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  ON THE STREET

  
  




That is where Peter found himself after a stint in prison; and he was alone. Bewilderment might describe his feelings after such a dramatic rescue from imprisonment. He had been bound with chains between two guards; his death sentence seemed imminent. Yet he slept! Such was the faith and courage of this devout disciple who once denied his Master out of fear. Perhaps the fires of trial associated with Christ and His testimony had purged away the dross and left a man of pure steel. His execution was possibly but hours away and Peter slept. This enables us to understand his pen writing later: “Beloved, think it not strange concerning the fiery trial among you, which cometh upon you to prove you, as though a strange thing happened unto you” (1 Peter 4:12).




In the inner prison unknown to sleeping Peter, the comatose guards and praying saints, an angel had arrived from heaven. He awakened Peter and ignored the sleeping guards. As the doors and gates opened untouched by hand, the angel brought Peter out to the street. There he left him, and Peter began talking to himself. “Now I know of a truth,” he said, “that the Lord hath sent forth His angel and delivered me” (Acts 12:11). The experience still seemed beyond comprehension, and where he stood in the street Peter gave it more thought. “And when he had considered the thing, he came to the house of Mary where many were gathered together and were praying” (v.12). Decision was made, and on the way to the “house of prayer.” Peter would be walking light of step no doubt, anxious to encourage the saints after their obvious answer to prayer. What a joy to their souls would be the appearance of Peter before them, putting to rest all their doubts and fears. Happiest of all would surely be dear Rhoda who had been castigated by her faithless brothers and sisters. “You are mad,” was their hurtful comment. How careful we should be in what we say to one another.




Our narrative confirms, too, an aspect of angels’ work toward God’s people. “Are they not all ministering spirits, sent forth to do service for the sake of them that shall inherit salvation?” (Hebrews 1:14). Perhaps Peter, too, had his prison experience in mind when he wrote for our encouragement: “And who is he that will harm you, if ye be zealous of that which is good? But and if ye should suffer for righteousness’ sake, blessed are ye: and fear not their fear, neither be troubled; but sanctify in your hearts Christ as Lord” (1 Peter 3:13-15).




Strange things can happen to us on the street of life, leaving us somewhat bewildered. There is nothing to fear if God’s hand is in it, as with Peter. Let us do as he did - consider. This word carries the thought of seeing circumstances with a single view, God’s view, for example; perception, awareness. Paul’s yearning is a great help in this connection, too. “Having the eyes of your heart enlightened, that ye may know … the exceeding greatness of His power to usward who believe” (Ephesians 1:18,19).
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  THEY ONLY NEEDED TO NOD

  
  




The nod came from Peter and his fellow fisherman to those in the nearby boat, as they endeavoured to haul in the miraculous draught of fishes the Lord had produced for them. Their own efforts of the night had been fruitless (Luke 5:5-7). ‘Beckoned’ is the word used in most translations, but the Greek word ‘kataneuo’ means “to nod, to nod assent … by inclining the head.” The Greek word ‘neuo’ means to give a nod, or signify by a nod, and ‘kata’ means down. So we get an intensified meaning. Kataneuo, incidentally, is used just this once in the New Testament.




It could very well be that a sensitive relationship had so developed between these fishermen that a nod was recognized as a call for help, or a response to a need. This is indeed the case sometimes between people in hazardous occupations where a shout is not as appropriate as a nod or a signal. So the nod came from Peter who was unable to cope on his little ship with the tremendous collection of fish which was breaking the nets. These were not the massive dragnets which the modern trawler-men use, but the smaller round net, utilized also for bird catching. The second little ship responded, and there was such a harvest of fish that there was danger of the two ships sinking to the bottom of the lake.




Peter, James and John are described by Luke as partners (vv.7,10), and he uses two Greek words to indicate their very close association. The first is ‘metochos’ (v.7) which is used for “fellows,” as in connection with the Lord Jesus, “anointed … with the oil of gladness above Thy fellows” (Hebrews 1:9). It also indicates “sharing with.” The second word is ‘koinonos’ (v.10), speaking of fellowship, companions, communication, all of which are examples of the sharing process. It seems apparent that these disciples were so close to each other, and their communication so alert, that they only needed to nod, and a quick response followed. One is inclined to think of the lives of these men being so interwoven that their hearts, souls and emotions were very closely knit together - the same kind of bond which Jonathan and David knew in the knitting together of their souls (1 Samuel 18:1).




Circumstances can change people’s attitudes and concerns. The word ‘callous’ was early associated with the thickening and hardening of skin, but later it was used to reflect a person’s emotional response resulting in the phrase “he is thick-skinned” (or not easy to penetrate). There is a danger, of course, of this description applying to us as Christians, which would be most uncomplimentary. What we must show is the softness, the gentleness, the graciousness of Christ, which showed through so clearly despite what men did to Him. His compassion for the multitude, His tears for the family at Bethany, His concern for Martha, are typical of the loving characteristics which He manifested. Paul reflected His Master when he pleaded for Onesimus, shed tears night and day for the churches, and showed godly anxiety for the young man Timothy. There was no callousness with Paul, but rather a sensitivity which originates from above. “They nodded to their partners” and received instant response. Is our Christian sensitivity for one another at this high level? Is it finely honed or is it blunt?
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  TREES ARE IMPORTANT

  
  




It is an awesome experience to walk into a forest and touch trees so large and so high that the wood from only one of them is sufficient to build two four-bedroomed houses. There is concern, however, that the denuding of our forests might ultimately have a detrimental effect on our environment. Trees are important for the survival of humanity, we are told. Nations have learned through the centuries the therapeutic value of trees, particularly in their bark, roots and leaves. Remarkably, too, the Lord has decreed that in the eternal state, the leaves of the tree of life shall be for the maintaining of the health of the nations (Revelation 22:2).




Israel learned in a miraculous way that, under God, a tree could change acrid water into pleasant drinking water. After the triumph of the Red Sea they had journeyed three days in the desert without water; then they encountered the bitterness of Marah. We are not told the species of tree which Moses cast into the water to make it drinkable. We do know, however, that the Christ of Calvary’s tree has changed the bitterness we once knew because of sin into the sweetness of a new life in which we live and serve Him.




Fruitfulness is important in the Christian’s life and there are at least two trees which typify this truth - the fig tree and the olive tree. Nathanael could remain unseen under the fig tree except by the Lord, because the branches became so laden with fruit that they were bent over to form a canopy. Such prolific growth of fruit is highly valued for food locally and for export. The spiritual lessons of fruitfulness, protection, and contemplation learned from this tree are invaluable to us in Christian living.




The olive tree, too, was, and is, valuable for home use and export purposes. Pure olive oil is a staple food and has medicinal qualities, while the olives themselves are a staple diet for many nations. The olive wood is valued most highly and was used, for example, in Solomon’s temple for doors, the door to the holies, and the cherubim. Olive oil is linked spiritually with the Holy Spirit and sanctification, indicating the importance of both truths in our lives. In our links with the divine dwelling place today we can appreciate this word of David: “But as for me, I am like a green olive tree in the house of God” (Psalm 52:8).




The oak tree was a landmark with Abraham. Rest and fellowship seem to be linked with the oaks of Mamre, where Abraham’s family tent was pitched. On that memorable day when the three heavenly visitors appeared, Abraham, the gracious host, invited them to rest under the oak after the ritual of washing their feet. There he graciously provided them with a meal, “and he stood by them under the tree, and they did eat” (Genesis 18:8). Here Abraham received the promise of a son, Isaac. After the angels had left to inflict judgement on Sodom, Abraham “stood yet before the LORD,” pleading for the deliverance of Lot and his family. What a gracious, thoughtful man was Abraham! His hours of quiet contemplation under the oaks, no doubt, shaped his life, and “in quietness and in confidence” was his strength (Isaiah 30:15). Mamre’s trees would take on added importance to Abraham, the friend of God, after the place had been honoured by the Lord and his angels.




The value of trees in God’s sight is emphasized by the injunction to Israel not to destroy the fruit trees of a city they besieged, “for the tree of the field is man’s life” (Deuteronomy 20:19 KJV). Deborah used the palm tree for judicial purposes (Judges 4:5); rebellious Absalom suffered his demise in a forest oak, possibly caught up by his long hair (2 Samuel 18:9); depressed Elijah slept under a juniper (1 Kings 19:5); in the millennium, the beloved Israel will “sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree and none shall make them afraid” (Micah 4:4). Yes, trees are important to God, and to us naturally and spiritually.
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  REMEMBER

  
  




Lest I forget Gethsemane,

Lest I forget Thine agony,

Lest I forget Thy love for me,

Lead me to Calvary.




Today’s busy, demanding life can rob Christians of their “Selah” joy: that joy which comes from pausing to consider the love of Christ. There seems to be so little time to pause and consider; and, incidentally, to remember. The Greek word translated “to remember” infers exercising or punishing the mind. Effort on our part is involved. In the Hebrew, earnestness is indicated. For us, then, to remember is a serious business.




God remembers, and He first uses the word in Scripture in relation to Noah, the flood, and the rainbow: “That I may remember the everlasting covenant” (Genesis 9:16). Pharaoh’s butler set an example for us to follow: “I do remember my faults this day” (Genesis 41:9). Hundreds of years later, Moses counselled Israel to remember their day of deliverance from Egypt’s bondage (Exodus 13:3). Annually this was celebrated in the Passover. Covenants were to be remembered, the blessings of the Lord, and memories of the patriarchs. Three times Nehemiah asks the Lord to remember him (Nehemiah 13:31); the psalmist pleads, “Remember how short my time is” (Psalm 89:47). “Remember also thy Creator in the days of thy youth,” pleads Solomon (Ecclesiastes 12:1); “Remember this, and shew yourselves men”, said Isaiah to Israel’s idol worshipping remnant as he reminded them of God’s faithfulness from birth to old age (46:8); Israel’s blindness and love are remembered by the Lord (Jeremiah 2:2), and we see His grace, in that He would no more remember their sin (Jeremiah 31:34); and Habakkuk pleads “in wrath remember mercy” (Habbakuk 3:2).




When His disciples moaned about forgetting bread for their journey, the Lord Jesus chided them: “Do ye not yet … remember the five loaves of the five thousand” (Matthew 16:9)? “Remember Lot’s wife,” was another of His wise warnings (Luke 17:32). Yet, one thing that should cause us to rejoice was the Lord’s response to the dying thief who cried: “Jesus, remember me when Thou comest in Thy kingdom.” Instantly He responded with words of grace and assurance: “Today, shalt thou be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 23:42). Such love, such willingness to forgive, even at the eleventh hour! Such grace should be remembered by us. And what shall we say of the angels’ reminder to the perplexed but faithful women who found an empty tomb? “Remember how He spake unto you … that the Son of man must be delivered up … and be crucified and the third day rise again. And they remembered His words” (Luke 24:1-8).




Perhaps our meditation will bring to our remembrance the spiritual value and blessing of the New Covenant; of the confession and forgiveness of our sins; of our deliverance from bondage; of Christ being our Passover; of God’s faithfulness; His innumerable blessings through Christ, and our weekly remembrance of Him with the bread and wine. This is a blessed occasion when we are welcomed into God’s presence as a holy priesthood to remember, to worship, to praise, to give thanks - an honour we must always remember and value.
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  CAN 3,000 PEOPLE BE WRONG?

  
  




After the Lord Jesus had returned to heaven, Peter preached a memorable message in Jerusalem, and about three thousand people were saved. Were they left to find their own way through life? No, the three thousand were baptized in water because it was the Lord’s command they should be. Did they argue, discuss, or reason with Peter and the apostles that baptism was not necessary? No, they responded obediently to the claims of their new Master. Were they wrong in their decision? No, they were absolutely right, and their obedience rejoiced the heart of God.




Five other things happened to the three thousand baptized disciples, but before outlining them let us ask this question. Why is it that some people respond to the good news of salvation, but neglect to be baptized in water as disciples? Salvation gives us the status of babes in Christ (1 Peter 2:2); and of children of God (1 John 3:1). But the Lord speaks also of disciples, which is a further step. The Bible says that Jesus made and baptized more disciples than John the Baptist (John 4:1). He also commanded His disciples: “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel” (Mark 16:15), “make disciples … baptizing them into the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 28:19). 




Babes and children are born, and are associated with the new birth; disciples are made, and they follow obediently their Lord and Master. What greater incentive is there to be baptized than the example of the Lord Himself? “After His baptism there came a voice from heaven: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:13-17).




Obedience rejoices the heart of God. John, the disciple whom Jesus loved, provides this confirmation: “Greater joy have I none than this, to hear of my children walking in the Truth” (3 John v.4). In water baptism Paul reveals that the disciple is walking in the newness of life received at salvation (Romans 6:4). What excuse, then, does the believer have, young or old, for postponing the vital step of baptism? If further incentive is needed we have the examples of the Ethiopian eunuch, who did not hesitate after he was saved through Philip’s gospel message from Isaiah 53 (Acts 8); and the Philippian jailer who was saved and baptized, as also was his family (Acts 16:25-34).




In answer to our main question, then: the three thousand saved people were not wrong to be baptized after being saved, for their obedience opened the door to further blessing. After salvation and baptism they were added together with the one hundred and twenty waiting disciples to form the first church of God of this dispensation, at Jerusalem. As such, they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ teaching, in the fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers (Acts 2:41,42). Here we have seven basic truths which were practised and taught consistently by the apostles, including Paul, in their endeavours to spread the gospel, and the truth of churches of God, which were framed together to form a spiritual house of God, where He can be served and worshipped by a royal and holy priesthood (1 Peter 2:3-10). Are you allowing anything to hinder you from following?
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  WHAT IS THIS WORD?

  
  




We preach it, teach it, discuss it and sometimes dissect it; but what is our conviction concerning the Word of Christ which we preach? It was that same Word of His which caused consternation in the synagogue when the Lord rebuked the demon and exorcized it from the man. There was a dramatic reaction by those who witnessed the Lord’s miracle. They were stunned, but when they found voice they said, “for with authority and power He commandeth the unclean spirits, and they come out” (Luke 4:36). “What is this Word?” they enquired. Or, “What words are these?” translates Phillips. “What does this mean?” says Moffatt. “What sort of language is this?” enquires Weymouth.




The Word and the miracle were among the many introductions of Jesus the Son of God to the nation of Israel. It is encouraging to see that those in the synagogue recognized the authority and power of His words. Authority (Greek: exousia) indicates the word comes from a king or potentate; and power (Greek: dunamis) conveys explosive power. In their midst was One with incomparable authority and power, the Creator of all things, the One in whom “all things consist” (Colossians 1:16,17). The psalmist describes Him succinctly: “For He spake, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast” (Psalm 33:9). The hymn writer says: “The great Creator became my Saviour, And all God’s fullness dwelleth in Him.”




Do we view His Word with the same awe, wonder, astonishment, as those who heard Him speak? Is it possible that familiarity has deprived us of its freshness, power, reality? Do those of us who preach publicly need reminding that we are not merely filling a place on a list of speakers, but that we are preaching, ministering the living Word of the living God? “I adjure you to preach the Word; keep at it in season, out of season, refuting, checking, and exhorting men; never lose patience with them”, wrote Paul to Timothy (2 Timothy 4:2, Moffatt). In fulfilling Paul’s injunction we recognize that it is the same Word, the same authority, of Him who created all things. Through it, through us, as His ambassadors, the Lord is able today to create in dead people new life, eternal life; and reveal to His children the place of His divine dwelling.




What is this Word? It is the Word of God, the words of Christ, the gospel, the teaching, the exhortation. Be encouraged fellow labourer, that God has committed to us the joyous responsibility of preaching His Word. It is an act of grace on His part, and a joy on ours to fulfil it. So, let us “Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage - with great patience and careful instruction” (2 Timothy 4:2 NIV).
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  THE NIGHT THE LORD SANG

  
  




It was a memorable night. The Lord had washed the disciples’ feet, kept the Passover with them, and given Judas the sop before the traitor left the Upper Room. Then He took a loaf and cup and initiated the unique remembrance of Himself which we continue to observe each Lord’s day. But Matthew and Mark remind us that, before leaving the Upper Room to go to the garden of Gethsemane, those with Him sang a hymn (1). What an enjoyable, memorable experience this must have been, to hear twelve male voices, unaccompanied, blending together in their song of praise. Hearing, too, the Lord’s voice, so perfect in note, tone, and melody. This would surely linger long in the minds of His disciples.




Was that hymn part of the great Hallel, which embraced psalms 113 to 118, as some suggest? The Hallel was traditionally sung at the Passover. That ancient feast had already been completed in the Upper Room, and the Lord had instituted the ordinance of the breaking of bread. It was after the completion of this new experience of partaking of the bread and wine, that they sang a hymn and went out into the night on their journey to Gethsemane, and ultimately for the Lord, to Calvary. Would this make the hymn distinct from the Hallel? One day we might receive the answer to our question as to the hymn, and many other matters which occupy often our redeemed hearts. For example, did the Lord sing with the saints during His sojourn with them after the resurrection? Meanwhile, it is worthy of note that Paul distinguishes between psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs in his encouragement to the saints in churches of God to make melody in their hearts to the Lord (2). This might confirm a difference between the Hallel psalms and the hymn. It is also worthy of note that no instruments are in view in our singing and rejoicing together in the Spirit as outlined by Paul.




In our collective approach to God today, our Leader of song is the Lord, as He was on that memorable night in the Upper Room. The writer to the Hebrews declares: “In the midst of the congregation will I sing Thy praise” (3). This revelation of Him comes from David’s Messianic Psalm 22, which vividly describes the sufferings of the Cross (4).




No created voice of angel or man can equal that of God’s Son when He leads the praise in the midst of the priestly congregation which is associated with God’s spiritual house today. As to hearing His voice, we shall at His glorious return for the saved ones of this dispensation. He will beckon us to our heavenly home in the spirit of the Beloved to His bride: “Rise up, My love, My fair one, and come away” (5). How sweet His voice will sound to us then!




Bible references: (1) Matthew 26:30 (2) Ephesians 5:19 (3) Hebrews 2:12 (4) Psalm 22:22 (5) S. of S. 2:10
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  YOUR MONEY OR YOUR LIFE

  
  




Money is the root of all evil! Is it? No! This happens to be a misquotation of Scripture. When Paul wrote to his young protege and fellow-elder Timothy, he outlines some of the pros and cons facing Christians then and now. For example, supposing godliness is a way of gain, as opposed to godliness with contentment. Then comes the warning of those who are determined, eager, longing, to be rich, becoming trapped and snared, with spiritual disaster following. “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil: which some reaching after have been led away from the faith, and have pierced themselves through with many sorrows” (1). It is the love of money, the covetousness, the fondness, avarice, that leads to the grim failure of the Christian. It is not money per se. It is the love of money which leads to downfall.




Gold, an early form of wealth, is first mentioned in relation to Eden. The river which watered the garden had four heads. The first compassed the land of Havilah “where there is gold; and the gold of that land is good” (2). Silver, brass, and iron occur later, and it is with Abram that wealth was early measured in precious metals. “And Abram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold” (3). Wealthy Solomon, viewing things from an earthly perspective, suggests that money “answereth all things” (4). Yet wealth did not add to his earthly happiness or spiritual prosperity. He gathered silver, gold, and the peculiar treasure of kings, but all was vanity, transitory, emptiness, according to his own admission. It was a striving after wind. There was no profit, rest, gain, or excellency in it.




Naboth was a man who seemed to have things in perspective. He was not tempted by Ahab’s offer of money for his vineyard, a family inheritance. Everything is not for sale! Everything does not have a price! This was the stance brave Naboth took when confronted by a wicked ruler. Even though it cost him his life he refused to sell his birthright (5). Paul, too, encourages us not to negotiate our spiritual heritage for earthly wealth. In his words of guidance to Timothy, he first confirms the importance of a contented spirit. “Godliness with contentment is great gain,” he says, “we brought nothing into the world … neither can we carry anything out.” Then comes the solemn warning already referred to. What a price to pay! What sad reading this makes! An exchange of eternal riches for a lifetime of earthly wealth. What a tremendous loss ensues for the Christian. This is the story of Laodicea: “Because thou sayest, I am rich, and have gotten riches, and have need of nothing … thou art the wretched one, and miserable and poor and blind and … buy of Me gold refined by fire, that thou mayest become rich … white garments, that thou mayest clothe thyself … and eyesalve that thou mayest see (6).




Instead of striving after earthly riches, Paul gives us five positive targets:

(a) Follow after righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, meekness;

(b) fight the good fight of the faith;

(c) lay hold on the life eternal;

(d) keep the commandment without spot;

(e) be rich in good works.




How much time does this leave for hoarding wealth? Which is my priority? Money or my spiritual life?




Bible references: (1) 1 Timothy 6:10 (2) Genesis 2:11,12 (3) Genesis 13:2 (4) Ecclesiastes 10:19 (5) 1 Kings 21:14 (6) Revelation 3:17,18
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