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CHAPTER ONE: GROWTH AND FRUIT
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One of the wonders of divine creative activity is the process of growth. Whether we think of the birth of a child, the sowing of seed in the earth, or the planting of the tree, the shrub, the plant, to observe the consequences in growth is to observe a miracle of divine wisdom and power. What is true in the natural realm is true also in the realm of spiritual experience. Spiritual growth is a miracle of divine grace and power. And it is a miracle of great importance to a child of God.

Before there can be spiritual growth there must be spiritual life. This may seem to be a commonplace statement, but it is sadly true that there are many men and women who are convinced that they are enjoying spiritual growth, development and fruitfulness, and yet they have never known what it is to be born again, to receive spiritual life which is the gift of God. When tracing the experience of those to whom he wrote Peter said that they had been “begotten again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, through the word of God, which liveth and abideth” (1 Pet.1:23). Peter's readers could recall that this word reached them in the “good tidings which was preached unto you”. The living word, in the power of the Spirit of the living God, and received by a living faith brought about the new birth and new life.

If the new birth must precede growth it is also true that growth should follow the reception of life. It is possible that persons may become children of God through believing the message of the gospel and yet know little or nothing of what it is to grow. Scripture makes it abundantly clear that the will of our heavenly Father is that we should grow and be fruitful. The Lord Jesus said to His disciples, “Herein is My Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit; and so shall ye be My disciples” (Jn.15:8). If there is to be fruit there must be growth.

In further proof of the truth that growth and fruitfulness should characterize children of God, we refer to the purpose of God unfolded in Paul's teaching in 1 Corinthians 3. Writing to the church of God in Corinth the apostle said, “Ye are God's husbandry, God's building”. In this chapter, Paul indicates two important features of his work as a servant of God. He had in Corinth preached the message of the gospel. This message had been proclaimed in the power of God. Many of the Corinthians believed and were saved. What a work this was, and what joy it must have brought to God and to His servant! Corinth was a great centre of human activity, of worldly pleasure, of sinful practice. That many persons there should accept the gospel message was indeed an outstanding triumph of divine grace. 

But Paul did not consider his objectives achieved when many were saved. The commission which he received from the Lord demanded more than that. As a master-builder, he had the responsibility to see that those who received life in Christ, who were now living stones, should be brought together to be a building. This was a spiritual building. It was God's building. It was God's building because those who constituted it belonged to God and were built upon a foundation of divine origin and authority. Further, as a minister of God, Paul realized that those who believed the gospel message should, according to divine arrangement, be planted together to be a husbandry, or, place of tilled land for God. God wanted a building. He wanted also a garden from which He would derive the joy of orderly arrangement, of growth, of fragrance, of fruitfulness. As we contemplate the desirable experiences of spiritual growth and fruitfulness let us keep in mind that these are not merely personal and individual, enjoyed in isolated detachment from other persons. God's purpose is that His children should be planted together to manifest both personal and collective growth and fruitfulness This place of togetherness, like God's building, is a church of God.

An important outcome of growth is maturity. In an exhortation to the saints in Corinth Paul said, “Brethren, be not children in mind: howbeit in malice be ye babes, but in mind be men” (1 Cor.14:20, RV margin, Greek, of full age). So far as anything connected with malice is concerned it is well if children of God enjoy a babe-like innocency. But in spiritual experience it is God's will that there be growth towards maturity and towards responsible action. What grief must be caused the heavenly Father when He sees His children acting in childish pettiness. In Ephesians 4 Paul refers to the matter of gifts and gifted men, and he shows that the great purpose for which these had been given was “the perfecting of the saints” and, in particular, for their attainment “unto a full-grown man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ”. Here we see this important truth of maturity, of full growth. The great Ideal is Christ Himself, the glorious Person in whom all perfections dwell. This is an amazing conception, but it is a divine conception, and it is disclosed as an integral part of God's purpose for His children. He wants us to be of full growth, of full age, not dwarfed and not infantile. Almost the last words we have from the rugged Simon Peter draw attention to the sad danger of being carried away with the error, or false opinions, of lawless persons. What is Peter's answer to the danger? “Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ”. This is the secret of strength and stability.

Reverting to spiritual growth as likened to organic growth in the natural realm we would here draw attention to things which help growth. First of all we think of food. This is a great essential. There will be no growth if appropriate and adequate food is not being received. The word of God is food for the child of God, whether we think of the milk that is needed by babes or the solid food which should be enjoyed by those who are full-grown. Neglect in reading and considering carefully the word of God will have serious consequences. Those guilty of such neglect will be undernourished and undeveloped. In Isaiah 55 the Lord likens the beneficial effects of His word to the beneficial effects of the rain and the snow upon the land. These penetrate the soil and reach down to the seed or to the roots. It is very important that the word of God should reach into the inner depths of our spiritual being. We need to be saturated with the word of God. Casual or formal listless reading of the Scriptures will not secure this.

Warmth is a big factor in growth. In spiritual growth communion is heart-warming. The two disciples to whom the Lord appeared on the road to Emmaus said, “Was not our heart burning within us, while He spake to us in the way, while He opened to us the Scriptures?” These disciples had felt the heat of communion. In communion we hear the voice of the Lord and the Lord hears our voice. There is a sharing. Communion with the Lord will lead to communion with fellow-disciples. The warmth of all this fellowship is conducive to growth. Where there is fellowship, or communion, there is love. Love warms the heart. Love advances growth.

In the growth and development of the human body, exercise has an important part to play. In spiritual growth, activity makes a valuable contribution. There are many ways in which the service of God can claim us. Engagement in service will involve activity. Those who are active in divine service are promoting healthy useful growth. If there are things which help growth it is equally true that there are things which hinder it. Undesirable feeding will be a hindrance, which means that the reading of undesirable literature will have an adverse effect. Improper habits and attitudes will be damaging. To the saints in Corinth Paul had to say, “And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, as unto babes in Christ. I fed you with milk, not with meat; for ye were not able to bear it: nay, not even now are ye able; for ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you jealousy and strife, are ye not carnal, and walk after the manner of men?” (1 Cor.3:1-3). Carnality retards growth.

With growth we associate fragrance and fruit. How delightful is the person from whose life there comes the fragrance of Christlikeness and the fruit of the Spirit. How delightful is the church of God which enjoys such fragrance and such fruit. What is the fruit of the Spirit? “Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, temperance.” This is the beautiful cluster. And as we examine this fruit do we not see the very things which distinguish Christlikeness? We have thought of such fruit being seen in an individual disciple of the Lord, but it will be evident that it will be in the sharing of collective life and service and responsibility that these virtues will find true expression. Communal life is testing. It calls for the exercise of all that is indicated by the fruit of the Spirit.

There are many ways in which spiritual fruitfulness will be seen. There is the fruit of a godly, disciplined life. There is the fruit of acceptable service rendered to the Lord. There are also many ways in which fruitfulness may be destroyed. When the Lord Jesus was explaining what He meant about the seed which fell amidst the thorns He said, “These are they that have heard, and as they go on their way they are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection” (Lk.8:14). The blighting effects of things of this life have destroyed the possibilities of fruitfulness in many children of God. How extremely careful we need to be. There are temporal things, things of temporary duration, which must find a place in the experience of life on earth. But if physical and material things are dominant in our ambitions and objectives then these things will gain a stranglehold which will arrest spiritual growth and fruitfulness.

In John 15 we have valuable teaching in relation to fruit-bearing. The Lord told His disciples, “I am the true Vine, and My Father is the Husbandman ... ye are the branches”. The relationships are clearly defined, and it is obvious that the Lord is not referring to that eternal relationship which by grace is established when a sinner accepts Christ as his Saviour. Being branches in the Vine has to do with the fruit of obedience and service. Branches which do not bear fruit are taken away. Dead, withered branches are of no use to husbandmen. They are burned. The Lord said, “If a man abide not in Me, he is cast forth as a branch and is withered”. It is a solemn and penetrating warning that we may be of no use to the Lord. The branch which does bear fruit is cleansed by the divine Husbandman. 

This is not the initial, eternal cleansing of the believing sinner. The Lord had already taught His disciples, “He that is bathed needeth not save to wash his feet, but is clean every whit: and ye are clean” (Jn.13:10). Those who have known the experience of the new birth, or, regeneration, have been bathed and are eternally clean. Christ said to His apostles, “Already ye are clean because of the word which I have spoken unto you” (Jn.15:3). Paul writing concerning Christ and the Church said that He “gave Himself up for it; that He might sanctify it, having cleansed it by the washing of water with the word” (Eph.5:25, 26). There is, therefore, the cleansing which has eternally abiding effects. But there is also the continual cleansing of the fruitful branches in the Vine. This may prove a painful experience. Sometimes the cutting is deep and perhaps extensive, but it is for the good of the branches. Someone has said that the husbandman is never closer to the branch than when he is cleansing it. This is true in spiritual experience. What is the object of the cleansing? “That it may bear fruit”. If the divine Husbandman is cleansing us may we be grateful for His gracious care and attention. May we be submissive.

It is important to observe what abiding in the Vine involves. The Lord made it clear that there can be no fruit “except ye abide in Me”. How do we abide in Him? It is sometimes urged that this is an effortless passive experience in which we have nothing to do, in which we have no responsibility. John in his first epistle asserts, “He that keepeth His commandments abideth in Him, and He in him” (1 Jn.3:24). John said also, “He that saith he abideth in Him ought himself also to walk even as He walked” (1 Jn.2:6). It will be seen that abiding in the Vine demands loving obedience to the Lord's claims. This obedience can be given only through the enlightening grace and the enabling power of the Holy Spirit. We may respond or we may resist.

It is most comforting to have the assurance that we have been chosen in Christ “before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blemish before Him in love” (Eph.1:4). Our eternal destiny is secure. There is another side of truth. The Lord Jesus said, “Ye did not choose Me, but I chose you, and appointed you, that ye should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should abide” (Jn.15:16). Here are choice and appointment with which there may be success or failure. “I am the Vine, ye are the branches: he that abideth in Me, and I in him, the same beareth much fruit: for apart from Me ye can do nothing” (Jn.15:5).

There is another feature of this matter of fruit which, though we refer to it at the end of this chapter, is, in fact, something of primary significance. The writer to the Hebrews says, “Through Him then let us offer up a sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of lips which make confession to His name” (Heb.13:15). It may well be that the writer had in mind the words in Isaiah 57:19, to which words Paul alludes in Ephesians 2:17 where he associates them with the preaching of the good tidings of peace. It is important to notice that the fruit of lips is created by the Lord Himself. This is true whether we think of gospel preaching or of offering praise to God. If our proclamation of God's message is to carry power then it must be the fruit of lips created by the Lord. Similarly, if our sacrifice of praise is to find acceptance it must be the fruit of lips created by the Lord. This sacrifice should go up continually, but a unique opportunity is presented when as a holy priesthood we are in the heavenly sanctuary for the Breaking of the Bread on the first day of the week. David said, “Great is the LORD, and highly to be praised ... My mouth shall speak the praise of the LORD” (Ps.145:3,21). Perhaps there is no way in which spiritual growth and maturity will be more clearly disclosed than by the content and tone and standard of our sacrifices of praise to God.
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CHAPTER TWO: DO YOU LOVE ME?
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Waiting times can often be testing times, and many great men have broken down in the test of frustration and inactivity which such times can bring. Intentionally or unintentionally they have repudiated solemn commitments and have deranged true priorities. In spiritual experience it is wise to wait on the Lord and to wait for the Lord; to wait for the assurance of the divine will and purpose, and to wait for the divine leading as to response. Such waiting times should not be frustrating.

After His resurrection the Lord Jesus intermittently visited His disciples, strengthening their faith and instructing them in His will for them. The intervals between His visits were obviously testing times. During these intervals Christ was physically absent from His disciples and doubtless this brought to them a feeling of emptiness. They missed their Saviour and Lord. He was so loving, so gracious, so gentle and so authoritative that when He withdrew from the disciples the void seemed unbearable. Empty indeed is the life from which Christ is absent.

It was in one of these breaks that Simon Peter exclaimed, “I go a fishing”. Perhaps he had heard the lapping of the waves. This would be music to his ears. He may have gazed wistfully at the boats setting off for the fishing grounds. Here was activity that attracted him. The pull of the sea was strong. For a vigorous person like Peter inactivity meant boredom. He could bear it no longer. “I go a fishing”. There was nothing wrong with the respectable, honourable and beneficial occupation of fishing, but one day Peter had heard a voice which said, “Fear not; from henceforth thou shalt catch men”. The Speaker was the Lord, the Christ, and Peter's heart had been won. He left all and followed Him. When, therefore, he said, “I go a fishing” had his vision become blurred, had the impression of his commitment been erased, had his priorities been disturbed?

Peter was a leader, and as a forceful man he had the ability to influence others. The effect of his declaration of intent was immediate. The six other disciples said, “We also come with thee”. Without suggesting that Peter had in his mind any purpose of drawing the other disciples away from what was right we may, perhaps, in this meditation draw attention to two things which impress us: (1) Persons who have influence on others should be responsibly concerned as to what they influence other people to do. This is a most serious matter for consideration. (2) On the other hand, we need to be careful about those under whose influence we place ourselves. There are persons with strong minds and strong wills, but who are themselves subject to the Lord's authority. Under their influence we may find the direction in life and may receive encouragement to spiritual purpose and determination. 

Others of similar natural character may be guilty of spiritual licence and lawlessness. Under their influence disciples of the Lord may be misled to accept and to engage in things which are contrary to God's will. Such persons may be blatant or they may be suave. We need to be on our guard. Paul said, “Be not deceived: Evil company doth corrupt good manners” (1 Cor.15:33). Many senior disciples have deeply regretted that in their early years they placed themselves in the dangers of wrong influence.

As dawn broke over Tiberias seven disappointed and crestfallen men made for the shore. How miserable these physically and spiritually hungry men must have felt! Their Lord and Master was missing. And they had no fish. Perhaps they reflected on the occasions when the lovely Man had been with them in the boat. Memory is a remarkable faculty and memories may be sweet, but they can be painful. They may also deepen our longings for those whose companionship and fellowship we have lost. We are trying to think of the state of mind in which the disciples may have been as they neared the beach. In the light of early morning they saw a lone Figure standing on the land, but they did not recognize Him. The Stranger spoke first. “Children, have ye aught to eat?” Concern, sympathy and love were revealed in this question. “Cast the net on the right side of the boat”. These were words of authority and command. 

Why without question the disciples responded may be difficult to explain, but at least those disconsolate men seemed to feel an irresistible influence in the command of the Stranger. The Lord whom they had lost was back with them to work in their hearts. A great work of grace was taking place. As the fishermen towed the fish-crammed net John looked again at the Stranger. “It is the Lord”, he said to Peter. He might have used other titles to identify the Man on the beach, but do not let us miss the significance of the one he did use. “It is the Lord - the One who called us, the One who owns us, the One to whom we are committed, the One for whose sake we left all that we might follow Him and serve Him in loving obedience. Their blessed Lord was coming right back into the centre of their lives, and with what amazing grace did He do so! One feels persuaded that He came to the very place from which they had set out on their abortive fishing expedition. 

But there was no rebuke. On the beach the disciples saw a kindled fire, bread and fish. What a welcome! What affectionate understanding! “Come and break your fast”, said the gracious Lord. Here was communion of a very practical kind, and here was assurance that the disciples were in the presence of One who not only loved them but who also knew their needs, and was fully able to supply them.

Many disciples of Christ have at times felt that they have lost their Lord. Things of time and earth, perhaps things which in themselves are quite legitimate, move in to fill our lives. We obey the dictates of worldly interests. Friendships, the demands of employment, the cares of this life, earthly pleasures, personal ambitions - any or all of these we may attempt to substitute for the Lord. Then the vanity of these things depresses us. Our very unhappiness is but proof of what in happier days we sang with sincere appreciation, “Now none but Christ can satisfy”. From stricken hearts we may have cried with Mary Magdalene, “They have taken away my Lord, and I know not where they have laid Him”. But there He is ready to reveal Himself, waiting to draw us back to Himself, desirous of restoring fellowship which brings Him into the centre of our lives. How gracious He is! How forgiving!

After the men had broken their fast there came for Simon Peter the searching climax of that remarkable day. Perhaps in the minds of the disciples there was the query, What are we going to do now? On a later occasion they asked the Lord, “Dost Thou at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” But there were other great matters which the disciples had to learn and some of these things emerge from Peter's experience. Turning to him the Lord said, “Simon, son of John, lovest thou Me more than these?” Profound must have been the impact of this question on the rugged Peter and on each of the disciples present. Just prior to the crucifixion of Christ Peter had averred, “Although all shall be offended (caused to stumble) yet will not I” (Mk.14:29). Three times the searching question enters the heart of Peter. Three times he gives an affirmative answer. The deep inner searching which he was experiencing revealed itself in the words wrung from the heart of Simon Peter, “Lord, Thou knowest all things, Thou knowest that I love Thee”.

It has been pointed out that the word for 'love' which the Lord used in the first and second questions was different from the word which Peter used in each of his three replies. In the third question the Lord adopted Peter's word. Of the significance of these two words one has said: “The first (agapao) expresses a more reasoning attachment, of choice and selection ... from a seeing in the object upon whom it is bestowed that which is worthy of regard; or else from a sense that such is due toward the person so regarded, as a benefactor, or the like; while the second (phileo), without being necessarily an unreasoning attachment, does yet give less account of itself to itself; is more instinctive, is more of the feelings or natural affections, implies more passion” (Dr. R.C. Trench). Three times Peter used the second word.

Responsibility in divine service is based on personal love for Christ. A man may have acute and profound knowledge. He may possess a burning zeal for activity. But if love for Christ is lacking all this profits nothing. On his acknowledgment of love for Christ Peter was commissioned for very important service. Would we serve the Lord? Would we work for Him? These are healthy desires. But perhaps we need the experience of the Tiberias beach. Have we in the Lord's presence heard from Him the enquiry, Lovest thou Me? Never mind what the Lord has in His purpose for other disciples. Here is something for me. 

Can I say: “Thou knowest all things, Thou knowest that I love Thee. I love Thee because of who Thou art, because of the greatness of Thy Being and the perfection of Thine attributes, because of the wondrous things which in unspeakable grace Thou hast done for me. And as I have by that same grace come to know something of the beauty and sweetness of Thy character, Thy loveliness in its many manifestations, I find my heart stirred and moved by warm affection. Thou knowest.”
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CHAPTER THREE: THIS, I PRAY
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The people of God had a large place in the great heart of the apostle Paul. In that heart, enlarged and moved by the love of God, there was a deep and genuine concern for the welfare of all God's children. This fact finds particular manifestation in what Paul wrote to the Philippians. Because those saints were in his heart he said, “I long after you all in the tender mercies of Christ Jesus” (Phil.1:8). This is an amazing and instructive statement. Had the apostle said, “I long after you all” the disciples in the church in Philippi would undoubtedly have found encouragement in the assurance of Paul's personal concern for them. But we have something much stronger. When Christ was on earth He saw at close hand the harrowing physical and spiritual consequences which the entrance of sin brought to mankind. 

We are told that one day “when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion for them ...” (Matt.9:36). How deeply did the Lord feel for those distressed and needy persons. His whole inner being was moved because He was filled with tenderness and compassion. When Paul told the church in Philippi that he longed after them in the tender mercies of Christ Jesus he was conveying to them that the very emotions of the blessed Lord were motivating him in his concern for them. Because of this he prayed for them.

It is our privilege and responsibility to pray for one another. Do we realize this as we ought? Do we exercise ourselves sufficiently in this important service? We all are aware of the danger of lapsing into formality in our prayers. We mention names and circumstances in a perfunctory manner. If Christ is living in us as is intended in divine purpose then we shall feel the power and urge of the, tender mercies of Christ Jesus, and our longings for the well-being of others will possess a fervour which will melt formality.

What did Paul pray for? In several of his epistles this praying man indicates the substance of his supplications to God. A study of Paul's prayers is most instructive because in them are disclosed the things that are really vital in progressive spiritual experience. We examine briefly the apostle's prayer for the Philippians.

“This I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more”. The importance and power of love are clearly stamped in the revelation of God. God is love, and love is of God. Where the life of God is manifested there is love. In this message to the Philippians Paul does not refer specifically to the object of love. The scriptural presentation of love indicates that love is really indivisible. This is seen in the reasoning of the apostle John. He says, “If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, cannot love God whom he hath not seen” (1 Jn.4:20). If we love God we shall love all that God loves. We shall love His Son; we shall love His word; we shall love His house; we shall love His people; we shall love men and women of the world, in the same way that God loves them.

When Paul prayed for the Philippians an experience of abounding love he was perhaps placing a special emphasis on their love for one another. In a church of God persons of greatly varying disposition and outlook are brought together. Such persons are called together to manifest in collective life and service unity such as exists between God the Father and God the Son who said in prayer to the Father, “That they (His disciples) may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us; that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me” (Jn.17:21). Disciples of Christ should be of one mind and one purpose as they contend for the one Faith. What is the power which will weld them in this unity? It is the power of love; and He who requested of the Father, “That they may all be one” commanded His disciples, “Love one another, even as I have loved you ... By this shall all men know that ye are My disciples, if ye have love one to another” (Jn.13:34,35). Love was the fulfilment of the law of Moses. Love is the fulfilment of the law of Christ. We do not need definitions of love to tell us what it is. Scripture abounds in statements which indicate what love does and what it refrains from doing. When love is lacking we can be sure that the flesh is being displayed.

Powerful though love is, it requires direction. The apostle John, who wrote much about love, said, “Hereby we know that we love the children of God, when we love God, and do His commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments (1 Jn.5:2,3). There is a danger that human sentimentality may be mistaken for love. And so Paul in praying for the Philippians prayed that their love would abound in knowledge. If love is of God so is true and effective knowledge. How important is right knowledge. Paul said of his kinsmen according to the flesh, “I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Rom.10:2). Zeal can be very impressive, but it must be tested by divine truth. We have pointed out that God Himself is the Source of true knowledge. He is self-revealing as to the knowledge of His Being, His attributes, His character, His purposes, His ways.

How is this knowledge imparted? The answer to this is found in the work of the Holy Spirit. The Lord Jesus said to His disciples, “The Comforter, even the Holy Spirit ... He shall teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said unto you ... When He, the Spirit of truth, is come, He shall guide you into all the truth ...” (Jn.14:26; 16:13). The Spirit will give the knowledge in which love should abound. In giving this knowledge the divine Teacher is graciously disposed to use human teachers.

How is this knowledge received? It is received through hearing the voice of God in the word of God. The Spirit of truth uses the word of truth. If we are to receive the knowledge of God we must give ourselves to prayerful and careful reading of the word of God. We live in days of superficiality. The child of God who wants to have true knowledge must be willing to study the words of God, searching for the full meaning of those words and for their teaching. Linked to reading the word is obedience to its claims. The solemn injunction rings clearly, “Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deluding your own selves” (Jas.1:22). Better never to have heard the voice of God than, having heard, to refuse obedience.

A specific function of knowledge is to give discernment or perception. This particular application of knowledge is very important because it enables us to “prove the things that differ” (see Phil.1:10 RV margin). There are differences inherent in divine doctrine which should be observed. There are, for example, in ecclesiastical teaching important distinctions between church truth as applicable to the great eternal purpose of God fulfilled in the Church which is His (Christ's) Body and church truth fulfilled in disciples of Christ on earth being called into churches of God to form the one church of the living God, the house of God. Failure to discern these distinctions has robbed many believers in Christ of the spiritual satisfaction of entering into the revealed purpose of God. Divine perception will also enable disciples to prove the things that differ in the realm of moral teaching. It is possible to have a clear understanding of ecclesiastical teaching and not be exercised as to what is right and what is wrong in spiritual conduct. In a day of deteriorating standards it is of great importance that God's people should be able to discern by the power and enlightenment of Spirit-imparted knowledge.

The objective in proving the things that differ is to “approve the things that are excellent”. Great is the condemnation of those who are able to prove the things that differ but are unwilling to approve the things that are excellent. These things for which Paul prayed would in their fulfilment produce in God's people sincerity and inoffensiveness. And they would be filled with the fruits of righteousness, living personal lives and engaging in collective service which would be to the glory and praise of God. This is an amazing possibility which we do well to ponder seriously in the presence of our God.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR: GIRDING ON THE ARMOUR
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Ahab, one of the kings of Israel, is notorious in sacred history for his wickedness. He “did that which was evil in the sight of the LORD above all that were before him”. And yet it was to such a king that the Lord showed remarkable grace, granting the outstanding victory recorded in 1 Kings 20. Ben-hadad, the king of Syria, had made exacting demands upon Ahab. Alarmed by pressure the king of Israel had complied. True to the workings of depraved human nature Ben-hadad, encouraged by the spontaneous response of Ahab, submitted demands for further extensive concessions. This time Ahab showed more courage and he refused. He had had enough. The refusal brought dire threats from the king of Syria, and it was in such circumstances that Ahab sent to his enemy the message, “Let not him that girdeth on his armour boast himself as he that putteth it off”.

The meaning and intention of Ahab's challenging remark are obvious, and his words hold a message for all time. It is very sad, and especially in the sphere of spiritual activity, when those who are just taking over responsibility think and speak disparagingly about their predecessors. Boasting at any time and for any reason is despicable and it is seriously so when such boasting carries the implications that newcomers to any activity feel aware that they enjoy, and intend to demonstrate, a superiority over those who have gone before them. Young men will be wise if they reject any such mode of thinking. It may well be that some will do better than those who have gone before. We might even say, ‘Shame on them’ if they do not. The advantageous position in which many have been placed because of the labours and achievements of others should lead to greater success on the part of those who follow. Let this be demonstrated by results rather than be the theme of boastful predictions.

We would like to use the words of Ahab to emphasize a different matter. In recent years many beloved brethren and sisters among God's people have put off their armour, and put it off for ever. From the arena of conflict they have been taken to the rest of heaven. There, in undisturbed repose, they await the day of reward and honour. Others there are who by reason of age or, it may be, infirmity, are feeling the strain and are not as able as once they were for front line action. Are there young men and women who are realizing the increasing need to gird on the armour for the holy warfare of the Faith of our Lord Jesus Christ? As we look at the nations of the earth we are often impressed by the sacrifice which young persons are willing to make in loyalty to the cause of their nation. What about God's holy nation? Never was there a time when young brethren and sisters were more needed to shoulder the claims and support the cause of that nation. But it is a very serious matter. Spiritual conflict, in any area of engagement, cannot be treated frivolously. Standing and contesting for divine truth is very different from contesting for human sentiment and human opinion.

A primary lesson is illustrated in the story of Joshua. When he was approaching Jericho in his march of conquest into the land which God had given to Israel he had a humbling and instructive experience. Before him stood a Man with a drawn sword. His appearance must have made a deep impression on the mind of Joshua. He went to the Man and asked, “Art Thou for us, or for our adversaries?” At that point Joshua thought only of “us” and “our adversaries”. He had a big lesson to learn. The Man replied, “Nay”. It was not a question of being for or against. There was something more important. “As Captain of the host of the LORD am I now come”. In effect He was saying, I am here to take control; I am here to give command. The first military engagement in battles for possession of the land was imminent. To the great Captain, Joshua was subordinate and must be subject. The supreme authority of the Lord must always be obeyed. The message went home. Joshua fell to the ground a humbled man who acknowledged the dignity and authority of the Stranger. He exclaimed, “What saith my Lord unto His servant?”

The apostle Paul was a courageous and faithful soldier of Christ Jesus. We think of him as the young man who left Jerusalem with authority to arrest and imprison disciples of Christ. He was full of self-confidence, he was haughty and insolent, he was a person of commanding personality and enthusing drive. On the road to Damascus the Lord Jesus came into his life. He saw the Man in the glory of heaven. He learned His identity and believed. The consequences for Saul were radical and amazing. The course of his life was reversed. Prostrate physically on the roadside Saul had a spiritual experience in which he died with Christ. Pride, insolence, self-confidence perished. A young man who up to that point had been satisfied with the power of his own abilities and attainments to determine his course in life exclaimed, “What shall I do, Lord?” (Acts 22:10). In such words is the spirit of willing subjection and ready obedience. A remarkable man was enrolled as a soldier of Christ Jesus. It was perhaps about thirty years later that the valiant warrior, soon to be withdrawn from earthly conflict, said, “I have fought the good fight” (2 Tim.4:7).

The apostle Paul referred to Timothy as being “a good soldier of Christ Jesus”. If a believer in Christ is to be a good soldier he has first to learn that there is One to whose supreme authority he must at all times bow. This Person is our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God. He has the absolute right to command. His soldiers have the responsibility to obey. There is a danger that we may claim that the Lord is “for us” in activities in which we engage, whereas, if truthful investigation be made we may find that there is lacking the prerequisite of obedience to the Lord. Many very active believers in Christ have, in the matter of baptism, preferred their own opinions, or, it may be, the advice of their teachers to the rejection of the commandment of Him who said, “All authority hath been given unto Me ... Go ye therefore, and make disciples ... baptizing them ...” (Matt.28:18,19). 

But the commandments of the sovereign Lord include much more than baptism. They reach every part of our lives and give direction for every attitude and activity. Great care is needed so that we do not permit the intrusion of our own ideas and opinions and try to substitute these for the authority of Christ.  In a military operation it is a mistake to underestimate the power of the enemy, and it is a serious defect to lack intelligence covering the strategy and tactics of the attacking force. The word of God gives us clear and impressive information about the strength of the forces which oppose the Christian in his spiritual warfare. Foremost there is the arch-enemy Satan by whose malignant genius are coordinated and directed the principalities, the powers, the world rulers of this darkness, the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places (see Eph.6:12). This is a formidable array. 

In addition
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