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OPENED SECRETS: 1. SPEAKING GOD'S WISDOM IN A MYSTERY (JOHN TERRELL)
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Much of what we read in the New Testament about the 'mysteries' which are the subject of this series of articles, is written by Paul the apostle. These 'mysteries', well summed up in our general series title as 'Opened Secrets', are of great importance for our understanding of God's purposes for His people today. The early chapters of 1 Corinthians deal at some length with the contrast between divine wisdom and human wisdom, and the term mystery is joined to the matter of the wisdom of God in 1 Cor.2:7 - we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery. Underlining the importance of the subject, Paul declares in 1 Cor.4:1, Let a man so consider us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. ... Moreover, he goes on, it is required in stewards that one be found faithful.

So it is clear that the stewardship committed to the apostles, the sphere and scope of their ministry, embraced 'the mysteries of God'. This is emphasized in order that we might grasp the great importance of the content of these mysteries as a vehicle of divine revelation for our day and time, and dissuade any from passing over them because they are mysteries. As this series of articles unfolds this year, God willing, this will become clear, and we shall see how wide a range of Bible truths is expounded in all its richness because so much of it finds its focus in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ. Why then the designation 'mystery' as the Greek word 'musterion' is translated in English?

In every day parlance we use the word mystery to denote something we cannot fully understand; perhaps a saying or an action that leaves unanswered questions in our minds. These questions might or might not at some point be elucidated as when an author's story line leads to a climax or denouement. But it is important to understand how the Greek word 'musterion' is used in the New Testament Scriptures. When God speaks in the person of the Lord Jesus Himself, or through His apostles, about 'mysteries' He is dealing with truths once withheld from human understanding, but now revealed in God's good time and way. Perhaps the clearest and most concise definition in the Scriptures of 'musterion' is in Eph.3:4,5, a passage which will be dealt with at greater length by a later contributor to this series. Paul speaks of ...the mystery of Christ... which in other ages was not made known to the sons of men as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to His holy apostles and prophets. This then is the substantial meaning of the mysteries we shall be considering; it concerns nothing less than vital divine revelation to men and women in this era, or 'dispensation' of grace in which we live in expectation of the personal return of the Lord Jesus Christ for His church. The teaching concerning that church, which is His body (Eph.1:22-23) constitutes one of the most glorious and profound of the mysteries, as we shall see in subsequent articles.

It would be very helpful if readers of Needed Truth took time at this starting point of the 2005 series on mysteries to read Paul's words to the Corinthians in his first epistle to that church, particularly 1 Cor.2:6-16. In the early chapters of this epistle the apostle has much to say about God's wisdom in contrast to human wisdom. He disclaims the latter when he says, I... did not come with excellence of speech or of wisdom declaring to you the testimony of God (1 Cor.2:1). He went on to further dismiss human wisdom in favour of the vastly superior demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not be in the wisdom of men but in the power of God (1 Cor.2:4-5).

We should remember that mystery religions were very prevalent in the world into which the gospel of Christ was penetrating in those early days of the apostles; and their intriguing appeal to the human mind, unenlightened by the Spirit of God, was powerful - and still is in various forms to this day. These heretical doctrines of demons were closely linked to idolatry and Paul warned the Corinthians in this same epistle (1 Cor.10:14) to flee from idolatry. Hidden things have always presented a fascination for the human mind and Satan is never slow to feed this with falsehood and wrong doctrine. But certain glorious truths that had been concealed in earlier ages by God were now being revealed, through the work of the Holy Spirit to men and women of faith through God's holy apostles and prophets. The rulers of this age (1 Cor.2:8) would never have crucified the Lord of glory had they appreciated the wisdom and purposes of God. Their fault was that of sinful human nature, the natural man, from the beginning, namely unbelief which is incompatible with receiving divine wisdom. But Paul declared, we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery. He had already laid down in the first chapter that Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God (v.24) to those who are called of God in the gospel. God's revelation had come to the apostles through the work of the Holy Spirit about the things which God has prepared for those who love Him (1 Cor.2:9).

As our series of articles on the mysteries unfolds in the pages of this magazine there will be spread before us the wonderful range and glory of these things, reaching right into the end times when all things will be summed up in Christ. It was the same Spirit of God who revealed these things to the apostles endowing them with the mind of Christ (1 Cor.2:16) about them and causing them to record the related truths in Holy Scripture for our instruction. So we see that thinking God's thoughts about the mysteries is immediately relevant to the vital matter of the divine inspiration of the Scriptures.

The Lord Jesus Himself first spoke to His disciples about the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven. He declared that it was given to them to know these, while to others He spoke in parables (Matt.13:11-13). Again the sin of unbelief had produced darkness and hardness of heart as Isaiah had prophesied in the quotation referred to by the Lord (Isa.6:9-10). But the fuller enlightenment was to be through the apostles. The Lord's final word in the Matt.13 passage reminds us too that many prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see and did not see it and to hear what you hear and did not hear it (v.17).

Is there not an echo of this in 1 Pet.1:9-12? The ancient prophets of Israel inquired and searched carefully concerning the grace that would come to you. It was indeed the Spirit of Christ Himself who testified through them the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow ... the things which now have been reported to you ... by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven - things which angels desire to look into. Should it not stir our hearts to be, like the apostles, the custodians of such revelation, and indeed stewards of the mysteries of God?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PRESENTATION TO GOD (DAVID MITCHELL)
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Christ's presentation to God

Now when the days of her purification according to the law of Moses were completed, they brought Him to Jerusalem to present Him to the Lord (Lk.2:22).

The Lord Jesus was circumcised at just eight days old and it was thirty-three days later when His parents presented Him to the Lord, with two young pigeons for an offering, which indeed spoke of Him. There's a sense in which He never left this position, for He always presented Himself before the Lord, ultimately presenting Himself upon the cross of Calvary as a pleasing sacrifice, fulfilling the promise of those two young pigeons. The word 'present' in Lk.2 is the Greek word 'paristemi', meaning in various contexts 'to offer, to stand something beside, to yield' and we see all these aspects in the life of Christ. Christ, spotless, offered Thee Himself, O what a gift divine!

The believer's presentation to Christ

And you, who once were alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now He has reconciled in the body of His flesh through death, to present you holy, and blameless, and above reproach in His sight (Col.1:21,22).

The One who was Himself presented now presents us, as part of the joy that was set before Him.  This word 'present' is the same Greek word as in Lk.2. A further meaning of the word can mean 'to place beside', and this is the thought we have as Christ presents us. We are accepted in the Beloved because we stand beside Him. When Christ was presented as a young baby He was placed beside His parents when the two young pigeons were offered. Give thanks that that boy was a pleasing sacrifice, and now the pigeons are no more, but placed beside Christ is His purchased possession. As the pigeons spoke of Christ then, so we should speak of Christ now, for we should be imitators of Him.

Were it left to us to present ourselves in the presence of God, how would we respond? We would surely attempt to dress as smartly as possible and co-ordinate our clothes as a church so that He might accept us as a people, being pleasing to the eye. We must therefore be grateful that when He presents us He has already provided the garments of righteousness that we are to wear, being 'clothed in His perfections'. The Lord Jesus knows the standards of His Father, and it is the joy of our Lord that He might perfect us in the presence of the Almighty, in order that the Father might be pleased. What a great assurance that we are 'above shame in His sight' for this 'Presenter' of ours is not ashamed to call (us) brethren (Heb.2:11).

The disciple's self-presentation

/ beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service (Rom.12:1).

Knowing first the self-presentation of Christ, and then the presentation of His people, surely presenting ourselves must be forefront in our minds.  It has been helpfully commented, 'In contrast to the slain unreasonable beasts which were offered on the altar, the offering here is living, holy and acceptable to God. There can be or ought to be no withdrawing of what has been given to God, what has been sacrificed to Him, for the offerer's own use thereafter.... The believer is not his own property; he is a purchased slave, and therefore he is to glorify God in His body.' (J. Miller, "Notes on the Epistles").

What a 'call to arms' the apostle Paul is making! The one who presented Himself, and who presents us holy and blameless, also wants us to present ourselves living, holy and acceptable, and that can only be done through Him.  Recently, a 'Training for Service' group were excited to learn that when we are asked to present ourselves, we are really being asked to 'stand beside' the Lord Jesus. What a difference that makes in our witness! That statement gives us so much confidence when we approach people who need to hear about our Saviour. The Lord is saying, "You don't need to be frightened. I'm already here, just come and stand beside Me." Yet more than that, when we kneel to pray to our Father, we are placing ourselves beside the altogether lovely One. God wouldn't have us appear anywhere else, than right next to His Son.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOCUS:BE OF GOOD CHEER (GEORGE PRASHER)
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"Be of good cheer!" On four occasions in the gospel records the Lord Jesus encouraged the dispirited and stressed with these words. That is how the older English versions translate the expression. More recent versions use such variations as, "Take heart!" or "Take courage!" They each convey the Master's message to our hearts, striking a note of hope and joy as we enter Year 2005.

Yet the world scene seems pervaded with gloom! The horrific genocide in the Sudanese province of Darfur (featured in last month's 'Focus') continues unabated. Conflict escalates in Iraq with consequently increased destruction, bloodshed and misery. Following the death of Yasser Arafat last November new uncertainties beset would-be promoters of peace between Israel and the Palestinians. With vivid memories of last year's terrorist outrages such as the Madrid railway bombings and the school siege in Southern Russia, the western world is haunted by the continuing threat. In the religious world Islam is winning more converts than Christianity. Socially, 'gay rights' movements steadily gain ground. All the indications point towards fulfilment of the solemn prediction in Isa.60:2, For behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and deep darkness the people.

Nevertheless faith in God's power and promises brings the believer's glad response to the call that we should be of good courage: the more so as we recall the situations when the Master used the expression.

Matt.9:2

Then behold, they brought to Him a paralytic lying on a bed. When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic, "Son, be of good cheer; your sins are forgiven you. "Mark and Luke tell us that this was the occasion when the paralytic's four friends showed such determination: they went up on the house-top and let him down with his bed through the tiling into the midst before Jesus. Was the man fearful that because of past sin in his life Jesus would regard him as unworthy to be healed? Was that one reason why the Lord first assured him that his sins were forgiven? Perhaps so, although it was clearly also the Lord's intention to confirm His authority on earth to forgive sins. With what immense relief the paralytic would hear the words, "Be of good cheer." Despite all his failure and crippled condition the Saviour's welcome and forgiveness were assured.

Lk.8:48

And He said to her, "Daughter, be of good cheer; your faith has made you well. Go in peace."

After twelve years' fruitless search for healing this woman had said to herself, "If only I may touch His garment, I shall be made well." So she came up from behind Jesus and touched the hem of His garment. How startled she was when the Lord turned round and asked who had touched Him: ... she came trembling; and falling down before Him, she declared to Him ..., the reason she had touched Him and how she was healed immediately. Again the Lord's, "Be of good cheer," brought reassurance in a moment of apprehension and fear.

Matt.14:26-27

And when the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried out for fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, "Be of good cheer! It is I; do not be afraid." The apostles had struggled through the night against contrary winds and battering waves. It was after 3 am when they saw a man walking on the sea towards them. Little wonder they cried out for fear! But all fear was dispelled by their Master's, "Be of good cheer." His renewed presence with them brought calm of mind and heart, and relief from contrary wind and wave.

Jn 16:33

"In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world."

What forebodings filled the hearts of the apostles as the Lord Jesus spoke to them on the eve of His crucifixion! How overpowering the forces of darkness in the world must have seemed to them that night! Nevertheless He urges, "Be of good courage." They were to take heart, to take courage, because their Lord and Master had overcome the world.

May we share that confidence, whatever the year ahead may hold for us!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A NEW YEAR'S MESSAGE (JIM SEDDON)
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(Please read Mal.3:16; Heb.3:6)

In the Scriptures God often marks important events. For example, in Ex.12:1-2, God said to Moses and Aaron concerning His deliverance of His people from the land of Egypt: This month shall be your beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year to you. It was the month Abib which means, 'sprouting or budding', the evidence of the winter past and the summer at hand. What appears to be dead, now springs to life and this was about to be true of the children of Israel. They were to be brought out of the winter of their experience as slaves in Egypt, and brought into the summer of their freedom to serve their God as His separated people. God marked it as the beginning of months, the first month of each year and they were not to forget it.

As we stand on the threshold of a new year, we draw attention to an important date in the history of the Churches of God: the year 1893. 112 years ago 'golden lampstands' were emerging in various parts of the world as Churches of God were planted, to be linked together in a collective testimony, referred to by Paul as, the Fellowship of His (God's) Son, Jesus Christ our Lord (1 Cor.1:9).

God was again giving a vision of a spiritual house answering to the Tabernacle of old which was but a shadow of the good things to come (Heb.10:1). It was to our spiritual forebears at that time that God revealed the significance of such scriptures as Acts 2:41,42, Eph.2:19-22, and 1 Pet.2:5. Thus was given to them the pattern for God's spiritual house on earth in which He could dwell among a separated, sanctified people. They heard the call of God and, in loving obedience to Him, they separated from all they saw was contrary to the revealed will of God. They were willing to buy the truth and not to sell it (Prov.23:23).

We have before us two dates: January 1893 and January 2005, between them a period of time now passed into the annals of history. We have so much to thank our God for in the preservation of His testimony over the past 112 years. But what of the future? The Lord Jesus asked the question that is so relevant to us in our day, "When the Son of man comes, will He really find (the) faith on the earth?" (Lk.18:8). We long to be able to say with full confidence, "Of course He will," but what if He should not come within the next 20 or 30 years? Will there still be churches of God in existence?

We believe there are two prominent lines of truth in both the Old and the New Testaments, which underlie the unity the Lord Jesus prayed for in Jn 17: a unity that binds God's people together. They are (a) positional truth which finds its expression in a people separated from all that is ecclesiastically outside the divine pattern of worship and service; and (b) conditional truth, that finds its expression in a people who are sanctified from the world, its pleasures and its politics - a people following our Lord Jesus outside the camp, sharing in His reproach, as separated from a world that hated Christ.

Heb.3:6 reminds us that God's spiritual house is essentially conditional, whose house we are if we holdfast the confidence and the rejoicing of the hope firm to the end. The 'if here is one of condition and the confidence is (a) because we are conditionally right with God so that our hearts do not condemn us (1 Jn 3:21) and (b) because we are rejoicing in the hope: the Lord Jesus in the presence of God as the representative of His people to plead our cause there. All this depends upon us holding fast, positionally and conditionally.

The Malachi scripture (Mal.3:16) is an encouragement to all who respond to the call of God into the Fellowship of His Son for there is such a similarity between the days in which they lived and those in which we live. So much to discourage, but so much to encourage. So many pressures, but so much power to overcome. So much to weaken, but so much to give us strength. There is now another year stretching before us unless the Lord's coming is imminent. A year that will have its trials and tribulations, its joys and its sorrows, and we all long, (whatever the future may hold) to walk in step with Him and with each other, but how do we do this? The same way God's remnant did in Malachi's day: Then those who feared the LORD spoke to one another.

We suggest that they were speaking about their God and His love in bringing them back to rebuild His house. The Lord was thrilled with their testimony on earth before men so He recorded that testimony in heaven before His angels. Is there a book of remembrance written in heaven concerning His remnant today? We are sure there is.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE HIGH PRIEST (BOB BUTLER)
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Honour due to him

The Israelites would gaze upon Aaron their high priest with a sense of awe when they saw him dressed for service in his priestly garments of glory and beauty -those garments that displayed characteristics of God Himself (see Ex.28:2). What honour, what reverence was due to the man through whose offices a holy God accepted them, His people!

Important as Aaron was in his position as Israel's high priest, he was no more than a shadow or reflection of our Lord Jesus Christ, whom we know as a high priest, who has taken His seat at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens (Heb.8:l). The Father has given all judgment to the Son so that all may honour Him (see Jn 5:22,23). His people should surely honour Him in every aspect of their lives, and so please the Father.

We have mentioned Aaron's special attire, but all the Levitical priests had specified clothing, and they had to pay attention to their cleansing and their dress when they were to serve God as priests (see Ex.40:12-15). We have no specific instructions as to dress when we come to worship God in this dispensation of grace, but it is surely worth remembering what God expected of His special servants under the old covenant. Our demeanour - and there is more than clothing involved in that - will often display our attitude, therefore we should take care how we present ourselves in God's service. This is not to commend the wearing of ostentatious clothing, but there should be regard for cleanliness, tidiness and modesty when we are involved in the worship service of a holy God. We must have reverence for, and give due honour to God the Father and His Son our great High Priest.

His headdress

There is something instructive in all the garments of the high priest, but we shall confine our consideration to his headdress: The plate of pure gold that was to be attached to his turban, traditionally called the mitre.

"You shall also make a plate of pure gold and shall engrave on it, like the engravings of a seal, 'Holy to the LORD.' You shall fasten it on a blue cord, and it shall be on the turban; it shall be at the front of the turban. It shall be on Aaron's forehead, and Aaron shall take away the iniquity of the holy things which the sons of Israel consecrate, with regard to all their holy gifts; and it shall always be on his forehead, that they may be accepted before the LORD" (Ex.28:36-38).

His separateness

This plate of pure gold is said to have been like the petal of a flower (Jamieson Fausset and Brown) stretching right across the forehead. It is called a crown in Ex.29:6. It was engraved, probably in one line across, with the words Holy to the LORD. This beautiful crown, worn in such a clearly observable place was not so much a designation of the high priest's personal character, but an indication that he was separated to God from the rest. It proclaimed his separateness. In this he typified the Lord Jesus Christ our great high priest, of whom it is written, He was holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners (Heb.7:26).

His purity

Of course, to typify Christ or to be Christ-like one must have concern for personal purity of life. The high priest was also to be holy in the sense of clean and pure, and so were those who were associated with him. Whenever there was sin or uncleanness it had to be dealt with by the shedding of blood. The whole nation of Israel should have had the status of a holy nation if they had been obedient to God's voice and kept His covenant (see Ex.19:5-6). It is good for us to consider, and re-consider the holiness required of those who represent God's spiritual house. Besides separateness, purity is inherent in the word holiness - purity that will expose and emphasise in our experience the unclean or profane. 

One's eyes may grow so accustomed to darkness as to be able to see sufficiently well to move about, even to walk in it, but after coming out of light into darkness it is very hard to see at all. In a spiritual sense, let us remain in the light where we shall be preserved from the need to find our way in the darkness! In God there is no darkness (see 1 Jn 1:5). The saint of God must know how to distinguish between light and darkness - between the holy and profane. We must know that the profane is not acceptable in the  service of God, whether that service is considered to be of holy priesthood character or otherwise. Our service is to be in newness of the Spirit (Rom.7:6), and our worship in spirit and truth (Jn 4:24). Let us remember that we as God's people are called a holy nation, a people for God's own possession (1 Pet.2:9), and we are to be holy in all our behaviour (see 1 Pet.1:14-15). Clearly, God's people being in a position of holiness, separateness to the Lord, should display a purity of life - they are required to be what they are.

He takes away iniquity

The high priest's gold crown was to be always on his forehead so that the sons of Israel would be accepted before the Lord. They prepared and presented their holy gifts for the Lord, but there was iniquity associated with those holy gifts (Ex.28:38), and it had to be taken away. The high priest was fitted for this duty. The clean white turban he wore would speak to God of the perfect righteousness of His Son, and the gold crown we have been considering would speak of the His holiness and divinity. 

God's Son, who would come to earth and accomplish His sacrificial work, would by His offering perfect His holy ones, so that their service would be acceptable to the Father, without any vestige of iniquity, of self or the flesh. Is it not true that there are times - even when it is our purpose to honour God with our thanksgiving and praises, when we are aware there is something of self in our presentation? Yet, thanks be to God such iniquity of the holy things is taken away by our great High Priest. For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified (Heb.10:14). After having completely satisfied God with regard to cleansing the sins and iniquities of His people He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Heb.1:3).

His people are accepted

How the sons of Israel must have rejoiced as they realized that not only the gifts they had set apart for God, but they themselves would be accepted by Him through the office of their high priest. Are we not also thankful when we consider how our glorious High Priest - in whom we see the absolute holiness of God - presents the thank offerings of His people acceptably and without imperfection in the majesty of God's presence?

For us He wears the mitre

Where holiness shines bright;

For us His robes are whiter

Than heaven's unsullied light. (Mrs Peters)

(Verbatim quotes from NASB)
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