to Him surely means that we give Him a place in our hearts, and thus get back to first love. To such the Lord says, "I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with Me." He will enter into all our exercises and trials, and He will lead us into His heavenly things.

   Are we not then to learn that, in the closing days of the Christian period, the path will grow exceedingly individual, but that it is possible for the individual to get back to first love, and thus enjoy the highest spiritual blessing of secret communion with the Lord, even though there is no return to public, or united testimony from the great profession?

   The overcomer who makes no boast of spiritual wealth, who seeks no public recognition, and is content with the secret approval of the Lord will, in the day of glory, be displayed with Christ on His throne. 

   3 The Throne (Revelation 4)

   Amidst the ruin of the church in responsibility and the failure of those who have sought to answer to the Lord's mind in a day of ruin, it is an immense comfort that there is a scene to which in faith we can turn where our affections may freely flow out and all our associations be pure and happy. Such a scene we have unrolled before us in Revelation 4 and 5.

   Nothing could be darker or more dreary than the last phase of the professing church as depicted in the close of Revelation 3. There we find that which professes the Name of Christ on earth boasting in its riches, satisfied with its condition, and yet, not only indifferent to Christ, but actually rejecting Christ, so that Christ is found outside the door. As of old, the nation of Israel sealed its doom by rejecting their Messiah, and their house was left to them desolate; so to-day, Christendom is sealing its doom by rejecting Christ, and very soon will be spued out of His mouth. Such is the solemn picture of Revelation 3, the fulfilment of which we see developing all around us to-day.

   In such a condition of things what a relief to the heart to pass in spirit into the scenes depicted in Revelation 4 and 5. In the opening of these chapters we have left earth with its door shut upon Christ to find a door opened into heaven to those who belong to Christ. It is no great hardship to have doors shut in our faces on earth if there is a door opened to us in heaven and an invitation to come hither and pass within the door. Passing within we leave behind the scene in which men make nothing of Christ to find ourselves in a scene where Christ is all in all.

   To understand the Book of Revelation we must remember the threefold division given by the Lord to John as recorded in Revelation 1: 19, where the Apostle is told to "Write therefore what thou hast seen, and the things that are, and the things that are about to be after these" (N. Tr.). In the vision of Christ we have the first division — the things which John had seen. In the seven churches, presenting the whole church period, we have the second division — "The things that are." From Revelation 4, and onward, we have the third division — "The things that are about to be after these things" — after the history of the church on earth is closed.

   (V. 1) The first verse of this fresh section opens with the expression "after these things," and again at the close of the verse we read of "the things which must take place after these things" (N. Tr.). Clearly, then, these words refer to the third division and bring us to the strictly prophetic part of the book. 

   It will help us to understand these prophecies if we keep before us the main subdivisions of this third portion of the Revelation. They appear to be as follows:

   Firstly, Revelation 4 and 5, which are introductory, giving us a vision of things in heaven in order that we may learn the attitude of God towards events about to take place on earth, and telling us also the place of the saints of this age, and former ages, during these events.

   Secondly, from Revelation 6 to 11: 18, we have a series of events, occurring in succession, covering the whole period between the rapture of the church and the appearing of Christ to establish His kingdom.

   Thirdly, from Revelation 11: 19 to 19: 10, we are instructed as to important details in relation to leaders and events during this period.

   Fourthly, from Revelation 19: 11 to 21: 8, the order of events is resumed from Revelation 11: 18, unfolding to us the future from the appearing of Christ, through millennial days on into the eternal state.

   Fifthly, in Revelation 21: 9 to 22: 5, we are again taken back to learn further details concerning the heavenly saints in relation to earth during the millennial age.

   Returning to the consideration of the first subdivision, we notice that the great theme of Revelation 4 is the Throne of God, while Revelation 5 is occupied with the Book in which all these events are chronicled. We are thus to learn that behind all that takes place on earth there is the over-ruling throne of God, and that every event is according to the settled counsels of God.

   When the corrupt professing church has shut the door to Christ on earth it will be found that there is an open door in heaven through which the true church, like John, can pass to be with Christ in heaven. The One who calls John from earth to heaven is identified with the One who first spoke to him of the seven churches. This we know is the Lord Himself. So will it be the Lord's own voice that will call us to meet Him in the air.

   The standpoint from which we view things will make a great difference as to the way in which we view them. We are invited, even as John, to pass in spirit into heavenly scenes and view all that is yet to take place on earth, from heaven's point of view. We are partakers of the heavenly calling, and as heavenly men we are to view these coming events. If the heavenly calling of the church is not known, and the heavenly position not accepted, we shall fail in a right interpretation of these coming events by being occupied with, and distracted by, current events in the world around.

   (Vv. 2, 3) The immediate result of the call was that John "was in the spirit." Like Paul, when caught up to the third heaven, he was not conscious of the body. He was wholly absorbed by the great sights and themes of heaven. He was there as a witness to bear testimony to the church of all that as disclosed to him. Paul, when caught up to Paradise, "heard unspeakable words which it is not lawful for a man to utter." John, on the contrary, is told to "write the things" which he saw, and "seal not the sayings of the prophecy" (Rev. 1: 19, Rev. 22: 10). The difference would seem to be that Paul sees the things that belong to the inner circle of the Father's house, whereas John, while he truly conducts us into heavenly scenes, and tells us of heavenly things, yet it is of events in relation to earth. It is our happy privilege to profit by what John has written of the things he saw and heard. Thus in spirit we can pass into this heavenly scene, breathe its pure air, and feast our souls upon the things that speak of Christ. In all this great scene there is nothing to minister to the flesh or divert from Christ.

   The first thing we see is a throne; moreover the throne is "set in heaven." The throne is the emblem of rule and authority; the guarantee for order and blessing and security throughout the universe. The fall was in reality a challenge to the throne; sin is rebellion against the throne; infidelity is a denial of the existence of the throne; pride aspires to the throne, and the devil defies the throne. How blessed, then, after six thousand years of rebellion against the throne, to pass into heaven and find the throne "set in heaven," unshaken, unmoved, and immovable; so that we may truly say that in this passage the great theme is the glory of the throne of God.

   Even now the heavens do rule, though in a hidden way. Our great High Priest "has sat down on the right hand of the throne of the majesty in the heavens," and from that throne He ever lives to make intercession for the saints as they pass through this world (Heb. 7: 25; Heb. 8: 1). For the believer the throne is a throne of grace. From the throne that John sees, judgment is about to proceed. To-day evil abounds, lawlessness prevails, and increasingly the world is marked by violence and corruption, and God suffers long with the evil to give men space for repentance, and to make known His grace. Nevertheless, faith knows that, behind all, the throne of God remains unmoved in heaven. The consciousness that God is behind all, and that His throne remains with all its grace available for the saints, with all its mighty power untouched by the evil of men, will keep the soul in the calm of heaven while walking amidst the unrest of earth.

   Moreover, "One sat on the throne." This glorious Person is not described, but precious stones are used as symbols to set forth His glory. We must remember that God is seen in connection with the throne. It is not the heart of the Father revealed by the Son who dwelt in the Father's bosom that is before us, but the glory of God set forth in Christ on a throne in connection with the government of the universe. The precious stones are symbols setting forth the radiance of divine glory in government. It is seen in heaven though not yet manifest on earth. On earth we see the misgovernment of man and the longsuffering of God. Had the radiancy of the throne manifested itself upon a sinful world it would have involved judgment for all. The vision carries us beyond the day of grace to a time when the church will have been caught up to heaven, to be followed by the radiancy of the throne shining forth in judgment upon the earth.

   Further, John sees "a rainbow round about the throne, in sight like unto an emerald." From Genesis 9 we know that the rainbow speaks of the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature upon the earth. It speaks of blessing for earth secured by divine promise, but of blessing after judgment. The rainbow comes after the storm, even as God's promise of blessing follows when the judgment of the flood is past. The rainbow encircling the throne is the sure sign that beyond the judgment of the nations will be blessing for the earth.

   (V. 4) Round about the throne John sees four and twenty thrones; and upon the thrones "four and twenty elders." That the elders do not represent angelic beings is clear from the eleventh verse of the following chapter, where we find the angels described as a distinct company standing round the elders. The number twenty-four would seem to be an allusion to the twenty-four courses of the priesthood instituted by David for the "princes" or "governors of the sanctuary." In David's day they were invested with a royal and priestly character and represented the whole priesthood (1 Chron. 24: 5). The saints of this day have the character of "a royal priesthood" to shew forth the praises of God (1 Peter 2: 9). Thus the elders would appear to symbolise the Old Testament saints as well as the assembly, in their completeness, associated with Christ in glory. Christ is seen upon His throne about to reign, and the saints are seen with Him in His reign — for He is enthroned and they too are enthroned. They are spoken of as "elders," signifying spiritual maturity. No longer do they "know in part;" they are intelligent in the mind of heaven. They are not seen as departed spirits, but with bodies of glory clothed in white raiment, speaking of their priestly character (Ex. 28: 39-43). On their heads are "crowns of gold" speaking of their royal character. They have finished their earthly pilgrimage in which they suffered for Christ; now they are crowned to reign with Christ.

   We have only to trace the allusions to the elders through the course of the Revelation to see how truly representative they are of the saints in glory:

   Firstly, the elders are found in heaven associated with the throne before the judgments commence. They are not on earth; they do not pass through the judgments, nor are they, like the white-robed throng of saints described in Revelation 7, taken out of the great tribulation, but they are found in heaven before the judgments commence.

   Secondly, they are a redeemed company as we learn from the following chapter (Rev. 8: 8-10).

   Thirdly, they are a worshipping company as we learn from Revelation 4: 10; Revelation 5: 14; Revelation 11: 16, and Revelation 19: 4.

   Fourthly, they are an intelligent company of saints, knowing the mind of heaven (Rev. 5: 5 and Rev. 7: 13-17). 

   (V. 5) The character of the throne is clearly indicated by the solemn statement that "out of the throne proceeded lightnings and thunderings and voices." Lightnings and thunderings are the accompaniments of judgment, not the symbols of mercy and grace. To-day mercy flows from a throne of grace; in the millennial day a river of water, carrying blessing to the earth, will flow from the throne of God and the Lamb. In the solemn interval between the termination of the day of grace and the commencement of the Kingdom glory, the throne will be executing judgment upon the nations fitly symbolised by lightnings and thunderings.

   Further, the apostle sees "seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God." Here, surely, we have a symbolic presentation of the Spirit of God in His fulness, but presented in connection with the fire of judgment, reminding us that, as with Israel so with the world, God is going to purge away all filth "By the spirit of judgment, and by the spirit of burning" (Isa. 4: 4). Those who to-day refuse the One who speaks in grace from heaven, will find in the day to come that "our God is a consuming fire" (Heb. 12: 29).

   (V. 6) Before the throne is "a sea of glass like unto crystal." Before the sanctuary, in Solomon's day, there was a sea of water for the use of the priests (1 Kings 7: 23-26). Here the sea has become glass like unto crystal, a symbol of the fixed and absolute purity of the throne. In heaven nothing that defiles can enter.

   (Vv. 6-8) Lastly, the apostle sees in the midst of the throne and round about the throne "four living creatures." They would appear to be symbols of the executors of the government of God. They are four in number, probably indicating the completeness of God's government flowing out to every quarter of the globe. "Full of eyes" would symbolise the fulness of discernment in God's government from which nothing is hid. The lion, the calf, the face as a man, and the flying eagle, may signify that the government of God will be characterised by strength, firmness, intelligence, and rapidity of administration. Unceasingly they say, "Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, which was and is, and is to come." They testify that the government of God is holy, resistless in power, and unchangeable in character. The executors of the government of God will become the occasion of glory and thanksgiving to Him that sits upon the throne for ever and ever. 

   (Vv. 9, 10) Moreover the government of God will call forth the worship of the saints, who use the crowns that Christ has given them to own their perfect submission to Him. They cast their crowns before the throne and own the Lord is worthy to receive glory and honour and power, for He is the Creator of all, and for His pleasure all things are and were created. Sin has marred the fair creation, so that now the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain; but the saints in heaven, having the mind of the Lord, can discern that all the evil will be dealt with in judgment, so that once again God can take pleasure in His creation, even as of old, when the creation work was finished, "God saw everything that he had made, and, behold, it was very good" (Gen. 1: 31).

   Thus, as the prelude to the coming judgments, we are carried into heaven to see the throne of judgment in heaven unshaken by the wickedness of men; to see the glory of the One who sits upon the throne; to learn in the rainbow that all the promises of God for the blessing of the earth will follow the judgments of the throne, to learn that the saints of the previous ages, and the present period, will be safe in heaven before the judgments fall; to learn that the judgments of the throne will be carried out in the fulness of the Spirit according to the perfection of God's government, and that as a result the Lord will be worshipped and praised as the Creator; and the whole creation, cleared of all evil, will once again be for His pleasure. Let us remember that these things are written that even now we may enter into them in faith, and thus be kept in perfect calm while yet in a world of turmoil. 

   4 The Book (Revelation 5)

   In Revelation 4 and 5 we are carried in spirit into heaven itself, there to have unveiled before us events that will take place when the church has been rapt from earth to heaven. It is true that the rapture, though assumed, is not directly revealed in the Revelation, for the aim of the prophecy is not to declare the secrets of the church, already revealed in other Scriptures, but to set forth the judgments which prepare the way for the setting up of the kingdom of Christ.

   (V. 1) The Book. In Revelation 4 all centres round the throne and the maintenance of its glory and holiness. In Revelation 5 the great theme is the Book that sets forth God's counsels for the blessing of the world, under the reign of Christ, after all evil has been dealt with in judgment. The glory of the throne must be maintained before the blessings of the book can be fulfilled. 

   "A book written" would indicate that God's will is unalterably settled. Men, from lack of courage, or from motives of policy are often chary of stating their plans in writing. But, to speak after the manner of men, God has committed Himself to writing. Then the book is filled, for it is written within and on the back, there is no room, as there is no need, for any addition to what God has written. When at last, in the future, all is fulfilled it will be found that every judgment foretold has been carried out, every blessing reached, and that there is nothing to take from nor add to the book. 

   (Vv. 2, 3) The Angel's Appeal. In the course of the vision the time has at last come to open the book, and the question is raised by a strong angel with a loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the book, and to loose the seals thereof?" To enter into the significance of the angel's proclamation, two things must be kept clearly in mind. Firstly, the character of the book. We must not limit the book to setting forth the judgments of God. It does indeed present these judgments in all their solemnity, and the main portion of the book is occupied with the description of the judgments that will fall upon Christendom, Israel, and the nations. But the world being cleared of all evil by judgment, the book goes on to present the vast system of blessing that God has purposed to establish on the earth for the glory of Christ and the blessing of man. 

   Secondly, we must bear in mind the true meaning of the opening of the book. Directly the seals are broken events begin to happen. Thus the great significance of the angel's question is, not who can give the interpretation of what is written — a comparatively simple matter — but who can bring to pass the events foretold?

   If we seize the immensity of these two truths we shall understand the force of the angel's appeal to the whole universe. For the questions involved are, on the one hand, who can deal with the vast system of evil that has been built up by man's sin during six thousand years of rebellion, in a way that will meet the righteous demands of the throne? On the other hand, who can bring in that vast system of blessing that the goodness of God has purposed for the world to come and for the new heaven and the new earth?

   The whole universe is challenged — is there anyone in heaven, on earth, or under the earth that can deal with the evil and bring in the blessing? The result of the challenge is that no one "was able to open the book," and no one "was found worthy to open the book." The two requirements in order to open the book are ability and worthiness. 

   For thousands of years men have been endeavouring to redress the evils of the world and introduce a time of universal peace and blessing. To use the symbolic language of Revelation 5, men have been endeavouring to open the book. They have tried by codes of laws, by courts of justice, by prisons and reformatories to repress evil: they have sought by every form of government — monarchial and republican, dictatorial and democratic — to bring in a time of peace and plenty. Every class has been tested, kings and nobles, plebeians and socialists; but amongst them all no one has been found with either ability or worthiness. Yet men still proceed by desperate efforts, by leagues, conferences, and pacts, to redress the wrongs of the world, and to bring about a time of universal peace and blessing; every effort only proving that they have never yet heard the voice of the strong angel. Those who have heard that voice know full well that it loudly proclaims that all the efforts of men are foredoomed to failure, inasmuch as they are attempts to put the world right without God and Christ. Men consider only the rights of man, they ignore the rights of God and the requirements of His throne. 

   (Vv. 4, 5) John weeps. John wept much because no man was found worthy to open the book,* and to break its seals. Thinking only of man's inability and unworthiness, we too might weep at the pitiful sight of a world directing its energies, its wisdom, its money, its resources, its youth, and its time to a perfectly hopeless task. But however much we may weep on earth, weeping will not do for heaven. John is the only man that ever wept in heaven, and if he "wept much" he was not allowed to weep long, for immediately one of the elders said unto him, "Weep not." Intelligent in the mind of heaven, elders do not weep, for while they realise the hopelessness of all men's foredoomed efforts, they are in the secret of God. They know, that if the task is too great for man, there is One who is both able and worthy to open the book. 

   {*The words "and read the book" should be omitted. See the New Translation.}

   The Lion and the Lamb. Possessed of divinely given intelligence, the elders are able to witness to the One who can open the book. They say to John, "Behold the Lion of the tribe of Juda, the root of David, hath prevailed to open the book, and to loose the seven seals thereof." The lion is the symbol of strength as we read, "A lion which is strongest among beasts" (Prov. 30: 30). His power then is irresistible, so the prophet Micah can say of the lion he "both treadeth down, and teareth in pieces, and none can deliver" (Micah 5: 8). The lion of the tribe of Judah tells us of this mighty power being exercised in the cause of God's ancient people, according to the prophecy of Jacob, which foretells that Judah will prevail over his enemies — "Thy hand shall be in the neck of shine enemies." In order that Judah may prevail he has the strength of "a young lion." But the real source of Judah's strength is that out of that tribe the One would come unto whom the people would gather (Gen. 49: 8-10). Christ is the true Lion of Judah.

   Christ is also the Root of David. In David we see the King chosen of God to be victorious over all his enemies. Nevertheless Christ is the true King, the One who will put all enemies under His feet. He is first in the mind of God and hence the Root from whence David sprang. Thus Christ in His irresistible power as the Lion of the tribe of Judah, and as a Divine Person — the Root of David — is the One who alone is able to open the book.

   (V. 6) Then John turns to see the Lion and, behold, he sees a Lamb. Having heard of the Lion, he might naturally expect to see in Christ a vision of mighty power, but instead, he sees a Lamb, the emblem of weakness, and, too, as it had been slain. The One that prevails as the Lion, is the One who first suffered as the Lamb. His power to overcome in opening the book is that He has overcome by going into death. As the Lamb slain He overcame sin, and death, and the devil. Having overcome as the suffering Lamb He has acquired the power to overcome every enemy as the mighty Lion. With Him are found the seven horns and the seven eyes. The seven horns speak of complete and irresistible power — omnipotence; the seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God, of complete and all searching omniscience in the power of the Spirit. Going forth into all the earth speaks of His omnipresence. 

   (V. 7) The book taken. As the Lion, Christ is able; as the Lamb, He is worthy to open the book. Hence He can take the book out of the right hand of Him that sat upon the throne. Taking the book signifies that the supreme moment for which angels and saints had waited has at length come. The time of the patience of Jesus is past; the time for action has come. 

   (V. 8) Heaven realises the mighty import of the taking of the book. It is seen that the hour of this world's doom has struck, and the world to come is not far off. So we read, "When he had taken the book, the four living creatures, and the four and twenty elders fell down before the Lamb, having every one of them harps and golden bowls full of incenses, which are the prayers of the saints." The harps speak of the praises of the saints and the bowls of their prayers. The time has come when all the praise that has gone up from all the saints throughout the ages will be publicly justified, and all their prayers will have a glorious answer. Many of these saints went out of the world as martyrs praising a God who did not intervene to deliver them from their enemies; and their prayers, at times, appeared to be unanswered and even unheard. At last their praise will be justified and their prayers answered.

   (Vv. 9, 10) The New Song. The praying time is over, the singing time is come. The song they sing is new. Hitherto the ransomed of the Lord had been on the way to glory singing songs of redemption; but those songs looked on to victory and the reign of glory. They were songs of hope. With the taking of the book their hopes will all be fulfilled, and the songs of hope will be changed to songs of victory. Moreover, their songs celebrate the worthiness of the Redeemer, and the greatness of His redemption, rather than the blessings of the redeemed. Thus, in the better translation, their reference to redemption is impersonal. The song is general as to the people who are redeemed, but special as to the One who has redeemed them. All heaven is occupied with the Lamb — "THOU art worthy," "THOU wast slain," "THOU hast redeemed," and "THOU hast made."

   (Vv. 11, 12) The Angelic Host. The new song sung by the saints awakens the praise of the whole angelic host. The elders strike the note, the angels prolong the strain. They ascribe worthiness to the Lamb. He is worthy to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing. Men have paid homage to one another, and dishonoured the Lamb. They have enthroned man, and crucified the Lamb. The day is coming when it will be seen that the Lamb alone is worthy to receive all power, riches, wisdom, strength, honour, glory, and blessing. The history of the world witnesses that, in the hands of man, all these things have been used to exalt himself and shut out God. The Lamb alone is worthy to receive all these things, for He alone will use them for the glory of God. 

   (V. 13) The creation. Then, as it has been said, "The vast harmony overflows the bounds of heaven," and the glorious end is anticipated when earth will join with heaven to praise Him that sits upon the throne and the Lamb. Everything that hath breath will unite in praising God and the Lamb. 

   (V. 14) The four living creatures, the representatives of those by whom the government of God is accomplished, see the blessed end of their service and add their "Amen." The saints of all the ages see the mighty triumph of God over all evil, and the fulfilment of all His counsels, in anticipation, and fall down and worship. 

   5 The Seals (Revelation 6)

   With this chapter we pass from heaven to learn the commencement of the course of events that will take place on earth from the time of the rapture of the church until the appearing of Christ, and then through millennial days on to the eternal state.

   Looking back over the centuries, since the introduction of Christianity, we see throughout the ages the unrepentant attitude of the Jews to Christ; the growing corruption of Christendom, and the increasing breakdown of government in the hands of the Gentiles. Also we see that, in the midst of the growing violence and corruption, God has had His true people who through the ages have had, at times, to face bitter persecution and suffering.

   Furthermore, it is clear that throughout this day of grace, while God is over all and providentially deals in judgment with evil, on the one hand, and cares for His creatures and especially the household of faith, on the other hand, yet He has not publicly intervened in judgment on the wicked or for the deliverance of His suffering people. This, however, does not mean that God has been indifferent to evil, to the insults heaped upon Christ, or to the sufferings of His people, for, as we look on to the future, as revealed in the Revelation, we are permitted to see that the time is coming when God will directly intervene in judgment upon the wicked, whereby the holiness of God will be vindicated, the glory of Christ maintained, and the blessing of His people secured.

   Men vainly dream of a new order, and are busy with their plans to end war and establish a world marked by peace and safety. But so far from the world improving by the efforts of men, we learn from these prophecies that the evils of the world will increase until all mere religious profession heads up in apostasy under Antichrist, and the government of the world become utterly corrupt under the rule of the beast energised by Satan. 

   In seeking to profit by this wonderful unfolding of the future it is of importance to recognise in reading Scripture that God does not record historical incidents, or unfold future events, in order to gratify mere idle curiosity. All that is recorded, whether in history or prophecy, has a moral end in view and is for our spiritual blessing, and is thus to have a practical effect upon our walk and ways. If God foretells the progress of evil and the judgments about to fall on men it should surely have the effect of keeping the believer in holy separation from a judgment-doomed world. If we are told of the way God will support and sustain His witnesses in the midst of these coming judgments, it is to give us greater confidence in God in the presence of any trials we may have to meet in seeking to be true to the Name of Christ. If He unfolds before us the blessedness of the heavenly city and the eternal state, is it not to lift our souls above the light afflictions of things seen and temporal, by engaging our affections with the things not seen and eternal?

   From Revelation 4 to Revelation 11: 18 we have unfolded to us the events that will take place on earth during the period between the coming of Christ for His saints, and His appearing with His saints. These events are presented in the opening of the book with the seven seals. In seeking to learn the meaning of the opening of these seals, let us remember that symbols are used to express great truths, or represent persons and events. We have to seek the meaning of the symbols used and beware of using them in a literal sense. If John sees a horse and a rider, this does not mean that a literal horse and rider will come forth in the future but that which they represent will come to pass.

   In reference to these preliminary judgments it will be noticed that the opening of the first four seals is directly connected with the four living creatures, of whom there is no mention in the last three seals. As we have seen the living creatures would seem to set forth symbolically the exercise of God's governmental dealings in providential ways. This indicates that however terrible the judgments under the first four seals there will be nothing that indicates a directly miraculous intervention of God. Thus the judgments under the first four seals will not be unlike events that have happened many times in the history of the world, though, indeed, they may surpass in intensity anything that has yet taken place.

   (Vv. 1, 2) The judgments on earth that follow the opening of the seals will be the direct outcome of the intervention of heaven. It was when the Lamb in heaven opened one of the seals that John immediately heard the noise of thunder, and one of the four living creatures saying, "Come." In response to this cry "a white horse" comes forth and judgment commences on earth. Men may think they are carrying out their own will, but God is behind all that men are doing and no one is behind God. 

   It is generally recognised that in the expression "Come and see" in the opening of the first four seals, the words "and see" are not in the original text. "Come and see" would imply a call to John, but it is hardly probable that a call to the apostle would be accompanied with thunder. The word "Come" would be a call to the horses and riders, and with this, thunder would be quite consistent.

   It would appear from other scriptures that the horse is used to represent an imperial power used by the providence of God to carry out His purposes whether in judgment or blessing. In Zechariah 1: 10 the prophet is definitely told concerning the horses he saw in his vision that "These are they whom the LORD hath sent to walk to and fro through the earth." When the Lord comes forth to reign the symbol of a white horse is used (Rev. 19: 11). So it would seem whether it be in connection with the Lord, or others, the white horse is a symbol of the victorious progress of the rider. Here the rider has a bow, indicating, as it has been suggested, that, in contrast to a sword, he can make his power felt at a distance without personal combat and bloodshed. Moreover, he is allowed to carry all before him, for "he went forth conquering and to conquer." The fact that "a crown was given to him" may indicate that he will not be an hereditary monarch but one like Napoleon, and other dictators, who rises from the masses. 

   This first seal would indicate that after the church period the first judgment that will overtake the world will be the uprising of some leader from the masses to whom a kingly position will be given, who will go forth on a campaign of aggression, and for a time march from victory to victory over surrounding nations with irresistible power.

   (Vv. 3, 4) With the opening of the second seal, John sees that a red horse comes forth and peace is taken from the earth. This surely indicates that the outcome of the victorious career of the rider on the first horse will be a general uprising of the nations leading to internecine warfare and bloodshed with the result that peace is taken from the earth.

   (Vv. 5, 6) When the third seal is opened John sees a black horse with a rider holding a pair of balances. This clearly indicates that universal warfare will be followed by famine in which the masses will be deprived of the necessities of life even if the rich are still able to obtain their luxuries.

   (Vv. 7, 8) On the opening of the fourth seal a pale horse comes forth with the name of death stamped upon the rider. This surely tells us that pestilence will follow famine. Thus in a fourth part of the earth men will die by the sword, by famine, by pestilence, and by ravenous beasts of the earth.

   It has been generally recognised that these first four judgments correspond to those which the Lord speaks of as "the beginning of sorrows." When telling His disciples of the future judgments coming upon the prophetic earth, He speaks first of "wars and rumours of wars," then of internecine warfare — "nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom;" thirdly, the Lord foretells famines, and finally pestilence (Matt. 24: 6-8).

   (Vv. 9, 11) While there is no specific judgment connected with the opening of the fifth seal, it prepares the way for a more terrible series of judgments under the remaining seals — judgments which no longer have simply a providential character but in which men are compelled to recognise the hand of God. 

   Two facts are made manifest by the opening of this seal. Firstly, we learn that during the period of the first four seals God will have His witnesses on earth who will bear testimony to the word of God and in consequence suffer martyrdom at the hands of "them that dwell on the earth." This is a particular class who find their portion in this earth and would exclude all recognition of God and His Christ, and therefore are in deadly enmity to the witnesses to Christ. They are referred to again and again in the course of the Revelation (see Rev. 3: 10; Rev. 11: 10, Rev. 13: 8, 12, 14, Rev. 14: 6, Rev. 17: 8).

   Secondly, we learn that the judgments that follow will be an answer to the cry of this martyred remnant to God to avenge their blood. To-day the testimony of the church is heavenly, but, in the time of these judgments, the testimony of God's witnesses will be wholly concerned with the earth, and God's claims to the creation as the inheritance of Christ. Obviously such a witness will bring them into direct conflict with those "that dwell on the earth." Opposed and suffering martyrdom they will rightly cry to God to avenge their blood, for the blessings of the coming Kingdom that they proclaim can only be reached through the judgment of the world. It is no part of the church's testimony to call for judgment as our blessings belong to heaven and are reached by the coming of Christ. 

   Their cry, "How long," indicates that they know there is a limit to the persecution of God's people. "Under the altar" would seem to suggest as a symbol that these saints will be offered as an acceptable sacrifice to God as the first group of martyred saints after the church has gone. There are others to follow before the time of judgment is over, so they are told to wait yet for a season until the martyrdom of their brethren should be fulfilled. The white robes are the witness of their practical righteousness and thus of God's approval. They witnessed for God as the Holy and the True, and men opposed and martyred them, but God approved them and will avenge their blood.

   (Vv. 12-17) With the opening of the sixth seal, the judgments will take a more terrible form, so that all from the highest to the lowest will be stricken with terror as they are compelled to see a destructive and overwhelming revolution wholly beyond anything experienced by men in the past history of the world. Earthquakes would indicate as a symbol the breaking up of all social, religious, and political order. The statements as to the sun, moon, and stars would symbolise the complete overthrow of all who exercise government from the highest to the lowest. The mountains and islands being removed out of their places set forth the break up of empires. So terrible will these convulsions in the world appear to men that they will be stricken in conscience as they see the hand of God at work, and so fear that the great day of His wrath is come. But, having rejected the testimony of God's witnesses they will say, "Who shall be able to stand?"

   6 The Saved Remnant (Revelation 7)

   We have already seen that during the period of these judgments God will have witnesses who will reach their eternal blessing through martyrdom. Now we learn that before the severer judgments that will follow the opening of the seventh seal God will have a great host of witnesses who will be preserved through "the great tribulation" (verse 14). 

   (Vv. 1-8) John sees "four angels standing on the four corners of the earth "ready to execute judgments that will fall on every quarter of the world. But before these judgments commence he sees another angel ascending from the east, and thus the harbinger of a new day, who stays the judgments until the servants of God are sealed in their foreheads. These servants represented by a symbolic number of "One hundred and forty-four thousand" are drawn from the twelve tribes of Israel. This surely indicates that during this time of tribulation God will raise up His servants from amongst His ancient people Israel to be a public witness to Himself in every part of the world to which they may have been scattered. 

   (Vv. 9-10) Further, John sees "a great multitude, which no man could number," gathered from the Gentile nations. They are described as standing before the throne, and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes and the palms in their hands. Standing before the throne would not necessarily imply that they are in heaven, but that they are accepted as in the favour of God. Do not all the symbols suggest that a great host of believers will be preserved through these terrible judgments for the blessings of Christ's earthly kingdom? When the wicked will fall before the judgments of God's throne and the Lamb that acts in judgment, there will be those who will stand in safety before the throne and the Lamb. When the nations are being judged for their wickedness there will be those whom God will accept as righteous, as witnessed by the "white robes." When the world is led into rebellion against God by the devil, the beast, and the Antichrist, there will be those who will be victorious over all the power of the enemy, as symbolised by the "palms in their hands." But if they are preserved through the judgments they take no credit to themselves, but ascribe all their blessing to God and the Lamb. In the very day when judgment is proceeding from "the throne" and "the Lamb" they can say, "Salvation to our God which sitteth upon the throne and unto the Lamb."

   (Vv. 11, 12) The grace that gathers this vast multitude for blessing, in the very day when judgments are falling upon the world, calls forth a burst of praise in heaven. The angels, the elders, and the four living creatures fall down and worship before the throne, and ascribe to God "Blessing, and glory, and wisdom, and thanksgiving, and honour, and power, and might." 

   (Vv. 13-17) In the first part of the chapter we have seen that in the time of these judgments God will have a saved remnant from Israel and the Gentiles. In the closing verses the question is raised, and answered by one of the elders in heaven, as to who this company may be and whence they come. It would seem that these verses apply to both classes, for in Isaiah 49: 10 exactly similar language is used to describe the blessing of restored Israel. There we read, "They shall not hunger nor thirst; neither shall the heat nor sun smite them: for he that hath mercy on them shall lead them, even by the springs of water shall he guide them."

   It is explained to John that this blessed company has come out of "the great tribulation" about to come upon all the world under the judgments symbolised by the Seven Trumpets, as set forth in the following chapter. Of this solemn time we have already heard in the address to the assembly in Philadelphia, as "the hour of trial which is about to come upon the whole habitable world to try them that dwell upon the earth" (Rev. 3: 10). Already we have learned in Revelation 6: 9-11 that there will be during this time of judgment a martyred remnant, but there is nothing to indicate that this great company will suffer martyrdom. It is said that they "came out of the great tribulation," words that would indicate that they are preserved through the trials. They come under the cleansing of the blood of the Lamb, and for this reason they are accepted before God and have access to God, and are sheltered by God, for God "shall spread His tabernacle over them" (N. Tr.). If, however, they are preserved through the judgment this does not mean that they will not have to face trial and suffering, represented by hunger and thirst, and heat and tears. But in the end their sufferings will be for ever past, for "They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more." The Lamb "shall lead them unto living fountains of waters; and God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes."

   Do we not learn from this chapter that, as in this day, there are those who receive the gospel of the grace of God and come into heavenly blessing, while those who obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ come under judgment (2 Thess. 1: 8, 9); so in the day to come there will be a vast host who have never heard the gospel of the grace of God, but will receive the everlasting gospel of the kingdom and pass on to the earthly blessing of the millennium, while those who reject this gospel will come under judgment?

   7 The Trumpets (Revelation 8)

   The opening of the seventh seal is followed by silence in heaven for the space of half an hour. There is something intensely solemn in the thought of all heaven being hushed into silence under the awe-inspiring sense of events about to take place on earth.

   For long ages evil had been increasing, Christ had been dishonoured, God defied, and His people persecuted. In the presence of this ever-growing evil there had been no public intervention of God. But if God had remained silent, it was not that God was indifferent; for at last God was about to intervene, and the silence of the ages will be broken by the trumpets of God that announce His judgments.

   The judgments under the first seals had been of a providential character. However severe, they were similar to visitations which had fallen upon men at different times, such as wars, famine, and pestilence. In the judgments that are prophetically announced at the opening of the seventh seal we see a more direct and manifest intervention of God. The sound of a trumpet would symbolise the fact that God is directly announcing that His judgments are about to fall upon man.

   (V. 2) John sees seven angels standing before God, to whom seven trumpets are given. It would thus appear that the last seal embraces the whole period of the judgments under the seven trumpets and thus carries us up to the time under the seventh trumpet when the kingdoms of this world become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ (Rev. 11: 15-18). 

   (Vv. 3-6) Before these judgments commence we are permitted to see that God has heard the prayers of His people, and that in these judgments they will be answered. To-day, when God is acting in sovereign grace, those who have the mind of heaven pray for the salvation of sinners, and their prayers are answered by the blessing of souls. In the day to come when God is acting in judgment, those who have His mind will rightly use the imprecatory Psalms, for, in common with the earthly saints of Old Testament days, they will reach their blessing through the judgment of their enemies. In contrast to these believers, the heavenly saints of this day reach their final blessing through being called away from the scene of judgment through the coming of Christ.

   The prayers of these saints are presented to God by the angel at the altar with the golden censer, who adds incense to the prayers. Does not this angel represent Christ, Himself, who, as the Great High Priest intercedes for His people? It is said that His incense is offered with "the prayers of all saints." May this not indicate that in these judgments we see an answer to the prayers of all the saints of Old Testament days, as well as those of the great tribulation?

   The incense that goes up to God has an immediate answer in bringing judgment upon men, for the angel that offers the incense to God on behalf of the saints, casts fire upon the earth with the result that there is every sign of coming judgment, and the seven angels that had the seven trumpets prepared themselves to sound.

   (V. 7) The judgment under the first angel is accompanied with hail and fire mingled with blood. "Hail" may symbolise violent and destructive judgment; "fire" the all-consuming character of the judgment; and "blood" the death that follows through the judgment.

   This judgment falls upon the earth, probably used as a symbol to set forth an ordered and prosperous portion of the world in contrast to uncivilised nations set forth by the sea. The "third part" in this and the three following trumpet judgments would limit the judgment to a restricted area. From Revelation 12: 4 this would seem to indicate the sphere of the revived Roman Empire. It may be the western part of the Roman Empire in contrast to the sixth trumpet, which is connected with the Euphrates or eastern portion, while the seventh trumpet tells us of a universal judgment (Rev. 11: 15-18). 

   This judgment falls upon the trees and green grass. Often in Scripture trees are used as a symbol to set forth great men of the earth, while the green grass speaks of prosperity. It would thus seem that this first trumpet judgment falls upon Europe, or western part of the Roman Empire, dealing in judgment with the leaders and sweeping away all prosperity.

   (Vv. 8, 9) In the judgment of the second trumpet John saw "as it were a great mountain burning with fire cast into the sea." In Scripture we know that a mountain is used to symbolise a great and long-established power. Thus, Babylon is spoken of as a "destroying mountain," and the LORD says "I will roll thee down from the rocks, and will make thee a burning mountain" (Jer. 51: 25). The sea, with its continued movement, is often used to set forth the nations in a state of unrest (see Rev. 17: 15).

   This trumpet would thus appear to foretell the overwhelming destruction of a great world power, that in its fall will bring ruin and death upon a third part of the nations as their channel of subsistence is destroyed through commerce being brought to a standstill by the destruction of the ships.

   (Vv. 10, 11) The judgment that follows the sounding of the third trumpet is symbolised by the fall of a great star upon the third part of the rivers. Does not a great star set forth some prominent leader of thought to whom men have looked for guidance? The rivers may set forth the sources of intellectual thought by which men seek to guide their lives? The fall of a great burning star would seem to indicate that in the judgment of God some intellectual leader is allowed to put forth false teaching, such, for instance, as evolution, which poisons the minds of men, bringing bitterness and moral death, or separation from God, upon a third part of the earth.

   (V. 12) The judgment of the fourth trumpet is set forth under the figure of a third part of the sun, and moon, and stars being smitten with darkness. The sun, moon, and stars are used in Scripture to set forth different grades of governmental authorities ordained of God. Do not these symbols suggest that a third part of the political powers will be smitten, leaving people in darkness and confusion in every walk of life?

   (V. 13) The three last trumpet judgments are distinguished from the first four by the announcement of the angel flying through the midst of heaven, saying with a loud voice, "Woe, woe, woe to them that dwell upon the earth, for the remaining voices of the trumpet of the three angels who are about to sound." 

   It will be noticed that the first four trumpet judgments dealt more especially with the circumstances of life, symbolised by the trees, the rivers, the sun, moon, and stars. The last three trumpet judgments are more severe and terrible in their character, inasmuch as we shall see, they fall upon men, rather than their circumstances. They bring woe to that special class referred to as dwellers upon the earth — those who, like Cain, go out from the presence of the Lord and seek to build a world without God.

   8 The Woes (Revelation 9)

   (Vv. 1-11) We have already learned that, in the times of these judgments, God will seal as His own a great number from Israel, who will be preserved for the reign of Christ. We may surely conclude from the fact that the fifth trumpet judgment, or first woe, falls on "those men which have not the seal of God on their foreheads," that this judgment falls especially on the apostate, or unsealed portion of the nation of Israel. 

   This fearful judgment appears to be some Satanic delusion that darkens the minds of men. It is presented as being brought about under the symbol of a star fallen to the earth. May this not set forth some intellectual leader in a subordinate position who is permitted to delude men's minds with some Satanic teaching?

   This evil teaching is set forth under the symbol of a swarm of locusts that, with irresistible power, sweep all before them leaving misery in their trail. The natural locusts would destroy the grass and every green thing, and strip the trees. But the evil influence set forth by these symbolic locusts will not affect the circumstances of life, or even the bodies of men, but poisons the minds of men even as a scorpion poisons the body. To such mental misery will men be brought that they will seek death but not find it. Death is probably used in the passage in a moral sense, as an expression of separation from God. The very people that were once called to be a witness to the true God will, through falling under this Satanic delusion, seek to find relief to their minds by attempting to throw off all knowledge of God.

   Striking figures are used to set forth this terrible delusion. "Horses prepared unto battle" would surely infer that it will come with irresistible power; the "crowns like gold" suggest that this delusion will appear to have supreme authority; "the faces of men" would symbolise that it will have a highly intellectual character; "the hair of women" may suggest that it will commend itself as having the appearance of meekness and subjection to others. But whatever its outward attraction to the minds of men, "the teeth of lions" would imply that it will lay hold of men with fanatic ferocity, while "the breastplates of iron" may indicate that it will harden the affections, and seize upon the minds of men with incredible swiftness as set forth by "the sound of their wings" likened to "the sound of chariots of many horses running to battle." This strong delusion will leave a trail of terrible misery symbolised by the "stings in their tails." This evil influence will affect men for a limited period for the power to hurt will only last for five months. The leader in this terrible delusion will be Satan, the angel of the bottomless pit.

   It has been suggested that the star that falls from heaven sets forth the false prophet, or Antichrist, described in greater detail in Revelation 13: 11-18. We know that he will be an apostate (Dan. 11: 37) and will be energised by Satan, for he speaks as a dragon, to deceive those that dwell on the earth. May we not conclude that the fifth and sixth trumpet judgments set forth the strong delusion of which the apostle Paul speaks in 2 Thessalonians 2: 8-12?

   (Vv. 12-19) A voice from the golden altar before God calls forth the sixth angel, or second woe judgment. This again reminds us that all these judgments are directed from heaven, and that evil in its fulness is restrained until the moment for judgment is come. 

   This judgment is very similar to the last; but whereas the first woe fell upon the unsealed of Israel this second woe is said to fall upon "the third part of men," an expression which is used in Revelation 12: 4 to set forth the sphere of the Roman Empire, which would embrace professing Christendom.

   The mention of the Euphrates would indicate that this judgment comes from the East, for this river is the natural barrier between the East and the West. It would seem then that when the time of this judgment is come this barrier will be removed and some evil influence from the East will sweep over the sphere of professing Christendom. The symbol of a mighty army of horsemen would indicate some irresistible delusion of the devil. "Their power in their mouth" may indicate that this delusion will be presented with all the persuasive eloquence of speech. But behind the delusion is the power of Satan, symbolised by their tails being like unto serpents. In result the third part of men are killed, setting forth, probably not physical death but that men are led into all the misery of apostasy, or moral death to God. Have we not had foreshadowings of such a delusion sweeping over Christendom from the East in the history of the invasion of Mahomet?

   (Vv. 20, 21) Apparently there will be some that escape this terrible delusion, but even so they do not repent, for it is evident from the closing verse that as in the days before the flood the world will be given over to violence and corruption.

   9 The Witnesses of God (Revelation 10-11: 18)

   With the tenth chapter we reach a pause in the prophecy of the seven trumpet judgments in order that there may be brought before us the ways of God in maintaining a witness for Christ in connection with the earth during the solemn period of the sixth trumpet, or second woe, judgment. This parenthetical portion closes with the statement in Revelation 11: 14 that "the second woe is past, and behold the third woe comes quickly." This surely indicates that the events described in this portion take place during the second woe, and are immediately followed by the third woe, or seventh trumpet judgment. From the details given in this passage we shall see that the events recorded take place during the period of three and a half years that immediately precede the coming of Christ to claim His earthly kingdom.

   (V. 1) The passage opens with a vision of a "mighty angel come down from heaven." From the description that follows we shall surely be right in concluding that in this mighty angel we have a presentation of Christ. He is clothed with a cloud that so often, in Scripture, betokens the Divine Presence. The rainbow that in Revelation 4: 3 was seen round about the throne is now upon the head of this angel, and sets forth that this is the One through whom God's covenant of mercy with the earth will be carried out. His face like the sun reminds us that in this Person all the glory of God will be set forth and supreme authority displayed. His feet as pillars of fire would indicate that He is treading a path of holy judgment against sin.

   (V. 2) In His hand He held "a little book open." From the verses that follow we may infer that the open book refers to the prophecies of the Old Testament, which have been plainly revealed, in contrast to the book with the seven seals that foretells things not disclosed in Old Testament days.

   The angel set His right foot upon the sea, and His left foot on the earth. Symbolically, the sea is often used in Scripture to set forth the mass of nations in an uncivilised state, while the earth speaks of the ordered portion of the world that has had the light of God, whether in Judaism or Christendom, and therefore the portion of the world to which prophecy especially applies. We are thus led on to the time when Christ will publicly assert His rights over the whole world.

   (Vv. 3, 4) The loud voice and the seven thunders tell us that the rights of Christ will be made good through judgments that none can evade, though John is not allowed to disclose the voices of the seven thunders.

   (Vv. 5-7) Christ, represented by the strong angel, who already has asserted His claim to the whole world, now swears by Him that liveth for ever and ever, and who has created all things, that the time is at hand when He will enter upon His earthly inheritance — there will be "no longer delay" (N. Tr.). The seventh trumpet will introduce the final judgments, end the mystery of God, and bring in the blessings of the kingdom according to the glad tidings delivered to His servants the prophets (N. Tr.). The mystery of God in this passage refers to the fact that for long ages God has not publicly intervened in the affairs of men. The wickedness of men has grown unchecked by any public display on the part of God. Men have been allowed to gratify their lusts, attain their ambitions, to increase in their rebellion against God and persecution of His people. During the ages God's people have been tortured on the rack, banished from their homes, and martyred at the stake, and God, it might seem, has not interfered. All this — which has been called the silence of God — is a great mystery. It is not, however, inexplicable, for a "mystery" in Scripture is not something which cannot be explained, but something which is only known to the initiated. During the time of the mystery of God, believers have had the open book of prophecy foretelling the time of blessing that will come when God publicly intervenes. Thus the lamp of prophecy has illumined the darkness of the ages and the believer has been initiated into the mind of God. When, however, the Lord Jesus publicly intervenes, taking possession of the kingdoms of this world, the mystery of God will be finished. The judgment of the wicked and the blessings of the kingdom, known to the believer, will be fulfilled and manifest to the world.

   The closing incident of Revelation 10 is deeply significant and full of instruction. John is told to take the little open book and "eat it up," and that, so doing, he would find it bitter to his belly, but sweet as honey in his mouth. Does this not set forth the fact that the truth of all that God is to bring in — the unfolding of coming glories — is indeed sweet to our taste, but it involves the setting aside of the flesh, and the utter judgment of all that the flesh lusts after? We have to discover that as believers the flesh is still in us, and hence the truth, however sweet to the taste, involves bitter exercises as it discovers to us the true character of our own hearts. It is necessary not only that we should judge the world around us, but that we also should judge the flesh within us; for if we judge ourselves we shall not be judged. When we have judged the flesh the Lord can use us as witnesses to others, even as John, having passed through these exercises, is told, "Thou must prophesy again as to peoples, and nations, and tongues, and many kings." Isaiah, in his day, had to learn the bitterness of his own visions. In Revelation 6 he sees a vision of the whole earth filled with the glory of the LORD. Surely a sweet foretaste of blessing and glory to come: but immediately he says, "Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips." This is the bitter exercise that the word produces as it discovers to him the character of his own heart. But when all is owned he at once finds it is met by a coal from off the altar. So when we discover and own what we are, we find that all has been met by the One that died for us. Having been cleansed by sacrifice Isaiah is the very one that the LORD can send with a message to others (Isa. 6: 3-10). 

   (Revelation 11: 1) Having been prepared for service, a reed is given to John, and he is told to "measure the temple of God, and the altar, and them that worship therein." The mention of the temple and the holy city clearly shows that the events foretold in this portion of the Revelation have their centre in Jerusalem, and are in connection with the nation of Israel. 

   As a symbol the temple sets forth the dwelling place of God, and the altar the way of approach to God on the ground of sacrifice. Measuring would seem to set forth that the man of God is to take account of all that God has reserved for Himself as having His approval. Does not this action, and the figures used, tell us that during the time of these judgments God will have His people whom He delights to own as drawing near to Him in worship?

   (V. 2) The court was not to be measured setting forth the fact that at this time the Gentiles will be allowed to tread under foot the holy city for three and a half years. It is clear, then, that during the closing period of the times of the Gentiles, while God reserves to Himself a godly remnant, the mass of the Jewish nation will be given over to the violence of the Gentiles, who will tread under foot their city. During this time the world will return to pagan savagery and corruption, and like the dogs and swine will trample under foot all that is "holy," and, as the following verses show, will rend the people of God (Matt. 7: 6). So Peter warns us that in the last days men will act like the dog that returns to its vomit, and the sow to her wallowing in the mire (2 Peter 2: 22).

   The mention of the forty-two months, or three and a half years, at once connects the Revelation made to John with the prophecies of Daniel. In Daniel 9: 24-27, we read of a period of seventy weeks, at the end of which everlasting righteousness under the reign of Christ will be established. We are then told that these weeks would commence with the command to rebuild Jerusalem, which we know was in the reign of Cyrus. Further we learn that after seven weeks and sixty-two weeks the Messiah would be cut off. It is evident then that each day of these weeks represents one year and that the first sixty-nine weeks of years were completed at the crucifixion of Christ. This leaves one week of seven years yet to be fulfilled. At the commencement of this last seven years Daniel tells us that the leader of the Roman Empire will enter into a covenant with the Jews for seven years, and in the midst of the seven years will cause the Jewish sacrifice to cease. In Daniel 7: 25 we further learn that he will wear out the saints of the Most High and think to change times and laws during this period of "a time and times and the dividing of time," in other words, for three and a half years.

   (Vv. 3, 4) It is this last week of seven years that is brought before us in the Revelation, and more especially the last half of this week. Thus, in this passage, we learn that during this period not only the opposition of the Gentiles against God's ancient people will come to a head, but during this same time God will raise up two outstanding witnesses in accord with the principle of Scripture that "out of the mouth of two or three witnesses every word shall be established." Being clothed in sackcloth may show that their message is one that calls aloud for repentance. In this case the period of three and a half years is stated in days, possibly to emphasise the fact that the witness will be daily. 

   The figures used to set forth the character of these witnesses are similar to those used in the fourth chapter of the prophet Zechariah. From this passage it becomes clear that the olive tree indicates that these witnesses are anointed by the Holy Spirit to "stand before the Lord of the whole earth" (compare Zech. 4: 14 with Rev. 11: 4). As candlesticks they become witnesses before men. Their testimony is to the Lord who has claimed the sea and the earth and is about to establish His kingdom. In the day when those that dwell on the earth are seeking to claim the world for themselves, God will have His witnesses that testify that He is "the Lord of the earth."

   (Vv. 5, 6) This witness will call forth intense opposition from the enemy which will be met by acts of Divine power. The two witnesses will be empowered to shut the heavens that it rain not during the days of their prophecy, even as Elijah acted in his day (1 Kings 17: 1); and as Moses smote Egypt with plagues, so again will these witnesses to the Lord of the earth "smite the earth with all plagues."

   To-day God's people witness to the God of heaven in His sovereign grace saving sinners for heaven, through faith in Christ. Therefore, no outward signs of judgment accompany their witness. In the coming days of these witnesses, God will be giving testimony to the coming reign of Christ on earth, to be introduced by judgments that will clear the inheritance of evil. In consistency with this testimony solemn signs of coming judgment are given.

   (Vv. 7, 8) At the end of the three and a half years, when the testimony of the two witnesses is finished, the beast, which we learn a little later is the head of the revived Roman Empire, will be allowed to overcome and kill them. Their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city, the moral condition of which in these last days will be so utterly degraded that it is likened to Sodom with its gross immorality, and Egypt with its idolatry and worldliness. Then we are reminded that this appalling condition is the outcome of the greatest of all sins, for this great city is "where also their Lord was crucified."

   In accord with the revelation to John, the Lord when on earth warned His disciples that the condition of the world immediately preceding His appearing will be one of violence and corruption as in the days before the flood, and of gross filthiness, as in the day of Lot when judgment from heaven fell upon Sodom. As we see the increasing violence, corruption, lust, and godlessness that mark the lands that have so long had the light of Christianity do we not discern how all is preparing for the terrible crisis of evil described in these verses?

   (V. 9) If the Gentiles joined with the Jews in crucifying the Lord, we cannot be surprised to learn that all the world will unite in expressing their hatred and contempt of the witnesses to the Lord, by leaving their dead bodies unburied.

   (V. 10) Further, we are told that there will be a distinct class, described as those "that dwell upon the earth," who not only leave their bodies exposed to insult but will "rejoice over them," "make merry," and "send gifts to one another." These earth dwellers, whose one aim, like the rich man of Luke 12, is to eat, drink, and be merry without any thought of God or the future, find the testimony of these two witnesses a perfect torment to them, and rejoice when, as they judge, they are overcome and for ever silenced. 

   (Vv. 11, 12) However, the rejoicing of the world will be short-lived, for at the end of three and a half days God will intervene, and in the sight of the people will raise up His witnesses, and they will hear a great voice from heaven that will call them to "Come up hither." 

   (V. 13) God's witnesses having been rejected there is nothing left for man but judgment. Witness is borne to this solemn fact by a great earthquake in which seven thousand men are slain. For the moment men are terrified and will give glory "to the God of heaven." The testimony of the two witnesses was to "the Lord of the earth," thus asserting the title of Christ to the earth. Alas! though in a moment of terror men may admit there is a God in heaven, they will not submit to the Lord of the earth. Nevertheless, God has determined "that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things on earth, and things under the earth" (Phil. 2: 10).

   We thus learn from this deeply solemn passage that the closing events of this age will have their centre in Jerusalem and take place during a period of three and a half years. Further, we are told, that during the great tribulation of these last days there will be a God-fearing remnant, and amongst them two outstanding witnesses, whose testimony will be accompanied by mighty acts of power that will bring plagues upon men. Opposed to the people of God, and in contrast to them, there will be a great company of earth dwellers led by two pre-eminently wicked men — the head of the Roman Empire and the Antichrist (Rev. 13), whose opposition will be accompanied by "the working of Satan with all power and signs and lying wonders" (2 Thess. 2: 9).

   (Vv. 14-17) The solemn events brought before us in Revelation 10 - 11: 13 ends the period of the second woe and prepares the way for the establishment of the kingdom of Christ, brought before us in the third woe by the sounding of the trumpet of the seventh angel. 

   With the sounding of the seventh trumpet we are carried from earth to heaven to hear great voices in heaven announcing the glad tidings that "The kingdom of the world of our Lord and of His Christ is come, and He shall reign to the ages of ages." The great day will at last come when the government of this world will pass into the hands of the Lord Jesus. All heaven rejoices at the announcement, and the saints, represented by the Twenty-four elders, worship with thanksgiving to God. 

   (V. 18) How solemn that the introduction of this reign of blessedness will be a "woe" upon the earth dwellers who have rejected Christ and His witnesses. The reign that brings in everlasting blessing to the people of God will mean everlasting woe to the haters of God and His Christ. They see in this solemn announcement that at last the time has come when the wrath of the nations against Christ and His people, will be met by the wrath of God. 

   Then, too, "the time of the dead to be judged" will come. May this not refer to the martyred saints as in Revelation 14: 13, who will be recompensed for the sufferings they have endured at the hands of men? Further, in the days of Christ's reign, God's servants, prophets, saints, and all that have feared God's Name throughout the ages, both small and great, will receive their reward, while those who have destroyed the earth will themselves be destroyed.

   10 The Dragon (Revelation 11: 19-12)

   In the previous division of the Revelation, 6 to 11: 18 we have had a prophetic unfolding of a series of judgments that will take place on earth between the rapture of the church and the appearing of Christ to claim His kingdom.

   In the division that follows, from Revelation 11: 19 to Revelation 19: 10, we are given details concerning leaders, and great events in heaven and earth during this solemn time. Then, this parenthetical division being completed, we have in the division that follows, from Revelation 19: 11 to Revelation 21: 8, the unfolding of the future again continued from the appearing of Christ on to the eternal state.

   In the opening section of this fresh division, Revelation 11: 19 to the end of Revelation 13, there pass before us the prime movers in opposition to God, to Christ, and to His people, during the period of the three woes, or last three trumpet judgments, a period, as we have learned, of three and a half years that will immediately precede the appearing of Christ. During this terrible time, when all wickedness comes to a head, there will be a trinity of evil in the forefront — the Dragon, or Satan (12); the first beast, or head of the revived Roman Empire (Rev. 13: 1-10); and the second beast, or Antichrist (Rev. 13: 11-18). 

   (Revelation 11: 19) This division of the Revelation would seem more properly to commence with the last verse of Revelation 11, as being introductory to the scenes that follow. In this verse we have a symbolic intimation that God is about to resume His public dealings with the nation of Israel, for we see the temple of God opened in heaven and discover the ark of the covenant. We know from the Old Testament that the temple speaks of God's dwelling, and the ark of the presence of God, in the midst of His earthly people. Does not this vision tell us that, in spite of Israel's long history of failure, God remains true to His covenant with His ancient people? Time was when the ark was in the temple on earth, the witness of God's covenant with Israel, and the token of His presence in their midst. Because of the idolatry of the nation the temple was destroyed and the ark of the covenant removed; and though after the captivity the temple was rebuilt, yet the ark, that spoke of God's immediate presence, was never restored. Now we learn that the ark abode, as it were, in heaven, and hence the covenant with Israel remains; though, on account of their low state, there has been no public witness to this on earth during long centuries. It was a secret cherished in heaven to be disclosed for the comfort of a godly remnant in Israel in the time when God is once more about to bring the nation into blessing.

   (Revelation 12: 1, 2) In accord with the vision of the temple and the ark, Israel at once comes before us under the figure of a woman clothed with the sun, the moon under her feet, and a crown of twelve stars upon her head. This vision is symbolic, not of the nation of Israel in its failure, as seen in history, but Israel according to the purpose of God, as seen by heaven. Thus, the woman is spoken of as a great wonder in heaven. It is heaven's view of Israel. Being clothed with the sun would surely set forth the supremacy of Israel over the nations. The moon under her feet would imply that all other authority among the nations will be derived from, and subordinate to, Israel. The crown of twelve stars may speak of the administration of the twelve tribes. 

   (Vv. 3-5) There follows a view of Israel historically, as the nation from whom Christ came into the world, and the circumstances in which He came. The woman in travail with child would recall the sufferings the nation passed through before Christ was born. All had failed — people, priests, and kings — Israel had gone into captivity amid every circumstance of humiliation, suffering, and sorrow. A remnant had been restored, only to lapse into dead formality; and when at last the time had come for the birth of Christ there was only a sorrowing remnant, in the midst of a subject and downtrodden nation, who looked for redemption in Jerusalem. Amidst all these humiliations the cry at last goes forth, "To us a child is born."

   This great event at once brings to light the great enemy of Christ. If there was a godly remnant, anxiously looking for the coming of Christ and their redemption, there was also the great enemy awaiting His coming to seek His destruction. It is with this great enemy of Christ, and man, that the chapter is mainly occupied.

   We are left in no doubt as to who the Dragon is. He is described in verse 9 as "that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan." Thus, behind all the wickedness of man, which, in the days that precede the coming of Christ, will rise to its fearful height, we are permitted to see that Satan will be the prime mover. Wicked men will come before us, but they are the instruments of Satan who will be the instigator of their evil.

   The dragon is seen in the vision as having seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns upon his heads. These are almost the identical terms used to describe the beast, or head of the Roman Empire, in Revelation 13: 1. The symbols thus present Satan as identified with the empire and seeking by means of its head to obtain universal power on earth. The seven heads suggest the idea of complete directing power, while the ten horns point to the instruments through which his power is exercised. The Roman Empire, we know, will be revived in a ten kingdom form (Rev. 17: 12). Here the crowns are on the heads; in Revelation 13 they are on the horns. If it is a question of the source of the royal authority of the empire, it is found in Satan; but, in the sight of men, the royal authority is seen in the ten kings; for this reason, it may be, the horns are crowned in Revelation 13: 1. 

   His tail that drew a third part of heaven, may be a symbolic allusion to the false prophet, or second beast of Revelation 13, even as the seven heads and ten horns point to the first beast. This we may gather from a striking passage in Isaiah 9: 15, in which we read, "the prophet that teacheth lies, he is the tail." We may thus learn that the tail represents the deadly spiritual influence that follows from authority falling into the devil's power. If the influence of the first beast is to bring men into bondage to the tyranny of a devilish dictator, the influence of the second beast will end in separating men from all fear, or knowledge, of God.

   The Man child is described as the One who is to rule all nations with a rod of iron. None can question that this language could only apply to Christ. At once we hear of the opposition of the devil who is exposed as the one who through the ages, from the day he appeared as the serpent in the Garden of Eden until he appears as the Dragon in Revelation, is in deadly opposition to the claims of Christ. He would fain usurp the power that belongs to Christ, and which Christ is destined to wield as the ruler of all nations. Aspiring to this universal authority, he sought, at the birth of Christ, to devour the child. The great contest that has marked the ages, and that has been behind all the conflicts of men, is, Who is to have universal sway on the earth; Christ or the Devil? The answer is never in doubt for a moment, though it may often look as if the devil is triumphant.

   The life and death of the Lord Jesus are here passed over in silence, and we are told that the child was caught up to heaven. Here, the subject is not the righteous basis of the blessing for men which is found in the cross, but rather the covenant of God with Israel and His ways in bringing that covenant to pass.

   (V. 6) At this point we pass from history to prophecy yet to be fulfilled. From the ascension of Christ to the glory we are carried in thought to the flight of the woman into the wilderness. There is no mention of the nineteen centuries that have intervened during which the church has been gathered out from the world. The number of days that are mentioned again point on to the last half week of Daniel's seventy weeks. Here then we see the nation of Israel represented by a godly remnant that will flee into the wilderness during the three and a half years of the great tribulation. Their flight is immediately connected with the ascension of Christ, for all their sufferings will be owing to the absence of Christ, even as they will be ended by the appearing of Christ. The reign of the beast will, for this godly remnant, turn the world into a wilderness. They will find their refuge and blessing in taking a place outside and apart from the political and religious world of their day with its awful violence and corruption. To stand apart from the world system may indeed involve suffering, but it will secure spiritual blessing, for, in the outside place that God has prepared, this remnant will be nourished a thousand two hundred and threescore days, even as the Lord can say by the prophet Hosea, "I will allure her and bring her into the wilderness, and speak to her heart" (Hosea 2: 14 N. Tr.).

   As in the day to come the blessing of the godly will be found outside of, and in separation from, the political and religious world, so in this day when all is heading up to apostasy and rebellion against God, the only true place of blessing for the believer is outside the camp gathered to Christ. This will indeed be a place of reproach, but will lead to rich spiritual blessing.

   (Vv. 7-11) We are now permitted to look behind the scenes on earth to learn what will take place in heaven. It may seem remarkable that Satan has access to heaven, but that in some way it is so is evident from the Book of Job and other Old Testament scriptures. Further we learn that the time is coming when his power will be contested and overthrown in heaven; if in the highest place his power is broken, he knows that his time is short in the lower sphere on earth. In heaven, all through the ages, he has been the accuser of the brethren, but Christ has been their advocate. The sins of God's people that call forth the devil's accusations, bring into activity Christ's advocacy. To all the devil's accusations they have a perfect answer. They can own with sorrow and humiliation the truth of his accusations, but they plead the precious blood which cleanseth from all sin. Thus free in conscience by the blood they can maintain "the word of their testimony," even unto death. 

   

 



(V. 12) The heavens are called to rejoice that Satan is cast out, for in this event it is seen that God is about to intervene for the salvation of His earthly people and establish the kingdom of God under the mighty power of Christ. But if the casting out of Satan will bring joy to those who dwell in heaven, it will be woe to those who dwell on earth, for the devil, knowing that his time is short, will be filled with wrath. 

   (Vv. 13-17) The wrath of the devil will have its greatest expression against the nation of Israel. Against this terrible persecution, during the time of the great tribulation, the providence of God will open a way of escape for the godly. Their safety will be found in keeping themselves apart from the world, according to the Lord's own words to His disciples, when, looking on to this time, He can say, "Let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains" (Matt. 24: 16-21).

   The form of Satan's persecution is symbolised by a flood of water from the mouth of the serpent, setting forth, probably, the nations in a fearful state of commotion seeking to sweep the Jews from the face of the earth, as it is said "that he might cause her to be carried away of the flood." "The earth helped the woman," may set forth that, in the providential ways of God, there will be some mitigation of this ruthless persecution by the more ordered and civilised parts of the world. As ever, what stirs up the opposition of Satan will be that the remnant obey God and have the testimony of Jesus.

   11 The Beasts (Revelation 13)

   The forty and two months of Revelation 13: 5, or three and a half years, clearly indicate that the events foretold in this chapter will take place during the last half week of Daniel's seventy weeks — the period immediately preceding the appearing and reign of Christ. From the previous chapter we learn that during this terrible time, when man's wickedness rises to its height, the great power behind all the evil will be the devil. In this chapter we see the two great instruments of evil that the devil will use, and that will appear before the world, are symbolised by two beasts. The first beast clearly represents the political power or revived Roman Empire finding its expression in its head (Rev. 13: 1-10). The second beast, or religious power, is surely the Antichrist or false prophet (Rev. 13: 11-18). 

   (V. 1) In this vision John sees the first beast rise up out of the sea. As a symbol the restless sea is often used to set forth the nations in an unsettled and revolutionary condition. Are we not then to learn that out of a condition of anarchy and confusion a great imperial power will arise, the characteristics of which are set forth under the figure of a beast "having seven heads and ten horns, and upon his horns ten crowns and upon his heads the name of blasphemy?" 

   The outstanding feature of this power will be that, like a beast, it will act in utter disregard of God. From the prophecy in Daniel 7: 7, 8, and also the further light given in Revelation 17: 8-13, we may conclude that this beast sets forth the revived Roman Empire. The prophecies of Daniel, under the figures of four beasts, foretell the four great world empires that will exercise government during the times of the Gentiles. The first was likened to a lion; the second to a bear; the third is said to be like a leopard. As to the fourth beast, Daniel can find nothing in nature to which it can be likened. He describes it as "being dreadful and terrible," and "diverse from all the beasts that were before it." Moreover, he says, "it had ten horns." In this chapter of Revelation we again have a ten-horned beast, and in the seventeenth chapter this ten-horned beast with seven heads is connected with "seven mountains." Is it not clear that all these scriptures refer to the same beast, and that this imperial power is the revived Roman Empire with its centre in Rome, the seven-hilled city? Upon the seven heads John sees names of blasphemy indicating that this last world empire will not only, like a beast, be ignorant of God but will be deliberately antagonistic to God.

   (V. 2) Further, the beast that John sees is likened to a leopard, a bear, and a lion. It is plain then that this last world empire during the times of the Gentiles, will gather up and combine in itself all the evil features of the first three imperial powers. Moreover, we learn that this last empire will have a directly Satanic source, for the power of his throne and authority are derived from the dragon, that we know, from the last chapter, is the "old serpent," "the Devil and Satan."

   (Vv. 3, 4) From Revelation 17: 9 and 10 we learn that the seven heads not only set forth seven mountains but also "seven kings," or forms of government. John sees one of these heads wounded to death, doubtless setting forth the destruction of the imperial power of Rome which, we know from history, has led to the break up of the Roman Empire as a world-wide political power for many 

   past centuries. From this Scripture, and Revelation 17, we learn that this empire will be revived as set forth by the deadly wound being healed. This revival will be a wonder to all the world and call forth its admiration for a power with which no other power can be compared, and with whom none will dare to make war. Nevertheless, to praise and laud this empire will in reality be worship to the devil.

   (Vv. 5-7) In the verses that follow we are permitted to see the outstanding marks of this revived empire, personified in its head. Firstly, the head of this empire, like every other dictator that attempts to rule the world, will above all else seek to exalt himself and boast in himself, as we read, he will have a "mouth speaking great things."

   Secondly, behind the mouth that boasts in himself there will be a heart that hates God, for he will open "his mouth in blasphemy against God."

   Thirdly, the one that hates God will oppose God's people, for we read he will "make war with the saints," and, for a strictly limited time, will be allowed to overcome them.

   Fourthly, for a time this terrible power will be allowed to have universal sway over men, for power will be given to it "over every tribe, and people, and tongue, and nation."

   (V. 8) The terrible effect of this power upon "all that dwell on the earth" is then brought before us. Those who have all their thoughts and desires centred in the earth, and seek to utterly exclude any belief in God, or a hereafter, will be delighted to find an all-powerful leader who opposes God and His saints. They will gladly worship this instrument of Satan proving, indeed, that they are not of the number of those whose names, from the founding of the world, have been written in the book of life of the Lamb slain (N. Tr.). 

   (Vv. 9, 10) A solemn warning follows: "If any man have an ear let him hear." If we have faith to believe in God, let us pay heed to what God says, when He tells us that the one that leads others into bondage will at last come into bondage himself; and, in due time, the one that kills with the sword will himself come to a violent end. This solemn assurance that judgment will at last overtake the wicked enables the saints to wait in patience and faith for God to deal with the wicked and secure the blessing of His persecuted people.

   (Vv. 11-18) In the remaining verses of the chapter we have the vision of a second beast that John sees coming up out of the earth, setting forth an ordered condition of society in contrast to the first beast who arises from the sea, the symbol of society in a condition of confusion and anarchy. 

   In the vision this beast has two horns like a lamb. Is not this the pretence of resembling Christ and thus seeking to take the place of a religious leader, even as the first beast assumes the place of a political leader? Nevertheless, while having the appearance of a lamb, he speaks as a dragon. Even as the first beast, he will be an active instrument of the devil.

   A comparison of the account of this beast with that of the "man of sin" described in the Second Epistle to the Thessalonians 2: 3-12, will lead to the conclusion that both passages describe the same person, and equally present the Antichrist foretold by the apostle John in his epistle as going to appear at the end of the age (1 John 2: 18). It is only in the Epistle of John that the Antichrist is referred to by name. There his character is wholly religious and he is presented as an heretical apostate that denies foundation truths as to Divine Persons in connection both with Judaism and Christianity. He denies that Jesus is the Christ — the expectation of the Jew; further, he denies the Father and the Son, the outstanding revelation of Christianity.

   We may gather from the mention of the temple in 2 Thessalonians 2 that this second beast, or religious leader, will have his seat at Jerusalem; while the first beast, or political leader, will have his centre in the West, at the seven-hilled city of Rome. 

   This second beast, under the power of Satan, will use his authority to lead those who dwell on the earth to entirely set aside all fear of God by exalting man into an object of worship. Having refused Christ, these earth dwellers will be deceived by means of the miracles that this man will have the power to perform. In result the grossest form of idolatry the world has ever known will be set up in the very sphere that once had the light of Christianity. The first beast, while he will astonish the world by reviving the Roman Empire, will apparently perform no miracles. This second beast, energised by Satan, performs great wonders, even to making fire come down from heaven. Elijah, in his day, was empowered by God to call down fire from heaven to witness to the true God and expose the worship of an idol. What Elijah did by the power of God, Antichrist will imitate by the power of the devil, to turn from the true God to worship an idol, or image of the beast. In Elijah's day the fire having exposed the idolaters, the prophets of Baal were slain. In the coming day the wonder of the fire from heaven having deceived men into the worship of an idol, those who refuse to worship the image will be slain (1 Kings 18: 36-40).

   This wicked man will claim universal religious authority over all — both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond. To enforce his authority he will insist that a public submission to the first beast is made by a public mark in the right hand and in the forehead, without which it will be humanly impossible to exist, for without this mark none will be able to buy or sell.

   There does not appear to be any indication of the symbolic meaning of the number of the beast; doubtless it will be made plain at the needed moment. In the meanwhile we have to beware of drawing deductions which may expose us to every imagination of the human mind.

   We know that the present age is spoken of by the Lord as "the times of the Gentiles" (Luke 21: 24). From the prophecy of Daniel we learn that these times commenced with the government of the world being taken from the Jews, who had fallen into idolatry, and being placed in the hands of the Gentiles, represented by Nebuchadnezzar, to whom it was said, "The God of heaven hath given thee the kingdom, power, strength, and glory;" and wheresoever the children of men dwell he was made "ruler over them all" (Dan. 2: 37, 38).

   Alas! even as the Jew had broken down, so the Gentiles have utterly failed in carrying out the responsibility, given them by God, to govern the world. This failure was manifest at the outset, for Nebuchadnezzar, as another has said "Instead of conducting himself humbly as a man before God — as before Him who had given him his power, on the one hand, he exalted himself, and on the other hand, ravaged the world to satisfy his will."

   As with the first leader of the Gentiles, so throughout the centuries different forms of government have been used by dictators and democrats, in rebellion against God and ruthless cruelty towards men, in seeking their self-exaltation and self-aggrandisement. It has been pointed out that through the centuries the world has been attempting to control evil, and right wrongs, either by democrats or dictators. On the one hand, men find that pure democracy is too weak to control the passions of men, and when utter confusion has been the result of the rule of uncontrolled democrats, men have sought relief by submitting to a dictator, even as the French revolution was followed by setting up Napoleon. On the other hand, nations soon find that the rule of dictators is too tight and ends in all liberty being taken from men. This again leads nations to swing back to an extreme democracy.

   The solemn fact is that neither democrats nor dictators can control the power of evil that is working beneath the surface. The devil is the prince of this world, and his power, leading men to rebel against God and to destroy one another by tyranny and war, is too great for man to control by his own power. Little wonder then that men's hearts are "failing them for fear and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth," and that they use the proverb, "After us the Deluge." But, as it has been remarked, this is only an exaggerated expression of their self-importance and, we may add, a confession of their impotence to right the evils of the world.

   From these two solemn chapters of the Revelation — 12 and 13 — we know that the times of the Gentiles will end in the most terrible form of dictatorship that the world has ever seen. Christendom, having apostatised from God, will fall into utter anarchy and confusion from which men will seek relief by submitting to a power that, though energised by Satan and blaspheming God, will apparently be able to end wars and bring order out of chaos, for men will say, "Who is like unto the beast? who is able to make war with him?" In result the age will close in repeating the idolatry with which it commenced, only in a more terrible form. As Nebuchadnezzar set up his golden image before which all men were to fall down and worship, or be thrown into a fiery furnace, so, in the last days all that dwell on the earth will have to worship the image of the beast, or be killed. 

   Men are dreaming of a "new order" which they hope to bring about by their own efforts and which will secure a world of peace and plenty. But, as one has said, "Instead of permitting ourselves to hope for a continued progress of good, we must expect a progress of evil.... We are to expect evil, until it becomes so flagrant that it will be necessary for the Lord to judge it.... The New Testament constantly presents to us evil as going on increasing until the end, and that Satan will urge it on until the Lord destroys his power."

   Nevertheless, however terrible the end of this present age, it can be faced by the believer in quiet patience and faith in God as he looks on to the glory that lies beyond. In the chapter that follows we shall learn that there is One who can overcome all the power of evil, secure the glory of God, and bring His people into the promised blessing. There we shall see the Son of Man with a crown of victory on His head and the sharp sickle of judgment in His hand. 

   
   12 The Remnant (Revelation 14)

   In Revelation 12 and 13 we have been instructed as to the activities of Satan and his two leading instruments during the three and a half years that close the present age. In this terrible time all the evil that man can devise under the leading of Satan will be allowed to come to a head. Nevertheless, we now learn, in Revelation 14, that during this solemn time God, who is over all, will be working in securing a people for the blessings of the kingdom and in bringing the wicked under judgment.

   (Vv. 1-5) From the opening verses of the chapter we learn that God will have a faithful remnant of believers who will be preserved through the horrors that will mark the reign of the beasts. This remnant is brought before us in a vision that John sees of an hundred and forty-four thousand saints, associated with the Lamb on Mount Zion. As a figure, Zion speaks of God acting in sovereign grace in connection with Israel in contrast to His dealings under law at Mount Sinai (see Psalm 78: 65-68; Heb. 12: 18-22). Does not the whole scene set forth in symbol that, in these closing days, God will intervene in sovereign grace on behalf of a godly remnant of the Jews, who will be redeemed from the earth, associated with Christ as the suffering Lamb, preserved through persecution, to become the first-fruits to God and the Lamb of the great harvest of souls that will be gathered from the nations to share in the glory of Christ's kingdom? 

   This remnant will bear a public witness to God and the Lamb for, in contrast to the followers of the beast, they will have the Name of the Lamb, and His Father's Name, on their foreheads (N. Tr.). Though passing through the world's miseries, they will have heaven's joy, for they sing a new song which only the redeemed can sing. We learn, too, under the figure of not being "defiled with women" that they will be kept in separation from the appalling defilements of the days in which their lot will be cast — a condition that, we know from other Scriptures, will be similar to the days before the flood and the days that preceded the judgment of Sodom (Luke 17: 26-30). Moreover, they will not only be separate from evil but they will also be a positive witness to Christ, for they will be faithful followers of "the Lamb whithersoever He goeth." They will not seek to escape suffering or persecution by any false pretension, for on their lips will be "no guile," and in their practical conduct they will be "without fault." 

   How good, too, for believers in this our day, who are the subjects of sovereign grace, to seek to walk in separation from the growing evils of the day, whether political or religious, and, in obedience to the Word, take a place outside the camp, in order to gather to Christ, and as it were "follow the Lamb whithersoever He goeth;" to witness to Christ without "guile" and walk "without fault."

   (Vv. 6, 7) Further, we learn that, though in this solemn time evil will come to a head, yet the world will not be left without a witness to God. There will be a world-wide proclamation of "the everlasting gospel." It will be preached "to those settled on the earth" (N. Tr.) — that special class who throw off all fear of God and seek their all in this world. It will also be proclaimed "to every nation, and tribe, and tongue, and people." From the beginning of history until the end, there is only one way of salvation for fallen man — through the blood of Christ, for there is none other name under heaven given amongst men whereby they can be saved. This good news is truly then the "everlasting gospel," that is proclaimed to all. But if the gospel that brings salvation to man is ever the same, the end in view may vary at different times. Today, the gospel of the grace of God has in view the calling out of a people from this world for heavenly blessing. The gospel preached in the coming day will be to secure a people for Christ's earthly kingdom. Moreover, when the world has fallen under the fear of wicked men, and will worship the beast, men will be warned to "Fear God," and to "give glory to Him," and "worship Him who has made the heaven and the earth and the sea and the fountains of waters." Further, men will be warned that "the hour of His judgment is come." It will be a gospel of blessing with warnings of imminent judgment.

   (V. 8) Then we learn that during these solemn days, great Babylon will fall. This false system which for long ages, while making a profession of Christianity, has in reality corrupted all nations, will not only come under the judgment of God, but will fall before men, for, as we read a little later, the nations, under the leading of the beast shall destroy this false system (Rev. 17: 15-18).

   (Vv. 9-12) It becomes clear that in these solemn times there will be the followers of the beast with his mark upon them (Rev. 13: 15-18) and the followers of the Lamb with His mark in their foreheads. There will be the proclamation of the beast telling all that dwell on the earth to worship the image of the beast; and there will be the everlasting gospel telling men to fear God, the Creator and Judge. There will be the decree of the beast that none can buy or sell without the mark of the beast. There will also be the warning of God that everlasting torment will be the portion of those who receive the mark of the beast. As it has been said, "The choice must now be made between God and Satan, between Christ and Antichrist, between the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error: and that choice once made is final and irrevocable, the results eternal and unalterable." To refuse the mark of the beast, to obey God, and be true to Jesus, will call forth the endurance of the saints.

   (V. 13) The endurance of those who refuse the mark of the beast, and obey God, and remain steadfast in their faith in Jesus, may indeed lead, in many cases, to a martyr's death. Such might fear that they will miss the blessings of the kingdom, but they will be encouraged with the assurance that, so far from missing blessing, they will receive a special blessing, for the word to such is, "Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord henceforth." They will rest from their labours, and have their reward, for their works do follow them. 

   (Vv. 14-20) In the two closing scenes of the chapter we have, firstly, a vision of the Son of Man reaping the harvest of the earth, and, secondly, the vine of the earth cast into the great winepress of the wrath of God. Do not these two visions set forth in symbolic language that these solemn days will end in those who have "the faith of Jesus" being gathered together for millennial blessing, while the wicked, likened to the grapes of a winepress come under overwhelming judgment, as set forth by being trodden under foot without the city? 

   To sum up the instruction of this deeply important chapter, which unfolds the dealings of God in the closing years of this age, we see: 

   Firstly, there will be a godly remnant of the Jews associated with Christ, following Christ, and preserved for kingdom blessing (1-5). 

   Secondly, a gospel testimony, with warnings of imminent judgment will be proclaimed to all nations (6-7). 

   Thirdly, corrupt Christendom, under the figure of that great city Babylon, will fall and come to its end (8). 

   Fourthly, the worshippers of the beast will come under eternal judgment (9-12). 

   Fifthly, true believers who in this terrible time are faithful unto death will have their reward (13). 

   Sixthly, all the people of God — those who by grace have accepted the "everlasting gospel" — will form a rich harvest for God (14-16). 

   Seventhly, those who have rejected the testimony of God and worshipped the beast will come under the vengeance of God's wrath (17-20). 

   13 The Vials (Revelation 15-16)

   There have been brought before us, in Revelation 12 and 13, the fearful outburst and rebellion against God that will take place under Satan and his instruments in the sphere of the Roman Empire, during the three and a half years that will precede the coming of Christ to put all enemies under His feet and establish His kingdom.

   We have further learned that during this time God will secure a people for the kingdom of Christ, announce the everlasting gospel to the nations, and deal in judgment with the wicked.

   Now we are to learn in Revelation 15 and 16 further details of the special judgments that will fall upon both the Eastern and Western spheres of the kingdom in which the beasts will exercise their dominion.

   (15: 1) These judgments are referred to as "the seven last plagues" that will precede the appearing of Christ, and we are told that "in them is filled up the wrath of God." 

   (Vv. 2-4) Before we hear of the judgments that will come upon those who wear the mark of the beast, and worship his image, we are assured of the blessing of those who will get the victory over the beast and his image. In the vision John sees these saints standing on a sea of glass, mingled with fire, having the harps of God. Does this not set forth in symbolic language that these saints have passed through fiery trial and reached a scene of fixed purity, where there will be no more fear of defilement, and where sorrow will give place to songs of joy and praise? They are seen as having been delivered from "the seven last plagues," even, as of old, Israel was delivered from the plagues that fell upon the Egyptians. As that deliverance called forth from Moses a song of praise, so, again, this future deliverance will be followed by a similar burst of praise, that will ascribe their deliverance to the great and marvellous works of the Lord God Almighty, who is just and true in all His ways, and the "King of nations" (N. Tr.). Under the influence of the two beasts, led by Satan, the world will rise in rebellion against God and the Lamb. These saints who have gotten the victory over the beast will sing the song of the Lamb by which they delight to own that the Lamb that was slain is worthy "to receive power and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and glory, and blessing" (Rev. 5: 12), and they foresee that the time has come when all nations shall worship before God; for, at last, His judgments are no longer, as hitherto, of a providential character, but they are "made manifest."

   (Vv. 5-8) Having learned the blessing of those who get the victory over the beast, we at once see that the way is opened for judgment upon those who have the mark of the beast. By the symbols used, are we not to learn that these final judgments, before Christ comes, will not only deal with the evil of the nations, but will also be a testimony to the holiness of God's dwelling place, for the angels that are used to execute these judgments come forth from "the temple of the tabernacle of the testimony in heaven?" In witness to, and in suitability with, the holiness of God's temple, the angels are "clothed in pure and white linen," and, as becoming those who are about to execute judgment, their affections are held in by a golden girdle that speaks of the righteousness of God.

   Directly the angels come forth, "the temple was filled with smoke from the glory of God, and from His power," and during the time of these judgments "no man was able to enter into the temple." May this not set forth that when God is acting in judgment there will, in this solemn time, be neither worship nor intercession in His presence? 

   (Revelation 16: 1, 2) The wrath of God expressed by the first vial is poured out upon "the earth" which signifies people under a settled government. The reference to the beast suggests that this will be the sphere of the revived Roman Empire. This judgment afflicts the men who have the mark of the beast, and worship his image, with "a noisome and grievous sore." This would seem to symbolise some terrible fretting trouble that on the one hand will fill the minds of those who submit to the tyranny of the beast which takes away all liberty in buying or selling; and, on the other hand, will plunge them into misery through having thrown off all fear of God. Whether in the world, or amongst God's people, the principle remains true that to seek our own gratification, by doing our own will, only leads to sorrow. What we sow in the gratification of the flesh we reap in misery of mind. 

   (V. 3) In contrast to the first vial which is poured out upon the earth, the second vial is poured "upon the sea." Does this not represent the world in a state of unrest? May it not be that the bondage and tyranny of the beast will turn an orderly people into a restless people? This worship of the beast, and the restless condition involved, will lead to a judgment that signifies moral death or separation from God of "every living soul" who falls under this awful apostasy.

   (Vv. 4-7) The third angel pours out his vial upon "the rivers and fountains of waters." As a symbol a river is used in Scripture to set forth a source of life and blessing, whether temporal or spiritual. We read of "rivers of living water" and the "river of water of life" (John 7: 38; Rev. 22: 1). The river becoming blood would seem to signify that all the springs of thought which form men's lives will become vitiated, and instead of leading to life and happiness, will lead to misery and moral death.

   The angel justifies God in His righteous judgment. It is just, that those who have shed the blood of saints and prophets, who have testified to the truth, should themselves drink of the cup of death — and that in its most terrible form as everlasting separation from God — seeing they have poisoned men's minds with error. Men may be mighty and, for a time, be allowed to show the evil of their hearts in persecuting God's people, but the Lord God is Almighty and, in His own time, will avenge the blood of His people. The allusion to the martyrdom of saints would again show that these judgments are specially directed against the kingdom of the beast.

   (Vv. 8, 9) The fourth angel pours out his vial upon the sun. As a figure, the sun speaks of supreme authority. May this not refer to the reign of the beast who in this solemn time will hold the supreme power of a dictator? Under this ruthless power men will be deprived of all liberty, and like one scorched with fire, all power of resistance destroyed. Alas! instead of repenting of their idolatry, and giving God the glory that alone is His, they will blaspheme the name of God who they will realise has power over these plagues. 

   (Vv. 10, 11) The fifth vial is poured out on the seat or "throne of the beast;" with the result that his kingdom becomes full of darkness. This surely speaks of the spiritual darkness that must result in a kingdom ruled over by one that derives his power from Satan. Men are reduced to gnawing misery, but, alas! in spite of their pains and sores they neither turn to God nor repent of their deeds. 

   (Vv. 12-16) The sixth vial is poured out on "the great river Euphrates." This river has ever been the Eastern boundary of the Roman Empire. The river being dried up would symbolise that the barrier that keeps the Eastern and Western nations from intermingling will be removed. The way of the kings of the East being prepared would suggest that all the evil superstitions of the East will be allowed to overflow the West. Moreover, the three unclean frogs from the trinity of evil represented by the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet, working miracles, would imply that the Eastern nations will be corrupted by the leaders in the West. In result "the kings of the earth and of the whole world," having mutually corrupted one another, will gather together in united opposition to God, the Almighty. Men may think, at this awful juncture of the world's history, that the East and the West have joined for their own glory and to bring in a new order according to their own wills. They will little realise that they are being gathered together by the devil to oppose God.

   A word of encouragement and warning is given to those who, in this terrible time, fear God. Such are reminded that if the whole world is united under the devil in opposition to God, yet God, through the coming of Christ, will unexpectedly intervene in judgment upon the world, for His coming will be as a thief. But if His coming will be unexpected judgment for the world, it will bring blessing for those who are watching, and who walk in separation from the world as set forth by keeping their garments clean. The reference to Armageddon carries us in thought to Meggido of the Old Testament, where, in the days of the Judges, the nations, gathered together against God's people, found that God was against them in judgment, as we read, "They fought from heaven; the stars in their courses fought against Sisera" (Judges 5: 19, 20). When God sends out His "everlasting gospel" to every nation to gather a people for the kingdom of Christ, the dragon, the beast, and the Antichrist will combine to gather "the kings of the earth and the whole world" to fight against God the Almighty, only to meet overwhelming judgment at the hands of the Almighty.

   (Vv. 17-21) With the outpouring of the seventh vial the judgment of the nations will reach its solemn climax, as we learn from the great voice from heaven and from the throne of judgment, which proclaims, "It is done."

   This final judgment falls upon "the air" setting forth surely that the very life-breath of man is affected by an upheaval, set forth by a "mighty earthquake" which will so affect the whole of society that it will be impossible for family, social, or political existence to continue. It will break up the power of Rome — "the great city" — as indeed all the powers of the world, set forth by "the cities of the nations." But above all, that corrupt religious system, symbolised by "great Babylon," that through the ages has opposed God and His people, will come into remembrance before God and will have to drink of the cup of the fierceness of His wrath. All earthly refuges will fail to hide men from the storm of judgment for "every island fled away, and the mountains were not found." There will be no escape from the hurricane of judgment that is likened to a mighty hailstorm. Alas! instead of confessing that their sins have brought down this storm of judgment, men will blaspheme God as being the author of all their troubles.

   As we read of these terrible judgments that will fall upon the sphere of Christendom, how solemn to realise that in the very portion of the world in which our lot is cast, and which for centuries has enjoyed the outward privileges of Christianity and where the grace of God in the gospel has been proclaimed, there the great apostasy will develop and there the wrath of God as expressed in these vials will be poured out. 

   14 The Woman and the Beast (Revelation 17)

   We have learned from Chapter 13 that during the reign of the beast — the head of the revived Roman Empire — all the evils of the times of the Gentiles will reach their terrible climax. Then we have learned, from Revelation 14-16, that these evils will call down the judgments of God upon the kingdom of the beast and the worshippers of his image. This intervention of God will also reach its climax in the judgments symbolised by the pouring out of the seven vials which are definitely described as "the seven last plagues; for in them is filled up the wrath of God" (Rev. 15: 1). These final judgments prepare the way for the personal return of Christ as foretold in Revelation 19: 11-18.

   But before this great event is described, we are given, in Revelation 17 and 18, further details of the overwhelming judgment that will overtake the false religious system that is set forth under the figures of a false woman, and the great city Babylon. Already in the course of these judgments we have had two brief allusions to the judgment of Babylon (Rev. 14: 8, Rev. 16: 19). But this corrupt system has loomed so largely in the history of the world that God has seen well to warn His people to be wholly apart from it by giving us, in these two chapters, further details as to its true character and its solemn end under the judgment of God.

   Attention to the Word will make it plain that under the figure of Babylon we have a presentation of corrupt Christendom as set forth in Papal Rome. In verse 9 the vision is identified with the seven-hilled city of Rome. In verse 15 we have a system which has exercised almost universal sway over "peoples, and multitudes, and nations, and tongues:" again, in verse 18 it is viewed as having reigned "over the kings of the earth." Is it not manifest that only Papal Rome answers to this description?

   This corrupt system that claims to be the church is, in reality, the devil's imitation. In these chapters, then, it is no longer the Antichrist that is before us, but the antichurch. We have a twofold view of this false church. In Revelation 17 it is presented under the figure of a woman; in Revelation 18 it is seen under the figure of a great city. The woman presents the Papacy in all its corruption, as seen by God, for the woman is presented as a harlot. The city sets forth the Papacy as seen by man in all its magnificence and luxury. A little later, in the Revelation, we shall see a wonderful vision of the true church, first as the Bride of Christ (Rev. 19) and then in relation to the world as a heavenly city (Rev. 21). Here we have the devil's imitation which, though claiming to be the church of Christ, is exposed as being a corrupt harlot and a worldly city.

   Viewing this false system as presented in Revelation 17, we notice that in the first division — verses 1-6 we have the vision seen by John. In the second division — verses 7-18 — we have the angel's interpretation of the vision.

   (Vv. 1, 2) John is told that he will be shown the judgment of this false system which is described not only by the figure of a woman, but a corrupt and licentious woman, thus setting forth in figure that this false system would rob men of all true allegiance to Christ. Her widespread influence is expressed by the statement that she "sitteth upon many waters." Her evil influence upon the leaders that govern in Christendom is set forth under the figure of unholy intercourse with "the kings of the earth." 

   (Vv. 3, 4) To see this vision John is carried away in spirit "into the wilderness." This corrupt system creates but a wilderness in which there is nothing for God or man. In the midst of this wilderness, John sees the vision of a woman sitting upon a scarlet coloured beast with seven heads and ten horns.

   Let us remember that the vision, while expressing the evil of the Papacy throughout the ages, presents its last phase when it will be publicly associated with the beast, or revived Roman Empire. The woman sitting upon the beast suggests that for a brief time the Papacy, in its last phase, will rule the empire and have its support. The revived Roman Empire, with its confederacy of kings, in seeking to overthrow all fear of God and establish the worship of the image of the beast, will apparently find in the corrupt Papacy a ready instrument to attain these evil ends, for this evil system is, and always has been, itself, marked by the grossest idolatry. This idolatry is symbolised by the golden cup in the hand of the woman full of abominations. Here, as so often in the Old Testament, abominations speak of idolatry. The "golden cup" may give a fair appearance before men, but the contents of the cup are an abomination in the sight of God. Is it not clear, then, that in the near future the Papacy will publicly identify itself with the political power in seeking to lead men to abandon the true God, and give themselves up to idolatry? The religious power and the political powers will unite in leading the world back into the grossest heathenism. The dog will return to his vomit again, and the sow that was washed to her wallowing in the mire. Such will be the terrible end of corrupt professing Christendom.

   (V. 5) The terrible character of the Papacy is further set forth by the name that John sees written on the forehead of the woman. The first word "Mystery," as used in Scripture, does not suggest something mysterious, but, as it has been said, it "points to something undiscoverable by the natural mind of man, a secret that requires the distinct and fresh light of God to unravel." Apart from this revelation, John would never have imagined that in Christendom there would develop a great system that professes the name of Christ, and claims to be the church, and yet becomes so utterly corrupt that it is described as "Babylon the great, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth." Of old the literal Babylon, though for a time the greatest city on earth, was the centre and source of idolatry and corruption. In a spiritual sense the Papacy becomes "Babylon the great," for, like the Babylon of old, it is the centre of corruption, luxury, and the glory of this world: and, again, as "the mother of harlots" it becomes the spring and mainstay of all the idolatrous abominations of the earth. Does this not indicate that all the corruptions of Christendom have their origin in the Papal system; and may we not infer that after the church is caught away all that is left on earth that makes any profession of Christianity will be expressed by "Babylon the great, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth" and will come under judgment as such?

   (V. 6) Further, in the vision, John sees that the woman was "drunken with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus." Not only has the Papacy been a source of idolatry and corruption but, throughout the ages, it has opposed and persecuted the true people of God. Pagan Rome, in its day, persecuted God's people, but such persecutions were small compared with the millions of "the martyrs of Jesus" that, under the Papacy, have been hounded to death in wholesale massacres, by the horrors of the rack and the fires of the stake.

   That Christians should have been persecuted by Pagans would have been no surprise to the apostle, but to learn that a time was coming when the professing church would become the centre of idolatry and the bitter persecutor of the saints, naturally led him to wonder "with great wonder."

   (Vv. 7, 8) To meet the wonder of the apostle, the angel reveals the mystery of this terrible association of corrupt Christendom with the corrupt government of the world. First, from verses 8-14, the angel gives us the history of the beast, or Roman Empire. This empire is described as having once existed, then for a time ceasing to exist, but as about to be revived in the most terrible form as ascending "out of the bottomless pit," and thus energised by Satan, but finally to meet with overwhelming destruction. We know that the once powerful Roman Empire has for centuries ceased to exist as a world-wide power. Here we learn that, to the wonder of those who dwell on the earth, and have no part in the book of life, it will for a short period be revived. We know that the powers that be are ordained of God; but the time is coming when, during this revival of the Roman Empire, the governmental powers will cease to be ordained of God, and for a short period will be directed by Satan from the bottomless pit; as one has said, "For a short time Satan will bring forth an empire suited to his own purposes, as it springs from Satanic principles which deny God."

   (Vv. 9-11) We are then told that the symbols of the seven heads have a double meaning. They set forth the seven mountains, which are more especially connected with the woman, and would surely set forth the well-known fact that the Papacy has its seat in the seven-hilled city of Rome. Further, the seven horns represent seven kings, or forms of government by which Rome at different periods has been ruled. In the apostle's day five forms of government had already passed away, and the sixth, or imperial form of government, was then in power. This, too, has for centuries ceased to exist. But in the future the empire will be revived under a seventh form of government distinguished again by imperialism, but associated, as the apostle learns, with a confederacy of ten kings. Moreover, the head of the revived empire will be of the seven inasmuch as it has an imperial character, and yet, in a sense will be an eighth, seeing that it will spring from a directly diabolical source. 

   (Vv. 12, 13) The ten horns, we are told, represent ten kings who will reign concurrently with the beast. They will unite in giving power and authority to the beast. Does not the prophecy clearly indicate that in the future Europe will seek "peace and safety" by forming itself into a confederation of ten kingdoms under the central authority of the head of the Roman Empire, who will be directly led by the power of Satan? 

   (V. 14) This confederacy will lead the Western powers into the complete apostasy of Christendom, for these ten kings, or the kingdoms they represent, while seeking to keep peace with one another, will unite in making war with the Lamb. This, indeed, will involve their destruction, for the Lamb that they dare to oppose, "is Lord of lords, and King of kings," the One who will overcome all rebellion. The saints, that under the reign of the beast have been persecuted, will be associated with Christ in His judgment of this satanic confederation, for they are "called, and chosen, and faithful."

   (Vv. 15, 16) Having foretold the character and doom of the revived Roman Empire, the angel now reverts to the Papacy to let us know the destruction of this false system. We are first told that the vision of the woman sitting upon the many waters sets forth the world-wide influence of the Papacy over "peoples, and multitudes, and nations, and tongues." Then we learn that the time is coming when the confederated nations will turn upon this false system, as one has said, "Unhallowed love will end in hatred." They will strip her of all power, treat her with shameful exposure, and seize upon her resources, and thus bring about her destruction. 

   (V. 17) Further, we learn that in the destruction of this fearful system, the nations will unwittingly be carrying out the will of God, though their object may be to give the supreme ruling power to the beast. But God is over all, whether it be in the destruction of the false woman or ending the reign of the beast. These evil powers can only last "until the words of God shall be fulfilled." 

   (V. 18) The woman that at last will be destroyed by the ten kingdoms is that great imposing system that, under the figure of a great city, is represented as having reigned over the kings of the earth, and, as one has said, has been "The seat of anxious and tortuous ambition, of crimes and deceit of every kind, haughty power over others, and worldly luxury and evil." 

   15 The Great City Babylon (Revelation 18)

   There is a deep importance for Christians, as well as intense solemnity, attaching to Revelation 17 and 18, as therein we have a complete setting forth of the terrible character of the last phase of corrupt Christendom and of its final doom. In Revelation 17 we have learned that the corrupt religious system that through the ages has professed to be the church of God, and finds its greatest expression in the Papacy, will at last be found in unholy alliance with a worldly empire that derives its power from the bottomless pit. While professing the Name of Christ, this false church is utterly untrue to Christ, as set forth by the figure of the false woman.

   (Vv. 1-3) In Revelation 18 we see this same corrupt religious system set forth under the figure of a great and imposing city, and we learn that the Papacy, which for ages has claimed to be exclusively the church of God, and thus "the habitation of God through the Spirit," will, in its terrible end, "become the habitation of devils, and the hold of every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird." These solemn truths are announced by an angel from heaven who, invested with great authority, enlightens the darkness of earth with the glory of heaven. With a strong voice that none can gainsay, the angel announces the fall of this false system, and in a few brief words sums up its evil effect upon the world at large. "All nations" have been utterly deceived by her intoxicating influence. Kings have been indulged in evil by their unholy association with her; and the worldly minded have been "enriched through the might of her luxury."

   (Vv. 4-8) In view of the terrible character of this corrupt system, and the overwhelming judgment coming upon it, John hears a voice from heaven — which surely is the voice of Christ — saying, "Come out of her, my people, that ye be not partakers of her sins, and that ye receive not of her plagues." In the beginning of the Christian period believers were exhorted to "come out" from among the idolaters of the heathen world, and be "separate" (2 Cor. 6: 16, 17). In the end of the Christian period, in which our lot is cast, believers are exhorted to "come out" of the corrupt Christian profession as represented in all the fulness of its evil by the Papacy. We are not called to attempt to reform it, or overthrow it; but to come out of it, lest we partake of its sins. Babylon means "confusion," and no word could more adequately set forth the terrible result of that which professes the name of Christ being marked by the friendship of the world which is at enmity with God. It ends in the outward form of religion being used as a cloak to cover up "the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life." Against these sins we are warned. Our danger is that, even as true believers, we may fall into "her sins." What are her sins? Is not this her outstanding sin, that, while professing to be the church of God this terrible system is the practical denial of Christianity? She has dared to associate the Name of Christ with every worldly indulgence and fleshly lust. Instead of sheltering the Lord's people she has for ages been a persecutor of the saints. Instead of exalting Christ she has glorified herself. Instead of following Christ and letting go the present life, she has lived delicately. Instead of taking the path of a stranger and pilgrim as called out of this world, she has reigned as a queen in this world.

   To escape these sins we are exhorted to "come out " and be wholly apart from the corruptions of Christendom. Our place as believers is outside the camp to gather to Christ who is in reproach in the world.

   We are warned that the judgment of this worldly religious system will be sudden and overwhelming. The one that has boasted she will see no sorrow, will fall under "death and mourning, and famine." However powerful and firmly established she may appear before men, her fall will be complete: "she will be utterly burned with fire," for "strong is the Lord God who judgeth her." It is not for believers to attempt to wage a crusade against the wickedness of Rome. God, who is "strong," will in His own time and way render to her double for all the misery she has caused to the true people of God. Our responsibility, as believers, is to obey the Lord's words, "Come out of her my people."

   (Vv. 9-19) In the verses that follow we have the lament of "the kings of the earth," and "the merchants of the earth," over the fall of this vile system. The ten kings, under the beast, may be used for her destruction. But having destroyed her, these kings and merchants will realise how much the material grandeur of their great cities and the prosperity of their commerce was dependent upon this false system. Discovering that her destruction is an immense loss, socially and commercially, they will lament her fall. The merchants of the earth that have been enriched by her love for magnificent buildings and earthly luxuries will lament that "no man buyeth their merchandise any more." What a fearful condemnation of professing Christendom to learn that it is supported by kings because it adds to their earthly grandeur and luxury, and by merchants because it becomes a fruitful source of trade and money-making! Corrupt Christendom ends in becoming the greatest power on earth to advance worldliness, luxury, and material profit. In this evil system everything is turned into a means of worldly profit, from gold to the bodies and souls of men. And be it noted that in the things in which she traffics, "gold" has the first place and the "souls of men" the last place as being, in her estimation, of the least importance. In the judgment of God all will "come to nought" (17). She will be stripped of her earthly riches (14), and left "desolate" (19). 

   (V. 20) If on earth kings and merchants mourn over her fall, in heaven the saints, apostles, and prophets are called to rejoice, for in her fall God will avenge the sufferings of His people at her hands. It is not for believers to seek to avenge themselves. God cannot trust His people to take vengeance. The word is "Avenge not yourselves . . . for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay saith the Lord" (Ps. 94: 1; Rom. 12: 19). 

   (Vv. 21-24) In the closing verses three leading truths come before us which sum up the instruction of the chapter as to the appalling character and terrible end of corrupt Christendom. Firstly, we learn how this religious corruption appears in the sight of men; secondly, we see its true character in the sight of God; and thirdly, we are told of the overwhelming judgment by which it will for ever be removed from the earth. 

   Firstly, in the sight of men it is an imposing system, for it is spoken of as a "great city." Eight times in the course of these chapters the city is referred to as "great." There is everything in it to appeal to the natural man. In verse 22 we read of the music by which it charms the natural ear; of the "craft" that has filled Europe with magnificent buildings that gratify the eye. Then there is found within it the "millstone" that speaks of the commerce by which it has enriched men with material wealth. In it is found the artificial light of the candle speaking of its appeal to natural sentiment, and the voice of the bridegroom and the bride, speaking of natural joy.

   Secondly, we have the outstanding marks of this corrupt system as seen by God. We read, "Thy merchants were the great men of the earth; for by thy sorceries were all nations deceived. And in her was found the blood of prophets, and of the saints, and of all that were slain upon the earth." (Professing Christendom ends in a system that is the exact contrast to all that the church of God is called to be. Firstly, it is marked by "merchants" and thus characterised by material riches rather than "the unsearchable riches of Christ." Secondly, it is marked by "great men," rather than the weak and base things of the world that God has chosen. Thirdly, those in Babylon are "men of the earth" rather than heavenly men. Fourthly, this system by its "sorceries" is clearly under the influence of wicked spirits rather than the Holy Spirit of God. Fifthly, by it all nations are "deceived;" thus it propagates error rather than truth. Sixthly, in her is found "the blood of prophets and of saints." Thus it persecutes instead of caring for the flock of God. Finally, "all that were slain upon the earth were found in her" setting forth that she is marked by death instead of life.)

   Thirdly, we learn the overwhelming judgment that will end the history of corrupt Christendom. For fifteen centuries this awful system has been deceiving the world, but at last its judgment will come in "one day" or "one hour" (verses 8, 10, 17, 19). Like a great millstone flung into the sea, to be found no more on the earth, its judgment is overwhelming and final. It is striking how the Spirit of God repeats the words "no more." When thrown down, it will be found "no more." Its thrilling music that appeals to the natural ear, "shall be heard no more." Its merchandise by which the merchants have been enriched and made great will be "no more." Its natural light that appeals to the natural intellect will be "no more;" and its natural pleasures will be "no more."

   16 The Marriage of the Lamb (Revelation 19: 1-10)

   Looking abroad on Christendom to-day, we see, on the one hand, that the great Christian profession is becoming increasingly corrupt, and will end at last in being supported by the political leaders who derive their power from the bottomless pit; in the language of the symbols, the woman will sit upon the beast. On the other hand, we see the true people of God becoming increasingly weak outwardly and insignificant in the eyes of the world.

   In the face of the corruption of the profession, and the weakness among the true people of God, there is the ever present danger that we, who desire to be true to the light that has been given to us, may grow weary and faint in our minds; that our hands may hang down, our knees grow feeble, and that we may wander from the straight and narrow way into a wider and easier path.

   In order that we may press on, in spite of every difficulty, and run with patience the race set before us, we continually find in Scripture that the Spirit of God directs our thoughts to the end of the journey. Thus, in this passage, having seen, in the seventeenth and eighteenth chapters, the final judgments of all the corruptions of Christendom, we are now carried in spirit to heaven to have unfolded before us the glory of Christ and the final blessing of His people. How good, then,

   To look beyond the long dark night,

   And hail the coming day

   When Thou to all Thy saints in light 

   Thy glories wilt display.

   (V. 1) John can say, "After these things I heard a great voice of much people in heaven." We are permitted not only to see the final judgment of the false church on earth, but there is also revealed to us the final blessedness of the true church in heaven.

   Already, in Revelation 18: 20, we have heard that heaven together with saints, apostles, and prophets, are called to rejoice over the judgment of the false woman. Now we are permitted to hear heaven's response for "much people in heaven" are heard saying "Hallelujah." They speak too, with one voice — "a great voice." All the mind of heaven is one. As we sometimes sing, "No jarring note shall there discordant sound." Babylon had professed that salvation was alone found in her false system: she had arrogated to herself glory and power, as we read, "She hath glorified herself," and said in her heart, "I sit a queen." Heaven, with one voice, ascribes "salvation," "glory," and "power" to God.

   (Vv. 2-4) Moreover, heaven sees that the judgment of this false system is the vindication of the holy character of God. With one voice, heaven says, "True and righteous are His judgments." Looking back we see the arrogance the self-glorification, and display of power of this corrupt system that has been allowed to continue for centuries. We recall, too, the persecutions by which the blood of millions of God's people has been shed at the hands of the false woman, with no apparent intervention on the part of God. Seeing these things we might be tempted to think that God has been indifferent to the evil of the world and the sorrows of His saints. At last the day will come when it will be seen that the longsuffering of God does not mean that He is slack concerning His promise, or that He has not seen the sufferings, and heard the cries, of His people. In righteousness He will judge all the corruptions and avenge the blood of His servants. This intervention of God calls forth a second "Hallelujah" from the hosts of heaven. 

   Moreover, the saints fall down and worship God, and for the third time we hear heaven raise its "Hallelujah." The first Hallelujah is called forth by the attributes of God, the second Hallelujah for His holy judgments on evil; the third Hallelujah is worship for all that God is in Himself.

   (Vv. 5-7) The corruptions of earth having been dealt with and the blood of God's saints avenged, we are permitted to look by faith beyond all the judgments and see the glory of Christ and the blessing of His people. We see that the way is opened for the reign of Christ to be established, and the great day of the marriage of the Lamb is come. In view of these great events, a voice from heaven calls upon all God's servants, both small and great, to praise our God. With great delight heaven responds to the call, for at once John hears the praise of a great multitude like the impetuous rush of waters, and the sublime roll of thunder, saying "Hallelujah." This fourth Hallelujah is the expression of heaven's joy in that the glory of Christ is secured, and the desires of His heart fulfilled. His sufferings will have a glorious answer for the reigning time has come, and His love that led Him to die for the church will be satisfied, for "the marriage of the Lamb is come." We are thus permitted to see the fulfilment of all the counsels of God for Christ and His church. It is blessed to see that from the beginning of man's history, and through all time, God has ever kept before us the truths so dear to His heart concerning the Lamb and the bride. Abel's firstling of the flock begins the story of the Lamb. Abraham takes up the story when he tells us that "God will provide Himself a Lamb;" Moses continues the story when, on the Passover night, he tells Israel to take a lamb "without blemish;" Isaiah foretells that Christ will be "brought as a Lamb to the slaughter." John the Baptist, looking upon Christ upon earth, can say, "Behold the Lamb of God;" Peter reminds us that we are redeemed "with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot;" and the apostle John brings before us the Lamb in the midst of the throne, as it had been slain, and carries us on to the glorious answer to all His sufferings, when the great day of the marriage of the Lamb is come. 

   Moreover, God has ever had before Him the church as the bride of Christ, to be at last presented to Him for the satisfaction of His heart. Before ever the fall came in may we not see in Eve, who was presented to Adam as one that was "his like," the great secret, now disclosed, that Christ was to have a great company of saints made like Himself and presented to Himself? Rebekah, the one in whom Isaac found comfort and love, keeps up the story of the bride. Again, we know how Asenath, Ruth, Abigail, and the bride of the Song of Songs, all present different pictures of the church as the bride of the Lamb. Throughout the ages and changing dispensations, the rise and fall of Israel, and through the Christian period with all the failure that has marked it — behind all — God has been carrying out His great purpose, and everything has been moving on to the great day of the marriage of the Lamb.

   (V. 8) That the bride "hath made herself ready" will surely indicate that the judgment seat is past. All the failure in her wilderness journey through this world has been dealt with, and nothing remains but that which has the approval of Christ. The bride will be displayed in fine linen, which, we are at once told, "is the righteousnesses of the saints" (N. Tr.). All that the saints have done for Christ, and in His Name, during the time of their sojourn on earth — all the sufferings, reproaches, and insults, they have endured, every cup of cold water given for His sake  - will be remembered in this great day, and be found "unto praise and honour and glory." The smallest act that has Christ for its motive is a stitch in the garment that will adorn the church when at last it is presented to Christ without spot or wrinkle or any such thing. How good to realise that not one member of Christ's church will be absent in this great day. Both small and great will be there. Every one of the untold millions of the martyrs who suffered every form of violence and outrage in the days of pagan Rome will be there: all those who passed through yet greater horrors at the hands of Papal Rome will have a glorious answer to all their sufferings. The vast host of saints who through the ages have lived their lives in obscurity under the eye of God as the quiet in the land, and of whom we have no record in history, will at last be displayed in glory as forming part of the bride of Christ, "holy and without blemish."

   Oh day of wondrous promise!

   The Bridegroom and the bride 

   Are seen in glory ever;

   And love is satisfied.

   (V. 9) Further we learn, not only will the church enter into the special place of blessing for which she has been chosen, but there will also be those who are blessed as being "called unto the marriage supper of the Lamb." A marriage supper cannot be confined to the Bridegroom and the bride; of necessity it includes the guests. At this great marriage feast, the guests surely represent the great host of the Old Testament saints who, though they form no part of the church called out from Jew and Gentile, during the Christian period between Pentecost and the Rapture, yet they will share in the resurrection of the saints as forming part of that great company that are spoken of as "They that are Christ's at His coming" (1 Cor. 15: 23), and will have their special place of blessing in the day of glory. All the long line of saints before the Cross will be there; Abel and the great army of martyrs will be there; Enoch, who walked with God, and the "ten thousands" of God's saints of whom he prophesied, will be there; Abraham and the "strangers and pilgrims" who turned their backs on this world to seek a heavenly country will be there; Moses, and all those who chose rather to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season, will be there. In a word, all the great host of saints from the Garden of Eden to the cross of Christ, who have trodden the path of faith, "both small and great," of whom the world was not worthy, will be there, and have their part and blessing in the marriage supper of the Lamb.

   These wonderful unfoldings of coming glory are closed with the assurance that "These are the true sayings of God." We can, then, be fully persuaded of their truth and heartily embrace them in the faith that rests on "the true sayings of God."

   (V. 10) Overcome by the glory of the angel that announces these great events, John falls at his feet to do him homage. At once he is admonished not to worship one that is a fellow-servant, but to worship God. The angel was but a servant to announce the true sayings of God, and thus lead us to worship God — the end of all true service. Moreover, we are reminded that "the spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus" (N. Tr.). Prophecy does, indeed, unfold to us the coming judgment of the nations, and the future blessing of God's people, but all is in view of the glory and honour of Jesus. The great end of "the true sayings of God" is Jesus. Well it is, then, in reading prophecy to have before us not simply future events but JESUS Himself. 

   JESUS, Thou alone art worthy 

   Ceaseless praises to receive;

   For Thy love, and grace, and goodness

   Rise o'er all our thoughts conceive.

   17 The Appearing of Christ (Revelation 19: 11-20: 3)

   We have already learned from Revelation 11: 15-18; that with the sounding of the last judgment trumpet, the kingdoms of this world become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ. The record of this great event is followed by an important parenthetical portion of the Revelation that brings before us the leading persons and events during the time that immediately precedes the reign of Christ. After this parenthesis the prophetic history of coming events is continued in Revelation 19: 11.

   (V. 11) We are now told of the public appearing of Christ and His saints to establish His reign over the earth. John says, "I saw heaven opened." Whenever the heavens are opened it is in connection with Christ. When on earth "the heavens were opened unto Him" in order that at last heaven could look down and see on earth One in whom the Father found all His delight (Matt. 3: 16, 17). After the ascension, Stephen can say, "I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God." The heavens are opened now in order that believers on earth can look up and see a Man in the glory (Acts 7: 55, 56). In Revelation 4: 1 we see "a door opened in heaven" that John might pass in spirit into that scene of glory to find Christ, as the Lamb, the theme of universal praise, being the One who, as Creator and Redeemer, is worthy to receive "glory and honour and power" (Rev. 4: 11, Rev. 5: 9-14). In this nineteenth chapter the heavens are opened that Christ may come forth to reign as King of kings and Lord of lords. Hereafter we shall still see the "heavens open," that angels may wait upon Christ — the Son of Man — in millennial days, when under the reign of Christ, heaven will be in touch with earth (John 1: 51). 

   In the vision, John sees "a white horse," the symbol of victorious power. His first coming was in circumstances of weakness and lowly grace, as a little babe. The next coming will be in power and glory. We know that the Rider on the white horse can only represent Christ, for who but Christ can be described as "Faithful and True." At His first coming He was marked by "grace and truth" that brought salvation to men. At the second advent He will come forth as Faithful and True to execute judgment; thus, at once, we read "in righteousness He doth judge and make war."

   (V. 12) His eyes as a flame of fire, surely speak of the searching gaze from which nothing is hid. The "many crowns" may remind us of His universal dominion and sovereign rights. Then we read, He had "a name written, that no man knew, but He Himself." The passage brings before us other names that, in some measure, we can know, for He is "called Faithful and True," and "His name is called The Word of God," and, again, He has "a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords." But if He comes forth as the Son of Man to reign, the glory of His Person as the Son of God is carefully guarded. As such, He is above man and beyond the comprehension of the creature, for "no man knoweth the Son but the Father" (Matt. 11: 27).

   (V. 13) His "vesture dipped in blood," would surely speak, not of His blood shed for sinners, but rather of the blood of rebels — the sign of their death under judgment. From the Gospel of John we know that, as the Word, Christ reveals the Father in grace and truth. Here we learn that He declares God in righteousness and wrath against the nations.

   (V. 14) We now learn that the glorified saints will come forth with Christ at His appearing. From other Scriptures we know that when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven it will be "with His mighty angels" (2 Thess. 1: 7). Also we know that believers will come with Christ, for we read, "When Christ, who is our life, shall appear, then shall ye also appear with Him in glory" (Col. 3: 4). Here the armies which follow Christ, would seem to refer to the glorified saints rather than angelic hosts. From Revelation 17: 14 we have learned that those who are with the Lord of lords and King of kings are "called, and chosen, and faithful," statements that could hardly be applied to angels. Further we read of these followers that they are "clothed in fine linen, white and clean," and thus morally fitted to accompany the King and Lord in His victorious power. 

   (V. 15) Saints may accompany the Lord but it is He, Himself, who will execute judgment. It is His mouth that will speak the word that, like a sharp sword will destroy the wicked. It is His hand that will wield the rod of iron that, in fulfilment of the second Psalm, will break in pieces the apostate and rebellious nations. It is His feet that, with unsparing judgment, will tread "the winepress of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God." 

   (V. 16) Thus, when He appears in glory dealing with all the enemies of God, it will be made manifest that He is, indeed, the "KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS," the One of whom God has declared, "I shall give Thee the heathen for shine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession" (Ps. 2: 8). 

   (Vv. 17, 18) The verses that close the chapter foretell the judgments that will immediately follow the appearing of Christ. In the ninth verse we have heard of the blessedness of the saints in heaven who will be called to the marriage supper of the Lamb. Here we read of a very different supper — "the supper of the great God," that will take place on earth, to which those who prey on the remains of the dead are called to feast on kings, captains, mighty men, horses and their riders, free and bond, small and great, who will be overwhelmed in judgment at the appearing of Christ.

   (V. 19) If the King of kings comes to earth followed by the armies of heaven, the devil gathers "the kings of the earth and their armies," to make war against Him that sits on the horse and His armies.

   (V. 20) The issue of a conflict between Christ with the armies of heaven and the beast leading the armies of earth, can only be the overwhelming defeat of the forces of evil. In the course of the history of this world two men have been singled out for the special glory and honour of being taken to heaven without passing through death. When the world had abandoned itself to violence and corruption Enoch, who walked with God, "was not, for God took him." Again, when the nation of Israel was sinking into corruption and apostasy, the prophet Elijah was taken up into heaven. Now we look on to the time when an apostate world will be gathered together to make war against God and Christ, and we learn that the two leaders in this rebellion will be "cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone." As it has been pointed out, if God had interposed to show signal mercy in bringing alive to heaven two men who had stood for God, so now God interposes in overwhelming judgment to send alive to the lake of fire two men who had been leaders in evil under Satan. No further judgment at the great white throne is needed for the beast and the false prophet. Their eternal sentence is at once executed. The armies that followed them come under the governmental judgment of the King of kings, but not with such an immediate and terrible doom as that of the two leaders. They must yet appear before the great white throne.

   (20: 1-3) We have seen the fearful climax of evil to which Christendom of to-day is heading, when the nations under the rulers of these Western lands will be gathered together in open revolt against Christ and the armies of heaven. We have seen, too, the awful doom that awaits the leaders and their armies, and thus, with all the assurance of God's word, we learn the solemn crisis that awaits the world around us. But there remains the arch enemy of God and man, of Christ and His saints. Now we are told who he is and how he will be deprived of all his power. We are reminded that this enemy is that fallen being, "that old serpent," who from the beginning of the world's history, and throughout the ages, has been the active source of all rebellion against God. As the serpent he has, from the beginning, been the seducer of man; as Satan he has been the adversary of man; as the devil he has ever been the accuser of the saints; and as the Dragon he has wielded his power in seeking the destruction of men. 

   At the appearing of Christ an angel from heaven will, under the symbols of the key and the chain, bind his power and confine him in the bottomless pit, and thus rid the earth of his presence during the thousand years' reign of Christ.

   In Revelation 12 we have learned that he will be cast out of heaven "into the earth," and now we learn that he will be cast from earth "into the bottomless pit," to be loosed for a little season when the millennium is fulfilled, before receiving his final doom in the lake of fire. 

   
   18 The Millennium (Revelation 20: 4-15)

   We have learned from the visions seen by the apostle that the leaders, together with their followers, in the final rebellion of apostate Christendom, will come under summary judgment at the appearing of Christ as King of kings and Lord of lords.

   (V. 4) Now we learn, from the visions that follow, that "the armies which were in heaven" (Rev. 19: 14), and that followed the King of kings are invested with judicial authority. Are we not to distinguish in these armies three classes of saints? Firstly, there is the church, together with the Old Testament saints. Already we have seen these saints represented under the figure of elders as surrounding the throne in heaven and intelligent in the mind of God (Rev. 4, 5); then we have seen them presented as the bride and guests at the marriage of the Lamb, for the satisfaction of the heart of Christ (Rev. 19); now we see them as forming part of the armies that follow the Lord out of heaven to be associated with Him in His reign.

   Secondly, John sees the resurrection of those who had suffered martyrdom on account of their witness of Jesus, and their faithfulness to the word of God, and who, in the days of the fifth seal, had cried to God, saying, "How long, O Holy and true, dost Thou not judge and avenge our blood on those that dwell on the earth?" They were told to rest yet a little season. That season is over, and the answer to their cry is come, for they are raised to have a glorious reward for all their sufferings, by being associated with Christ in the blessings of His reign.

   Thirdly, we hear of those saints who had suffered under the reign of the beast, for refusing to worship him or receive his mark. They, too, will live and reign with Christ a thousand years.

   (Vv. 5, 6) The raising of these saints completes the first resurrection. The first resurrection does not signify that all that have part in it are raised at the same moment. Christ's resurrection was the first fruits (1 Cor. 15: 23); then follows the resurrection of Old Testament saints, and those who have fallen asleep during the present period, at the time of the rapture (1 Thess. 4: 16-17); and finally the resurrection of the saints at the appearing of Christ, who have died or suffered martyrdom during the period between the rapture and the appearing.

   It is clear that the expression "the first resurrection" includes Christ and His saints, and blessed and holy are those who have part in this first resurrection. On such the second death — that final separation between God and the soul — will have no power. The unregenerate will alone have part in the final resurrection at the close of the millennial reign.

   (Vv. 7-10) In these verses we are carried to the end of the glorious reign of Christ, to learn that at the end of the thousand years there awaits one final test for man. It seems no part of the purpose of God in the Revelation to describe the blessedness of the millennium. This has already been done in many passages of infinite beauty in Psalms and Prophets of the Old Testament. Here we are taken to the end of the reign of Christ to learn that the flesh never alters. Before the flood men filled the earth with violence and corruption. Under law, man transgressed and fell into idolatry; under grace men utterly reject God's offer of salvation and Christendom becomes apostate. At last, under the reign of Christ in righteousness, it will be found that the instant Satan is loosed "for a little season," the nations will be deceived and gathered together under his leading to oppose Christ and His saints. It has been truly said, "Such is man, and such is Satan. A thousand years' confinement in the bottomless pit has not changed the character of the deceiver. A thousand years' blessedness under Christ's rule has not changed the nature which greedily listens to the deceiver's voice." There will indeed be the saints, and the beloved city, true to the Lord, but the mass of men will be found in opposition to Christ and His own, for men will be gathered from the four quarters of the earth, and their numbers as the sand of the sea.

   The names Gog and Magog would seem to be used as symbols, borrowed from the Prophet Ezekiel, to represent the hatred and opposition of the world to Christ and His people. In Ezekiel Gog is a literal person, the chief prince of the vast region to the north of Palestine and known in our day as the Empire of Russia.

   The issue of this last conflict will not, for a moment, be in uncertainty, as in the conflicts of men. The destruction of these rebels will be instantaneous and overwhelming. Fire from God, out of heaven, will devour them, and Satan, the leader in this last rebellion, will enter upon his final doom in the lake of fire, where already the beast and the false prophet are confined, there to "be tormented day and night for ever and ever."

   (Vv. 11-15) Another scene of intense solemnity follows — the judgment of the "great white throne." This surely takes place in eternity, for we read, "the earth and the heaven fled away." The present order of creation disappears to prepare the way for a new creation. There is "found no place" for the present "earth and the heaven" in which man has sought to gratify his pride and magnify himself by founding mighty empires and building great cities, enriched and adorned with all that human skill can devise.

   But if the scenes in which man's pride has been set forth and his rebellion against God expressed, for ever pass away, we learn that man, himself, remains to answer to God for his rebellion and receive the just reward of his deeds. Thus we learn that the time will come when "the dead small and great" will stand before the throne of judgment.

   The figure of the two books would seem to set forth, on the one hand, that the record of all the works of man are known to God, and on the other hand, that God has kept a record of the names of those ordained to life. At this solemn judgment men will be judged, not only on account of their evil works, but because they have rejected Christ and His work (whereby their sins could have been for ever put away) as manifested by the solemn fact that their names are absent from the book of life

   In this solemn scene we are permitted to see the end of all evil and the final doom of every enemy of God, both small and great. The devil is "cast into the lake of fire." Death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. "Whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire." 

   19 The Eternal State (Revelation 21: 1-8)

   While in these mortal bodies it is difficult for us, if not impossible, to conceive of the conditions and full blessedness of the eternal state. It may be for this reason that the references to this state are few and brief,

   The Apostle Peter, 2 Peter 3, in one brief verse leads our thoughts to the eternal state, when he writes, "We, according to his promise, look for new heavens and a new earth." The context clearly shows that these words have no reference to the millennium. In this passage the apostle speaks of three worlds: Firstly, in verse 6, looking back to the days before the flood, he speaks of "the world that then was," and reminds us that, "being overflowed with water," it perished. Secondly, in verse 7, he speaks of "the heavens and the earth, which are now." Of this present earth he says it is "reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men." And he tells us, in that day, "the heavens shall pass away with a great noise, and the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth also and the works that are therein shall be burned up." Thirdly, he reminds us, in verse 13, that "we" — believers — on the assurance of God's promise, "look for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness." During millennial days, we read that "A king shall reign in righteousness, and princes shall rule in judgment" (Isa. 32: 1). In the eternal state, righteousness will dwell. Ruling supposes there is evil to be repressed. In the eternal state there will be no sin to mar the new heavens and the new earth. There everyone will be in right relations with God and with one another, so that it can be truly said righteousness will dwell.

   Moreover, the Apostle Paul, in one brief verse — 1 Corinthians 15: 28 — looks on to the eternal state. In that passage he shows how Christ must rule until He has put all enemies under His feet. Then, when He shall have put down all rule, all authority, all power, and every enemy, including that last great enemy death, and the great purpose of the millennial reign is accomplished, He will deliver up the kingdom to God even the Father, and we pass to the eternal state when God will be "All in all." God will be all as an Object to fill and satisfy the heart, and will be "in all" that we may perfectly enjoy our relations with God.

   Two great truths as to the eternal state are pressed by the apostle: Firstly, before we enter that state every opposing power, every enemy — even death itself — will have been annulled. So that in the eternal state there will be no fear of the intrusion of an enemy, no fear that death will ever cast its blighting shadow over that fair scene. Secondly, we learn that in the eternal state, Christ, Himself, will be subject to God. Having brought all into subjection to God, He delivers up the kingdom to God, though He, Himself, remains subject to God. Does this not tell us that for all eternity Christ will never cease to be Man, while it is equally true He will never cease to be God — a Divine Person? Even as on earth He was a true Man, and yet one with the Father, so throughout eternity He will be a Man, though never ceasing to be the Son, one with the Father. It was Jesus, Himself, that stood in the midst of His own on the resurrection day; it is Jesus, Himself, that by faith we see at the present moment crowned with glory and honour; and it will be JESUS, HIMSELF, that we shall see face to face, and be with for all eternity. 

   (V. 1) Coming to Revelation 21: 1-8, we have the testimony of the Apostle John to the eternal state. John has seen "all enemies" put under Christ's feet; the final doom of the devil, and "the last enemy" — death — cast into the lake of fire. Every enemy having been annulled, there rises up before him this glorious vision of "a new heaven and a new earth." The new heavens and a new earth, that Peter can say "we look for," John can speak of as having seen, though truly it was but in a vision. In this vision he tells us "there was no more sea." The sea speaks of separation, and how often separation means marred love, blighted hopes, and broken hearts. On earth, sin separates, circumstances separate, age separates, time separates, and above all death is the great separator. So it comes to pass, too often, on earth that the dearest friends are parted, closest relations are divided, families are broken up, and the saints of God scattered. Of all this separation the sea is the symbol. Little wonder that Jeremiah can say there is "sorrow on the sea." But if at times we have to part with loved ones down here we can look on to the blessedness of the eternal state, where there will be no more separations, for there will be "NO MORE SEA." 

   (V. 2) Then John is permitted to see the special place of the church in the eternal state. At the beginning of the Revelation John had seen the church in its failure on earth. Later, he had seen the church, under the figure of a bride, presented to the Lamb in heaven, all glorious, without spot or wrinkle, or any such thing. Then, carried in spirit beyond the thousand years' reign of Christ, he sees the church coming down from heaven. 

   He sees, moreover, that the church is "holy" in nature; "new" as being entirely different to the earthly Jerusalem of old, it is "from God" and so entirely divine in origin; it comes "out of heaven," and thus heavenly in character. Though a thousand years have rolled by, the church is still as precious and as beautiful in the eyes of Christ as when first presented to Christ all glorious. Time will not alter the faceless splendour with which Christ has invested His church. For all eternity the church will retain her bridal beauty and preciousness in the eyes of Christ.

   (V. 3) As John gazes upon this vision of the church descending from glory, he hears a voice saying, "Behold the tabernacle of God." We are thus reminded that in relation to Christ the church is viewed under the figure of a bride; while in relation to God the church is also viewed as a tabernacle wherein God dwells. Thus the Apostle Paul can say of believers, "ye are builded together for a habitation of God through the Spirit" (Eph. 2: 22). 

   It has ever been God's great purpose to dwell with men. This great desire came out in the Garden of Eden, when the Lord God came down to the Garden in the cool of the evening. Alas! sin had defiled that fair Garden and God could no longer dwell with man. Then, on the ground of redemption, God dwelt in a tabernacle in the midst of Israel. Alas! Israel entirely failed to walk in consistency with the presence of God. The nation fell into idolatry, finally rejected Christ, and the Lord has to say, "Your house is left unto you desolate." But God does not give up His great purpose, for the church is called out to be the house of God. Alas! as in every other age, the church breaks down, and the breakdown is all the more terrible because of the greater light and privileges granted to the church. At last that which professes to be the church becomes so utterly corrupt that instead of being "an habitation of God through the Spirit," it becomes "the habitation of devils, and the hold of every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird" (Rev. 18: 2). But how good to learn that no breakdown on the part of man can thwart God in carrying out His purpose, for looking on to the new heaven and the new earth we see, such is the manifold wisdom and power of God that, in spite of all our failure, at last the purpose of God will be fulfilled in a scene where there will never be any breakdown. Three times we read that God will be with men.

   "The tabernacle of God is with men." 

   "He will dwell with them." 

   "God, Himself, shall be with them." 

   Let us mark, too, this word "dwell," for it implies home and rest and love. It will be no question of rule, or government, or judgment, for there will be no sin to put down, no enemy to overcome. Hence "God Himself," with no intermediary, such as a Moses or an Elias, "shall be with them, and be their God."

   Moreover, it is "men" with whom God will dwell. It will be no longer nations. No national, political, or social distinctions will intrude into this new world. It will be God, Himself, with men, and the men will be His people, and He will be their God. God will "be all in all."

   (Vv. 4, 5) When at last God, Himself, dwells with men all the sorrows of this present world will be for ever past, for we read, "God shall wipe away all tears." An old saint of a past century has written, "Christ our Lord in this world wipes the tears from His bairns' faces; yet after that they weep new tears. He never wipes away all tears till now. Here shall be our last 'good night' to death, 'good night' to crying, and mourning and sorrow! We shall be on the other side of the water, and over beyond the black river of death, and shall scorn death; for Christ shall take death and hell and cast them in the prison of fire (Rev. 20: 14). And, therefore, never till now shall 'all tears' be wiped away" (S. Rutherford).

   Then we read "the former things are passed away," and He that sat upon the throne said, "Behold I make all things new." To-day, the men of the world are trying to get rid of "the former things," and seeking to "make all things new." They can break hearts and fill the earth with death, sorrow, crying, and distress, but they cannot end the sorrows of the world, nor can they "make all things new," or bring in a new order, as they vainly dream.

   It is the One that sits upon "the throne" who is above all, and has all power. He alone can cause "the former things" to pass away: He alone can "make all things new."

   Then we are reminded that for the fulfilment of all these blessings faith can rest in unquestioning confidence upon the words of the One who sits upon the throne, for "these words are true and faithful."

   (Vv. 6-8) The vision of the blessedness of the eternal state is closed with a word of encouragement and solemn warning. Does the unfolding of these coming glories awaken in any soul a sense of need? Then let such hear the gracious announcement, "I will give unto him that is athirst of the fountain of the water of life freely." He that answers to this invitation and turns to Christ, overcoming every hindrance, will inherit all the blessedness of which the vision speaks, and will find that God will be his God and he will be one of God's sons. But we are warned that he that spurns God's invitation will have his part in the lake of fire "which is the second death" — eternal separation from God. 

   20 The New Jerusalem (Revelation 21: 9-22: 5)

   From Revelation 19: 2 we have had an unfolding of great future events that will be introduced by the appearing of Christ as King of kings and Lord of lords, and carry us on through millennial days to the eternal state.

   In the course of the Revelation it is seen now and again that the record of events is interrupted in order to bring before us deeply important truths as to certain persons and events. So in this closing portion, having seen the fulfilment of all God's purpose in the eternal state, we are carried back in thought to learn important details as to the blessedness of the church in relation to the world during millennial days.

   (V. 9) One of the seven angels that had the seven vials, that a short time before had shown John the judgment of the great whore, under the figure of the great city Babylon, now comes to talk with the apostle and unfold to him the glories of "the bride, the Lamb's wife," under the figure of the "holy city Jerusalem."

   In one city we see headed up all the long centuries of evil and corruption that have marked professing Christendom, in the other city we see the glorious end of all the trials and sufferings of the true people of God.

   Judging by that which is before our eyes, we may be deceived as to the true character of the great profession which is so imposing before the eyes of men, or disheartened by the weakness and reproach which prevails among the people of God. But we are not left to form our own estimate of the evil of that which professes the Name of Christ upon the earth; nor are we left to our own conclusions as to the glory that awaits the true people of God according to the eternal counsels of God.

   Through the ministry of the angel we learn that the vast profession, with all its display of riches and power and human wisdom, is in the sight of God but a false woman going on to judgment; while the true people of God, so outwardly weak and insignificant, are passing on to the great day of the marriage of the Lamb, at last to be displayed before the world in all the glory of Christ as "the bride, the Lamb's wife."

   We do well to mark these words, for it is not only the church as the bride, that the apostle sees, but "the bride the Lamb's wife." Only in heaven is the church called the Lamb's wife. On earth, since the day of Pentecost there has been the church composed of true believers, in relation to Christ as His bride (2 Cor. 11: 2), but the church is not complete until the rapture, followed by that great day of which it is said, "The marriage of the Lamb is come." Following the day of the marriage, the church will be displayed in all the comeliness that Christ has put upon her as "the bride, the Lamb's wife."

   We know from Scripture that God's earthly people Israel are viewed in relation to Christ under the figure of a bride, but, as such, they are the bride of the King the church is the bride of the Lamb. All saints, earthly or heavenly, will be in relation to Christ on the ground of His death; but the earthly bride will be presented as "the Queen in gold of Ophir" to Christ the King, when through judgment, He will have reached His earthly throne (Ps. 45). To secure His heavenly bride, Christ must indeed take the path of suffering as the Lamb, who "loved the church, and gave Himself for it." Having taken the way of the cross to secure His bride, and having dealt in judgment with the false woman, the church is presented to Christ a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing. The marriage of the Lamb takes place before Christ comes forth as King of kings, and Lord of lords to take His earthly throne.

   In the beginning of the Revelation we see the church in its utter failure as the responsible witness for Christ on earth. Moreover, we learn that the root of the failure was the loss of bridal affection for Christ. It should have been "like a bride adorned for her husband" waiting for the marriage day. But it failed in affection for Christ, and the Lord has to utter those sad words, "Thou hast left thy first love." The church should have been attached to Christ by "love" and shining before the world as "light." Marked by "love" and "light" it would have been a true witness for Christ. Failing in love to Christ, the Lord has to say, "Repent . . . or else I will come unto thee, and will remove thy candlestick." Having left first love to Christ, the church lost its light before men.

   Turning to the end of the Revelation we are permitted to see that, in spite of all its grievous failure, the church will at last be displayed before the world in its true character as "the bride, the Lamb's wife." As the bride the church will be seen in true affection for Christ and will then shine as a light before the world in all the loveliness of Christ. Christ will be glorified in the saints. This, then, is the blessedness of this great Scripture; it sets before us the church according to the heart of Christ. If we catch some glimpse of what Christ will have us to be in the future, we shall begin to learn what Christ would have us to be morally even now.

   (Vv. 10, 11) To see this great vision the Apostle John was carried away in the Spirit to a great and high mountain. He is set free from the things of earth to have his mind set on things above. The corruptions of Babylon had been viewed from a wilderness; but the glories of "the holy city, Jerusalem" can only be seen from a "high mountain." To detect and discern evil requires no great moral elevation. The man of the world can go far in condemning the corruptions of Christendom; but the natural mind is wholly incapable of entering into the things of God. Even for true saints, it is only as they are lifted above the things of earth, and walk in separation from the corruptions of Christendom, that they will be able to appreciate the coming glories of "the bride, the Lamb's wife."

   From this elevated position there passes before the apostle the vision of a glorious city. The angel says, "I will show thee the bride, the Lamb's wife;" actually he sees a city. Clearly, then, this resplendent city is used as a figure to set forth the church in glory.

   In the beautiful description that follows we are first permitted to see the character of the city. It is a "holy city;" it descends "out of heaven;" it comes "from God;" it has "the glory of God;" and it is a "shining" city.

   Who can fail to see that these are the very characteristics that were displayed in infinite perfection in Christ, Himself, as He passed through this world as the perfect Man? At His birth He is called that "holy thing which shall be born" of Mary. And again, we read, He is "holy harmless, undefiled." Moreover, He can speak of Himself as, "He that came down from heaven" (John 3: 13). Then, He can say, "I proceeded forth and came from God" (John 8: 42). Further we read of "The glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ" (2 Cor. 4: 6). He too is described as the light that "shineth in darkness" (John 1: 5).

   The very terms that are used to describe the loveliness of Christ are here applied to the church in glory. The church that has so grievously failed to represent Christ in the day of His absence, will at last be displayed in all the beauty of Christ in the day of glory. It will be seen to be "holy" in nature; "heavenly" in character; "of God" as to its origin; setting forth "the glory of God;" and "shining" as a stone most precious to reflect the glory of Christ.

   Here, then, we see the church according to the heart of Christ and the eternal counsels of God. Would we learn the blessedness of these counsels, settled before the foundations of the world, we must look on to the coming glory, to see the church displayed in all the loveliness of Christ. In the light of this coming glory the passing glory of this present world becomes very dim, and its highest honours lose their charm. Moreover if we see the character the church is going to wear in glory, we learn what the church should be even now.

   (Vv. 12-14) We have seen the marks of the city, setting forth the lovely character of Christ that will be displayed in the church in the day to come. In the verses that follow, there passes before us the walls, the gates, and the foundations of the city, all speaking to us of the security, protection, and stability of the city, reminding us that the church must be kept from the evil of the world if it is to be a testimony to Christ and a blessing to the world. Thus the wall speaks of protection from every enemy, and exclusion of everything unsuited to Christ. The gates speak of the reception of all that is suited to Christ, as well as the outflow of blessing to the world. 

   In the days of old, when the condition of the people of God had become so evil that the LORD had to bring judgment upon them, the solemn message by Jeremiah was, "I will call all the families of the kingdoms of the north, saith the LORD; and they shall come and set every one his throne at the entering of the gates of Jerusalem, and against all the walls thereof round about" (Jer. 1: 15). So it came to pass, for we read that the enemy came in and "sat in the middle gate," and "brake down the walls of Jerusalem" (Jer. 39: 3-8).

   As in the days of old, so to-day, professing Christendom has become so corrupt that it is unable to exclude evil, and is no longer a testimony to the world. The walls and the gates are broken down. And with those who seek to answer to the truth in a day of ruin, it will be found that the unceasing attack of the enemy is upon the "walls" and the "gates." How well the enemy knows that if we let down the barriers against that which is contrary to the word, and let in that which is unsuited to Christ, we shall be drawn back into the corruptions of Christendom and cease to be any testimony to the Lord. 

   In the day of glory no evil will enter the city and there will be nothing to hinder the outflow of blessing to the world. In the city there are three gates on each of the four sides of the city, and the names of the tribes of Israel are found on the gates, surely indicating that blessing through the church will flow out first to Israel and then to every quarter of the earth.

   Moreover, at every gate there is an angel. In Scripture we constantly see angels employed as the guardians of God's people, as we read, "The angel of the LORD encampeth round about them that fear him, and delivereth them" (Ps. 34: 7; Acts 12: 7-10). Then they are used in executing governmental judgment upon the wicked, as in the case of Herod, of whom we read, "The angel of the Lord smote him" (Acts 12: 23). Further, angels are used as the messengers of the Lord between earth and heaven, as the Lord can say, "Ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man" (John 1: 51). 

   So in the millennial day the angels will have a subordinate position in relation to the church, but will still be found at the gates in their guardian character, and ready to act as the messengers of God.

   Further, the wall of the city had twelve foundations and in them the names of "the twelve apostles of the Lamb." In Scripture the unique character of the church is carefully maintained by the way it is distinguished from all that went before. Heavenly in its character, it was kept secret since the world began, and its existence on earth is not a development from any earthly kingdom. "In other ages (it) was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets" (Eph. 3: 5). Therefore, though the names of the tribes of Israel may be found in the gates, they are not in the foundations. The witness of the church may flow out to the twelve tribes, but the revelation of the church was made to the twelve apostles. So the Apostle Paul can say, "Ye are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ, Himself, being the chief corner stone" (Eph. 2: 20). The unique character of the church may be entirely lost in corrupt professing Christendom, but it will be clearly set forth in the day of glory.

   (Vv. 15-17) The measurements of the city follow and prove that the city lieth foursquare. Thus the city is tested, for not only are measurements given, but it is "measured," with the result that all is found to be in perfect proportion. To-day, alas, one truth may be presented and another neglected. In the day to come every truth will be set forth in the church in perfect relation to every other truth and thus the church will be perfectly fitted to present Christ before the world. 

   (Vv. 18-21) In these verses we come to the materials of which the city is built. The walls of jasper; the foundations garnished with precious stones; the gates twelve pearls; and the street pure gold. In Christendom man has built up a vast system that professes the Name of Christ, but into which there has been introduced that which is false, and a denial of His Name — wood, hay, and stubble. Looking on we see in the church in glory nothing but what is real — gold and precious stones. 

   Already, in the early part of the Revelation jasper has been used to symbolise the glory of God (Rev. 4: 3). Now we read that the wall, that excludes all evil, is of jasper and so is a witness to the glory of God. Nothing that comes short of that glory will have part in the glorified church. The church, or company of believers, that ceases to exclude evil will cease to be a witness to God.

   "The city was pure gold like unto glass." The gold speaks of the divine righteousness in which every believer has part. At present, alas, the practical display of this righteousness is often hindered by the dross of the flesh. In the day of glory there will be only "pure gold." No hidden unworthy motives will ever mar our practice or lurk beneath our words. Nothing will dim the fine gold, it will be "like unto clear glass."

   The foundations, garnished with precious stones, would seem to symbolise the all varied perfections of Christ. The source of light is found in God and the Lamb, but the stones reflect the light and thus display the glories of Christ before the world. 

   The pearl, we know from the Lord's own words, is used to set forth the preciousness of the church in His sight (Matt. 13: 46). Thus, when we read that "every several gate was of one pearl" we are assured that in the day of glory there will be the setting forth, to every quarter of the world, the unity of the church as well as the preciousness of the church in the eyes of Christ.

   Moreover, the street of pure gold reminds us that in the church in glory there will be nothing to defile our walk, and therefore no need for the girded loins. Further, there will be nothing to hide from one another, for the street will not only be pure gold but it will be "as it were transparent glass."

   (Vv. 22, 23) The spring and source of all blessing in this glorious city is that therein God is fully revealed. There is no temple in which God is hidden behind a veil. The whole city is filled with the glory of God revealed in Christ, for we read, "the glory of God did lighten it and the Lamb is the lamp thereof" (N. Tr.). Christ will ever be the One in whom God is revealed; moreover, He is presented as the Lamb for, as such, He not only declares the glory of God but fits His people for the glory. The sun and the moon had indeed, in their season declared the glory of God in His handiwork (Ps. 19); but in the church in glory the everlasting witness to the glory of God will be found in the Lamb. 

   (Vv. 24-27) From these verses we learn the relation of the church in glory to the millennial earth. The church was left in this world to shine as a light for Christ in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation. Alas! failing in its bridal affection for Christ, it has ceased to set Him forth before the world. The love failed and the light went out. But when this day of glory dawns the church is seen in its bridal affection for Christ, and as a light before the world. The Lamb who is the light of the city will shine through the church before the world. Christ will be glorified in the saints. Moreover, the church will be the witness of the riches of God's grace according to that word, "That in the ages to come, He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us through Christ Jesus" (Eph. 2: 7). Learning of Christ and of the grace of God through the light of the city, the kings of the earth will bring their glory to it, thus doing homage to the One who is the light of the city.

   Moreover, the blessing that will stream through the city to the nations will be unceasing, for the gates will not be shut at all by day; and no shade of darkness will ever obscure the light, for there will be no night there. Further, if light and blessing pass through the gates to the world, we are assured that "there shall in no wise enter into it anything that defileth." Today, under the plea of carrying blessing to the world, we may become defiled by the world. In the day of glory the world will receive blessing through the church, and the church will be unsullied by the world.

   (Revelation 22: 1, 2) We have seen that only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life will enter the city. Now we learn the everlasting provision for the sustainment of the life. The life of believers is indeed eternal life, but none the less it is a dependent life; it is not life apart from Christ. "The river" and "the tree" are symbols that very blessedly bring Christ before our souls. Further, they speak of Christ in connection with "life," for the river is the "river of water of life," and the tree is "the tree of life." Christ is not only the fountain of life through whom we receive life, according to His own touching words, "Whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely," but, as the river of life He is the One that sustains the life He gives. So the Apostle Paul can say, "Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me" (Gal. 2: 20). The new life is sustained by Christ in all His wondrous love as the object before the soul. Alas! it may be but feebly that we keep our eyes on Christ, and thus feebly live the new life we have. In the day of glory the new life will be sustained and enjoyed to the full as, without let or hindrance, we shall have Christ before the soul and thus drink of the river of water of life. Thus we can say,

   Oh, Christ! He is the fountain, 

   The deep sweet well of love!

   The streams on earth I've tasted, 

   More deep I'll drink above.

   Moreover, the river of life is "clear as crystal." Any little reflection of Christ seen in one another will help to sustain the new life; but, in ourselves, the stream is often fouled and muddied with the things of earth, and hence reflects little of the loveliness of Christ. In Christ the river of water of life is "clear as crystal." "He is altogether lovely."

   The river proceeds from "the throne of God and of the Lamb." God is the blessed source of this life, for it is the "eternal life, which God that cannot lie, promised before the world began." But it comes to us through Christ as the Lamb — the One who was "lifted up that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life."

   Moreover, if the life in us is a dependent life, it is also a fruitful life. If Christ is the river of life from which we drink to sustain life, He is also the tree of life on which we feed in order that our lives may be fruitful. Even now, if like the bride of the Song, we sit down under His shadow, we shall find His fruit sweet to our taste, and abiding in His love we shall bear fruit as in our little measure we reflect His excellencies.

   In the day of glory there will be nothing to hinder our souls delight in feeding on Christ. No longer will there be "Cherubim and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life," for the tree will be "in the midst of the street," open and free to all in that fair city. The fruit, too, is not only free; it is always available, for the tree of life "yielded her fruit every month." 

   Thus, as we look on to this glorious city, we see that it is God's eternal purpose that the saints shall find in Christ the One that sustains life, and makes the life beautiful with the comeliness that He has put upon us. If this is His purpose for us in glory, it is His desire for us even now. Alas! it is little we may drink of the water of life now, or feed upon the tree of life, but very soon it will be our eternal portion to

   Drink of life's perennial river,

   Feed on life's perennial food,

   Christ the fruit of life and Giver — 

   Safe through His redeeming blood.

   Further, we learn that "the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations." The church in glory, beyond all her sorrows, will enjoy the fruit of the tree of life. But on earth the nations will have passed through the sorrows of the tribulation that will come upon all the world. The One that brings fruit to the church will bring healing to the nations, for "He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds" (Ps. 147: 3).

   (Vv. 3-5) Looking back to the Garden of Eden we remember that the tree of life was there, and "a river went out of Eden to water the garden," and God came down to walk with man in that fair scene. Alas! man had sinned, and God could not dwell with man; the way of the tree of life was barred, and the curse was over all. Looking on we are permitted to see this vision of the church in glory, and find again the tree, and the river, and free to all, for there will be no more curse.

   The curse being for ever removed, the purpose of God to dwell in the midst of His people can be fulfilled. Thus we read, "The throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it." Moreover, the glorified saints will delight to serve the One that dwells in their midst. In their passage through time, poor and unprofitable servants they may have been; in the coming glory, set free from every unworthy motive, they will serve Him with singleness of purpose and devotedness of heart.

   At last, in all the nearness and intimacy of His presence they will see His face, and His Name shall be in their foreheads. They will see His beauty and, looking upon the redeemed, He will see His own glorious character reflected in their faces. Even now, as by faith we behold the glory of the Lord, we are changed into His image from glory to glory; but when, at last, faith is changed to sight, and we see Him face to face, we shall be altogether conformed to His image. We shall see His face, and He will be seen in our faces.

   To look within and see no stain 

   Abroad no curse to trace:

   To shed no tears, to feel no pain 

   But see Him face to face.

   Further, we read, "There shall be no night there." Now our gaze is often obscured by the mists of earth — "we see through a glass darkly;" but when at last we see Him "face to face," the darkness will be past, for there shall be no night there, and we shall know even as we are known. Our knowledge will not be the result of any artificial aids, nor flow from natural sources. We shall need "no candle neither light of the sun," for the source of all the light in that glorious day will be in the Lord God Himself.

   Moreover, to the eternal ages, the church will be associated with Christ, for we read, "They shall reign for ever and ever."

   God and the Lamb shall there

   The light and temple be

   And radiant hosts, for ever share 

   The unveiled mystery. 

   21 The Closing Exhortations (Revelation 22: 6-21)

   (Vv. 6, 7) In the closing verses of the Revelation we have not only the formal conclusion of the prophecy but the fitting conclusion of the whole Word of God. In many Scriptures the principle is asserted that "In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established" (2 Cor. 13: 1). To strengthen faith, and rebuke unbelief, we have in these closing verses a threefold witness to "the sayings of the prophecy of this book." The angel says, "These sayings are faithful and true" (6); the apostle says, "I, John, saw these things and heard them" (8); the Lord, Himself, says, "I, Jesus, have sent mine angel to testify unto you these things in the churches" (16). How serious then to reject, or neglect, the sayings of this book. It means, not only indifference to angelic testimony and apostolic witness, but that the testimony of Jesus, Himself, is ignored. 

   If then it is so solemn to neglect the great truths of the Revelation, what, we may ask, will lead to the sayings of this book being treasured in the heart? The answer is plain. It is only as our souls are in the faith and enjoyment of the great truth of the coming of the Lord that we shall value the sayings of this prophecy. None will rightly interpret the Revelation unless they believe in, and cherish, the truth of the second coming of Christ. This great truth is the central fact of the Book of Revelation. The opening verses assert this truth, "Behold, He cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see Him" (Rev. 1: 7). In the course of the book this great truth is again and again kept before us, and, finally, in these closing verses we have a threefold presentation of the Lord's coming (Rev. 22: 7, 12, 20). The Revelation unfolds to us events that will precede His coming; it instructs us as to the manner of His coming, and reveals to us the solemn and glorious events that will follow His coming. Cherishing the hope of His return, every event that precedes or follows His coming will have for us the deepest interest. Thus, in verse 7, the coming of Christ and the sayings of the prophecy are closely linked together.

   (Vv. 8, 9) Further, in these concluding verses we see that the proper effect of these prophecies on the soul of the believer is to lead to a spirit of worship. Thus the Apostle says, "I John saw these things, and heard them. And when I had heard and seen, I fell down to worship." He had seen the Lord in His glory in the midst of the churches in ruin on earth, and he had seen the Lamb in the midst of the glorified saints in heaven. He had been carried into a wilderness to see the judgment of the great city Babylon, and he had been carried to a high mountain to see the glories of the holy city, Jerusalem. He had seen the judgment of the nations at the coming of Christ, and he had seen the judgment of the dead at the great white throne. He had looked into eternity and seen the new heaven and the new earth, where all tears will be wiped away, and there will be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying. He had heard heaven and earth join to celebrate the glories of the Lamb, and he heard all heaven rejoice at the marriage of the Lamb. Can we wonder then that, having seen such sights, and heard such sounds, he should fall down and worship? It is true that he worshipped at the feet of the wrong person, but he did the right thing. The object of worship must ever be, not the angelic messenger that tells us of these wondrous things, but the One who sends the messenger and who alone can bring these mighty events to pass. Thus the word of the angel is, "Worship God." 

   (Vv. 10, 11) A word of warning follows. We are not to seal the sayings of the prophecy of this book, as if the events foretold referred to some far distant age. Already we have been told that the angel was sent by the Lord "to shew unto His servants the things which must shortly be done" (6); now we are told that "The time is at hand" — the time when all these solemnities and glories that John had seen in vision will be fulfilled in fact. When this time comes, the condition of every one will be fixed. The unjust will be unjust still; the filthy will be filthy still; the righteous will be righteous still; the holy will be holy still. The filthy will never become holy; the holy will never become filthy. Now, indeed, it is the day of grace when the filthy can have all their filthiness washed away; but here we look into eternity where the condition of all will be fixed.

   (Vv. 12, 13) The word of warning is followed by a word of encouragement. Not only the "time" is at hand, but the Lord, Himself, is at hand, for His words are, "Behold, I come quickly." Already, in these closing verses, the Lord's coming has been brought before us to encourage us to cherish the words of this prophecy. Now His coming is presented to encourage us to continue in His blessed service in the midst of the increasing difficulties of the last days. Thus we hear the Lord say, "Behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me." 

   It is possible to make a great religious profession with the object of gaining the applause of men. Of such the Lord can say, "They have their reward" (Matt. 6: 2, 5, 16); but it is not Christ's reward, and it is a reward without Christ, for, says the Lord, "My reward is with Me." To enjoy Christ's reward we must wait Christ's return. What an encouragement to quietly continue in the Lord's service, in obscurity, it may be, and unknown by men, and possibly little appreciated by the people of God. Nevertheless, all is under the eye of the Lord. He knows, He will not forget, and when He comes every little act for Him, every little sacrifice for Him, every cup of cold water given for His Name's sake, will have its bright reward; but it will be "with Him." 

   As ever, in Scripture, the reward is set before us, not as an object, but as encouragement to endure in the midst of suffering and opposition. When the Lord was here there were those who followed Him for the loaves and fishes; but in the same chapter we read, they "went back and walked no more with Him" (John 6: 26, 66). It is Christ alone that can hold our affections and become the object of all true service. As one has said, "Rewards will follow by and by, but saints follow not the rewards but the Lord."

   Further, we are reminded of the glories of the One who is coming, and that we seek to follow and serve. He is One who can say, "I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last." As the Alpha and Omega He is the Word — the One who is the full revelation of God. As "the beginning and the end," He is the Creator by whom "all things were made," who can dissolve the things that He has made, and bring in the "new heavens and a new earth." As "the first and the last" He is the eternal God before all created things. So the Lord can say through Isaiah, "I am the first and I am the last, and beside me there is no God" (Isa. 44: 6). 

   (Vv. 14, 15) If, however, every work for the Lord's sake will have its reward, we are reminded that no works that we have done will give any right to the tree of life or entrance into the holy city. To be within the circle of eternal blessing, to enjoy Christ as the tree of life in life's eternal home, the soul must be washed in the blood of the Lamb. Thus the angel can say, "Blessed are they that wash their robes" (N. Tr.). 

   We are then warned that though it is glorious to "enter in through the gates of the city," it is intensely solemn to be "without." Those inside the city will be in the presence of the Lamb and have the company of the redeemed who have washed their robes, and "there shall in no wise enter into it anything that defileth, neither whatsoever worketh abomination, or maketh a lie." Outside that circle of blessing there will only be the company of "dogs, and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters, and whosoever loveth and maketh a lie."

   (V. 16) The angel has delivered his message, and now at last the Lord, Himself, speaks. The solemn scenes of judgment, the coming glories of the heavenly city, the blessedness of the millennial reign, the perfect bliss of the new heaven and the new earth, have all passed before us, but at last we are left alone with the One upon whom all depends — we are alone with JESUS. The One who can say, "I Jesus" has the last word. Angels have spoken, elders have spoken, trumpets have sounded, the voice of great multitudes have been heard and the sound of mighty thunderings, but at length all give place to the One who is above all — the voice of Jesus is heard.

   As the wonders of this book are unrolled we have Christ presented in His glories and dignities, as the Faithful and the True, the Word of God, the King of kings and Lord of lords, as the Alpha and Omega, and the beginning and the end — titles, indeed, that impress us with His worthiness and majesty — but in this closing scene He presents Himself under the Name which thrills our hearts and calls forth our affections — the Name that is above every name, the Name of JESUS. With this name He came into the world, for at His birth we read, "Thou shalt call His name JESUS." With this name He went out of the world, for over His cross we read, "This is JESUS." With this name He ascended to glory, for the angels said, "This same Jesus, which is taken up from you to heaven shall so come in like manner." Under this name we look up to Him in the glory, for, says the apostle, "We see Jesus . . . crowned with glory and honour." And under this name He speaks to us from the glory, as He says, "I Jesus." We have untold glories and blessedness in prospect, but in the present we are in a wilderness scene alone with One who presents Himself so tenderly as "I Jesus."

   Further, this blessed One recalls our hearts to all that He is, as the heavenly Man. What can be more important, or more blessed, than to have a living Person before our souls — Jesus where He is, and Jesus as He is? On earth He was despised and rejected of men, from the glory He can say, "I am the root and offspring of David, and the bright and morning star."

   Firstly, the Lord can say, "I am the root . . . of David." Had He been only the offspring of David, then that could have been said of Solomon. But Jesus alone could be the root of David. The root is the hidden source of life. Christ is the source of spiritual life for every saint of God and the blessing is sure because the root is perfect. Job can say, "There is hope of a tree, if it be cut down, that it will sprout again . . . though the root thereof wax old in the earth . . . yet through the scent of water it will bud and bring forth boughs" (Job 14: 7-9). Israel has indeed failed; the tree has been windswept and tempest-torn amongst the nations, but the root remains, and hence Israel will again bud and bring forth branches. So Scripture can speak of the sure mercies of David, for Christ is the root of David.

   Secondly, Jesus is also "the offspring of David." If He is the source of all as Root, He is the inheritor of all as the Offspring. He is of the royal line and, as the Son of David, He is God's King to establish God's kingdom. The heathen may rage and the people imagine a vain thing. To-day we see that in their folly the powers of this world think that they can get rid of God, and God's King, and thus seize the inheritance of this world and set up a kingdom in which man can gratify his own lusts without any restraint from God. To this evil end they may set themselves and take counsel together against the LORD and against His Anointed. Nevertheless God can say, "Yet have I set my King upon my holy hill of Zion." Men nail Jesus to a cross, God sets Jesus as the King of kings upon the throne, and all who will not submit to God's King will "perish from the way" (Ps. 2).

   Thirdly, Jesus is "the bright and morning star." As such He is presented in relation to the church. Others will know Him in all His kingly glory as the root and offspring of David; the world will know Him as the Sun of righteousness that will arise to chase the darkness away, and bring healing to this sorrow-stricken world, but only the church will know Him as "the bright and morning star." When the sun shines the stars cannot be seen. He has not yet arisen above the horizon of this dark world as the Sun of righteousness, but while it is yet night He is known in the heart of the believer as the bright and morning star.

   Two other Scriptures present Christ as the morning star. The Apostle Peter writes, "We have also a more sure word of prophecy: whereunto ye do well that ye take heed, as unto a light (or 'lamp') that shineth in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the day star arise in your hearts" (2 Peter 1: 19). Prophecy is a light in the darkness; Christ is the star of the day. It is true that both shine in the darkness but there is this difference between the lamp and the morning star: the lamp tells me the darkness is here; the star tells me the day is coming. Prophecy warns us as to the condition of the world around, and the judgments to which it is hastening and, as the apostle says, we do well to take heed to it. Thus the effect of prophecy is to close up all our hopes of this present age and to centre our hopes in Christ. He is seen to be the coming One, and when our affections are drawn out to Christ as the centre of all our hopes then, indeed, it can be said that the day star has arisen in our hearts.

   Then again, in the address to Thyatira, the Lord can say to the overcomer, "I will give him the morning star" (Rev. 2: 28). The Lord can also say to the overcomer, "To him will I give power over the nations." But if He holds out the reward of power in the future, He also gives the overcomer a portion for his heart in the present. Amidst the moral and spiritual darkness of Thyatira the overcomer will enjoy Christ known in his heart as the star of the coming day.

   In this closing scene Christ is presented not only as the morning star but as "the bright and morning star." Everything in the hands of man loses its lustre, but Christ, in the heavens, is beyond the touch of man's rude hand. He shines with undimmed lustre; He is the bright and morning star. With the day star in our hearts we can watch through the darkness of the night and wait for the coming glory — the morning without clouds.

   It is significant that Christ is not revealed as the morning star until the ruin of Christendom had set in. When the Apostle Peter wrote his second epistle the dark shadow of apostasy was already creeping over the Christian profession. False prophets were arising who would deny the Lord that bought them, and many would follow their pernicious ways, and the way of truth would be evil spoken of. The apostle holds out no hope of improvement, no prospect of the restoration of the fallen profession. But the day star had arisen in his heart, and thus he looked beyond the darkness to the coming day. His hopes were centred in Christ.

   (V. 17) Immediately after this touching presentation of Christ the church again comes into view as the bride of Christ. The knowledge of the ruin of the church in the hands of men will not make us indifferent to the church according to the counsels of God, under the control of the Spirit. Indifference to the church as the bride would be indifference to that which, in this world, is nearest and dearest to the heart of Christ. In Christ we see that God has purposed to give us an object that can satisfy our hearts; but in the church, as the bride, we see what is yet more wonderful, that He has purposed to present the church to Christ as an object suited to Him, worthy of His love, and for the satisfaction of His heart. 

   With this great truth the Book of Genesis opens. Before sin came in, God sets forth, in Eve being presented to Adam, the great secret of His heart to have an object suited for the love of Christ. Throughout the ages and all the changing scenes of time, God has never given up His great purpose. In spite of the power of Satan, the evil of man, and the ruin of the Christian profession, God holds on His majestic way, that rising above every opposing power, fulfils His purpose and secures an object for the heart of Christ. Thus at the close of His book the bride of the Lamb rises up before our vision.

   How blessed this last view of the bride, for here she is seen at the end of her wilderness journey, wholly under the control of the Spirit, and thus with Christ as her one object. The result is the "Spirit and the bride say, Come." Led by the Spirit we feel the desolation that sin has caused in the world around, and we groan, and led by the Spirit we look to Christ as the bright and morning star who will usher in the morning without clouds, and hush creation's groan, and we say, "Come."

   Then let us mark what follows. Under the control of the Spirit, and thus in right relations with Christ, the church is ready to bear witness for Christ to others. The desire for His coming will not hinder our witness to the world around. On the contrary, it becomes the most powerful motive for desiring the blessing of others. We are never so morally fitted to stay and bear witness for Christ as when in affection we are longing to go and be with Christ.

   This witness will first go out to those who "hear." To such the testimony is, "Let him that heareth say, Come." The fact that they "hear" would seem to indicate that they are true believers. The fact that they have to be told to say "come" would show that they are not in the conscious joy of their relationship to Christ as His bride.

   Secondly, the witness goes to those who are "athirst." There are needy souls having some sense of their need longing to have part in the blessings that Christ can bestow, yet, it may be doubting the grace of His heart and His power and willingness to save. But the bride knows the heart of Christ and to such she can say "Come," you are welcome to Christ; "Let him that is athirst come."

   Lastly, there is the world around careless of its condition and heedless of its doom. But the grace of God carries with it salvation for all, and the church having tasted this grace can say, "Whosoever will let him take the water of life freely." How touching it is that the last appeal from Christ in the glory is a gospel appeal to a needy world, and let us mark well how full and how wide is the appeal. As one has said, "There is no man in the world to whom Jesus does not appeal. He gave Himself a ransom for all and therefore He has the right to appeal to every man, whoever he may be, 'Let him take the water of life freely.' Whoever will may come and drink of living water without money and without price."

   (Vv. 18-21) Following upon the solemn warning as to adding to, or taking from, the words of the prophecy of this book, we have, for a third time in these closing verses, the Lord's promise that He is "coming quickly." The first occasion presents His coming as an incentive to keeping the sayings of this prophecy (7); the second occasion, His coming is presented in connection with His rewards to encourage us in our service (12). On this last occasion we lose sight of prophecy, and service, and rewards, and think only of Himself, "Surely I come quickly." The other occasions call forth no response, but now the bride responds, "Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus." The closing word tells us that, until that blessed moment we can count upon the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ to be with all the saints. Amen.
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   Preface.

   The following pages contain a simple exposition of the Addresses to the Seven Churches, in which it is sought to trace the decline of the professing Church, from its departure from first love, until the solemn moment is reached when it will be spued out of Christ's mouth. Further, it seeks to set forth the Lord's mind as to the Church, in responsibility, at each stage, in order that the consciences of His people may be exercised by His warnings, while their hearts are cheered by His words of encouragement. H. S.
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   1. Introduction.

   Revelation 1: 1-8.

   (V l). In commencing to study the last book of the Bible it is at once evident, from the introductory verses, that we are about to read a Book of Judgment, and that every truth is presented in perfect consistency with this solemn subject.

   Viewed as a whole the Book is declared to be "the Revelation;" a term which implies the unfolding of truth which otherwise would be unknown. Moreover, it is "the Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto Him." Thus Christ is here viewed, as indeed throughout the Book, in His perfect Manhood, though as ever, there will be found statements that guard, and maintain His Deity. Bearing in mind that the Revelation is the Book of Judgment, preparing the way for Christ to inherit the earth, it will at once be seen how suitably Christ is presented in His Manhood; for it is as Man that Christ is ordained to be the Judge, and as Man He will inherit all created things (John 5: 27: Acts 17: 31: Psalm 8: 4-8).

   Further, the Revelation was given to Christ "to shew unto His servants." Thus believers are not viewed in their relationship to the Father as sons, but in relation to Christ as servants. This again is perfectly intelligible when we remember that the Book does not unfold the privileges of sons, as we find in the Epistles, but rather expresses the judgment of the Lord upon the way those who profess to be believers have exercised their responsibilities as servants.

   Moreover, we learn from the introduction, that the great purpose of Christ in the Revelation is "to shew unto His servants things which must shortly come to pass." The contents of the Book make perfectly clear that these things are the judgments that are shortly coming upon Christendom, and the world at large. These judgments are made known, not to gratify curiosity, or feed the fleshly mind in its craving for the sensational, but in order that the servants of Christ, being warned of coming judgment, may walk in holy separation from an unholy and judgment-doomed world. The Revelation, as with all other communications from God, is given to produce a present moral effect upon the hearers. It is not merely communicated but "signified;" a term that implies a communication accompanied by visible signs, thus preparing us for the visions of the Book.

   John, who receives these communications, is viewed, not as the disciple that Jesus loved, with his head upon the bosom of Jesus, sharing the intimate thoughts of His heart, nor even as an Apostle sent to others to communicate the thoughts of love, but as a servant responsible to his Master.

   (V. 2). Having received these communications John passes them on to others. He "bare record of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ." The Revelation comes with all the authority of the Word of God. At the same time-it is the testimony of Jesus: not a testimony to Jesus, however much it may contain truths which do indeed testify to Jesus. The testimony of Jesus is that which He Himself renders as to things which must shortly come to pass, — things which John saw (compare Rev. 22: 8).

   (V. 3). The introductory verses conclude with a special blessing for the one who reads, and for those that hear the words of this prophecy, if the reading and hearing is accompanied by keeping the things which are written therein. This keeping implies a subjection to these words that will affect our practical conduct. This will indeed make demands upon us, but, as ever, the path of submission will be one of great gain, even though it be one of self-denial.

   The whole Revelation is here referred to as a prophecy, definitely showing that even the addresses to the Seven Churches have a prophetic character.

   Finally, we are reminded that "the time is at hand." The servant is not to expect any further revelation, but to walk with patience in the light of the Revelation of things shortly to come to pass, knowing that "the time is at hand."

   (Vv. 4-6). Following upon the introductory verses we have the salutation of the Apostle from which we learn that the record John bears takes the form of a letter addressed to the Seven Churches in the Roman province of Asia. The greeting is characteristic of the Book. Grace and peace is toward the Churches, not as being composed of children in relation with the Father, but, of servants on earth in connection with the throne of government. Thus God is seen according to the name of Jehovah that He takes in connection with Israel and the earth; the One who is, and who was, and who is to come. Further, the Spirit is viewed in His fulness as the seven Spirits before Jehovah's throne; setting forth, doubtless, the fulness of the Spirit ready to be "sent forth into all the earth," as we learn from Revelation 5: 6. Have we not in Isaiah 11: 2, an intimation of this sevenfold perfection of the Spirit in connection with Christ, the fruitful Branch from the root of Jesse? There we read, "The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon Him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD."

   So, also, Christ is presented in connection with the government of the earth. He is "the faithful Witness;" the One who perfectly set forth God on earth. He is the first begotten from the dead; the One who broke the power of death on earth. He, too, is "the Prince of the kings of the earth;" the One who will rule over all that rule over the earth. 

   How blessed that the Persons of the Godhead, who are here seen in connection with the government of the earth, — controlling, guiding and judging, — secure grace and peace to the churches, or servants, while they are yet in the scene that is under judgment.

   This salutation immediately calls forth a glad response from the Church. John, representing the Church, says, "Unto Him that loves us and has washed us from our sins in His blood, and hath made us a kingdom and priests unto God and His Father; to Him be the glory and the dominion for ever and ever. Amen" (N. Tr.). The love is viewed as a present reality, as that which remains, though the work by which it has been so perfectly expressed is finished. It is a measureless love, for who can estimate the value of the blood by which the love has been set forth? By the precious blood believers have been washed from their sins, and are thus assured, as they open the Book of Judgment, that they themselves are beyond the judgment.

   Moreover, not only are believers washed from their sins, but, as washed, they are made a kingdom. Does this not suggest a company of people who are in subjection to God to do His will, and not, as in time past, their own wills? (Comp. 1 Peter 4: 2, 3).

   Further, believers are viewed as priests unto God, and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, and as such have access to God for intercession and praise.

   This response to the glory of Jesus Christ closes with a burst of praise to the Lord, "To Him be the glory and the might to the ages of ages. Amen."

   How beautiful is this presentation of the Church in its privileges. Loved by Christ; washed by His precious blood; subject to God; having access to the Father, and praising the Lord Jesus — a loved people, a cleansed people, an obedient people, a priestly people, and a praising people.

   When we come to the addresses to the Seven Churches, which present the Church in its responsibilities, we learn how solemnly the Church has failed to answer to its privileges. Truly there are two Churches, Smyrna and Philadelphia, in which the Lord finds nothing to condemn, nevertheless, in the other five Churches there is a serious departure from the normal privileges of the Church as set forth in this fine burst of praise. In Ephesus there was the departure from the love of Christ. In Pergamos, instead of a condition suited to those who have been washed in the blood of the Lamb. unholiness is tolerated. In Thyatira, instead of a kingdom where all are subject to the Lord, the Church assumes the place of rule. In Sardis, there is a name to live before men, but death before the Lord. The place of priests before God is lost. In Laodicea' instead of exalting the Lord, and ascribing to Him all glory and dominion, the Church exalts itself and practically ignores Christ.

   (V. 7). This outburst of praise is followed by a testimony to Jesus Christ. John has greeted the Churches, bringing Christ before them in His glory, and drawing a bright response from them. Now he hails the One who is coming to earth as the Judge. "Behold,'' says he, "He cometh with clouds, and every eye shall see Him, and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of Him."

   This is not indeed the hope of the Church, but the testimony of the Church. The Church will not wail when it is caught up to meet the Lord in the air. Then, indeed, for the Church all tears will be wiped away. For the world, however, that has rejected Christ, and scoffed at His coming, it will be a time of wailing, when "the Lord cometh with ten thousands of His saints, to execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him."

   (V. 8). To this testimony the Lord, Himself, responds: "I am the Alpha and the Omega, saith the Lord, He who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty." The coming Judge is the Alpha and the Omega; as another has truly said, "whose word is the beginning and end of all speech: all that can be said is said when He has spoken." At the beginning His word brought all things into being, and in the end, His word "It is done," will fix their eternal state.

   Moreover He is the Lord God — Jehovah, as it has been said, "The covenant keeping God, unchangeable amid all changes, true to His threats and to His promises alike."

   He, too, is the Almighty — the One with irresistible power, able to carry out His threats and fulfil His promises.

   The Vision of The Son of Man.

   Revelation 1: 9-18.

   The vision of the Son of Man, in His dignity as the Judge, is introductory to the messages which give His judgment on the Seven Churches. We do well to linger over the vision, for it is the greatness of the Speaker that gives value to His words. Thus the deeper our sense of the glory of the One who speaks, the more heed shall we give to that which He utters.

   (Vv. 9, 10). Before we see the vision of Christ, we learn that such sights call for special circumstances; they require a suited condition of soul, and their appropriate season. Thus it is that John finds himself in circumstances of trial, and, though truly in the kingdom as subject to Christ, yet not in the kingdom and glory, but, in the kingdom and patience in Jesus. Furthermore he is banished to the barren Isle of Patmos. If, however, he is banished to some desolate spot by the decrees of man, it is that, withdrawn from every other influence, he may receive the Word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. How often, in the history of God's people, times of trial have become seasons of spiritual illumination. As another has pointed out, Joseph must go to the prison to become a Revealer of secrets: David must be driven into the dens of the earth to sing his sweetest songs: Paul must suffer imprisonment to receive his highest revelations; and John must go to his Patmos prison to hear words, and see visions, that mortal had never heard nor seen before.

   John is not in this lonely spot as a self-exiled anchorite, embittered against the world; but an outcast for whom the world has no use. Though withdrawn from the Lord's people, he can still speak of himself as their "brother and companion in tribulation," and the Lord makes the loneliness of Patmos an occasion for John to serve others in love.

   Moreover, John was not only in the suited place to receive the Revelation, he was also in a suited condition, for he can say, "I became in the Spirit." This would indicate something more than the fact that he was in the normal and proper condition of the believer, as in the Spirit, according to Romans 8: 9. It would rather set forth a special condition in which the Apostle was so completely in the power of the Spirit as to be oblivious to all but the wondrous vision, and communications, he was about to see and hear. 

   Further, the Revelation was given to the Apostle at a special time. It was on "the Lord's day." This term must not be confounded with "the day of the Lord," an expression found in the prophets, and used by the Apostles Paul and Peter, to signify the day when the Lord will suddenly come as a thief in the night to execute judgment (1 Thess. 5: 2; 2 Thess. 2: 2; 2 Peter 3: 10). Obviously the things which are described in chapters 2 and 3 of the Revelation, and the greater part of "the things that are about to be after these things," do not take place in the day of the Lord. There would be no meaning in the Apostle being carried in spirit to the day of the Lord to see things that must take place a couple of thousand years before that day. Thus it seems clear that the Lord's day is the resurrection day, referred to in other Scriptures as the first day of the week. It is called the Lord's day to indicate that it is not a common day; as, indeed, the Lord's Supper is so called to distinguish it from a common meal. It is a day specially set apart, not by a legal command, as in the case of the Jewish Sabbath, but as a special privilege for the worship and service of the Lord.

   Thus it is in a place withdrawn from the world, in a suited condition — in the Spirit; and on a special occasion — the Lord's Day, John is arrested by a great voice, as a trumpet, in order to see these wondrous visions, and hear these solemn communications.

   (V. 11). What John sees he is told to write in a book and send unto the seven Churches. Already the Apostle has sent greetings to the seven Churches, now they are designated by name. Only seven Churches are addressed; nevertheless, the Spirit of God has selected the written, rather than the oral, form of communication so that the whole Church, for all time, may benefit by these communications.

   (Vv. 12, 13). John turns to see the One that spake with him, and at once we have the first great division of the Book, referred to by the Lord as "the things which thou  hast seen" (19). John is first arrested by the  vision of seven golden candlesticks. A little later  we learn that the candlesticks represent seven  Churches. The symbol of a candlestick would at  once suggest that they represent the Church in its  responsibility to maintain a light for Christ in this  dark world. The gold would signify that the  Church in its beginning on earth was set up in  suitability to the Divine glory as a witness for  Christ. Moreover it is surely the professing Church that is in view, for later we learn there is  the possibility of the candlestick being removed,  and finally that which the candlestick represents  becoming wholly nauseous to Christ.

   Further, John sees, in the midst of the seven  candlesticks, one like the Son of Man. This we know is a vision of Christ as about to judge, for  all judgment is committed to the Son of Man that  He may be honoured in the very nature in which  He has been despised and rejected by men.  Nevertheless He is spoken of as One like the Son  of Man, indicating that He is a Divine Person who  has become flesh.

   Here Christ is not presented as in the midst of  the Assembly to lead the praises of His people; nor in the midst of two or three to guide their prayers. Neither is He viewed as the One Shepherd to unite the sheep into one flock,  nor as the Head of the Church — His body. He is seen in the solemn aspect of the Judge in the  midst of the Christian profession. He is walking (Rev. 2: 1) in the midst of the Assemblies, observing  their condition and passing sentence, whether of  commendation or censure. Every feature by which  He is described is in accord with His character as  Judge.

   His garment is not girded for the service of  grace and love, as in the glad day yet to come  when His servants will be gathered home and He " shall gird Himself, and make them sit down to  meat, and will come forth and serve them" (Luke  12: 37). Here the Lord is seen in "a garment  reaching to the feet," as befitting the dignity of  the Judge. Moreover He is "girt about at the  breasts with a golden girdle" indicating that the  affections are held in by every consideration to  the Divine glory.

   (Vv. 14-16). "His head and His hairs were  white like wool, as white as snow." These symbols, as we know from Daniel 7: 9, set  forth the glory of God as the Judge upon His throne. Thus we learn that the Son of Man, Himself, possesses the characteristics of the Ancient of Days seen in the vision of Daniel. In due time He will come forth crowned with many crowns: here there is no crown, for the reigning time is not yet come. The judgment throne must precede the Kingdom glories. He must first clear the scene of all evil as the Judge, before He reigns in glory as the King.

   "His eyes were as a flame of fire;" setting forth the searching character of that gaze from which nothing can be hid.

   "His feet like unto fine brass as if they burned in a furnace," speaking of the inflexible holiness of walk, that never turns to any crooked way, and is undefiled by any soil of earth.

   "His voice as the sound of many waters," expresses the power of His word that no man can resist.

   "He had in His right hand seven stars." All subordinate authority, as represented by the stars, is under His control, and maintained by His power.

   "Out of His mouth went a sharp two-edged sword." Everything is judged by His infallible word, a sword with two edges that deals not only with outward conduct, but is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart (Heb. 4: 12, 13).

   "His countenance was as the sun shineth in his strength," a symbol that implies that, as the Judge, He is invested with supreme authority.

   (Vv. 17, 18). The effect of this great vision of the Son of Man, as the Judge, is so overwhelming that even an Apostle falls at His feet as dead. John had known Christ in His humiliation in the days of His flesh, and had once reposed his head on His bosom; he had seen the vision of Christ in His kingdom glories on the Mount; he had communed with Christ in His glorified body in resurrection; but never before had he seen Christ in His dignity as the Judge. Yet, be it remembered, this is the attitude that Christ takes toward professing Christendom. It is true that as believers we know Him as our Saviour: as members of His body we know Him as our Head; as servants we know Him as our Lord; nevertheless, as connected with the great Christian profession, we have to do with Him as Judge of all our Assembly ways. As we say, the believer knows Him in other and more privileged ways; but the great mass of the Christian profession — composed of mere professors — can only know Him as the Judge. The mass may profess to honour Him by erecting magnificent temples for His worship, and doing great works in His Name; if, however, they caught but a glimpse of His glory they would find He is walking in the midst of the profession as a Judge, and they would fall at His feet as dead.

   For John, a "brother and companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience in Jesus," it was far otherwise. There was no need for his fears. The Lord's touch, and the Lord's voice, recall John to the Jesus so well known in the days of His humiliation, whose voice he had so often heard uttering these peace giving words, "Fear not." The One who is the Judge — the first and the last — is the One who had been into death, and is now living for evermore. Everything that would cause the believer — represented by John — to shrink before the Judge, humbled as he ever must be in the consciousness of failure in his witness, has been borne and for ever removed by the death of the One who is going to judge. The keys of death and of Hades are in His hand. The believer then need have no fear, for those keys cannot be used apart from the One who loves us and has died for us. As one has said, our Lord "is the absolute Master of all that might threaten man, whether for the body or the soul."

   The Messages to the Churches.

   Revelation 1: 19, 20.

   Verse 19. The last two verses of the first chapter form a fitting introduction to the Lord's messages to the seven Churches. The fears of the Apostle having been dispelled, he is instructed to commit to writing the things which he had seen, the things which are, and the things that are about to be after these.

   Here, then, we have the Lord's own division of the Revelation. First "the things which thou hast seen," referring to the vision of the Son of Man as the Judge (Rev. 1: 9-18): second, "the things which are," comprising the addresses to the Seven Churches, representing things which then existed, and the condition that will continue to exist during the Church period (Rev. 2, 3): thirdly, "the things that are about to be after these," embracing the great prophetic events that will take place after the Church period is closed (Rev. 4-22).

   (V. 20). As a necessary introduction to the Messages to the Churches, the Lord explains the mystery of the seven stars and the seven golden candlesticks. It is revealed that the seven stars are the angels of the seven Churches, and the seven candlesticks are the seven Churches.

   The angels of the Churches would appear to represent those who are set in the Assemblies to give heavenly light, even as the stars, which are the symbols of the angels, give light in the heavens. But, like the stars in relation to the light of the sun, they are subordinate light-givers under Christ. The sun is the great and supreme source of light for the whole earth. The stars are needed when the sun is away; and the minor light they emit is of the same character and nature as the light of the sun. In Christ's personal absence the perfection of the Church's witness would be to emit the same character of light as Christ in heavenly glory — the same in quality, though so far removed in volume. In a special way the angels of the Churches are responsible to Christ for the moral condition of the Assemblies, for while the Assemblies as a whole are responsible for their condition, yet the state of the Assemblies would largely depend on the character of ministry they receive.

   While in each Church the Lord addresses the Angel, and thus holds the Angel responsible for the state of the Assembly, yet it is noticeable that He constantly passes from speaking directly to the Angel in order to address the Church. Thus in the Pergamos address He speaks of a faithful martyr "who was slain among you;" and again He says, in the Smyrna address "the devil shall cast some of you into prison." This change from the singular to the plural makes it impossible to apply the Angel to an individual presiding officer, and obliges us to see a symbolical representative of the Church.

   The seven candlesticks are symbols of the Seven Churches. It is plain from Rev. 1: 4, Rev. 1: 11, that seven actually existing Churches in the province of Asia are indicated. It is, however, equally plain that these Churches present the history of the whole Church period. Seven actual Asiatic Churches were selected in which were found moral traits which have been used by Christ to prophetically set forth the moral condition of the professing Church as a whole, or in part, at different periods of its history.

   There are substantial reasons for this conclusion. In the first place, in Rev. 1: 3, the whole book of the Revelation is spoken of as prophecy. This would give a prophetic character to these addresses. Then the number seven is a constant symbol in Scripture of completeness, and, as the seven Spirits speak of the fulness of the one Holy Spirit, so, we judge, the seven Churches present a complete view of the varied conditions of the whole Christian profession. Perhaps, however the most convincing argument for the prophetic character of the Churches is, as one has said, "the real correspondence between the picture given of the seven Churches and the well known history of the professing Church."

   To profit by the addresses to the Seven Churches it is not only necessary to see their prophetic character, but also, of the first importance, to keep in view the particular aspect in which the Lord is viewed in relation to the Church, as well as the aspect in which the Church is viewed in relation to Christ.

   The Church is viewed not as the Body, of which Christ is the Head in heaven, and into which nothing that is unreal can come, but as an external body of people on earth professing the Name of Christ, and which may, and in fact does, include a vast profession without life. This profession has taken the Name of Christ, whether His or not; and having done so is responsible to walk according to the order of God's house, and thus represent on earth the Christ who is in heaven, in all His love, faithfulness and holiness — in a word to be a light for Christ on earth. It would be impossible to speak of the Church as the Body of Christ being rejected by Christ. That, however, which professes to be the Church will finally become so nauseous to Christ that it will be spued out of His mouth, when that which is real — the Body of Christ — has been caught away.

   Moreover, let us remember that Christ is not here viewed as the Head of His Body, giving gifts and ministering grace to the Body, and revealing the heavenly privileges of the saints as in the Epistle to the Ephesians. He is not instructing the Assemblies in the principles of Church order, and discipline, as in the Epistles to the Corinthians. Nor is the Lord even instructing the faithful how to act in a day of ruin, as in the second Epistle to Timothy. Here the Lord is presented as walking in the midst of the Christian profession in His character as Judge, with eyes as a flame of fire, searching into the condition of that which professes His Name, and enquiring how far the Churches have answered to, or departed from, their heavenly privileges; how far they have carried out, or failed in, their responsibilities to maintain divine order, and obey divine instructions. Further, having searched into the condition of the Churches, the Lord passes sentence on what He finds, approving what is right and condemning all that is contrary to Himself; warning as regards the evil, and giving encouragement to the overcomer.

   It may further help us to understand the prophetic character of these addresses to briefly indicate the different periods of Church history that appear to be set forth by the seven addresses.

   The address to the angel of the Church in Ephesus, clearly sets forth the condition of the Church in its first decline during the latter days of the last Apostle, and the years immediately following his decease.

   The address to the Church in Smyrna would seem to set forth the condition of the Church, as a whole, during the period of the persecutions from the heathen world. 

   In the address to the Church in Pergamos, we have the condition of the Church, as a whole, when the persecutions of the heathen gave way to the patronage of the world.

   The address to the Church in Thyatira sets forth the condition of the Church as seen by God when, instead of being patronised by the world, the Church sought to become the ruler of the world. The greatest expression of this condition being seen in the Papacy. This condition while ceasing, after a time, to represent the whole Christian profession, continues to the end of the Church period.

   In the address to the Church in Sardis we see the condition into which a part of the Christian profession falls as the outcome of the Reformation being corrupted by man. It is a condition that develops out of Thyatira, and in opposition to Thyatira, though co-existing with Thyatira to the end.

   In the address to the Church in Philadelphia there is presented a faithful remnant, apart from the corruption of Thyatira, and the deadness of Sardis, that continues to the end.

   In the last address, to the Church in Laodicea, there is presented the final phase of the Christian profession, in which the condition is so wholly nauseous to Christ that it ends in the great unreal mass of the Christian profession being spued out of His mouth.

   It will also help, in the interpretation of the addresses, to notice that there is a division between the first three and the last four Churches. This is marked by the fact that in the first three Churches the appeal to the one that has an ear to hear, precedes the promise to the overcomer; in the last four addresses it comes after the promise. Again in the first three addresses there is no mention of the coming of the Lord, whereas in the fourth, fifth, and sixth addresses the coming of the Lord is definitely held out as a hope, or a warning. Furthermore, in the last four addresses we see a faithful remnant distinguished in the midst of the increasing corruption.

   These differences can be explained by the fact that the first three Churches set forth the state of the whole Church during the first three successive periods of its existence upon earth, conditions which have passed away: whereas the last four represent distinct phases of the Christian profession that do not supersede one another, but exist at the same time, and continue until the Lord comes.

   In the first three addresses, representing the condition of the Church as a whole, the one with the hearing ear is to be found in the Church as whole. In the last four the Church, as a whole, has broken up and the condition so deteriorated that those who hear what the Spirit has to say will only be found among the overcomers, and therefore the appeal comes after the promise to the overcomer. 

   In the first three addresses there is the call to repentance and the possibility of the Church returning to its original condition. In the last four the condition is such that this is no longer set before the Churches as a possibility; therefore the coming of the Lord is held out as the only hope of the godly remnant.

   Thus it becomes clear that the last four Churches are distinguished from the first three by three definite facts: (1) a faithful remnant is distinguished from the corrupt mass; (2) the coming of the Lord is set before the Churches; (3) the one who hears is only found among the overcomers.

   As to the structure of the Addresses there is a similarity in the way in which the truth is presented in each address. Each address opens with a presentation of Christ in a character which, if it had been apprehended or kept in mind, would have preserved from the state into which the Church had fallen, or which — in such a state — would sustain the faith of the godly in their testings. This is followed by the assertion of the Lord's perfect knowledge of the condition of each Church leading to His approval or condemnation of what He finds. Then we have special warnings and words of encouragement. Finally each address closes with a special promise to the overcomer.

   Ephesus.

   Revelation 2: 1-7.

   Through the extended ministry of the Apostle Paul, the Assembly at Ephesus had probably enjoyed privileges unequalled by any Assembly before or since. It may well be for this reason that this is the first Assembly upon which the Lord passes His judgment.

   To this Assembly the Apostle Paul had declared all the counsel of God. To these Ephesian saints he had unfolded the love of Christ — the love that passeth knowledge, and led them into their bridal relations with Christ. At Ephesus he had uttered his warnings as to the coming scattering of the saints after his departure, and there he exhorted the elders to take heed to themselves.

   These privileges and warnings should have led the saints to shine for Christ in a dark world, while taking heed to themselves and watching against decline. The greater the privilege the greater the responsibility. Thus the Assembly that had privileges above all others, is the first to pass under the searching gaze of the Lord; and they were to discover that they to whom the highest truth had been ministered, were the Assembly in which decline commenced. The highest truth — the love of Christ to the Church — was the truth they failed to maintain. They did not, according to the exhortation of the Apostle, take heed to themselves. Of old the wise man had said, "Keep thy heart more than anything that is guarded" (Prov. 4: 23, N. Tr.). Alas! while outwardly correct in conduct, they failed to guard the heart. They left their first love.

   We must however remember that the condition of this first Assembly, sets forth the spiritual condition of the whole Assembly, under the eye of Christ, in the latter part of the life of the last Apostle, and, probably, the period immediately following his death. It thus gives us the mind of Christ as to the decline of the Assembly, as a whole, from its true place and character as a witness for Christ in this world.

   (V. 1). The address is "unto the angel of the Assembly." It would seem that the angel represents those who are set to give heavenly light in each Assembly. Even as a star emits its light during the absence of the sun, so the angels (which are likened to stars) are representative of the absent Christ, to bring heavenly truth to the Assembly, which, as a whole, is responsible to be a light for Christ in the world. Thus it follows that the angel, in a special sense, is held responsible for the condition of the Assembly.

   The Lord presents Himself to this Assembly as, "He that holdeth the seven stars in His right hand, who walketh in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks." The angels, who directly represent Christ in the Assembly, are here seen in their proper place of dependence upon the Lord. They are held in His right hand, indicating that they carry out their ministry under the direct authority and power of Christ. At this early period of the Church's history the time had not come when those, who are responsible to give heavenly light, take themselves out of the hand of Christ, to receive their authority from the hand of man.

   Moreover the Lord is seen, not only in the midst of the candlesticks as in the vision seen by John, but as One "who walketh" in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks. He is seen not as an onlooker but, as moving in the midst of the Assemblies, taking a deep and active interest in the condition of His people, who are viewed as the divinely appointed lightbearers to shine for Himself in this world.

   (V. 2). After this introductory presentation of the Lord, the address opens with the words, "I know." These are searching words that speak of the Assemblies being under the gaze of One from whom no secrets can be hid. We are limited in our knowledge, and therefore often partial in our judgments. The Lord knows all that is of Himself and all that is contrary to Himself, though often unknown to others. There was nothing in this Assembly that the world could take account of as being inconsistent with the Christian profession; nevertheless the Lord knew what was lacking. "I know" are encouraging words for the heart, though searching words for the conscience.

   As ever, the Lord speaks first of things that have His approval, and in this Assembly there was much in accord with His mind. First the Lord says, "I know thy works." These surely were works of which the Lord could approve, for there was in this Assembly much devoted activity in the service of the Lord.

   Then the Lord commends the "labour" that marked their works. There may be much service and yet little labour in the service. The word indicates that energy, and real toil, were involved in their service. It cost these saints an expenditure of labour.

   Further, the Lord finds patience, or "endurance," of which He can approve. Their service was not marked by mere human energy that ofttimes expends itself in a great outburst of activity. It was marked by that quiet endurance that continues in the Lord's work in the face of all hindrances, discouragements, and even opposition.

   Moreover, the Lord can say with approval, "Thou canst not bear them which are evil." They refused to tolerate, or compromise with, evil, nor would they give countenance to the persons who compounded with it.

   Again, the Lord commends them for the firmness and boldness that refused to receive people on their own commendation. Whatever profession people made, even to the pretension of being apostles, they tested, and refused such as were found to be liars.

   (V. 3). Finally, the Lord delights to witness to their true, and devoted, love for Himself. Their endurance; their suffering; their unwearied labour, was for the name of Christ. It was not to make a name for themselves, but in love for His name. 

   How beautiful are these qualities that the Lord singles out for His approval; and well, indeed, that those who seek to be a light for Christ in this dark world should covet such excellent traits, and seek to possess them in combination; for each characteristic tempers the other. The "works," that the Lord approves, are kept by "toil" from becoming merely languid works taken up in a casual way. The "endurance" keeps the toil from being only a passing outburst of fervour. The hatred of evil prevents the patience from degenerating into tolerance of evil. The testing of profession, and exposure of pretension, proved their hatred of evil to be not mere lip profession, that ended in protest without any action against the evil. Moreover, doing all for Christ's name, proved that their works, their toil, their endurance, and their dealing with evil, was not simply to make, or preserve their own religious reputation. It was for Christ's sake.

   (V. 4). It is thus evident that there was very much in the Assembly at Ephesus that met with the Lord's unqualified approval; and the Lord does not withhold His approval because of any defect that He may see. Nevertheless, He does not refrain from exposing the defect because of so much that He can approve. Under His eye there was in this Assembly decline, and that of a serious nature. In spite of much that the Lord approves He has to say, "Nevertheless I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love." The word "somewhat" is a serious and unwarranted interpolation. It would give the wrong impression that to leave first love is a small matter in the eyes of the Lord. It was, on the contrary, so serious, that, in His sight, it constituted the Assembly a fallen Assembly. Outwardly there was nothing in the Assembly that the Lord condemns, and nothing about which the world would find fault. The Assembly might indeed be marked by characteristics that the world could neither understand nor imitate, but at any rate the world would hardly condemn those who are marked by works, toil, endurance, hatred of evil, and refusal of pretension. Outwardly all was fair, and the candlestick appeared to be burning brightly enough before the world. Yet, under the surface, there was that which, in the eye of the Lord spoilt all this fair show. The Assembly had left its first love to Christ. It was not that they had left their love to Christ; but they had left their first love to Christ. One has said, "How dreadful a dishonour to Christ is this, to lose one's first love! It is as if at first sight He was more than He proved on longer acquaintance."

   What, we may ask, is first love? Is not first love an absorbing love: a love that finds complete satisfaction of heart in its object. The love that satisfies must be an absorbing love. A love that absorbs the mind and heart is the love that excludes other objects, and satisfies because it fills the heart.

   There was a time when Christ was all in all to the Assembly at Ephesus. Then, indeed, Christ satisfied their hearts, absorbed their thoughts, and engrossed their energies. That early freshness had passed. They had not ceased to labour for Christ, nor love and suffer for Christ, but their labour and love had lost its early freshness. The first love had gone.

   What was it, however, that had absorbed their love in those early days? Was it not the realization of Christ's love for them? The love that passeth knowledge — the love of Christ for His Assembly — had been set forth before them; but as time passed they lost in measure the sense of His great love for them, and thus they left their first love for Him.

   The fact that Christ reproaches the Assembly with having left her first love, is a proof of the greatness of His love to the Assembly. Such is His love that He cannot be satisfied without the whole-hearted return of her love to Him. It is only the full response of love that can satisfy love. Works for Christ, however great, will not satisfy the heart of Christ. Mary's devoted love is more approved than Martha's toiling service. It is not that works will be lacking where there is love. Mary who chose the "good part," did the "good work," and, the Lord Himself, in this address links "first love" with "first works." There were indeed works at Ephesus of which the Lord could approve, but they were not the first works that were the outcome of first love.

   Here then the Lord discovers to us the root of all decline, whether it be in the Assembly as a whole, or in the individual believer. All the ruin that has come in; all the subsequent evil that develops in other Assemblies, have their root in this first departure. In Ephesus we see the first step that leads to the complete break down of the Assembly in responsibility. In Laodicea we see the full result. The first step in Ephesus was loss of first love, the full result, in Laodicea, is the loss of Christ altogether. Christ is outside the door. If Christ is not retained in the heart of the Assembly, the time will come when Christ will be outside the door of the Assembly.

   (V. 5). The exposure of this hidden source of decline is followed by a solemn word of warning. The Lord can say, "Remember therefore from whence thou art fallen." In the eyes of others the Assembly at Ephesus might well appear as a pattern Assembly; in the sight of Christ it was fallen. Not only is the Assembly called to remember, but repent. It is useless to bemoan the loss of early freshness if there is no repentance. What is repentance but owning our true condition before the Lord? If truly repentant we shall put our feet into the hands of the Lord that He may remove the defilement that has come in to hinder our enjoyment of His love to us, and dull our first love to Him. If our feet are in His hands, He can remove all the dust of the way, so that, like John of old we can, as it were, rest our heads on His bosom, there again to taste the joy of first love. 

   The result of getting back to first love would be seen in first works. The Thessalonian Assembly, like the Ephesian Assembly, was marked by "work," and "labour," and. "patience," but of the Thessalonian Assembly we read that their work was a work of faith; their labour was labour of love; and their patience the patience of hope.

   Then comes a last word of warning. If the Assembly does not repent — if there is no recovery, no return to first love — the Lord warns that He will come to them in the way of judgment and remove their candlestick out of its place. The place of the Assembly was to be a light for Christ in this dark world. This place can only be maintained as the heart is right with Christ. This loss of place with which the Assembly is threatened, is viewed as the Lord's own act. He will remove the candlestick, even as of old He removed Israel from the land in which they should have been a witness to Jehovah. In either case the removal may be effected through the instrumentality of the world, none the less it is the Lord's own act.

   (V. 6). If however there was loss of first love for Christ, they had not yet lost their hatred of those who were a dishonour to Christ. The Nicolaitanes appear to have been those who made the profession of Christianity a cover for sin. They used the grace of God to indulge the lusts of the flesh. Such conduct was hated by Christ, and rightly hated by the Assembly at Ephesus. This evil showed itself at first in abominable conduct. In the later Pergamos period of the Assembly's history, the evil so far progresses that evil deeds are supported by evil doctrine.

   (V. 7). Following upon the warning there is the appeal to the one with the hearing ear, to hear what the Spirit has to say to the Assemblies. The Lord sends these addresses to the Assemblies, but throughout the ages the Spirit applies the Lord's words to the heart and conscience of the one with the hearing ear. Thus in the Lord's message to the angel of the Church at Ephesus there is disclosed to the one who has the opened ear the hidden root of all the increasing failure that has marked the Assembly in her fang history as the responsible witness for Christ on the earth. The first failure was not in her testimony before the world, but in her secret relations with Christ. Inward departure ever precedes outward failure.

   The address closes with the Lord's promise to the overcomer. The normal overcoming for the Assembly should be in relation to the world, even as John tells us, "This is the victory that overcometh the world, even our faith" (1 John 5: 4). Here the overcoming has to be within the Christian profession, a sad witness to the fallen condition of the Church. For the encouragement of the overcomer the Lord holds out the promise of eating of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the paradise of God. In the paradise of man there were two trees, one connected with privilege and one with responsibility. Man disobeyed and lost all blessing on the ground of responsibility. God came into the garden only to drive out a fallen man. Now the way is opened for man to enter the paradise of God as the result of redemption, there to feed on Christ the tree of life, and to go no more out. The overcomer, the one who repents and gets back to first love, has the promise of being eternally satisfied with the fruit of the tree of life in the paradise of God. At the same time, the Lord surely intends that the overcomer should have a foretaste of these encouragements while he is overcoming down here.

   Smyrna.

   Revelation 2: 8-11.

   If the address to Ephesus brings before us the condition of the Church in the last days of the apostolic era, the address to Smyrna vividly portrays the condition of the Church during the years of persecution that continued for two centuries after the Apostles had passed away.

   In Ephesus we see an outwardly united Church in separation from the world, but, one that had declined from first love to Christ, and, therefore, in His sight a fallen Church. There was the call to repentance and the warning that, unless the Church returned to first love, it would lose its place of testimony before the world. Alas! there was no general return to first love, and hence, to the end of her sojourn on earth, the Church is viewed as a fallen Church. There may indeed be revivals, and individuals that overcome, but that which has the place of being the Church on earth is fallen, ceases to be a true witness for Christ. Ceasing to witness for Christ in the world, the Church increasingly adapts itself to the world, until, in its last stage, it is the world. Finally, when all that is of Christ in the midst of the profession, is taken away, the vast and empty profession, that is left, comes under the judgment of the world.

   In the freshness of first love the Church was entirely separate from the world, and the world had no power over the Church. The allurements of this world have no attraction for a heart that is satisfied with the love of Christ. Leaving first love, whether in the case of an individual, or of the Church as a whole, opens the door for the world to enter and assert its power. The Church when it left first love took the first step that leads to the world where Satan dwells.

   It is well then to remember that in the Smyrna period the Church is already a fallen Church. In tender love we see the Lord dealing with this fallen Church in a way that, for a time, arrests this downward path. The Lord passes the Church through the furnace of affliction. Ephesus was without reproach before the world but fallen before Christ; as the result of the Lord's dealing, Smyrna was persecuted by the world, but faithful before the Lord.

   (V. 8). The Lord presents Himself to this Church in the glory of His Person, as the First and the Last; and in the glory of His work as the One who became dead and lived.

   What could be more suited to sustain and encourage those who are called to meet the power of Satan, and faced with a martyr's death, than the knowledge that they are in the hands of a divine Person — the First and the Last — One who existed before every opposing power, and will remain when the last enemy has been put under His feet: One, therefore, who is above all. The Lord may indeed use the hostility of the enemy to pass His people through trial, but, if He is the First and the Last no power of the devil can finally prevail against those that are His. Moreover, if called to face a Martyr's death, Christ, Himself, has led the way in the path of martyrdom; for He has suffered death at the hands of men. He became dead and lived: seemingly defeated and slain, yet emerging in victory over the last and greatest of enemies. Death could not prevail against Him; therefore death will not prevail against those that are His.

   (V. 9). Having presented Himself in a way so blessedly suited to their condition and circumstances, the Lord lets these suffering saints know that all is under His eye. "I know," He says. He would have them to realize that the trials they are passing through, the circumstances they are in, the opposition of Satan they may have to meet, and the sufferings they may yet have to face, are all known to Him.

   Nor is it otherwise to-day. Our trials, our circumstances, the opposition we may have to meet, whether within the Christian circle or without, are all known to One, who, being the First and the Last, can see the end from the beginning. If, however, He is the First and the Last, with all power in His hands, why are His people permitted to pass through trial? Is it not because He has, — not only all power in His hands, but, — all love in His heart? Divine love knows full well that trials are needed for our blessing; and, loving us, He sends the trials according to that Word which says, "Whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth" (Heb. 12: 6). We may lose our first love to the Lord, but never will He leave His first love to us. "Having loved His own which were in the world, He loved them unto the end." If in His unchanging love He has to pass us through trial, it is for our profit, that we might be partakers of His holiness. Knowing all things, He knew from whence the Church had fallen, and He knew to what depths it would yet fall. The One who is the First and the Last deals with us according to His perfect knowledge, and His infinite love. In His dealings He not only corrects for past failure, but would also form us according to His own holiness in the present, and prepare us for what He sees we may yet have to meet in the future.

   It may be pointed out that the word "works," of this verse, is not in the original. These saints were not characteristically distinguished by works, but by suffering. The saints of the Ephesian period were great workers; the saints of the Smyrna period were great sufferers. Let us remember there is the service of suffering as well as the service of doing.

   The trials that were allowed to come upon the Church at this period were three-fold; suffering from the world, poverty of circumstances, and opposition from the devil. 

   A church that has left first love is in danger of drifting into the world; to arrest this tendency the Lord allows persecution from the world. Moreover, a fallen Church that is drifting towards the world will ever be in danger of adopting the world's methods, and of attempting to advance the Lord's interests by means of earthly riches, and the acquisition of worldly power and influence. How different the early Church, composed mainly of the poor, and without worldly power or influence. Then indeed they were enriched with "great power," and "great grace." This, however, was spiritual power and the grace from another world. Foreseeing the danger of the world, the Lord stripped the Church of Smyrna, in such fashion, that they were poor in those things that the world counts gain, such as wealth, power, and influence, in order to leave them rich in His sight. Thus the Lord can say of this Church, "I know thy tribulation, and thy poverty, but thou art rich." Better far to be poor in the eyes of the world, and rich in the sight of the Lord, than to be rich and increased with goods, like the Church in its last stage, and yet, "wretched and miserable and poor" in the eyes of the Lord.

   Alas! in contrast with the Church at Smyrna we see the Christian profession fast falling, on every hand, into a Laodicean condition, in which the professed followers of the One who had not where to lay His head, are vying with one another to obtain power and influence in the world. In the day of Smyrna the Lord used the persecution of the world, with its consequent impoverishment of the saints, to stem the drift towards the world.

   There was, however, another way in which the enemy sought to entangle the Church and draw it into the world. In the Smyrna period the Church had to meet the opposition of those who insisted on Jewish principles and thus sought to draw the Church into a worldly religion. Probably the word "Jews" is used in a figurative sense, signifying those who, like the Jews, boasted in an hereditary and sacramental system which associated religion with the world and sought to make it attractive to the flesh by the use of magnificent buildings, gorgeous vestments, and histrionic ceremonies. Thus the effort was made to turn Christianity into a system which, while highly pleasing to the flesh, keeps the soul at a distance from God. Moreover, such a system necessitates a human priesthood after the Jewish pattern, for, it has been truly said, whenever the world is connected with religion, priesthood must come in, because the world, as such, cannot stand and does not want to stand, before God.

   We can well understand these Judaising teachers coming to the front in times of persecution, for such would offer a specious way of escape from persecution. The Apostle Paul asks, "If I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? Then is the offence of the cross ceased." The law recognises, and appeals, to the flesh with its imposing temples, splendid ceremonies, and ornate ritual. If we consent to recognise the flesh and adopt methods that appeal to the flesh, the world would have no objection to being religious, and, instead of persecuting, would begin to patronise a Christianity corrupted according to its tastes.

   The devil's attack on the Church in the Smyrna period of its history took a double form. First the devil sought to undermine the foundations of the Church by corrupting it with Judaism. This failing, the devil opposed the Church by persecution. It is ever thus that the devil works. The special malignity of the devil drawn forth by the birth of the Lord, first took the form of corruption, when Herod sought to find the young Child under the false pretension of desiring to pay Him homage. This failing the devil sought by violence to destroy the Child by slaying all the young children in Bethlehem. So too, when the gospel was first preached in Europe, we see another outburst of the devil's enmity, when he sought to stop the work by the devil-possessed woman, who corruptly appeared to be helping on the work. This wile being exposed, the devil resorted to violence, hounding on the people to beat the apostles and thrust them into prison. Here, in the early history of the Church, the apostles having passed from the scene, the devil again made a twofold attack upon the Church. He sought first to seduce the Church from her heavenly calling through the corrupting influences of those who, by their practices, proclaim themselves to be Jews but are not. Such would seek to form a Church after the pattern of the Jewish system, with the addition of Christian beliefs. This would not be a true Jewish synagogue nor a pure Christian Assembly, but a mixture of both and therefore a mere imitation — a synagogue of Satan. At this stage of the Church's history the effort apparently failed; for those whom the devil used are not spoken of as the Church. They might indeed be seeking to work in the Assembly, but the Lord says, "I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews." The Lord knew them and the Church resisted them.

   (V. 10). The attack by corruption having failed, the devil was permitted to resort to violence, as the Lord says, "The devil shall cast some of you into prison." The violence of the devil may indeed be painful to God's people but it is safer for them than the wiles of the devil. The Lord allows this attack, for, as Peter says in his Epistle, the saints may indeed be "in heaviness through manifold temptations," "if need be." If, however, the Lord sees a "need be" for the trial, He will also put a limit to the trial: so we read, "Ye shall have tribulation ten days." So, too, Peter says these manifold trials are but "for a season." The devil may be allowed to cast some into prison, but he cannot go a day beyond the Lord's ten days.

   The Lord does not hide from these saints the path that lies before them. Suffering, imprisonment, and possible martyrdom, will be their portion. Nevertheless, He encourages them to "fear not," to be "faithful," and that even unto death, for beyond death there is the crown of life. The Lord sets before them the cross here, and the crown hereafter. Of old the Lord had said to His disciples, "Be not afraid of them that kill the body, and after that have no more that they can do" (Luke 12: 4). Beyond death neither men nor devils have any power. They cannot touch the tree of life in the paradise of God, nor the crown of life that awaits the faithful martyr.

   If in this life the devil is permitted, at times, to raise persecution against the saints, it is not that they may be vanquished, but, as the Lord says to these suffering saints "that ye may be tried." This trial is not for the trial of the flesh, but for the trial of faith, therefore the Lord says, "Be ye faithful." The Lord could say to Peter, "Simon, Simon, behold Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: but, I have prayed for thee that thy faith fail not: and when thou art restored, strengthen thy brethren." Years afterwards we are permitted to hear Peter strengthening his brethren. He reminds them that men try their gold with fire, but the believer's faith is much more precious than gold that perisheth. So they must not be surprised if God tries the faith of His saints by passing them through the fiery furnace of persecution. If He does thus try them it is in order that their faith may be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ. The martyr's death in the day of suffering, will lead to the crown of life in the day of glory.

   (V. 11). The "ten days" of fiery persecution may be passed, but none the less we are to hear what the Spirit saith to the Churches. What was said to Smyrna in the days of fiery persecution has a voice for us in these days of easy profession. It tells us the true character of the world under the power of Satan. It reminds us of the two ways in which the world can divert the Church from its allegiance to Christ. On the one hand by corrupting the Church with a worldly religion that is a mixture of Judaism and Christianity; or, if the Church resists this, by open persecution. We find ourselves in the last days of Christendom when the wile of corruption has so thoroughly leavened the vast mass of the Christian profession, that it is hardly necessary for the devil to persecute. Nevertheless neither the devil nor the world have altered in hostility to Christ.

   In the day of persecution, how suited is the promise to the overcomer. He shall not be hurt of the second death. The body may be hurt by the torturer's rack or the flames of a martyr's death; but the soul of the believer cannot be hurt of the second death. The martyr's death may separate soul from body, but the second death will never separate the soul of the believer from God. The overcomer is to enjoy the comfort of this promise while passing through sufferings, that afterwards may be consummated in martyrdom.

   Pergamos.

   Revelation 2: 12-17.

   The address to the Church in Ephesus clearly shows that the departure of the Christian profession, from the place of a witness for Christ, on earth, commenced with the loss of first love to Christ. In the address to the Church at Smyrna, we learn how this decline was, for a time, arrested by the Church being allowed to pass through a period of persecution. At the same time the Church was troubled by Judaising teachers, who sought, apparently, to escape the persecution of the world by attempting to link the forms of Judaism with the doctrines of Christianity. For a time the persecution drew out the faithfulness of the saints. Nevertheless, the leaven of Judaism, though at the time resented, was working in the Smyrna period. This effort to turn the Christian Assembly, composed only of true believers, into an imitation Jewish synagogue, composed of a mixed company of believers and unbelievers, would naturally let the world into the Church, and thus prepare the way for the Church to settle down in the world.

   This, the next stage in the downward history of the Christian profession, is the outstanding mark of the Church in the Pergamos period. A Judaised Church is no longer an offence to the world. In an earlier day, the Apostle Paul could write, "If I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence of the cross ceased" (Gal. 5: 11).

   (V. 12). The presentation of Christ to the angel of the Church in Pergamos has reference to the condition of the Church at this period. The Lord presents Himself as "He which hath the sharp sword with two edges." We know from Hebrews 4: 12, that the two-edged sword is a figure of the Word of God. The Psalmist can speak of the Word as a lamp unto his feet. Here it is not viewed as a light for the Christian's path, but as a sword to deal with all that is contrary to the light. The word viewed as the sword is ever judicial. It may, indeed, be used by the Spirit to defend the Christian against the wiles of the devil (Eph. 6: 11-17); or, as in this solemn passage, used by Christ against the public professing Christian body, unless there is repentance.

   (V. 13). At once the Lord passes to speak of that which is so serious in His eyes. He says, "I know where thou dwellest, even where Satan's throne is." Satan, we know, is the prince of this world, and his throne is where he rules. It is not in hell as poets vainly dream. His throne is where he reigns, not in the place to which he will be consigned when his throne is crushed, and his reigning time is over. Nor does he merely reign at Rome, or Pergamos. His throne is not local, it is the world. If the professing Church dwells in the place of Satan's throne we may be sure the Church has given up her pilgrim and stranger character and settled down in the world.

   The Lord said of His people, "Ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world." Moreover, the Lord Jesus Christ "gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us from this present evil world." Furthermore, Christians are called with an heavenly calling, — their home is in heaven. The Church belongs to heaven and should wear a heavenly character. How solemn then, for that which takes the place before the world of being the Church, to abandon the heavenly calling, fling away its heavenly character, and settle down in the world. It is true the Christian is in the world, and, indeed, the Lord speaks of His disciples as sent into the world, for He can say to the Father, "As Thou hast sent Me into the world, even so have I also sent them into the world" (John 17: 18). How then was He sent? Assuredly not to "dwell" in the world, but to witness to God as the Light of the world. The One, who when on earth, could speak of Himself as "the Son of Man which is in heaven" (John 3: 13), was no "dweller" in this world. Truly He walked on earth, but He dwelt in heaven. Scripture makes it abundantly plain that the world is the place of our pilgrimage, where we are left for a time to "shine as lights in the world." To dwell in the world is to attempt to settle down in this scene as if it were our abiding home.

   Such then was the solemn condition of the Church in the period of its history depicted in the address to Pergamos. It was no longer a witness in the world, but a dweller in the world. Dwelling signifies the moral character of the profession, just as the expression "earth dwellers," afterwards used in the Revelation, sets forth the character of a certain class. The angels visited Sodom in the way of testimony: Lot dwelled there, he found his home there; and his character was formed by the place he dwelt in.

   Having settled in the world the Church ceases to be a witness for Christ, and the world ceases to persecute the Church. When the world and the Church associate together, there is nothing left to persecute. From this period the Church, as a whole, lost its heavenly character, never to be regained throughout its history on earth; and worse, for Christianity has become amongst men simply a means for the betterment of the masses, and the advancement of temporal interests.

   Nevertheless, there was still that which the Lord could commend, for we hear the Lord saying, "Thou holdest fast My name, and hast not denied My faith." Name in Scripture is ever the expression of what a person is, and would thus set forth the truth of Christ's Person. "My faith" sets forth the great truths of Christianity concerning the incarnation, death, and resurrection of our Lord.

   In spite of the fact that the professing body had settled down in the world, and thus given up its heavenly character, the Church, at this period still held fast to the truth of the Person of Christ, and refused to be drawn into any denial of the faith of Christ.

   This, however, implies that at this period there was an attempt to wrest from the Church the great truths of Christianity. Arianism, that denied the deity of Christ, Appollinarianism that attacked His humanity, and Nestorianism that made of our Lord two Persons, arose in the Fourth Century. The Church by condemning these heresies in its different councils, held fast to the truth of Christ's Person, some even laying down their lives rather than surrender the truth. Antipas was a bright example of one of whom the Lord speaks as "My faithful witness, who was slain among you, where Satan dwelleth." No longer could the Lord speak of the Church as a whole as "My faithful witness," but there were still faithful individuals.

   How deeply encouraging that the Lord lets us know that however great the general decline, however dark the day, He still sees individuals of whom He can approve, and speak of them as "His," and not only as witnesses for Him, but as being "faithful witnesses." So, too, the Apostle Paul, when instructing us as to a day of ruin, evidently contemplates the existence of such, for he can charge Timothy to commit the truth to "faithful men" (2 Tim. 2: 2).

   The faithfulness of Antipas led him to a martyr's death. He was a bright witness to Christ in Satan's world, and thus a shining example of what the whole Church should have been in this world, and by contrast was a condemnation of the Church in its low condition. It is true that the Assembly was not in acknowledged association with the Satan-ruled world that had already strewn its true character by martyring the Lord's faithful witness; nevertheless, the Lord's words would seem to cast a deep reproach upon the fallen Church, for He says of this faithful witness, he "was slain among you, where Satan dwelleth." It is as if the Lord said to the Church, "You live where Satan dwells, but My faithful witness died where Satan dwells."

   (V. 14). Thus we realize that while the Lord will ever have His faithful witnesses, from this time forward, the Church as a whole has settled down in the world. The next step downward is to compromise with the world in which it has settled. It might have been argued that the world, having ceased to persecute the Church, was a changed world.

   The only change was outward, in its manners. It covered its nakedness with an outward profession of Christianity; at heart it remained the same in its love of sin, and hatred of Christ. Nevertheless, the Church having left its first love was ready to fall a prey to its allurements.

   This further decline is illustrated by the history of Balaam. This desperately wicked man is brought before us in Numbers 22 to 24. He was hired by Balak to curse the people of God. Unable to assist Balak in destroying the people of God by curses, he taught him how to encompass their fall by corruption. Compelled to utter the mind of God as to Israel, he had said, "Lo, the people shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned among the nations." It was this separation between Israel and the world, that Balaam sought to break down. Association with the world in its Moabitish character is the doctrine of Balaam. In order to secure "the wages of unrighteousness," he teaches Balak how "to cast a stumbling block before the children of Israel," by breaking down the wall of separation, and thus establishing intercourse between Israel and the nations (Num. 31: 16). Balak acts upon this evil advice; the result is seen in Numbers 25. Instead of seeking to raise further opposition to Israel, Balak allows them to settle in his land. Thus we read, "Israel abode in Shittim," a town in the plains of Moab (Num. 33: 49). Having settled in the world of Moab, the people of God fall into the unholy and idolatrous ways of the world. As with Israel, so with the Church that has settled down to dwell in the world; it forms an unholy alliance with the world, and adopts its idolatry. Thus at this stage of the Church's history, men were tolerated who taught that it would be to the advantage of the Church, and the world, if Christians mingled with the men of the world. Individuals might protest, but the mass no longer resisted these false teachers. The Lord does not say, as to the Church in Ephesus, "Thou hatest," or "Thou hast tried them" and "found them liars," but, "Thou hast there them that hold the doctrine of Balaam." Evil teachers were tolerated, and evil practices followed. As ever, bad doctrine leads to bad practice.

   (V. 15). The teaching of Balaam was association between the people of God and the world. Furthermore, the Pergamos stage of the Church's history, was marked by those that held the doctrine of the Nicolaitanes. Apparently their evil was turning the grace of God to licentiousness. It first showed itself by immoral deeds brought into the Christian circle from the heathen world. These licentious deeds were hated and refused by the Church in Ephesus. In Pergamos this fearful evil had taken a more subtle form, inasmuch as this wickedness was now defended by doctrine. Probably Peter refers to the teachers of this evil doctrine, when he warns the Church that "There shall be false teachers among you who privily shall bring in destructive heresies," and he adds, "Many shall follow their dissolute ways."

   The allusions to the sect of the Nicolaitanes in profane writings are so utterly unreliable, that it is difficult to glean anything certain as to them from this source. For this reason some have thought that the word is used in a symbolic sense. Such say the word means "conquerors of the people," and indicates the rise of clericalism. Against this view we have to remember that the etymology of the word is purely conjectural.

   The allowance of these false doctrines paves the way for the inevitable union of the Christian profession, in its later stages, with the world; the result being that the Church debased itself by falling into the world's idolatry, and the world put on an outward veneer of respectability by the adoption of the Christian profession.

   (V. 16). Warnings follow. Opportunity is given for repentance. If there is no repentance, the Lord would come to the Church, as a professing body, in the way of judgment, and that quickly. This is not the actual coming of the Lord to take those who really form His Church — His body — to heaven, which is also said to be quickly, but a moral coming, in which the Lord acts judicially against those who are corrupting the Christian profession. The Lord does not say I will fight against "thee," but against "them." If the Church had no longer power to deal with evil teachers, and evil doers, the Lord may act directly to purge out the evil and maintain the honour of His Name. This judgment would be with the sword of His mouth. These evil teachers would be exposed and condemned by the Word of God. The Word that is a light and comfort, to those who obey it, becomes a sword to condemn those who slight its warnings and instructions.

   (V. 17). Following the appeal to the one with the opened ear, there is the promise to the overcomer, connected with "the hidden manna," "a white stone," and "a new name." 

   The manna was God's provision from heaven to feed Israel in their wilderness journey. Spiritually we know that Christ is "the bread that came down from heaven" to be the food of His people in their wilderness circumstances. The manna sets forth Christ come, not only in Manhood, but also into wilderness circumstances, to enter into all that we have to face in a fallen world, apart from sin. The "hidden manna" refers to the manna that was placed in the ark for a memorial. Christ is now exalted on high; He is no longer seen in humiliation. The privilege, however, of the overcomer, is to know that the One who is now in glory, was once in this wilderness scene, and trod a lonely path as the meek and lowly One; that He once faced the scorn of a hostile world, and the contradiction of sinners.

   Alas! the professing body had settled down to find its home in this world; it was entering into an unholy alliance with the world and eating things sacrificed to idols. The overcomer refused to be drawn into the world: to him the world was still a wilderness, and he but a stranger and a pilgrim. Having refused to eat of the things sacrificed to idols, the Lord says, "I will give him to eat of the hidden manna."

   Further, the Lord can say, "I will give him a white stone." This appears to be a figure drawn from the voter's urn, in which a white stone was put when approving a candidate, or a black stone when disapproving. As a figure it carries the thought of the Lord giving the overcomer the sweet sense of His approval. The overcomer may indeed meet the disapproval of man as he stands against the unholy alliance of the Church and the world; nevertheless, he will be cheered with the thought of the Lord's approval as set forth in the white stone.

   Moreover, in the stone there is a new name written. Names in Scripture are not used simply to distinguish one person from another, but to set forth the individual character of a person. Does not the new name indicate the character which Christ sees and appreciates in the individual to whom He gives a new name. The world may defame, and seek to impute evil motives to the overcomer who refuses to go with the crowd to do evil. The Lord, however, gives the overcomer the secret joy of realizing that his true character is known and valued by Himself.

   Thyatira.

   Revelation 2: 18-29.

   In order to rightly interpret the address to Thyatira, and the addresses that follow, it is important to see the characteristic differences between the first three addresses and the last four.

   It is clear that the first three Churches set forth the condition of the whole professing Church at three successive periods of its history. Moreover, the general condition set forth by these Churches does not continue throughout the Church's history; though, indeed, the evils that develop, during the periods set forth by these Churches, continue to mark the Christian profession for all time.

   Thus the united testimony of the Church that marked the Ephesian period has passed away; though the loss of first love has ever since marked the Christian profession.

   Again, the Church as a whole is no longer persecuted as in the Smyrna period; though the leaven of Judaising teachers continues to work throughout Church history.

   Moreover, the Church as a whole is no longer marked by holding fast the Name of Christ, and maintaining the faith, as in the Pergamos period; while, alas, it is still true that the profession as a whole has lost the heavenly calling and become utterly worldly.

   Coming to the last four addresses, it will be noticed that, in the main, three things distinguish them from the first three addresses. In the first place we find in the last four Churches the coming of the Lord is either directly presented, or implied, for encouragement or warning. Secondly, in each of these Churches we have a remnant distinguished from the main professing body. Thirdly, in the last four Churches, the call to hear what the Spirit says to the Churches, comes after the promise to the overcomer.

   These three facts are deeply significant. The first — the fact of the Lord's coming being brought before the Churches — would indicate that the conditions set forth by the last four Churches will continue to the end of the Church period. Furthermore, the fact that a remnant is distinguished leads to the conclusion that there is no longer any hope of recovery for the Church as a whole. In the first three Churches there is held out the possibility of repentance, and thus a return to a right condition. In Thyatira there is indeed the call to repentance, but it is definitely stated "she will not repent" (N. Tr.). The increasingly corrupt mass passes on to judgment, though out of the corruption God secures a remnant for Himself. Finally, the fact of the appeal to the one with the hearing ear, coming after the promise to the overcomer, is a further proof that the Christian profession is so hopelessly corrupt that the one who hears will no longer be found in the Church at large, but only amongst the overcomers.

   While, however, it is important to see the distinction between the first three and the last four Churches, it is equally important to see the connection between the first three Churches and Thyatira. In the period of the Church's history set forth by Ephesus, there was still a united testimony before the world. There was, however, the root of all failure — the decay of first love to Christ. This solemn loss of first love paved the way for the Church to descend to the level of the world.

   In the following period of the Church's history — set forth by Smyrna — the downward course of the public professing body was, for a time, arrested by persecution from the world.

   In the Pergamos period, persecution having ceased, the decline in the condition of Christendom was rapid. Already the Church had given up first love to Christ, now the Church gives up her heavenly calling, and, ceasing to be a separate company, settles down in the world where Satan dwells. The Church having thus accommodated herself to the world, the world ceases to persecute the Church. The unholy alliance between the Church and the world, leads the Church to adopt the practices of the world, while the world puts on an outward profession of Christianity. Thus, in this period, we see the formation of the worldly religious sphere known as Christendom.

   In the period set forth by Thyatira there is a further advance in evil. Under the figure of the woman Jezebel, we see the development of a worldly ecclesiastical system which seeks to become, the universal mistress of Christendom. Throughout the middle ages, for well nigh a thousand years, the condition set forth by Jezebel characterised the public professing body. With the development of the Sardis condition, the Thyatira condition, while still persisting, ceased to be representative of the Church as a whole.

   Keeping in mind these characteristic differences between the addresses to the Churches, we shall be better prepared to consider the details of the address to Thyatira.

   (V. 18). Christ presents Himself to this Church as "the Son of God who hath His eyes like unto a flame of fire, and His feet like fine brass." The title Son of God in this connection is deeply significant. We know from the Lord's own words to Peter that Christ as the Son of God is the rock on which the Church is built. Commencing with the Thyatira period we find the rising up of a system that sets aside the Son of God' and exalts a man to be the rock on which the Church is built.

   Further, Christ is presented as One whose eyes are as a flame of fire, speaking of the searching penetrating gaze from which no evil is hidden, and whose burning condemnation evil must encounter. His feet are like fine brass, reminding us of the absolute firmness, and inflexible righteousness, of the way He takes in dealing with the evils discovered by His penetrating gaze.

   (V. 19). Following upon the Lord's presentation of Himself, we have the Lord's commendation of His own. He says, "I know thy works, and love, and faith, and service, and shine endurance, and thy last works to be more than thy first" (N. Tr.). It is exceedingly blessed that, in this dark day of the Church's history, the Lord finds so much to commend. Neither in the Smyrna or Pergamos period were there any works for the Lord's commendation.* In the Smyrna period bitter persecution called forth suffering for Christ's sake; but would hardly lead to active works. In the Pergamos period, the Church, having found its dwelling in the world, would hardly bring forth "works" that the Lord could commend. In the Ephesian period there were indeed works that the Lord commends, but the "love" and "faith" that were lacking in their works, are found in the works of Thyatira. Moreover, the Lord says, "I know . . . the last works to be more than the first" (N. Tr.). Their activity did not wither under the prevailing corruptions, nor fade with the passing of time.

   {*The word "works" in verses 9 and 13 is an interpolation.}

   That such high commendation was found in a day when the general condition of Christendom was so low, only illustrates the truth that the greater the corruption of the professing mass, the greater the energy and devotedness of the faithful few. The greatest saints are found in the darkest day. Never was a darker day in Israel's history than when the wicked Jezebel ruled. Idolatry filled the land; false prophets and idolatrous priests swayed the mass; all was in disorder. Nevertheless, in that dark day, there were seven thousand who had not bowed the knee to Baal; and there were devoted men of God, like Elijah and Elisha, who were famed for "works" that exceeded the works of any other saint of that dispensation. In the story of the Church, history repeats itself. Again a period arises which the Lord likens to the dark days of Jezebel, and again amidst the wickedness of that time, there shine forth, against the darkness, faithful individuals whose devotedness to Christ exceeds, perhaps, that of the saints of any other period since Pentecostal days.

   Of these devoted saints, one has written, in moving words, as follows: — "How have the sorrows and sufferings and labour and painful devotedness of the hunted but persevering witnesses in the dark ages, occupied the mind and feelings of thoughtful Christians. Nowhere, perhaps, is there a more deeply interesting story; nowhere longer and more unwearied patience; nowhere truer, or perhaps so true, hearts for the truth and for Christ, and for faithfulness to Him against a corrupt church, as in the saints of the middle ages. Through toil and labour, hunted and punished in spite of a system far more persevering, far better organised, than heathen persecutions, violent as for a time they surely were; with no fresh miraculous revelation, or publicly sustaining body, or profession of the church at large, clothed with universal acknowledgment as such, to give them confidence; with every name of ignominy that people or priest could invent to hunt them with, they pursued their hemmed but never abandoned way, with divinely given constancy, and maintained the testimony of God, and the promised existence of the church against the gates of hades, at the cost of rest and home and life and all things earth could give or nature feel. And Christ had foreseen and had not forgotten it. Weakness may have been there, ignorance marked many of their thoughts Satan may have sought to mix up mischief with the good, and sometimes succeeded; and men, at their ease now, delight in finding the feeble or faulty spot, and perhaps succeed too; but their record is on high, and their Saviour's approbation will shine forth, when the books ease-loving questioners have written on them will be as dust on the moth's wing when it is dead; and shame, if shame can be where we may trust many of them may meet those they have despised, cover their face. This the Lord owns in Thyatira. It made no part of the church for men then. It makes none for many wise people now. It is the first part for Christ" (J.N.D).

   (V. 20). Thus the Lord delights to approve of these devoted saints amidst the gross darkness of the middle ages. He will have a further word of encouragement for them; though first He turns aside to pass judgment on that of which He so deeply disapproves. In verses 20 to 23. there comes before us, under the symbol of Jezebel and her children. the appalling condition which was the outcome of a worldly ecclesiastical system that sought to rule Christendom.

   To understand the spiritual significance of the "woman Jezebel," we must recall the history of Israel in the days of the actual Jezebel. Ahab was then king, who "did evil in the sight of the Lord above all that were before him." His great sin was that he took to wife the daughter of Ethbaal, King of the Zidonians. Having entered into, this worldly alliance he lost his place and authority as king, and permitted this wicked woman to rule, even to writing letters in his name, and subscribing them with his seal. Under her rule the whole country was led into idolatry; false prophets of Baal were protected, and the prophets of the Lord were persecuted.

   This evil condition of the nation of Israel, under the sway of Jezebel, is reproduced in the period of the Church's history represented by Thyatira. As the outcome of the false alliance of the Church with the world, in the Pergamos period, there arises a false ecclesiastical system that seeks to dominate Christendom; that, like a prophetess, professes to speak with divine authority, and communicate the mind of God; that takes the place of "teacher" and "leader" of God's people, for, says the Lord, "Thou sufferest . . . that woman . . . to teach and to lead away my servants" (N. Tr.). Thus the Word of God, as giving the mind of God, the Spirit of God as being the Teacher, and Christ as the Head and the Leader of His people, are set aside by the substituted teaching of this evil system.

   Furthermore, under the figure of fornication, this evil system leads into unholy alliances with the world, and into communion with idolatrous things which have a direct link with Satan.

   Thus in one short message to the Angel of the Church in Thyatira, the Lord sums up the outstanding features of that fearful ecclesiastical tyranny which, having its extreme expression in Rome, dominated Christendom in the dark ages, and continues in that system, and in the allied movements symbolised as children of Jezebel, to the end of the Church period.

   (V. 21). Space was given for repentance; but, says the Lord, "She will not repent" (N. Tr.). To Ephesus it was said that unless there was repentance the candlestick would be removed. Here there is no mention of the candlestick, showing that the system represented by Jezebel was not acknowledged as a light for Himself.

   (Vv. 22, 23). The Lord proceeds to pass judgment upon this false system; those associated with her; and her children. This vile system will come into "great tribulation." This surely looks on to the time, foretold in greater detail, in Revelation 17 and 18, when the revived Roman Empire will, as the instrument of God, destroy this system. Two classes will share her judgment: first, those who are found in unholy association with her — the kings of the earth, and the merchantmen who, to further their interests in this world, recognised, and entered into alliance with, her (Rev. 18: 9). Second, there are those who are spoken of as "her children." It is not inferred that any of God's children are found in this company. They are the direct offspring of this vile system — a class that, like Jezebel, make a profession of religion, but are pure idolators. Such come under absolute judgment. They are killed with death — complete separation from God. They are not permitted to subsist longer on earth.

   It is in vain that men throw a halo of religious fervour around this system, or seek to hide its fearful evil under an atmosphere of human kindness, and the glamour of false sentiment, for all the Churches will know that the Lord is One who searcheth the reins and hearts. His eyes, as a flame of fire, will discover the guiding principles, and the hidden motives, that determine the policy of this fearful system. And the One whose feet, like fine brass, tread a path of absolute righteousness, will give unto every one according to his works.

   (Vv. 24, 25). Having condemned this terrible evil, the Lord turns again to those' whose love, and faith, and patience, He has already approved. Here for the first time we have a remnant distinguished from the corrupt mass. They have refused the idolatry, and worldly alliances of this false system, by which they are surrounded; they have not known the depths of Satan that arc concealed in a system under which Jesuitism, the Inquisition, indulgences, and the confessional can flourish.

   In the midst of the gross darkness of this satanic system it was much in God's sight that any should be found, marked by faith, love, endurance, and works, that have the Lord's approval. Upon such the Lord will lay no other burden — words that would imply they had heavy burdens to bear. Refusing the doctrine of Jezebel, brought them into constant suffering and persecution. In such circumstances all that the Lord looks for is that they "hold fast" that which they have until He comes.

   They were hardly in a position to make any advance into the deep truths of Christianity; but the Lord does lay upon them the responsibility of holding fast the light they have. This was a measure of light that enabled them to refuse the teaching of Jezebel, escape the depths of Satan, and walk in practical piety.

   Here, too, for the first time, in the course of these addresses, the Lord holds out the hope of His coming. The Lord's coming was ever the proper hope of the Church; the mention, however, of this blessed hope at this juncture indicates that the decline of the Church has reached a stage at which there is no longer any possible recovery for the mass of the Christian profession. Whatever revivals the Lord may grant, for the Lord's people, as a whole, there will henceforth be no recovery, until the Lord comes. There is nothing but judgment for Jezebel, and nothing but the Lord's coming for the godly remnant. To such there is no promise held out of any amendment in the Church; their hope is directed to Christ outside this scene, and His coming to take His people to Himself.

   (Vv. 26-28). The promise to the overcomer reveals a blessed prospect to the one who "holds fast" amidst the abominations of Jezebel. The Church in Thyatira is the only one to whom the Lord adds an additional charge to overcoming. Thus He says, "He that overcometh and keepeth My works." It is as if the Lord would leave no question as to what is implied in overcoming this fearful system. It would seem that amidst the gross darkness of a system that takes the Word of God from believers, the Lord does not expect the overcomer to be distinguished by a deep knowledge of His Word; but this at least He does look for, that they should be marked by practical piety, and thus keep His works until the end. Moreover, in speaking of "my works," the Lord reminds us that, in His path, He ever did the will of God, as He could say to the Jews, "I do always those things that please Him."

   Such will have power over the nations. The power over the world by which this ecclesiastical system sought its own advancement and glory during the absence of Christ, the godly persecuted overcomer will have at the coming of Christ. The overcomer will moreover, not only have power, but he will exercise power; he will rule with a rod of iron in the day when Christ deals with His enemies in absolute destruction, even as the vessels of a potter are broken to shivers.

   Moreover, such will have "the morning star." Not only will they share the glorious reign of Christ, but they will enjoy a present knowledge of Christ, before He comes. The day star will arise in their hearts. Christ, as the Sun of righteousness, will arise upon this world with healing in His wings, but the day star shines before the rising of the sun. The overcomer will know and enjoy Christ as the Morning Star, before He shines before the world as the Sun of Righteousness.

   
   Sardis.

   Revelation 3: 1-6.

   In the prophetic view of the Seven Churches, it is important to remember that the first three Assemblies are representative of conditions of the whole Christian profession, at three successive periods of its history; conditions, moreover, that have passed away with the periods represented by these Churches.

   In contrast to the first three Churches, the last four prophetically present conditions which, though they come successively on the scene, do not displace one another, but continue to the end. For this reason the last four Assemblies, in as far as they exist together, do not represent the condition of the whole Church at any given time.

   If Thyatira sets forth the condition of Christendom during the dark ages, from A.D. 500 to A.D. 1500, when dominated by the Papal system, it is hardly possible to resist the conclusion that in Sardis there is set forth the condition of the professing Church under Protestantism. Here, however, we must carefully distinguish between the work of the Spirit of God at the Reformation, and the work of man which resulted in Protestantism. The address to Sardis does not set forth the Reformation, but rather the condition which marked those who, under the impulse of this movement, developed an ecclesiastical system in opposition to Rome.

   At the commencement of the Reformation there was a mighty work of the Spirit of God whereby the Scriptures were recovered for all, and justification by faith was preached. A vast number who received spiritual blessing under this movement broke with the Papacy. A still larger number, groaning under the tyranny of Rome, threw in their lot with this movement for political motives, apart from any work of the Spirit in their souls. Thus a movement which at its commencement had been, under the guidance of the Spirit, a powerful witness to the truth, ended in becoming, under the guidance of men, little more than a protest against the tyranny and abominations of Rome.

   This protest aroused the hostility of Rome. In turn the opposition of Rome led the Protestants to range themselves under the protection of the world in order to defend themselves in the conflict with Rome. Thus, in contrast to the Romish system that sought to rule the world, there arose, in Protestantism, a system that sought the protection of the world, and has become dominated by the world. The resulting condition is set forth in Sardis.

   It is instructive to mark the relation of the professing Church to the world, as set forth in these different addresses.

   In Ephesus the Church was separate from the world, and so far was a witness to the world, though the root of all decline was there.

   In Smyrna the Church was persecuted by the world, and thus, for the time, further decline was arrested.

   In the Pergamos period the persecutions ceased. At once the Church settled down in the world, while the world put on the profession of Christianity. Thus Christendom was formed.

   In Thyatira the professing Church assumed to take the upper hand and rule this Christianised world. 

   In Sardis a section of the professing Church put itself under the protection and rule of the world. 

   In Philadelphia there is presented a remnant separated from the corrupt religious world.

   In Laodicea the professing mass of Christendom becomes the world, and is treated as the world.

   (V. 1). Confining our thoughts to Sardis it will be seen that the Lord presents Himself to this Church as, "He that hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars." This surely would be rebuke to the Church, but encouragement for the godly remnant in the Church.

   The seven Spirits of God would speak of the fulness of the power of the Spirit at the disposal of the Lord. What a rebuke to those who have turned aside to seek the protection of the world's power; but what an encouragement to the godly in a day of spiritual weakness amongst the people of God. Moreover, the Lord has the seven stars. When the professing mass are turning to the world and seeking its power and patronage, it is good for those who are responsible to represent Christ in the Assembly, and who are responsible to Christ for the condition of the Assembly, to remember, that they still belong to Christ, and are thus encouraged to own His authority and count upon Him for His support and guidance.

   Following upon the presentation of Christ to the Church, we have the Lord's judgment of the condition of Sardis. He says, "I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead." Thus, in Sardis, we see the condition of a large section of the professing Church which, having escaped the abominations of Thyatira, falls into spiritual torpor, contented with a public profession of orthodoxy. Mere profession may make a name before men, who only look on that which is outward: it is not life before Christ, who reads the heart. In Protestantism there is the reputation for maintaining the vital truths of Christianity, as opposed to the corruptions of Rome, but, in the sight of the Lord, there is no vital link with Himself in the vast mass of those who make this profession.

   There is no vital power in Protestantism as such. Life is found in faith in the living Christ, not in protesting against evil. Hence any movement that depends for its existence upon protest against evil is bound to sink into spiritual torpor and death. The Reformation was indeed a protest against the evils of the Papacy; but it was much more, than this. It was the powerful assertion of positive truths. In a short while, however, great masses of people identified themselves with the Reformation movement, not because they loved the truth, but because they hated Rome. Thus a condition has arisen that is characterized by the reputation for orthodoxy before men, without life before God.

   (V. 2). Having passed judgment upon the condition of Sardis, the Lord utters some solemn warnings. First, He says, "Be watchful." The call to watchfulness implies that there had been a lack of watchfulness. The Church, while bidding for the power and patronage of the world, had been so engrossed with its present advancement in this scene, that it had ceased to watch against dangers that were imminent, and had ceased to remember the truth they had received. Paul, in his farewell address to the elders at Ephesus, links together watching and remembering, for having warned them of coming dangers, he says, "Therefore watch and remember." Thus too the Lord bids the Church in Sardis first to watch and then to remember.

   Further, the Lord exhorts the Church to "strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die." In His sight the mass are already dead: the truths recovered at the Reformation are ready to die.

   Moreover, the Lord rebukes the Assembly for their lack of practical piety. He says, "I have not found thy works perfect before God." God does not lower His standard because of the decline in the spiritual condition of the professing mass. The works He looks for are still measured by His perfect standard. The love was not perfect in Ephesus; the works were not perfect in Sardis.

   How solemn is the condition of the Protestant profession as set forth in the Assembly in Sardis. The mass of profession dead; the truths once recovered, dying; practical piety and holiness at a low ebb. Alas! is it not notorious that the Protestant system is utterly powerless to maintain the truth, or to deal with evil, or restrain lawlessness, within its bounds. Their works are not perfect before God.

   Nevertheless, Christ presents Himself to this Church in a way that clearly shows all the resources of power and government are perfect in His hands. Therefore there is power available for the Church to bring forth perfect works in a day of ruin. Alas! Sardis having turned to the world for its power, cannot avail itself of the resources in the Head of the Church.

   (V. 3). To remember "how" they had received and heard, would recall to them the earnest condition of soul in which the truth had been received, and open their eyes to the present condition of deadness into which they had sunk. They lacked the power of the seven Spirits of God for the maintenance of the good: and the restraining power of Christ's ministers of light and truth against evil. To "hold fast" would encourage them to cling to the great truths they were insensibly letting slip. To "repent" would involve self-judgment for their low spiritual condition, and poor walk.

   The Lord's warning follows. "If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee as a thief, and thou shalt not know what hour I will come upon thee." Thus the Lord' rebukes the low condition of His professing people in two ways: first, He calls them to remember the past. Have they declined in conduct from those early days when the truth was first received? Then He recalls them to watchfulness. Let them not only look back, but look on, for He is coming. Are they in a state suited for His coming? If not, His coming would mean judgment rather than blessing. Thus it is the Lord presents His coming in the aspect it will take towards the world, "as a thief." The Apostle Paul could write to the Thessalonians, "Ye brethren are not in darkness, that that day should overtake you as a thief." Nevertheless, he adds, "Let us not sleep as do others; but let us watch and be sober." Alas! in the day of Sardis the professing Church had ceased to watch, and was fast falling into darkness and deadness. Having appealed to the world for its patronage and power, the professing Church had become like the world, and is in danger of sharing the world's judgment. The coming of the Lord instead of bringing into blessing, as it will for all who believe unto life, will overwhelm in judgment this dead Church, in common with a dead world.

   (V. 4). Amidst, however, the deadness of Sardis, the Lord sees, and delights to own, that there are those faithful to Himself. In Thyatira there are those that the Lord distinguishes from the corrupt mass, and of whom He speaks as "the rest." Here it is hardly a company, but only "a few names," that He can own. It would suggest that they are isolated individuals amidst the mass that are sunk in spiritual torpor.

   The Lord gives them a threefold commendation. First they have not defiled their garments. With all their orthodox profession the mass had defiled their garments. Their practical walk and ways were marred and defiled by association with the world, by bidding for its power, by accommodating themselves to its tastes, by adopting its methods. There are, however, faithful individuals — a few names — who maintain their separation from the world. The Lord knows their names, and says they have not defiled their garments.

   Secondly, the Lord says of such, "They shall walk with Me in white." Separation from the world has its blessed outcome in a walk with Christ. Nevertheless, the walk is of an individual character. The Lord does not say they will know the blessedness of that word which- says, "Where two or three are gathered together unto My Name, there am I in the midst of them," but "they shall walk with Me." Whatever their ecclesiastical associations, their practical ways are suited to the Lord, for, they shall walk with Him "in white." Lastly the Lord says of such, "They are worthy." The orthodox mass are dead, the truths they profess are dying; their works are hot perfect; their garments are defiled by the world; they are utterly unworthy of Christ, and are passing on to the judgment of the world. In contrast to the condition of the mass, the Lord finds in these "few names" those who are worthy to be in His company now, and to share His glory in a day to come.

   (V. 5). The first promise to the overcomer is to be "clothed in white raiment." There were a few names in Sardis of those who had not defiled their garments; they had walked in practical separation from the evils by which they were surrounded, and the Lord encourages such with the promise that their walk will have its suitable reward in a day to come. They will be clothed in white in the day of glory. The robes they wear in glory are woven in the path that leads to glory. The few names of those who had not defiled their garments represent only a handful of obscure individuals amidst a great lifeless profession; but they had the Lord's approval in the day of their obscurity, and their faithfulness will be brought into display in the presence of the Lord in the day of His glory.

   Further, the Lord says of the overcomer, "I will not blot out his name out of the book of life." How many names held in high honour by Sardis, and written in its registers, would be found to represent mere lifeless professors, whereas the few names of those who had not defiled their garments were held in small esteem by Sardis, and even struck off its registers. Even so whatever men might do — the Lord says, "I will not blot out his name out of the book of life."

   Finally, the Lord says of the overcomer, "I will confess his name before My Father, and before His angels." Does not this high honour imply that before men the overcomer's name had been of little account, if not derided, and show, moreover, how great is the Lord's approval of one, who, in the midst of a lifeless profession boldly confesses His name?

   (V. 6). The address closes with the appeal that, "He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the Churches." It is the Lord's desire that we should listen to the Spirit, as, throughout the ages He takes of the things of Christ and shows them unto us, and thus profit by the Lord's words to each Church.

   An ever present snare to which believers are exposed is the attempt to maintain a religious reputation — a "name to live" — before one another, before our fellow Christians, and before the world, while neglecting to cultivate the fruits which are the outcome and evidence of life. In the midst of a vast profession we are to "watch," "strengthen the things which remain," to "remember how we have received and heard," "hold fast" and "repent" of any departure. 

   
   Philadelphia.

   Revelation 3: 7-13.

   The study of the addresses to the Seven Churches leads to the conclusion that the last four Churches, in contrast to the first three, set forth conditions that continue to the end of the Church period. Further, it will be found that in the last four Churches, there is a general distinction between the first two and the last two.

   In reference to Thyatira and Sardis, we see prophetically set forth conditions that are publicly represented before the world by the two great ecclesiastical systems known, respectively, as the Papacy and Protestantism. When, however, we come to the last two Churches, it is clear that the conditions we find therein do not correspond to any definite ecclesiastical systems which can be recognised in, or by, the world. These Churches set forth certain conditions of which the Lord takes account, either as having His approval, as in the Church of Philadelphia, or, as being utterly nauseous to Him, as in the Church of Laodicea.

   Thus in Thyatira and Sardis we have great ecclesiastical systems which have a large place in the eyes of the world, and, in each of these systems, a godly remnant under the eye of Christ. In Philadelphia we see set forth a godly remnant, not in, but, apart from Thyatira and Sardis, having certain moral traits approved by the Lord, who wait for the coming of the Lord, and who make no pretension to a humanly devised ecclesiastical system of which the world can take account.

   It is the greatest encouragement to those who desire to be true to the Lord, in a day of ruin, to see that these addresses present the great fact that when the condition of the Christian profession has become utterly corrupt and dead, there will be found under the eye of Christ those who are apart from the corruption and have His approval, and that such will be found until the end. Thus from the address to Philadelphia it is our high privilege to learn what has the Lord's; approval in a day of ruin, so that we may, seek grace to answer to His mind. 

   (V. 7). Christ is presented to this Church as "The holy and the true, He that hath the key of David, He that openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth." No longer does the Lord present Himself in His official capacity in relation to the Churches, as holding the seven stars and walking in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks, but in His moral perfections as the One who is "the holy" and "the true." Not only is He absolutely holy, but He is true to His holy character, true to God, and true to His own word. If, however, He thus presents Himself to His people it is in order that they should exhibit a character in keeping with Himself. If He presents Himself in a moral way it is that they should be morally like Him. He does not ask them to set up an ecclesiastical organisation, or attempt to make a model Church in the midst of the ruin, but He does desire that, amidst the increasing gloom of Christendom, there should be found a people who set forth the excellencies of His character as the holy and the true. This will surely involve, on the one hand, separation from the corruptions of Christendom, and, on the other, the maintenance of the whole truth.

   Moreover, the Lord is presented as having the key of David. The allusion is to Isaiah 22: 21, 22. The Prophet, using Eliakim as a type, speaks of the government of this world being given to Christ, for Jehovah says, "the key of the house of David will I lay upon his shoulder." There are two symbols of government, the sword and the key. The sword speaks of the government dealing with, and restraining evil: the key speaks rather of government opening a way for right to prevail. The key hardly expresses administration in the Church, but rather government in the world — a government that no man can resist, producing conditions even in a hostile world, and in spite of the state of the Church, in which the Philadelphian can act according to the Lord's mind. The time has not yet come for the Lord to use the sword, but does He not exercise His governmental power, in as far as it is necessary, to open a door to those who seek to answer to His mind, in order that they may carry out His service? If they are seeking to wear the character of Christ, will they not have the support of Christ, and find that He will direct their steps, opening a door here or closing a door there, as He in His perfect wisdom decides? It is theirs to see that by separation from vessels to dishonour, and the cultivation of a character suited to Christ, they are fit and meet for the Master's use. Then will they not find that He will open a door to carry out His service? And He assures such that no man, however powerful in this world, or however much opposed to the truth, will be able to close the door that He has opened. What a comfort to know that the Lord holds the key and that, in spite of corruption within the Christian circle or opposition from without, He can make a way for His people that nothing can resist.

   (V. 8). Following upon the Lord's presentation of Himself we have the Lord's commendation of the Philadelphian Church. There is nothing that meets with the Lord's condemnation. There are three characteristics that have His approval.

   First, the Lord says, "Thou hast a little strength." This Church is not marked by any display of power that would attract the notice of the world. In the beginning of the Church's history there had indeed been a display of power that arrested the world. The gift of tongues had confounded the multitude; mighty works had amazed the world, and the power of the gospel had turned the world upside down. Apparently all the sign gifts, so impressive in the eyes of the world, were entirely absent in Philadelphia, so that we may judge miraculous display will not be found among those who have the Lord's approval in a day of ruin. "A little strength" is not a quality that appeals to the flesh, or attracts the world. The world delights in a strong man; God delights to carry out His work through weak vessels. Thus, in Philadelphia the Lord associates Himself with, and uses those, who have but a little strength. He says, "I have set before thee" — the one with a little strength — "an open door." Their wisdom then is not to assume power that they do not possess, nor covet gifts that have passed away, but rather own their true condition — that they have but a little strength — and thus find the support of the Lord, the One who has all power, who holds the key, and whom no man can resist.

   Thyatira represents a system that arrogates to itself a power that would rule the world: Sardis a system that bids for the power and resources of the world. Philadelphia represents a little remnant apart from the world having but a little strength, though behind their weakness there is the mighty power and support of the Lord.

   Secondly, the Lord can say of Philadelphia, "Thou . . . hast kept My word." Not simply the Word as a whole, however true that may be of the Philadelphians, but Christ's word. Is not Christ's word the whole revelation of Christianity communicated to us by Christ Himself when He was on earth, and afterwards through the revelations made to the Apostles from Christ in the glory? His word covers the whole circle of Christian truth and suggests that, in Philadelphia, there is, not merely the recovery of certain truths, as in Sardis, but the recovery of all Christian truth. Further, "keeping" the word implies that it is treasured in the heart and obeyed in the life. The Lord does not say thou hast expounded or taught the word, though this may be true; but He lays emphasis on the great fact that His word is kept. Those with little strength may have little gift, but they can be marked by that which is of far higher value in the eyes of the Lord — obedience to His word. Surrounded by a great profession that has abandoned the Word for the traditions of men, or science falsely so called, or ingenious handlings and applications of the Word to support their fanciful ideas, there are those who, shaking off the shackles of tradition, get back to Christ's Word, treasure that Word in their hearts, and seek to carry it out in their lives.

   Thirdly, the Lord says of this Church, "Thou hast not denied My Name." Name in Scripture sets forth a Person's renown. Christ's Name is the perfect expression of all that He is in His glorious PERSON, as well as all that He has done in His mighty work. His name JESUS speaks of His saving work: His name EMMANUEL speaks of His glorious Person. Thyatira represents a system that arrogates to itself the place and power that belongs alone to Christ the Head of His Church, and thus usurps the renown that belongs to Christ. Sardis assumes that Name to make a fair profession before the world, and thus degrades the Name of Christ to add lustre to herself. In Philadelphia there are those who may not be able to unfold all the glories of that Name, nor refute and answer the unceasing attacks upon His Name, but this at least can be said of them, that, in the midst of all the attacks of the enemy upon the renown of Christ, they have refused to deny that Name. They have not denied the glory of His Person, not the greatness of His work.

   It might not appear that there is much commendation in not denying His Name. There is nothing of a directly positive character in such testimony: nevertheless, it is precious in the eyes of the Lord to find in a day of ruin that there are some who refuse to deny His Name. Even so in the dark and apostate days when Ahab reigned in Israel, and Elijah stood for the glory of the Lord, it might seem a small thing that seven thousand had not bowed the knee to Baal, but it has the Lord's commendation.

   (V. 9). We are next warned that those who are drawn together in brotherly love, in separation from the corruptions of Christendom, in obedience to the Word of Christ, will meet with opposition. Keeping the word of Christ would suggest that this godly remnant had returned to the principles of the Church as unfolded in that Word. This would naturally arouse the hostility of those who had departed from the Word and sought to mould the Church into a Jewish form.

   This opposition, however outwardly religious, would appear to be satanic in its origin. If there are those who have been brought back to the truth of Christ's words, and thus walk in the light of the Church as revealed in those words, Satan will oppose such, not by persecution as in Smyrna, but, by raising up those who claim to be the true Church, with an hereditary priesthood after the Jewish pattern. Such may look with unconcealed contempt upon a feeble company who seek to obey Christ's Word, but the time will come when they will be compelled to recognise that the love and approval of Christ rests upon those that they despise.

   Thus in this Philadelphian remnant there is a complete absence of everything that makes a show in the eyes of the world; while there is that which is exceedingly precious in the eyes of the Lord — "I have loved thee." In connection with this Church there is no mention of any great labour as in Ephesus; no mention of charity, and service, as in Thyatira; there is no great ecclesiastical system that men can take account of, as in Sardis. In the sight of men all is weakness that calls forth their contempt. Nevertheless, the very weakness that men deride secures the support of the Lord; and the moral traits of Christ, that raise the opposition of Satan, makes this little remnant very precious in the sight of Christ and very dear to His heart.

   (V. 10). Furthermore, if this feeble remnant is preserved from the present opposition of Satan, they will also be kept out of the hour of trial that will come upon all the world. The fact that the Lord can say to Philadelphia, "Thou hast kept the word of My patience," would suggest that with the recovery of the full truth of the Church there had been a revival of the hope of the Church — the coming of the Lord to reign in glory. In the present time the form that the coming Kingdom takes is "the Kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ." Such wait for the Kingdom and manifestation of Jesus Christ; and Christ waits, seated on His Father's throne, until His enemies are made His footstool. Those who keep the word of His patience enter into the truth of Christ's present waiting attitude. They know this is the waiting time, they look forward to the reigning time.

   Between the waiting, and the reigning, there has to come the hour of trial that will overtake the habitable world. These saints who keep the word of Christ's patience, are taught that the Church will be kept out of the hour of trial. How this will be we learn from other Scriptures. The word of Christ by revelation to the Apostle Paul tells of the rapture, by which the Church will be taken out of the scene of the trial to be with Christ, and thus come with Him when He appears to reign.

   While it is specially said, in connection with these saints, that they will be kept from the hour of trial, it is equally true that every saint of the present time, will be kept from the coming world-wide judgments. In the same way it is surely true that no saint will be hurt of the second death, and yet this promise is only stated in connection with the overcomer in Smyrna. The fact being these promises are true for all believers; yet particular saints are especially reminded of certain promises that are suitable for their comfort and encouragement in their peculiar circumstances.

   (V. 11). There follows a further word of encouragement and warning. "Behold," says the Lord, "I come quickly; hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown." In the presence of those who oppose, the Lord encourages this remnant with the thought of His near coming. It will not be long that they will have to face opposition and endure conflict — He is coming quickly. The time is short; let them see to it that they hold fast and do not surrender that which has been recovered to them, nor give up in the conflict, in the last moments before the Lord returns.

   The very warning to hold fast, implies that an effort will be made to induce them to let go that which they have. They must not be surprised if they are tempted in different ways to surrender the truths of Christ's word recovered to them, and to abandon the place of separation from the corruptions of Thyatira and Sardis.

   Further, the warning indicates that they are faced with the grave danger of not holding fast, and thus of losing their crown. It is not simply "a crown," that they are in danger of losing, but "thy crown" — that is, their own distinguishing crown. The distinction of the Philadelphians is, that they cherish the truths concerning Christ and the Church in a day when, on every hand, these truths are denied. Having returned to the apprehension and practice of the truths concerning Christ and the Church, their ever present danger is, that they may surrender these truths and be drawn aside into the surrounding corruption, unreality, and self-sufficiency of Christendom. Hence the exhortation is, "Hold fast." Every effort of Satan will be made to lead the Philadelphian to give up what has been so blessedly revived to him. The enemy will gladly plead the help of saints, and the need of sinners, if by so doing he can get the Philadelphian to abandon what he has. He will argue, "There are a few saints in Sardis who have not defiled their garments, and there are needy sinners in Laodicea who are poor, and blind, and naked. Go into Sardis to help those saints; go into Laodicea to reach those sinners." Nevertheless, to go back under any plea to that which the Lord condemns, is to abandon that which the Lord approves. All the seductions of the enemy are met by the Lord's warning words, "Hold fast." If the Philadelphian "holds fast," the Lord will doubtless open doors to help His people wherever they may be, and meet the need of sinners wherever found. Does not the exhortation to "hold fast" suggest that times of revival may be followed by times of declension in which many may drift and lose their crown. Blessed indeed, to be a Philadelphian, but Philadelphia is no haven of refuge where saints can settle down, but rather a company blessed with the approval of Christ, and for this reason, the special object of the enemy's attacks, and hence there is the constant need to contend for the faith, and "hold fast" that which has been received.

   (V. 12). In common with the other Churches there is in Philadelphia a promise to the overcomer. The mention of an overcomer might seem remarkable, seeing that in this Church the Lord finds nothing to condemn. There is, however, opposition to overcome, and the necessity of holding fast would imply overcoming the temptation to give up.

   Very precious are the promises to the overcomer. The one who remains true to Christ in the dark days of the Church's history; who is content to remain in obscurity, with but a little strength, in the day when the Church is growing unto an holy temple in the Lord, will become a pillar in the Church when the temple of God is complete. If, in a day when the Christian profession is competing for the power and approval of the world, any are content with the secret approval of the Lord; if they keep His word when religious profession is making everything of man's word; if in such a day they set His Name above every name, then in the day of glory He will put upon them the name of His God, the name of the city of His God, and His own new Name. If they do not deny that Name in the day when men only profess the Name to dishonour it, they will wear His Name in the day of glory when all the world will have to bow the' knee at the name of Jesus.

   (V. 13). The address closes with the usual exhortation to the one that hath an ear to hear, to heed what the Spirit says to the Churches. There may be nothing to condemn in this Church, nevertheless, it is incumbent upon the Philadelphians to hear what the Spirit has to say to the other, Churches as well as to themselves. If they are to have the mind of the Lord they must heed the message of the Lord to each of the Churches. No attention to what the Spirit has to say in one particular Assembly can absolve from responsibility to hear and act upon His ministry and administration in other Assemblies.

   
   Laodicea. 

   Revelation 3: 14-22.

   In the address to Thyatira we have, under the figure of Jezebel, the prophetic announcement of the uprising of a great ecclesiastical system that would seek to rule the Christian profession. History plainly shows the fulfilment of this prophecy, in the development of the Papacy in the Middle Ages. Today this system still exists. In Sardis we see another ecclesiastical system which was formed by men as a protest against the Papal system; and though marked by outward orthodoxy, is characterised by spiritual death. This system also has its present-day existence.

   Thus before men there are these two great ecclesiastical systems — the Papal system, including the Greek Church, finding its extreme expression in Rome; and the Protestant system embracing the National Churches and the Nonconformist sects. In the eyes of the world every professing Christian belongs to one system or the other.

   In the address to Philadelphia we see a remnant of God's people that have the approval of the Lord, in separation from the corruptions of Thyatira and Sardis. Thus we see a state which exists under the eye of the Lord, but presents no distinct ecclesiastical existence before men.

   When we come to the last Church we find, in contrast to Philadelphia, a state that is wholly abhorrent to the Lord, though like Philadelphia it does not appear before men as a definite ecclesiastical system apart from the Papacy and Protestantism.

   Thus we conclude that before the world there are the two great ecclesiastical systems represented by Thyatira and Sardis. Before the Lord there is a remnant in Thyatira, a remnant in Sardis, a Philadelphian remnant apart from Thyatira and Sardis, and lastly the terrible condition, set forth by Laodicea, into which the great mass will fall who, apart from these remnants, form the Papal and Protestant systems.

   (V. 14). The Lord presents Himself to Laodicea in a way that utterly condemns the condition of the Church; and yet is of the greatest encouragement to the overcomer. He is "The Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the creation of God." As the Amen, He is the One in whom all the promises of God have been taken up and affirmed in all their bearings, to bring to pass every good, and overthrow every wrong, and eternally glorify God in so doing. As the Faithful Witness, He was ever loyal to the One who sent Him. He loved the Father, and came to do the Father's will. Whatever the cost to Himself, He never deviated from that will, and never flinched from carrying it out. In doing that will He proved Himself to be the beginning of the creation of God which, in all its vast extent, will be marked by the will of God.

   In the perfection of His way as the Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the beginning of the creation of God, He eclipsed all others. He was fairer than the children of men. And yet alas! He who should have been exclusively before the Church as the One beyond compare, is the very One who is excluded by the Church of the Laodiceans, and treated with callous indifference. The Church was set to shine for Christ; to bear witness to the grace of God; and exhibit the qualities of the new creation. Alas! it has failed in all its responsibilities. It should have shone for Christ, in a dark world, by pointing to Him as the One in whom all the promises of God have their complete fulfilment — that He is the Yea and the Amen, and that every blessing that God has for man is found in Him. Then indeed, the Church was set in the world to be a faithful and true witness to the grace of God. Alas! so far from being a witness to grace, in the last stage of her history the great mass are strangers to grace, and even opposed to God.

   Lastly, the Church should have been the "firstfruits of His creatures," exhibiting the fruits of new creation, — "love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and temperance" (James 1: 18; Gal. 5: 22, 23; Gal. 6: 15). How little are these new creation fruits to be found in the professing Christian circle! Is not Christendom marked by hatred, misery, and war, rather than "love, joy, and peace"? Alas! is it not true, nothing on the face of the whole earth is so diametrically opposed to God as unconverted Christendom?

   Thus we learn, in the way Christ presents Himself to the Church of Laodicea, the way in which the Church should have represented Christ before the world.

   (Vv. 15, 16). So absolutely has the Church failed in its witness for Christ, that, in the last stage, the Lord can find nothing to commend: All He finds is a state that is utterly nauseous to Him. He says, "I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot." The Lord sees a condition that has neither the coldness of death, as in Sardis, nor the warmth of devotion, as in Philadelphia. There is that which, in His sight, is more hopeless to man, and more dishonouring to Himself than the coldness of death; for the Lord can say, "I would thou wert cold or hot." He sums up this condition, in its last phase, in the solemn words, "Thou art lukewarm." What is this but indifference to Christ, and, what is always linked with indifference, toleration of evil? In the last phase of Christendom there are those who take the name of Christ, and make a profession of Christianity, but, when tested by the great question, "What think ye of Christ?" are found to be utterly indifferent to Him.

   The improvement of man, the uplifting of the masses, the betterment of social conditions will deeply interest them, but the glad tidings concerning Christ, the interests of Christ, the people of Christ, awaken within them but a languid interest, and to Christ, Himself, they are wholly indifferent. As long as people are sincere, charitable and respectable, the Laodicean cares not what they believe concerning Christ. His deity may be denied, and His perfect Manhood defamed; the Laodicean is quite indifferent. The atonement may be set aside, the inspired words of Christ denied, the coming of Christ made a matter for scoffing, and yet all is of the utmost indifference to the "broad-minded," easy-going, lukewarm Laodicean.

   Such a condition is absolutely nauseous to Christ. The Lord expresses His abhorrence by warning this Church that the end will be their final and complete rejection as a Church. He says, "I will spue thee out of My mouth."

   (V. 17). There is, however, further condemnation, for, linked with indifference to Christ there is the most arrogant assumption and self-satisfaction. Laodicea says, "I am rich, and increased with goods and have need of nothing." Though indifferent to Christ the Laodicean Church is full of herself and her claims. The Church that was left here to witness for Christ, has fallen to such depths that it not only ceases to witness for Christ, but it commences to witness to itself. The Church ceases to speak of Christ, and talks about the Church. The Assembly is made much of, and Christ is belittled. The Assembly seeks to attract to herself and not Christ. It usurps the place of Christ by claiming to be the vessel of riches and grace. Christ is outside, and yet it can say, "I have need of nothing."

   Such then is the condition of the Laodicean Church, indifferent to Christ, self-occupied, and self-satisfied; and yet withal utterly ignorant of its true condition before the Lord. "I know," the Lord can say, but, "Thou knowest not." In their own estimation, the Laodicean had need of nothing, in the sight of the Lord they needed everything, for He has to say, "Thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked."

   (V. 18). Having exposed their terrible condition the Lord gives them counsel. He says, "I counsel thee to buy of Me;" words which show their need of Christ and that there is no blessing apart from Christ. They must come to Christ for true riches. What grace that invites, not simply sinners confessed, but these self-occupied, self-satisfied professers to come to Himself! Does it not blessedly set forth the attitude of grace that Christ still takes toward the Christless profession? They profess to have riches, so the Lord taking them up on their own ground, invites them to come and buy. The only cost will be the letting go of their own self-righteousness, for, after all, the positive blessings that the Lord has to dispense are without money and without price.

   They are invited to buy "gold tried in the fire," speaking of divine righteousness secured through the judgment of the Cross; "white raiment," speaking of practical righteousness, that, so clothed the shame of their nakedness does not appear. Their lack of practical righteousness before men was a solemn proof of their lack of divine righteousness before God. "By their fruits ye shall know them" (Matt. 7: 15-20). Further, they need the eye-salve that they may see, speaking of the anointing of the Spirit that enables us to see our need of Christ, as well as the perfection of His Person and work to meet our need, and to supply us with true wealth and suitability to the glory of God.

   (V. 19). The Lord, however, is not consent with speaking to the consciences of these lukewarm Laodiceans. He will seek to reach the heart of any true believer that may still be found in Laodicea. He says, "As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent." The Church had long since left first love; but the Lord never left His first love for the Church. No longer can He speak of their love, yet He can still speak of His love. It is not, however, the love of complacency, but a love that has to act in rebuke.

   (V. 20). Further, the Lord lingers in grace at their door. He speaks to the conscience: He appeals to the heart: He stands at the door: He knocks at the door. There is the call to repentance; but there is no expectation that the mass will repent, for this last appeal is only to the individual. "If any man hear My voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him and he with Me."

   Such is the last stage of the Church's history on earth. That which was set to bear witness for Christ on earth, becomes a witness to its own wretchedness, and shuts Christ outside its door. In the condition of Laodicea, do we not see the full result of the first departure in Ephesus? The beginning of all departure was leaving first love to Christ; the end, total indifference to Christ in a Church that is well content to have Christ outside its door. The last stage of Christendom, that with calm indifference shuts the door on Christ, seems almost worse in its callousness than the last stage of Judaism that, in its hostility, nailed Christ to a Cross.

   Even as Christ lingered over corrupt Judaism with tears, so He waits outside the door of Christendom with infinite patience, if perchance there is "any man" in the Christian profession that will open the door to Him. For the mass there is no hope; it is about to be spued out of His mouth; but until that solemn act of final rejection comes to pass, there is this loving invitation held out to the individual who will listen to the voice of Christ. If there is one whose conscience has been reached by the Lord's exposure of Christendom, who has been aroused by His warnings, who has listened to His counsel, and been touched by His love, let that one but open the door and, even at this last stage, Christ will come in to him, and sup with him and he shall sup with Christ. What is this but the sweet communion of first love? Does it not prove that in the last stage of the Church's history on earth, when judgment is about to fall upon the great mass of the profession, it is possible for the individual to be brought back to first love? The Lord does not speak of any recovery of public witness to Himself, but of secret communion with Himself.

   (V. 21). To the overcomer there is the promise of sitting with Christ on His throne, even as Christ also has sat down with the Father in His throne. The one who overcomes the indifference of Laodicea and opens the door to Christ, in the day when the great mass have closed the door upon Christ, will enjoy, not only secret communion with Christ, in the day of His rejection, but will be associated with Christ in display in the day of His glory. Christ overcame a world that rejected the Father, and has sat down on His Father's throne; the one who overcomes a world that has rejected Christ will sit down with Christ on His throne.

   (V. 22). The address closes with the appeal to the one with the hearing ear. Well for us to pay heed to what the Spirit says to the Church of Laodicea, for does it not set forth a condition that may develop even among the Philadelphians? But for the grace of God, the very light and privileges that are given, may lead to Laodicean self-complacency. May we have the needed grace to hear what the Spirit has to say to the Churches.

  

 


