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Technological advances in medical equipment have
resulted in being able to scan in great detail, most parts of
the human body, so that physical problems can be
diagnosed and then treated. But no-one can look into the
heart, in the sense in which the Bible uses it, and examine
its secrets! No-one except God, that is! The Psalm says
that God knows the secrets of the heart.1

One day, sitting opposite the offering box in the
Jerusalem temple,2 the Lord Jesus – the Son of God –
observed a poor widow woman putting in two small
copper coins. She must have loved God with all her heart,
for the Lord Jesus knew that she had put into the
collection all that she had, leaving nothing to live on!
(How does my giving compare with that?) Others might
negatively compare her gift with the big amounts that the
wealthy were giving, but not Jesus. What love our Lord
saw in that poor woman’s heart – and what faith!

On another occasion in Bethany,3 Mary sat at the Lord’s
feet and listened to His teaching. She had a thirsty heart,
and had weighed up the best way to occupy her time: not
with chores, but in communion with her Lord. He knew
her motive was not to avoid doing housework, nor to
overburden her sister Martha, but rather to learn from
Him.

The Lord has always had people like Mary who love Him;
whose hearts are drawn to Him; who have chosen the
good portion; and He deeply appreciates and rewards
their devotion.

Long before Christiaan Barnard (the first surgeon to
perform a heart transplant operation in 1967), God was
able to give a change of heart to those who come to Him
in repentance and faith; yes, a new heart! The Lord Jesus
described some Pharisees and scribes who came to Him
as ‘hypocrites’. He quoted to them the prophecy of Isaiah:

“This people honors me with their lips,
but their heart is far from me;
in vain do they worship me,
teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.”4

Whatever the particular nature of our sin, only a spiritual
birth from above can provide us with the new heart we so
badly need.

Jesus also knows when there is a wrestling match going
on inside the heart. One day a man came to Jesus asking
how to receive eternal life.5 Jesus knew that he was a
genuine seeker, but also that he was very rich. Mark
records that Jesus, looking at him, loved him. He wanted
to set him free, for Jesus, knowing his heart, knew that he

was a prisoner to his riches. Jesus instructed him to sell
everything he owned, give to the poor and become His
follower. The pull of his riches proved too strong for him.
Satan won the wrestling match in his heart and kept his
prisoner. We will meet many crossroads in life where the
Devil will bargain with us to turn us from the right path.

Sometimes as Christians we struggle, suffer failure, give
in to temptation, take the wrong path and experience
sorrow because of our sins. We long for restoration,
renewal and revival in our hearts. That’s what Peter must
have felt like as he lived with the consequences of his
denial of the Lord. But the Lord knew that he had a
broken heart, that he was repentant and, on the beach in
Galilee, assured him that he was both forgiven and
restored to service.6

The words of God, spoken again through Isaiah, could
well have applied to Peter:

“I dwell in the high and holy place,
and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit,
to revive the spirit of the lowly,
and to revive the heart of the contrite.”7

If you feel that in some measure you, too, have let your
Lord down, take God’s words and apply them to yourself.
He has revealed to us that He has a merciful heart. We
thank God for that and for Jesus our Lord whose heart
was broken on the cross8 for our sakes.

‘Search me, O God, and know my heart today;
Try me, O Saviour, know my thoughts, I pray;
See if there be some wicked way in me:
Cleanse me from every sin, and set me free.’9

References: (1) Ps. 44:21  (2) Mark 12:41-44  (3) Luke
10:38-42  (4) Mat. 15:8-9  (5) Mark 10:17-22  (6) John
21:15-19  (7) Is. 57:15b (8) see Ps. 69.20  (9) E.J.Orr,
Gospel Songs 213

Bible quotations from the ESV

The secrets of
the heart
Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland
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On the morning of the day of Pentecost, 50 days after the
Lord Jesus had risen from the dead, the unveiling of
God’s purposes for the present age advanced in mighty
power. Sin and death had been vanquished on the cross
outside Jerusalem, and now within its walls the first
bright rays of the day of grace shone with unbridled glory
as the Holy Spirit descended from heaven to clothe the
disciples with power from on high.1

On that day alone, three thousand people were joined with
the 120 who had been waiting in Jerusalem in response to
their Lord’s command. By salvation, baptism and
addition,2 they became fellows, not of an inert society, but
a vibrant community whose purpose was, in their worship
and their walk, to proclaim the excellencies of him who
called [them] out of darkness into his marvelous light.3
Their addition to this community was just the beginning
of a life of discipleship, in which God would disclose to
them the fullness of His nature and the richness of the
purposes conceived in His mind. So, from that day
onwards, as a vital part of their development as followers

of Christ, they devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching.4

Its origin
This reference to the apostles’ teaching describes the
whole body of doctrine which was delivered to the first
Christians by the apostles and, although it bears their
name, it came from a source which was far higher than
they. This is attested by Peter, years after that first gospel
address, as he told those united with him by faith that no
prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men
spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy
Spirit.5

Even the teaching of the Lord Jesus Himself, which He
delivered with unparalleled authority, had its origin in
God the Father. Coming to the Temple during the feast of
John 7, He answered those who were amazed at Him, my
teaching is not mine, but his who sent me.6 As the Father
commanded Him, so He spoke in the power of the Spirit.7
This continued during the forty days which followed the
resurrection, as He equipped the apostles for their task

At the core

Learning that lives
James Needham, Birmingham, England
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with lessons about the kingdom of God. So all that the
Lord had passed to them through the Holy Spirit, they
were now to pass to others as the Spirit guided their
understanding, for this was the ultimate purpose of His
final commandment before returning to heaven: make
disciples of all nations … teaching them to observe all
that I have commanded you.8

What then, about Paul, who was not among the 120
people who were empowered by the Holy Spirit on the
day of Pentecost? Well, he too received his instruction
from God.9 Despite his education in the Scriptures,10 Paul
made no pretence that his teaching was the product of his
own mind: I did not receive it from any man, nor was I
taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus
Christ.11 So whether it was taught by ‘the Eleven’ or
imparted by those called to apostleship much later, this
teaching came from God Himself, delivered to the
apostles by the Lord through the Holy Spirit, that they
might establish its place at the heart of the community
God had made for Himself on earth. Though it bore their
name, this was always the teaching of Christ,12 declared
by the Spirit to the churches,13 and acknowledged in the
world as the teaching of the Lord.14

Its certainty
Since this teaching has been delivered by the Lord
through the work of the Holy Spirit, we can be sure it has
been conveyed with accuracy, for God always watches
over His word.15 By the time of Jude’s letter, it had also
been conveyed completely, as he appealed to those who
had been called to contend for the faith that was once for
all delivered to the saints.16 As to fundamental principles,
nothing could be added to it, and nothing taken away, for
that which had been declared at first by the Lord, and …
attested to us by those who heard17 was complete in every
respect, and the responsibility of disciples of Christ was to
contend earnestly for it.

Those days were no different from today, as the sound
doctrine of God came under assault from false teachers,
and those who sought to undermine it by division.18

Today, as then, the teaching of men must be measured by
the standard of that which has been delivered once for all
by the Lord through the apostles. The Scriptures declare
this is a trustworthy word,19 made sure in the purposes of
God and able to withstand every assault.

This certainty was reflected in the consistency with which
the apostles taught it throughout the churches of God.
Though they were spread across continents, the apostles’
teaching was like a cast, designed to achieve the same
result wherever it was applied. That is the meaning of
Paul’s words to the Romans, as he rejoiced that they had
become obedient from the heart to the standard of
teaching to which you were committed.20 ‘Standard’
literally means a ‘mould’ into which the Roman disciples
had been poured that it might set the shape of their lives.
What was true for them was true for Timothy, whom Paul
encouraged in the pattern of the sound words.21 So
whether the teaching was imparted to a congregation in
Rome, or to an individual in his own service, the

impression must be the same, for the pattern they were to
imitate produces no other result. They were to learn my
ways in Christ, as I teach them everywhere in every
church22 – departure from them was departure from the
teaching of the Lord Himself.

Its purpose and effect
Set against this background of the completeness and
certainty of the teaching which God has prescribed for our
day, it remains essential to recognise that this is a
teaching which must be lived in the lives of disciples.
Adherence is not achieved by amassing knowledge, nor
by engaging in ritual performance – far from it! This is
the blueprint for living in the image of Christ and the
means by which disciples are led in an ever-deepening
understanding of God and His ways. It is by the apostles’
teaching that the Holy Spirit makes known to us the secret
and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the
ages for our glory,23 and by it that God establishes the
terms of His covenant relationship with a called-out
people sprinkled by blood for obedience to the book, as
Israel once had been at Sinai.24 So this teaching is far
from dusty head-knowledge – it is the unveiling of truths
which have delighted the heart of God for eternity, that by
them we might grow in our knowledge of Him and our
appreciation of all His purposes for us in divine service.25

That kind of teaching is transformative, for teaching
which gleans from the mind and heart of God must have
its effect in ours. It did for the Romans. Having been
poured into its mould, they who once had been slaves of
sin became slaves to righteousness leading to
sanctification.26 It completely changed the character of
their lives! Today, many would scoff at the simplicity and
purity of living which Paul describes as the character of
those who live out the apostles’ teaching.27 And yet, by
living in conformity with the sound doctrine, they are
described by the Spirit as adorning the doctrine of God
our Saviour. How wonderful that God should consider
those who display the vitality of His teaching as adorning
it with beauty! That’s the purpose, of course: that this
teaching should so affect our lives as to change us
forever; to become more like the Master we serve and, by
living in faithfulness to the word of Christ, so adorn the
doctrine of God.

References:

(1) Luke 24:49  (2) Acts 2:41  (3) 1 Pet. 2:9  (4) Acts 2:42
(5) 2 Pet. 1:16,20-21  (6) John 7:16  (7) John 12:49-50;
Acts 1:2  (8) Mat. 28:19-20  (9) 1 Cor. 11:23; 15:3
(10) Phil. 3:5-6  (11) Gal. 1:12  (12) 2 John 9  (13) c.f.
Rev. 2:7  (14) Acts 13:12  (15) Jer. 1:12  (16) Jude 3
(17) Heb. 2:3  (18) Rom. 16:17-18  (19) Titus 1:9
(20) Rom. 6:17  (21) 2 Tim. 1:13  (22) 1 Cor. 4:17  (23) 1
Cor. 2:7  (24) Heb. 9:19-20; 1 Pet. 1:2   (25) Eph. 3:14-19
(26) Rom. 6:17-19  (27) Titus 2:1-10
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A Gentile monarch

Pharaoh Necho
David Viles, Hayes, England

Quite why King Josiah – the last ‘good king’ of Judah –
decided to block the progress of Pharaoh Necho’s
Egyptian army as it passed through his country has long
been debated. The Pharaoh was hurrying to shore up his
Assyrian allies on the Euphrates – they were struggling
to contain the new great power on the block, resurgent
Babylon. Necho’s quarrel was not with Judah, and we are
told merely that Josiah went against him.1  Furthermore,
in an unusual case of God speaking through a Gentile
monarch, the Pharaoh ordered Josiah out of his way
because, “God commanded me to make haste. Refrain
from meddling with God, who is with me, lest He destroy
you.” Josiah ignored Necho’s demand, which the
Chronicler confirms was nevertheless from the mouth of
God.2

Megiddo

The place Josiah chose to take his stand was Megiddo – a
good tactical choice near the Iyron Pass – but the
decision proved disastrous, marking the beginning of the
end for Judah. We are at 609BC, and the long dominance
of the Assyrian empire in the near east was waning.
Three years earlier, a Babylonian-led coalition had
destroyed the Assyrian capital of Nineveh, as prophesied
in graphic detail by Nahum and Zephaniah,3 and the
geopolitical map was changing rapidly. Pharaoh Necho
(610-595BC) was a king of the 26th Egyptian dynasty; as
might be inferred from this figure, Egypt was by then a
shadow of its former self, having been invaded by the
Assyrians earlier in the century to become a vassal state
to mighty Nineveh. However, under Pharaoh Necho there
was a renaissance of Egyptian culture and influence.
According to the Greek historian Herodotus, Necho
created the first Egyptian navy and even began work on a
project which bore fruit 2,500 years later in the Suez
Canal. With his mainly mercenary army, he smashed
through Judah’s attempted roadblock, mortally wounding
its king.4

The battle of Megiddo only served to delay Necho’s
arrival to join the remnant of the Assyrian army. The
clash which eventually resulted was one of the great
turning points of biblical and near-eastern history. The
climactic battle of Carchemish, in 605BC, is well-attested
in secular sources including the clay tablet ‘Babylonian
Chronicles’ in the British Museum, all of which confirm
the accuracy of the biblical record of these events. It
resulted in an overwhelming victory for the Babylonians
under their dynamic young leader, Nebuchadnezzar II.
From the divine perspective, it was “a day of vengeance
… for the Lord GOD of hosts has a sacrifice in the north

country by the River Euphrates.”5 Jeremiah summed up
the outcome pithily: ‘Pharaoh, king of Egypt, is but a
noise. He has passed by the appointed time!’6

Disaster for Judah

Shortly after the affair at Megiddo, Necho had made sure
of his lines of communication to the south by annexing
the weakened kingdom of Judah. Arriving in Jerusalem,
he deposed Josiah’s son Jehoahaz in favour of his brother
whom he renamed Jehoiakim,7 incorporating the divine
Name both to underline his political domination and to
insult Judah’s God. Thus, the throne of David and
Solomon became a mere vassal of Egypt. To achieve his
tactical aims, Necho sought to fortify Judah as a buffer
between himself and the Babylonians; he therefore
exacted a huge tribute from the people of Judah – in gold
alone amounting to around $1.25m at today’s prices.8
The puppet king Jehoiakim was forced to tax his already
impoverished people to the hilt to satisfy the insatiable
demands of the Pharaoh,9 but this did not cause him to
reflect or seek to emulate his godly father.10 Nor did his
evil behaviour change after Pharaoh Necho retreated
from Jerusalem later in 605 pursued by Nebuchadnezzar,
to whom in turn Jehoiakim pledged his loyalty.11

The divine plan

After these events, Egypt largely disappears from the
scene as a great power. The king of Egypt did not come
out of his land anymore, for the king of Babylon had
taken all that belonged to the king of Egypt from the
Brook of Egypt to the River Euphrates.12 The ‘head of
gold’ (Nebuchadnezzar) was now in temporary control
under God, in accordance with whose declared purpose
the stone cut out … without hands will ultimately reign in
righteousness and glory.13 For Judah meanwhile, the end
was very near. Because of the people’s wanton forsaking
of their God (and particularly the sins of Josiah’s
grandfather, Manasseh14), His wrath fell quickly upon
them – four forms of destruction by a God who was
weary of relenting, as described in a particularly purple
passage by Jeremiah15  –  until, as Jeremiah also
prophesied, God in the coming days would “raise to
David a Branch of righteousness.”16

References: (1) 2 Kings 23:29  (2) 2 Chron. 35:21-22  (3) Nah.
2&3; Zeph. 2:13-15  (4) 2 Chron. 35:23-24  (5) Jer. 46:10
(6) Jer. 46:17  (7) Meaning ‘Yahweh will establish’  (8) 2
Chron. 36:3  (9) 2 Kings 23:35  (10) Jer. 22:13-19; 36:20-26
(11) 2 Kings 24:1; Dan. 1:1-2  (12) 2 Kings 24:7  (13) Dan.
2:36-45  (14) 2 Kings 23:26-27  (15) Jer. 15:1-9  (16) Jer. 23:5
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I need to pray scripture. Why?
Because my self-generated
expressions of prayer are so often
narcissistic, irreverent, misguided and
faithless. If I am to live,1 and pray,
that God may be glorified my prayers
cannot just be about me and what I
think is best for life; they must be
about God, and what He says is best
for this life.

God’s Word is the source and basis of
our new life in Christ.2 God’s Word
also sustains and shapes our faith,
repeatedly showing us God’s holy
character and His perfect outworking
of His eternal purposes in this world.3
That’s why a craving for God’s
Word, satisfied by regular
consumption through reading and
meditation, is an indicator of true and
genuine faith in God.4 And to employ
God’s Word in prayer makes perfect
sense!

While revealing the glory of God and
His eternal purposes of grace,
scripture at the same time reveals the
wickedness of my intrinsic sinfulness
when unsaved.5 Yes, by God’s grace,
through faith, I have been born again
and my sins are forgiven, but the old
nature remains and taints everything
about me; sin pervades almost every
thought and action.6 I must be careful
that what I say is not motivated by
sinful and selfish desires because God
will not hear.7

How, then, can I guard against
praying selfish prayers that are all
about me and my puny perspective of
life’s circumstances? The solution
seems quite simple! I must:

1. speak back to God what He has
revealed about Himself and
humanity,

2. recount how God has dealt
with His people in the past, and

3. remind him of His repeated
promises to His people.

All of this is found in God’s Word.
So, I pray using scripture! that is to
say, carefully applying statements
found in the Bible to what I say, not
just thoughtlessly repeating well-
worn texts.

I don’t know of many Christians who
say that prayer comes easily, or
naturally. Is the prayer-struggle that
so many of us experience due to the
fact that we’ve, for too long, been
praying according to our own ideas
and methods? Have we been ignoring
the power of employing God’s Word
as we speak with Him?

I’ve discovered that when
incorporating God’s Word into my
prayer life, God has taken me into a
deeper relationship with Him. I’m
learning that my relationship with
God, and my growing understanding
of His ways, is not dependent on my
fluctuating affections, inconsistent
intellect and commitment levels, but
is instead founded on His
unchangeable nature and eternal
promises. This is transformative!8

For many people Bible-time seems to
be easier than prayer-time. If that’s
so, can I suggest something basic?
Weave your prayer time into your
focus-time in God’s Word. The two,
of necessity, go hand in hand! As
God speaks to us through His Word,
we grapple with how it affects our
lives and the situations we’re
concerned about. This is really the
starting point of praying God’s Word
– seeing how what God reveals of
Himself and His ways impacts the
very circumstances of life we’re
facing right now. This simple method
not only sustains prayer; it results in a
greater understanding of God’s Word.
Of course, it means that we must give
sufficient time to our reading-prayer
exercise – and that requires planning.
If we miss the planning, we’ll miss
the prayer.

Grappling with God’s Word, and
speaking God’s Word back to Him, is
following in the footsteps of the great
pray-ers of the Bible.

Take Daniel. His prayer, Daniel 9:1-
19, flows from his reading of
Jeremiah where the Lord spoke about
the 70-years’ extent of Judah’s
captivity in Babylon.9 Daniel, a
captive in Babylon, prays to
understand how God’s promises are
going to be worked out, particularly
since the prophesied 70-year period is
almost complete! He’s excited to pray
about something so soon to be
realised!

Notice, also, how Daniel’s prayer is
full of his knowledge of the Law of
Moses and the account of God’s
dealings with Israel since their
exodus. Daniel’s prayer is essentially
an appeal to God that’s based on what
God has said about Himself, what
God has said He will do for His
people, and what God has already
done for His people. It’s praying
scripture!

Take Moses: when interceding on
behalf of sinful Israel,10 Moses
appeals to God to be faithful to His
own revelation of Himself, and to His
promises. Moses had encountered
God through the burning bush,11

learning about God’s great name12

and His purposes for Israel.13 That
experience fuels Moses’ prayer, and
he also draws on what he knows
about God’s promises to Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob. His prayer is again
essentially an appeal to God that’s
based on what God has revealed
about Himself, what God has said He
will do for His people, and what God
has promised to do for His people.
It’s praying scripture!

Take the believers in Acts 4:23-31: in
the face of growing persecution, the
believers gather for a prayer session
that literally shakes the building.

Praying …

The Word
David Woods, Manchester, England
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We read in Luke 17:11-18 of the time when Jesus healed
ten lepers. They were in a tragic state before their
encounter with Jesus – their bodies would have been
ravaged and mutilated by the awful disease of leprosy,
and they would have been cast out of their community.
Even their friends and family would have had to cut
themselves off from them.

But clearly these ten had heard about the healing power of
this Jesus, and cried out to Him in their desperation. Faith
was rewarded, and Jesus had mercy on them and healed
them completely.

Imagine how they felt! They would have been overjoyed
that they were free of this burden that had consumed
them; they were free to live their lives once more, see
their families, hold close those whom they loved. No
doubt most of them headed straight for their homes to
celebrate.

Perhaps then, in this light, it is easier for us to sympathise
with the nine who did not return to thank the person who
had given them their lives back. Were they so overcome
with joy that they did not stop to think about the kindness
and compassion they had been shown?

Perhaps we can see ourselves in this Bible passage. If we,
for a moment, take stock of the good things in our lives,
we realise that we are richly and abundantly blessed by
our gracious God. But how often do we acknowledge
God’s hand in these things? Perhaps we are quick to pray
when we are in need, but slow to come back to Him to
thank Him when our needs are met. Even when God
grants us the seemingly impossible, we can all too easily
come to Him with our next request without stopping to
realise how much He’s already done for us.

The first step to rectifying this spirit of unthankfulness is
to realise just how blessed we are. We read in James 1:17
that every good and perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of the heavenly lights. With this in
mind, we should have plenty to thank God for! Those of
us in the western world can tend to be utterly focused on
what we do not have. The world around us wants to press
us into its mould of striving for the next material goal: the

next step on the career ladder; the car that for now is out
of reach; that relationship which we are convinced is the
missing piece of our happiness. This ‘acquisition mania’
has led us to a situation where, if we’re not on our guard,
we are constantly looking to upgrade every aspect of our
lives.

But if we are to live as God intends, we need to realise
that what we already have far exceeds anything we could
hope to obtain in this life through our own efforts.

Ridiculous as it sounds, can we be guilty of taking our
eternal destination and hope for granted? If we have
accepted Jesus, we have before us an eternity of bliss,
living in a new, perfect world with the Almighty God who
loves us more than we can imagine – to the extent that He
gave His one and only Son up to death for our sakes. This
is a blessing which we cannot fully express or even grasp,
and many of us reverently come before God weekly to
give thanks and praise for it. But if that feeling of
gratitude is with us only for as long as the Remembrance
service on a Sunday, then we are missing out on a life
filled with gratitude and joy – joy that can only come
from the knowledge that our God loves us to such an
extent. Our attitude, and gratitude, of heart in the
Remembrance should be consistent with our life for the
rest of the week

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 exhorts us to Rejoice always,
pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for this
is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. This includes a
mindfulness of the gifts God has given to us, which we
have already considered. But more than that, it says we
are to give thanks in all circumstances. It’s one thing to
be thankful to God in the good times, when the blessings
are obvious to us. But this verse tells us that we should
strive to glean God’s goodness even when times are hard,
when God perhaps isn’t giving us what we want (in our
shortsightedness). How do we do this?

In these times when we are feeling less than thankful to
God, it is critical for us to remember that our God is
much, much bigger than our current situation. Throughout
history, we humans have forgotten this simple fact in

Respectable sins?

Unthankfulness
Giles Hickling, Manchester, England

There are some sins that we judge to be very serious and agree that
they are worthy of punishment – or at the very least require

repentance and a change of behaviour. There are other attitudes
that some may see as more minor character flaws.

But, more to the point, how does God view them?
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times of trial, but it holds true nonetheless. We read in
Exodus of many instances where the Israelites grumbled
against God and His servants. They compared what they
had left behind with what they were experiencing in the
moment, but gave no thought to the promises that God
had made to them about their future. They had witnessed
their God part the seas, and provide them with manna in
the barren desert, but they did not have faith that the same
God would bring them to the place He had promised
them.

One of our hymns reminds us that ‘our times are in [His]
hand’.1 In times of difficulty, we worry so much that we
can lose sight completely of the bigger picture – and
indeed of our infinite God. But often, it is when we come
out on the other side of these difficulties that we realise
God’s closeness to us more keenly than ever before. If we
remember God’s ‘track record’ – His goodness to His
people throughout history – and apply the far-sighted eye
of faith in our difficulties, we will find that we can be
thankful to God even in the most unlikely circumstances.

What practical ways are there by which we can train
ourselves to have this mindset of continual gratitude?

In private prayer, we can sometimes find that our prayers
are dominated by our own desires, maybe more than
when we pray in a church setting. One good practice we
can adopt to avoid this is to give thanks to God before we
present Him with our requests. The NLT version of the
Bible renders Matthew 6:33 as follows: “Seek the
Kingdom of God above all else, and live righteously, and
he will give you everything you need.” So even when our
desires seem good and proper, and we are anxious to
bring them to God, He will bless us if we bring our
thanksgiving and praise first, seeking to honour Him
above our own needs. In fact, how often do we come to

God with the sole intention of giving thanks, without any
requests at all?

What about our church prayer times?

We have considered the Remembrance service, and this is
without doubt our primary opportunity to prepare and
offer a thanksgiving to God. Consequently, this should
occupy our minds in the week as well as on Sundays. As
we walk with God, and as we read His Word daily, we
should be looking to more fully appreciate God’s
goodness to us through the gift of His Son. If we are
consistent in doing this, we will day-by-day come to a
fuller appreciation of who God is and what He’s done for
us, and this will overflow into gratitude and adoration in
the Remembrance service (audibly or inaudibly).

In our prayer meetings, do we look for answered prayers?
Often, our prayer boards are filled with names of people
whom we care about, or causes which are important to us
and to God; do we revisit these in the coming weeks to
see how God has answered? This process can help us to
realise the goodness of God in our lives and our
communities, and we can give a response of gratitude
accordingly.

Colossians 3:17 tells us to do it all in the name of the
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.
In the good times and the bad, we are not to neglect to
come to God and acknowledge His goodness to us.
Rather, we should remember His love for us in all
circumstances, as well as His ability to work out His will
in our lives, and we should express our thanks to Him
through it all.

Reference: (1) William F. Lloyd, PHSS 170

Bible quotations from NIV

The first step to rectifying this spirit
of unthankfulness is to realise just
how blessed we are.
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Ten years ago, Paul Maremero was
listening to the Search For Truth
(SFT) radio broadcasts produced by
the Churches of God as he was
completing his theological seminary
course. Local preachers in and around
Harare in Zimbabwe base their
preaching content on so-called ‘words
of knowledge’ conveyed as though
they are revelatory prophetic
utterances, often bypassing the Bible
entirely. For the past 10 years, Paul
says the truth he learnt from those
radio programmes has ‘hunted him.’
Last year, Paul sensed he could no
longer escape. He resigned his
ordination, and forsook his stipend to
live by faith. His powerful example,
dedicated to a learned preaching style
that ‘exposes the Word’ has drawn
150 others to leave their
denomination and stand with him for
what they call ‘undiluted truth.’ Paul
acknowledges SFT as his mentor, at
once opening the door for us to all
these people.

Upon visiting, it was a great joy day
after day in September of 2017 to
share the Word publicly and from
home to home – and to witness at first
hand the grace of God among these
people. Throughout all of 2017,
certain groups of Christians there,
influenced by Paul, I suspect, had
chosen as their aspirational theme for
the year: ‘Restore, rebuild and
repair’.1 This was the slogan adorning
their calendars, and this too, would,
of course, prove to be a wonderful
opening in facilitating my teaching
and interactive sessions based on their
own theme. It allowed the
presentation of the Lord’s teaching
for today as truly being about the
restoring of the foundational teaching
of the Apostles from almost 2,000
years ago. We could speak of
rebuilding on the exact same pattern,
just as Ezra 4:12, etc. records the

exiles rebuilding on the previous
foundations, as opposed to attempting
to upgrade or modernize upon their
return from Babylonian captivity.

One question that was asked was:
“What is the constitution of the
Churches of God?” There is, of
course, no other answer to give than
to point to the New Testament as
being the constitution of the Churches
of God as in New Testament times.
This was greeted with loud murmurs
of approval, for the Harare groups
had already set aside the man-made
constitutions of the denominations as
being unacceptable to them. The
response of the leaders was
comparable to Israel’s: “all that the
LORD has spoken (or written in His
Word) we will do, and we will be
obedient!”2 At this point, I believe
they mean it.

Roadsides around Harare are littered
with piles of stones. I drew the
attention of my travelling companions
to them as we drove around. This was
so that we could refer back to them
later. The four companies of believers
led by Paul were all greatly impacted
by the well-used illustration that a
pile of stones doesn’t make a house
until they are taken and built
according to a plan.3 As this text from
First Peter was ‘exposed’, they
readily confirmed they were ‘living
stones’ (having new life in Jesus).
The questions this provoked related to
how they could express the ‘holy
priesthood’ and ‘God’s kingdom.’
The building plan, as taught by the
Apostles, was then traced throughout
the Book of Acts (with its convenient
summary in Acts 2:41,42). These
Harare believers were glad to
understand how they could be built
up ‘to be a holy priesthood’ and so to
be a kingdom, priests to His God and

Father4 by doing again what the very
earliest Christians had done. The
teachers among them sat carefully
taking notes. These they declared they
would ‘cascade out’ in detail to their
congregations.

It was simply a matter of joining the
dots for those whose hearts God had
made thirsty for solid biblical
teaching. It seemed evident that the
Lord had shown His hand in the four
ways mentioned above. They were (1)
waiting for God’s Word to be
‘exposed’ (or exposited); (2) already
conditioned to restoring what had
gone before at the beginning of the
‘Church Age’; (3) already looking for
something that wasn’t another man-
made constitution for ‘doing church’;
and (4) the ready-made illustration of
the local piles of stones resonated
with them – seeing the constructive
difference a building plan makes: one
that restores the Apostolic
constitution for the establishing of
churches of God today, as exposed in
the Word of God, the Bible.

This demonstration of the good hand
of the Lord upon us was in addition to
the fruits of grass-roots preaching
among the poorest. This, praise God,
resulted in some turning from
spiritism to the true and living God.

A follow-up program is being fleshed
out as we seek to move forward in
God’s will in fellowship. This is a
once in 10 years event. Having sown,
shall we not also reap? Meanwhile,
these believers can now tune in to
SFT on Trans World Radio,
Swaziland, and receive the associated
mailings, being in touch by email and
phone.

References: (1) Neh. 2:5  (2) Ex. 24:7
(3) 1 Pet. 2:5  (4) Rev. 1:6
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Mission

Piles of stones don’t
make a house
Brian Johnston, Leigh, England
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