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Part One

STAND IN THE GAP
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  Standing in the Gap

  
  




I remember a time many years ago when my wife and I thought it was God’s will that we should relocate from where we were living to another part of the country. The only thought in our mind was that this would help us to serve better two of the small churches we were connected to. However, try as we might, nothing we attempted by way of proving this to be God’s will was successful. After a trial period, one that we’d agreed in advance, we finally came to conclude - to our surprise it must be said - that it couldn’t in fact be God’s will for us to move away to another place. God, it seemed to us, had blocked our way.




There’s a story in the Bible (Num.22) of a time when the angel of the Lord literally blocked the way for a man who was on a journey by placing himself in front of him. The man was called Balaam and he wasn’t a true prophet of the Lord. The angel stood before him to block his progress at a place where the way narrowed such that the donkey that the prophet was riding upon couldn’t pass. Sometimes God does block our way. On the other hand, it’s rare that we find someone blocking God’s way – and doing so at God’s own request! However, in a few places in the Bible we do read of exactly that happening. We have in mind the case when someone stands up to appeal that God should not destroy his sinning people. God, the Bible declares, has no desire for the death of the wicked. For that reason, he at times raises up intercessors. The Bible prophet Ezekiel wrote at a time when leaders had failed in Zion. Here’s what he wrote:


And the word of the LORD came to me, saying … Her priests have done violence to My Law and have profaned My holy things; they have made no distinction between the holy and the common, and they have not taught the difference between the unclean and the clean; and they have closed their eyes from My Sabbaths, and I am defiled among them. Her leaders within her are like wolves tearing the prey, by shedding blood and destroying lives in order to make dishonest profit. And her prophets have coated with whitewash for them, seeing false visions and divining lies for them, saying, ‘This is what the Lord GOD says,’ when the LORD has not spoken. The people of the land have practiced extortion and committed robbery, and they have oppressed the poor and needy, and have oppressed the stranger without justice. 




I searched for a man among them who would build up a wall and stand in the gap before Me for the land, so that I would not destroy it; but I found no one.  So I have poured out My indignation on them; I have consumed them with the fire of My wrath; I have brought their way upon their heads,” declares the Lord GOD.




Ezekiel 22:23-31




That’s a terrible report card for the people of God back at that time in Old Testament history! Those who should have known better were leading the people astray. There was corruption from top to bottom. God holds the leaders mainly responsible: he singles out the priests, the leaders and the prophets. They’d not only failed in their leadership of the people, but had failed to see the danger they were in. And they’d further failed to plead for God’s mercy over against the judgment that even then was about to descend on God’s people.




Through Ezekiel, God complained that there was no-one to build a defensive wall or to ‘stand in the gap.’ That is, there was no-one to block God’s way as he was now coming to bring judgement on his people. And it was judgement that they truly deserved. But the book of Ezekiel in places spells it out for us that God doesn’t always deal with us as our actions deserve, but he does always act consistently with his name, that is with his own divine attributes. One of these attributes, of course, is his mercy, and God longed to show mercy to his people then – if at least one person would rouse himself to plead for this mercy with God!




God spoke about the prophets being like builders, but these false prophets were bad builders. The picture is of an incompetent builder being asked to repair a wall. All he does is cover over the problem with untempered mortar.1 It’s a whitewash job, almost like just painting over the cracks. God’s people were in ruins. They needed to have their lives totally rebuilt. God can’t be fooled; it needs to be a proper job. A true builder would build up the broken wall, and if necessary stand in any remaining gap to block the way against intruders. But the intruder in this case is none other than God himself. And so the ‘blocker’ would have to be a true builder – not like a false prophet pictured here as building with untempered mortar. The only one who could stand in God’s way by standing in the gap to block God from entering in with judgement for his people would have to be someone operating from a true revelation of God’s Word. He couldn’t be a false prophet motivated by visions of self-deluded presumption.




At other times, the Bible gives us examples of people like this. Didn’t Abraham stand in the gap for Sodom on the day that’s recorded in Genesis chapter 18 when, thinking of his nephew’s family who lived there, he pleaded with God to spare the city? He began by asking God to spare the city from the judgement it deserved if 50 righteous people could be found in it. God agreed. Boldly, Abraham counted down, clearly doubtful that many would be found in this notorious city. Finally, God agreed not to destroy the city if only 10 righteous were to be found there. Even that turned out to be too many. And what of the day recorded in Exodus in chapter 32?


Then the LORD spoke to Moses, “Go down at once, for your people, whom you brought up from the land of Egypt, have behaved corruptly. They have quickly turned aside from the way which I commanded them. They have made for themselves a cast metal calf, and have worshiped it and have sacrificed to it and said, ‘ This is your god, Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt!’” Then the LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, and behold, they are an obstinate people. So now leave Me alone, that My anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them; and I will make of you a great nation.”




Then Moses pleaded with the LORD his God, and said, “LORD, why does Your anger burn against Your people whom You have brought out from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians talk, saying, ‘With evil motives He brought them out, to kill them on the mountains and to destroy them from the face of the earth’? Turn from Your burning anger and relent of doing harm to Your people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Your servants to whom You swore by Yourself, and said to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants as the stars of the heavens, and all this land of which I have spoken I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” So the LORD relented of the harm which He said He would do to His people. 




Exodus 32:7-14




There we see Moses acting as a true leader, a nation-builder, a blocker, someone who stood in the gap to block God’s path of judgement. Courageously, he pleaded with God on the basis of God’s reputation and the faithfulness of God’s character. But what of today? Society around us is broken. There’s a great breach in its relationship with God. Believers living in such a society can themselves become worldly. Perhaps we need to ask ourselves: ‘Where are the gaps in our own obedience to the Word?’ We need to be mindful of the gap. Where do we need to take our stand in order to intercede for ourselves and for others beyond ourselves? May God help us to block the judgement deserved by others, and by ourselves! And as we begin with ourselves, we first must ensure our lives are built on the solid rock of Christ’s teachings (Matt.7:24). It’s there we find a sure foothold where we can stand and intercede defensively against God’s judgements.
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  Standing in the Gospel

  
  




We’ve previously spoken about standing in the gap to intercede for people. But to stand securely ourselves, so that we can make appeals for others, we first need to have our own feet shod with the preparation of the Gospel of peace (Eph.6:15). This is required before we can even stand in the gap. We must first be found standing in the Gospel. Now, what really is the Gospel? We’ll let the Apostle Paul tell us:


Now I make known to you, brothers and sisters, the gospel which I preached to you, which you also received, in which you also stand, by which you also are saved… For I handed down to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. After that He appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep;  then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles;  and last of all, as to one untimely born, He appeared to me also. 


1 Corinthians 15:1-8




We find the Gospel outlined there in four succinct points: Jesus died, was buried, rose again, and was later seen alive from the dead. The Gospel is what God has done for us in Christ his Son
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