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ONE: IN THE LIGHT OF THE FIRE
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That was where Peter sat when he disowned the Lord. It is a startling discovery to make, when read in the Word, and it carries a warning of great solemnity: “And when they had kindled a fire in the midst of the court, and had sat down together, Peter sat in the midst of them. And a certain maid seeing him as he sat in the light of the fire, and looking stedfastly upon him, said, ‘This man also was with him’. But he denied, saying, ‘Woman I know him not’” (Luke 22:55-57). Sad words to utter and a tragic place to be! Those words of denial come from a man who had previously said, ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God’ (Matthew 16:16). Poor Peter, how could he ever forget? Leaping flames thereafter would bring back the saddest memories to his soul.

Fire attracts. It has a great drawing power. It fascinates. It provides a place of warmth, of fellowship. Its comfort and glow relax the mind, and often loosen the tongue. This is what Peter discovered with great sadness. God’s word shows us very dramatically how Peter moved toward the glowing fire of coals, drawn, as it were, by beckoning fingers of fiery flame. He followed Jesus after his arrest, but only as far as the door of the court. It was a cold hour, but even colder were the icy fingers of fear which must have gripped the heart of the fisherman-apostle as he walked after Jesus, stood at the door of the court, and then joined the enemy as he sat with them, warming himself at the fire (Luke 22:55; John 18:15-18). Not far away in the high priest’s dwelling the Saviour was being treated like a criminal. His word was scornfully questioned; He was smitten, and His hands were bound before He was led away. Peter still stood warming himself by the fire. Now the talk around the flames became prolonged, and the enemy sat down. Peter sat in their midst. How different was this experience of Peter compared to the blessed man of the first Psalm! “Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful” (v.1).

The light of the fire would show up the strong, craggy face of Peter, but how his countenance must have changed as he vehemently denied his Lord and Master. Then the cock crowing shocked him into the vivid remembrance of the Lord’s prophetic words, ‘... before the cock crow, thou shalt deny me thrice’ (Matthew 26:34). How quickly Peter must have left the light of the fire for the darkness of solitude, where he gave vent to his tears! Fire was to play a happier role in Peter’s experience not long afterwards. The same Saviour, now resurrected, prepared it Himself on the shores of the sea of Tiberias. It was a time of sweet fellowship as together they ate the fish broiled on the live coals, and the bread. What were Peter’s thoughts as he sat in the light of this fire, with the Lord in the midst? What are our thoughts? Does the world’s fire have a warm attraction for us? Let us beware. Let us learn from Peter that the world has no love for Christ. It still scorns and denies Him. But what warm fellowship we can know with Him and with His own, around the fire of His making!

In his two epistles Peter writes much about fire. He tells us that the proof of our faith is “more precious than gold that perisheth though it is proved by fire” (1 Peter 1:7). He warns of Sodom and Gomorrah and their reduction to ashes by fire from heaven (2 Peter 2:6). He encourages believers not to think it “strange concerning the fiery trial ... which cometh upon you to prove you” (1 Peter 4:12). In our Christian lives there may be fiery trials for us, but let us learn from Peter the experiences to avoid. Then shall we serve the Lord Christ as faithful, fruitful servants whose works will endure the testing fire at the coming judgement seat (1 Corinthians 3:10-15).
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TWO: GOOD FOR NOTHING
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This remarkable expression is used by the Lord Jesus to describe salt which has lost its savour (Matthew 5:13). It takes on added importance when we realize that the Lord was speaking to disciples when He said, “Ye are the salt of the earth”, and “have salt in yourselves” (Mark 9:50). Salt is good, and its valuable qualities would teach us what we should be in this world. For example, salt purifies, and prevents corruption. We should speak with soundness and with grace, so that our words will have a lasting effect on our hearers. Our lives should have the effect of curbing the corrupting influences which surround us.

What of salt that is tasteless and useless because it has lost its savour? It cannot be used for anything. Some foods are discarded by man as being useless as food because of contamination or corruption, but they can, at least, be converted into fertilizer; but not so with savourless salt: “it is thenceforth good for nothing”. What lesson is the Lord teaching us here? Is He referring to those periods of discouragement and failure in service which make the Christian feel at the time that he is good for nothing? I think not, but a typical example of the truth He is conveying might be seen in the decision of Demas, Paul’s co-worker, to exchange the joys of service in the house of God for the pleasures of the world. Here was a man whose name was nobly linked with faithful men such as Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, and Luke (Philemon v.23). He was a fellow-prisoner with Paul, and these others, who in God’s sight were indeed “the salt of the earth”. What an honour to be named with such! 

But there was a decline in the steadfastness of Demas. In writing to Philemon, Paul speaks of Demas as a fellow-worker, but the salt was gradually losing its savour. Finally, Paul, writing to Timothy, penned with sadness these words: “Demas forsook me, having loved this present world” (2 Timothy 4:10). The salt, by now, had completely lost its savour, and a good man had become “good for nothing”.

One meaning of Demas’s name is “popular”, and popularity is one of the devil’s snares to draw Christians away from their Saviour and His service, into the world. Let us not put ourselves in a position of compromise whereby we are hailed as fellows by the world, or be in places where we might be tempted to become “the life and soul of the party”. Compromise in a small way can lead to involvements which might find us warming ourselves by the world’s fire. When we read that Demas “loved” the world it means that he loved it much; he had a deep affection for it. Is it possible that he had often exhorted the saints to “love not the world” and to remain steadfast? And now we find him loving the world and forsaking Paul. Is there any story that causes greater grief than that of a Christian who loses his testimony, that it should be said of him that he is “good for nothing”? 

How watchful we need to be! How earnestly we should pray to the Lord to keep us healthy spiritually - that we might not love the world, but rather that our lives might have a purifying and antiseptic quality in the world. Let us shun popularity, lest we fall into the error of Demas and Absalom. Let us choose rather to be loyal to the despised Man of Calvary, going forth unto Him without the camp, bearing His reproach. Let us remember, too, that in our dealings with one another, our words should be with grace seasoned with salt. Such words will have a lasting effect and accomplish far more than anger. “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace one with another” (Mark 9:50).
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THREE: WHAT IS IN YOUR HAND? (PART ONE)
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It was God’s intention from the beginning that the hands of man should be used for His praise and glory. When Adam was placed in the Garden of Eden, God said that he was “to dress it and to keep it” (Genesis 2:15). How quickly sin changed this! It was but a short while till we find man “dressing” himself! Succumbing to the devil’s temptation, Adam and Eve very soon “knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves aprons” (Genesis 3:7). How different things might have been if their hands had remained filled with service to God in the sphere where He had placed them!

The hand of God is often associated with power, and the hand of the saint with service. When Moses was so reluctant to go into Egypt to bring out the children of Israel, the LORD said to him, “What is that in thine hand?” And he said, “A rod” (Exodus 4:2). A most unspectacular thing! The rod was part of his shepherd’s equipment, and the least likely thing to impress the Egyptians, for shepherds were an abomination to them (Genesis 46:34). But Paul tells us that “God chose the foolish things of the world, that He might put to shame them that are wise ... the weak things... the base things ... and the things that are despised, did God choose” (1 Corinthians 1:27-28). At God’s command Moses cast his rod to the ground, and he fled when it became a serpent. God called him to take it by the tail, and it became a rod in his hand again. Moses had fled from the enemy before (Exodus 2:15). Now he must face Pharaoh with the rod in his hand, and the LORD was with him.

What is in your hand? If it is something with which to serve the Lord, be sure it will be despised by many. Consider, for example, the gospel leaflet. Some may refuse it, some may brush your hand away. The Serpent is always near when a work for God is going on; but do not be discouraged, do not flee, but “resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7). If you give to the Lord in a humble way your hands of willingness, hands of consecration, He will give you the courage to “take up” work for Him, and blessing will follow. Remember, like Moses, we are “sent ones” - sent by the One with “all authority”.

“Shamgar had an ox-goad

David had a sling

Dorcas had a needle

Rahab had some string

Samson had a jawbone

Moses had a rod

Mary had some ointment

All were used of God.”
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FOUR: WHAT IS IN YOUR HAND? (PART TWO)
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What is in your hand? Is it sometimes the latest novel, instead of “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Ephesians 6:17)? Shammah used a sword to protect a plot of lentils (2 Samuel 23:11, 12). That plot may have been insignificant to the enemy, and perhaps to some in the kingdom, but because it belonged to the land of Israel, Shammah “stood in the midst of the plot, and defended it ... and the Lord wrought a great victory”. What has our King given us to defend? A group of children, a street of homes, tract work, a prayer life, His truth? Surround everything you do with the word of God. Be a defender, not a critic. Fight for God and His testimony against the enemy, as Eleazar did for David, “until his hand was weary, and his hand clave unto the sword” (2 Samuel 23:9,10).

How careful God would have us be with our hands! Do we forget that we are not our own, and our hands belong to Him? “Or know ye not that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit?” (1 Corinthians 6:19). How necessary then for our hands to be consecrated (“filled up”) in His service! How often they are filled with other things, sometimes secretly, and sometimes without shame! The Psalmist asked: “Who shall ascend into the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in His holy place? He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; Who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity” (Psalm 24). Why does the child of God defile his hands with the cigarette? How can such a one lift up holy hands (1 Timothy 2:8) in prayer? How can he who has hands stained with nicotine “take the loaf” and give God thanks? Solemn questions, are they not? What am I doing with my hands? 

Are they used more often for turning on the television or computer, than for turning the pages of the Bible? Once our hands begin to empty of service for Christ, it does not take long for us to become cold, disinterested, miserable, barren, dried up, and weak in spiritual things. Our Christian life is then typified in “the hands that hang down” (Hebrews 12:12), rather than lifted up in prayer, as the psalmist said, “the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice” (Psalm 141:2). How long have these hands of ours been empty, or unsuited to the service of the Lord? What has happened? Have we been denying the Lord like Peter, and warming our hands at the world’s fire? (Luke 22:55). The quickest way for our hands to become restored and consecrated to the Lord’s service is to relate them to the pierced hands of the Lord.

“Take my life, and let it be

Consecrated, Lord, to Thee;

Take my moments and my days,

Let them flow in ceaseless praise

Take my hands, and let them move

At the impulse of Thy love;

Take my feet, and let them be

Swift and beautiful for Thee.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FIVE: BUY GOLD
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Are we giving advice from the stock market, or quoting the headline of a financial section of the newspaper? Neither. It is the advice of Scripture; the very words of the Lord Himself during the dark days of the early Testimony. Aware of the earthly wealth accumulated by the Laodiceans, which placed them in the enviable position of needing nothing, He observed that they were miserable and wretched. What a condition for Christians to be in! Proof, indeed, that wealth alone does not provide happiness. “Buy of Me gold refined by fire, that thou mayest become rich”, counselled the Lord. Trade in heavenly currency and procure heavenly merchandise, was His suggested alternative (Luke 12:33).

One wonders if, when John recorded the message to the Laodicean church, he thought back to those days so soon after Pentecost when he and Peter were confronted by the pleading beggar at the Temple’s Beautiful gate. “Silver and gold have I none; but what I have, that give I thee. In the Name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” (Acts 3:6). Years later Peter saw fit to remind those in God’s spiritual house that silver and gold had no part in their redemption; only the precious blood of Christ could provide this.

Did the Lord actually hear them say, “I am rich” (Revelation 3:17)? Yet, they did not seem to recognize the effect of this on their spiritual lives. A facade may have satisfied them, but the One whose eyes are as a flame of fire, penetrated it. “Thou art ... poor, blind ... naked”, He charged (v.17). The city of Laodicea may have been ideally located for commerce and finance. But those in the Church of God, there were lacking in wealth, clothing, and eyesalve of divine origin. Their hearts’ door was wide open to business, but it was closed to the One with heavenly gold, garments and medicaments. He was concerned about their return to Him and later, as a last resort, He may have patiently knocked at the doors of their lavish homes, in the light of His plea: “If any man hear My voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with Me” (v.20).

One day, the sad word ‘finis’ had to be written over the Church of God in Laodicea. The saints from there will ultimately face the Judgement Seat of Christ, as we shall. Then will be revealed how much divine gold, silver, and precious stones we have to our credit in the bank of heaven. Meanwhile, let us buy gold, divine gold.
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SIX: HEARTACHE OR HEADACHE
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The one sometimes leads to the other, but before reaching for the aspirin why not reach for that precious verse in the loveliest of psalms. Perhaps sheep do not get headaches or heartaches, but they surely get something which needs oil to anoint and water to refresh. “Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over” (Psalm 23:5). That is what the experienced shepherd, David, tells us about sheep and himself. They get cuts and scratches, bumps and bites; all enough to give them a headache! And the caring, loving shepherd applies his soothing ointment, the anointing oil. Then comes the drink of cool, refreshing water; a gentle stroking, patting, a quiet endearing word, and the sheep enters the fold for a needed rest.

Fellow Christian, you can fit yourself spiritually into that picture, can you not? All the stress and strain, hits and knocks, anxiety and disappointment, sorrow and discouragement, that life holds today, sometimes contribute to a large-sized headache or heartache. That is when the Lord, our Shepherd, needs to deal with us in a personal way. Have you noticed the I, my, me, He, Thou, in Psalm 23? What a group of personal pronouns within six verses! To be helped adequately we must make our hurt, pain, burden, a personal thing with Him. He is the best One to care for the problems of the head, the mind, the heart. As the abrasions of the sheep are all visible to the concerned shepherd, so in our personal relationship with the Lord, “Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of Him to whom we must give account” (Hebrews 4:13 NIV).

In our communion with the Lord we can be reassured by these words of His: “the shepherd ... calleth his own sheep by name ... I am the Good Shepherd; and I know Mine own, and Mine own know Me ... My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me” (John 10:2,3,14,27). So we must never regard Him as One who is remote, impersonal, approachable only at certain times, or too busy to be concerned with insignificant problems. It is only after we have unburdened ourselves to Him; allowed Him to put away the things which distress and depress, that we can be renewed in spirit and in mind (Ephesians 4:23). Incidentally, the word renewed is linked with renovation and to freshen up. If you think of your mind as being a room that has become cluttered and colourless, then it is time to clear out everything and renovate, brighten up, freshen up, the mind, and also the heart and the life. Out must go all the things that hinder spiritually; the negative thoughts of irritability, impatience, intolerance; perhaps envy or jealousy. It is only then that we can enjoy the experience of having “this mind in you which was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).

After renovation comes furnishing, for having His mind means installing the renovated life “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22 NIV). These are all of the Spirit, and the anointing oil for the sheep has its counterpart in the Spirit’s blessing in our lives. The overrunning cup of joy, the loving touch of His hand, and the quiet resting-place found in Him, are all valued improvements which can replace the feeling of trying to cope, or managing to get by, or even reaching for the aspirin-plus! For the headache or heartache the oil, the water, the touch, and the rest, are unquestionably the best treatment.
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SEVEN: KEEP THE FLAG FLYING
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When Rahab asked the spies for “a true token”, she requested something which would indicate visibly to everyone that she and her family would be saved when Jericho was invaded. For that is what the word “token” means - a flag fluttering in the breeze, a signal, a beacon, or a monument. So this courageous woman, who was miraculously translated from the line of judgement to the royal line of Judah, hung high in the window of her house a scarlet thread, which was a piece of the rope used to let down the spies over the wall to safety. Rahab hung the thread for all to see, and she was not ashamed of its testimony. If any enquired of the reason for the scarlet thread, Rahab would boldly testify of its promise of deliverance from judgement because of her faith in the living God of heaven. She not only raised her flag, but virtually testified to the power and protection provided by Jehovah-nissi, which means “The LORD is my banner”.

Rahab did not hide her light under a bushel, and neither did Moses following the vital battle with Amalek, which typifies victory through prayer. After Joshua had prostrated (Exodus 17:13, RV margin) the enemy with the edge of the sword, Moses built an altar and called the name of it Jehovah-nissi, “The LORD is my banner”. This was no ordinary heap of stones, but a visible witness to all around that Jehovah is the victorious One. Another of God’s
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