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BIBLE COVENANTS: 1. COVENANT PROCEDURE (BRIAN FULLARTON)
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The making of a covenant or contract is the method by which business is conducted or agreement reached by two parties on a course of action for which they will bear equal responsibility. In our world today, covenants/contracts can be a diverse and complex branch of law and affect so many areas of our lives. Our personal, as well as our working lives, are rooted in agreements with obligations, e.g. the buying of a house and the entering into contractual employment are two examples of legally enforceable agreements. Biblical covenants share some features but differ in others from various types of agreement extant in our world today.

Special features in Scriptural covenants:

1. Terms of agreement

When we consider the covenants of Scripture, the first we come across is that drawn up by God with His servant Noah, involving his family and every living creature on the earth following the worldwide flood. The terms of the covenant were dictated by the God of all the earth binding Himself to a particular course of action, not to bring again His judgment on the earth in such a form. The obligation to fulfil its terms was on one party only but the other substantially benefited from it. There was also an accompanying sign or 'token' in this covenant for all to see when the rainbow is seen in the cloud after rain (Gen.6:18; Gen.9:9-17). A different covenant was made by God with Abraham when he was ninety-nine years of age. Here the terms of the covenant related to Abraham walking before God in faith, and, as a result of that, his succeeding generations would know blessing. They were also promised the land of Canaan. Like the first, there was to be a sign, this time in the flesh of his male progeny, the mark of circumcision (Gen.17:1-14).

2. Swearing of the oath

In Scots Law, which applies to the writer's country of residence, there are obligations to a contract that are provable by 'writ' or 'oath'. In the first, writing is required that bears the signature of the party alleged to be bound. It does not need to be witnessed. In the second, one party's whole case, in a matter of disagreement, can be imperilled by what the other party states in court under oath. So the word of oath carries great weight. God's oath far outweighs that of mortal beings. Men swear by God but He swears by Himself and while the passage of Heb.6:13-17 has particular reference to what transpired in the land of Moriah when Abraham offered up Isaac his son as a sacrifice, it also applies to every divine covenant (see Gen.26:27-30; Ps.89:34; Lk.1:72-75).

3. Offering of sacrifice

This does not appear to be a regular feature of covenant-making but in the meaning of the Hebrew word for covenant ('beriyth') there is the thought of 'cutting', bearing out the idea of two parties at least being involved, and we can see its application clearly in the Lord instructing Abraham in the time of his concern as to a male heir, to cut three animals in equal pieces, laying each half against the other, and the flame passing through the midst. It is possible that the actual passing of human feet between the divided animals was a practice that developed (Gen.15:2,9,10,17,18; see also Ps.50:5; Jer.34:18). It is also an indication perhaps that in any sacrificial service for the Lord He has great enjoyment, as well as that aspect of our deep reverence for the One in whose kingdom we render service (Heb.12:28,29; see also 1 Kgs.18:38).

4. Witness(es)

Another feature of scriptural covenants is that of a witness, which need not be of human origin. In the case of the covenant made between Abraham and Abimelech seven ewe lambs were set aside by Abraham for the king of Gerar as testimony to Abraham's integrity and commitment to the pledge made. In a later covenant enacted between Abraham's grandson Jacob and Jacob's father-in-law, Laban, it was a heap of stones. However, the greatest witness of any covenant is God Himself, as was acknowledged publicly in the latter case, but is true of every covenant made (Gen.21:27-32; Gen.31:44-48,50; cf. Jdgs.11:10).

5. Feasting

Evidence of this being a part of the setting up, establishing, and confirmation of some covenants, is found in the story of Isaac and Abimelech, king of the Philistines, having the same title as one whom Abraham had encountered years earlier, and later also Jacob before his departure from Laban (Gen.26:28,30; Gen.31:44,54). Understandably, in these cases, it was a celebration of an agreement made that lessened tensions between previously opposing parties, and augured well for better relationship prospects in future days.

6. Exchange of gifts

In the covenant of pure brotherly love between David and Jonathan we find that the king's son wished to express his deepest feelings of love and respect for Israel's youthful conqueror and his newly-found best friend by offering David his princely robe with other accoutrements. Jonathan was instrumental in forging another covenant with the Lord's anointed at a later time, ensuring David would show kindness to Jonathan's family after the Lord established him on the throne of Israel (1 Sam.18:1-4; 1 Sam.20:15-17). The giving of the gift was simply an expression of gratitude for the fact that a covenant had been enacted.

Offer and acceptance

It goes without saying that an essential part of any human contract is that of offer and acceptance, the acceptance being a final unqualified assent to an offer. Acceptance can be expressed or implied. Silence does not always constitute acquiescence, but on occasions it may amount to valid acceptance. In scriptural covenants, where these are drawn up by God, acceptance is implied because He knows perfectly the benefits that will accrue in adhering to the terms of the covenant, and honour will be given to His holy name (Ex.19:5,6).

Consequences of failure to keep covenants and possible termination.

The breaking by Israel of the perpetual covenant of the Sabbath would result in either the penalty of death where it was profaned, or exclusion from the camp for the person who did work on that day. The breach of this covenant was extremely serious (Ex.31:12-17). The covenant the Lord made with His people Israel, through and with His servant Moses, also, forbade them making a covenant with the people of the land of Canaan, which was to be their inheritance. Failure in this respect would bring His judgement upon them, but would not release them from obligation to its terms. On the contrary, the Lord sought their restoration and was willing to forgive and reactivate His blessings upon them when there was repentance. He reserved the prerogative to either terminate or retain His covenant (Ex.34:7, 10,27,28; Lev.26:40-44; Deut.4:13; 7:9).

As we have seen the Lord establishes covenants with His people; the whole earth; nations; and the individual. Men may fail, and often do, to keep their part of such an agreement; the Lord, on His part, will not and cannot fail to fulfil His obligation (Deut.29:13-15; Jdgs.2:1; Ps.89:34,35; 111:5; 2 Tim.2:13: Heb.6:18;13:5).
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THE MINISTRY OF ANGELS: 1. WHAT ARE ANGELS? (GILBERT GRIERSON)
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...there was an angel touching him...(1 Kgs.19:5)

Perhaps the title for this opening article of a series about angels might well have been 'Who are angels?' Angels are described in Scripture in ways we would normally associate with personality, as when Elijah was visited, touched and given strengthening food by an angel sent from God. On other occasions they are referred to as looking, hearing, obeying, speaking and worshipping: all actions we would regard as expressions of personality. They are part of the spiritual world created by God: "Who makes His angels winds (spirits NKJV), And His ministers a flame of fire (Heb.1:7)

They are not comprised of body, soul and spirit like mankind, but are ministering spirits. They are neither male nor female in gender (Matt.22:30), but can take on the outward appearance of men, as their appearances to both men and women in the Scriptures testify. Nor of course are they divine in nature, being neither omnipotent nor omniscient. The worship of angels is improper (Col.2:18). They have been created by God to serve Him in fulfilment of His purposes, at times being given unique roles to fulfil, as when a multitude of the heavenly host appeared to the Bethlehem shepherds, praising God and saying, Glory to God in the highest, And on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased (Lk.2:13:14). 

In his first chapter the writer to the Hebrews contrasts the pre-eminence of the Lord Jesus' Name, and His relationship to God and His work, to the status of the angels. In verse fourteen he precisely describes their nature and an aspect of their work on behalf of redeemed mankind: Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to render service for the sake of those who will inherit salvation?

As we learn more about angels in this series, we should be increasingly thankful to God that, having saved us by grace, He has also provided this angelic ministry for our support.  Angels, like mankind, have a moral aspect to their nature, and are capable of obedience or disobedience, of subjection or rebellion, as shown by Jude 1:6 and 2 Pet.2:4. The nature of the rebellion against God revealed by these scriptures will also be considered in this series. In that connection Satan is prominent, for he also is an angelic being, constantly seeking to thwart God's purposes. It is vital to know our enemy in this battle in which we are continually engaged.

It would appear that angels were serving in God's presence when the foundations of the earth were laid, for Job 38:7 records that the sons of God then all shouted for joy. Do they die? No! they are immortal beings (Lk.20:36) and will live eternally in their allotted destiny: according to Jude 1:6 certain rebellious angels are already being kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day.

There is one characteristic of angels that we might seek reverently to reproduce in ourselves - that of being flame-like in our worship and service. In his vision Isaiah heard the seraphim call to one another,

Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of Hosts,

The whole earth is full of His glory. (Isa.6:3)

With what fervour they proclaimed God's glory! How grieved the Holy Spirit must be if the worship of God's people should at times be lukewarm and formal. One of the seraphim seen by Isaiah touched the prophet's mouth with a burning coal taken from the altar, bringing cleansing and forgiveness (Isa.6:6,7). If only we, as flames of fire, could reach out and touch the hearts of those around us through the gospel! What joy this would bring to the heart of the Lord of the harvest, who has entrusted to us, not to angels, His message of salvation for proclamation to all mankind.

Make me Thy fire, flame of God (Amy Carmichael).

We trust that this series of articles on angels will help us to step into their world to the extent that God allows this, through the study of His Word, helped by the Holy Spirit. As a result a sense of awe at His holiness and greatness may be deepened, enhancing our worship and other aspects of our service.

Like Elijah, we too need a touch from God!
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FOCUS: HOPE LAID UP IN THE HEAVENS! (GEORGE PRASHER)
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New Year 2007 dawned against the sombre background of a world sadly affected by disregard for God and His revealed truth in Scripture.  Many characteristics of 'the last days' described in 2 Tim.3:1-5 are increasingly evident today. Paul described the last days as grievous times, using the Greek adjective 'chalepos', which in this context conveys the thought of 'hard to bear' (W.E. Vine). Thankfully many Christian believers today continue strongly to maintain scriptural standards of behaviour, marking them out in contrast to society's general trends. Nevertheless these trends may impinge on their lives with difficult consequences.

One such trend is widespread ignoring of God's ordination of holy matrimony. Even when marriage is formally undertaken the union is unlikely to remain secure if those involved are characteristically lovers of themselves...unloving, unforgiving...without self-control. Partly resulting from single parenthood, broken marriages and partnerships without legal commitment is the tragic growth in juvenile delinquency. This seems ironic in an age that offers unprecedented opportunities to young people for education, sport and a wide range of leisure activities. According to a recent report by the (UK) Institute for Public Policy Research, 44% of British 15-year-olds get involved in fights, 27% are prone to binge drinking and 82% are sexually promiscuous. 

The same Report notes that only 64% of British teens have meals together with their family. In general British children spend much more time 'hanging out' with their friends than relaxing at home. Dislocation of the family bond causes much unhappiness and leads to crime. 'British jails are full of people who come from dysfunctional families'. The Report also indicates that similar problems are in varying degrees affecting other countries of the European Union.  The overall effect of these end-time trends is to leave millions of people having no hope and without God in the world (Eph.2:12).

Yet we may still share the apostle Paul's thankfulness for the faith and love shown by first-century Christian believers because of the hope which is laid up for you in the heavens, whereof ye heard before in the word of the truth of the gospel. (Col.1:3-5 RV). How thankfully we too look above and beyond the present situation, by faith deriving perennial hope from that heavenly prospect.

A hope promised 'before times eternal'

In hope of eternal life which God, who cannot lie, promised before times eternal (Tit.1:2 RV).  The free gift of eternal life is assured to each believer in Jesus Christ from the moment of putting faith in Him as personal Saviour (Rom.6:23). This glorious purpose for each redeemed sinner was in the mind and heart of God before time began. But it was not brought to light until His appointed season, through the preaching of the gospel message entrusted to the apostles by the commandment of God our Saviour (Tit.1:3). Since our present earthly enjoyment of this priceless possession is for only a few decades at the longest, its fuller enjoyment is embraced in the hope stored up for us in the heavens.

Rejoicing in hope of the glory of God (Rom.5:2)

This text also points to future heavenly glory, of which the believer is assured simply on the ground of having had access by faith into the grace of divine salvation in which we stand. Nor is joy in this hope diminished because of present tribulations. Indeed the very experience of tribulation develops our Christian character (5:3-5). Nor are such sufferings worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed to us (8:18). Hence the further encouragement in chapter 12:12 - rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, continuing steadfastly in prayer.

Abounding in hope

Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom.15:13). The apostle Paul's desire for God's people in Rome was their overflowing fullness of spiritual joy and peace and hope. Through the Holy Spirit's powerful enabling this would be brought about despite all the adverse circumstances and temptations which pressed upon them. May we be graced by the power of the Holy Spirit similarly to abound in hope, if granted continuing opportunities of service through Year 2007.
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GETTING TO KNOW GOD THROUGH EZEKIEL: 1. INTRODUCTION (EDWIN NEELY)
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When Judah was exiled by Nebuchadnezzar's army (circa 597 B.C.) they were settled in various places in Babylonia. Ezekiel was settled by the Chebar Canal, not far north of the city of Babylon. Their captivity differed from the latter stages of their stay in Egypt in that they were not slaves in Babylonia. They were free to integrate, build houses, run businesses, settle down and marry and be in every way part of the community, all the while obedient to its laws. Many became so much a part of things that they refused to leave when the end of the exile was announced by Cyrus some seventy years after it began. With the northern kingdom of the ten break-away tribes being exiled to Egypt and Assyria some century earlier, and the southern kingdom, Judah and Benjamin, carried away by Nebuchadnezzar and settling in Babylonia in Ezekiel's day, and so few returning even in modern days, the large proportion of Jews have continued until now dispersed among the nations. The day will come when God will call them all back to their land, and the land will be increased in size to accommodate them.

Ezekiel was called to a life as a prophet five years after entering the land, about six before Jerusalem fell. While his bodily presence remained in Babylonia during its rule, his spirit was on occasion taken in the Holy Spirit to Jerusalem to see first hand what was occurring (Ezek.8:3). The larger part of his book was uttered during his first six years of ministry. The remaining chapters, including the judgement of foreign nations and the eventual millennial restoration of Israel occur after the fall of Jerusalem. How much the foreign nations ever learned of his prophecies is questionable. He did not journey to them to present them. They certainly learned the truth of them! His ministry, even against them, was directed to the captivity in Babylonia to teach them and to instruct us.

Ezekiel, the son of Buzi, himself was from a priestly family, though the captivity meant that he never got to serve in his calling as priest. He began to prophesy at about the age of 30 when he might have been serving as priest had he been back in Israel. He is very deliberate in dating his various messages from the LORD, so we have a fairly accurate sense of the chronology of his prophetic ministry. In fact, Ezekiel has the most complete chronological outline of any Old Testament book. He ministered in Babylonia as did the prophet Daniel, (Daniel is not known in the Old Testament as a prophet, but the Lord Jesus referred to him as such in the New, see Matt.24:15), while Jeremiah laboured among those still residing in Judah. Meanwhile, false prophets roamed both lands, even suggesting that these godly prophets were grossly misled, even mad (e.g. Jer.29:24-32). Satan saw that jealousy and hatred dogged the footsteps of the three, even of Daniel, as high up in the palace as he was, and of Jeremiah, whose prison experiences spot his jeremiad. The first part of Ezekiel's message was not nearly so well received by the people as that of the imposters. God was not saying very palatable things about his people, quite disagreeing with what the people had itching ears to hear. The life of a prophet for Ezekiel was demanding and unpopular. Jewish history reports that he was eventually slain by those whom he tried to correct. His ministry lasted about twenty-two years.

The book of Ezekiel is fairly large, somewhat repetitive, and perhaps puzzling in places, but will richly reward an initial reading by those wishing to use these articles as a study guide, and hopefully the articles themselves will throw some light on what, to believing Christians, is a largely unread and misunderstood book (Jewish folk are taught to meditate upon it). The key thought expressed by Ezekiel is that all who are affected by his prophecies will come to know the LORD. With slight variations, "They will know that I am the LORD," appears about seventy times. His prophetic utterances usually are introduced with, "The hand of the LORD was upon me." This generally indicates a new vision to Ezekiel and to us. The book is really dealing with three main topics: The fall and judgement of Jerusalem; the future judgements upon neighbouring nations in all directions; and the restoration of temple, priesthood, nation and land. The chapters that deal with these topics are more or less Ezek.1-24; Ezek.25-32; and Ezek.33-48.

The proposal for these articles is not a chapter-by-chapter analysis, nor a verse-by-verse exegesis. Both of those, while they might be very helpful, would be too lengthy for our present purpose. But a topic-by-topic examination of the book might fit within our parameters. The topics include this introduction; 'Ezekiel's Life and Times', to give us a flavour for the book; 'Visions of God', investigating what is revealed of deity; 'Imagery and Symbolism', looking at some of Ezekiel's methodology; 'Ezekiel's Visions', God's ways of

communicating with him; 'Of Him Bare all the Prophets Witness', seeing Christ in Ezekiel; 'Judgement on Judah and Jerusalem', and lessons for our own well-being; 'Judgement on Neighbouring Nations' - how to treat those suffering God's judgements; 'The Restoration of Israel', a look at the future, glorious for Israel and for ourselves; 'A Word to Shepherds', current direction to those who assume leadership of God's people; and 'The LORD Is There', an examination of the entities that will make up the millennium in Israel; a total of eleven subjects.

Some important Messianic parts of Ezekiel are Ezek.17:22-24 where God declares that He will succeed where others such as Egypt and Babylon had failed, will plant a shoot from the very top of a cedar that will produce branches and bear fruit and become a splendid cedar; this will occur when under Messiah God's kingdom will rule the world (Dan.2:44,45; Zech.14:3-9,16,17). Ezek.21:26,27 are added to that: God will overturn, overturn, overturn (R. V.)...until He comes whose right it is; and [He] shall give it to Him. This latter overturning is very much in evidence today with the insecurity and instability of the nations. Chapter 34:23,24 declares: 'Then I will set over them one Shepherd, My servant David, and he Mill feed them; he will feed them himself and be their shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and My servant David will be prince among them; I, the LORD, have spoken.' 

We, too, look forward with great anticipation to that day when David's great descendant, Messiah, Christ, shall rule (Jer.23:5), and one named David under Him! When all this is complete all will have a knowledge of God, from the least of men to the greatest of them (Jer.31:34). Then the purposes of Ezekiel's prophecy, that men should know the LORD God will finally be complete.

In spite of the fact that people find the book of Ezekiel somewhat daunting, there are several passages that will bring more than a flicker of recognition to the reader. These include the great mystery of the cherubim and the 'wheels within wheels' of Ezek.1; the appointing of Ezekiel as a watchman to give warning from God, replete with lessons for those who should witness for Him in our day, all found in Ezek.3:16-21; Ezek.11:17-20 and Ezek.36:26 which tell of God's New Covenant blessing of removing a stony heart from the nation and giving it a heart of flesh (Jer.31:33; Heb.10:16); Ezekiel 28:11-19 that speaks familiar words about the king of Tyre and Satan; Ezek.37 which brings before us the much popularized vision of the valley of dry bones; and Ezek.47 describing the ever-increasing river that will flow from the throne of God, bringing life and fruitfulness wherever it flows. People sing about the valley of dry bones and also the stream that flows from the throne of God; they need to come to grips with what the pictures foretell and how soon it will all be fulfilled in the restoration and cleansing of Israel. We will already be in glory when that happens! The book that begins in such gloom and judgement ends in majestic glory. Praise the Lord!
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF A PATTERN (STAN MCCALL)
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When God gives directions for a place in which He is to be worshipped, He gives a complete pattern or set of instructions. This was true for the Tabernacle, for the various temples and is true for God's house today.

God instructed Moses to make the Tabernacle according to a set pattern. Let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them. According to all that I am going to show you, as the pattern of the tabernacle and the pattern of all its furniture, just so you shall construct it (Ex.25:8-9). It was important that Moses followed the pattern, not only for the building, but for all the furniture and implements to be used in the service of God (See Ex.25:39-40; Num.8:4). Moses spent forty days up the mountain in God's presence. He may have been required to commit the pattern to memory so that he could convey what was required to the people doing the work.

When it was time to build the temple David was not allowed to build it because he was a man of war and had shed blood (1 Chron.28:3), so he instructed Solomon in everything that had to be done in order to build the temple according to the pattern (1 Chron.28:10-21). In verse 19, David says: "the LORD made me understand in writing by His hand upon me, all the details of this pattern".

God showed Ezekiel a vision of the Millennial Temple. If the people repented and were ashamed of all that they had done, then Ezekiel was to show them the temple, and measure it, and explain how the temple and all the ordinances were a pattern of that future temple (Ezek.43:10-13).  God has now given us a pattern to follow as to how He should be worshipped today, with guidance found from such scriptures as Acts 2:41-42. Acts 20:7, Heb.10:19-25.

He has given us the Holy Spirit to help us. Holdfast the pattern of sound words which you have heard from me, in faith and love which are in Christ Jesus. That good thing which was committed to you, keep by the Holy Spirit who dwells in us. (2 Tim.1:13-14 NKJV).

Moses saw and may have memorized the pattern; David was given the pattern in writing; Ezekiel's temple had a pattern that could be measured; and now the pattern we have is given to us in the Word of God and is revealed to us through the Holy Spirit. In the past the worship of God was in a physical tabernacle or house, but today it is a spiritual house, and our worship takes place in heaven (Heb.10:19,20; Heb.9:12). All the patterns were for earthly copies (either physical or spiritual) of something original which exists in heaven.

God tells us that the Tabernacle is a figure, (parable) for the present time (Heb.9:6-12), and that the priest entering into the Holy of Holies once a year with the blood of sprinkling prefigured a time when Christ would enter in to the Holy of Holies in heaven with the sprinkling of His own blood once for all and sit down at the right hand of God (Heb.9:11,12). The writer tells us in Heb.9:23 that it was necessary that the copies patterned after the things in the heavens should be purified with blood, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. Now the question is why would the things in heaven need to be purified at all?

Does this not in part relate to the access we have there currently as the people of God who worship on earth according to God's pattern? We understand that we enter into the Holies in our worship on a Lord's Day morning (Heb.10:19,20) - something which requires practical preparation on our part as to our fitness for engaging in such worship activity (see v.22, also 1 Cor.11:28) - and this is consistent with the awesome privilege outlined in Heb.12 in terms of our spiritual ascending of Mount Zion above.

With these tantalizing insights into the sheer privilege of such access in worship by the new and living way, we begin to see why it is important that we follow the pattern that God has revealed to us in his Word, whereby we are built together for a habitation of God through the Spirit (Eph.2:22).

(Bible quotations from the NASB unless otherwise stated)
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BIBLE COVENANTS: 2. AN OVERVIEW (GEOFF HYDON)
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A major issue in the Bible

Covenants are a primary feature of the Scriptures. There are almost 300 references in the Old Testament to various covenants, spread among 27 of the 39 books. And there are over 30 references to covenant or testament in the New Testament. Most of these Bible references are comments about covenants rather than the precise form of covenant wording. No single passage provides a comprehensive textbook definition of what a biblical covenant is. So we discover that what we miss in one covenant example, we may learn in another, and so build a composite picture. This article will provide a brief overview of three different types of covenants we find in the Scriptures

Common features of a covenant have been addressed in January's article in this series. We conclude a covenant is more than just a declaration. The covenant ultimately exists in the relationship that is in view when the declaration is made. For instance, marriage, which dates back to the Garden of Eden, is a type of covenant (Mal.2:14). We would not say that a marriage consists of a marriage certificate. That document may be required by local law or custom, but the marriage is the actual covenant relationship between the people

We must keep in mind that the new covenant God has made with His present-day people is in every way better than the old; the old covenant with Israel was a lead-in, not a constraint, to the new. Rather, we gain insight into New Testament truth
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