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​CHAPTER ONE: GOD’S WAYS WITH MEN (GEOFF HYDON)
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There’s an apparent contrast in the words of the Lord Jesus Christ: “Fear not, little flock; for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). It’s natural for us to think of a kingdom as a large thing, comprising many subjects; yet the Lord specifically addressed His promise to a little group. In this He was not deviating from past scriptural principle; rather the work of God being started in a small group and then expanding to global proportions is seen from Genesis to Revelation.

The Godly Seed

Humanly speaking we could have quite understood if God had destroyed everything when world conditions reached the evil state of things in the time of Noah. The Bible simply records: “The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5).

Dark days indeed! God had chosen the line of Seth to fulfil his purposes (after Adam’s firstborn had fallen short of God’s requirements and had later murdered Abel). Now God determines to use a descendant of Seth, Noah, to preserve mankind from total extinction. Two important facts are recorded for us about Noah: He was a righteous man; He walked with God. A third quality is nestled between these two descriptions in Genesis 6:9; he was as the Revised Version puts it “blameless among the people of his time”. Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord, not because of these qualities, for grace is never a reward; but he needed grace for these qualities to be developed in him. 

Like all his generation he stood accountable to the prophecy of Enoch (Jude 14), and whatever he’d learned of God’s purposes from others (e.g. Methuselah who was a contemporary of both Adam and Noah), and from direct revelation. To Noah’s credit Scripture says: “All that God commanded him, so did he”. Here in embryonic form are principles of God’s dealings with his remnant people throughout human experience. Grace is the starting point; faithfulness to God’s Word is an absolute “must”; such faithfulness marks the faithful ones out among the people of their times, and in such circumstances God extends the blessing of His covenant. To the little group that emerged from the ark, the whole earth was given (Genesis 9:2,19). They were not intended to remain few in number.

One of those men who experienced God’s salvation in the ark was Shem, from whose name we have the well-known but corrupted term “semitic”. Shem lived through nine generations to see God choose another remnant leader: Abraham (then Abram). We might infer, however, that Shem had little positive influence on his progeny, for the command of God to Abraham was to leave his home and his kindred. We see God leaving the majority to their own ways, and developing His own purposes through a man who would walk in His ways. Of this majority it’s noted that by this time they had become characterized by idol worship (Joshua 24:2). 

As God evidently wasn’t going to be worshipped by the majority, He selected from that larger group and, so to speak, started again (Genesis 12:1). We note the dual meaning of a remnant; it’s not only a minority, a small thing; it also describes what’s taken from something much larger. Among all the multitude who, being equally of the line of Seth, would seem to qualify for special places in God’s things, Abraham alone was chosen. In dealing with this remnant of the chosen seed, three points should be made: Abraham received a personal call from God; it was not his own noble idea; Abraham’s obedience to God’s call meant separation from others who had formerly shared in his everyday life; also at this point God made the first statement as to His purposes in a nation (Genesis 12:2); the remnant was to become an innumerable multitude. If the term “people” causes us to think of a common ancestry, then the term “nation” might be most closely connected to the thought of a people together, usually within specific borders. 

Abraham’s famous faith was expressed in the context of his willing separation to God (Hebrews 11:8). And that same faith gave the sojourning tent-dweller a prevision of a city, a fixed location for a united company.

Collective Response

We might next think of Moses and Aaron leading the people of God from Egypt, God having made a difference between the children of Israel and the rest of those living in Egypt (Exodus 11:7) so that He could describe them characteristically as His firstborn (Exodus 4:22). An examination of the related accounts would quickly confirm the principles noted above (see Deuteronomy 7:611; 8:11-20; 9:5). Moreover, significantly, all the people in this chosen group had exercised faith to obtain salvation through the Passover, had subsequently been baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the Sea (1 Corinthians 10:2), and had then committed themselves collectively to keep the Word of the Lord (Exodus 19:8; 24:7). But of special note is God’s first reference to these covenant people as His kingdom (Exodus 19:6), and the association of that term with the role of a priesthood in contrast to the priests mentioned prior to this point in scriptural history. Israel previously had men who acted as priests (Exodus 19:22), but the concept of the whole kingdom acting in that capacity representatively in their firstborn sons would be new for them. 

But Israel sinned in the matter of the golden calf, demonstrating that they were unworthy of the privilege and responsibility of being a priesthood (Exodus 32:6,9,26; Numbers 3:12). Again, therefore, God took a remnant - the small tribe of Levi (see Numbers 2:32; 4:48), to serve Aaron and his descendants in their priestly office and through them the whole nation. In the exodus and the choosing of Levi we see God choosing a remnant group as opposed to individual priests.

Later in Israel’s history, when they were established in the land and their nationhood was effectively demonstrated, the subject of a kingdom again rises to prominence. God, passing over the firstborn of Jesse, took the youngest of his sons from the sheepfold to the throne, there to describe him (as a type of Christ) as His firstborn (Psalm 89:27). Not many in Israel were prepared to align themselves with David, the anointed but unrecognized king. However, a few separated themselves to him (e.g. 1 Samuel 22:1,2; 27:1,2). Similarly, it was the minority of the people who fled with him in his rejection (2 Samuel 15:6,13). Space forbids a fuller examination of how God fulfilled His purposes through these loyal bands, establishing a unified twelve-tribe kingdom under the rule of the man after His own heart, a foreshadowing of the days when the Firstborn will again be sent to this earth to establish His Messianic reign (Hebrews 1:6).

Ezra, Nehemiah and the restoration prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi deal specifically with the faithful remnant of Israelites who returned from Babylon to Jerusalem, the place of the Name. The principles discussed above were again well-evidenced at that time. Although these people clearly saw the importance of being in the place of God’s choice, regrettably their spiritual condition became weak. Malachi tells of God’s disappointment with this remnant people, and we can learn by contrast what should have typified them. Their weaknesses are seen from the standpoint of the demands of sanctuary service. These included: an attitude of formality which excluded spirituality; carelessness in sacrifice; lack of teaching; compromise of spiritual separation (in contrast to the necessary careful distinction between the true and the false - Ezra 4:1,2), and lack of generous giving. God in mercy tolerated these things for a time, but Israel’s failure to correct their ways would lead to the need to extract a remnant from the remnant.

New Testament Outworking

The New Testament opens with the account of the last of the Old Covenant prophets, John the Baptist. What is he found doing? He is calling a remnant from Israel, to prepare them to follow Christ. Now God had sent the Firstborn into the world, One who would not fail Him. He was the promised Seed of the woman, but He was both the root and offspring of David. He was the substance of every shadow represented in the firstborn sons traced back to Adam. Who would join Him? In a Spirit-breathed statement of divine principle, Paul writes: “Not many wise after the flesh not many mighty, not many noble, are called: but God chose the foolish things of the world, that He might put to shame them that are wise” (1 Corinthians 1:26).

Doubtless many would have agreed at the time with that description of the early disciples of Christ. Yet to these He said, “It is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom”. Even when their numbers expanded to the 120 in the Upper Room (Acts 1:15), they remained a minority, a remnant serving a rejected King. but they had been elected by grace to salvation through faith, baptized and were together faithfully obedient to the revealed will of God. In consequence they were brought into a covenant relationship with Him, made a holy nation (connoting boundaries of doctrine and practice) and a holy and royal priesthood in their spiritual service (1 Peter 2:9). They were not meant to stay as a little group, but to expand to the ends of the earth (Matthew 28:19). So they did (Acts 2:1 4; 6:7; 28:30,31). Then sin and disobedience entered (see Acts 20:29-30), as in so many of the illustrative groups described above.

We live in a world where the conditions are fast approaching similarity to the days of Abraham or Noah. The prophetic words of Scripture ring in our ears (Luke 17:25-30), and we can’t afford to miss the parallels when trying to discern the Father’s expectations for His children today: a modern-day expression of a called-out remnant people. 

Our citizenship is in heaven; from whence also we wait for a Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ: who shall fashion anew the body of our humiliation, that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, according to the working whereby He is able even to subject all things unto Himself (Philippians 3:20-21).
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​CHAPTER TWO: PREPARING TO RETURN (DAVID HYLAND)
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Daniel and his three friends of the Jewish nobility were among the first to be taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar in one of his attacks upon Jerusalem. They suffered, not because of their own sins, but because of their people’s rebellion against God, in worshipping idols and refusing many calls to repentance from Israel’s prophets.

From early days, Daniel’s knowledge of his God developed in him a maturity beyond his years. His companions followed his example, recognizing his spiritual strength and leadership qualities. Deprived of the privileges of the Temple, at the mercy of a heathen monarch and subject to many temptations, they intended to maintain their separation through obedience to the Word of God. Knowing that “the things which the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons, and not to God” (1 Corinthians 10:20), they resolved to abstain from the royal provisions and chose a plain diet although this meant dangerous confrontation with one of the king’s senior officers. God honoured their faith because they honoured Him. It’s still true that God will not fail those who by faith maintain their loyalty to His Word. Daniel’s example is an encouragement to all who are called to give effect to God’s revealed will in relative numerical weakness.

During the three-year course of higher education in the literature and science of Babylon, God gave them knowledge and discernment to accept what was true and reject the false. Daniel was also given the gift of interpreting dreams and visions
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