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Introducing January

JAMES—A LETTER FOR ALL RACES AND ALL THE AGE 
 
So much of our magazine rightly
studies what James meant by ‘the
twelve tribes’ he addresses, his Jewish
background, and the times for which
he primarily wrote, that our title
focuses instead on the vital messages
the Letter still has for every age of
believers, and its impact on
unbelievers too. For is not this the
purpose of the Spirit of God guiding
the men who wrote first for the needs
of their time—that there may be
permanent profit in the Word for those
of all eras till our Lord shall come, and
into His Millennial reign, and beyond
that again? Bible readers also learn to
accept the humbling fact that God
chose to use one nation as an example
for all, and Jewish attachment to good
works as a way to earn God’s favour is
a very common attitude today. The
student’s necessary work on unpacking
what a Bible book meant for its author
and first readers can cause those who
may only skim-read to miss, for
example—
• the understanding of how joy can be
reached in working through suffering
with faith in God; 
• James the counsellor piercing
through the deceptive signals and
travel-grime we all pick up in this
world with his terse words and vivid

imagery, to reach our conscience;
• James’ memories of the home in
which he grew up; 
• how the Word of truth can be
allowed to purify our thinking and
motives;
• how that same Word bears us up in
suffering, building confidence in our
great God and Saviour, and pointing
ahead to joy; 
• reflection on the character of God
through close exposition of 1:17
—and more besides. Spotting which
articles contain these points might be
among the most rewarding puzzles you
spend time on as we enter 2014.

Lastly, we look forward to more
comment on the language of James.
How could a carpenter’s son write
what is recognised by scholars as
competent Greek? We note that
Nazareth was a trading town, with
Greek in regular use, as we know from
business and legal letters of the time;
that James would be often in the
synagogue, with his elder brother a
keen student of the Word, and James’
pithy sayings and illustrations reflect
the interests of the area around the
lake as well as Greek influence in the
town. The line in 1:17 that almost
forms a verse hexameter could well be
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a quotation . . . Now a blessing on the
email you’re perhaps about to send,
and more blessings from above on our

readers and producers and distributors
in the new year.

M.A. 

From Study Groups

STEADFAST UNDER TRIAL AND IN THE WORD (James 1)

From Aberkenfig:  Trials and the Word   In Psalm 119:67, 71-72 (NKJV) we read,
‘Before I was afflicted I went astray. 
 But now I keep Your word ... 
 It is good for me that I have been afflicted, 
 That I might learn Your statutes. 
 The law of Your mouth is better to me 
 Than thousands of coins of gold and silver’

—which emphasises what James brings to us in this letter. There are good reasons for
understanding that trial, or testing, enables faith and reliance upon God’s word to
flourish and strengthen. It is true that not every Christian will have, or will need, such
testing; but for those who do, it is God’s intention that He should be glorified
through our steadfastness and faithfulness to Him.

It is often difficult for us to appreciate that God has our best interests at heart when
such trials come.  Hopes may be dashed and ambitions thwarted. We read,
however, in Hebrews: ‘Though He was a Son, yet He learned obedience by the
things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He became the author of
eternal salvation to all who obey Him …’ (5: 8-9); ‘For it was fitting for Him, for
whom are all things and by whom are all things, in bringing many sons to glory, to
make the captain of their salvation perfect through sufferings’ (2:10); ‘For in that He
Himself has suffered,  being tempted, He is able to aid those who are tempted’
(2:18).  The Lord Jesus has entered into such experiences, so that He might
understand, lead and empathise with those who are in similar circumstances.

Like the psalmist, James links trials with the perfection and character of the Word
of truth that is implanted in us by the Holy Spirit. Unless we are exercised to apply
God’s word to our lives, whatever their circumstances, then the purpose of God in
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our trial may be frustrated:  but we must never fail, even though it may be a long
time coming to fruition.

The Word of truth—that which cannot deceive or mislead—is also that which roots
itself in our hearts when we are willing to accept its teachings and guidance as
pertinent to our lives. Furthermore, that very Word has come to us from the ‘Father
of lights’—here is illumination at its origin and its motivating power. In the beginning
God said, ‘Let there be light’, a light that came directly from Him: the sun and moon
were not created until some time later.  Jesus says, ‘I am the light of the world’,
taking us to an understanding that God is spiritual as well as physical light. This is
integral to James’ thoughts on trial and suffering. If our suffering is founded in the will
of God for us, seeing that ‘all things work together for good ...’, then no shadow,
deviation or deceit can be charged to such a God, who is the essence of revelation,
truth and life. If that is learned through suffering, then we will display a great deal of
maturity in our lives for Him.

Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven: ‘Every good gift and every perfect boon is from above, coming
down from the Father of lights, with whom can be no variation, neither shadow that
is cast by turning’ (James 1:17 RV).

At first sight, the English reading of the first part of this verse seems to be
repetitious. Two different Greek words are used, however, which amplify the
statement. The word ‘gift’ is the Greek word dsis which means ‘a giving, a gift’. The
word translated ‘boon’ by the revisers is the Greek word drma which carries the
thought of something that is gratuitously bestowed by the giver.

Add to these the distinction between a good gift and an evil gift, between a perfect
boon and an imperfect boon, and we begin to understand the exceptional value of
the gifts which are bestowed upon us gratuitously by God, for no other reason than
that our Father in heaven loves us and wants to bless us. These gifts: come down
‘from above’; that is, from heaven, from God, the source of all that is good and
wholesome. Another scripture says, ‘The blessing of the LORD, it maketh rich, / And
he addeth no sorrow therewith’ (Prov. 10:22).  In contrast to the deceptively
attractive gifts that come from beneath, which the Devil offers us, the perfect benefits
that God bestows are free from anything that would cause us sorrow, and will enrich
us far beyond the temporary material benefits that the paltry treasures of this world
can bestow.
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God is ‘the Father of lights’: He created the sun and the moon, the two great lights
which rule the day and the night. But of God it is also written, ‘God is light, and in
him is no darkness at all’ (1 John 1:5). 

‘…with whom can be no variation, neither shadow that is cast by turning’  The latter
part of the verse tells us of God’s constancy. Unlike the turning of the earth around
the sun, which causes the sundial to cast an ever-changing shadow which can vary,
depending on whether it is obscured by clouds or not, the eternal nature of the
Father of lights is consistent. ‘I the LORD change not …’ (Mal. 3:6); ‘Jesus Christ is
the same yesterday and to-day, yea and for ever’ (Heb. 13:8).  God is the source
of unchanging, uninterrupted light and truth. The flower may fade and the grass
wither, ‘but the word of our God shall stand for ever’ (Is. 40:8).

In an increasingly uncertain and variable world, whose dubious pleasures will
never fully satisfy, we have a sure resource in God who, even ‘If we are faithless,
he abideth faithful; for he cannot deny himself’ (2 Tim. 2:13). Thanks be to ‘God…
who shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in
the face of Jesus Christ’ (2 Cor. 4:6).

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:  Authorship  James, the brother of the Lord Jesus, is the likely
author. Jesus had two apostles named James, but it is unlikely that either of these
were the same as the author of the epistle. James, the brother of John, was
martyred about 44 A.D., which would have been too early for him to have been the
writer [Comment 1]. The other apostle, James the son of Alpheus, is barely
mentioned in Scripture and little is known about him. The fact that James begins
the letter with the word ‘Greetings’ may be a clue to authorship, as the letter he
sent out from the Jerusalem council begins in the same way (Acts 15). The Lord’s
brothers are mentioned in Matthew 13:55: James, Joseph, Simon and Judas. Paul
writes in Galatians 1:19 (NIV), ‘I saw none of the other apostles—only James, the
Lord’s brother’ [Comment 2].

Readership, theme of the Letter, and prevailing conditions  James writes to ‘the
twelve tribes scattered among the nations’ (1:1).  This would indicate that they
were predominantly Jewish Christians. Perhaps they had been dispersed after the
persecution following the death of Stephen (Acts 8:1, 11:19) [see Comment 3].
Because the letter is addressed to Jewish believers it is likely that it was written in
the early days of the churches of God, before many Gentiles had been reached
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with the gospel. There is no reference to the dispute that arose concerning the law
of circumcision, which we read of in Acts 15, so the letter may have been written
before that. 

The theme of the epistle is practical Christianity. James stresses the need to show
faith by work: He says, ‘Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive
yourselves. Do what it says’ (1:22). 

Temptations  James stresses, ‘God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt
anyone’(1:13). The original Greek used here indicates ‘testing’. The disciples to
whom James was writing were tested with trials and oppression from outside in
the form of persecution (1:2-3), and temptation from the flesh within (1:14), as we
are. All believers who testify to others may expect persecution (2 Tim. 3:12).  Trials
of all sorts are part of our experience, and must be expected; but blessing will
result if we persevere (1:12).

Trials, if overcome, will build us up. If we know the comfort and help from God
as we suffer such things as illness, bereavement or persecution, then these can
help us empathise with others who may be going through the same experiences,
and be a comfort to them. The scripture says, ‘Praise be to the God and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who
comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with
the comfort we ourselves have received from God’ (2 Cor. 1:3-4).

John Parker 

From Derby:  Perseverance in trial   In James 1:12 we see that the man who
perseveres in trial is blessed by God. On the other hand, someone with an easy life
may not tend to rely on God since his faith is not always put to the test. But as
Jesus was persecuted, so those who believe on Him will face the same. The Jews
and Israelites suffered, and Christians will suffer too.

James advises us not to doubt. John the Baptist doubted who Jesus was when he
was in prison, but he was reassured by the disciples who visited him that Jesus was
doing the things of God. John was reassured that Jesus was the one who would be
Messiah and Saviour [Comment 4].  

Rich and poor  James touches on the vanity of riches and indicates that rich and
poor are all equal in the sight of God and need to be saved. ‘But he of humble
circumstances can rejoice in the high position that God has granted to him, and the
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rich man who is humbled can glory in his humiliation’ (vv. 9-10, NAS).  Attitude
and lifestyle are important, for if the rich man glories in his riches alone, these will
fade away; but he who believes in God and does not rely on riches sees the gates
of heaven from afar and longs to be there.

What do we understand from the title ‘Father of lights’?  All light and understanding
comes from God as He created it.  In Hebrews 13:8-9 we see that Jesus is ‘the
same yesterday, today and forever’, and we are urged not to be carried away by
different teachings that would lead us astray. Finally, in Hebrews 13:18 the writer
asks for prayer as this carries power and helps him and those associated with him
to serve the Lord. 

Robert Foster 

From Halifax:  Along with the Letters of Peter, John and Jude, James is termed
general, universal or circular. This is because this letter is not addressed to a single
person or to those of a particular church, but rather to believers who were widely
dispersed. Describing himself as a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,
James begins by greeting ‘the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad’ (James 1:1
AV), who believed in the glorious Lord Jesus Christ (2:1).

That James is the author of this epistle is quite evident, but there has been much
questioning as to which James this was. A few have understood the writer to have
been James the son of Zebedee: however, this James had been martyred by Herod
(see Acts 12:1-2). From the third century the foremost opinion has been that James
the Lord’s brother wrote the book.  James the ‘brother of the Lord’ (Mark 6:3; Gal.
1:19) presided over the conference in Jerusalem (Acts 15:13-21) and was still at
Jerusalem when the apostle Paul made his last visit (Acts 21:18-25). However,
Adam Clarke is correct as he writes, ‘To enter at large into a discussion of the
opinions of ancient and modern writers on this subject would tend but little to the
establishment of truth, or to the edification of the reader’ (Commentary on the
Bible).

Steadfast under trial and in the Word   Firstly, James takes up the subject of
temptation and trial. ‘My brethren,’ he says, ‘count it all joy when ye fall into
divers temptations; knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience’
(James 1:2-3). We are to regard all temptations to be each a matter wholly joyful.
‘Blessed is the man that endureth temptation’, says James, ‘for when he is tried,
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he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love
him’ (v.12) [Comment 5].

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):   Authorship   Three men called James are mentioned in
the New Testament: (1) James the son of Zebedee, an apostle and a brother of the
apostle John (Mat. 4:21-22), (2) James an apostle, the son of Alpheus (Mat. 10:3)
and (3) James, the writer of this Letter, who was the very brother of Jesus Christ,
Joseph, Simon and Jude (Mat. 13:55 and Jude 1) [Comment 6].

James, the Lord’s brother, was with believers before Pentecost (Acts 1:13) and
was a strong leader of the church at Jerusalem (Acts 12:17; 15:13).  He became
convinced of Jesus’ ministry rather late and was not prominently mentioned till the
book of Acts. At first he did not believe in Jesus, and even challenged Him, having
misunderstood His mission (John 7:3-9). He was one of the selected individuals
to whom Christ appeared after His resurrection (1 Cor. 15:7). Paul called him a
pillar of the church (Gal. 2:9).

Conditions  Churches of God at the time of James’ writing this epistle were
experiencing persecutions. He wrote to encourage them, admonishing them to be
practical. ‘Do not merely listen to the word: and so deceive yourself. Do what it
says’ (1:22 NIV). He is not writing about how to become a Christian, but rather
how to act like one. The persecution was so strong that the believers were not
privileged to meet publicly, keeping the divine order of Acts 2:41-42 freely. We
know, however, that at one point while they were praying Peter was arrested and
miraculously escaped from prison. He instructed them to relate the story to James
and the others. 

The recipients were believers from the early Jerusalem church who, after Stephen’s
death, were scattered as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch in Syria (Acts 8:1;
11:19) [see Comment 3]. Through this letter James called for joy in the face of
trials, teaching that Christians must find such joy in the results of trials and not in
the trials themselves, and that difficult times can produce good qualities such as
perseverance. James wrote as pastor to instruct and encourage these dispersed
people in the face of their difficulties.

Samson Ogunleye
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From Idua-Eket: The writer of this letter of James identifies himself as a
bondservant or slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, in much the same way
as Jude does, who introduced his letter by calling himself  ‘a servant of Jesus Christ
and a brother of James’ (James 1:1; Jude 1).

The Letter of James was written no earlier than 44 A.D. and no later than 62 A.D.,
when there is evidence that James the Lord’s brother was executed [cp. Comments
1, 2 and 3]. The main themes of the book are ‘faith, riches, tongue, pride and
prayer among Christians’, as one commentator remarks.  James’ purposes in
writing are: (1) to exhort believers to display faith and endurance amid their trial;
and (2) to warn them against sins resulting in disapproval by God. 

‘Of His own will He brought us forth by the word of truth ...’ (James 1:18 NKJV).
A true Christian is a creature born anew. He is a different person from what he was
before, and is born afresh. To be born anew is of God’s own will—not by our skills
or power, not from any good foreseen in us, but from the good will and grace of
God. Paul expresses it more plainly in 1 Corinthians 4:15: ‘In Christ Jesus I have
begotten you through the gospel.’ [Here again is the importance of the Word of
truth, which contains the good news of the Saviour of sinners.—Eds.] ‘Therefore
lay aside all filthiness and overflow of wickedness ...’ (James 1:21). Filthiness
signifies those lusts which have the greatest turpitude and sensuality in them: and
this can accompany the overflowing of malice or any other spiritual wickedness.
Here we as Christians are to watch against and lay aside all the disorders of a
corrupt heart, which would prejudice it against the word and ways of God.

Inyeneobong Ekot

From Paisley: The Letter’s address and the character of the author  James’ letter has
a similitude in its content with the book of Proverbs and with the Sermon on the
Mount; and its wise sayings with amplifying comment may reflect his own
character and methods in teaching.

Considering the speed at which the gospel was disseminated throughout the
then-known world and the spread of the Jewish diaspora, James must have been
writing to innumerable Jewish Christians who had carried with them not only the
glorious gospel of the grace of God but also the apostles’ teaching. Those Jewish
believers had ‘found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the
prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth’ (John 1:45 NIV).  Their heritage was in the
law of Moses: when the sabbath came round, and the feasts of Jehovah at their
appointed times, their thoughts would turn to their former manner of life. Not only
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did these babes in Christ wrestle with requirements such as circumcision, but for
most of two decades after Pentecost (Acts 2) the apostles had also met some of the
tensions between the law of Moses and the apostles’ teaching until resolution at
the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15). Even after that historic meeting some Jewish
Christians still wanted to observe the law (Acts 21:20-26 and Galatians 2-3). These
disagreements on matters of law and grace wouldn’t make for harmonious
relationships between Jewish and Gentile Christians in local churches of God. It
is little wonder if those churches often got into difficulties in their Christian faith:
there may not yet have been district or regional meetings of overseers in all areas
to give individual assemblies guidance.

Following the generation at Pentecost there was great turmoil both in political
and in spiritual realms.  There was an undercurrent leading to one of the most
terrible periods of Jewish suffering, culminating in 70 A.D. when Jerusalem was
destroyed and 1,100,000 were carried captive to Rome.  This was another
scattering of the Jewish people and added greatly to the Jewish diaspora—which
would also increase the numbers of Jews in churches of God.  The epistles were
written between A.D. 58-68, so the saints had to wait for three decades before they
had the apostles’ teaching in writing [Comment 7].

Throughout their lives, James and his brothers and sisters would have
remembered their home in Nazareth and how their elder brother—their Saviour,
Lord and Messiah—interacted with their mother and their father and with them.
The happy memories of those times would be made more poignant as they had
fresh insights into the divine nature of His character, which though veiled by His
humanity would reveal itself in various ways, and they would acknowledge that His
example in the home-life shaped their own character. They did not believe in Him
before His resurrection, but they could not have lived in the presence of a perfect
life, lived fully to the glory of God, without being influenced by it.

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Steadfast under trial and the Word  This letter is addressed
to Jewish Christians living outside Palestine.  The author of the book identifies
himself as ‘James, a bondservant (slave) of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ’ (1:1
NKJV).  He was not one of the twelve apostles (Mat. 10:2-4), but appears to be a
leading elder in the church of God in Jerusalem (Acts 12:17; 15:13).  Paul spoke
of him as ‘James, the Lord’s brother’ (Gal. 1:19).  James made no boast about his
personal relationship with Jesus, nor did he identify himself as a leader of the first
church of God in Jerusalem.  His greatest honour was to be a servant of God and
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of the Lord Jesus Christ. After Stephen was martyred (Acts 8:1-3) Christians in
Jerusalem were scattered throughout the Roman world.  Persecution increased.
Because those early believers might not have the support of established churches
of God, James wrote to them as a concerned leader to encourage them in their
faith during that difficult time.  James tells the Christians to act out their faith.  He
wrote this letter, probably in A.D. 49, prior to the Jerusalem Council held in A.D.
50 [see Comments 3 and 7].

James begins this letter outlining some general characteristics of the Christian life.
Most of us are prone to tell others about all our sufferings and trials with a ‘Woe
is me!’ attitude, seeking sympathy from our listeners.  But James may surprise us
because he wrote: ‘My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials,
knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.  But let patience have its
perfect work ... ’ (1:2-4). Becoming a Christian does not automatically exclude a
believer from difficulties. (See John 15:20; 2 Tim. 3:12; 1 Pet. 1:6-7; 4:12-19.) The
proper attitude in meeting different kinds of temptations is to count it all joy, which
is not an emotional reaction but a deliberate, intelligent appraisal of the situation
from God’s perspective, viewing trials as a means of moral and spiritual growth.
Testing carries the idea of providing genuineness.  Endurance is not a passive
resignation to adverse circumstances, but a positive steadfastness that bravely
endures.

James does not say ‘if’ the way is rough, but ‘when’ it is rough.  He assumes that
we will have trials, and it is possible to profit from them. James tells us to turn our
hardships into times of learning.  Rough times can teach us patience.  ‘God
sometimes snuffs out our brightest candle that we may look up at His eternal
stars.’  For other passages dealing with patience, perseverance and steadfastness
see: Rom. 2:7; 5:3-5;  8:24-25; 2 Cor. 6:3-7.  We can’t really know the depth of
our character until we see how we react under pressure.  Instead of complaining
about our struggles we should see them as opportunities for growth.  Thank God
for promising to be with us in rough times.

‘The more we can endure with patience and grace,
The stronger we grow and the more we can face.’

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Surulere:  Suffering—essential to a full Christian life?  The dealings of
Almighty God with His children in the Christian race differ in many respects and
more so in the matter of suffering (John 21:19-22).  Suffering of itself does not
confer any special status or instil any measure of spirituality or holiness in
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individuals. The important qualification is ‘suffering for Christ’. Paul clarified this
point when he stated by the Holy Spirit, ‘For it has been granted to you on behalf
of Christ not only to believe on him but also to suffer for him’ (Phil. 1:29 NIV). In
Paul’s own experience active suffering was a clear design of the Lord for him in
order to instil in him a dependency on His limitless resources:  ‘I will show him
how much he must suffer for my name’ (Acts 9:16) [Comment 8].

In the case of our great example, the Lord Jesus Christ, ‘Although he was a Son,
he learned obedience from what he suffered’ (Heb. 5:8). There was no sense in
which the one in whom God was pleased to have the fullness of the Godhead
dwell bodily could experience a further fullness or completion; but just as He grew
in wisdom and stature while on earth, His sufferings as the Man of Sorrows,
acquainted with grief in a sin-blighted world, enhanced His unchanging obedience
to His Father (Col. 2:9; Luke 2:52; Is. 53:2).

Peter, in his letter to the same audience as that of James, was careful to note that
they greatly rejoiced, not necessarily in their sufferings but in the knowledge of the
salvation to be revealed, although for a while they may have had to suffer grief in
all kinds of trials (1 Pet. 1:6).

Where it is permitted by God the experience of suffering does indeed contribute
substantially to enjoying a full Christian life (Rom. 5:3-5). In his exhortation to his
beloved son Timothy, Paul emphasised that ‘If we suffer, we shall also reign with
him’ (2 Tim. 2:12 KJV). It is also true that he who would live godly in this life will
suffer persecution (2 Tim. 3:12).

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (Cromer): The weight of evidence for the time of writing of this letter would lie
with a date of around 60 A.D.

R.B.F.

2. (Cromer):  The authorship of James, the Lord’s brother, may also be supported
by the absence of any direct reference in his Letter to specific events which took
place during the Lord’s earthly ministry with His disciples.  Of the two from
amongst the Twelve whom we know wrote epistles which find their place in
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Scripture, both recall instances in which they were personally involved during the
Lord’s earthly ministry (2 Pet. 1:17-18; 1 John 1:1-3).  It is not conclusive, of
course, but the absence of any similar reference in James’ epistle may point us
away from the son of Alpheus.

J.T.N. 

3. (Cromer and others): ‘To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion’ (1:1 ESV) and the
dating of the Letter  First, we agree that the mention of a church gathering, and
calling it a synagogue (James 2:2 Gk.), the address to Jewish people, the
assumption that they know ‘the law’ (2:10, 4:11), and blasphemy of the
‘honourable name by which you were called’ (2:7) all point to those addressed
being in churches of God at an early stage when there were few Gentiles
converted. Chapter 2 suggests that Paul had been active in teaching justification
by faith, and the distortion of this that James targeted narrows the field to no
earlier than Acts 12-13—also because there must be churches of God in the areas
of ‘dispersion’, i.e. farther off than Judea or Galilee. As Cromer friends say, there
being no mention of the decision of Acts 15 suggests a date before that conference
(thought to take place 48-49 A.D.)

Believers scattered by the persecution following the death of Stephen would
doubtless be among those addressed, including some in places where a church of
God was not yet in prospect (see Podagatlapalli paper); but we cannot rule out
from James’ phrase the earlier established use of the term ‘the Dispersion’ to
describe Jews who had fled from or been deported by invaders and had settled in
Gentile lands. Some of these or their families and their locations are described in
Acts 2, and many would go home with some knowledge of the faith, perhaps
revisiting Jerusalem to learn more. To these we may add the Jewish believers in
Asia Minor where Paul and Barnabas planted churches (Acts 13-14), though
whether copies of James’ Letter were taken there we cannot tell.

There seems, however, to be more to the remarkable phrase ‘To the twelve tribes
in the Dispersion’. Peter had early reported his being called to preach the gospel
to Gentiles on returning to Jerusalem (Acts 11:1-18), so it is possible that James
had more in mind than Jewish believers alone. He could well have been forming
a view of the integration of Jew and Gentile that Paul speaks of as ‘the Israel of
God’ (Gal. 6:16), meaning those who were ‘one in Christ’ (3:28) and were serving
in churches designed to express the unity of the new faith. The Lord Himself had
spoken so preciously of gathering believers from the fold of Israel with others
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beyond to become one flock with one Shepherd (John 10:16), and it is hard to
think that James had not heard of this teaching.

M.A.

4. (Derby): See B.S. 1997, page 10 for a different viewpoint on John’s question
shown in Matthew 11:3.

R.B.F.

5. (Halifax): The Greek word translated ‘trials’ in verse 2 (peirasmos—‘a putting
to proof’) comes from the same root as the word in verse 13 (peirazo), but the
context requires a different application.  The trials of verse 2, which we are to
count as joy, are those which will test our faith and produce steadfastness.  Under
those trials, we will be tempted to fail (the opposite of steadfastness), and it is that
temptation of which James warns in verses 13-14.  In the face of such temptation,
God provides the way of escape, in order that the trial might bring to effect its
good result in us (1 Cor. 10:13).

James encourages us to ‘receive with meekness the implanted word, which is
able to save your souls’ (v.21).  The word of God, implanted in us, will grow and
bear living fruit that we might be blessed in what we do (v.25).  How different is
the imagery of verse 15—a simile of childbirth, in which that which is conceived
grows within us until it is brought forth—not in the birth of life in which we
celebrate the goodness of the Giver—but in barren death, in which we are left to
perceive the dreadful consequences of ‘filthiness and rampant wickedness’.

J.T.N.

6. (Ibadan, Alawaye):  The four named were ‘very brothers’ of Jesus, i.e. truly
physically so, in sharing the same mother, Mary, but they could also be called half-
brothers, since they were physical sons of Joseph, but the Lord was not.

7. (Paisley):  Commentators now favour earlier dates for 1 Thessalonians (49-51
A.D.), and 1 Corinthians (53-55 A.D.), from further evidence. Some also reason
from Chapters 1-2 that Galatians was written c. 48 A.D., before the Jerusalem
Council in 49/50 A.D. (Among others, ESV Study Bible, 2008, Crossway.) See
Comment 3.

8. (Surulere):  We may add that those who suffer illness, injury or bereavement
can also have a part in ‘the fellowship of [Christ’s] sufferings’ (Phil. 3:10) if they
express the patience and endurance of Christ, as also those who suffer serious
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material loss with fortitude and a spirit of overcoming, insofar as they all show
Christ likeness in their trial, and thus witness to His dwelling in their hearts
through faith (Eph. 3:17). 

M.A.

9. (General): Test / try / tempt    The Greek verb peirazo  and related noun
peirasmos,  present in James 1:2,12 and 1:13-14, are each used in three senses we
would consider here: ‘test’, ‘try’ (i.e. find out the character of), and ‘tempt’; or (the
noun), ‘test’, ‘trial’, and ‘temptation’. These senses are found in other writers of the
period and in the Greek Old Testament in contexts relevant to James 1 (cp.
Danker’s Lexicon). Modern translators thus favour ‘test’ or ‘trial’ in James 1:2 and
1:12, as including how God might ‘put to the test’, e.g. in the call to Abraham to
obey and trust Him (Gen. 22:1, Heb. 11:17); while the enemy could also try our
faith (e.g. with the persecution Cromer paper refers to), or test our resistance to
sin (1 Thes. 3:5). This leads into verses 13-14, which are clearly about
‘temptation’, i.e. enticement into sin. When a believer fails to govern desires
rightly or gives way to resentment, the enemy is doubtless also busy. In many
passages about trial, do we not have the possibility that God may allow a
destructive force to remove something we should learn to do without so as to
depend on Him? Yet no evil comes from Him, and He guards the faithful against
it (Ps. 121:7). Translators thus reject ‘test’ in 1:13 perhaps because it might
confuse readers about who causes enticement. But God did use Satanic attack on
Job to show that Satan was wrong, among other purposes.

M.A.

Front cover   Harbour Street, which led from the sea to the theatre (scene of the
riot of Acts 19) may have been walked by John, according to 2nd C. statements of
Polycrates and Irenaeus and other evidence about his residence and last years in
Ephesus. Photo by permission from the large website collection of D. Osseman.
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Introducing February

JUSTIFIED BY WORKS?
 
 James’s exposition of the relationship
between faith and works presents us
with one of the most difficult passages
in his Letter, and one which has long
caused controversy amongst those who
seek rightly to divide the Word of
truth.

At first, we are met by irrepressible
logic as James demonstrates the futility
of a faith which is claimed but not
demonstrated.  Just as God-honouring
works cannot issue forth from a life
devoid of faith (Heb. 11:6), neither
can God-honouring faith be fruitful
without active demonstration (Eph.
2:8-10).  The message of James 2:18 is
that, if the life of the believer is to be a
fruitful one, faith and works must co-
exist as closely as the body and spirit in
the life of our mortal bodies (v.26).

So far, so good.  But the real
difficulty comes with the bold assertion
that ‘a person is justified by works and
not by faith alone’ (v.24 ESV).  As
evidence for this, James draws upon
Abraham offering his son at Moriah.
By this act, Abraham is seen as having
been justified (v.21), notwithstanding
that it is also Abraham to whom Paul
appeals with a multi-faceted
illustration of justification being made
through faith alone to the exclusion of

works (Rom. 4:2-3; 5:1; Gal. 2:16;
3:6-8).

As a resolution to this apparent
difficulty, many have suggested that
Paul deals with justification before
God, whereas James deals with
justification before men.  This neat
suggestion is offered by a number of
contributors to this month’s magazine.
Yet there are significant difficulties with
this.  Abraham and Isaac ascended the
mountain alone (Gen. 22:5), and so
before which men was Abraham
justified?  Before those, no doubt, who
throughout succeeding generations
have read and been thrilled by
Abraham’s act of faith; but James is not
dealing with matters of posterity—he is
speaking about the immediacy of
works securing justification in our own
time.  Even then, it seems hardly
plausible that James should consider
unbelieving men as having a role in the
justification of the saints of God, that
our justification should be sought in
the world.

There is another solution available.
Students of the Word are familiar with
a multi-faceted understanding of the
nature of salvation.  By faith in the
Lord Jesus, we have been saved in a
way which is complete, eternally
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enduring and which we cannot lose
(John 10:28; Eph. 2:8; Tit. 3:4-5).
Yet, although we have no need to be
saved again, we remain those who are
‘being saved’ (1 Cor. 1:18) and who
must ‘work out our own salvation’
(Phil. 2:12)—not from the just penalty
for sin, but from the debilitating
dominance of sin in our lives.  This is a
life-long effort, requiring an overhaul
of our will and the carrying out of our
works that it might be achieved (v.13).

At the heart of justification is the
thought of ‘rightness’.  Central to Paul’s
argument is that justification from sin
cannot be purchased—faith alone can
set the sinner right before God.  But
James is addressing the justification,
not of the sinner from condemnation,
but of the saint in liberty.  How shall

his life express ‘rightness’ before God,
if not by the faith which saved him
bearing fruit in works which God
prepared for him?

The difference between justification
in Romans 4 and in James 2 is not
about those before whom we are
justified.  It is God alone who justifies
(Rom. 8:33).  Instead, it is about who
is justified and to what purpose.  James
was looking beyond the faith which
produces eternal life, in order that
those who had already been justified
by saving faith should see their faith
perfected in conduct (James 2:22) to
the justification of their lives of service.
May that be our experience too, that
our faith is not barren but fruitful to
the glory of God.

J.T.N.

From Study Groups
FULFILLING THE ROYAL LAW (James 2)

From Aberkenfig:  Philippians 2:12-13 (ESV) says: ‘… work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you both to will and to work for
his good pleasure.’  This is the counterpoint to Ephesians 2:8-10, where we read that
our salvation is ‘ ... not a result of works, so that no one may boast.’  This salvation
is fulfilled in what we do, ‘For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them’ (v.10).
Thus the salvation of our souls is purely by grace and faith, whilst what we then live
(or ‘work’) out are the purposes of God that He determined in our salvation; and so
our earthly lives are ‘saved’ for Him.

It is clear that Abraham was ‘saved’ by faith, that is, he received spiritual life from
God simply because he believed God and was justified before Him (see Romans 4
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and 5).  That faith, however, was displayed before men, through Abraham’s actions
in offering up Isaac. In this he was justified before men and showed forth to all what
motivated him to obey God’s purposes in that work, as James 2 clearly reveals [see
Introducing, para. 4 ].

Moreover, James says, ‘... faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith
made perfect ...’ (2:22 AV).  If faith was a product of works it could not have
motivated the action; so while the faith we have already exercised in God is revealed
through our works, works can never be the foundation or source of our faith: it
simply witnesses to the work of God within us, thus completing the salvation of our
lives of service for Him.

As human beings living in a sinful world we can become increasingly influenced by
the thinking and attitudes of those around us, who care little or nothing for God’s
values and commands.  As Christians we need to beware allowing such thinking to
interfere with God’s desire to use us to bring the message of life and the knowledge
of His truth to others.  The world has great respect and admiration for those who are
‘well off’: it admires success, imagining that the ‘richness’ will somehow rub off on
us if we keep close to such people [Comment 1].  God, however, shows clearly that
He has chosen ‘... what is foolish in the world to shame the wise ... weak in the
world to shame the strong ... what is low and despised in the world, even things that
are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in
the presence of God’ (1 Cor. 1:27-29).  It is obvious that man’s status is immaterial
to the God we serve, and that our thinking should not follow that of the world.  His
word—that ‘royal law’—should mould our minds to see folk around us as He does.
It is only in this way that we will treat all impartially, thus pleasing Him, while
allowing the Faith we hold to penetrate the mindset of those with whom we are
involved.

Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven:  Reconciling verses in James and Romans  Both Paul and James
illustrate different aspects of faith as seen in the life of Abraham.  Paul, writing to the
Romans about justification by faith addresses the subject from God’s point of view,
while James views faith from the human perspective [cp. Introducing para. 4 and
Comment 2]. These two aspects of faith are complementary rather than
contradictory.

On the one hand, Paul shows that Abraham did nothing to merit being counted
righteous in the sight of God except believe: ‘Abraham believed God, and it was
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reckoned unto him for righteousness’ (Rom. 4:3 RV).  The emphasis is on the
integrity of the God who cannot lie; Abraham simply held on to the promise of God;
there were no self-justifying actions or keeping to a code of conduct on Abraham’s
part, for, ‘by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified in his sight’ (Rom. 3:20).
Paul argues that the righteousness with which God credited Abraham was
independent of any intrinsic worth in Abraham’s character or behaviour.  This is a
righteousness that belongs to God Himself and which He imputed to Abraham on
the basis of Abraham’s belief that what God had promised, He was also able to
perform.

On the other hand, James argues that if faith is real then there must be evidence
of it in the actions (or works) of the believer.  Abraham’s action in offering up Isaac
on the altar is the evidence of his faith.  Had he not been prepared to carry out
God’s request we might question the genuineness of his faith.  It is only because
Abraham obeyed a request which defied human logic that we see Abraham’s faith
in action.  The Lord Jesus said, ‘By their fruits ye shall know them’. By offering up
Isaac, Abraham revealed that he was still holding fast to God’s promise, ‘in Isaac shall
thy seed be called …’ because, as we are told in Hebrews, Abraham reasoned: If
God had promised that his descendants through Isaac would be as numerous as the
stars of heaven, or the sand upon the seashore, then God must bring Isaac back from
the dead (Heb. 11:19). 

Therefore when James says ‘faith apart from works is dead’, he means that a faith
without actions that demonstrate the existence of a true and living faith in the heart
is no more than an empty shell, devoid of life.
 

The righteousness that God credited to Abraham on account of his believing what
God had said had nothing to do with Abraham’s works; and the outworking of
Abraham’s faith in his subsequent actions added nothing to the righteousness which
God had imputed to him on account of his faith.  As the old gospel hymn puts it, the
principle upon which our salvation rests is ‘Jesus’ blood and righteousness …’  We
are, however, expected to behave in a way that confirms our profession of faith—‘If
we live by the Spirit, by the Spirit let us also walk’ (Gal. 5:25).

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:  The law of liberty  The Letter of James was written to ‘the twelve
tribes in the Dispersion’ (James 1:1 ESV),  i.e. to Jews scattered as a result of the
persecution which followed the death of Stephen (Acts 8:1) [Comment 3].  This was
not the only diaspora, of course: the term was used when the Old Testament
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scriptures were translated into Greek to relate to those transported from Israel, then
Judah.  The Jews nationally were the custodians of the Torah (the Old Testament
Law).  This, narrowly defined as the first five books of the Old Testament, was more
than simply a set of rules; the word might better be translated ‘teaching’ or
‘instruction’. Nonetheless, it was a ‘law of commandments and ordinances’ (Eph.
2:15), with specific instructions about what should be done.  In contradistinction the
‘law of Christ’ (1 Cor. 9:21; Gal. 6:2) went back to ‘You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind’ (Mat. 22:37; Deut.
6:5).  Because actions under this law arise from love, rather than from constraint,
they give liberty.

Faith and works  Someone can move his lips and say anything, if he thinks that it will
be to his advantage, or it is what someone else wants to hear.  Even taking into
account a scripture like Romans 10:9—‘if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved’, we have to consider that the speech may be disingenuous, and only God
knows the heart.  This is where actions (works) come in.  The Lord Jesus said, ‘You
will recognise them by their fruits’ (Mat. 7:20).  The second sentence of 2:14 should
be read with the emphasis on ‘Can that faith save him?’: a faith which has no results
is purely nominal, and one must doubt whether it is genuine saving faith.

It was Martin Luther who recovered that outstanding watchword of the
Reformation, ‘The righteous shall live by faith’ (Rom. 1:17).  The teaching of
justification by faith permeates the writings of Paul, and Luther recognised that it was
contrary to the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church, which required observance
of its formularies as essential to salvation.  However, as can often happen when
someone has discovered a particular truth, Luther allowed it to suffuse all his
interpretation of Scripture.  It led him to distinguish between the authority of
different parts of Scripture insofar as he thought them to disagree with his
interpretation of its major theme.  In his Preface to the New Testament, Luther wrote
, ‘You are in a position now rightly to discriminate between all the books, and decide
which are the best. The true kernel and marrow of all the books, those which should
rightly be ranked first, are the Gospel of John and St. Paul’s epistles, especially that
to the Romans, together with St. Peter’s first epistle.’  At the end of the Preface he
added, ‘In comparison with these, the epistle of St. James is an epistle full of straw,
because it contains nothing evangelical.’  It is obvious that Luther allowed his
enthusiasm for his new revelation to warp his judgement about Scripture as a whole.
It is a warning to us not to try to minimise the value of scriptures that seem
inconsistent with the system of belief that we have established.
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What is faith?  Faith is not merely an assent to agree to a proposition, but a basic
reorientation and redirection of life.  It is not simply an act of the unaided will, but
as Luther wrote, ‘Faith ... is something that God effects in us ... Faith is a living and
unshakeable confidence, a belief in the grace of God ... This is what the Holy Spirit
effects through faith ... Offer up your prayers to God, and ask Him to create faith in
you; otherwise, you will always lack faith, no matter how you try to deceive yourself,
or what your efforts and ability.’  Grace precedes faith, rather than the reverse.
Similarly, good works are the consequence of faith, rather than a replacement for it.

Peter Hickling 

From Derby:  Fulfilling the royal law  Partiality towards someone who was rich
meant that one was showing favour to the rich men who oppressed Christians and
blasphemed the worthy name of Jesus.  The royal law of loving one’s neighbour as
oneself is good in itself, but if that were turned to favouring one class of people over
another, then that becomes wrong and shall be judged by God.  In the parable of
the Good Samaritan we see that even Samaritans and Jews could be neighbours.

In Leviticus 19:15, Israel was instructed to judge righteously with no respect of the
poor or honour to the mighty: the poor and mighty were to be judged as equals.  In
Deuteronomy 1:17, partiality is not to be shown by those who judge.  The small and
great were to be heard alike.  In Malachi 2:9, the Lord looked on those who showed
partiality as low and debased for they had corrupted the covenant of Levi.  In Psalm
138:6, we see the Lord has respect to the lowly, but He keeps His distance from
those who are proud.  In Psalm 40:4 we see that the man who makes the Lord his
trust is blessed, for he does not respect the proud or those who turn to falsehood.
In Job 36:5 we see God is mighty.  He does not despise anyone, for in His might and
strength there is wisdom.  In 1 Samuel 16 we see how even the prophet of God
looked at the outward appearance, viewing each one until David arrived who had
been chosen by God.  People who had servants either treated them well or treated
them badly.  What God required was fairness across all the different classes of
people.

The law of liberty  The law of liberty can only be applied to believers, for their eternal
destiny is secured.  This is the law by which the believer shall receive his reward.  We
were reminded that, those who had been forgiven much, loved much.  In Matthew
7:1 we read that we are judged by the way we judge others.  Others will treat us in
the same manner as we treat them.  We must not be hypocrites.  Thus we may see
the law of liberty as the law of Christ. [Cp. the close of Cromer article’s first
paragraph —Eds.]
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Faith and works  Those who have been justified by faith in Jesus are intended to
show it in a practical manner.  Abraham needed to show faith by what he did.  His
works and faith complemented each other. 

Faith needs to be balanced with worthy deeds in order to live a useful life for our
Lord and Master, so that when our faith is put to the test, it will be powerful because
it will be compatible with God’s desires. 

Robert Foster 

From Halifax:  Respect of persons  Concerned with practical aspects of Christian
behaviour, James writes, ‘My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ,
the Lord of glory, with respect of persons’ (James 2:1 AV).  The faith of our Lord
Jesus Christ is ‘the faith which was once delivered unto the saints’ (Jude 3), which is
the doctrine containing God’s will for His people today.   Israel of old were
commanded, ‘Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgement: thou shalt not respect
the person of the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty ...’ (Lev. 19:15). We too
are not to show partiality or have ‘an attitude of personal favouritism’ (James 2:1
NASB).  To do so would demonstrate our values to be wrong; would be
discrimination (v.4); would fail to honour the poor, whom God has chosen (v.5);
would favour those who oppress (vv.6-7); and is sin (v.9).  We are rather to fulfil the
‘royal law according to the scripture’ (v.8); called such because it was given by the
King and because it is the king of laws.

‘What a powerful corrective,’ writes J. Miller, ‘to all forms of misconduct is the
royal law, a kingly law which reigns over and sums up all laws of conduct of man
toward his fellow man!’ (Notes on the Epistles, p.536).  We do well to love our
neighbour as ourselves (v.8).

James goes on to ask, ‘What doth it profit, my brethren, if a man say he hath faith,
but have not works? can that faith save him? (v.14 RV).  ‘Even so’, he says, ‘faith, if
it have not works, is dead in itself’ (v.17).  James is not saying that we are saved by
works, but that a faith which does not produce good works is a dead faith—it is
unemployed, and consequently barren of good. C. C. Ryrie writes that James defines
faith as a ‘living, productive trust in Christ’ (Ryrie Study Bible, 1995, p.1970).  The
Lord warned the church in Sardis (Rev. 3:2), ‘Be thou watchful, and stablish the
things that remain, which were ready to die: for I have found no works of thine
fulfilled before my God.’

Robert J. Butler
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From Ibadan (Alawaye): Importance given to faith  Through this letter, James was
showing that it is very important to combine deeds with faith, and that faith must be
revealed in practice.  It shows that genuine faith in Christ should always result in
actions that demonstrate such faith: it indeed must be practical.  This includes the
demonstration of faith from an evidence of the fruit of the Spirit, as revealed in
Galatians 5:22-23.  It must be noted that the faith in question is that which is needed
to walk with God after salvation, i.e. after knowing God [see Introducing].  The deeds
that will show this faith mean acts or actions that can stand even in times of
tribulation. 

Some of the heroes of faith, despite not having received what they had been
promised, were still strong in their faith (Heb. 11:1-13), and the three Hebrews who
were delivered in the furnace demonstrated a sterling quality of faith when their
allegiance to God led them to commit an act of ‘civil disobedience’.  They were
willing to face the consequences, whether or not God would rescue them.  Such
faith was not only declared verbally, but also in actions: that is why Jesus condemned
the actions of the Pharisees in that they only honoured God with their mouths, but
their hearts were far away from Him.

Christians are not expected to die immediately after salvation: the remaining days
of their life on earth need to be taken with the aim of pleasing God.  Enoch walked
with God; and because he pleased God he was taken away (Gen. 5:18-24; Heb.
11:5).  James did not play down the importance of faith but sustained the point that
faith must be seen in actions.  He duly established the verdict about faith seen in
Hebrews 11:6, ‘Without faith it is impossible to please God’ (NIV).

The law of liberty  This is the law that grants freedom to those who obey.  It begins
with that freedom which is available to people, even, when necessary, to do contrary
to what they know to be wrong (Acts 5:29). This freedom or liberty is not enjoyed
until it is experienced.  ‘Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free’
(John 8:32).

This law, when followed, shows that we do not have to remember what has been
said previously to keep our accounts consistent, inasmuch as they have always been
truthful; neither should we need to swear an oath to confirm the truthfulness of our
statements (see Mat. 5:33-37; James 5:12).  This is why Jesus Himself gave the
verdict, ‘Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it’ (Luke
11:28).  He further gave the illustration of a man who had two sons and went to the
first and second at separate times, telling them to go to work in the vineyard. He



23

challenged his listeners to judge which of the two did his father’s will (Mat. 21:28-
31).

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley: Respect of persons  Considering the times in which James was living
and writing, as a Jew and as a Christian in the Roman empire, the concept of respect
of persons was as wide in that day as the caste system—from the rajahs to the Dalits
(untouchables)—still is in India in our day.  The class system—considering oneself to
be better than one’s neighbour—is totally at odds with how Christians should esteem
others to be better than themselves (Phil. 2:3) and can be deeply embedded in the
psyche of both believers and unbelievers.  God is without respect of persons (Acts
10:34): He doesn’t look on the outward appearance, He looks on the heart (1 Sam.
16:7).

In the Roman Empire, from the god-emperors to the Christians hiding in the
subterranean catacombs, there was a rigid hierarchical society in which everyone had
their place.  One could scale the ladder of upward mobility only by having a great
intelligence and by the utmost endeavour. 
 

The epistle of James is intensely practical and relevant to all generations, to all
Christians, in every situation.  Here are some examples: Should a prince and a
pauper enter into a meeting, to whom would one give the best seat?  Should a lady
and a beggar collapse outside the hall, to whom would first be given aid?  What
would we have done on the road to Jericho if we had seen the wounded man lying
by the roadside—would we have ignored him like the priest and the Levite, or would
we have cared for him like the good Samaritan?  Would we have identified with the
self righteous elder brother more than with the prodigal son before his restoration?
The challenges presented by respect of persons remain the same in every generation.
We will be on our way to unconditional acceptance and unconditional love with the
help of the Holy Spirit if we regard each saint as a brother, or a sister, for whose sake
Christ died (1 Cor. 8:11).

In God’s eyes we are all sinners.  We may dress up our outward appearance to
look good in the eyes of the world, but God is not interested in outward show: He
looks on the heart and searches its motives.  We are sinners saved by the unmerited
favour and grace of God, called to be saints, sanctified, clothed in Christ’s
righteousness.  True religion (‘pure’ A.V. and R.V.) is love in action, in the way that
we speak and in the way that we serve God according to the gifts which He has given
us.  ‘If we live a pure life, and help people in trouble, we are reflecting the holiness
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and love of God.  Faith can only be seen when it is turned into action’ (The Bible
Guide).

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Fulfilling the royal law  The ‘royal’ law, commanding us to
love, is the king of laws, comprehensively covering all other statements dealing with
our relationships with others.  The Old and New Covenants demand that men love
their neighbours as themselves (Lev. 19:18; Mat. 22:39; Rom. 13:8-9; Gal. 5:14;
Eph. 5:2).  James makes no attempt to teach theology—he leaves that to others.  In
many respects this second chapter may be considered the heart of James’ message,
for in it he gives a description of the character of faith.  He shows us that expressing
love is the kind of faith that pleases God.

Possibly the most common sin of believers is what James spells out in this
chapter—that of partiality, showing favouritism (2:1).  Sometimes it is so common
among us that we are not even conscious of practising it.  Discrimination is a
shameful demonstration of hypocrisy.  As we don’t know everything about a person
we cannot judge them perfectly.  This truth was driven home vividly to Peter at
Cornelius’s house: he had resented the mission God had given him to include the
Gentiles in God’s grace.  When he saw what God had wrought among them he
declared, ‘In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality. But in every nation
whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him’ (Acts 10:34-35
NKJV).

We are influenced more than we think by the values of the world with its emphasis
on money and social status.  Even Samuel had to learn that ‘man looks at the
outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart’ (1 Sam. 16:7).  The Lord
Himself was despised for being poor and from Nazareth, but in His grace many of
the poor in this world are heirs of the kingdom (James 2:5).  James gives the
hypothetical yet plausible illustration of the church treating the rich with special
favour and oppressing the poor.  Partiality in the church is contrary to the royal law
of love.  It belittles people who are created in God’s image.  It is a by-product of
selfish motives, showing a lack of mercy to those less fortunate of our brothers in
Christ.  It is not love but hypocrisy.  It is sin.  Jesus said if we love others we abide in
His love.

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Surulere:  The impact of respect of persons  Moses, the man of God, declared,
‘He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful God who
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does no wrong, upright and just is he’ (Deut. 32:4 NIV).  The singular denominator
connecting all mortals is the fact that we were all made in the image of the invisible
God: ‘Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness ...”  So God
created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and
female he created them’ (Gen. 1:26-27).  The apostle Peter, consequent upon the
revelation he had in Joppa, declared, ‘Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter
of persons’ (Acts 10:34 KJV).  The evil, in either actively or passively encouraging
partiality or respect of persons, is to deny the inherent uniqueness of all mankind.

The fall in Eden, in addition to all its attendant consequences, raised also the issue
of partiality.  Cain, in the darkness of his mind, believed God showed partiality when
‘... the LORD respected Abel and his offering, but He did not respect Cain and his
offering’ (Gen. 4:4-5 NKJV).  God clarified things and gave an early marker of the
basis of His dealings with mankind: ‘If you do what is right, will you not be
accepted?’ (4:7).  This same theme was taken up by the enlightened apostle Peter
in his message in Cornelius’ house: ‘... but accepts men from every nation who fear
Him and do what is right’ (Acts 10:35).  This does not, however, exclude God’s
sovereign prerogative in loving whoever He pleases.

The faith of our Lord Jesus has its foundation in the gospel of the glory of Christ,
that expresses God’s love for all mankind, displayed wonderfully at Calvary (2 Cor.
4:4; John 3:16).  It does not discriminate between Jews or Gentiles, slaves or
freeborn, male or female; for we are all one in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28).  To show
respect of persons is to undermine the gospel of Jesus which levels all on the platform
of: ‘All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (Rom. 3:23).  Jesus is the only
mediator between God and man, who has brought to us the free gift of eternal life
(1 Tim. 2:5; Rom. 6:23).  If He, our Lord and Saviour, is not ashamed to call us
brothers, who can then look down on his fellow brother, for whom Christ died (Heb.
2:11; 1 Cor. 8:11; Rom. 14:15)?

Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri: Fulfilling the royal law  The book of James is laden with practical
examples for glorious Christian living.  Considering chapter 2:20-24 in comparison
with Romans 4:1-5; 5:1 exposes us to new revelations on the concepts of faith and
works as given by the apostles James and Paul in their writings.

Ephesians 2:8-9 seems contradictory to James 2:20-24 on the surface.  What truly
saves the sinner is faith in the sacrifice of Christ and not man’s works [Comment 4
].  We do not see James discredit faith in its entirety, for by it we are saved.  He only
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emphasizes and warns that professing faith without attendant works makes such faith
a dead one.  According to John Calvin, faith alone justifies; but the faith which
justifies is itself not alone.

James’ point of view is this: the proof to the people around us that we do have
faith is evidenced by the fruits we bear.  This fruit is what justifies us before men.
The justification here seems to be at variance with that referred to by Paul in Romans
4 and 5.  The justification in James could be aligned with the words of Christ in
Matthew 5:16 (NKJV): ‘Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your
good works and glorify your Father in heaven.’  The light here is the proof of the faith
in the believer, compelling men (believers and unbelievers alike) to glorify God,
which may mean the justification James refers to [cp. Introducing  para. 4].

In the case of Paul, his emphasis was on faith and not works.  He taught that men
are justified by faith and not by works.  Paul spoke of a kind of work which differed
from James’ teaching [Comment 5], but not of another kind of faith; for the faith is
one.  The audience of Paul in Romans 4 and 5 were people who believed in works
as a proof of one’s faith in God.  We saw the young rich man replying to Christ, ‘all
these things I have kept from my youth’ (Mat. 19:16-30).  What did he keep?  Good
works.  He thought these could give him eternal life.  When Christ told him the
truth—which is the work of faith—he left, being saddened by Jesus’ response.

Paul says men are justified by God when they put faith in Him.  This faith comes
in response to the gospel.  The works are all the good deeds done as a result of faith
in God, showing our obedience to all God’s commands.  Our obedience to God is
the works to which James made reference.  ‘I must work the works of Him who sent
me while it is day; the night is coming when no one can work’ (John 9:3).

Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS

1. (Aberkenfig):  This is indeed the case.  We tend to think of 1 Timothy 6:10 as a
warning to the wealthy, but it is in fact directed at ‘those who desire to be rich’.  It
is the desire that matters—one does not need to have money to be a lover of it.

J.T.N.

2. (Buckhaven and others):  Supporting the view set out in Introducing, is it not also
true that God watches over how far the sinner’s initial faith in Christ is developed in
the faith necessary to choosing the good despite the desires of our old self (Rom. 6:6
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ESV), and working out the good things God has prepared for us to walk in (Eph.
2:10)?

3. (Cromer): Cp. January issue, p. 12, Comment 3, which argues for a wider
reference of James’s phrase, ‘the twelve tribes of the Dispersion’; and B.S. 1976, p.
15, Comment 3.

4. (Warri):  It can help the new convert in learning about his salvation to see that his
faith in Christ and His sacrifice of Himself is the means whereby a sinner is justified
‘by’ in the sense of ‘through’ faith, but being declared just by God is founded on the
obedience of Christ (Rom. 5:19; cp. Phil. 2:8) and His death in place of the sinner
(Rom. 3:25; 5:9). See also Aberkenfig paper, para. 3.

M.A.

5. (Warri):  This is indeed true, since Paul speaks of the works of the sinner which
cannot save, whereas James speaks of the works of the believer which can justify.

J.T.N.

From the Mail-box

A PERSONAL APPRECIATION OF  CHRIST IN GALATIANS

Inevitably there are similarities in the
epistles as they reveal precious truths
about the Saviour, but sometimes they
are encapsulated in different contexts
or revealed for different purposes. As
we come to the letter to the Galatian
churches, note the overriding reason
that this letter was written. It was to
expose and correct the fact that, the
Galatians having begun their
pilgrimage as a journey of faith, it was
both disastrous and wrong to abandon
that experience for one that includes
works as part of the gospel. Arising
from this, Paul, it seems, uses every

argument he knows to show the
importance of faith in Christ alone as
the means of salvation.

I now wish to set out thematically
f rom Galatians my personal
appreciation of Christ by presenting the
Saviour as follows: Christ in relation to
(a) the Old Testament; (b) the gospel;
(c) the believer; (d) the Church, and (e)
the grace theme. 
 
Christ in relation to the Old
Testament

As in Romans, we cannot be declared
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righteous by the Law, because
humankind cannot keep it;  all it does
is expose us as sinners (Gal. 2:16-17).
And if it could make us righteous then
Christ died in vain (2:21).  We who
have believed in Christ are already
justified through faith in Him,
therefore the Law cannot improve on
that (2:16). These points in Paul’s
argument are sufficient to put the Law
where it belongs, i.e. in the past. The
Old Testament law was God's
standard and was good but our failure
to keep it resulted in us being under a
curse. Christ then became a curse on
our behalf so that the curse could be
removed from us. It is almost
incomprehensible that the Son of God
should become cursed (3:15),  but
that is what happened on the cross as
Christ bore the punishment for our
sins. What must the Saviour have felt
knowing that He was cursed by God,
in contrast to the blessings that were
His by right? As a result, the Old

Testament covenant blessings come to
us, through the promised seed, being
Christ. What a wonderful revelation
that even in Adam's day Christ was an
essential part of confirming the
covenant which Paul tells us the Law
could not annul!  The Old Testament
law did another thing in relation to
Christ. It became the tutor to the
nation of Israel to guide them to the
promised Saviour. In what sense was it
their tutor?   The Law held Israel ‘in
place’ so to speak. They used the Law
as a temporary means to allow them
to be God’s people until their Messiah
came, who fulfilled the Law and made
it complete,  i.e. not needed any more.
Christ offered himself to Israel but they
rejected Him so He said that the
kingdom would be taken from them
and given to another nation. In every
way Christ was the end of the Law.
(To be continued)

 J. Kerr. Ayr

Correction
     Our regular contributor John Peddie tells us he made an error in typing the
Paisley article in January issue, p. 9, para. 3. Instead of  "1,100,000 were carried
captive to Rome" he intended "700,000". We find, however, that the greater figure,
recorded by Josephus as the number who died in the siege of Jerusalem, is regarded
by scholars as an inflated sum based on an earlier estimate made by the chief priests,
the method described being questionable. Josephus also says "All the prisoners taken
from beginning to end of the war totalled 97,000", casting doubt on the 700,000.
We ruefully note the hazards of stating such data, while agreeing with John that the
suffering of the Jews at this point in the Dispersion was on a scale beyond our ready
grasp. See The Jewish War, Revised ed., E.M. Smallwood, Penguin, 1981, p.371 and
footnotes.

Editors
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Introducing  March

THE WORLD OF THE TONGUE

I’m sure we all feel the need and long
to have the desire of knowing more of
the experience found in the words of
David, God’s servant: ‘The Spirit of the
LORD spoke by me, and His word was
on my tongue’ (2 Sam. 23:2, NKJV;
cp. Ps. 45:1). Sadly that is not the
case; unfortunately we are all very
human and so often regret what we
say, by speaking out of turn. No one
likes to be on the receiving end of a
sharp word, and especially if it comes
from an unexpected source. Scripture
refers to it as the ‘scourge of the
tongue’, the meaning of the word in
the original text conveying the thought
of a lash or a whip leaving a stinging
wound, not easily healed (Job 5:21). 

An expression, heard less these days,
but common a couple of generations
ago, was: ‘Hold your tongue!’ It could
be very effective! The Lord knows
what we are going to say before even
the thought is formed and the words
escape. The tongue that slanders and
slates others at will not only has the
devastating outcome of besmirching
people’s characters and lives and
causing strife and division, but also of
barring us from the enjoyment of
personal fellowship with the Lord and
being productive in His service (Ps.
15:1,3; 31:20; 57:4; 139:4).

God’s servants through the ages have
been the target of the Adversary’s
venomous tongue and poisonous
words. Of course, Satan himself is
described as a liar, and we see how
successful he was in this department
right at the beginning of human life
(John 8:44; Gen. 3:4). This small but
potent member of the human body,
the tongue, can be a deadly weapon
of war and was skilfully employed by
Jeremiah’s opponents, whose plan was
to silence the word of God through His
messenger (see Jer. 18:18). At one of
the very low points of David’s life,
when a favoured member of his own
immediate family turned against him,
and when he stood in need of comfort
and assurance, vitriol was hurled at
God’s anointed by a cruel and crude
character called Shimei, who added
injury to insult by throwing stones at
him. David’s response was one of
acceptance and non-retaliation, just
like his Saviour and Lord (2 Sam. 16:5-
13; 1 Pet. 2:23).

Churches of God in the early New
Testament era had their troubles in the
same fashion, both from outwith the
church setting and also within. Saul of
Tarsus, prior to his conversion, was a
blasphemer ,  b r ing ing  about
persecution and imprisonment of
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many saints (Acts 9:1-2; 1 Tim. 1:13).
Hymenaeus, Alexander and Philetus
were put out of the church altogether
for their conscienceless activities,
spiteful language, and in the first and
last mentioned names, destructive
heresies (1 Tim. 1:20; 2 Tim. 2:17). 

How different was the person of our
Saviour! His tongue and speech were
governed by His submission to and
dependence upon His Father’s voice of
instruction to Him as soon as He

awoke in the morning of a new day (Is.
50:4). His words were powerful, plain
and persuasive and evoked such a
response from those who had been
sent at the bidding of the authorities to
apprehend Him, ‘No man ever spoke
like this Man!’ (John 7:46). Despite
malicious provocation, blasphemy, and
reproach, there was never a word out
of place, never a need to retract a
statement. What an example for us to
follow! 

R.B.F.

From Study Groups
TAMING THE TONGUE (JAMES 3)

From Aberkenfig:  In Matthew 12:34-37 (ESV) Jesus says: ‘... out of the abundance
of the heart the mouth speaks. The good person out of his good treasure brings forth
good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil. I tell you, on the
day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by
your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.’  This
sets the background for James’s comments regarding the tongue, which he develops
from chapter 1:26: ‘If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue
but deceives his heart  ...’ Therefore our hearts are the prime movers in what we say,
and if our words are unwholesome they reflect the wayward tendency of our hearts.

Paul reiterates this in Colossians 4:6: ‘Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned
with salt ...’—something that Proverbs 4:20-24 directs as coming from close attention
to God’s word, which needs to be kept within our hearts and these need guarded,
so that we do not stray from the right path.

In Acts 5:3 we read: ‘But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to
lie to the Holy Spirit? ...”’ What had been conceived within his heart had affected
his actions and his speaking, so that his initial sinful thought was enacted and brought
death. Ananias, though a believer, was influenced by Satan and succumbed to
temptation simply because the word of God had been ignored by him and
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supplanted by self-will. Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim. 1:19-20) even though
believers, made shipwreck of their faith through the influence of the evil one, and
were ‘handed over’ to him to learn a very hard lesson. We are taken back to Jesus’
warning that every careless word will have to be accounted for, with the fiery
judgement that comes upon that which is not of God. This appears to be what James
takes up, as he warns of the evil the tongue can produce—an evil that has its basis
in the ‘fire’ of hell and its rebellion, rather than allowing the purity of the word of
God to penetrate our lives [Comment 1].

The wonder of the wisdom that comes from above  This wisdom cannot be swayed
by evil; is intrinsically pure and lovely; promotes peace, gentleness and
‘reasonableness’, and makes us merciful, impartial and sincere—all of which reflect
the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ of Galatians 5. We are left to ponder the multiple ‘good fruits’
which are included in heavenly wisdom. Perhaps it reminds us of Ephesians 2 and
the ‘good works’ we have been created for; or possibly they are the things that
‘belong to salvation’ (Heb. 6:9).  Again John 15 encourages our abiding in Him, so
that we can bear ‘much fruit’, thereby reflecting the character of our Saviour. Maybe
it is a combination of all of these, and more besides—things which improve our lives
whilst also glorifying our Saviour.

Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven:  Wisdom’s fruits from above   The perfect example of ‘the wisdom
that is from above’ is to be seen in the behaviour and conversation of our Lord Jesus
Christ when He was here on earth. He was ‘easy to be intreated’. For example, Mark
tells us that Jesus ‘stood still’ at the cry of a blind man who nonetheless recognized
the heavenly identity of the one who was passing by: ‘Jesus, thou son of David, have
mercy on me.’  The Saviour could go no farther: He was stopped in His tracks by a
cry for mercy. ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ (ESV)  ‘Rabboni, that I may
receive my sight.  And Jesus said unto him, Go thy way; thy faith hath made thee
whole’ (Mark 10:46-52, RV).  He was ‘full of mercy and good fruits’.

He alone among men did not need to bridle His tongue because there was, and
there is, no sin in Him (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 John 3:5). Under the intense provocation of
the high priest with the scribes and elders, when they spat on His face, buffeted and
provoked Him to retaliate, an ordinary man would have cracked.  Instead, ‘… when
he was reviled, [He] reviled not again; when he suffered, threatened not; but
committed himself to him that judgeth righteously’ (1 Pet. 2:23). We also must
remember that at no time did He lay aside His deity.  This throws into even sharper
relief the huge gulf that exists between the pure, holy, meek and humble nature of
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the Son of God, who is ‘the effulgence of God’s glory’ (Heb. 1:3), and the base,
proud, rebellious nature of sinful man.

On the very night of His betrayal He could have called twelve legions of angels, but
‘How then should the scriptures be fulfilled, that thus it must be?’ (Mat. 26:54)
[Comment 2].  His eye was fixed on the fulfilment of the will of God, on the great
purpose of the ages which He had come to bring into being. His demeanour before
Pilate; His regal silence in the face of the barrage of false accusations; the dignity with
which He ‘gave his back to the smiters’ (Is. 50:6), all reveal to us ‘the wisdom that
is from above’. Perhaps the most striking thing about ‘the wisdom that is from above’
is that it results in full and complete victory, the nature of which is inconceivable to
the natural mind. 

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:  Initially James focuses on the responsibility of those who speak words
of teaching, but recognizes that man is not perfect and is able to utter words that are
at fault.  In 1 Timothy 1:6-7 we are warned that we must have a correct knowledge
of the Word to avoid the judgement envisaged by James. Hebrews 5:12-14 reminds
us that there is a process of learning and growing into maturity prior to teaching.

The harm that can be done by inappropriate words  While the tongue itself can do
little harm, the words spoken by the use of the tongue can have a big impact on the
demeanour of the person using it.  James has already written (1:26) that we must
keep a ‘tight rein’ on our tongue and throughout Scripture there are many contrasts
of the good and evil which can issue. Psalm 52:2-4 cites the evil that can come from
the tongue, whereas Psalm 51:15 declares the praise it can give.  1 Timothy 5:13
shows how easy it is to begin to use the tongue unwisely when we are not fully
occupied, whilst 1 Peter 4:11 and Romans 10:10 show ways in which words spoken
can indeed be to the glory of God.

Words reveal character  People will judge us not just by our actions but also by the
words that we speak. These will show the thoughts of the heart, and our true
character, as Matthew records from the Lord: ‘a tree is recognised by its fruit’.
Bearing in mind James’s analogy of the salt water (v.11), wrong words cannot be
undone. If salt water is added to pure water the whole becomes salty; but if pure
water is added to salt water it does not become pure, but remains salty.

We can often get drawn into conversations where we are tempted to say things
that should be left unsaid. People say, ‘I always speak my mind’.  This should not be
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thought of as a virtue by the Christian, as it often results in hurtful words. Proverbs
13:3 gives advice: ‘He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly
will come to ruin’ (NIV). We have a responsibility to control our own tongue, but this
leaves the question: How should we respond to others who lack this control?
[Comment 3]

David Hickling

From Derby: Taming the tongue   What we say reveals ourselves, both good and
bad. If the tongue is controlled, then self can be controlled. It is possible to be
influenced by worldly things if we drop the guard that has been provided for us.  The
fruits of wisdom from above characterise our lives with purity—listeners who seek to
obey the voice of the Lord.  Jesus asked in Luke 6:46 why some called Him Lord yet
did not do as He said. Those who obey Jesus have their lives on a solid rock that
storms cannot shake, but those who disobey are not able to stand.

There are times when others who seek an answer can provoke us. It is good to ask
the Lord for wisdom as to what to say at such times.  The Lord was provoked on the
issue of paying taxes. On seeing a coin with Caesar’s inscription He told them to
render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, but render unto God the things that are
God’s. We must be careful in what we say, and only make promises we can fulfil,
unlike Jephthah in Judges 11:31.

The inner person needs to be perfect before the tongue can produce perfectly
chosen words.  An example of perfect words and thoughts  is being able to say
something that does encourage another, and we ought to seek guidance, praying that
they will accept such as from the Lord. (See Heb. 10:24.)

Identifying the source of our wisdom   James 3:14 sets out the nature of bitterness
and envy as originating from the Devil. An illustration was given of one man who
gave of his substance to the preaching of the gospel, but later his life changed and
it was reported that words of blasphemy were uttered from the same man in the
council chambers of local government. 

In 2 Timothy 4:10 we see one who walked in the way of the Lord but deserted
that for the love of this world.  We are to be on our guard against such people, who
would do harm to the message we are proclaiming (v.4:14).  If we are honest,
people will take note of it. In Proverbs 14:23 we see that in hard work there is profit,
but talking without wise action only leads to poverty. In the Fellowship we must all
work together as servants of God. Robert Foster
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From Halifax:  The tongue is a fire  James asks, ‘Doth a fountain send forth at the
same place sweet water and bitter?’ (3:11 KJV).  Of course the answer to this
question is a resounding, No!  Likewise, the fig tree does not bear olive berries, nor
does the vine produce figs (v. 12); for every tree bears fruit, according to its kind (see
Gen. 1:12). Yet, from the mouth comes forth blessing and cursing. For with the
tongue ‘bless we the Lord and Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made
after the likeness of God’ (James 1:9 RV).  ‘My brethren’, James writes, ‘these things
ought not so to be.’  Small as it is, the tongue ‘boasteth great things’ (v. 5), in the
same way that a ‘bit’ brings a horse to obedience , and a ‘very small helm’, or
‘rudder’, turns about a ship. So it is that even though every sort of creature may be
tamed by mankind , the tongue is ungovernable, unruly, and deadly.

That a spark will kindle a mighty forest is often seen to be devastatingly true, as is
the fact that ‘the tongue is a fire’ which ‘defileth the whole body’ (v. 6). David wrote:
‘Keep thy tongue from evil, and thy lips from speaking guile’ (Ps. 34:13 AV).
Commenting on this verse, Charles Spurgeon points out that ‘Men cannot spit forth
poison without feeling some of the venom burning their own flesh’ (The Treasury of
David). The tongue, which is a little world of evil in itself, stains the whole person.
It ‘setteth on fire the wheel of nature’ (James 3:6), or as R. F. Weymouth translates,
‘and sets the whole course of our lives on fire, being itself set on fire by Gehenna’
(The New Testament in Modern Speech). We then must take great care to guard the
mouth, for ‘Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles’
(Prov. 21:23).

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Explaining James 3:6   The writer has used metaphor to
make a direct comparison of tongue with fire. The first thing that comes to the mind
when looking at fire is ‘destruction’, meaning fire could damage if care is not taken.
Fire is a good servant but a bad master! So also is the tongue, which, along with body
language, most of the time tells what is going on in the mind (Mat. 15:18).  Imagine
what was in the mind of that servant who was given just one talent, before he stated
that he knew his master was a hard man; reaping where he has not sown: the
statement in the parable expressed through his tongue destroyed him.  So, when not
properly managed, the part of the body that is supposed to be bringing praises to
God and words of exhortation to strengthen others, can turn out to be a destroyer
through cursing, backbiting, abusive words etc.

One aspect of the fruit of the Spirit stated in Galatians 5:23 is self-control—the
ability to subject even the tongue to control. It is only when this is done that it can
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become useful in bringing acceptable praises to our Lord and Father (James 3:9).  It
is then we can say like David, ‘I will watch my ways and keep my tongue from sin;
I will put a muzzle on my mouth’ (Ps. 39:1 NIV).

Correlating tongue and self  Controlling self is synonymous with controlling the mind,
for it is the mind that controls all other faculties, including eyes, hands, feet and even
the tongue. The mind is like a computer, a central processing unit that depends on
the visual display unit to give us what is being processed in it. Through all other parts
of the body the things going on in the mind are reflected. What is uttered out must
first be thought of in the mind: that is why Jesus said, ‘For out of heart come evil
thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander’ (Mat.
15:19).  All these sins are eventually committed through other parts of the body,
having been firstly processed in the mind, [while motives and desires are described
with the metaphor ‘heart’—M.A.]. 

Most definitely controlling self comes first, even in salvation: it is the heart that
receives first, before the tongue in confession. If someone desires to control the
tongue, he will first need to control self—that is the mind or heart. Paul, writing to
Timothy, advised: ‘If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument
for noble purposes, made holy, and useful to the Master, prepared to do any good
work’  (2 Tim. 2:21).

Samson Ogunleye

From Idua Eket:  The qualities of wisdom  King Solomon asked for wisdom from
God, who was so pleased with the request that He gave Solomon riches and honour
along with wisdom. In other words, wisdom is a package, and it accompanies all
these blessings from above [Comment 4]. The words of wisdom are righteousness,
and unlike the wisdom of the world, these words of righteousness produce life to the
hearer. Wisdom has durable riches and righteousness, and the fruit of wisdom is
better than fine gold and the revenue of wisdom is better than choice silver (Prov.
8:18-19). Wisdom is more precious than anything of this world; but not many pay
heed to seeing what she offers. One who finds wisdom has found life and obtains
favour from the Lord.

‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; a good understanding have all
those who do His commandments’ (Ps. 111:10, NKJV). ‘The fear of the LORD is the
beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding’ (Prov.
9:10). David says that our God is a God of forgiveness that He may be feared. Fear
of God brings a revelation of His total forgiveness.
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Grace reveals God's heart of forgiveness. Grace gives us a revelation of how
forgiven we are in Christ. Jesus is the Holy One of Israel, and grace gives us
understanding of who Jesus is. Relating grace with James 3:17: this wisdom is
pure—grace is Jesus; His finished work is peaceable—the grace of Jesus makes peace
between God and man [Comment 5]

The main characteristic of godly wisdom is purity, meaning ‘freedom from
defilement’. Bitterness, envy and selfish behaviour thoroughly corrupt a person
(James 3:14-16). Godly wisdom is peaceable, describing a spirit of tranquillity and
calmness. It does not support compromising truth just for the sake of peace, which
would promote falsehood. Godly wisdom is undivided without favouritism,
unwavering, and consistent.  Without hypocrisy—true wisdom is sincere and
unpretentious.

Inyeneobong Ekot

From Paisley: Taming the tongue  ‘Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the
wellspring of life’ (Prov. 4:23 NIV). ‘The tongue has the power of life and death, and
those who love it will eat its fruit’ (Prov. 18:21). It is a wonder that a fleshy, muscular
organ like the tongue can speak at all, but it is allied to the brain, mind and heart,
which gives it ability to articulate. The tongue cannot speak of itself, but just as great
ships are steered by a very small rudder and are under the direction of the pilot,
wherever he wants them to go, so the tongue under direction of the mind has effect
on far greater things.

Speech comes from the brain, and that is true of shallow-thinking people as well
as the deep-thinking philosophers. Thoughts, good or bad, come from the heart
(Mat. 12:34). The Lord knew how powerful, dangerous and deadly the tongue could
be because many vile calumnies were spoken against Him. Wise king Solomon knew
the power of the tongue: ‘The tongue of the righteous is as choice silver’ (Prov.
10:20); ‘The tongue of the wise commends knowledge ... The tongue that brings
healing is a tree of life’ (15:2,4). 

Man-made weapons can wound or kill the body, but an unbridled tongue can
devastate the spirit and destroy the soul [Comment 6].   Words can wound, but they
can also heal. ‘In your anger do not sin’ (Eph. 4:26). So don’t speak when you are
angry. Wait until the raging storm of emotion has calmed, and then speak words that
will comfort and heal, bringing peace where otherwise there would have been strife.
Colossians 4:6 is the ideal: ‘Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned
with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone.’  If our speech is always
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full of grace we will not only be blessed ourselves through the work of the Holy Spirit
operating in our lives and directing what we speak, but we will also encourage,
strengthen and build up others. Kind words—like ripples in a pool—can start with
us and spread blessings in ever-widening circles.

The ultimate for every Christian’s life is the Holy Spirit’s omnipotence, controlling
the believer’s weaknesses. The control of the Holy Spirit in our lives would be better
than just trying by ourselves to exercise self-control, because we are sure to fail. The
discipline of self-control can only get us so far in trying to keep in check what we
speak. Self-control by its very nature is self-defeating because ‘self’—the old nature,
is the antithesis to the working of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer [Comment
7 and cp. Ibadan paper, last para.]. Wise is the one whose heart is subject to the
Holy Spirit’s control of his or her tongue.

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Taming the tongue  Men boasting with their tongues are like
a small fire kindling much wood. The tongue's wickedness has its source in Satan, the
great deceiver, and can do great damage. Idle or angry words can destroy
relationships that took years to build. The poison of asps is under the tongue (Rom.
3:13). No one can tame it. Like a ship's rudder, though small, it can steer men to
great violence. The Lord calls our attention to the impurity of our lips (Is. 6:5).

Both death and life are in the power of the tongue (Prov. 18:21). Our great Saviour
always had His tongue under control, and men marvelled at the words of grace that
proceeded from His lips. Every morning He opened His ear in order to have the
tongue of a disciple. The Spirit within us grants self-control—the very opposite of an
unrestrained horse. When our ear is open to the word of God and our heart's store
is full we will find that the good man out of his good treasure brings forth good
things. David describes his tongue as his glory: ‘To the end that my glory (my
tongue—AV margin) may sing praise to thee, and not be silent’ (Ps. 30:12).
However, when our speech is motivated by Satan it is full of jealousy, selfishness,
earthly desires, unspiritual thoughts and ideas. When our speech is motivated by
God it is full of ‘salt’, preserving mercy, love, peace, courtesy, sincerity, honesty,
quiet gentleness, wisdom and praise.

B .V. Prasada Rao
  

From Port Harcourt:  James expresses in exact words the hideous potential of the
unguarded engagement of the tongue (3:6). Just as a ravaging inferno consumes all
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combustibles that it engulfs without apology, the tongue could ruin objects of
inestimable worth in seconds.

The object of consideration is under the scrutiny of James more for its nature and
much less for its structure. The fact that the tongue is a link in the speech chain
makes it a worthy subject for cross-examination. Why? The reason is not far-fetched:
words are the foundations on which the visible world of matter rests. The phrase ‘…
and God said …’ saturates the creation account in Genesis. The writer to the
Hebrews under inspiration describes the establishment of the world as the fruit of
divine speech.

‘… the worlds were framed by the word of God ....’ (Heb. 11:3, NKJV). In
essence, the word created the world. In John’s Gospel Chapter 1, we read that the
world was created through the Word, the Son of God. The same word of God will
signal the end of all things. The fact that the tongue’s misuse can cause irreparable
damage definitely calls for more caution. The knowledge of an enemy’s potential
should not breed fear but highlight the need for more pragmatic and efficient
strategy.

Eliezer Okeke

From Southport:  The old nature is ever present, and the apostle Paul describes the
effects of this continuing war in the life of a ‘true believer’ (Rom. 7:4-25). No one
would doubt Paul’s salvation. There can be no doubt he was ‘led by the Spirit’, and
yet he acknowledges his sins of omission and commission.  This seems to cut across
1 John 5:18, which we will study in the November issue [Comment 8].

It is the words spoken by the tongue which reveal the heart’s desires (Ps. 10:3). Sin
is present in the unspoken thoughts (Mat. 5:28). Our old nature once had full control
over us but we were quickened by the love of God (Eph. 2:3-9), and now fight the
same battles that Paul fought. Our thoughts can be damaging to our own spiritual
health, but once they are expressed then the damage passes on to all who hear—or
hear of—what was said.  A word spoken can inflame tempers and cause such
divisions between friends that they remain apart.  The same danger can split an
assembly, and so Paul cautions the church in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:10-13).

When Ananias and Sapphira sold a possession they claimed that they had given the
full value to the apostles (Acts 5:1-11). The sin was not in keeping some or all of the
proceeds, but in the lie told to men and God that they had given everything. That
lie was an effort to gain a status that they did not deserve.  Here we see the work of
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Satan filling the heart, followed by the speaking of lies. [Cp. Aberkenfig, para.
3.—Eds.]  So the tongue defiled the whole body and led to the destruction of two
Christian lives—perhaps reminding the reader of the illustration of Gehenna, which
is the valley just outside Jerusalem, a place having an evil reputation.  King Ahaz
burned sacrifices in the Valley of Ben Hinnom and sacrificed his children in the fire,
engaging in the detestable practices of the nations that the LORD had driven out
before the Israelites (2 Chr. 28:3). In the synoptic Gospels Jesus uses the word
‘Gehenna’ eleven times to describe that which is opposite to life in the kingdom
(Mark 9:43-48). It is a place where both soul and body could be destroyed (Mat.
10:28) in ‘unquenchable fire’ (Mark 9:43) [cp. Comment 9].

We need to guard our speech and avoid inflaming emotions—our own, or of those
who hear what we say.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere: James 3:6 gives a realistic though disturbing description of an
unsanctified tongue, or one not brought under the control of the Holy Spirit of God.
Yet the tongue, being like fire, when sanctified by God, has remarkable healing
qualities: ‘A gentle answer turns away wrath’, and ‘a word aptly spoken is like apples
of gold in settings of silver’ (Prov. 15:1; 25:11 NIV).  Also, ‘Reckless words pierce like
a sword but the tongue of the wise brings healing’ (Prov. 12:18). The Lord in His
earthly sojourn exemplified the controlled tongue. Of a truth concerning Him: ‘The
Sovereign LORD has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains
the weary’ (Is. 50:4). There was also clear proof of His mastery of the tongue: ‘”No-
one ever spoke the way this man does,” the guards declared’ (John 7:46).

The tongue, apart from being a fire, is also a world of evil among the parts of the
body. It must be noted that the tongue is here described in its untamed and
unsanctified state, not of unbelievers only but also of believers who are walking after
the fashion of this world (Rom. 12:1-2; 1 John 2:15-17). The tongue is capable of
utterances that can destroy its hearers (Eph. 4:29). Its capacity for evil is limitless, and
it is the pre-eminent instrument for corruption of the whole body (Prov. 21:23).

The tongue in its destructive form not only can set the course of a person’s life on
fire but is capable of setting the course of the world (the system of things which lies
in the power of the evil one—1 John 5:19) on fire also. The untamed tongue has
wreaked devastating havoc on families, churches, communities and countries. The
source of its virulent force is the very fires of Gehenna (translated ‘hell’) which is the
eternal fire for the punishment of the unsaved, which burns forever and ever
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[Comment 9]. Indeed we do well to pray like the Psalmist: ‘Set a guard over my
mouth, O LORD; keep watch over the door of my lips’ (Ps. 141:3).

Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri:  James refers metaphorically to the tongue as fire in order to describe
the destructive capability of this member, with lessons drawn from the nature of fire.
Thus we noted that fire results from oxygen, fuel and heat and can only be ignited
when there is enough of each component. Furthermore, fire is a chemical reaction
and is irreversible, i.e. no component can be restored to its original state after the fire
has commenced. Thus James warns that it will be nearly impossible to retrieve our
unguarded utterances; rather, we can only make effort to manage the damaging
consequences.

Influence by demonic powers?  We would require a brief terms definition: first, we
need to be reminded that believers are people called, and having trusted the Lord
Jesus for eternal life are set free from the eternal penalty of sin (Mat. 11:28; John
3:16; 8:36). It was made clear that power to influence someone's action, beliefs, or
character through persuasion or otherwise—should not be seen as demonic
possession. Although believers are seated in heavenly places with Christ, who is the
head of principalities and powers (Col. 2:10), they can be influenced by demonic
powers if they yield to their manipulations (Rom. 6:16). It was not David’s wish to
take Israel’s census, but Satan influenced him (2 Sam. 24:1 AV margin).  Our
constant and moment-by-moment walk with the Lord, as shown in John 15:5, would
help all believers to overcome any such influences:  ‘... greater is He that is in you,
than he that is in the world’ (1 John 4:4 Newberry).

We were also in agreement that a believer in the Lord Jesus cannot be possessed
by demons. Light and darkness cannot meet (2 Cor. 6:14-16) [Comment 10].

Shadrack Obarogbi, Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS

1. (Aberkenfig):  It would seem to me that James is basically saying that the tongue
member of the human body has the capability of producing the very worst evidence
of our sinful human nature and affects detrimentally every part of our being when
‘let loose’. The origin of that display lies with the evil one (see John 8:44).

R.B.F.
The destructive power of the unruly tongue can set on fire ‘the entire course of

life’.  That is to say that there is no part of our lives which can be sheltered from the
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flames once set in motion.  And, like the flames in the forest once set loose, a
harmful word cannot be recalled.  See also Podagatlapalli, Southport and Surulere.

J.T.N.

2. (Buckhaven):  The truth of the Lord’s statement in Matthew 26:53 lies in the
sovereignty inherent to His deity.  At the request of the eternal Son, surely the Father
would command the armies of heaven to His aid.  Yet, the Son was yielded in all
things to the will of the Father, doing only ‘the things that are pleasing to him’ (John
8:29 ESV).  He did nothing of His own accord (5:30; 6:38), serving only in such
manner as pleased the Father (14:31).  His call for angelic aid could only be made,
therefore, in union with the Father’s will; and since it was the will of God that He
should go to Calvary, no such request could be forthcoming.  The purpose behind
the Lord’s statement, it seems to me, is not therefore to identify a recourse
immediately available to Him, since that fell outside the scope of His Father’s desire.
Instead, it set in its context Peter’s futile attack on Malchus—for had it been the
Father’s will that battle should be joined in the garden, the Lord could call on far
more powerful forces than Peter! J.T.N.

3. (Cromer):  Good advice and sound counsel can be found in Proverbs 15:1a: ‘A
soft answer turns away wrath’, that is, such a measured response can calm and cool
down a heated spirit, devoid of self-control, which has produced words that inflict
damage, and in the same book chapter 25:15b: ‘And a soft tongue breaks a bone’,
i.e. breaks down what appears to be formidable barriers. R.B.F.

4. (Idua Eket):  This is not to say, of course, that heavenly wisdom shall necessarily
accrue earthly riches.  Of far more value are the treasures of wisdom and knowledge
hidden in Christ, which shall be gathered by those who seek their wisdom from
above (Col. 2:3). J.T.N.

5. (Idua Eket):  We are being invited here to connect the fear of the Lord with the
wisdom that can develop in a sinner if he turns to God for forgiveness. He is then on
the way to faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection, and receiving Him as Saviour, at
which point his eternal life in Christ begins. The saved one has taken a step wiser
than the intellect of this world. But James’ subject in Chapter 3 is how to draw upon
God’s wisdom in the new life of daily service. It is the wisdom learned from the
Word, from those who live by it, and from the Spirit’s guidance in applying it. The
grace of God by which we were saved points to but is distinct from the grace of
Christ in which we grow insofar as we learn to know Him (2 Pet.3:18).
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6. (Paisley):  Destroying the soul   The contrast between weapons killing the body
and words destroying the soul may prompt the idea that man’s words can cause
eternal death to the soul. Only God has the authority and power to ‘destroy both
soul and body in hell’—Gk. ‘Gehenna’ (Mat. 10:28, ESV); cp. Luke 12:5, ‘authority
to cast into hell’. Satan has power to entice and to damage in this world, so that the
sinful flesh is destroyed and the sinner is driven to repentance (1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim.
1:20), but only God can both save and destroy (James 4:12), where the context is
dealing in justice with both the faithful and their persecutors, which may reach
beyond this life. Cp. Southport para. 3, and see Comment 9.

7. (Paisley):  Surely the self-control that grows while we heed the prompting of the
Holy Spirit does not operate without our own efforts to live a disciplined life? There
is of course the danger of neglect of His voice, thus relying on oneself alone, but
personal discipline advised from childhood by common wisdom is not useless in the
spiritual life. Then the fruit of the Spirit as He works upon our spirits enables us to
succeed more often than we may know—in all nine aspects.

M.A.

8. (Southport):  The verse quoted in 1 John is saying that having the new nature
begotten of God we will not have the overriding desire, such as is the case with the
old nature, to keep on sinning (‘sin not’ is present indicative tense, indicating the
continual practice of sinning), not that we never sin at all, having received the gift of
eternal life, a new nature, and also the imparting of the Spirit of God. 1 John 3:9
states the same truth, i.e. a believer will not continue to keep on sinning; he cannot,
having been made a partaker of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), but he will sin; he is
not exempt from that. R.B.F.

9. (Surulere):  It may be that in the phrase ‘set on fire by Gehenna’ (see ESVM)
James means the tongue in misuse produces similar effect on the speaker and hearers
as the torments of those who receive the judgement of God in Gehenna:  such as
embittered negativity, self-torment and spiritual death. We only dimly grasp this
fearful matter, but leave fuller discussion of Gehenna till later issues.

M.A.

10. (Warri):  Additionally, possessing the Spirit of God within, we cannot also
accommodate an evil spirit; it is either the one or other (1 John 4:4b), although that
is not to say, of course, that everyone without the Spirit of God has an evil spirit
residing within them. R.B.F.
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Introducing April

EXEMPLARY HUMILITY IN JOHN 13

The Lord never asked His disciples (or
us, by extension) to do anything He
wasn’t prepared to do Himself.  (This
is the mark of a true spiritual leader.)
On the eve of Calvary, Jesus
performed a simple, lowly task that
had a profound, far-reaching meaning
for all believers.  The beautiful
example the Lord Jesus gave to His
disciples in John 13 when He stooped
to wash their feet sent out a clear
message that no task or service to our
fellow-believers in the body of Christ
should ever be considered beneath us.
This is the humble act of the Christian
in contrast to the ‘boastful pride of life’
(1 John 2:16 NASV).  Jesus’ followers
are to embrace humility and to serve
one another.  The One who ‘humbled
Himself by becoming obedient to the
point of death, even death on a cross’
(Phil. 2:8) expects us to take up our
cross daily, and follow Him (Luke
9:23).  That demands, amongst other
things, a measure of humility.  James
sensed that pride had a lot to do with
the troubles these Christians he was
writing to were experiencing.  He
presents an action plan in James 4
verses 7-10 on how to overcome and
put to death the worldly side of our
nature, envy and jealousy that he
discusses earlier and that led to conflict
between saints, unanswered prayers

and a need of grace. The general
principles of submitting to God and
resisting the devil, and how to do this,
are further developed by the other
active verbs in these verses.

Draw near—in coming near to the
Lord we consciously fix our thoughts
on Him.  Thoughts of the world and its
attractions will fade.  We also have the
promise of the realisation of God’s
presence.

Cleanse and purify—unconfessed sin
and being less than honest with God
will only defer our drawing near.

Mourn and weep—this doesn’t mean
we are to go around always miserable
but rather to have an acute sensitivity
to the gravity of sin.

Humble yourselves—finally, we can
all do with some ‘foot-washing’ activity
from time to time.  Let’s be the first to
do it!  What an uplifting, renewing
experience it will be for all involved! 

‘If you know these things, you are
blessed if you do them’ (John 13:17).

G.K.S.
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From Study Groups
HUMBLE YOURSELVES BEFORE THE LORD (James 4)

From Aberkenfig:  Galatians 5:16 reads ‘... walk by the Spirit, and you will not
gratify the desires of the flesh…’ (ESV) and goes on in verse 25 to say: ‘… let us also
walk by the Spirit ...’  Dr Strong indicates that ‘walk’ in these two passages has
different meanings: the first ‘to follow as a companion’; the second ‘to march in
(military) rank (keep step)’.  In James 4, to ‘submit yourselves’ can mean ‘be
subject’—a Greek military term meaning ‘to arrange troop divisions in a military
fashion under the command of a leader’ (Thayer); and ‘draw near’ as ‘to join one
thing to another’.  These terms used in Galatians and James seem to complement
each other and provide us with a clear indication of the deep involvement that the
Holy Spirit has in the life of the believer, both as companion and friend, and as the
authoritative one who commands and directs us in our service for God.

Here is the ultimate control of our passions or pleasures.  Here is the ultimate
control of the lust of our flesh and all those other things that belong to our ‘old
nature’, for they are brought under the authority of the God who has bought us at
a very high price, and who desires that we serve Him reverently and faithfully in this
present generation.  This submission to authority and sharing in heavenly
companionship will entail a great degree of humility on our part.  It will also require
a life of careful discipline if we are to avoid the contamination that worldly
associations so often bring into our lives; for as their influence is felt within, so our
old nature readily surfaces to mar our lives.

It is difficult to see how a Christian who is influenced by and subject to worldly
values could serve God in any meaningful way: certainly that person might still have
a ‘moderating’ influence in the circle of friends or colleagues; but it is far removed
from the fullness that God wishes from those who are dedicated to Him and are
filled with His Spirit and will.  What is true of an individual has to be reflected in our
churches: what we are as individuals directly impacts what we are collectively.
Surely there can be no separation between the two; otherwise we are in danger of
becoming ‘Sunday-only Christians’ whose witness ‘in church’ has little to do with
what the world sees on a daily basis.  Holiness of life has to be 24/7 if we are not to
bring the faith and even God Himself into disrepute—a very serious contemplation
indeed!
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It becomes clear that lives that are under the influence of the Spirit and the Word
are also subject to His direction.  If we plan and scheme our future path, guided only
by what we want as individuals, we fail to allow Him to show us what is best for us.
So we certainly need a plan for life, but it has to be the Master’s plan, not my plan.
Otherwise the outcome may well be a life of sin and waste, rather than one that
glorifies God who saved us and, perhaps, may be a basis for His reward in that day
to come.

Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven:  ‘Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you’ (4:8 RV).  Dr.
J. Strong identifies the word ‘you’ in this verse as having a plural form.  Since the
word ‘you’ is plural, we understand that James is addressing a collective group—in
this instance the twelve tribes of the dispersion (James 1:1).  However, since
collective groups of people are composed of individuals, we can quite properly apply
James’ exhortation to the individual as well as to the group [Comment 1]. 

Individually the principle holds true, that if we draw near to God in private prayer
and meditation on His word, He will draw near to us: ‘If a man love me, he will
keep my word: and my Father will love him, and we will come unto him, and make
our abode with him’ (John 14:23).  Note that the word ‘keep’ means ‘guard or keep
his eye upon’, i.e. upon the word of Christ. This complements the promise: ‘Thou
wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee’ (Is. 26:3).

However, since James primarily addresses the saints as a collective group, we ask:
“Is this collective drawing near to God spoken about anywhere else in Scripture?”
We find the answer in Hebrews, where the subject is the priestly work of the Lord
Jesus Christ on behalf of His people on earth, united according to His word.  First,
as our Advocate with the Father (1 John 2:1), He enables us to: ‘… draw near with
boldness unto the throne of grace…’ (Heb. 4:16).  Secondly, because He is the
mediator of the new covenant: ‘… he is able to save to the uttermost them that draw
near unto God through him …’ (Heb. 7:25). Thirdly, as ‘great (Greek megas meaning
the greatest of all) priest over the house of God’ we may ‘draw near with a true heart
in fulness of faith …’ (Heb. 10:19-22), i.e. draw near ‘into the holy place by the
blood of Jesus’, into the sacred presence of God in heaven’s innermost sanctuary,
where we may ‘offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’
(1 Pet. 2:5) [Comment 2]. 

The New Testament focus for this collective ‘drawing near’ to God of His New
Covenant people was in Churches of God, which, linked together, constituted the
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New Testament counterpart to the collective service of God’s Old Testament people:
‘… ye also, as living stones, are built up a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood,
to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet. 2:5) ‘…
in whom each several building, fitly framed together, groweth into a holy temple in
the Lord … for a habitation of God in the Spirit’ (Eph. 2:20-22).  This God given
pattern for collective worship—the visible unity of disciples on earth—was what our
Saviour had in mind when He prayed: ‘… that they may all be one …’ (John 17:21).

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:  The root of our problems  Verse 1 of James 4 ascribes our faults to
our ‘desires’ (NIV), ‘passions’ (ESV) or ‘pleasures’ (RV).  The Greek word is hedone,
from which is derived the English word ‘hedonism’, the pursuit of pleasure.  Doing
things that are pleasurable is not wrong in itself, but the pursuit of pleasure as an end
leads to placing one’s own desires over the rights of others.  Thus the desire for things
that we do not have is said to lead to fights and quarrelling, even murder (v.2 ESV).
Could this be literally so, among the Christians addressed in this letter?  One would
think not: it seems more likely to be metaphorical, as in 1 John 3:15.  ‘Not having’
is associated with ‘not asking’, but it is clear that prayer which simply asks for
something that we want is valueless: God will only give things that will serve His
purpose either in us or in others.  We ask the Father for things ‘in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ’; that is, we ask as though He were asking.  It follows that it is
wrong to ask for anything simply for our own purposes.  Too often the subscript ‘if
it is your will’ is attached to the end of prayers as a sort of fail-safe device, without
thinking about whether it really is God’s will.

Friends of the world   What is the ‘world’, in the sense of verse 4?  It is the system of
society that chooses to take no account of God (1 Cor. 1:21).  Its characteristics are
pride, since it regards its own opinions as paramount; and covetousness, since it aims
to fulfil its own desires.  Hence someone who accepts these values must necessarily
be an enemy of God.  The scripture is admonitory to those who are ambitious: the
ambition is not wrong in itself, but it may lead to supplanting divine values with
worldly ones.  C.S. Lewis once wrote that when someone is described as ‘getting on
in the world’ it may be that the world is getting on in him.  The question in the
syllabus about the believer being an enemy of the world is an unwarranted reversal
of what the scripture actually says: God does not encourage enmity [Comment 3].
Rather, Scripture endorses humility, submission to God and drawing near to Him
(vv.6-8).

Plans for the future   The warnings of vv.13-16 should be taken in the context of the
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whole chapter.  The attitude described is an essentially worldly one, which disregards
the fact that God may have other plans.  The Lord Jesus Himself, in Luke 14:28,
commends foresight on the part of someone who has a project to build a tower.  The
difference is one of approach: it is right to plan for the future, but wrong to assume
that what one wants to do will certainly be done.  It is the boastful attitude that is
wrong: verse 16 says, ‘All such boasting is evil’.  Nonetheless, one suspects that
sometimes the addition of ‘God willing’ or ‘D.V.’ (Deo Volente) is purely nominal,
and does not indicate a real recognition that the will of God might be different.

Peter Hickling

From Derby:  Sometimes jealousy can arise, and we must not let anything get in the
way between ourselves and service for the Lord.  In 1 Corinthians 3:1 Paul said he
could not speak to the people as spiritual, who were supposed to be of the Spirit, but
sadly were behaving as people of the world.  This is an example of jealousy and strife
making people proud.  Such are the world’s ways and ought to be avoided.

The cause of our failing to walk in the way we ought is found in Revelation
2:4—having lost our first love.  If we are into the ways of the world James classifies
us as adulterers.  For any trusted relationship to exist there must be love for each
other.  This helps to build stability in a relationship.  In Galatians 5:16 we are advised
to walk by the Spirit so that we do not fulfil the lusts of the flesh.  For example, at
one time, one would have been surprised to see a church member in a public house.
However, with the advent of meals being provided, it is more acceptable as long as
one refrains from having an excessive amount of strong drink with a meal.  The right
example needs to be set by us in order that no one may stumble.

James, the new covenant teacher, urges us not to speak evil of a brother, for in the
Old Testament it is akin to giving false witness, and God will rebuke those who give
such misleading evidence.  It is wrong to make plans from a selfish perspective, but
these should be only if the Lord will and in such a way that we can give glory to Him
for the success of those plans prayerfully made.

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  Selfish desires  ‘And the fruit of righteousness’, says James, ‘is sown
in peace of them that make peace’ (James 3:18 RV).  Peacemakers are blessed
indeed, ‘for they shall be called sons of God’, said Jesus (Mat. 5:9).  So, from where
had come the ‘wars’ and ‘fightings’ among them (James 4:1)?  These came out of
lusts or pleasures—their selfish desires that made war in their bodies.  William
Tyndale renders the passage: ‘Come they not here hence: even of your
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voluptuousness that reigns in your members?’  James therefore exhorts his readers
to submit themselves to God (v.7); to draw nigh to God, cleansing their hands and
purifying their hearts (v.8); to be afflicted, and mourn (v.9); and to humble
themselves in the sight of God (v.10). He then goes on to admonish them for
backbiting (vv.11-12).

Isaiah gravely warned those that said, ‘Who seeth us? and who knoweth us?’ (Is.
29:15).  For ‘all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we
have to do’ (Heb. 4:13)—the El Roi (‘God of seeing’ RVM) of Genesis 16:13.  As
James writes, ‘Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord’ (James 4:10), Peter says,
‘Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you
in due time’ (1 Pet. 5:6).

God willing, as our life is but a vapour, there should be no confident presumption
on our part regarding the future.  Wholly dependent on Him for life and for success,
it is proper that we should rather say, ‘If the Lord will ...’ (James 4:15; cf. Prov.
19:21; Acts 18:21; 1 Cor. 4:19; 16:7; Phil. 2:19, 24; Heb. 6:3).

Robert J. Butler

From Paisley:  Is there anything wrong with making plans for the future?  It has been
said that the only certain things in life are death and taxes.  In the grand scheme of
things, how transient are our lives!  David knew the uncertainties of his life especially
when, like a partridge, he was hunted in the mountains by King Saul (1 Sam. 26:20).
At the end of his life he said, ‘Our days on earth are as a shadow, and there is no
abiding’ (1 Chr. 29:15 RV); ‘my days vanish like smoke’ (Ps. 102:3 NIV).  Job,
though a man of great substance, knew the uncertainties of life.  One tragedy after
another befell him.  He said, ‘Does he not see my ways and count my every step?’
(Job 31:4).

‘What is your life?’ (v.14)  God gives the gift of life and He desires that the gift be
given back to Him in service.  Happy is the man or woman who has the insight and
desire to give back to God what is His, to offer their ‘bodies as living sacrifices, holy
and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship’ (Rom. 12:1).  God, and the
believer’s life in God, are indissolubly one: ‘The LORD is your life’ (Deut. 30:20);
‘Christ, who is your life’ (Col. 3:4).  This is to measure quality, but as to this present
time, in the light of eternity our brief lives are variously described as a ‘vapour’, a
‘handbreath’ (Ps. 39:5); ‘swifter than a weaver’s shuttle’ (Job 7:6).  True are the
words, ‘Life at best is very brief, like the falling of a leaf, like the binding of a sheaf
…!’
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Life is often as hard as it is precarious, but it is made harder if God is left out of it
when one is dependent upon God for everything.  ‘He Himself gives all men life and
breath and everything else ... For in him we live and move and have our being’ (Acts
17:25,28).  Jeremiah wrote, ‘I know, O LORD, that a man’s life is not his own; it is
not for man to direct his steps’ (Jer. 10:23).  Man can choose his eternal
destiny—heaven or hell, but he cannot control his future, which is in the sovereign
will of God.  Tomorrow and the future belong to God.  

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Practical advice regards passion control  James says the
obsession to gratify self is the cause of wars and fighting among God’s people (James
4:1-2).  Christians have said that the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy
Him forever.  Another philosophy of life originates in the sinful human heart that says
that happiness and pleasure are the chief goals of life—the gratification of self and
not the glorification of God.

James asks two questions  The first question is ‘Where do wars and fights come from
among you?’ (NKJV).  James is not referring to international wars but to feuds and
conflicts that develop among the people of God.  The two words ‘wars’ and ‘fights’
are significant.  The Greek word for wars may describe a continual or chronic state
of feuding or hostility.  The word for fighting suggests flare-ups or outbreaks resulting
from tension.

With his second question he answers his first:  ‘Do they not come from your desires
for pleasure that war in your members?’  Very plainly James is saying that quarrels
and conflicts arise among God’s people because having their own way is their chief
aim.  James further specifies that warring is ‘in your members’—the members of our
bodies.  In other words these external wars start within us.  James becomes more
specific as he develops the relationship between passions and wars.  He tells us what
happens when people choose the gratification of self rather than God as a way of
life.  This passion to promote self undermines the effectiveness of prayer (4:3).  If we
have our sights set on things below it is only natural that we seek those things.  Jesus
said, ‘For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also’ (Mat. 6:21).  Even
after becoming a Christian it is possible that we place the wrong value on material
things.  ‘Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things
shall be added to you’ (Mat. 6:33).

James speaks of ‘adulterers and adulteresses’ (v.4).  He is talking about
unfaithfulness to God and adds, ‘Do you not know that friendship with the world is
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enmity with God?’  James enforces what he says by quoting from Proverbs 3:34:
‘God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble’ (v.6).  The proud are those
who arrogantly defy God and refuse to submit to His sovereignty.

The tendency of the unregenerate demands repentance (4:7-9).  There follows a
series of brief staccato commands with the essence of James’ appeal, ‘Lament and
mourn and weep!’ (v.9). This portrays a person who realises what his sin has done
to a righteous and loving God. B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport:  The Greek word kosmos which Vine defines as ‘order,
arrangement, ornament, adornment’, is applicable to the physical world.  We
observe days and seasons following in order.  The Lord Jesus uses the same word in
His prayer in John 17.  Here the word means something more that the physical
world, for the disciples were ‘given out of this world’.  In verse 14 we are told ‘the
world has hated them because they are not of the world’ (NKJV).  As disciples we
cannot help being in the world, but we must strive to be not of the world.

When we look at the behaviour of individuals, commercial organisations, political
parties and whole governments we see all too clearly that their practices are in no
way those of God’s holy Son.  In many parts of the world bribery is rampant and
trade deals can only be carried through with a ‘sweetener’.  Many governments are
corrupt, with large sums of money being diverted into the private bank accounts of
those in power.  A recent survey in British supermarkets found the self-service
checkouts gave rise to a greatly increased level of shoplifting, as it could be done so
easily. This is not new, as Paul clearly states in Romans 3.  The reason is
simple—‘There is no fear of God before their eyes’ (Rom. 3:18).

Sadly, many who love the Lord Jesus have allowed themselves to be tainted by the
standards of this world.  James reveals the close associations some of his readers have
with the world when he uses the words ‘adulterers and adulteresses’ (AV).  The
anecdote of a Christian’s car being stopped by the police suspecting it might have
been stolen is sadly all too true.  Would our driving standards match a gospel sticker?
How about when we are in the work place?  The use of the telephone system for
private calls is so commonplace; surfing the internet in employment time, not in our
own time, is theft.

Let us love our Saviour, love each other and turn away from the deceitfulness of
this world.  Jesus told us that ‘we cannot serve God and mammon’ (Mat. 6:24; Luke
16:13). Steve Henderson
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From Surulere:  Practical advice to control the passions  It is a consistent theme in
the dispensation of grace that there is an enduring battle between the Spirit of God
and sinful flesh—both resident in believers: ‘For the sinful nature desires what is
contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in
conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want’ (Gal. 5:17 NIV).
Peter maintained the theme when he admonished, ‘Dear friends, I urge you, as
aliens and strangers, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul’ (1
Pet. 2:11).

Inordinate desire and unbridled ambition are the destructive catalysts for much
harm amongst God’s people, and underpinning it is pride.  The counsel of James by
the Spirit about how to eradicate these passions or at least bring them under the
control of God’s Spirit  is first to ask God for what we need, avoid friendship with the
world, and then submit ourselves under God’s mighty hand (vv.2-8).

The almighty God is the benefactor of all His children, for the Scripture does say that
He ‘richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment’ (1 Tim. 6:17); and ‘What
do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast
as though you did not?’ (1 Cor. 4:7).  Before the Lord, with whom we have to deal,
there is no basis for self-glorification or exaltation (Heb. 4:13), for he who glories or
boasts about himself betrays a lack of knowledge and understanding of the Lord (cp.
Jer. 9:24).  The focus of pride is itself (Is. 14:13-15), and, asking God for our needs,
avoiding friendship with the world and submitting to Him are its opposites.  Satan
seeks always to buy men’s worship by spreading before them the wealth of the
kingdoms of the world, which he gives temporarily in an unfair exchange (Mat.
4:8-10).

Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri:  The promise of verse 8   A promise often goes with attached conditions
in the use of the word ‘if’.  James 4:8 sets out to fulfil the above conditional analysis:
Draw near to me and I will draw near to you.  To ascertain if the promise relates to
both individual and the collective, we need to see 1:1-2, where the writer defined
his audience and twelve tribes which were scattered abroad (v.1) and my brethren
(plural) (v.2).  This verse sets the basis for the entire book and, confirmed in 3:1,
implies that the promise in chapter 4 verse 8 applies to the collective [see Comment
1].

2 Chronicles 15:2 illustrates this point.  First, Azariah declared to Asa (individual),
and then to all Judah and Benjamin (the collective).  His declaration? ‘The LORD is
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with you while you are with Him … if you seek Him, He will be found by you; but
if you forsake Him, He will forsake you.’

We need to remind ourselves that the pronoun ‘you’ can be used both in the
singular (individual) and the plural (collective) form.  Thus James could be referring
to the scattered twelve tribes which he referred to as ‘My brethren’ in chapter 1:2.
Let us note the use of ‘you’ in chapter 4:1, adulterers and adulteresses (v.4);
yourselves (v.7) is also plural; verse 8 says ‘Cleanse your hands (plural) … and purify
your hearts (plural)’.  We conclude, therefore, that the promise in verse 8 refers to
the collective in context, but can be applied to the individual.  [Cp. Buckhaven
paper, paras. 3 and 4, and Comment 1—Eds.]

Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven and Warri):  Whilst I wholly agree that the references in Hebrews to
drawing near have to do with the approach of the people of God in matters of
collective service, it seems to me that James is referring in 4:8 to an individual’s
approach towards God.

This no doubt would have its effect on the collective.  That is seen in verse 1,
where the passions at war in the members of individuals were producing strife
amongst the collective.  Equally, the hearts of individuals touched by the presence
of God would have their beneficent effect on collective unity and testimony.  Whilst
we read in Hebrews of the people drawing near to God, nowhere do we read of
God drawing near in response, for their approach is to Him in His dwelling; James
is referring to individuals seeking God in spirit, that they might commune with Him
and conform their lives to His will.  To them, He will condescend to draw near in
return.

Surely the reason why ‘you’ is plural is because the recipients of James’s letter were
not one, but many.

J.T.N.

2. (Buckhaven): So much is revealed to us about our approach to God that we
observe some further distinct aspects within the three summations given here.  As
children of God, the believer has an Advocate with the Father serving his cause in
confession and prayer for help.  Further, Christ the high priest makes ’propitiation for
the sins of the people’ (Heb. 2:17 ESV, RV), that is, for those gathered as a people
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for God.  These are distinct services, so one might on the evening of the assembly
prayers have need of the Lord’s intercession while confessing personal error or asking
help to overcome, but when gathered with others pledged to service together in the
assembly prayers be encouraged again to think of Him as the high priest who is
merciful and faithful to us at the throne of grace.  Quite different is our approach
when at the Remembrance we come to the great priest offering the praise of His
people; though there are features common to both. 

M.A.

3. (Cromer):  But surely spiritual conflict and struggle are normal for the Christian
in the world seeking to live by faith (Eph. 6:12; 1 Tim. 6:12; Jude 3).  Opposing the
world’s values and system makes us enemies of the world in the eyes of the world
just as someone who endorses the world’s values makes themselves an enemy of
God.  The Lord said to His disciples that the world would hate them just as it hated
Him (John 15:18-19).  That makes disciples of the Lord Jesus opponents or enemies
of the world.  God put enmity between Christ (seed of the woman) and the devil
(Gen. 3:15) and by extension and association enmity between the believer in Christ
and the world (system).

G.K.S.

Is it not rather that by our commitment to God and His ways, so different from the
ways of human society, our lives and testimony will bring either hostile reaction or
cold indifference from those whose lives are Christ-less, and thus we may be treated
as true enemies of common humanity.

R.B.F.

From the Mail-box
A PERSONAL APPRECIATION OF CHRIST IN GALATIANS
(Part 2)
 
Christ in relation to the gospel 

Early on in the letter we learn that
our Lord Jesus Christ gave Himself
(1:3-4).  This reveals the voluntary
attitude of the Saviour that, while it is
true that the Father sent the Son to be
the Saviour of the world, the Son for

His part was obedient to the Father’s
will.  In other words He came to earth
of His own volition.  Not only was He
coming to deal with our sins, but
another purpose in mind was to
deliver us from the power of evil in our
lives, described as deliverance from
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‘this present evil age’ NKJV.  Are we as
believers rescued at conversion, or do
we rescue ourselves throughout our
lives?  As sons of God we are heavenly
citizens, so in that sense we have been
delivered (or rescued) when we were
translated out of the kingdom of
darkness into the kingdom of the Son
of His love.  But we have to work out
our own salvation with fear and
trembling; therefore in this way we
rescue ourselves.  It was important to
Paul to emphasise that Christ
personally was the revealer of certain
things, one of which was of course the
gospel, called here the gospel of
Christ.  This message, now entrusted to
us, came word for word, I suggest,
direct from Christ Himself to Paul
(1:11-12).  What was going on in
Arabia?  It was the specific purpose of
God that Paul had to unlearn the
Judaist outlook he had been taught
and re-learn God’s ways for a New
Testament people.  Three years is a
long time (though perhaps not all spent
in Arabia); but he came back with
probably the finest intellectual defence
of the gospel, so much needed to
convert hardened Jews of his own
race.  This seems important, that
although Paul received the message
direct, he went up to Jerusalem right
away and confirmed with the leaders
of the church there that what he got
was identical to that received by them
(2:7-9).  Christ is presented as the
essence of the gospel—‘we preach
Christ’—which is what we would

expect.  Some modern-day preachers
forget that.  Preaching Christ involves
saying certain key things about Him,
e.g. the Ethiopian eunuch asked
‘Who?’, wanting to know about the
person referred to.  Philip used Isaiah’s
message to explain how Jesus fulfilled
the prophecy, by no doubt referring to
the cross, through which the Ethiopian
would become a new creation (6:15).
There was a different gospel, and
unfortunately many examples exist
today.  I heard about a minister of one
church who said he was afraid to ask
the congregation ‘What is the gospel?’
fearing that the result would show
much ignorance and confusion.

Christ in relation to the believer
Is it only apostles that are

commissioned by Christ and by God
the Father (1:1)?  In the gospels, the
commission from the Saviour to go out
in service applied to the 70 as well as
the 12.  Paul and Barnabas were
commissioned, so was Timothy by the
laying on of the hands of the
presbytery. The shaking of the hand
today is surely a weak substitute, is it
not?  [A strong and welcoming
handshake is surely as effective in
communicating fellowship as placing
hands upon the shoulders—Eds.]  To
be commissioned is to be sent by
Christ with His authority vested in us.
‘As the Father has sent me, I also send
you,’,  He said to his followers (John
20:21).  I suggest that we are all
commissioned, sent with His authority
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vested in us.  All of us who are
followers go forth with the gospel like
His first followers.  This new life we
have empowers us and is lived by faith
in Christ, never forgetting His love for
us as shown on the Cross.  We have an
active responsibility to put on Christ
(Gal. 3:27).  We have clothed
ourselves with Him (and with love, as
Peter says in 2 Peter 1:7).  It is like
putting on an over-garment, Christ's
nature absorbing our own (and love
gracing every other attribute we have).
Did this happen when we came to
faith?  I think so, but it is our
responsibility to apply the value of it.
It is good to remember this when we
deal with each other (3:28).  In one
sense we are all equal in Christ
(3:29),and arising out of this we bear
each other’s burdens.  Liberty in Christ
does not mean we can do what we
like: it is freedom to serve and worship
His God and Father (5:1).  What does
it mean for Christ to be formed in us?
We have crucified the passions of the
flesh (5:24), leaving room for the
character of Christ to take over our
behaviour.  It has to do with the sort of
persons we are rather than what we
do.  We are bondservants and for us to
accept that position, we are required
to submit completely to Christ’s
ownership of our lives—which is a very
demanding thing.  Galatians 2:20 is
one of the best known verses that
Christians quote.  As has been said
elsewhere, to be crucified with Christ'
means that the desires of the flesh, i.e.

our natural tendency to do wrong,
should be dead.  Then the life of
Christ is lived in us by our
demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit.
Note the singular, one fruit with nine
characteristics; we are meant to have
them all.  So this new life is lived by
faith in Christ, always remembering His
love for us as shown on the cross.
Due to the offence of the cross
persecution was a common experience
for Paul and is always a possibility for
the faithful today (5:11).  Sadly, many
disciples across the world suffer
severely in modern times.  We are
warned that ‘the godly in Christ Jesus
shall suffer persecution.’

 John Kerr, Ayr
(To be continued]

Our brother John offers some fresh
thought, to which we respond:

We appreciate the main point made
about commissioning, that each
disciple of Christ has a responsibility to
tell others of the gospel and to make
other disciples; and each can be
heartened by knowing that as the Lord
sent the Twelve (including Matthias in
due course), so He has sent others
who believed because of their word,
their unity in the faith showing the
world that He was sent by God (John
17:20-21). We would maintain,
however, that there are clear
distinctions in sphere and responsibility
in the Lord’s sending. Thus the Twelve
were chosen that they might be
eye-witnesses, and leaders of the
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future churches (cp. Acts 1:21-26),
and they were numbered as apostles.
Barnabas (Acts 14:4,14), Silas, and
Timothy (1 Thes. 1:6) were described
as apostles in that they were sent out
for the specific work to which they
were called (13:2-3; 15:40-41). Thus
Paul asks, ‘Are all apostles?’ (1 Cor.
12:29). Authority also has different
spheres: for example, the apostles
were granted authority over demons;
overseers and deacons have authority
in organisation of church service; while
youth workers have authority with
those in their care. Editors

As to putting on Christ (Gal. 3:27),
it was reasoned in B.S. 2004,
pp.108-109 (cp. 99 para. 3) that Paul
is writing about the steps the believer
takes to follow after Christ, and how
identification with Him helps in that
purpose. Thus through water baptism
as a figure of dying with Christ (v.27),
and by being united with Christ in the
church which is His body (v.28), the
believer is enabled to walk in unity
with others in churches of God. At the
new birth, Christ baptises in the Spirit
(Mat. 3:11 RVM) and into the church
which is His body (1 Cor. 12:13). But
in Romans 6, the saints '…were
baptised into Christ Jesus.' The baptiser
here was not Christ but a believer
senior in the faith, using water (cp.
6:4). What does 'into Christ Jesus'
mean? Paul said, ‘our fathers … were
all baptized into Moses in the cloud
and in the sea’ (1 Cor. 10:1-2 ESV,

RVM). So just as Israel were identified
with Moses, and pledged obedience to
God's commands through him, the
believer today is baptised to show he is
identified with Christ, and means to
obey His commands. Turning then to
Galatians 3:27, 'baptised into Christ'
may be understood as water baptism,
since to 'put on Christ' is the believer's
action. But in expressing Christ among
the saints, he is helped by recognising
that his relationship with them
transcends nationality, slavery, and any
other source of division. Galatians 3
thus ends with applying the unity of
the body of Christ to the believer's
service as a responsible son in the
household of the faith. See also B.S.
2000, pp. 49, 57 (Nottingham para.
2), and 1986, pp.141-142. 

M.A.

My view on Galatians 3:27 is that
the baptism referred to here has to do
with  the exercise of faith which,
through God’s grace, has brought us to
salvation, as opposed to the law which
brought condemnation, so we become
a new creature / creation ‘in Christ’ (2
Cor. 5:17) and ‘put on Christ’ in that
way there and then. In a similar
fashion, at the moment of accepting
Christ as Saviour, we are baptised in
the Spirit into one body (Christ’s) and
become members thereof (12 Cor.
12:12), thus both baptisms mentioned
here refer to salvation and not water
baptism.

         R.B.F.
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Introducing May
 
In previous months this year we have
had the welcome problem of shortage
of space for the amount sent to us, so
this section is confined to commending
some of the insightful writing and
discussion I’ve been re-visiting in
recent volumes. They have not yet
been included in the online archive,
but we’re sure you would delight
someone near you who has the
volumes by asking for a read of 1999
and 2000.

Bible Studies 2000 holds a series of
exchanges on ‘The Power of Prayer’.
It begins with a letter quoted from The
Daily Telegraph (p.13). Then see

pp.45-48. On page 94 is a very
moving account of a personal
experience with wise comment. For
the initial inquiry about miracles of
healing as a result of prayer, and James
5:15-16, with answers, see 1999, pp.
140-41 (December issue—beware of
duplication of Nov. page numbers).
The question there distinguishes
between miracles in healing (both
instant and complete) and God’s
remarkable intervention but without
instant recovery.  That is also
addressed in this issue’s Comment 2.

M.A.

From Study Groups

PATIENCE UNTIL THE COMING OF THE LORD (James 5)

Aberkenfig:  There is very probably a pertinent message here for the rich of our
world, who will see their wealth consumed by all sorts of events and disasters. James,
however, addressed his letter primarily to those who were in churches of God.
Therefore these exhortations to the rich must be seen to have a direct bearing on
those who were wealthy and in the church.  1 Timothy 6:9-11 (ESV) reads, ‘But
those who desire to be rich fall into temptation ... It is through this craving that some
have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.’  This
shows clearly that rich people were there in the church and others desired to
become like them—to their own detriment and also to that of the church [Comment
1].
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It is in direct contrast to this desire to get rich that James turns our attention to the
coming of the Lord. ‘Establish’ (sterizo) means ‘to set fast; to turn resolutely in a
certain direction’ (Strong’s Concordance).  What better direction to take than toward
the prospect of Jesus’ arrival?  The hard-working farmer may very well have had an
eye on some material gain from his labours, but his priority was to await the early
and late rains, which would be vital for his crops, and to be prepared for their
harvesting.  There must be a similar patient anticipation in our service for God—that
we have our eyes firmly fixed on His coming, whilst continuing to work with
enthusiasm and faithfulness in whatever it is that He has directed us to do. This
patient faithfulness is surely the thrust of the argument James is bringing, not whether
at the end of this dispensation we should expect blessings similar to those which
were seen at its beginning.

In ancient animal husbandry oil—with other additives—was used to prevent the
irritation that came through ‘fly infestation’ and was also used to prevent the transfer
of disease throughout a flock or herd, where head-contact was the main culprit.  So
the head would be anointed as a ‘medicine’ for easing symptoms and preventing
cross-infection.  In this passage is James linking the use of medicines with the prayer
of faith?  It would be extremely foolish of us to ignore the effectiveness of medical
intervention in any illness such as has been a scourge amongst many believers who
have refused such treatment when its use would have brought effective healing. Of
course we understand that prayer is a powerful component in any healing:  it is an
exercise that should be undertaken as a priority and not left to the ‘last minute’.
However, Luke must have used many medicines in his ministry, and Paul advised
Timothy to use wine for his stomach’s sake.  Were these men not powerful in prayer?
Of course they were; but they also knew that where good medicine was available it
should be used. To lift some sort of special ‘unction’ out of this passage is inferring
something that simply isn’t there [Comment 2].

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer: Wealthy saints addressed?  James accuses the wealthy people of
hoarding their wealth, withholding payment of wages due to their workmen, and
living on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. In addition they have condemned and
murdered the innocent. The severe condemnation that James pronounces upon
them would remind us of eternal punishment prepared for unbelievers, such as the
rich man in Luke 16. Surely these people cannot be believers? On the other hand,
why would James address them in his letter if they were not Christian people in a
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church of God who would have the opportunity to hear the letter read to them? [See
Comment 1.]

The early and late rains  The subject of verses 7 and 8 is the need to wait patiently
for the return of the Lord for His saints. The reference to early and latter rains
indicates the prophetic calendar to which God is working.  As in nature, so also in
spiritual things: there is order and sequence. God knows what He is doing. There will
be a necessary lapse of time, and only He knows how long it is going to be. Thus
James encourages his readers who are suffering injustice and oppression to
remember these things and to stand firm. There may be a great revival before the
Lord’s return, but that is not what is being promised here.

The purpose of the oil   Perhaps the oil was symbolic of the healing that God gives
through the prayer of faith.  Just as in baptism, the action of baptising in water is
symbolic of something that God has already done in the life of the person being
baptised; or in the Remembrance the emblems speak of the sacrificial work of the
Lord Jesus which has brought about our salvation: so in the anointing with oil there
was a visible reminder of the Spirit’s work of healing that is taking place [see
Comment 2].

John Parker

From Derby:  In James 1:1 the letter is addressed to the twelve tribes who were
scattered among the nations. These would be Jews who were believers living in
various countries.  Addressing the wealthy in this manner indicates that the rich saints
were not wise when relying on wealth alone; cp. 1 Tim. 6:17 [see Comment 1].
‘Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man would come after me, let him deny
himself, and take up his cross, and follow me’ (Mat. 16:24 RV). What earthly things
we gain today will be lost in the future, but what we lose by serving the Lord, we
shall gain in the future. 

Revival is conditional on the planting of the seed.   If the seed is not planted, the
early and late rains will not have any effect.  Another view is that the early and late
rains indicated that in the first churches of God the work flourished, and there may
be another revival before the Lord returns with people being saved.  [see Aberkenfig
paper, para. 2, and para. 2 of Cromer paper—Eds.]  Mention was made of Hosea
6:3, where if we know and follow the Lord He shall come to us as the latter rain that
waters the earth.  We need to go out with the word of God and encourage people
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to come into our meeting places.  One aspect of revival is about the Lord having His
portion and being foremost among His people. 

To be established requires full commitment to what the Lord has revealed to us.
Joshua had to follow the same course that had been revealed to Moses (Josh. 1:6-8).
We too must hold to the truths that have been revealed to us in God’s word. We
need an insight into what our forefathers understood through divine revelation.
 
As to James 5:14-15, we read in Bible Studies, 1976, p.77: ‘Sick ones may seek the
help of the elders of the church, whose shepherd care would urge them to visit the
sick and to pray with them and for them. “The prayer of faith shall save the sick.”
These verses appear to belong to the apostolic and early post-apostolic period. Today
God has provided other means of healing which, however, are greatly helped by
prayer.’  This could be the healing of the spiritually or physically sick.  However, we
need to be aware that healing depends on the Lord’s will [Comment 3].

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  Lord of Sabaoth  Jesus told of a certain rich man who said to himself,
‘take thine ease, eat, drink, be merry’ (Luke 12:19 RV).  God, however, says to those
who grasp riches with no regard to others: ‘... weep and howl for your miseries that
are coming upon you’ (James 5:1).  James’ great Master had said, ‘But woe unto you
that are rich! for ye have received your consolation’ (Luke 6:24).  Already James had
cautioned the brethren concerning the rich. ‘Is it not the rich who oppress you and
personally drag you into court?’ he asked; ‘Do they not blaspheme the fair name by
which you have been called?’ (James 2:6-7 NASB).  Now James warns these rich men
that the cries of them who have reaped in their fields have been heard by the ‘Lord
of Sabaoth’ (5:4), i.e.’ lord of the armies’ (Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, 1999,
p.565).  The Lord of hosts is ‘the God of the armies of Israel’ (1 Sam. 17:45); ‘God
over Israel’ (2 Sam. 7:26); ‘the King of glory’ (Ps. 24:10); ‘the Mighty One of Israel’
(Is. 1:24); ‘the great, the mighty God’ (Jer. 32:18), and the ‘redeemer’ (Jer. 50:34).
He regards the cries of the oppressed (James 5:4).

Therefore, James tells the brethren to be patient ‘unto the coming of the Lord’ (v.
8). The prophets of old, who spoke in the name of the Lord, suffered much affliction
in their day. Their patience is a lasting example to be imitated (v. 10), and that with
prayer. ‘Is any among you suffering?  let him pray.  Is any cheerful?  let him sing
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psalms’ (v. 13) [but note ESV ‘sing praise’, NAS ‘sing praises’, a valid sense of psallo
M.A.].

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Wealthy saints  The apostle James knew the challenges that
those saints who were scattered through the nations were facing from the ungodly
wealthy. That is why in 5:1-6 he tells them what was going to be the consequence
for those who were using their wealth to oppress people. James was not directly
addressing the wealthy saints in the church.  It is not expected of those who are
genuinely born again to use their wealth to oppress others, because the Spirit of God
abides in them. The saints are expected to demonstrate the fruit of the Spirit as
revealed in Galatians 5:22. They are not to follow in the footsteps of unbelievers,
and we should not be discouraged when people of the world use their wealth to
oppress us as Christians (see Gen. 26:15-22; James 5:7-11).  But the saints in the
church are being warned by God that they should never allow material things space
in their hearts along with the Spirit of God because the Spirit He caused to live in us
‘envies intensely’ (4:5 NIV). When materialism had started to appear in the lives of
some, God described them as ‘adulterous people’ (v.4), warning that friendship with
the world is hatred towards God.

Prayer and anointing  According to the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ on prayer
(Mark 11:22-25) it is obvious that prayers should be made having faith in God. This
is the most important factor that determines an answer to any kind of prayer.  We
understand that the anointing with oil can symbolize purity, but it is not the
prerequisite for answered prayers [Comment 4]. Jesus healed the paralytic, the blind
and many others without the use of anointing oil, but He never did any healing
without a testimony of faith. Therefore we can say conclusively that the application
of physical oil may not be needed today since ‘... the prayer offered in faith will
make the sick person well’ (James 5:15).  The anointing with oil, without faith, is
therefore useless; but faith without oil can still evoke miracles. We should rather
dwell under the anointing by which God has elevated us (Heb. 1:9) [Comment 5].

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  Wealth and true riches  ‘Man's chief end is to glorify God, and to
enjoy Him forever’ (Shorter Catechism).   When God created Adam and Eve He must
have had the ideal man and woman in mind with whom He could have
communion—a man like Enoch who, through all of life's vicissitudes, glorified God
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and at the end of his pilgrimage on earth had the commendation that he was well-
pleasing to God (Heb. 11:5).  So precious was that communion that God translated
him from earth to heaven before death—a type of the Rapture.  Moses, prince of
Egypt, was rich, but he became the shepherd of his father-in-law's sheep and the
leader of a nation of slaves. ‘He chose to be ill-treated along with the people of God
rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time’ (Heb. 11:25 NIV).  Saul of
Tarsus, who could have had a glittering career as a leading Pharisee and teacher in
Israel, saw how empty and vain were the riches of this world compared to the true
riches of his heavenly calling, dross compared to the fine gold of the riches of his
inheritance in Christ.

The Lord said of the saints in Laodicea, that though they were rich and had need
of nothing, they were ‘wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked’ (Rev. 3:17).  The
Lord's words show how crucial it is to get life's most important priorities right.  Riches
can be difficult to accrue and swift to depart.  The rich can be weighed down with
care by the deceitfulness of riches, constantly worried whether their riches are safe,
concerned daily whether their stocks and shares are up or down, worried that like
Job they could lose everything in one day.  With the poor it is not so.  They can be
rich towards God—rich in faith, their lives free from the burden of riches, ‘as poor,
yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things’ (2 Cor. 6:10
RV).  Agur had the right attitude when he said, ‘Give me neither poverty nor riches,
but give me only my daily bread.  Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you
and say, “Who is the LORD?”  Or I may become poor and steal” (Prov. 30:8). 

True riches are having a right relationship with God, giving oneself, and one's
possessions back to Him from whom they came for us to use to His glory.

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  In the final chapter of James we find more straight talking
about relationships. He begins in 4:13, which deals with arrogance and self-
centredness. Some wealthy saints were in the church—whether believers or not, we
are unsure—but they were using their wealth as a means to disadvantage others [see
Comment 1]. They took their riches for granted. James’ harsh words would have a
good effect on those seeking riches, warning about the dangers of some prosperity
if wrongly sought or used.  We should not have confidence in riches, but in God. In
1:10 James had warned that riches pass away. In chapter 2 he speaks of the
unbelieving rich. A broadside rather reminiscent of Amos or Micah is used to speak
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of the judgement against the rich. They are encouraged to wail and howl at the
judgement coming upon them.

James lists three sins of the rich: greed that withholds wages from those in need, with
the defrauded crying out for vengeance; overindulgence, wallowing in luxury and
immorality like cattle fattened for slaughter; and violence against the righteous, which
may refer to some legal or judicial action against the poor.

Patience withal  James exhorts Christians to be patient under trial. He had begun his
letter with ‘my brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials (NKJV),’ and
now concludes similarly. The word ‘therefore’ (5:7) doubtless refers to sufferings of
the poor at the hand of the rich, the inference being that patience will be rewarded
by God with final justice on all oppression. Patience suggests ‘long-tempered’, not
short tempered. It is meekness with restraint, bearing insult and suffering injury with
no thought of retaliation.

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport: The illustration of patience  Most in the western world are so far
removed from the source of our food that education authorities are now teaching
about growing food.  When James wrote, the illustration of the patience of the
farmer in the months between sowing and harvest would have been better
understood than it is now.  In like manner the brothers were asked to be patient and
establish their hearts as they awaited the return of the Lord.  The key point of the
illustration is patience, not necessarily an indication of a blessing prior to this event.

Different words for pray(er) in 5:13-16:  

Verses 13-14 proseuchomai meaning to ‘supplicate or worship’. 

In verse 15 it is the prayer of faith.  Here euche is used, meaning a wish expressed
as a petition to God.  We ask, but accept that the result is in the will of God.  

Verse 16 euchomai also can mean ‘wish’ (Rom. 9:3) but mostly in N.T., to speak
to or make requests of God.   

The phrase ‘effectual prayer’ or ‘fervent prayer’ uses desis.  This has the sense of
a petition—a plea or supplication.  
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For Elijah’s prayer James uses the same Greek word as in verses 13-14.  In the Old
Testament we read that Elijah received the word of the Lord (1 Kin. 17:2; 18:1).
There is no indication that this is a request from Elijah to God but rather that, in
prayer, what God has planned is revealed to Elijah [Comment 6]. 

However the posture of Elijah is one of humility, obeisance being the correct
attitude to approach in prayer (1 Kin. 18:42).  The original words translated show a
Hebraism—‘praying he prayed’, the repetition lending emphasis to the action.
Compare with the Lord’s words, ‘... with desire I have desired’ (Luke 22:15). 

May our prayer life follow the examples given—tuning our will to the divine will
that we may be able to speak of God’s purposes as Elijah did; being fervent in the
desire of our prayers—‘with desire I have desired’; and being persistent in our
supplication as was the widow of whom the Lord spoke (Luke 18). James was
reputed to have developed knees so calloused that they resembled the knees of a
camel from kneeling in long periods in prayer. Pray on!  We have a secret weapon
to which the adversary has no equal.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  Using wealth  The words used by James in verses 1 to 6 are in some
contexts disturbing: there is the tendency to assume such could not apply to any rich
person who has ‘tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the
coming age’ and who has ‘tasted that the Lord is good’ (Heb. 6:5; 1 Pet. 2:3 NIV).
A lot in the epistles, however, particularly declamation, was meant primarily for the
churches of God: ‘What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are
you not to judge those inside?’ (1 Cor. 5:12).  It is thus safe to state, since James’
primary audience were the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora, with the wealthy in
view in these verses having become Christians, the same then is applicable to wealthy
Christians in our day [see Comment 1].

God does not hate wealth or wealthy people, for ‘The earth is the LORD’s and the
fullness thereof, the world, and they that dwell therein’ (Ps. 24:1-2 KJV).  He is also
the one who ‘gives you the ability to produce wealth’ (Deut. 8:18 NIV).  ‘The
blessing of the LORD brings wealth, and adds no trouble to it’ (Prov. 10:22), and
‘Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the
heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows’ (James1:17). The danger
is not in Christians being wealthy but in the wealth having control of them, like the
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rich young man whom Jesus loved but who could not declare for the Master because
he had great wealth, thus eliciting those words from the Lord: ‘How hard it is for the
rich to enter the kingdom of God!’ (Mark 10:22-23).  

So the injunctions to the rich amongst God’s people were numerous, even though
there were not many rich amongst them (1 Cor. 1:26).  The emphasis in the
exhortations, as seen in the verses in James, was to remind them of the transient
nature of wealth and how it ultimately would amount to nothing on the day of
reckoning if not employed for the blessing of God’s people and humanity.  Paul
spoke in similar breath as James in exhorting Timothy: ‘Command those who are rich
in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so
uncertain, but to put their hope in God ... Command them to do good, to be rich
in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share’ (1 Tim. 6:17-18).

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (General):  Who are addressed in 5:1-6?  We agree that this passage holds a
warning for rich saints in churches of God, and that 1 Timothy 6:9-11 shows that
there was still need for strong counsel at that later date. It is hard to see, however,
that the sweeping condemnation of the rich here would be true of all rich saints, and
there is no selection of a particular category. The treatment of employees in v.4 and
the reduction of the poor to starvation and ill health (v.6) could hardly be tolerated
in an early church of God (cp. the judgement declared by Peter on Ananias and
Sapphira); and why would such people want to belong to one? 

If we ask, then, why James would address people beyond the churches, it is clear
from 2:6-7 that Christians could be a target of this abuse, among others, and they
could be helped by hearing James take up their cause. His denunciation of social
irresponsibility and graphic imagery were characteristic of the Biblical prophets, and
James would know their methods very well. Surulere paper notes the immoral
brother in Corinth, and the church’s acceptance of this, but James is dealing with
criminal behaviour by what appears to be a substantial number. While it’s possible
that there were some unbelievers who had slipped into the churches (see
Podagatlapalli paper), these would hardly be singled out as the main target since their
true state would not be widely known. G. Prasher (B.S. 1976, pp.63-64) noted:



66

‘James 2:6-7 refers to the rich as oppressors and blasphemers, and shows that
believers were widely victimised by the ungodly rich at that time,’ and contrasts the
addresses to ‘brothers’ in vv. 7,9 and 10.

M.A.

In support of the above, it would seem strange that James would employ such
language as ‘a day of slaughter’ and mention the condemnation and killing of the
righteous if the passage pertained principally to those who were ‘brethren’ in
churches of God (see vv. 5-7,12, and 19). Nevertheless, as pointed out, clear lessons
could be drawn from what he states to those in fellowship who were wealthy.

R.B.F.  

Also in support of the above, the warning, ‘your gold and silver have corroded, and
their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire’ (v.3 ESV)
carries thoughts of condemnatory judgement, which would not be appropriate to
apply to saints in churches of God freed from condemnation through Christ (Rom.
8:1).  I take it that these verses make general statements about wealth and the
corrosive effect it can have on the wealthy, to the end that those amongst the twelve
tribes of the dispersion would be wise to see their own assets, and the wealth of their
oppressors, in an equivalent light.

J.T.N.

2. (Aberkenfig):  It would certainly appear from the application of the oil as
described in the narrative that there was medicinal value to the sufferer in being so
treated, bearing in mind, as you rightly say, the emphasis being firmly placed on the
necessity of the prayer of faith by the attending elders.

R.B.F.

Scripture plainly teaches that the working of miraculous healings was characteristic
of the days of apostolic ministry (Acts 2:43; 5:12; 2 Cor. 12:12; see Comment 3,
paragraph 1).  What happened, then, when those days drew to their close—were the
saints so suddenly and unexpectedly to embrace the exercise of the prayer of faith
instead of looking to the miraculous?  I suggest that the prescribed requirements of
James 5:14-15—the elders and the oil—and the certainty of the effectiveness of its
administration with prayer (‘the Lord will raise him up’) does describe the working
of a miraculous healing.  Yet it stands in contrast to the early days of the Acts—the
apostles and their authoritative commands have been replaced by the local elders
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and their faithful entreaties.  Perhaps James, writing towards the close of those early
days of signs and wonders, describes a time of transition during which the working
of miracles gave way gradually to the working of prayer, a lesson which saints would
observe and learn over time rather than overnight.

J.T.N.

3. (Derby):  We assume friends mean instant and complete healing, like that on
record through the apostles (e.g. Acts 9:34-35; 14:3; 28:8-9). This belonged indeed
to apostolic days, since its phasing out is evident when Paul, who ministered with
signs from Jerusalem to Illyricum (Rom. 15:19), advised Timothy to take wine for his
frequent illnesses (1 Tim. 5:23) and later left Trophimus at Miletus sick (2 Tim. 4:20).
Hebrews 2:3-4 speaks of the purpose of signs as God’s confirmation of the gospel;
and in the past tense; and as associated with an earlier generation. This points away
from continuation into post-apostolic times; though we accept that God is not
prevented from exceptional intervention by the general rules (and their purposes)
that we observe in Scripture.

But, provided people are not led into false hopes of a promised cure, we should
not discourage saints from asking that elders pray by the bedside of the seriously or
chronically ill, or with the family (since so often the patient is in special care with little
privacy)—with due thought for elders’ other burdens. Equally important of course is
those saints’ involvement in the assembly prayers when able to be present. Such a
request would be as much based on the many scriptures that call believers to care
for one another, and need not be restricted to elders. We cannot deduce from
James’s advice that elders’ prayers are more powerful than those of others, or even
that all elders at that time had the gift of healing: it could well be that they were the
most free from the norm of long working hours (cp. 1 Tim. 5:17-18); they certainly
could be expected to show wisdom in seeking the will of God as to the desired
healing.

M.A.

4. (Ibadan):  In the case cited here, the anointing with oil was certainly a precursor
if not a prerogative as the tense of the verb ‘anointing’ is aorist participle active,
indicating that ‘having anointed’ the ill person they proceeded to pray; therefore it
is literally (v. 14) ‘... and let them pray over him, having anointed him with oil ...’

R.B.F.
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5. (Ibadan, Alawaye):  The focus in Hebrews 1:9 is on the excellence of Christ
alone, and though He shares His joy in the achievement of His cross with us, we do
well to find our place rather in the anointing given to us at salvation (1 John 2:20,27).

6. (Southport):  While the word used in 5:13-14,17 has an element of worship
because used through all its history of speaking in prayer or vow to deity (not purely
‘worship’), we cannot thus conclude that Elijah did not make request. Is the absence
of any word of request in 1 Kings not because asking for rain is implied in the
situation? To express in some way his dependence on God’s promise (1 Kin. 18:1)
was what God required. If his thoughts were like ‘LORD God, we rely on the word
You gave’, or, ‘LORD, will it please You to act now?’ isn’t that still petition? We agree
it is important in prayer to wait in silence to receive reply, but this was not a case of
working out what to ask. It seems to me James is saying that Elijah prayed for the
return of rain. See also B.S. 1999, pp.17-27.

M.A.

Note on ‘the early and latter rain’ (v. 7):
The early rains occurred in the land of Israel in the months of October and
November, breaking the summer drought and softening the land for ploughing. The
latter rains took place in March and April giving crops their last opportunity to mature
before the onset of the dry season. The sometime ‘onslaught’ of the summer sun
would often dry up streams and damage vegetation, so we can well imagine the
untold blessing of the rainy seasons to a nation greatly favoured by God. 

R.B.F.

Gehenna in James 3 and ‘to save and destroy’ in 4:12
First I should clarify Comment 6 (p.42), which ended: ‘... only God can both save
and destroy (James 4:12), where the context is dealing in justice with both the
faithful and their persecutors, which may reach beyond this life.’ The immediate
context, however, is about those in the church, warning against presumptuous
criticism. Slander of others will result in a degree of eternal loss, when effort better
applied would earn reward (1 Cor. 3:14-15). The comment was written also with
James 5 in mind, where the rich who maltreat their employees are most likely to be
the ungodly who oppressed poor Christians, as described in 2:6-7. (Cp. this issue
Comment 1.)
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March issue’s Comment 9 suggested there might be later interest in ‘Gehenna’,
mentioned in the Gospels and in James 3:6; though from the Greek rendering of the
Old Testament ‘valley of Hinnom’. Two well-based views are:
(1) In Matthew 18 the Lord was describing the same thing as ‘the eternal fire’ (v.8)
and ‘the Gehenna of fire’ (v.9), and this is ‘the lake of fire’ of punishment forever,
described in Revelation. In this view, when the Lord spoke of Gehenna while
teaching His disciples (e.g. Mat. 5:29-30) not all that He said necessarily applied to
them: He could be using the plight of the unbeliever as a warning to them (and as
directly applicable to such as Judas Iscariot). 
(2) Others, however, understand Gehenna more generally.  It was the valley outside
Jerusalem, that was once a site for child-sacrifice (Jer. 19:2-6) and became a place
for burning the bodies of the executed, dead animals and later any refuse. The Lord
can be understood to use it as a picture of judgement from God, whether of eternal
punishment for those who refuse to know Him and His Son, or the destruction of
effort wasted on earthly gain, or divine disfavour upon those parts of the believer’s
service that are spoiled by self-willed rejection of counsel of the Spirit and the Word.
The latter types of judgement can be felt in this life, but also entail eternal loss (cp.
1 Cor. 3:15). 

It is hard to see that Matthew 18: 8-9 can be describing two distinct things, and the
terms correspond so closely to those of Revelation that I am inclined to view (1).
With this, one can understand the ‘Gehenna of fire’ in James 3:6 as depicting a
destructive force that operates on the emotions and behaviour (of speaker and
hearer) stirred up by misuse of the tongue. 

M.A.

From the Mail-box

A PERSONAL APPRECIATION OF CHRIST IN GALATIANS
(Part 3)

Christ in relation to the Church 
Here again we have churches in Christ
(Gal. 1:22). Some have looked on the
local churches of God in the New

Testament in this way: churches of
God as to constitution, churches of the
saints as to composition, churches of
Christ as to condition. Here ‘in Christ’,
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I think, simply denotes that the local
churches are the concern and care of
the Saviour, just as each individual in
the church is too. Since these were
local in Judea, we can assume they
included the church in Jerusalem, in
Lydda, and in Joppa, with others
perhaps whose names we do not
know. So the Church the Body of
Christ is not being referred to here. It
is always referred to in the singular in
Scripture anyway. Later on (3:28) the
Church the Body of Christ is clearly
referred to, for in that passage earthly
relationships are not recognised. No
male or female—that is not the way
persons are referred to in the local
churches in Judea or anywhere else.
Like each of these churches of God,
no matter which local church we are
in, Christ is identified with it and we
the members with him. 

Christ and the grace theme
I have added this because of the way
Christ and grace are linked together.
Probably this is more than simply a
form of greeting, although that in itself
is pleasant.  Here are the occurrences:

‘Grace to you … from … our Lord
Jesus Christ’ (1:3 NKJV) or ‘the grace of
our Lord Jesus Christ be with your
spirit’ (6:18). Both of these are a
blessing to the disciples in Paul’s
salutation. ‘The grace of God’ (2:21) is
describing a motivating means of
favour towards us by which God acted
to bring us salvation. We know that He
did this by sending His Son to die on
the cross. A similar idea (1:15) is used
to describe the means by which Paul
was called to service as a witness of
Christ: it was God’s grace, His favour
again shown to Paul. We also were
called in the grace of Christ to the
gospel (1:6), i.e. in service like Paul
himself. Full time for each of us as
well? Yes! It is a life to be lived, as I
said before. So it becomes us daily to
be thankful for divine grace that
reached out to us, who believe and
trust we shall never fall from it as they
did (5:4).

(Concluded) 
John Kerr, Ayr
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Introducing June

WALKING IN THE LIGHT

The threat which the rise of Gnosticism
posed to the early churches of God is
highl ighted in this month’s
contributions from Southport and
Suru lere .   Gnosticism was
characterised by two principal ideas:
first, that physical things were
necessarily inferior to spiritual things;
and secondly that the pursuit of
knowledge (Gr. gnosis) would lift the
spirit to a higher plane, causing it to
rise out of the material body, which in
turn was to be broken down and
debased.

As these ideas began to infiltrate the
apostles’ teaching, they carried with
them two hugely debilitating results:

1. The denial of Christ’s humanity
The Gnostics’ view of the body and
the spirit did not accord with a Christ
made manifest in flesh.   For those
who sought to mingle the truth of
Christ with the empty philosophies of
the world (Col. 2:8), their presentation
of Him varied.  To some, His body
carried only the appearance, but not
the reality, of flesh.  Others taught that
a  n a t u r a l  m an — J e s u s  o f
Nazareth—became indwelt by the
spiritual Christ at His baptism; but,
since ‘Christ’ had no body and could
therefore neither shed blood nor die,
it was only the natural man who

suffered at Calvary.

Both teachings sought to undermine
the truth of the incarnation, that the
eternal Word became flesh and dwelt
among us, being made like us in every
respect (John 1:14; Heb. 2:17).  John’s
defence of the true humanity of Christ
draws upon his personal knowledge of
Him as one whom he had heard, seen,
gazed upon and touched—every step
drawing closer to the Man upon whose
breast he leaned back in the upper
room (John 13:25).  In testing the
spirits, they would know the Spirit of
God through the confession that ‘Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh’ (1 John
4:2 ESV), a truth to which John himself
testified as one whose fellowship was
with the Father and the Son (1:3).

2. The denial of sin  Whilst all
Gnostics believed that the body was
necessarily evil and the spirit
necessarily good, this belief gave rise to
different teachings and practices.
Some became austere, debasing the
body that the spirit might prevail,
whilst others gave themselves licence
to debauchery by the thought that no
act carried out in the body could
pollute the spirit.  Whichever practice
followed, the result was a life drawn
into sin as a means to an enlightened
spirit. 
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To such as were tempted to follow,
John’s rejection of these ideas cannot
have been stronger: ‘If we say we have
fellowship with him while we walk in
darkness, we lie … If we say we have
no sin, we deceive ourselves … If we
say we have not sinned, we make him
a liar’ (1:6 10).

Yes, sin continues in our members;
but we have an Advocate with the
Father and the promise of the ongoing
efficacy of His sacrifice (1:9; 2:1).  The

same one who at Calvary became the
propitiation for our sins now stands for
us, a Man in heaven.  It is because He
is there for us that we can seek to live
for Him, the deceit of vain philosophy
being replaced by the true and pure
gnosis of God.  For by obedience to
His commands ‘we know (ginosko)
that we have come to know (ginosko)
him’ (2:3).

J.T.N.

From Study Groups
HANDLING THE WORD OF LIFE (1 John 1:1–2:6)

From Aberkenfig:  In his Gospel, John takes the reader back to the beginning, not
merely of time and space, but to the Person who was Chief in rank, place, time and
order and was the Originator and active Cause of all that followed.  That Person was
the Word, who was not merely there with God, but was very God Himself.  John
went on to show that the Word became flesh and was revealed through His life to
those who were prepared to receive, watch Him closely and follow Him, as did John
the Baptist’s two disciples.

Now, in his letter, John shows that the Originator of all things, who was heard,
seen, examined and handled by those who accompanied Him during His lifetime,
had illuminated their minds and lives, bringing them assurance that He was the Word
of life, and bringing them salvation and fellowship with Him.  This compelled them
to testify to God’s revelation of His Son, through which their joy was made full.

The Lord Jesus had brought the written Word of God to life.  He had uncovered
its hidden depths and introduced His disciples to the effect it could have—not only
to save the soul, but also to save the life and transform ordinary men and women
into children of God, His sons and His servants.  Such people were enabled to have
communion with the divine Being as well as with others of like mind and purpose.
What Andrew and his companion had enjoyed the day that they had followed Jesus,
staying with Him in the house (John 1:35-39) was now freely available to all who
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would believe and obey the truth concerning salvation and God’s kingdom.  Such
was available to all who would walk in the light, both of the scriptural record and of
the glorious revelation of the Son of God who had come to shine His marvellous light
into darkened hearts and minds.

As a result of the apostles’ insistence upon the need to obey all that God had
commanded in His word, it appears that there had arisen a serious assault upon the
veracity of that word—an attack that meant some disciples were slipping into sinful
behaviour.  John redirects them to their need of having an intimate relationship with
the Son of God, who had loved them and suffered for them.  Then to those who
may have hesitated due to their failure, he adds that we all sin; but if we confess our
sin, Jesus Christ the righteous one is ready and willing to be our Advocate with the
Father, bringing us back into fellowship once again.  This was not to be seen as a
reason for continuing to sin but rather as an encouragement not to sin in the first
place, but to stay close to the revealed will of God in daily living!

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer:  Developing themes   John the apostle had accompanied the Lord
Jesus during the years of His ministry.  He had witnessed first-hand the Lord’s
miracles and teaching, and in writing his letter he wants to impress his readers by
personal testimony that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.  This is the reason he had
previously written his Gospel (John 20:31).  In his letter he speaks of the Lord Jesus
as the Word of life (v.1) and as the eternal life, which was with the Father and has
appeared to us (v.2).

In his Gospel he speaks about the Lord Jesus Christ as the Word that was with God
in the beginning (John 1:1), that became flesh (v.14), and in an unequivocal
statement declares His deity: ‘No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and
Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known’ (v.18 NIV). 

So John writes in both Gospel and Letter from personal conviction, based on real
life experience.  He says in opening his letter, ‘We have heard ... we have seen with
our eyes ... we have looked at and our hands have touched.’ It is difficult to believe
that anyone reading his letter could resist the power of John’s personal testimony
about the Lord Jesus, and not have fellowship with all those of a similar mind (v.3).
He goes on to say, ‘We write this to make our joy complete’ (1 John 1:4). It is good
to be reminded of these foundational truths that we have believed and which give
us such joy.

Walking in darkness or light   Another theme we find in John’s Gospel is that of light
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and darkness. ‘This is the verdict: Light has come into the world but men loved
darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil’ (John 3:19). In his letter John
takes up this theme again: ‘God is light; in him is no darkness at all. If we claim to
have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the
truth’ (1 John 1:5-6). Our old nature prefers the darkness and ever tempts us to
follow darkness and not light. The good news is, however, that we can walk with the
Lord in the light—but it is our choice to make. The Lord Jesus said, ‘I am the light of
the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light
of life’ (John 8:12). John Parker

From Derby:  The Word of Life being handled   ‘That … which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes’ shows the real nature of what John had
experienced.  The life of Jesus had been clearly manifested to him.  The Gospel of
John both starts at the very beginning and continues with themes found in his epistle.
‘God is light and in Him is no darkness at all’ (1:5 NKJV).  In John 8:12 Jesus says
that He is the light of the world.  In John 1 He was in the world which was made by
Him, and His own did not receive Him.  

Challenges did arise from men who were claiming to have fellowship with Jesus but
were walking in darkness. ‘If we confess our sins He is faithful and just to forgive.’
John 15:4 confirms that we can only have fellowship with Jesus if we abide in Him.
John 20:31 concludes that the purpose of his writing is that the reader may believe.
Apostles were to see the life of Jesus and seek to live like Him (1 Cor. 11:1).  The
apostles were people such as we are today.  In 1 Thessalonians 1:6 people saw how
the apostles lived and became imitators of them and of the Lord.  People are quick
to note if one is religious and soon condemn if they see that one is doing something
wrong.  When people walk in darkness they make up their own rules that are so
often in opposition to what God requires.  One of the results of walking in light is
that challenges are met.  If Scriptures were read and lived by, there would be no
dissension in accepting what is morally wrong.

The Advocate   If we sin there is one who is faithful and just to forgive us.  John wrote
to his little children—who were also God’s children—that they might not sin.  If they
did, they had an Advocate with the Father.  However, God’s children have two
Advocates (comforters, helpers) namely Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit (see John
14:16-17) [Comment 1]. The advocate is the one who pleads and is also the helper.
God’s Holy Spirit helps us in times of need for He is in harmony with God’s
purposes. Robert Foster
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From Halifax:  Handling the Word of Life   There is little doubt that the Gospel
according to John and the three epistles of John are by the same writer.  His first
epistle is quoted by those early Christian writers who were convinced that it was from
the hand of John the apostle. Also, careful comparison between this epistle and
John’s Gospel reveals a resemblance in the form of expression and in the themes
referred to. Albert Barnes observes, ‘There is nothing in the Epistle which would
particularly remind us of the Gospels of Matthew, or Mark, or Luke; but it is
impossible to read it and not be reminded constantly of the Gospel by John’ (Notes
on the Bible). In his younger days John with his brother James were called ‘the sons
of thunder’ by Jesus (Mark 3:17 AV).  In his Gospel, John described himself as ‘the
disciple whom Jesus loved’ (John 21:20; cf. 13:23; 19:26; 20:2; 21:7); now in his
latter years he is ‘the elder’ (2 John 1; 3 John 1).

Denoting His great care for His disciples’ welfare, Jesus had said, ‘Little children,
yet a little while I am with you ...’ (John 13:33). It is this same tender
expression—‘Little children’—that John employs (1 John 2:1, etc.), which is the
address of an affectionate father. ‘A tender word is used for “children” (from Gk.
teknia),’ explains C.I. Scofield, ‘a diminutive, meaning little children, born-ones as,
e.g. the Scottish “bairns”.’ (The New Scofield Reference Bible, Oxford University
Press, 1967).

He who ‘was made flesh, and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14) is first referred to as
‘the Word’ (v.1), and afterwards as ‘the life … the light of men’ (v.4). In his epistle,
John conjoins these as the ‘Word of life’ (1 John 1:1). As an eyewitness, John’s
purpose in writing was that his readers might share fellowship ‘with the Father, and
with his Son Jesus Christ’ (v.3). John then says, ‘we write, that our joy may be
fulfilled’ (v.4 RV; cf. John 15:11). Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Two introductions connected   Based on the witness of
internal evidence and comparison with the Gospel of John, the first Letter of John
was manifestly written by the apostle John. It is a family letter, as from a father to his
little children who are in the world. It is among the most intimate of the inspired
writings. The sin of a Christian is treated as by a father, and dealt with as a family
matter (1 John 1:9; 2:1).

Challenges addressed  People of that time were facing the challenges of false
doctrine, thus going against the truthfulness of the gospel and the authority of Christ
Jesus. John could stand to testify how truthful and sure the message was, namely that
Word of God who was heard, seen and touched, and had now become a mediator
for us before God. He encourages the saints to cling to God’s righteousness (2:1-3),
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standing against doctrines that might have taught otherwise. He also admonishes us
to walk with God in humility, not in self-righteousness, but ready to open up our
heart before God that He may deliver us from all our sins. Thus we may rely on the
atonement in the blood that has been shed as remission for our sins (2:2-3), being
assured that the saints are called to the undiluted truth of eternal life (vv.1-4).

John goes against false teaching that could shake the churches. He reveals Jesus
Christ to us and makes us to understand that it is through the Saviour that believers
can draw near and have fellowship with God. (1:2-7).         Samson Ogunleye

From Idua Eket:  Our high priest in things pertaining to God is not an earthly high
priest, after the order of Aaron, but a heavenly one, after the order of Melchizedek.
Jesus is the forerunner of His people and has gone to intercede for His people (Heb.
5:10; 6:20; 7:3).  He was made like His brethren in flesh so that He could
understand their trials and temptations (4:15).  Therefore He has mercy on them
when they sin.  The Lord Jesus atoned for the sins of the people in order to reconcile
man to God by the shedding of His blood (Rom. 5:9-10) [see Comment 2].  The
Lord’s death, which involved the shedding of blood, qualified Him to enter again
into heaven and there to serve as high priest for His people (Heb. 4:14; 8:1; 9:11).

‘My little children, these things write I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man
sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: And he is the
propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole
world’ (1 John 2:1-2 AV). Believers must oppose sin. The word of God helps us in
our struggles in the world. It teaches us the right way to live, so that if we fall into sin,
we will need to confess our sins, because God has provided an advocate.  Therefore,
in all things He had to be made like His brothers, that He might be merciful and
faithful toward us (1:6-9). When we sin, we must repent and pray to the Father for
forgiveness  (Acts 8:22; 1 John 1:9). When we do this Jesus pleads to the Father to
forgive us (cf. Eph. 4:32).

‘For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man, Christ
Jesus’ (1 Tim. 2:5).  In John 14:6 Jesus said He is the way, the truth and the life.  He
is the Christ and stands before the throne of God on behalf of man.  Jesus is our
advocate and mediator to God the Father (1 John 2:1; Heb. 8:6; 1 Tim. 2:5-6)
[Comment 2]. Inyeneobong Ekot

From Paisley:  Challenges to churches and saints   The dispensation of the fullness
of the times had come—the time which God had planned in eternity past.  This was
the plan to save humankind in which God the Son was to be made flesh, born of a
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woman, born under the Mosaic law. This plan of redemption aimed to buy back all
that had been lost through man’s sin, to offer free and full salvation to anyone who
would receive it.

The first century AD can be considered in three generations: from the birth of Jesus
to His death and resurrection; from Pentecost (Acts 2) to 70 AD and from 70 AD to
the end of the century. By the time John wrote his Gospel, his Letters and
Revelation, the rest of the New Testament had been written pre-70 AD. The
generation from Pentecost (Acts 2) had seen great spiritual growth: the dispersion of
Jews from Jerusalem throughout the Roman empire became one means of rapid
growth in gospel outreach, the precious seed of the word of God being scattered
even as the believers were scattered. Many thousands of souls were saved and many
churches of God were planted. Concomitant with the spiritual blessing experienced
by the churches and individuals there was increasing persecution culminating in the
fulfilment of those dire prophecies that the Lord had pronounced before His death
against His people, His city and His temple.  These were fulfilled in 70 AD (Mat.
23:37 39; Luke 19:41 44) [Comment 3].

70 AD was such a cataclysmic time that there would be serious impact on Jewish
and Gentile saints in Churches of God. Would not Jewish hearts be broken at the
destruction of their beloved city and temple? Would they not weep for the
desolation of their land? The Jewish revolt against the Romans began in 66 AD when
they placed their national symbol—the eagle—in the Temple. The eagle was an
unclean bird according to Mosaic law (Lev. 11:13) and it caused outrage. This
culminated in the city and Temple being destroyed. The Jews were exiled from their
land in three stages: in 70 AD, 73 AD after the siege of Masada, and in 135 AD after
the Bar Kochba uprising and defeat.

It is against the background of what was happening in the secular world that we
should view what was happening to the saints in churches of God in that era. The
generation from 70 AD to the end of the century was characterised by decline. The
intense persecution that Gentile believers had suffered during the reign of the
emperor Nero in the decade leading up to the events of 70 AD would test the
steadfastness and faith of the saints, whether it would withstand the fiery trials of
persecution or whether, because iniquity abounded, the love in their hearts for the
Lord would grow cold.

Throughout the last generation it was a case of maintaining the testimony, of
halting the decline in moral standards, and refuting wrong doctrine and practices,
seen in the spiritual state of most of the seven churches in Asia (Rev. 2 and 3). The
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churches were in the world and the world came into the churches until there came
a time when God could no longer recognise them as His house on earth, and the
lampstands were removed.  It is not known when the New Testament churches
ceased to exist, but their passing ended the most momentous century in
history—God the Son and God the Holy Spirit coming into the world, Jesus dying
on the cross and being raised from the dead, and God’s spiritual house being
established, only to be lost through disobedience.     John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Handling the Word of Life   John, ‘the disciple whom Jesus
loved’, was one who the Lord said ‘will bear witness, because you have been with
Me from the beginning’ (John 15:27 NKJV). He had seen and handled the Son of
God—He who was the Word of Life, the eternal life. Those experiences were being
passed on by John to further believers’ fellowship with the Father and the Son.

The main problem confronting the church at the time was seduction. Many
believers were conforming to the world’s standards, failing to stand up for Christ and
compromising their faith. False teachers were many, and they accelerated the
church’s downward slide from true faith. John wrote this letter to draw believers
back, to teach the difference between light and darkness and to encourage their
genuine love for God and for each other. He also wrote giving sound reasons to
assure them of their possession of eternal life and to lead them into the enjoyment
of the benefits of being a Christian.

In verses 5-10 John says the word of God is our only source of light. To walk in the
light is to follow the Scriptures. Light represents what is good, holy and reliable.
Darkness represents the false, the evil and sin. To say ‘God is Light’ is to
acknowledge Him as pure, holy and true, and that He alone can guide us in the
darkness. Darkness cannot exist in the light, so sin cannot exist in our relationship
with God.

How does Jesus’ blood cleanse us from every sin?   Christ’s once for all death avails
for sin. Not only does His blood cover Adam’s sin but it also covers daily sin, when
confessed. We can be cleansed because God is faithful and just to forgive on the
basis of Calvary. The false teachers taught that they had no sin (v.8) or that they did
no sin (v.10). Both are lies. Though forgiven for eternity we still sin and need to be
honest before God and admit our faults. We need not fear to reveal our sins to God
for He knows them already: He alone is able to forgive them.

B.V. Prasada Rao
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From Southport:  John expands on the content of the fourth gospel in his epistles
with one very clear target group in view. Dubbed the oldest of the heresies,
Gnosticism was the main threat to the truths held by the early church as received
from the apostles. It was based on the Greek philosophy of Plato, c.360 BC. In the
dualist ideology of the various Gnostic systems, the material universe is evil, while the
non-material world is good. The Gnostics taught Docetism—from the Greek word
dokein (‘to seem’), a separation of the material world and the spiritual world. This
precluded the bodily existence of the Lord Jesus: if He was good, then He could not
be physical matter. 

The incarnation of Christ is a central doctrine of Christianity, proof texts being John
1:14, Philippians 2:6-8 and Colossians 2:9. From the start, the physical existence of
the Lord Jesus is shown (Luke 2:27-32). His touch is the method of healing in many
of the miracles (Mat. 8:15; 9:29). He touched the disciples and so reassured them
on the Mount of Transfiguration (Mat. 17:7).

After the resurrection the Lord had a physical body which the disciples were asked
to touch to assure them that it was indeed He and not an apparition. He was able
to eat, and Thomas was challenged to touch His wounds (Luke 24:39-43; John
20:25, 27). His was a bodily resurrection and was a proven fact (Acts 1:3). He still
has a body, as the angels testified, and in that same body He will return (Acts 1:11).
In heaven He still has that human body and appears before God as our
mediator—‘himself man’ (1 Tim. 2:5; Heb. 9:15). Peter and John testify to the
power of the resurrection and state they are witnesses (Acts 2:23; 3:15; 4:13,20,33).
Despite threats and warnings they continue to bear testimony to the bodily
resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ (Acts 5:30-32).

Peter tells Cornelius about Jesus of Nazareth ‘doing good’ and ‘healing’, and says
‘we are witnesses’. There are handpicked witnesses who ate and drank with Him
after He rose from the dead (Acts 10:38-41).  Again the three years’ ministry is
mentioned in fewer words than are used to tell of the bodily resurrection—‘who ate
and drank with him’ (Acts 10:41 NIV).

Paul, speaking to Jews in Antioch of Pisidia, gives a very brief summary of Jewish
history. In two verses (Acts 13:27-28) he covers the public ministry of Jesus, but goes
on to stress the resurrection of Jesus Christ, quoting the Old Testament prophecies
(Acts 13:32-37). Paul reasoned with the Jews in Thessalonica that ‘… it behoved the
Christ to suffer, and to rise again from the dead; and that this Jesus, whom … I
proclaim unto you, is the Christ’ (Acts 17:3 RV).
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As we proceed through the history of outreach in the early church we see less
comment on the miracles and more stress on the bodily resurrection of the Lord
Jesus. The climax of this trend must be Paul addressing the Church in Corinth (1 Cor.
15:3-8).  His summary of the gospel passes over the years of public ministry and
focuses on the Lord’s death, burial and resurrection. Then he gives that long list of
witnesses, even though two or three witnesses were sufficient in the Mosaic law
(Deut. 17:6). Any court would be pleased to have three witnesses to establish the
truth.  Paul is able to cite an occasion when more than 500 witnesses saw the
resurrected Lord. He goes on to explain in this chapter that the bodily resurrection
of Jesus is the keystone of the gospel message.

How tragic when men raise old heresies seeking to annul the gospel. It is far worse
when those who, having claimed salvation and are in the church, speak out against
the resurrection. Our role is to continue as witnesses testifying to the grace of God
and of a resurrected Saviour.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  Introduction of John’s first Letter   If evidence were required for the
authorship of the gospel and epistles bearing the name John—the apostle whom
Jesus loved—then the introduction to the first letter would be conclusive (1 John 1:1-
3). The first letter opens up the remarkable truth which is expounded in the first
chapter of the gospel (John 1:1-10). Indeed, the first verse of the epistle starts at the
beginning (as in the Gospel) which is not one of space and time, but the eternal
beginning of the one who is self-existing and self-sustaining [Comment 4]. The
beginning must of necessity be subject to human descriptive constraints, for how else
would one describe the existence of Him who is timeless, but who, to unfold the
divine plan, descended to the confines of time?  ‘That which was from the beginning’
resonates with ‘In the beginning was the Word’—an existence which like that of
Melchizedek had no beginning of days or end of life (Heb. 7:3), the Ancient of Days
and high and lofty one who inhabits eternity (Dan. 7:9; Is. 57:15).

The key consideration for the apostle was not to dwell on the deep truth of the
deity and godhead of the one who has been from eternity, but rather to emphasize
the reality of the incarnation and manhood of the Lord Jesus in the face of grossly
destructive teachings of the first-century Gnostics, who would deny the mortality and
humanity of the incarnate God in their distorted pursuit of knowledge. How fitting
then for consideration to be given to the various acts which confirmed in the eyes of
the disciples that it was not a spirit with whom they consorted those three and one
half years!  For John could unequivocally affirm ‘that … which we have heard, which
we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have
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touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life’ (1 John 1:1 NIV). ‘The life
appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life,
which was with the Father and has appeared to us’ (1 John 1:2). Such firsthand
eyewitness testimony was the basis of the unshakeable faith of the apostles and the
source of the faith of those who not having seen, yet believe (John 20:29). The
testimony of the Gospel is no less thrilling: ‘The Word became flesh and made his
dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who
came from the Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14).

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (Derby): The word translated ‘advocate’ is parakletos, used to describe the Holy
Spirit as ‘another Helper’ (John 14:16 ESV).  Literally, it means one who is ‘called
alongside’, implying the thought of assistance. The Lord having gone away for a time,
the Holy Spirit, as our Helper, has come alongside as all that the Lord had been to
the disciples; indeed more so, since He is not only with us, but is also in us (16:7).
It is true that the believer has two who come alongside as the parakletos, yet I think
the Lord Jesus’ role as Advocate before the Father is uniquely performed by Him.
There He stands in the presence of God and claims the efficacy of Calvary against
the charges of the accuser of the brethren (Rev. 12:10). The Holy Spirit is alongside
us on earth; the Lord Jesus alongside us in heaven. J.T.N.

   It is true that the Lord Jesus helps us with a nearness precious to faithful disciples,
since He has promised to be with us always (Mat. 28), speaking through the Word,
being present for our help in others who do His will, and strengthening those
together for service consistent with His name (Mat. 18:20). He may also dwell in our
hearts insofar as we heed the Holy Spirit, exercise faith, and pray as Paul did (Eph.
3:16-17). These are spiritual presences, like those of the Spirit. But in John 14-16 the
Lord was emphasising that He would go away from His own, and would therefore
send the Holy Spirit to be present in them instead. I have therefore seen ‘another’
not as ‘additional’ implying that the Lord is a constantly present Helper as the Spirit
in fact is, but that whereas He was their Helper, now the Spirit would replace Him
in that respect: another like Him, rather than ‘another as well’. (The Greek allos was
used by N.T. times in all these senses, so does not decide the point.) M.A.

2. (Idua Eket):  The offices which the Lord Jesus bears as Mediator, Advocate and
High Priest need to be distinguished. As Mediator, He stands between God and all
men as the divine Man able to place His hands on both and so reconcile men to God
(1 Tim. 2:5; Eph. 2:16).  This reconciliation is made possible by the cross, where He
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became the propitiation for those whose sins are forgiven through faith (Rom. 3:25).

As Advocate, He works in the presence of God on behalf of those who have
already been made children of God through faith, claiming the work of Calvary to
plead their cause [see Comment 1]. In 1 John 2:2, the propitiation is for our sins as
believers, which daily defile our journey here and can prevent us from walking in the
light and knowing fellowship with Him (1 John 1:7-9). This advocacy of Christ and
propitiation still relate to the one saving work of Calvary—every time we sin, the Lord
does not make a new propitiation, but Christ claims the work of Calvary to plead our
cause. The work of the cross covers the past patience of God (Rom. 3:25) as well as
the future grace for all those who believe (Rom. 5:8-9). When the Lord washed the
disciples’ feet and said that they were all clean (except Judas Iscariot), He
nevertheless knew they still needed to have their feet washed (John. 13:10). Our
daily walk in this world results in defilement and hence the need for cleansing to
remain in fellowship with God.

As High Priest, He operates in the house of God in heaven, foremost amongst the
priesthood, which is made up of those who serve in God’s house according to the
pattern revealed in His Word (Heb. 3:6; 1 Pet. 2:4-5).  In this role, He mediates
(Heb. 8:6) and propitiates (Heb. 2:17), but He does so on behalf of the people of
God—not securing the fellowship of individuals, but safeguarding the service of a
people who draw near to God through Him. 

G.K.S. & J.T.N.

Some further thoughts on how propitiation operates may be helpful, since some
published expositors appear to understand it as a once-for-all action that took place
at the cross of Christ and that He does not take action in this matter thereafter. We
do agree that the propitiation of 1 John 2:2 and Hebrews 2:17 was made at Calvary,
and that in each text, Christ is Himself the propitiation. But Hebrews 2 envisages a
merciful and faithful high priest making propitiation for the people, and is that not
necessary from time to time? Being merciful and being faithful point to repeated
appearance before God as propitiation, because as a people we repeatedly fail and
sin. Thus J. Miller wrote in  Needed Truth, 1967, p.145:

‘The incarnation of the Lord and His earthly experiences of trials and temptations
were necessary to His being a merciful High Priest towards us in our temptations,
and a faithful High Priest to God in regard to His things. We have the answer to
God's people's need in the propitiation which He is making in God's presence
even now.’ 

J. Drain wrote on cleansing of heavenly things (Heb. 9:23) in N.T., 1977, p.127:
‘Our High Priest, who by the presentation of His sacrificial work makes
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continuing "propitiation for the sins of the people" (Heb. 2:17), by the efficacy
of that same work accomplishes the continuous cleansing or purification of the
sanctuary in heaven in which they worship.’ 
It seems true to the words we read in Hebrew 2:17 to see a priest repeatedly at

work for our need. This is not making a new propitiation every time, but Jesus Christ
showing Himself and His sacrifice to the Father again. When He offers our failing
worship, or when we err in the assembly prayers, He is Himself again seen by God
as a propitiation. M.A.

3. (Paisley):  I take it that the prophecy of Matthew 23:37-39 has to do with the
rending of the veil and the cessation of the temple as the house of God (Mat. 27:51).
The events of 70 AD were foretold later, in Matthew 24:1-2. J.T.N.
   
   Luke 19:43-44 also received fulfilment in AD 70 when the ransack of Jerusalem
took place under the leadership of the Roman general Titus. R.B.F.

4. (Surulere):  ‘In the beginning’ (John 1:1)   Eminent interpreters have argued that
‘the beginning’ there refers to God as the First Cause of all things, and that this
beginning is not a period of time, since God is eternal. May I speak for the view that
there is no obligation to read the opening words in such a difficult way. A prime
purpose for John in that book was to instruct, assure and persuade people that Jesus
is the Christ, the Son of God, so that they might have life in His name. It seems to
me that as a preacher John therefore begins from what people understand, though
he could have false teachers as a secondary target. His first readers would see that
he was alluding to Genesis, the book about beginnings that had authority for Jews
and for Gentiles who were drawn to the one God. ‘In the beginning’ for them surely
meant the beginning of man, earth, heavens and all creatures. In the rest of John’s
first sentence he is asserting that the Word already existed before the creation, but
there is no need to reason that backwards into the first words. L. Morris makes a case
for both senses being intended, but sees the simpler ‘beginning of creation’ as the
primary one (The Gospel according to John, 1971). See also B.S. 2006, pp. 12-13,15,
Comments 1 and 7.

As to 1 John 1, we agree that the emphasis is as brother Ntido says in his second
paragraph. M.A.

Question . . .
I value editors’ comments and find they are often helpful in giving an alternative view, a
deeper insight or elucidating contributors’ thoughts. Comment 2 in March issue is an
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example, and I had to study it very carefully before I saw the full value of the comment.
I am sure others enjoyed that particular comment’s careful analysis of Matthew 26:53.
I would like to hear further comment on 26:54, which was the scripture quoted by the
contributor. Which scriptures (plural) are being fulfilled, and why would the incident of
Peter’s attack be worthy of prophecy? Another thought came to me, is it Scriptures in
general? John Kerr

. . . and Answer
The episode involving Peter’s use of the
sword in Gethsemane is contained in
each of the Gospels, but it requires a
comparison of all four to provide a
complete narrative.

The appearance of the great crowd,
led by the chief priests and elders, left
the Eleven in no doubt as to what would
follow (Luke 22:49), and the Lord’s
statement that ‘all who take the sword
will perish by the sword’ (Mat. 26:52
ESV) was a response to their question,
‘Lord, shall we strike with the sword?’
Peter, it seems, was still certain that his
Lord should not die (Mat. 16:22).  Had
he awaited the Lord’s reply, he would
not have taken up his weapon; but it
was an occasion on which he was ruled
by his recklessness, taking action when
the Lord required none and drawing the
rebuke, ‘put your sword back into its
place’ (Mat. 26:52).

Comment 2 in March’s issue sought to
draw a distinction between the
entitlement of the Lord’s deity to call
upon the angelic hosts, and the
submission of His humanity in bowing
Himself completely to the will of the
Father.  The statement which follows in

26:54—‘but how then should the
Scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?’
—is only found in Matthew, but is
augmented in John’s record by the
words, ‘shall I not drink the cup that the
Father has given me?’ (John 18:11).

I take it that the requirement that the
Scriptures be fulfilled, to which Matthew
refers, is associated with the necessity
that the Lord drink the cup given Him by
the Father.  The scriptures which must
be fulfilled are not such as might predict
Peter’s attack, but those which tell of the
death of the Saviour.  Yes, the Lord
could appeal to the Father for the aid of
a mighty company of angels, but if He
did so, how would the scriptures be
fulfilled which foretold His humiliation
and death?  It could not be so—He had
come to fulfil in every detail all the
Scriptures which spoke of Him (Mat.
12:16-17; 26:24; John 13:18; 19:28; cf.
Mat. 5:17; John 10:35) and so please the
Father.  He could not be deflected from
that course, and would not allow Peter’s
blade to save Him from the more
wrathful sword to come (Zech. 13:7).

J.T.N.
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Introducing July

JOHN, DISCIPLE WHO BECAME AN APOSTLE, AND A
SPIRITUAL FATHER, BROTHER, COUNSELLOR AND FRIEND
 
John knew all about the ups and
downs of family life. He had been
brought up, we would understand, in
a loving family, environment yet would
experience as a lad a measure of
sibling rivalry as the younger brother,
and took aboard the strong-minded
work ethos by following his self-
employed father into the family fish-
procuring, fish-processing and fish-
merchant business (Mat. 4:21). His
mother too was no less a character
than her husband: a determined
workwoman who had formidable
spiritual aspirations for her two boys.
Her forthright request to the Lord
might appear ‘over the top’ but her
motive could not be questioned. James
and John likewise were not slow to
take up her cause (Mat. 20:21; Mark
10:35-40). With such strong genes, it is
no surprise the Lord surnamed the two
brothers as ‘sons of thunder’ (Mark
3:17). 

John was an astute observer of
human behaviour, and the gospel he
wrote bears testimony to that fact. He
was a historian and a scholar and his
attention to detail is seen all through
his writings in the divine record.
Contained in his narrative are some of

the most potent proclamations and
most precious and choicest appeals to
people to believe on his Saviour (see
John’s Gospel chapters 3-11). No one
else focuses on the great ‘I AM’ like
this servant. No less a leader than
Peter acknowledged John’s closeness
to the Lord. Well-known as a follower
of Christ, he was unafraid to be in the
heat of the furnace of reproach and
affliction and publicly be identified as
a loyal and devoted friend of the
Saviour of the cross. John was willing
in that darkest of life’s moments to
accede to the entreaty to look after the
Lord’s mother in the aftermath of His
crucifixion (John 13:23; 18:15; 19:
27). He was a good sprinter too, and
his speedy arrival at the empty tomb in
front of his fellow-runner once again
reflected his love for and commitment
to his glorious Lord and Master.

No wonder then, this apostle could
so tenderly yet firmly communicate the
thoughts of a fine mind and a sensitive
heart, tuned by the Spirit of God, to
address those of his recipients in the
varying stages of spiritual growth and
maturity. First of all, no matter who
they were or how far they had
travelled on their spiritual journey,



86

they were his ‘beloved’, and because
they were well aware of his deep
affection and loving concern for them,
his words would hit home with
dynamic force. The word of God was
the centrifugal force that would keep
them from drifting from the Lord and
drowning in a sinking world opposed

to Him (vv. 14, 16-17). How grateful
we should be for such a disciple, who
by now had long reached the safe
plateau of being fully assured of
eternal security gained, and eternal
glory anticipated, through Christ.

R.B.F.

From Study Groups

WHOEVER DOES THE WILL OF GOD ABIDES FOREVER 
(1 John 2:7-29)

From Aberkenfig:  John’s gospel record establishes that the Lord Jesus was the Word
and that ‘In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. The true light, which enlightens
everyone, was coming into the world’ (John 1:4-9 ESV). Thus God, who shone that
light into our hearts when we believed, then testifies that the light would also shine
out of darkness (2 Cor. 4:6). The light which is seen in the ‘gospel of the glory of
Christ’ is revealed through the ‘knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ’. So we understand that this is all to do with the Son of God and His character
and person being seen in His disciples as they follow His commandments.

That light has also made us appreciate how much God loves us, which then
convinces us that we need to love as He has loved us. John realized this as he
explains how the light must affect our walk and our attitude towards our brothers
and sisters, through which our spiritual growth will be manifested to others.  

John proceeds to show the various stages in such spiritual growth. ‘Children’ are
those who are just beginning to walk in the Christian pathway and at this stage are
aware only that their sins have been forgiven. ‘Fathers’ are those Christians who have
trodden the pathway for a considerable length of time. Through their experiences in
life they have become convinced of the One who is the originator and author of their
faith and to whom they have committed all that they have done. The ‘young men’
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are those Christians who are showing steady growth in God’s things and who have
the vigour and zeal of physical strength with which to exercise themselves in His
service, whilst overcoming the evil one’s desire to divert and frustrate them in that
work. In this way John underlines and illustrates how the light and love of God are
brought to our hearts and minds through the Word, and how we should behave
ourselves towards others within our sphere of influence [see Comment 1].

The eternal quality of God’s provisions for us in Christ is in stark contrast to the
‘things in the world’, which are temporary and passing. It is the very nature of these
transient things that attracts and gives us so much trouble as we seek to follow Him.
How grateful we should be, then, to have the presence and help of the Holy Spirit,
the anointing that we have received from God as His wonderful gift to all who
believe in Him! 

In John 14:26 ‘the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name,
he will teach you all things ...’ has its echo here in John’s epistle: ‘But the anointing
that you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should
teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about everything—and is true and is no
lie, just as it has taught you—abide in him’ (v.27). God has fulfilled His promise: we
have the responsibility to act upon His command to display all the characteristics of
our Saviour and Friend.

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer:  In 1 John 2:12-14  John writes to children, fathers and young men.
In studying these three verses we can consider the groupings in two ways: (1) that he
is calling all his readers children, and that there are those older in the faith (fathers)
and those younger in the faith (young men); (2) that he is looking at three stages in
spiritual growth.

Nine times in this epistle (NIV) John writes ‘dear children’ (2:1, 12-13, 18, 28; 3:7,
18; 4:4; 5:21). When John wrote this letter he himself was an older man, and this
seems a term of endearment as he is encouraging them to imitate the love of Christ
one toward another. He reminds them all of the forgiveness they have received
through the atoning work of Christ on the cross.

Often in the Scriptures people are divided into old and young (e.g. Joel 2:28) and
here John seems to refer to those who have wisdom and maturity in the faith—the
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fathers, and those who have ‘overcome the evil one’ but are now needing the
strength and perseverance to continue in a life of commitment and faith.

These verses can also be considered as referring to children, i.e. those new to the
faith, who require spiritual milk (1 Pet. 2:2), as well as those well versed and
grounded in the teaching of the apostles, who have known constant forgiveness and
guidance in their life. Included are all those who are striving against the onslaught of
the adversary with opposition from distractions and false teachers as they seek to
progress in their appreciation of the things they are being taught [cp. Comment 1].

Whichever way we study these verses we will become aware of the changes that
will meet us in our spiritual lives. As we seek to grow—which should always be our
aim—we will meet difficulties and disappointments, but also opportunities and
victories. As we progress we will be able to look back on the knowledge we have
gained from the beginning and the strength we have achieved in our appreciation of
the word of God; then we will be able to rejoice in the love we have received and
the promise that awaits us.

David Hickling

From Derby:  The true light is Jesus, for in John 8:12 He describes Himself as ‘the
light of the world’.  People who believe and follow Him are already showing and
demonstrating the love that Jesus had for us. 

John uses the word ‘children’ to all the readers of his letter (see vv.1,18). The
words ‘fathers’ and ‘young men’ would indicate that these people are more mature
and therefore more responsible in God’s eyes. Fathers and patriarchs in the Old
Testament were the ones who lived closely to God and lived their lives the way God
wanted them to live. The young men are the ones who, though they may not have
a family, have so matured in spiritual matters that they are able to cope with any
problem life may throw at them [Comment 2]. 

Those who went out are the ones who display the following: they deny that Jesus
is the Christ, and deny the Father and the Son. Therefore, if they do not have the
Son they do not have the Father, and do not have ‘the life’.  

In Acts 20:28-31 Paul reminded the overseers of the Church of God in Ephesus of
the cost to God’s Son, followed by a warning of savage wolves coming in from
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among those who were in leadership in the church, who would distort the truth and
lead many away. As a result we all need to be on our guard to ensure that we walk
in the truth. 

The ‘anointing’ is of the Holy Spirit: this was the same Holy Spirit who anointed
Jesus Christ, as described in Acts 10:38, and is the same Spirit who indwells us. Our
actions should result in us doing good to all we meet and try to help.

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  A new commandment  There is a difference of opinion regarding the
‘commandment’ of 1 John 2:7. Some associate it with the call to walk, even as Christ
had walked, found in the preceding verse, while others maintain that it refers to the
duty of brotherly love outlined in the verses that follow. John says to the elect lady
(2 John 5), ‘not as though I wrote a new commandment unto thee, but that which
we had from the beginning, that we love one another’ (AV). It seems good sense to
expect that John’s ‘new commandment’ of 1 John 2:7 is the same as in 2 John 5.
Indeed, Jesus also said, ‘A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one
another; as I have loved you, that ye also love one another’ (John 13:34). ‘For this
is the message’, says John, ‘that ye heard from the beginning, that we should love
one another’ (1 John 3:11). John reminds his readers of the ‘old commandment’
which they had from ‘the beginning’ (2:7)—’thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself’
(Lev. 19:18; cp. Deut. 6:5). However, the ‘new commandment’, as John Miller
points out, ‘is a commandment to love in a superlative way—love which is to be
operative between the Lord and His own and among those who are His own’
(‘John’s first Epistle’, Needed Truth, 1926, p.189) [Comment 3].

In contrast, we are not to love the world nor the things in the world, for ‘If any
man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him’ (1 John 2:15). In a
comparative but not absolute sense we read that ‘one generation passeth away, and
another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever’ (Eccles. 1:4; cf. Ps.
104:5). Yet, although the world and its lusts are passing away, ‘he that doeth the will
of God abideth for ever’ (1 John 2:17). Therefore, ‘abide in him; that, when he shall
appear, we may have confidence, and not be ashamed before him at his coming’
(v.28).

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  What is the true light? (1 John 2:8)  It was observed that
John was mainly addressing Jews in the church who believed the Old Testament
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[Comment 4]. It must also be noted that the Spirit, through John, was revealing Jesus
Christ to all as the true light that God had sent into the world. John’s Gospel also
refers to Jesus Christ as the true light that is already shining (8:12; 9:5; 12:35-36,46).
Christians are encouraged to walk in that light in order to live life in fellowship with
the Father and the Son (1 Cor. 1:9). Sin interrupts fellowship with God, but it cannot
change the relationship with Him. Confession restores fellowship, and immediate
confession keeps the fellowship unbroken (1 John 1:9) [Comment 5]. 

The anointing and its effect   According to 1 John 2:20, 27 the anointing refers to the
Holy Spirit, who is given to believers immediately their lives are genuinely submitted
to the Lord Jesus in the new birth. It must also be noted that this anointing is not
when oil is poured on one’s head, but is the effect of the Holy Spirit in the life of a
believer.  According to John 14:16-18, 23-26; 15:26 and 1 John 5:6, the Spirit is to
guide, teach, comfort and direct so that the believer will not go astray.

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  Doing the will of God  It is  God’s will ‘that all men [people] should
be saved, and come to the knowledge of the truth’ (1 Tim. 2:4 RV). However, the
matter of salvation and eternal destiny is for each individual to decide. The
consequences of acceptance or rejection of God’s offer of salvation could not be
made more plain—eternity in heaven, or in hell and the lake of fire (Rev. 21:8). God
Elohim has done everything that could be done for the salvation of humankind. All
that is required is for each individual is to respond to the free and full offer of eternal
life by a single act of simple faith in the finished work of Christ, or to reject Christ and
perish. More readily than an adult, a child can understand and have simple faith to
believe. In that sense, at whatever age the sinner comes to Christ for salvation, from
the moment he or she is saved, the new-born believer begins to do the will of God
and will abide forever. What incalculable riches accrue to sinners becoming children
of God! They become heirs of God, and joint heirs with Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:17).
What belongs to the Bridegroom belongs to His bride, who has become one with her
Beloved and will share both His inheritance and His riches.

The true light shining  God is light, and without Him there would be neither natural
nor spiritual light. Man in his unregenerate state is in darkness, but when he comes
to Christ, the light of the world, he becomes light in the Lord (see Eph. 5:8). Natural
light shines into darkness to illuminate, but spiritual light shines out of darkness to
enlighten our understanding of the knowledge of the truth. God ‘shined in our
hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
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Christ’ (2 Cor. 4:6). The opening of God's word gives light (Ps. 119:130), validating
‘the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention
to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star
rises in your hearts’ (2 Pet. 1:19 NIV). ‘The Lord is at hand’ (Phil. 4:5 RV). ‘But the
end of all things is at hand’ (1 Pet. 4:7: ‘… the darkness is passing, and the true light
is already shining’ (1 John 2:8 NIV). ‘God is light’ (1 John 1:5). Jesus is ‘the light of
the world’ (John 8:12). In the New Jerusalem the glory of God in the person of the
Lord Jesus, and not the sun or the moon, will be its everlasting light (Rev. 21:23).

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Doing God’s will   In John's Gospel we find truth about Christ;
in the epistles we find truth about ourselves (v.8). The commandment to love is both
old and new: it is old because it comes from the Old Testament (Lev. 19:18), but it
is new because Jesus interpreted it in a radically new light (John 13:34-35). In the
real Christian life love goes beyond respect to self-sacrifice and servanthood (John
15:3). Love could be defined as selfless giving. Love reaches beyond friends to
enemies and persecutors (Mat. 5:43-48). Love should be the unifying glue and the
identifying mark of the Christian community. It is the key to walking in the light
because we cannot grow spiritually while we hate our brother or sister. A growing
relationship with God means a growing relationship with others (1 John 2:7-8). True
light dispels the darkness of moral ignorance and satanic bondage. ‘The darkness of
unbelief, of jealousy, hatred and every evil work passes away when the true light of
the light and love of Christ sheds its purifying rays’ (J. Miller, Notes on the Epistles,
p. 600.

Who are these people?   John addresses different groups in the church, not according
to age but according to spiritual growth. His purpose is to encourage them to further
growth and to warn them about temptations that are sure to come (vv.15-17).
Fathers are the mature believers who have a longer relationship with the Lord. The
young men have overcome Satan through faith. In each stage God is relevant. Each
stage builds upon the other. As the children grow, one victory leads to other
victories. Older ones learn wisdom from their walk with the Lord and use their
wisdom to teach the young, and so the cycle is repeated.

Paul sees believers together in God’s will forming the Church of God. Peter
presents them as a spiritual house, a holy nation and a flock. John sees them as
members of God’s family, united by the same life received from the Father. In a
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human family brothers and sisters are usually at different stages of life but share the
same inheritance. We enter the family of God by the new birth (John 3:3) and are
joint-heirs with Christ. The expectation is that we grow through conflict to spiritual
maturity.

B.V. Prasada Rao  

From Southport:  John is writing to a range of believers, little children; loved
children; young men; fathers. These are individuals in the church to which his letter
is sent. ‘Fathers’ suggest older disciples; these may even have been eyewitnesses of
the Lord Jesus. This fits with the comment ‘ye have known him that is from the
beginning’ (AV). It also indicates that they had well grasped the sense of His eternal
nature and being. One would assume these are disciples of spiritual maturity and
many years’ standing.

‘Young men’ suggest strong competent users of the Scriptures. They have used their
knowledge of the word of God to overcome the adversary. They have become skilful
students, ‘handling aright the word of truth’.

Two different Greek words are used for ‘little children’. In verse 13 paidia has the
sense of children under discipline. These have ‘known the father’; they understand
their right to call Him ‘Abba’, and they realise the relationship they have been
brought into. With that privilege and right to be so called comes the need to walk as
children of the light.

In verse 12 the word is teknion suggesting relationship by birth, and so very young
believers—the ‘beloved children’ [Is ‘beloved’ added by recall from 2:7, RV?—Eds.].
They have understood salvation—a start for them, but with so much more to learn.
These are the most recent converts and perhaps especially dear to John.

The first doctrinal challenge to the early church involved circumcision (see Acts 15).
The ‘new faith’ to some then was simply an ‘add-on’ to Judaism. Some took it upon
themselves to depart from Jerusalem and sow doubts in the minds of saints in
Antioch. The apostles and elders resident in Jerusalem said they ‘went out from us’
—i.e. without the authority of the aforementioned (Acts 15:24).

In a different sense, those people who ‘went out from us’ were ‘not of us’, says
John (v.19). They were those who it would seem had made a false profession in the
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first place and infiltrated the church. Additionally, they may well have been among
those described in verses 22-23 as acting in the spirit of the antichrist.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  Those who went out from us   It is an inescapable fact of New
Testament history that at least some of those who had once been associated with the
‘Way’ (Acts 9:2 NIV) became purveyors of falsehood and wrought great distress
among the believers. It was as if they had infiltrated the ranks of the Christians to spy
on their liberty in Christ (Gal. 2:4), but in due course had to give expression to their
true intentions by going out of the place of His name. It is not as if these people were
never regenerated [Comment 6], but as Paul distressingly told the Ephesian elders:
‘…savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from
your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples
after them’ (Acts 20:29-30). 

At times the ‘going out’ arises from disputes relating to the doctrine and the
practice of the will of God. It was so with the disciples who declared in the presence
of the Lord Jesus: ‘This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it? ... From this time
many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him’ (John 6:60, 66).

For others who went out it is like the case of Demas ‘who because he loved this
world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica’ (2 Tim. 4:10), and others like
Hymenaeus and Alexander had to be handed over to Satan to be taught not to
blaspheme (1 Tim. 1:20). The eternal standard set by the Lord for all who will do His
will is, ‘if anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching
comes from God or whether I speak on my own’ (John 7:17).

Frederick T. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (General):  Children, fathers, and young men in 2:12-14   Some have understood
all these groups as stages of purely spiritual development as believers, irrespective of
physical age. To be consistent, however, this would make the bodily and mental
strength and freshness of ‘young men’ irrelevant, whereas these are a normal and
often helpful accompaniment of the first period of maturing in spiritual growth (for
those who do grow), as Aberkenfig paper allows for. Calvin and Luther thought the
‘little children’ of verses 12 and 13 had general reference to all in the church
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addressed, but this seems to take away from the point of ‘... you know the Father’
(v. 13 ESV,NIV), as precious to those who have recently received the new birth. May
I suggest that ‘little/dear children’ in verse 12 would recall the same address in verse
1 (both being Gk. teknia), so would most readily refer to all the saints, whereas after
fathers and young men are selected, ‘children’ could now be those new in faith, the
word being paidia, those subject to earliest training. (This is still in accord with
‘fathers’ meaning those who are mature in experience and in spiritual understanding,
as observed by J.T.N. below, and Aberkenfig and Podagatla papers.)

Let us not miss the warm tone of both those words with the affectionate ending -ia,
as when the Lord spoke tenderly to His own (teknia, John 13:33; paidia, 21:5).

M.A.

2. (Derby): ‘Fathers’ would not necessarily imply having a family either, but rather
spiritual maturity and reliability.  These were those to whom those less mature in the
faith could look for an example.  The ‘young men’ were those who perhaps had
made significant progress in their knowledge of God, but remained prone to
‘youthful passions’ (2 Tim. 2:22 ESV).

J.T.N.

3. (Halifax):  The old command and the new  In 2:3-5 is the full range of commands
of Christ and His teaching (‘his word’, v.5 ESV). Then John focuses on the command
that is key to all the others, just as the Lord chose it to impress on His own before
going out to die for them (John 13:34). John has said that by keeping the Lord’s word
love is perfected (v.5), and in vv.9-11 shows that abiding in the light that flows from
God is integral to love. We thus agree that the new command is as in John 13:34;
and that for the old command, he goes back to the key points of the Law, since that
would be a vital part of the revelation of God for John, and an authoritative guide to
those affected by wrong teaching. In 2:24, however, ‘from the beginning’ quite
naturally has a different sense, i.e. from the beginning of the saints’ spiritual lives. See
also Comment 4.

4. (Ibadan): We cannot be sure of the proportion of Jews to other nationals in the
church (or churches) addressed. But all the saints would doubtless have been taught
in some degree from the Old Testament from the beginning of their discipleship, so
in this sense John could say they had responsibility to the chief commands of the Law
that they love the Lord and also their neighbour (2:7). It is hard to think that John,
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especially in his later years, would be insensitive to the very different spiritual and
cultural backgrounds of Jews and non-Jews and neglect the latter.

M.A.

5. (Ibadan):  It is certainly remarkable that the case of ‘the accuser of the brothers’
(Rev. 12:10 ESV) is rendered powerless by our Advocate whose defence claims all
the merits of His blood shed at Calvary.  But it is important to remember that John
was ‘writing these things to you so that you may not sin’ (1 John 2:21 ESV).  The
Advocacy of the Lord secures our salvation and mends communion damaged by sin,
but it should not be seen as mitigating in any way the seriousness of sin, since ‘if we
say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not
practise the truth’ (1:6).  It is a work of grace that He performs, but it is incumbent
on us not to take His grace for granted.

J.T.N.

6. (Surulere):  It would seem, being ‘not of us’, would not refer to their place in the
church, but to the fact that they were not children of God and thus not true believers
as they claimed to be.

R.B.F. 

It does seem possible to me that some were believers who had become perverted
in their grasp of the faith. It would be true of these, as well as some who were false
professors, that they were not whole-hearted in all the fundamentals of the truth, and
so were not united with those who stayed loyal to the church(es), thus ‘not of us’.
This mixture could also be in view in Acts 20, accounting for some being as
destructive as ‘savage wolves’. Cp. B.S., 1976, p. 112.

M.A.

Feature

CHURCHES OF GOD AS GOLDEN LAMPSTANDS
 
Tabernacle lampstand
We go first of all to the Old Testament
book of Exodus to look at the
construction, composition, and
purpose of the lampstand that was

made ‘all of gold’, unlike many of the
other items of furniture that were
‘overlaid’ with gold, although it was
also ‘of beaten work’ that would
necessitate the skilful labour of a
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Bezalel (Ex. 37:1,17). The base, shaft,
branches, cups, bowls, and flowers
were also made out of the same one
piece of the precious metal. The
passage in Exodus 25:31-39, and the
corresponding details in chapter
37:17-24, reveal that the lampstand
was the fourth item to be made after
the ark, the mercy seat with the two
cherubim attached to both ends of it
(these also were ‘made of pure gold’),
and the table of showbread. It had a
bowl on top and seven lamps attached
to its stem with seven pipes feeding
into the seven lamps. ‘Gold’ in
scripture so often indicates what is of
God and is regarded generally as a
commodity of priceless value. It
features so much in the articles and
furniture that were to be found having
some significant part to play in the
function of God’s dwelling place on
earth.

The talent (of gold) itself as a
Hebrew unit of value at that time
would be virtually incalculable in
today’s currency and it is impossible to
present accurate figures for comparison
purposes, save to say its worth could
only be truly appreciated by those who
were aware of God requiring His
house to be adorned with the very
best of material. By a rough reckoning
the equivalent value today in British
sterling would be well nigh £1.2
million pounds.  

Its function 
The lampstand was to constantly give
light and illumination to the holy
place, and alongside it was the table of
showbread, made of acacia wood, and
the golden altar of incense. There, in
order for the service of God to
proceed, the priests, the sons of Aaron,
entered into that august location on a
daily basis to fulfil their responsibilities
according to God’s ordinance (Heb.
9:2,6; 7:27). The lampstand was
required to have a regular supply of
pure olive oil to light the seven lamps
(Lev. 24:2-4; Ex. 39:37). Just as gold is
symbolic of deity in its majesty, here it
would be representative of the divine
person of the Father, oil would be
emblematic of the divine person of the
Spirit of God, and the light itself
reflective of the divine person of the
Son of God.

Temple lampstands 
As with the tabernacle constructed

under the supervision of Moses the
servant of God, so with the temple,
designed by David the king under
God’s hand, and erected by Solomon
his son with his army of skilled
workers, the lampstand formed a vital
part of the furniture display, although
in the temple there was more than
one, as was also the case with the table
of showbread. They were all to be
vessels displaying the glory of God in
the house of God (2 Chr. 4:19-22). In
the case of the temple the outstanding
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ability of Hiram of Tyre is highlighted
and he was duly called into God’s
service at the king’s command (1 Kin.
7:13-14).

Churches of God, then and now
Churches of God today, and all

through the continuing collective
witness of divine testimony from the
days of the apostles, bear the worthy
designation of being ‘golden
lampstands’, and interestingly seven of
them, in the early days of the New
Testament, are referred to in the one
book that was to be circulated
throughout them all, with varying
messages for each one of the churches
so named (see Rev. 1:4, 11-12).
Together they formed ‘a kingdom’
where God’s rule and authority were
recognised and His instructions with
regard to His pattern of service were to
be adhered to. Those who composed
their number are identified as ‘priests
unto his God and Father’, whose
function was to uphold the word of
God and proclaim the testimony of
Jesus. The Lord Jesus is seen first of all
standing, and then moving and walking
in the midst of them (1:13; 2:1 etc.)
and in the description given of His
clothing, followed by the mention of
His heart, head, hair, eyes, feet and
voice, there is shown His work as
being that of one who has complete
responsibility for them, appreciating
their endeavours and examining their
motives, and also exercising discipline

where necessary (1:2,6,9,13; 2:1 etc.).
He also has a unique divine affection
for them (‘girt about at the breasts with
a golden girdle’—v.13 (RV)). 

Stars / angels of the churches
This is not, of course, an accolade

accorded to certain prominent
individuals, such as we have in the
human realm of things. The ‘stars’ of
the churches speak of those who are
human and not angelic beings,
recognised men who were to be the
recipients of John’s written message as
communicated to him by the Saviour
(Rev. 1:20; 2:1; 3:1 and so on). The
message to the churches overall was
that they were to be active, faithful,
loving, fearless, and zealous.  

Each person in each church had a
role to fill and this is well illustrated in
the two examples of men of another
time and day, as recorded in the book
of Zechariah the prophet: Zerubbabel
the governor of Judah and Joshua the
high priest of God in the land, whose
work was particularly related to the
rebuilding of God’s house / temple as
decreed by Cyrus king of the
Medo-Persian empire in 538 B.C. (part
of the topical studies in Bible Studies
last year). Their accomplishments on
behalf of God’s people would not be
as a result of physical strength and
mental fortitude; it would purely be
the outcome of the presence and
influence of God’s Spirit in their lives
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of witness. They are described as two
olive trees, brands plucked from the
burning; cleansed, clothed and made
ready for God’s work in His house
(Zech. 3:2,4,7; 4:3,6).

The light of witness within God’s
house and in and to the world

First and foremost, churches of God
forming God’s dwelling place on earth,
are where we collectively serve and
glorify Him, and individually behold
the beauties of His Christ (Heb.
10:19-22; 1 Pet. 2:4,5; Ps. 27:4;
45:1), so they are seen as places of
privilege and honour for the saints of
His calling. Secondly, we are seen in
our corporate witness to the world as
luminaries in a darkened place, as a
village or town perched on a mountain
that cannot help but be seen, and, like
the two future witnesses depicted as
the two olive trees and two lampstands
in and to a sin-ridden earth, a real
force for good (Phil. 2:15; Mat. 5:14;
Rev. 11:3,4).

The possible cessation of a golden
lampstand

Only God knows when and if this is
to come about. An awareness of what
constitutes a viable and visible
lampstand is incumbent to our
existence. Moreover, there must be
that spirit of submission to the will of
God that accepts the fact that we
need:

• To ‘Remember’, that is, in this
context, making every effort to
retrace our steps in recalling our
former commitment which may
have sadly depreciated and has to
be rectified (see Rev. 2:5; 3:3);

• ‘Repent’, where sin has to be
confessed and forsaken (2:5, 16;
3:3, 19);

• Or face ‘Removal’ by God’s hand,
when all such above has failed
(2:5; 3:16).

May we be spared such an end, in
God’s grace, and display a positive
response to the Lord Jesus’ entreaty.

R.B. Fullarton
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Introducing August

LOVING ONE ANOTHER—AN ESSENTIAL CHRISTIAN VIRTUE

The Scriptures are full of examples of
what our attitude and behaviour
should be towards one another.  In
this regard we must take on the
likeness and practise the example of
our Lord Jesus, to which several of our
contributors this month have alluded.
The Lord Jesus showed that it was the
second most important commandment
after loving God to have consideration
for others, to regard others as we
would ourselves (Mat. 22:36-40).  So
clearly, valuing one another is what
God considers to be an essential
Christian virtue.

As we observe the early churches
putting into practice the faith, we see a
fellowship of assemblies joined
together in unity and we see disciples
joined to one another in churches of
God.  We can easily take each other
for granted, yet the Lord wants us to
value one another as ‘… the brother
for whose sake Christ died’ (1 Cor.
8:11 NASV).  In the first church of
God we see disciples who kept
together, who looked out for one
another, who did things together, and
who cared for one another.  They
were both inward in caring for one
another within their own community,
and reaching out towards others that

they might also be part of their
fellowship.  Disciples today in
churches of God should not be any
different—we have a responsibility
towards one another and we have a
responsibility towards our fellows in
and around our community in which
we witness, as well as friends and
family.

The two words ‘one another’ or
‘each other’ also appear in similar
context as follows, noting that in most
of the references it is linked to the
example of the Lord Jesus:
‘Love one another’ (John 13:34);
‘Forgiving each other’ (Eph. 4:32, Col.
3:13);
‘Serve one another’ (Gal. 5:13);
‘Bear one another’s burdens’ (Gal.
6:2);
‘Accept one another’ (Rom. 15:7);
‘Greet one another’ (Rom. 16:16); and
‘Encourage one another’ (1 Thes.
5:11).
If we practise these things we will be
reflecting the lovely person of the Lord
Jesus.  And this is what binds us
together in churches of God
today—love and obedience to the
Lord Jesus.
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There are further references in the
New Testament scriptures to ‘one
another’ in the context of love and
care towards each other in churches of

God, that the reader may find of
benefit to pursue.

G.K.S.

From Study Groups

LOVING ONE ANOTHER (1 John 3)

From Aberkenfig: The truth of the coming of the Lord Jesus for those who believe
in Him should encourage and spur us on to live holy, righteous lives.  2 Peter 3:11
(ESV) says: ‘Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought
you to be in lives of holiness and godliness ...?’  While this scripture refers to the end
time, yet the principle of how His coming should affect our lives has the same
validity.  Therefore, the purifying effect of that coming encourages holy living,
imitating the purity that we see in the Son of God.  It is when we live in this way that
we begin to recognise the impact that our old nature has on our willingness to
accomplish God’s desire—that we display the character of Christ. Thus we identify
with Paul, in Romans 7, where he expresses his frustration with himself and his
fleshly desires, triumphing in the knowledge that deliverance comes through the Lord
Jesus.

It is Romans 7:25—‘So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with
my flesh I serve the law of sin’—that expands our knowledge that, while we are
under the law of Christ (1 Cor. 9:21) by virtue of our salvation, yet we are still
subject to the sinfulness of our old nature, which, in rejecting the authority of God
in favour of self-will, is seen as ‘lawlessness’.  It is pertinent to realise that it is the
practice of sinning, i.e. allowing our fleshly desires to suppress and reject what we
know God wishes us to do, that displays this lawlessness and prevents us knowing
God and displaying His character.

John underlines the seriousness of sin being expressed in the Christian’s life.  Our
whole aim should be to ‘abide in Him’, the Son, which will ensure that His influence
and passion for us will flow into our lives as we seek to please Him.  Sin and its
practice, however, shows that we have closed our ears to His voice and allowed the
adversary to persuade us to rebel and to exert our own wills.  It is important to
remember that, even if our lives display such sinfulness, that does not take away the
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fact of our new birth, which cannot be rescinded, and which, as a new creation,
cannot sin. The powerful presence of the Holy Spirit and the word of God acting
upon our hearts, minds and consciences, help to prevent us from falling into
sin—recognising that God does not impose Himself upon us, and that constant
rejection of the counsel and will of God brings about a seared conscience and the
destruction of our lives of service.

When we follow the loving desire of God to be holy, one of the greatest proofs of
that devotion will be an expression of brotherly love, not merely in word but in acts
of kindness towards our brothers in need.  In our giving, we fulfil another
commandment of our Master (v.23) and glorify Him.

Edwin Stanley

From Buckhaven:  Understanding powerful language  ‘Whosoever abideth in him
sinneth not ... He that doeth sin is of the devil ...’ (1 John 3:6,8 RV).  It seems to me
that the key to verses 6-10 is the difference between two words: ’abideth’ (v.6) and
‘doeth’ (v.8) [Comment 1].

The word ‘abide’ means to stay, to continue, to dwell.  The word ‘doeth’ (AV
‘committeth’) can also mean abide, or continue to do.  Both words seem to imply
the habitual nature of the action.  Those whose habit it is to abide in Christ have died
to self (Rom. 6) and the Holy Spirit has free course in both their thoughts and
actions.  Such people are able to think and act in accordance with the word of God.
Sadly, however, it is possible for believers to stop abiding in Christ and to allow the
old sinful nature to have control.  If they habitually think and act in accordance with
their own mind and will they become lawless and rebellious, since any thought or
action that is not subject to the will of God is essentially a lawless—and therefore a
sinful—thought or action (‘sin is lawlessness’ v.4); they become increasingly at odds
with the will of God.  Verse 8 traces back through the symptoms and arrives at the
root cause: ‘he that doeth sin (i.e. habitually) is of the devil.’ (John is not talking here
about those who accidentally stumble along the way, for whom provision is made
in the person of our Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous—1 John
2:1.)

John then explains the reason why those who are ‘begotten of God’ are able to live
their lives without sinning: it is because the good seed of the word of God abides in
them.  Abiding is therefore a two-way process: we abide in Him and His word (the
good seed) abides in us.  When we are in such a condition we cannot sin. The only
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way this is possible is because we have been born again and we have the power of
the Holy Spirit, who dwells within us, to enable the new sin-free person (which is
what we are by virtue of the redeeming blood of Christ) to submit to the will of God,
thereby overcoming the old nature and living the victorious life of faith.

In verse 10, however, John states that it is sadly possible for believers to fall so far
short of their heavenly calling that they think, act and behave as children of the devil
instead of as children of God.  John Miller has succinctly put it: ‘to be “of God” and
to be “begotten of God” are two quite different things. The one has to do with
conduct and the other with birth.’

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:  The result of our hope  Answering the question in the syllabus: It is
not that we are purified by the hope, but that we purify ourselves because we have
the hope.  It is a matter of our will and intention; it could be described as the duty
which our destiny imposes.  ‘Hope’, of course, here is more than a vague desire: it
is a conviction that the promised event will happen, like the expression used in the
burial service for a Christian, when we speak of ‘the sure and certain hope of the
resurrection from the dead’.

Sin = lawlessness  John here equates the two.  The reference is not to the Mosaic
law, which was subsumed in the Law of Christ (Gal. 6:2), but to God’s general and
universal law (Rom. 2:14-16).  This law is God’s, and thus continuing to break it is
a challenge to His authority. 

Verses 4 to 10  At the time of writing John was combating the Gnostic heresy; two
varieties of this led to different errors.  One said that they had already been made
sinless, so they could do what they liked, and the other said that sin did not matter
because it could not harm those who had been enlightened.  John refuted both of
these in 2:1-2, admitting that Christians could sin, but they had a way for confession
and forgiveness.  He then pointed out to his Christian readers the incompatibility of
living a sinful life while professing to be followers of Christ.  In the words of the AV,
he wrote that ‘whosoever abideth in him sinneth not’ (v.6); ‘whosoever is born of
God doth not commit sin ... he cannot sin, because he is born of God’ (v.9).  These
verses have led to a variety of explanations, among which are the following: 

1.  Some have tried to narrow the definition of ‘sin’ to notorious crimes, or offences
against love.  Roman Catholic commentators have distinguished between ‘mortal’
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and ‘venial’ sins.  From the definition of sin as lawlessness in 3:4 it is clear that
special pleading like this is invalid.

2.  Others have attempted to argue that sin by the believer is not regarded by God
as sin because of his cleansed state.  This assertion is preposterous; sin is sin, whoever
does it.  Such a statement would play into the hands of the Gnostic heretics.

3.  An interpretation frequently put forward is that the old nature may continue to
sin, but the new nature cannot sin.  This again would permit the Gnostics to blame
every sinful act on the old nature, and claim that the new nature was perfected or
perfectible.  The defect of this proposition is that it is a person who sins, not a nature.
Galatians 5:17 points out that a man may be led by the Spirit or by the flesh (the
human nature), but ultimately it is the person who decides what to do, to sin or to
refrain from sinning.  It is true that in Romans 7:14-25 Paul describes the conflict
between the ‘law of my mind’ and the ‘law of sin’ in his body, but he is there
acknowledging that the conflict exists, and that he sometimes makes the wrong
choices.  Note that he does not attempt to dismiss his sins as inconsequential, as a
Gnostic would.  This interpretation is not a satisfactory exposition of Scripture.  One
frequently hears it, but if its exponents really believed it they would be unconcerned
about sin, blaming it on the old nature.

4.  Some have suggested that John was putting forward an ideal, not a fact.  This
proposal is inadequate.  John was contradicting the claims which the Gnostics put
forward, and he opposed them with facts.  He does not put forward things which
merely ought to happen, but emphatically states those that do—the Christian ‘does
not’ and ‘cannot’ sin.

5.  Another attempted explanation is to distinguish between ‘deliberate’ and
‘unwitting’ sin—that is sin fallen into by error or weakness, on the analogy of actions
done without intention in Leviticus chapters 4, 5 and 22 and Numbers chapters 15
and 35.  However, there is nothing in the context to indicate that this might be
intended, and surely no Christian would honestly be able to say that he had done
nothing that he knew to be wrong.

If all these explanations are to be rejected, what is the apostle teaching his readers?
He must surely have had some clearly-to-be-understood teaching in his mind when
he wrote.  The meaning would have been clear to his Greek readers, who were used
to the subtleties of the tenses of the verbs used.  In 2:1 the aorist hamartete is used,
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signifying occasional lapses from holiness, whereas 3:6 uses the present hamartanein,
with the implication of continuance in sin.  This distinction is not apparent from the
older English translations, but the sense of the original is well conveyed by the English
Standard Version: ‘Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practises
lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in
him there is no sin.  No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps
on sinning has either seen Him or known Him. Little children, let no one deceive
you. Whoever practises righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. Whoever makes
a practice of sinning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning.
The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil. No one
born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he
cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. By this it is evident who
are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not
practise righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother’
(1 John 3:4-10) [Comment 2; see also Comment 1].

Peter Hickling

From Derby:  Loving one another   We are purified by wanting to be like the Lord
and by realising that He could return at any time.  Therefore the thought here is
being ready for His return.  Although we may pass through suffering we need to be
close to the Lord.  One would get ready for a relative’s visit; likewise we must
prepare for the Lord’s coming.  John Wesley lived a life of expecting His coming at
any time.  As he was living the life compatible with God’s desires, Wesley had no
need to change his plans.  We too need to examine ourselves, to make sure our
lamps are trimmed so that the coming of the Lord has a purifying effect on us.
Terrible things are written in Scripture about what lies in store for the unbeliever.
Anyone who does not know the Saviour will be lost.

Continuing to sin without repentance is rebelling against God.  Jesus bore our sins
on the cross.  There is sin in the world, but He suffered so that we might go free.
When we believe, the inner man is changed, and this is reflected in what we do
externally.  When we are saved and have passed from death to life, it will be shown
in love of the brethren (1 John 3:14).  Paul urged the Philippians  to follow the
example of those who live according to the pattern that was given (Phil. 3:17). 

There are occasions when we fall into error, so it is important to live life through
prayer and close contact with God.  In Ephesians 4:24 we are exhorted to renew our
minds and put on the new self that was created by God.  1 John 4:9 states that God
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showed love to us by sending Jesus so that we might live through Him.  Ephesians
5:25 states that Christ loved the church and gave Himself for her to make her holy.
This is why we need to show love to each other. The love of the Father and brotherly
love are interrelated.  If the love of the Father is lacking, hatred can exist between
each other, and as in the case of Cain it may even become murderous.  Romans
8:28-30 speaks of the sovereignty of God and how we are to be conformed to the
likeness of His Son.  Our aim is indeed to be like Him.

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  The importance of love  ‘Behold’, says John, ‘what manner of love the
Father hath bestowed upon us ...’ (1 John 3:1 AV).  Adam Clarke has rightly
observed: ‘Whole volumes might be written upon this and the two following verses
...’ (Commentary of the Bible).  John writes to his readers literally, ‘Behold ye’, i.e.
see, consider, or take notice of, the manner of the Father’s love.  In the context here
the Greek word translated ‘what manner of’ (potapos) means, ‘of what sort’
(Expository Dictionary of Bible Words, W. E. Vine), where the idea of the ‘kind’ of
love and love’s ‘degree’ are bound together.  What tender and noble love has been
bestowed in our adoption into His family, and how great is His love, for we have
been made God’s children!

The distinguishing marks of the children of God are quite the opposite of the
devil’s children, who do not practise righteousness, and bear no brotherly love (see
v.10).  Right from the start, the message has been ‘that we should love one another’
(v.11).  So then we should not be surprised if the people of this world hate us.  We,
however, have infallible evidence, absolute proof, ‘that we have passed from death
unto life’ (v.14), since we ‘love the brethren’.  We perceive God’s love in the fact
that He ‘laid down his life for us’ (v.16). ‘But God commendeth his love toward us,
in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us’ (Rom. 5:8).  For this reason we
should lay down our lives for the brethren, loving, ‘not in word, neither in tongue;
but in deed and in truth’ (1 John 3:18).

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Purified?  Looking at the introductory part of 1 John 3 and
the words of Paul in 2 Corinthians 7:1, it was observed that Christians are called
children of God based on adoption through the atonement of Christ at Calvary (1
John 3:1; Eph. 1:5; 1 John 2:2) [Comment 3].  Christians are expected to purify
themselves from worldly systems by forsaking the gatherings of those who are not
genuinely born again [Comment 4].
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Christians, through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, will have an effect on others.
It was also revealed that the hope that Christians have in Jesus Christ helps them to
run away from anything that might cause them to be ashamed when Jesus comes.
It must also be noted that many challenges are inevitable for Christians today, and
we need to look unto Jesus, who is the author and finisher of our faith (Heb. 12:2).
Some heroes of faith—like Meshach, Shadrach and Abed-nego (Dan. 3:1-23)
—endured tribulations and trials, but they didn’t lose their focus.  Christians are
expected to be patient and endure trials, tribulations and challenges because these
are things that can purify their hope of being more like the Lord.

Understanding when struggling with sin  In this passage, profound spiritual and
psychological insight, considered with the opposite of these, personifies the struggle
of the two natures within the believer—the old or Adamic nature and the new and
divine nature received through the new birth (Rom. 7:18-20; Gal. 2:20; Col. 1:27;
1 Pet. 1:23; 1 John 5:18; 2 Pet. 1:4).  In Romans 7, the frequent use of the personal
pronoun when dealing with the believer and the law, shows that self-effort can
neither achieve holiness through the keeping of the law nor win the struggle against
indwelling sin [cp. Cromer paper, para. 2—Eds.]. 

However, Romans chapters 6 and 8, presenting the way of victory over sin through
identification with Christ in His death, burial and resurrection, and showing the work
of the Holy Spirit on the believer’s behalf, uses the first personal pronoun only
incidentally (cp. Rom. 6:19; 8:18,38).  In 7:15-25 the ‘I’, that is Paul the apostle, is
at war, and he would seem to be in a state of near defeat; whereas in Romans 8 he
is victorious through the Spirit, who delivered him a victory anticipated by the
despairing cry, ‘Who shall deliver me from the body of death?’ (Rom. 7:24),
admitting man’s total inability to deliver himself from the bondage of sin.

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  Being purified by hope   The ‘ten thousand times ten thousand, and
thousands of thousands’ (Rev. 5:11) of angels God made were each different, with
a unique personality, as stars differ from stars in splendour (1 Cor. 15:41).  God
created Adam from the dust of the ground and modelled Eve from Adam’s rib.  God,
who is the divine potter, who spoke the worlds into being (Ps. 33:6-9), loved creating
something out of nothing but clay and dust.  The human body created by God, and
God incarnate in Mary’s womb, are surely God’s greatest creative acts [Comment 5].
The marvels and mysteries of human life in all its forms are beyond finite
comprehension.
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How intimately also we are connected to God in the warp and weft of the very
fabric of our lives, ‘For in him we live and move and have our being’ (Acts 17:28
NIV)!  As the potter, God was not only fashioning the outside of the bodies that He
was creating to perfection, He was also creating all the wonder-working internal
organs—the nerves, living cells, blood, arteries, veins, capillaries—giving them the
five senses with language and understanding.  These vessels were truly made in His
image, so that when work on His masterpiece of creation was finished the man and
the woman could respond to their Creator immediately with pure, open minds and
hearts and have with God what He had created them for: fellowship and
communion with Him.

How many times have we been marred in the Potter’s hands?  Yet He patiently
and constantly breaks the clay and starts all over again, never giving up on us until
He has made us into a ‘vessel unto honour, sanctified, meet for the master’s use,
prepared unto every good work’ (2 Tim. 2:21 RV). ‘… for it is God who works in you
to will and to act according to his good purpose’ (Phil. 2:13).

The silversmith and the potter have one thing in common—great attention to
detail.  The silversmith purifies silver, watching over it until he can see his face in the
precious metal.  Then he knows it is ready to be made into whatever he desires.
Malachi portrays God, who as the potter made man in His own image, as a refiner
and purifier of silver: ‘He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the
Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will
bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be
acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years’ (Mal. 3:3-4). 

When God looks upon us how much does He see in us of Christ?  Paul reflected
the heart of God in his yearning, ‘My little children, of whom I am again in travail
until Christ be formed in you …’ (Gal. 4:19 RV).  John presents the coming of the
Lord Jesus as a purifying hope, the glorious prospect that ‘when he appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he is’, and he affirms, ‘everyone who has this
hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure’ (1 John 3:2-3).

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  Being like the Lord  John expresses astonishment at God’s love
in regenerating believers—an experience the world cannot understand.  The prospect
of being transformed into the likeness of Christ motivates Christians to live
righteously.  1 John 3:1 tells us who we are—members of God’s family.  Verse 2 tells
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us that we are becoming reflections of God.  The Christian life is a process of
becoming more and more Christ-like (Rom. 8:29).  This process will not be complete
until we see Him face to face (1 Cor. 13:12; Phil. 3:21) but knowing that as our
ultimate goal motivates us.

The moment we were spiritually born into God’s family we were given some
astounding ‘birthday’ gifts: the family name, the family likeness, family privileges,
family intimate access and the family inheritance.  John expresses it: ‘Behold what
manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of
God! Therefore the world does not know us, because it did not know Him’ (1 John
3:1 NKJV).  The spiritual family is even more important than our own physical family
because it will last forever—‘if a son, then an heir of God through Christ’ (Gal. 4:7).
All He has, we have—a rich inheritance indeed, as in Philippians 4:19: ‘and my God
shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus’.  The
inheritance includes being changed into His likeness, being with Him forever, freed
from all pain and sorrow, being rewarded and reassigned positions of service and
sharing in Christ’s glory.  We are far richer than we realise!

Becoming like the Lord is not instantaneous or automatic, but rather a long
process: ‘…till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son
of God’ (Eph. 4:13).  Such a process will not be finished until Jesus returns.  In
Ephesians 4:22-24 Paul outlines our responsibilities in the transformation: we are to
change our way of acting and our way of thinking.  We must put on Christ by
developing godly habits [Comment 6].

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport:  Paul clearly differentiates between the old and new man in the
day-to-day actions of a believer.  Our old nature is still present and at the slightest
opportunity takes control of our actions.  We need to be careful to avoid the trap
that the flesh is evil and the spirit good: this was the error of the Gnostics.  Our old
nature has as much of a hold over our brain and thought processes as does the new
nature.  Our higher thoughts are God-ward, but our old nature turns back to the
base things of this world.

Just as an athlete spends time in exercise, so we need to do the same, but our
exercise is to godliness (1 Tim. 4:7).  The more we do this the more Christ-like we
will become.  If our leisure time is filled with books and films which reflect the
(appalling) standards of this world our actions will be so shaped.  If we focus on a
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deeper understanding of the Bible then our speech and conduct will be much more
wholesome.  What we fill our hearts with governs our actions (Mat. 12:34; Luke
6:45).  Overseers have a special role in this:  they are to feed ‘the church of God’
(Acts 20:28).  Peter exhorts elders to ‘tend (feed) the flock of God’ (1 Pet. 5:2 RV).
They have to be examples.  So in our personal contact with each other in our
assemblies, what do we speak about?

We are to reflect the love of God, as instanced by Christ giving Himself for us (Eph.
5:2).  Our conduct is required to be of a much higher standard than that of the
world.  Our love should be self-effacing and self-sacrificial.  Just as earthly fathers are
kind to their own sons so we should show a special kindness to fellow disciples (Gal.
6:2).  This theme is found throughout the New Testament.  Peter implores a fervent
love of each other as through the work of the Holy Spirit (1 Pet. 1:22).  Paul, writing
to churches of God in the cities of Thessalonica in Greece and Ephesus in Turkey,
encourages this love of the brothers (Eph. 6:23; 2 Thes. 1:3).  This is an essential part
of our witness—‘By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love
one to another’ (John 13:35).

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  Purified by hope  There is no end to the depth of divine grace that
flows to believers from their position in the Lord Jesus, for our lives are hidden with
Christ in God (Col. 3:3).  It is the Lord who works in us to will and to act in order to
fulfil His good purpose (Phil. 2:13).  And that good purpose is that we be conformed
to the image of His Son (Rom. 8:29).  It is not by our own exertions that we purify
ourselves, but rather as the apostle Paul attested: ‘I can do everything through him
who gives me strength’ (Phil. 4:13 NIV).  It is not only the hope of being like Him
that is the catalyst for purification, but the Holy Spirit’s daily outworking of His fruit
in our lives.

There is a unique sense in which Christ Himself is the hope that purifies, as the
apostle powerfully intones: ‘To them God has chosen to make known among the
Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory’
(Col. 1:27).  Christ is our life: we hope to be like Him; and we know that when He
appears we will appear with Him in glory (Col. 3:4).  As we daily submit ourselves
to the Spirit’s leading, beholding with unveiled faces the glory of the Lord, we are
transformed into His image with ever increasing glory until the day of His appearing
when He that will come, will come and will not tarry (2 Cor. 3:18; Heb. 10:37).

Frederick F. Ntido
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COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven):  It is also important to note that the verbs speaking of sin (doing or
committing it) in verses 6-10 are all in the present tense, conveying the meaning of
what is continuous or repeated action.  For instance, when John mentions in verse
6 that ‘whoever abideth in him sinneth not...’ he is not saying that the believer never
sins; rather he/she does not keep on willingly sinning, because of the power of the
new spiritual nature.  Verse 9 signifies the same truth: ‘Whosoever is begotten of God
doeth no sin’ is not highlighting a sinless life and behaviour that the believer will
have; rather the one begotten of God will not keep on committing sin, again by
reason of the new life and nature within, if allowing the Spirit of God to have
precedence.

R.B.F.

2. (Cromer and others):  1 John 3:4-10  The constancy with which the ESV
translators rendered present tenses as continuous, bringing out also the distinctiveness
of the phrases in 3:4 and 9—not just the verb ‘sins’, but ‘does/practises sin’ (cp. ‘v.8,
‘does/practises righteousness’)—shows that much of what John says here is about the
righteous character of the believer whose habit is to live in communion with Christ
despite some failure and error, as in 2:24.  But this does not readily explain the
absolute language, with no allowance for variable behaviour, e.g. in 3:6: ‘No one
who continues to sin has either seen [the Son] or known him’ (NIV); or back in 2:15:
‘If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.’  This suggests that
John has still in mind the believer’s unchangeable possession of eternal life: that (s)he
has been born again with spiritual life (John 3:3-8,15,36), has become a child of God
(1:12), and has passed from death into life (5:24).  This spiritual life brings the
enabling for the daily effort to abide in Christ, so cannot be irrelevant.

Three reasons for the uncompromising language are: (1) To emphasise that the
Christian is empowered to overcome sin, has a duty to strive for that, and has every
incentive in the love (s)he has received.  John grants that the believer does sin, and
the sensitive heart condemns.  But he wants to take the struggling saint’s mind off
measuring how many recurrences of a typical failure amount to the sign of being
unsaved, and rather depicts the Christian character as so different from the unsaved
outlook.  (2) To meet extreme error with definite, plain statement and clear
reasoning.  (3) There is also here the simplicity and directness that is characteristic of
John’s thought and writing—arresting, and memorable, and surely the product of
distilled meditation. M.A.
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3. (Ibadan):  Regeneration and adoption  Whilst our position as children of God and
our adoption are closely related, they do give a different emphasis to the grace which
has been poured out upon us.  It is by regeneration—that is, the new birth—that the
sinner is made a child of God, being born into the family of God from which he
cannot be lost (John 1:12-13).  By adoption (lit. ‘son-placing’), God confers on all
believers the dignity and honour which belongs to sons: to those who have matured
from childhood into a position of responsibility.  Through regeneration we see our
new relationship with God, and through adoption the status conferred upon us
through grace.

J.T.N.

4. (Ibadan):  John’s message is clear: our love as believers is directed towards God.
There is also the requirement of displaying a loving attitude to those who are His,
and not to the world that stands opposed to Him in its way of life that is essentially
egocentric (2:15-16).  Moreover, as disciples of the Lord Jesus in the collective
testimony of churches of God, our association with other believers must be carefully
examined to ensure that our position of privilege as the people of God is not
compromised by identification with them in a church capacity, however, as members
of the one body there is certainly no barrier that should be erected in the matter of
personal friendship and fellowship (5:2).

R.B.F.

5. (Paisley):  We should be careful not to associate the incarnation with God’s
creative purposes but rather with His plan of salvation.  The Son is the only begotten
of God.  He entered creation through the virgin’s womb, having been conceived of
the Holy Spirit.  This miraculous work of God should never cease to amaze us as to
its mystery and wonder.

G.K.S.

6. (Podagatlapalli): Another scripture to help here is 2 Corinthians 3:18, where the
more we think of the Saviour, and allow the Spirit of God to control and direct our
lives in God’s revealed pathway of service, the better we shall reflect the glory of the
Son of God in our own personalities and through what work we do for Him. 

R.B.F.
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Feature

ANTINOMIANISM AND PERFECTIONISM

These two erroneous teachings were
prevalent at the time of John the
apostle writing to his fellow-saints in
divine testimony.  The first mentioned
is a combination of two Greek words:
anti meaning ‘against’, and nomos
signifying ‘law’.  That really means a
‘lawbreaker’, however, the claim of
this cult was that believers in Christ
could simply live as they like with
impunity.  Faith-belief would
guarantee not only the possession of
life everlasting with eternal security,
but also present a licence to conduct
one’s life as one would want without
any restraints.  Therefore, believers
should have no concerns about having
to render an account of their lives of
service, as any sin they committed
would not have a bearing on such,
salvation being all of God’s grace.  This
all runs counter to the truth of

scripture which clearly states we shall
have to give account of what we have
done, or not done, for the Lord, and
the motives governing our actions
(Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10). 

The doctrine of perfectionism
extends further than this.  Its
pernicious claim is that all sin/s has
been dealt with at Calvary and is
consequently completely eradicated
the moment our acceptance of Christ
as Saviour takes place, thus it is
impossible for the believer to sin at all;
he or she is simply incapable of
committing sin.  This is a complete
contradiction of what John has been
stating in his letters, and others like
Paul and James have emphasised too
(see 1 John 1:8; 3:8; 5:16; 3 John 11;
Jas. 3:2; Rom. 7:19).

R.B.Fullarton
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Introducing October 

DIVINE LOVE AND HUMAN LOVE—ARE THEY RELATED?
 
If we use the word ‘divine’ to mean
‘belonging to God’, then we can first
say that divine love is very different
from human, since an attribute of God
must be far greater (and not merely in
quantity or power) than qualities or
emotions we possess; for God
transcends man in every way.
[Compare Aberkenfig paper, last
paragraph, on this.]

So in describing the love expected of
the believer, it is useful to call it Christ-
like love, recognizing that the believer
can be united with Christ, but does not
become Christ. If however, we begin to
think there is no connection at all
between Christ-like love and human,
surely we miss the fact that all loves,
whether physical, familial, developed
between friends, or compassionate and
altruistic, can be shown to have their
source in God. Natural affection (2
Tim. 3:3 RV; cp. ‘heartless’ ESV) in its
purest form is clearly part of the
Creator’s design for His creatures; and
we could expect the same of those
other loves. He is ‘the Father, from
whom every family in heaven and on
earth is named’ (Eph. 3:15 ESV). He
‘sets the lonely in families’ (Ps. 68:6
NIV). Is it not evident, then, that
though each of those loves is a limited

thing compared with the love of Christ
in the believer, they are in various
degrees a preparation for the real thing
God intends for us? The use of the
imagery of bride and groom, or
husband and wife, to describe the
relationship of Christ and those He
loves and has taught to love is more
than illustrative: the latter is the ideal
that subsumes the former. Even the
weakening of human marriage is used
to describe our Lover using His
servant-friends to win us back to His
side (2 Cor. 11:2-3). The love of Christ
then governs those other affections
and bonds, and insofar as we learn
more of Him and His love, we are
saved from excess or disproportion in
the lesser loves.

With this encouragement, we rise to
the challenge of Paul’s prayer in
Ephesians 3. It shows that to enter into
that higher love, we need power from
the Father, through the Spirit, in our
inner being, ‘…that we may have
strength to comprehend with all the
saints what is the breadth and length
and height and depth, and to know
the love of Christ that surpasses
knowledge, that you may be filled
with all the fullness of God’ (3:14-19).

M.A.
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From Study Groups

PERFECT LOVE CASTS OUT FEAR (1 John 4)

From Aberkenfig:  Testing spirits of error  It is certain that Satan’s activity in this
world is increasing, and so will the errors and false teachings he encourages
proliferate.  Many cults and religions make their gravest error in their treatment of the
Lord Jesus, mostly by relegating Him to some sort of lower deity or created being.
John saw this in his day and linked the errors of ‘false prophets’ with spirits of error.
Thus when new doctrines or cults arise with apparently powerful and successful
messages, they must be tested, (a) by their treatment of the Person and work of the
Lord Jesus, and (b) by the truths revealed in the word of God, which is our only
defence against the deceit of Satan and the spirit of anti-Christ, things already being
manifested today in lawlessness.
     
Abiding  ‘To the teaching and to the testimony!’  If they will not speak according to
this word, it is because they have no dawn’ (Is. 8:20 ESV); or ‘because there is no
light in them’ (AV).  This shows how vital it is that all teaching should be tested
against the Word, so that sound doctrine will be maintained, and that none will be
turned out of the Way. This is verified in John 8:31, where ‘… Jesus said to the Jews
who had believed in him, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and
you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”’  Here the word ‘abide’ has
the thought ‘to stay (in a given place, state, relation or expectancy)’, clearly showing
that remaining within the truth revealed in the Word sets us free from all the
bondage that Satan would seek to bring us into, stunting and debilitating us in our
fruitfulness in God’s things.

John 15 teaches that abiding in the Vine (who is Christ) enables us to bear much
lasting fruit, as we display the character of God.  Abiding in the Word, or the
commandments, displays our discipleship as we obediently follow Him as Lord.
Abiding in love, which Romans 5:5 shows ‘… has been poured into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us’, accompanied by His filling of our
hearts with His love, causes it to overflow into our lives. This testifies to our heavenly
birth and helps bring the comfort and consolation of love to our brothers and sisters,
thus fulfilling the command of the Lord that we should love one another.  
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All human beings have the capacity to love: it is an inherent part of our make-up.
Yet, at best, naturally expressed love is but a pale shadow of the glory of the love of
God that has been displayed through Christ. It is that love that disciples are called
upon to display; and if absent, reveals that the world, the flesh and the devil have
diluted and deflected that love from being expressed. We must show due diligence
to abide in Him so that we fulfil His purposes of grace.

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer:  Testing the spirits  Gnosticism was a dangerous heresy during the
time John wrote his letters.  One aspect of this false teaching was denial of the
divinity of the Lord Jesus, which is something we find in other religions today.  John
had been in the company of the Saviour during the years of His ministry, and
witnessed first-hand the miraculous signs and the divine wisdom in the Lord’s
teaching along with His love and compassion when dealing with the needy.  He
would have readily agreed with the confession of Peter: ‘You are the Christ, the Son
of the living God’ (Mat. 16:16 ESV).

In testing the spirits to see if they are true, such a confession needs to be heard. If
people can’t subscribe to this, then they are not born again and they have no
indwelling Holy Spirit (1 John 4:15).  Much false teaching today emanates from those
who do not truly know the Lord.  Therefore we should be on our guard lest we
become deceived ourselves. The Lord Jesus said, ‘Beware of false prophets, who
come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves’ (Mat. 7:15).

Born of God  Believers in Christ are born again and are partakers of the divine nature
(2 Pet. 1:4).   If we are subject to the guidance of the Spirit in daily life, then He will
show the love of Christ through us. Paul said, ‘I have been crucified with Christ.  It
is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20).  It was vitally
important to the apostle John, who referred to himself as the disciple who Jesus
loved, to follow the command of his Lord to ‘love one another’ (John 13:34).  This
should be the mark of the believer, and it is by loving each other with the love of
Christ that we show we are His disciples (John 13:35).

Those who are unbelievers cannot show the love of Christ, because they do not
have the Spirit of God living in them, and therefore cannot express outwardly what
is not there inwardly.  Human love is one thing; the qualities of divine love are
altogether different [see ’Introducing’—Eds.]. 



116

John’s theme of ‘Abiding’  In John’s first epistle there are sixteen references to this
matter of abiding. They include abiding in Christ, or God, or the Holy Spirit, or God
abiding in us. There are two references to the word of God abiding in us, and two
references to God’s love abiding in us. The experience of ‘abiding’ as portrayed in
this letter may be summed up as living in the power and reality of fellowship with the
Lord, and the enjoyment of His word. The apostle Paul said, ‘Therefore, as you
received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him’ (Col. 2:6). This surely should be our
desire and our experience; but is it? 

John Parker

From Derby:  The scripture references indicate that even plausible speakers may not
be what they seem to be. The wolf in sheep’s clothing is brought to one’s attention
here.  We should be wary of cults that do not confess Jesus or only refer to Him as
a son of God. The Devil is able to put a lying spirit into a person. Matthew 16:23
shows how this happened to Peter, and the Lord had to rebuke Satan.  Acts 20:20-
21, 28-30 also points to this danger, although the message Paul declared to all was
of repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. Then in verse 30 there is a warning that
wolves from their own church would distort the truth and draw away the disciples.
As for a spirit confessing Jesus, we recognize this by how a person talks. If they are
not prepared to hold to the root teachings, what they are doing may be questionable.
1 Timothy 4:1 warns us of those who abandon the faith, and this is seen today both
in many denominations and in government where men have strayed from the truth.
It is important that we have nothing to do with worldly myths, and train ourselves to
be godly through the word of God. Only by being strong in the faith can we discern
what is right or wrong. 

Believers have new life that has been given from God.  We can love in the same
manner that God loves, that is, not expecting return.  We who have been born from
above will love other believers since they are part of the body of Christ.  If a person
speaks vehemently against a brother we see evidence of the unsaved spirit of
rebellion.  

Whenever the gospel message is proclaimed it goes out to all; so no matter what
sort of person hears and obeys the gospel, he is saved and has become a child of
God.  Departure from the truth of the Word means that some denominations spread
error about becoming a child of God, of which one example is claiming that infant
baptism brings spiritual new birth. 
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The unsaved would be lovers of the world in some form, and when testing comes
they will fall away from apparently loving God. The idea of the unsaved loving as
John requires is not possible [see detailed account of this in ‘Introducing’]. They do
not realize their need to be saved. Therefore we see it is vital to be born again and
begotten of our Father in heaven.  It is vital to put the Lord first, in every part of our
lives. John 15 tells us about the vine and how every part of it is intended to bring
forth fruit. We have the Holy Spirit as our Comforter—the Spirit of truth.  2
Corinthians 1:21-22 tells us we have been anointed and sealed by God and that He
has given us the Holy Spirit.  Ephesians 1:3 tells us we have been blessed in the
heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ, bringing us unity, and causing
praise to God’s glory. 

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  Love is of God  John next presents a practicable approach concerning
discernment of ‘the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error’ (1 John 4:6 RV).  There
were, and still are, many false prophets who clearly may be seen as such from their
refusal to acknowledge Jesus. ‘Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: every spirit which
confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: and every spirit which
confesseth not Jesus is not of God...’ (4:2-3).

John then returns to his theme of brotherly love.  ‘Beloved,’ he writes, ‘let us love
one another: for love is of God; and every one that loveth is begotten of God, and
knoweth God’ (v.7). God is the origin of love and from Him it proceeds; it is shed
abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5). They who have not this love
do not know God, ‘for God is love’ (1 John 4:8), and His love was manifested in the
sending of His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him
(v.9).  Although His love is manifested in such a wonderful way, it remains an
unmeasured expanse. ‘Here are no ankle depths, nor knee, nor loin, but an ocean
to swim in, a river that cannot be passed over’ (‘The God of Love’, Needed Truth,
1901, p.204).  God indeed is love. God loved us and sent His Son to be a
propitiation for our sins (v.10; see Rom. 3:24-25). So then we ought to love one
another (1 John 4:11). Even though God has never been seen by mortal eyes (v.12),
by the exercise of love we may be assured that He dwells in us, and His love is
perfected in us.  As Dr Gill explains, ‘Love to God in the saints is perfected by love
to the brethren ...’ (John Gill’s Exposition of the Entire Bible). ‘...Perfect love casteth
out fear ...’ (v.18). 

Robert J. Butler
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From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Testing  spirits  Looking at 1 John 4:3 and 2:22, it was
observed that every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh
is from God; so the test of a spirit in the Churches of God today should be on a
regular basis.  1 John 4:3 reveals that every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is
not from God.  One can assess whether a spirit confesses Jesus by the fruit of the
Holy Spirit being manifested in the lives of the believers (Gal. 5:22-23; Mat. 7:16-20;
Col. 3:12-15). Because the first disciples were called Christians in Antioch, such
result was based on the fruit of the Spirit that was seen in their lives (Acts 11:25-26)
[Comment 1].

Can the unsaved love as John requires in 4:7-12?  John 3:16 reveals that kind of love
that 1 John 4:7-12 expresses, which is unconditional love.  This love was
demonstrated by God, who is love, by giving His only Son as a ransom for the sin of
the whole world. It is impossible, therefore, for the unsaved (who are yet to be born
into the family of God) to meet this standard.  1 John 4: 7-12 and verse 16 also
confirm that God is love and whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. So
it is impossible for anyone who is yet to be saved to meet the divine demands of 1
John 4:7-12 [see ‘Introducing’].

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8)   The love of God: who can comprehend
its scope, or the breadth and length and height and depth of the love of Christ that
surpasses knowledge (Eph. 3:18-19)? Immeasurably great and indescribable as the
love of God is, the love of the triune God is infinitely greater, when we consider that
it is inherently manifested in the three Persons of the Godhead [Comment 2].  

God is love in essence.  His changeless, steadfast love is eternal, even as He is
eternal.  Everything that He does is motivated by love, but His awesome love is
found in different emotions as they are described to us in Scripture—love, jealousy,
fury, hate, which reveal the intensity of God’s heart of love.  God declares His
passionate love for Zion in the words, ‘I am very jealous for Zion; I am burning with
jealousy for her’ (Zech. 8:2 NIV), and while He loves the sinner, He hates the sin.
Can any doubt the love of God when God the Son died in agony and shame on the
cross of Calvary for them? 

God’s love to us warrants a response from us.  We do not deserve God’s love, but
in gratitude our hearts should be open to receive as much of His love as they can
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hold.  We can rest in His love, bathe in it, and all the while we will be lost in His
love, lost in wonder, love and praise, that God could love such guilty, unholy,
ungrateful, hell-deserving sinners.

The entire earth is full of His glory, yet He condescends to love and to care for you
and me.  ‘Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! ... For
from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory for ever!
Amen’ (Rom. 11:33,36).

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  When to test the spirits  False teachers are deceiving
multitudes today because they are usually popular, friendly and courteous. But how
does one ‘test’ the spirits?  Some people believe everything they read or hear.
Unfortunately many things printed and taught are not true. Christians need to have
faith, but should not be gullible. Deception is widespread and often difficult to
discern. There is a spirit behind all teaching, but it may be a false spirit, described as
‘the spirit of the antichrist’, and John speaks of many antichrists (1 John 2:18).  Paul
says, ‘Let no one deceive you by any means; for that Day will not come unless the
falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition’ (2 Thes.
2:3 NKJV).  John also speaks of ‘the spirit of error’ as opposed to ‘the Spirit of truth’
(1 John 4:6 ESV). The Holy Spirit will assure our hearts as to what is true according
to the word of God.

False teachers are popular because they tell the people what they want to hear.
Christians who faithfully present God’s word of truth will never win any popularity
contests. ‘By this you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ
has come in the flesh is of God’ (1 John 4:2).  If Jesus is less than fully God and less
than fully man, what hope have we of salvation?  Only His perfections and the shed
blood could atone for sin.  Changing emotions related to the inability to discern
spirits will not affect the assurance of salvation in that ‘the Father has sent the Son as
Saviour of the world. Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides
in him and he in God’ (vv.14-15).

Testing the spirits requires diligent, Beroean-like search into the word of God (Acts
17:11); commitment to the body of believers (1 John 2:19); lifestyle (3:23-24); and
fruit in the ministry (4:6).  Yet the ultimate test is what is said about Christ:  God in
the flesh is the key.  A confession of faith involves more than an admission of His
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identity, but should also include a submission to His sovereignty (John 15:26; 1 Cor.
12:3). ‘Test all things; hold fast what is good’ (1 Thes. 5:21).

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport:  Testing the spirits  The rebellious are clearly pictured by
Eliphaz—‘That thou turnest thy spirit against God, and lettest such words go out of
thy mouth’ (Job 15:13 RV), although in this specific case Job was in the right and
Eliphaz’s judgement flawed.  Those that speak as directed by the Holy Spirit will
speak things in accordance with the Scriptures, which are God-breathed.  This is the
test that we must apply.

We are warned that the truth will be abandoned and men will teach lies (1 Tim
4:1).  We must be as those from Beroea who, with a ready mind, examined the
Scriptures daily to test what they heard against ‘things written beforehand’ (Acts
17:11).  Our fathers had ready access to the whole canon of Scripture and to ‘helps’,
such as concordances and dictionaries to assist in understanding.  In general, the
good reputation of a publishing house ensured that works were of sound exposition.
Today we also have to handle the information glut of the internet.  There the
material is frequently not subject to peer review and the inaccuracies are legion.  Is
this what is in view in Daniel 12:4? [Comment 3]

The induction of a saint into the Fellowship is the first such ‘spiritual test’.  It is the
very essence of the gospel—to believe in your (whole) heart and to confess with your
mouth (Rom. 10:9).  Here is viewed the initial declaration of faith which would pass
the ‘test the spirits’ challenge.  Timothy has ‘confessed the good confession’;
additionally he has his daily practice as evidence of continuing in the things in which
he affirmed belief.  He is exhorted to maintain this holy living as a witness to his
spiritual approbation (1 Tim. 6:12).

Most professional bodies require their members to produce evidence of ‘Continual
Professional Development’.  It is not enough to have made the grade in the past;
current evidence of the standard of professional behaviour is called for.  Just so with
the saint.  Are the things we say and the deeds we do characteristic of an active
Christian life?  If our daily walk does not match our claimed spiritual stance we are
certainly not led by the Spirit.  Our supposed spiritual teaching may well be deviating
from the truth.  The ultimate declension is the denial of the incarnation, but long
before we reach that stage other things, e.g. confidence in the power of prayer, will
have gone.
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As time goes on we neglect at our peril the continual testing of the things spoken
by those teaching us. If at any time we hear (or think we hear) something not in
accordance with the truths revealed in Holy Scripture, we need to approach the giver
and ask how this point of view is reconciled with scriptural teaching.  The ability to
grasp spiritual truths and teach the same to others is a spiritual gift (1 Cor. 2:12-14).

The essence of disciple character is given in Philippians 2:5-8.  The psalmist David
desired that his heart would be united to reverence the name of God.  If he could
be whole hearted he would be able to glorify God’s name for ever (Ps. 86:11-12).
Daily we need to request the Lord’s forgiveness so that our witness might be effective
(Ps. 51).  This self-test carried out daily will help ensure the integrity of the Church
today.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  Testing the spirits  In testing the spirits in Churches of God today the
watchword should be constant vigilance.  We should … ‘Be self-controlled and alert.
Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to
devour’ (1 Pet. 5:8 NIV).  There should be no end to this exercise as the darkness in
Christendom is thickening and there is widespread unwillingness amongst some
Christians to confront false spirits in false teachings. There is also a false love that
tends to consider any attempt at testing the spirits to be unlike Christ and
uncharitable. The Devil and his agents do often masquerade as angels of light in the
deadly business of purveying falsehood and evil (2 Cor. 11:14-15).  It is thus the
unceasing scrutiny in a Christ-like manner of all that is taught, with the aim of
speaking the truth in love, that is a sure safeguard against falling prey to ‘deceiving
spirits and doctrines of demons’ (Eph. 4:14; 1 Tim. 4:1 NKJV).

The standard for testing the spirits is the same today as it was in the Old
Testament: ‘To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this
word, it is because there is no light in them’ (Is. 8:20 KJV).  The Ephesian church was
commended for testing those who claimed to be apostles (Rev. 2:2). The apostle
Paul crowned his heart-rending address to Ephesian elders thus:  ‘Now I commit you
to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an
inheritance among all those who are sanctified’ (Acts 20:32).  Of a truth perfect love
casts out fear, including that of putting the spirits to the test. 

Frederick F. Ntido
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COMMENTS

1. (Ibadan—Alawaye):  Testing spirits   We clarify first that John is writing about
serious cause for doubt about someone’s claims to be guided by the Holy Spirit, or
encounters with people who promote a view about Scripture that is so unsound or
alarming that there must be more at work than lack of knowledge or human error.
But if we begin from the individual saint’s experience in meeting this problem, the
guidance John gives is available. 1 Corinthians 12:3 also instructs the saints to be
aware of how false professors can be tested (see Podagtla paper, last para.). Compare
also 1 Timothy 4:1 on looking out for deceitful teachers.  

If there were further need, someone in the church or churches with more
experience could be called on to help. 1 Corinthians 12:10 shows that ‘the ability
to distinguish between spirits’ (ESV) is a spiritual gift, so that there could be those
outstandingly gifted in this, both in the entire period of the 1st century churches and
in the darkening conditions of today. 

There is no sign here, however, of a collective provision or centrally based service
for this purpose, apart from the elderhood having responsibility to be alert to false
teaching arising in any of the churches. Compare Southport paper, from para. 3; the
last sentences from Podagatla, and Surulere paper. See also B.S. 2010, pp.69-70,
Comment 6, on this and the (much more dangerous) exorcism of demons.

2. (Paisley):  Would we not use the phrase ‘the love of God’ in such a general way
that it normally means the love that is expressed by all three Persons of the
Godhead, even if the work or character of only one is the immediate subject of
attention? 

M.A.
The very word for God (Gk. theos) throughout this epistle, and indeed virtually the

whole of the New Testament, is equivalent to the Old Testament Hebrew plural
word for God, which is elohim, denoting the triune God. So, for instance, in Isaiah
53:4, where we read of Jehovah’s servant, the Lord Jesus in human flesh, being
‘smitten of God’, elohim is used, indicating that what was written prophetically of the
Saviour’s atoning work was the expression of the full agreement of Deity (Father, Son
and Spirit) in what took place at Calvary. On the other hand, the Lord’s anguished
cry in Matthew 27:46 was directed to His Father, whom He addressed as ‘God’, as
He was in complete concurrence with all that was taking place, having Himself been
central to its planning and execution. R.B.F.
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3. (Southport):  ‘... the time of the end. Many shall run to and fro, and knowledge
shall increase’ (Dan. 4:2). The paper asks if the quantity of information and comment
about the Scriptures on the internet, much of it inaccurate or not subject to peer
review, is foretold in this verse. The revelation Daniel records does not state the
character of the knowledge, but we know from Genesis 3 that knowledge can be of
evil, and in man that can be a defiling thing. So Daniel 12:4 could describe the
whole overload of information that flows via the internet and its appliances (and
other forms of swift communication). All such knowledge is limited by author,
viewpoint, and sources, even if it purports to be ‘fact’. Within this, comment on
Scripture, and digests of ‘Bible background’ would be sifted carefully and if possible
checked with reputable sources, by the wise student.

M.A.

From another shelf
This enrichment of the coverage of our monthly subject was written by esteemed
former evangelist and teacher John Drain of Belfast.  It comes from Needed Truth,
1966, February, pp.29-32, with permission gratefully received.  The full article can
be read at hayespress.org/study_resources.php OR hayespress.org/article_index.php

Extracts from ‘The Fatherhood of God’ 

Our Father
After the Lord had been raised from

the dead He very graciously revealed
Himself to Mary Magdalene. And He
gave her a message, ‘Jesus saith to her,
Touch me not; for I am not yet
ascended unto the Father: but go unto
my brethren, and say to them, I
ascend unto my Father and your
Father, and my God and your God’
(John 20:17 RV). We observe that the
Lord spoke of ‘the Father’ and ‘my
brethren’. But He makes a significant
distinction when He says, ‘my Father
and your Father, and my God and

your God’. Why not our Father and
our God? Were not the Lord and His
disciples brethren? The joy and
satisfaction which we may find in all
that we learn about God as our Father
must never be allowed to cloud our
understanding that between the divine
Father and the divine Son there is a
relationship which is not shared with
any created being; that God is the
Father of the Son in a way that He is
not our Father; that Christ is the Son
only begotten.

God becomes the Father of men and
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women, boys and girls, when they
believe on His Son and know the
experience of being born again. The
relationship thus established is abiding
and eternal. John in his Gospel wrote,
‘But as many as received him (Christ),
to them gave he the right to become
children of God, even to them that
believe on his name: Which were
born...of God’ (John 1:12, 13). In his
first epistle, John says, ‘Behold what
manner of love the Father hath
bestowed upon us, that we should be
called children of God: and such we
are…’ (1 John 3:1). Only those who
believe on Christ have the right to
claim this glorious relationship. It is
entirely contrary to the teaching of the
Scriptures to say that a person
becomes a child of God, and that God
becomes his Father, in virtue of some
rite or ceremony. To those who do
believe there comes the assurance of
the Spirit’s testimony, ‘For ye received
not the spirit of bondage again unto
fear; but ye received the Spirit of
adoption, whereby we cry, Abba,
Father. The Spirit Himself beareth
witness with our spirit, that we are
children of God’ (Rom. 8:15,16).

Another aspect of this abiding
relationship to God as Father is
presented by Paul in the epistle to the
Galatians. He says, ‘For ye are all sons
of God, through faith, in Christ Jesus’
(Gal. 3:26). This is followed in chapter
4 by an explanation of the great
change which came with the faith of

our Lord Jesus Christ. Under the law,
men and women were in the relative
relationship of infants, differing nothing
from bondservants even though they
were heirs. ‘But when the fulness of
the time came, God sent forth his Son,
born of a woman, born under the law,
that he might redeem them which
were under the law, that we might
receive the adoption of sons. And
because ye are sons, God sent forth
the Spirit of his Son into our hearts,
crying, Abba, Father. So that thou art
no longer a bondservant, but a son;
and if a son, then an heir through
God’ (Gal. 4:4-7). Great indeed are
the privileges and prospects of sonship.

We now draw attention to a line of
truth connected with the Fatherhood
of God in which the relationship is
conditional. In 2 Corinthians 6 Paul
gives important teaching in the matter
of separation. His basic statement is
‘Be not unequally yoked with
unbelievers’ (v.14). He then lists
certain things and persons that are
incompatible: righteousness and
iniquity, light and darkness, Christ and
Belial, believer and unbeliever, temple
of God and idols. Between these the
line of separation must be drawn and
maintained. To those who would be in
the will of God there comes the clarion
call, "Wherefore come ye out from
among them, and be ye separate, saith
the Lord, and touch no unclean thing;
and I will receive you, and will be to
you a Father, and ye shall be to me
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sons and daughters, saith the Lord
Almighty’ (vv.17,18). Here it is not a
matter of being sons of God through
faith in Christ. Obedience and
separation are demanded. In these
days of serious confusion, of lowering
standards, of ecumenical trends, the
importance of scriptural separation
requires much emphasis. The authority
of the Lord Jesus demands it. Love for
Him compels it. We go forth unto
HIM. The promise to the obedient
ones is precious, ‘I will be to you a
Father, and ye shall be to me sons and
daughters’. To you, to me: let us
ponder these words.

The Lord Jesus taught, ‘… Love your
enemies, and pray for them that
persecute you; that ye may be sons of
your Father which is in heaven: for he
maketh his sun to rise on the evil and
the good, and sendeth rain on the just
and the unjust’ (Mat. 5:44,45). We
can see in this teaching that we may be
manifested as sons and daughters.  In
this context sonship implies likeness.
‘Ye therefore shall be perfect, as your
heavenly Father is perfect’ (v.48).

Very valuable present practical
blessings and privileges can be enjoyed
by those who know God as their
Father…

Fellowship with the Father
True spiritual life will include the

enjoyment of fellowship with our

Father. When speaking to His disciples
just before going to Golgotha the Lord
Jesus gave an encouraging but
conditional promise, ‘…If a man love
me, he will keep my word: and my
Father will love him, and we will come
unto him, and make our abode with
him’ (John 14:23). Love for the Lord is
here seen in its true light. The Lord
made it very plain that He saw the love
of disciples for Him in their obedience
to His authority. How can any person
say he loves Christ if he does not keep
His word, if he is disobedient? The
claim is contradicted by the failure to
do what the Lord tells him. Many have
made strong claims of loving the Lord
Jesus but they have refused to obey
His commandment to be baptized. We
all may be hesitant about obeying
things which the Lord has
commanded. Let us search our hearts.
‘If a man love me, he will keep my
word.’ With those who give the true
response of love, the Father and the
Son will make their abode. This opens
the great possibility of fellowship with
the Father. John wrote in his first
epistle, ‘That which we have seen and
heard declare we unto you also, that
ye also may have fellowship with us:
yea, and our fellowship is with the
Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ’
(1 John 1:3). Fellowship with the
Father is not unconditional. He is love.
But He is also light. We shall not find
Him in the paths of darkness. Where
shall we find the light? We find it in
God’s word, which is truth. Neglecting
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the word we lose the light, and
fellowship is impaired.

Access to the Father
One of the privileges of children of

God is access to their Father. Our
heavenly Father encourages us to
come to Him and to speak to Him. For
this He has made full provision. Christ
is the Way. No one cometh unto the
Father but by Him. Through Him we
have our access in one Spirit unto the
Father. He is in God’s presence as an
Advocate with the Father for God’s
children. If we sin, we can come to
our Father through Christ, and know
the peace of forgiveness. In our
general need we can come to our
Father, realizing that He is good and
that His ear is open. ‘Like as a father
pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth
them that fear him’ (Ps. 103:13).

There is another side to the truth of
approach to the Father. To the woman
from Sychar the Lord said, ‘But the
hour cometh, and now is, when the
true worshippers shall worship the
Father in spirit and truth: for such doth
the Father seek to be his worshippers’
(John 4:23). We worship the Father
not as ‘our Father’ but as the Father of
the Lord Jesus Christ. In the opening of
the Revelation, John says, ‘… Unto
him that loveth us, and loosed us from
our sins by his blood; and he made us
to be a kingdom, to be priests unto his
God and Father ...’ (Rev. 1:5,6). Let us
examine carefully the privileges and
the responsibilities of approach to God
to worship Him who is the God and
Father of the Lord Jesus Christ.

John Drain



127

Introducing November

THE FULL ASSURANCE OF FAITH
 
Kneeling with the little crowd who
worshipped the Lord in the boat, John
was amongst those who declared that
night “Truly you are the Son of God”
(Mat. 14:33 ESV).  That fourth watch on
Galilee had been a lesson in faith
overcoming doubt, and years later the
old apostle’s conviction remained
unshaken. It was a conviction which
defined his life, and his deep desire was
that his readers should share the
knowledge that he had gained (1 John
2:3; 5:13,19-20). The need for
assurance through knowledge is the
constant refrain of John’s first letter, the
theme to which all others return: that
his readers should cast away all doubt
and error and anchor their lives in the
firm knowledge of the person and work
of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

His message remains so pertinent for
us today, living in an age of relativism,
when sure things are assailed by
doubters and certainty mocked as
simplicity. Today, as then, the
debilitating effect of doubt and
uncertainty will undermine our
Christian lives and wreak havoc in our
churches. Though the reasons may have
been different, the message brought by
the writer to the Hebrews was the
same—the recipients of his letter were
also to have full confidence in the word
of God, which had been delivered to
them from the apostles and
authenticated by the powerful working

of the Holy Spirit (Heb. 2:1-4).

God has given us every means to be
assured of what we believe.  In
Hebrews 6:11-12, the writer asserts
how necessary assurance is for what we
are involved in.  The word ‘assurance’
here carries the thought of abundance,
being derived from two Greek words
meaning ‘full’ and ‘burden’, literally
meaning a ‘full-carrying’.  Their
assurance was to be something replete
in them, abundant and overflowing; as
with a ship fully-laden, it was to provide
a ballast for their lives and service.

Where was that assurance going to
come from?  The same Greek word
(plerophoreo) is used only twice outside
the book of Hebrews.  In Colossians
2:2-3, this full assurance is found in
‘understanding … the knowledge of
God’s mystery, which is Christ, in whom
are hidden all the treasures of wisdom
and knowledge’.  It was an assurance
the Thessalonians had found through
the gospel which had come to them ‘in
power and in the Holy Spirit and with
full conviction’ (1 Thes. 1:5).  This
assurance, which will be our mainstay
and our fullness, comes only from a
knowledge and understanding of Christ,
received through the gospel by the
working of the Holy Spirit.
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At the beginning of Hebrews 2 comes
the warning of the need to be assured
of what we believe, and of the
consequences for us if we drift.  It is a
warning which rests between the
soaring language of chapters 1 and 2 in
which God’s mystery, even Christ, is set
forth in all His glory and humility.  Here
is the gospel told in power through
words chosen by the Holy Spirit!  And
here is the means by which we too shall
find our assurance: through that

knowledge of the Son to which John
constantly calls us.

By grace, we have at our disposal
every means of growing in our
knowledge of the Son.  All that is left for
us is to seek that understanding and
knowledge of Him which shall form the
bedrock on which we can build our
lives and pursue our service with a
‘full-carrying’ of the truth.

J.T.N

From Study Groups
KNOWING THE SON OF GOD (1 John 5)

From Aberkenfig:  Overcoming the world   It is evident that many who have been
‘born again’ through faith in the Lord Jesus have been overcome, or even defeated, by
the effects of this present world in their thinking and lives.  This does not indicate that
they have been lost again, rather that the life that was given them in Christ has not been
expressed, or evidenced, in the way in which they have lived, or are living at the
present time.  So the mere fact that a person is ‘born of God’ does not necessarily mean
that he/she is an overcomer, nor that the world cannot have a detrimental effect upon
the new life.

In the King James, Revised and American Standard translations of the Scriptures
[similarly NRSV], verse 4 begins with ‘whatsoever’ rather than ‘everyone’ (ESV) and this
seems to highlight that it is our faith—that Jesus is the Son of God—that overcomes the
world (v.5; see also John 16:33) (Comment 1). Therefore, it seems to follow that
everything that is the product of the word of God and the Spirit of God, operating
within and through the Christian, is that which brings the conquest of the desires and
evils that belong to this world in which we live.

This agrees with 1 John 2:14—‘I write to you, young men, because you are strong,
and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one’ (ESV)—where
it is the powerful indwelling of the Word and its application to the life that produces
the victory.  In the description of the world in 1 John 2:15-17, the desires of flesh and
eyes, coupled with pride in possessions, all indicate an inappropriate obsession in the
heart of a Christian for things that do not abide and are contrary to the purposes of
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God.  This has a parallel to the reference to ‘idols’ in this chapter and their effect of
dividing the total commitment to God which He so desires, and deserves, from those
whom He has redeemed.

The water and the blood   Victory over the world and its effects can be seen in the
witness of the water and blood referred to in this chapter.  God’s righteousness was
upheld by Jesus’ baptism in the waters of the Jordan (Mat. 3:15).  It produced a victory
over the blindness that Satan was inflicting upon the Jewish people in their failure to
recognise the Christ of God.  There is also the deeper application of course, of death
and resurrection, symbolised in the ‘burial’ and ‘raising’ in the act of immersion,
underlining the completeness of the victory that Jesus has won over sin, death and hell.
However ‘water’ baptism alone could not redeem the sinner; ‘blood’ had to be shed
too, that the one offering for sin might be accomplished in His death on the cross.  Thus
the water brought to man’s attention the righteousness of God that Jesus brought within
our reach, and His death fulfilled the promise made in Eden’s garden (Gen. 3:14-15),
as He dealt with sin and provided life and victory to all who believe [Comment 2; see
also 7].

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer:  Born again overcomers  In this letter John has been developing his
thesis of the three tests which can be applied to the professing Christian.  In chapter 2
he mentions obedience (3 6), love (7-11) and belief (18-27), and at the beginning of
chapter 5 he draws them together, showing that they are mutually dependent.  Verse
1 (ESV) says that ‘Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born
(begotten) of God ...’  This raises the question of cause and effect.  The verb gegennetai
is in the perfect tense, literally ‘has been born’, while the believing is in the present
tense.  This might lead us to conclude that believing is the consequence, not the cause,
of the new birth: Is this so?  Another striking point from the Greek is contained in verse
4 where it is the neuter ‘whatsoever’ that has been born of God and overcomes the
world.  It is the ‘new creature’ of 2 Corinthians 5:17 which has been given the power
to overcome the world; the Christian has been freed from its deadly spell [Comment
3].

The water and the blood   Verses 6-12 are about testimony, which is the basis of faith.
It follows that the things that are described as evidence must be apparent to their
hearers.  Jesus Christ is described as ‘he who came by water and blood’ (v.6).  The
word used is dia—‘by’ or ‘through’; that is, ‘water’ and ‘blood’ must describe
experiences through which Jesus passed that were evidential to His nature and
purpose.  The two events in the Lord’s life which seem best to fit these requirements
are first His baptism by John, when God said ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am
well pleased’, and secondly His death, when He shed His blood for our sins.  The third
testimony comes from the person of the Holy Spirit, who dwells within us.
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The question about the meaning of the water and the blood was asked in Needed
Truth volume 1 (1888) p.102, where it was answered by referring to Old Testament
instances of sacrifice following washing in the laver or in the Flood; but this does not
seem really relevant to the subject of John’s letter, since these things are too remote
from the questions before John’s readers to be regarded as witnesses to them.

The sin which leads to death   What possible explanations could there be for this?
Three have been put forward: 1. A specific sin  In the Mosaic law a distinction was
made between sins of ignorance, for which sacrifice could be made, and presumptuous
sins for which there was no forgiveness.  Some in the development of church systems
tried to carry this distinction through to the Christian era, culminating in the
classification of sins as ‘mortal’, i.e. leading to death, and ‘venial’, i.e. pardonable.  This
has no justification in Scripture; only one sin is mentioned, and we have to try to decide
what it is.  2. Apostasy  Regrettably, many of us have seen people who put their faith
in Christ—often when they were young—completely turn away from Him and
renounce their faith.  Is this apostasy the sin which leads to death?  Those who say that
it is will quote such scriptures as Hebrews 4:4-6; 10:26ff. and 12:16-17.  However, the
recurring theme of this epistle is that believers have eternal life, e.g. ‘I write these things
to you who believe in the name of the Son of God that you may know that you have
eternal life’ (5:13).  Those who believe in Christ have ‘passed from death to life’ (John
5:24), and this is not a reversible process.  Hence apostasy is not an acceptable
explanation.  3. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit  The scribes ascribed the Lord’s
casting out of demons to the prince of demons (Mark 3:22), but He pointed out the
illogicality of their arguments, and said that ‘”whoever blasphemes against the Holy
Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin”— for they had said, “He has
an unclean spirit”’ (Mark 3:29-30).  Why was this so important?  Because this was not
mere unbelief, agnosticism or atheism, but it was a deliberate choice on the side of evil.
The teachers of the Law should have looked forward to the coming of the Messiah, and
recognised Him by His works, but instead they attributed them to Satan.  This last
explanation seems the most satisfactory one [Comment 4].

Peter Hickling

From Derby:  Victory has been gained over the world’s sinful pattern of life.  In 1 John
5:5 we see that whoever is begotten of God overcomes the world [see Aberkenfig
paras. 2 and 3, and Comments 1 and 3].  The believer attests that Jesus is the Christ,
the begotten of God, and through this faith the true Christian has overcome the world.
We have been begotten from above.  If the Holy Spirit works within, the new man has
victory.  In 1 Corinthians 15:57 we see God has given us the victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ.  Hebrews 11 demonstrates that by faith we can overcome the world.  In
particular, we note Hebrews 11:24-26, where Moses’ faith overcame the wealth and
glory offered by Egypt.  The ways of the world can swallow the nations, but we can
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know victory in faith, for in Hebrews 10:12 Jesus made one sacrifice of Himself for sins
forever, having obtained eternal redemption (see Heb. 9:12).

The sin that leads to eternal death is the refusal to believe in Jesus [see Comment 4].
We recall how Judas betrayed Jesus, and this was the sin that leads to eternal death.
There is not any particular sin that leads to physical death where the Lord might say,
‘That’s enough’ and take someone’s life.  However, Hebrews 10:26-29 claims that if
anyone sins wilfully after receiving the knowledge of the truth there is no more sacrifice
for sins.  One who has metaphorically trodden the Son of God underfoot would receive
a sorer punishment.  In Genesis, Adam’s sin-to-death expelled him from the Garden.
In Exodus the second smiting of the rock brought judgement on Moses who could not
enter the promised land.  Some people go right against the will of God through speech
and actions.  When King Saul committed a sin to death, God asked Samuel how long
he would mourn for him, indicating it was futile, since God had cut Saul off.  In 1
Samuel 16 God rejected him.  Saul had chosen the path of sin that led to death. 

John’s first Letter was written to assure saints that they had eternal life.  Throughout
the letter there are various things enumerated: in 1 John 1:5 and  2:8, God is light,
which emphasises the importance of walking in the light.  God hears us.  We can do
anything according to His will.  We have the ability to lead others to the truth, and God
keeps us safe from the evil one.

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  The Christ   When Jesus was in the vicinity of Caesarea Philippi He
asked His disciples, ‘Whom do men say that I the Son of Man am?’ (Mat. 16:13 KJV).
Evidently people held diverse ideas on this matter; but what of the disciples?  It was
Simon Peter who emphatically expressed a concise, yet comprehensive confession of
faith saying: ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God’ (v.16).  John, when
explaining the very purpose of his gospel, noted that of the many signs that Jesus did,
those he wrote about were written ‘that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God …’ (John 20:31).  In 1 John 5:1 we read that ‘whosoever believeth that
Jesus is the Christ is born of God: and every one that loveth him that begat loveth him
also that is begotten of him.’  The previous verse made it clear that they who love God
should love their brother also, and from chapter 5 verse 2 we learn to know we love
God’s children—‘when we love God, and do His commandments’ (RV).

With the great weight of testimony both in heaven and upon earth (vv.7-8), who
could doubt that Jesus is the Son of God?  ‘This is the one who came by water and
blood … not with water only, but with the water and with the blood’ (v.6 NASB).  Dr.
Charles C. Ryrie says, ‘Jesus proved Himself to be the Christ (Messiah) at His baptism
and by pouring out His soul to death’ (Ryrie Study Bible, Expanded Edition, Moody
Press, 1995, p.1997).  This contradicts the erroneous idea of Cerinthus, who denied the
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identity of Jesus with the Messiah (The New Testament in Modern Speech, by Richard
F. Weymouth Fifth Edition, 1929, p.593; see also ‘Certainty in the Face of Change’,
Brian D. Johnston, Needed Truth, 2000, pp.20-22).

John wrote his first Letter so that those who believed on the name of the Son of God
should know that they had eternal life (v.13).  ‘God hath given to us eternal life, and
this life is in his Son’ (v.11).

Robert J. Butler 

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  Overcoming the world   Looking at the parable of Jesus about
the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31), it was observed that the rich man enjoyed
all the pleasures of the world, and when he died he went into Hades—not because he
was rich, but because he did not accept the word of God as proclaimed by the
prophet.  In contrast, the poor man Lazarus was carried by the angels to Abraham’s
bosom, not because he was poor in the world but because of the faith he had in the
word of God.  It is not through riches or poverty that we receive assurance that we have
overcome the world.  It is only those who have faith in the atonement of Jesus Christ
at Calvary who overcome the world (1 John 5:4-5).  The heroes of faith were counted
as righteous because of the faith they had in God, not because of their good works
(Eph. 2:4-9).  They left everything in this world because of the better hope they had in
God (Heb. 11:4-40).

The water and the blood  The water and the blood in 1 John 5:6-8 are testifying to
Jesus.  Reference to the water, blood and Spirit testifies to the agreement of the Trinity
[Comment 5].  It also helps us to understand that water, blood and the Spirit testify in
the earth, while the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit testify in heaven.  Therefore, the
blood, water and the Spirit all testify to the oneness of the Trinity.  This also points to
total dependence on the Trinity (John 17:10-11).

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  The eternal God—God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy
Spirit—and eternal life that never ends, are concepts beyond finite, human
comprehension.  One of the most profound truths in the Bible is that a sinner by simple
faith in the finished work of Christ can be saved from hell and the lake of fire and
become an heir of God and a joint heir with Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:17), a recipient of
God’s blessings and Christ’s possessions.  ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you though
his poverty might become rich (2 Cor. 8:9 NIV); ‘the unsearchable riches of Christ’
(Eph. 3:8).  Not even through eternal ages will believers know fully the extent of their
riches in Christ.
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The dual concept of eternity is eternal life in heaven for the believer, and eternal
separation from God in hell and the lake of fire for the unbeliever.  Believers live their
brief lives on earth as pilgrims and strangers, journeying by faith day by day to the land
their hearts have loved so long.  They may live their allotted span and may reach 70,
80, 90 years, but the older they get the more they long for their eternal home.   When
they get to heaven they will have nothing left to long for.  All their hopes will have been
realised more than they ever could have imagined in the splendours of their heavenly
home.  As endless ages roll along they may think back on their lives on earth and
wonder why the thought of living forever seemed so daunting, and wonder what they
would do for all eternity, and wonder how they would get about the vast expanse of
their heavenly home.  In this weary world we get tired and grow old, but in heaven
there is no day, no night, no sleep.  The believers’ rest will be in serving their Lord and
Saviour eternally.

God the Father and God the Holy Spirit are spirits in essence, and as spirits they have
always been invisible to the human eye.  They cannot change, but we will be changed
when we get to heaven; so will we see God the Father and God the Holy Spirit when
we are in heaven? [Comment 6].  The Lord Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the pure in heart:
for they shall see God’ (Mat. 5:8 RV).  The Lord Jesus became Son of Man that believers
would become sons of God. 

We are already living in eternity because life is a parenthesis of the eternal ages.  We
are on the cusp, even as Simeon and Anna were (Luke 2), of seeing the Lord Jesus, and
we are on the threshold of heaven.  The coming of the Lord is near.  Even though the
Lord longs to see His bride, He is patiently waiting His Father’s command to come for
her at the Rapture, when both Bridegroom and bride will be enraptured with each
other.

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  John’s epistle, like his gospel, testifies that we have eternal life
through faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of God (5:13; cf. John 20:31).  If we do not
believe after so many testimonies, we make God a liar (v.10).  The child of God can
rely on certainties—the apostle repeats ‘we know’ in verses 2,13,15,18,19 and 20.
Moreover our faith not only brings us salvation but it overcomes the world in that, as
to the future, it is linked to that which cannot perish (v.4).  What a joy it is also to know
that God hears and grants whatever we ask according to His will (v.14)! The Christian
would not want to be granted something against God’s will; but how can we know that
will?  It is through the understanding that the Son of God has given us (v.20; cf. Luke
24:45).  ‘… that we may know Him that is true’  is set in contrast to the whole world
which lies under the sway of the wicked one.  The evil one has no weapon in his
arsenal which can lead astray the new man within us.  Instead he offers plenty of idols
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to tempt our weak natural hearts.  Children of God, let us keep our hearts solely for the
Lord and keep ourselves from idols (v.21; 1 Cor. 10:14).

Earlier we saw that ‘whoever has been born of God does not sin, for His seed remains
in him; and he cannot sin, because he has been born of God’ (3:9 NKJV).  Now in verse
1 we have ‘whoever’ relating to the persons, and in verse 4 ‘whatever’ indicating that
which is born in us.  How great is the victory of faith worked in us through the word of
God and the Spirit of God.  It raises those born again supremely above the world’s
forces.  That same victory of faith is displayed when we collectively carry out God's
commandments in worship.  We can find such victory of faith among the heroes of
Hebrews 11.  The greatest hero, of course, is the One who is the author and finisher
of faith.

The significance of water and blood  Primarily we have an insistence here on the
humanity of Christ.  Water may refer to the Lord’s baptism, and blood to His death on
the cross.  Jesus’ coming was not by water only, for His baptism could never redeem
us.  Only the blood could avail for this.  There may be some allusion to the water and
blood that flowed from His side at Calvary (John 19:34) which again were signs of His
humanity.  He came in the flesh.  It was His death that was the baptism He had to be
baptised with (Luke 12:50).  Baptism was merely the symbol of His death and
resurrection (Romans 6:3-5). The Spirit bore witness that He who came in the flesh was
indeed the Son of God.

The Law demanded testimony from two or three witnesses (Deut. 19:15; John
8:17-18).  1 John 5:8 says, ‘... there are three that bear witness on earth: the Spirit, the
water, and the blood; and these three agree as one’.
B.V. Prasada Rao

From Southport:  From a reading of Hebrews 6:4-6, the writer seems to describe the
‘sin unto death’.  The assurance in John 10:28-29 certainly indicates that once you
have been truly ‘born again’ you cannot lose your eternal life.  However, it is possible
to lie to, and tempt, the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:1-11).  The role of the Holy Spirit today is
given in John 16:8.  As His role is to prepare the hearts of men to receive the Saviour,
resisting Him will lead to eternal death.  The closed mind of hardened atheists does
lead to eternal death [see Comment 4].

Overcoming the world starts with an absolute faith trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ.
The believer is now ‘in the world’ but not ‘of the world’.  In this state he can resist the
temptations of the adversary (James 4:7).  The schemes of the adversary are translated
into action by those who have not accepted the Saviour.  These may be the ‘white lies’
of the fairly good unsaved through to the murder and torture of many individuals as we
see reported on the news channels.
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The world recognises people who push themselves forward.  The world gives
celebrity status to those many whose morals are very weak and whose language defiles
the names of the Godhead.  It is possible for a believer to start to slip and it is
incumbent on us to assist our brother and sister in the Lord if we see this happening.
The outcome of our faith should be clearly visible to those we meet who are ‘in the
world’.  These are those for whom Christ died and we should never shrink back from
sharing our knowledge of the Saviour with them.

Steve Henderson

From Surulere:  The sin that leads to death   It must be emphasized clearly and
strongly that the Holy God detests sin in whatever shape or form, for ‘Your eyes are too
pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong’ (Hab. 1:13 NIV).  Indeed, as the
apostle John emphasized: ‘All wrongdoing is sin’ (1 John 5:17).  Yet, whilst we strive in
the strength of the Holy Spirit to work out daily our own salvation from the power of
prevalent sin (Phil. 2:12), we are conscious of the continuing propensity to sin as long
as we inhabit these tabernacles of flesh (1 John 1:8; Rom. 7:23-24).  However, in the
divine scheme of things, there is a sin which is so heinous that the Sovereign God
classifies it as a sin which leads to death, and for which there is a clear prohibition
against praying for a brother or sister who is committing the same.  It must be
immensely repulsive in the sight of the Almighty God to warrant this prohibition, for had
not John written: ‘My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if
anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defence—Jesus Christ,
the Righteous One’ (1 John 2:1)?

The sin that leads to death must be a sin of presumptuous, wilful, intentional
disobedience and rebellion against the revealed will of God.  It is a calculated affront
on the character of God and refusal to be bound by His revealed truth.  It is such that,
were it not for the permanence of salvation and the eternal security of believers, it
would remove one from the covering of divine mercy and grace.  The first Adam was
guilty of a sin that led to death (Gen. 2:17) and conversely the second Adam through
His obedience brought about eternal life for all who believe (Rom. 5:12-17).  Korah,
Dathan and Abiram were similarly guilty of this sin with its terrible repercussion (Num.
16).  The numbered men of the twelve tribes of Israel who refused to enter the
promised land committed a sin that led to death; likewise King Saul (Num. 14:28-32;
1 Sam. 15:11; 16:1).  In the New Testament, the sin of Ananias and Sapphira was one
that led to death along with the terrifying conditions described by the writer to the
Hebrews (Acts 5:1-11; Heb. 6:4-12; 10:26-28).

Although physical death followed the commission of the sin that leads to death in the
above references, this might not always be the case at present, and could be a form of
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spiritual death which, though different from the unregenerate who are dead in their sins
and trespasses, is captured in the example of the pleasure-loving widow Paul wrote of,
who is dead while she lives (1 Tim. 5:6) [see Comment 4]. 

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig):  Some will note that in 1 John 5:4 ESV and NIV translate, ‘Everyone
... born of God overcomes the world’ and REB ‘every child of God’, so may see merit
in this focus on persons rather than things. Though the Greek is neuter throughout this
phrase, ‘everything that has come into being’ (or ‘has been produced’ or ‘has been
born’), it can refer to a person if the emphasis is on a general quality rather than the
individual (Turner’s Grammar, III, p.21; cp. John 6:37; 17:2). In support of our first
paper, however, the verb ginomai can be used not only of birth but of divine creation
(John 1:3, Heb. 11:3), of the Lord’s miracles (Luke 10:13), and of abstract things: ‘...
when affliction or persecution arises because of the word’ (Mat. 13:21NAS); ‘Your will
be done’ (Mat. 26:42)—my italics. It is clear that verses 1 5 are about testing whether
a person has spiritual rebirth from God whichever translation we follow, so there is a
strong case for accepting that the neuter endings, as of things, point to the richly
instructive meaning Aberkenfig paper sets out. Cp. J. Miller, Notes on the Epistles, as
also in B.S. 1960, pp.46 47 or hayespress.org/study_resources.php 

 M.A.

The same Greek word pas appears in verses 1 and 4 and can be translated as either
whosoever or whatsoever. It is an interesting interpretation that is shown in the paper
here and would certainly accord with the closing words in the latter verse ’our faith’,
although a differentiation cannot be justified on a word study alone.

R.B.F.

2. (Aberkenfig): I see the mention of the water and the blood as simply a defining
statement of the truth of the Lord’s humanity in his deliberate taking of human flesh,
bones and blood, sin apart, for the life He would live here on earth (‘... He that came
by (Gk. dia meaning ‘through’)...’, and this is itself borne testimony to by the divine
Spirit (1 John 4:2). Additionally, this statement would correlate to the closing words of
John 19:34, albeit in reversible order. Granted, the Spirit’s presence and descent upon
the Lord at His baptism, and the sounding of the Father’s voice, was a witness of God
to His Son (Luke 3:22), as was the Spirit’s involvement in the self-sacrifice of Christ,
whose blood was shed not only for the cleansing and purification of the sin laden soul
but also presented as a fully acceptable offering to God (Heb. 9:14; Eph.5:2).

R.B.F.
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3. (Cromer): At the heart of John’s concern for the recipients of his letter is that, in the
face of the Gnostic heresy, they might know with conviction the truths of God revealed
by the Holy Spirit.  Everything stems from his desire for their assurance in spiritual
things, their wisdom to distinguish truth from error, until at last he arrives at the
unassailable conviction which crowns his letter—‘we know … we know … we know
...’ (5:18-20)—each statement like a hammer blow through the false teaching of the
Gnostics.

In the first case, we know that belief is the means by which a person is born again;
it is not the result of the new birth (Luke 8:12; John 1:12; 3:16-18,36; Acts 10:43;
Rom. 10:9).  So the meaning of 1 John 5:1 is that, just as a denial that Jesus is the Christ
condemns a man as a liar, so true belief in Him as the Christ confirms that the new birth
has taken place in him.

In the second case, I would not restrict the ‘whatsoever’ of verse 4 to the new
creation formed in a person when he is saved, although clearly this falls within the
breadth of things envisaged.  Anything which finds its source in God, through an
exercise of faith, overcomes the world in victory [see Aberkenfig, paras. 2 and 3, and
Comment 1].

J.T.N.

In agreement with the above, the fact that a person expresses unshakable faith belief
in the Saviour is indisputable evidence that a work of God has taken place within the
heart and soul of that individual (Rom. 10:10).

R.B.F.

There is surely also a dimension of faith that the believer receives from God through
having a new spiritual life in Christ and expressing it by obedience to His commands.
A special example is the outstanding facility of faith that is granted through the Spirit to
some (1 Cor. 12:8-9). But the call goes out to each believer to enter into the ‘faith,
hope, love’ that abide. The faith by which Christ may dwell in our hearts (Eph. 3) surely
grows when we realise He has come to be with us. This faith does indeed overcome,
and goes with obedience to the commands John writes of in 5:3- 4. The Lord answered
the appeal to ‘Increase our faith’ with the parable of the mustard seed that shows faith
grows by exercise; thus initial faith in Christ can be deepened and strengthened if we
truly desire it. He is the author and perfecter of faith (Heb. 12:2). So He wins us to trust
in Him and in the Father, and as our example, helps us to mature in faith till we grow
up in all things into Him (Eph. 4:15). This is besides the fact that He is the amen to the
promises of God (2 Cor. 1:20).

M.A.
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4. (Cromer and others): The severity of judgment which accrues in relation to
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit—that the perpetrator should be guilty of an eternal
sin—indicates that it cannot be committed by a person who has been freed from guilt
by being born again (Rom. 8:1).  To one who has received the Saviour, the indwelling
Spirit of God is the seal of our salvation (Eph. 1:13), and so preserves us from such a
terrible error.

1 John 5:16 initially has to do with prayer for a brother—that is to say, a brother by
means of the new birth—who has become caught up in sin.  By prayer, and perhaps
a word of encouragement, such a brother can have a valuable life of service restored
(Gal. 6:1; James 5:19).  It seems to me that the second part of this verse must therefore
refer to withholding prayer for a brother in Christ, for two reasons.  First, since all those
in Christ are freed completely from the otherwise inevitable result of death of account
of sin (Rom. 6:23), it hardly needs saying that for the believer there is sin which does
not lead to death, and for the unbeliever sin can have deadly consequences.  Secondly,
it seems to me incongruous silently to progress from prayer for a brother to withholding
prayer for an unbeliever guilty of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (since only an
unbeliever can commit such a sin).  Those two ideas seem unrelated and, without any
express indication that unbelievers (instead of brothers) are being considered in
connection with the sin that leads to death, the plain reading of the verse indicates that
the sin which leads to death is one into which a believer may fall.  This accords with
James 5:19-20, where one who has wandered from the truth is seen in peril of spiritual
death.

How then can a brother who has received eternal salvation commit sin which leads
to death?  We know that the availability of God’s forgiveness is not inexhaustible.  In
Romans 1, Paul speaks of the unregenerate who deliberately ignore God, pursuing their
own unrighteousness desires and exchanging the truth of God for a lie (Rom. 1:18-23).
The result is that ‘God gave them up’ to their own sinful desires (v.24,26,28 ESV),
repentance, and therefore forgiveness, being put beyond their reach as it had been for
Esau (Heb. 12:17).  The same principle may apply to the believer, not as touching his
eternal salvation, but in connection with his service.  The deliberate and wilful pursuit
of sin to the extent of the utter rejection of the Lord Jesus Himself may result, not in the
loss of eternal life, but in irreparable damage to a life of service.  Those under
consideration in Hebrews 6:4-8 were undoubtedly saved, since they had ‘been
enlightened … tasted the heavenly gift, and … shared in the Holy Spirit’.  Yet, as a
result of the gravity of their falling away, it was impossible to renew them again to
repentance.  Their lives of service were over.

It is not therefore eternal death, nor physical death, which is in view, but the spiritual
death of a life for God.  John exhorts us to pray in accordance with God’s will that we
might receive all we ask for (1 John 5:14-15).  In prayer for brothers in Christ, we
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should be fervent that those who have wandered should find a way back.  Yet, in
hopefully rare cases, this may require a sober discernment of whether God Himself, in
the matter of service, keeps open the way of return

J.T.N.

Another way of putting this, i.e. the matter of the ending of spiritual service, and
indeed the termination, at least for the time being, of a spiritual life, by the continuation
of deliberate sin on the part of a believer, is that prayer by others (friends, fellow saints,
the like) would be very much restricted if a believer is seen to constantly pursue a way
of living that he/she knows is completely contrary to the will and word of God. They
then are beyond the pale, viz. putting themselves in an intolerable and unacceptable
position before God, their service being of no account or value whatsoever. More so,
in point of fact, they are a reproach to their Lord and Master.

R.B.F.

5. (Ibadan, Alawaye):  I cannot see that the water, blood and Holy Spirit in some way
correlate to the members of the Godhead.  What is being testified is that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God (5:5-6,10-11).  He came near to men both at His baptism and
at Calvary, on each occasion taking the sinner’s place.  So the testimony was made by
means of water, as the Father unveiled His Christ to men (Mat. 3:17), and by means
of blood as the Christ fulfilled the work He had been given to do.  His baptism into
water and His baptism into death stand to declare His eternal Sonship and His
anointing as the Christ.  And it is this same Spirit who was there at the Jordan, and
through whom He offered Himself without blemish to God, that now confirms the truth
of their testimony to our hearts.

J.T.N.

6. (Paisley): This is an interesting point. Speaking to the Samaritan woman at Sychar,
Jesus said to her “God is spirit …” (‘a Spirit’, John 4:24 NASV Study Bible, ed. S.
Zhodiates).  Actually there is no definite article in the Greek.  However, should we refer
to God as a spirit or person?  Generally, we refer to God the Father, the Son and the
Holy Spirit as persons of the Trinity rather than spirits.  Jesus made God visible by His
presence in this world and said after His resurrection ‘See My hands and My feet … for
a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have’ (Luke 24:39).
Notwithstanding this, a spirit has personality.  God is spirit in essence and form as is
rightly stated.  Regarding the question of seeing God in heaven, the manifestation of the
Father and the Spirit in heaven can only be speculation.  For now it is enough to
comprehend Jesus’ words ‘He who has seen Me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9). 

G.K.S.

We just do not know the finer details of the eternal state. It is not yet revealed to us
what even we ourselves shall be like in that permanent spiritual utopia, other than the



140

fact that we shall be like the Lord with glorified bodies duly fitted for our eternal
habitation (cp. 1 John 3:2; Phil. 3:21).

R.B.F.

7. (General): Again we may ask in this Letter why John left some of his teaching not
obvious at first reading. It would be characteristic of his graphic thought (and doubtless
his oral method) to choose water and blood as symbols that might prompt questions
from readers or listeners. He (or their local elders when the letter was read aloud) could
then tell them about the baptism at the beginning of the Lord’s public ministry, and the
blood of the cross at its close. Next he could embed in their memory the wonder of that
resurrection—what he saw from the threshold of the open tomb, and the last
instruction to ‘Go ... and make disciples, baptising them ...’ before his loved Lord rose
beyond the clouds.

At the Jordan’s water, the Lord also underlined the Baptist’s call to repentance that
would be part of His own ministry. Any who got to know Him would soon realise that
He had no need Himself of repentance, and would be on the way to grasping John’s
verbal witness: “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John
1:29 NIV) 

Further, we learn from Peter, the other eye witness, that the new disciple, by being
baptised in water like the Lord, declares how he can be enabled to have a good
conscience before God: first by trusting the forgiveness the Saviour put within our reach
by His death for us, and then also in making it his aim, by God’s grace, to save his
present life for service to the Lord of all—‘who ... is at the right hand of God, with
angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him’ (1 Pet. 3:20 22; cp. Phil.
2:12 13).

M.A.
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Introducing December

NOTABILITY AND NOTORIETY IN THE CHURCH

The possibility of the presence in any
church of God of positives and
negatives in terms of personalities and
practicalities, is highlighted in this very
per sona l ,  d iv ine l y  in spi red
communiqué to John the apostle’s
dearly valued friend Gaius. The events
covered in 3 John are reminiscent
somewhat of the Lord’s words when
unfolding to His disciples the parabolic
teaching of the kingdom of heaven in
Matthew 13:24-33. When divisive
issues surface and persistent problems
linger in a corporate unit of divine
testimony there can be no doubt the
Adversary is at work, and so often the
perceptive commentary is ‘An enemy
has done this.’ (v.28 NKJV).

Gaius was most definitely a real
practical and positive influence
wherever he was found in serving the
Lord. He surfaces on the page of
Scripture in Acts 19 when, because of
the testimony of Christ, he faced with
another spiritual companion in the
apostle’s missionary travelling party, a
hostile crowd in the city of Ephesus,
baying for his blood. It is lovely to read
in the sacred page of his, and his
family’s too no doubt, famed home
hospitality and deep care for all the
saints, which is brought to the fore in

Romans 16:23. 

Demetrius shared the same qualities
of faithfulness to God and devotedness
to the cause of Christ as his brother in
the Lord, Gaius. A good testimony to
those who are ‘without’ and a solid
standing in the eyes of them ‘within’
can only be described as true positives
(cp. 1 Tim. 3:7; 1 Cor. 5:12). How
good and assuring to have people like
that around you in the service of God.

On the other hand, Diotrephes
seemed to come from another stable
altogether. He craved to be the centre
of attention and woe betide anyone
who stood in his way. John’s status as
a highly esteemed elder statesman of
the flock of God counted for nothing
with this spiritual vagabond. He
roamed about like a roaring lion using
despicable language which he vented
against the servants of God (3 John
10). That would not deter John, the
aged veteran of spiritual warfare, from
taking him on, in fellowship with
serving elders of course, and also
assembly support, when visiting
shortly. Irreverent behaviour and
irresponsible conduct call for speedy
and suppressive action (cp. Eccles.
8:11; Tit. 3:10-11). This is the danger
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when a forceful and domineering
personality is allowed to occupy centre
stage in a church of God, and is also a
reflection of weakness in leadership
when fellow-elders do not exercise
responsibility in reining in such
excesses.

As editors, at this time when the year
2014 is about to draw to an end, we
would very much like to say a big

‘thank you’ to all contributors to the
magazine. Your thoughts conveyed in
writing for BS are greatly valued, taking
into account that most of our lives
these days are fairly full one way or
another. Please keep up the good
work. Pray that more ‘gleaners’ may be
brought into this field of service.

R.B.F.

From Study Groups
LETTERS TO THE ELECT AND BELOVED (2 John and 3 John)

       
From Aberkenfig:  The foundation of God’s work with man  When Peter made the
great confession of faith in Matthew 16:16 ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living
God’ (ESV), he was introduced to the glorious truth that the Lord Jesus Himself is the
only foundation rock upon which all of God’s works with man depend, whether in
creation, salvation, revelation of church truth or of the believer’s future hope—the
Son of God, who had taken flesh and blood in order to fulfil every purpose of God
in our salvation.

Having established us by faith as His redeemed, He is the basis and substance of
our life (or walk) before God in every act of service. Colossians 2:6-10, ‘Therefore,
as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him ... See to it that no one takes
you captive by philosophy and empty deceit ... and not according to Christ. For in
him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily …’, shows this in glorious detail and
supplements what John brings to us in his Second Letter in relation to the vital
importance of the coming of the Lord Jesus in the flesh.  If ever our confidence for
salvation or for service strays from complete dependence upon Him we are in danger
of failing and bringing His work into disrepute. Little wonder that John sees the false
teaching of ‘no incarnation’ as being of the evil one and demonstrating the spirit of
antichrist.  John’s first letter shows that we know the Spirit of God through the



143

confession of the incarnation (1 John 4:2-3). This reveals our salvation, confirming
the necessity of a ‘blood sacrifice’ for the remission of our sins. 

John, however, now brings the incarnation to bear upon our lives of service, which
results in reward and the commendation of our Savour in a coming day (1 Cor. 3:10-
15). The bodily resurrection of the Saviour is reflected in this passage, for without
such a physical resurrection the work of salvation would be undermined, and even
negated, for He would have failed to overcome death and the devil, who held the
power of death (Heb. 2:14-15). That physical body—seen in all its glory in Luke
24:39 ‘See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit
does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have’ —is now the evidence of His
victory and the inspiration of our work. It is also the encouragement to maintain our
service to the end, for He is coming again in that same bodily form, and we will not
only see Him but we will be like Him.

It is in the context of this total denial of the ‘coming in the flesh’ of the Lord Jesus
that John instructs that there should be no fellowship with those who propound and
seek to advance such erroneous teaching, which will spread as a gangrene amongst
us, as Paul instructs Timothy (2 Tim. 3:1).

Edwin Stanley

From Cromer:  False teaching  In the times of the early churches there were many
false teachers who travelled among the churches spreading false teaching. The
Second Letter of John was a warning against these men. There is an emphasis on the
need to cling to the truth and shun such deceivers. 

There were several different heresies that were being put forward. Some (Judaizers)
put forward the belief that all Gentiles had to observe the Jewish rituals before they
could be called Christians. Others (Docetists) believed that Christ did not come in the
flesh but was an apparition that seemed to be in the form of a man. Still others
(Gnostics) believed that Jesus was in fact an ordinary man who was indwelt by the
Holy Spirit at the time of His baptism, and that at Calvary the Spirit left Jesus, with
just a man’s body left hanging on the cross.

These beliefs contradicted the truth the apostles were teaching. The very
foundation of this truth was the incarnation of the Son of God, God manifest in the
flesh, His perfect life whilst here on the earth, His atoning death on Calvary, and His
resurrection and return to His rightful place in glory.
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The link with hospitality  The apostles would travel among the churches, and it was
the custom for local Christians to offer them hospitality during their visits. This
hospitality is encouraged in Scripture (Rom. 12:13). However, the false teachers were
adopting the same practice and asking for food and accommodation as they
travelled.  John’s epistle was to warn his readers not to support these travelling
‘deceivers who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh’ (v.7 NIV), but
to persevere in the truth. May we have the same discernment today.

D. Hickling

From Derby:  Today there are many people who go forth into the world who are
deceivers. They do not confess that Jesus Christ was here in the flesh, indeed many
deny His incarnation. There are certain groups who do not accept that He is the Son
of God. Although Jesus was worshipped by people for whom He did great things, He
did not stop them from doing that. Whereas the disciples, as they were going on
their mission, if someone tried to worship them, they told them not to. On the
mount of transfiguration, after Peter made the suggestion of erecting three
tabernacles. God told the disciples to listen to His Son (Luke 9:28-36). 

Among the kings of Judah and Israel there were false prophets who said things that
were not right. So there are such people today, in effect false prophets, who question
the incarnation. It has been said that a certain man in one denomination who saw
and believed the truth of the Lord’s coming in flesh, was barred from the platform
of his congregation for speaking this truth, and eventually after searching the
scriptures found the Churches of God. Churches of God are not many in number
throughout the world in comparison with others, so it is not always easy for people
to come across us. If the deceivers were to be followed, then the apostles’ preaching
would be in vain, for they do not advocate 1 Corinthians 15:14-23, which
emphasises the truth of the Lord’s resurrection. 

What was at stake with the deceivers of John’s time was the destruction of the
churches of God. They attempted to chip away at what was central to the faith. Well
after New Testament times, churches of God did cease to exist as they were
swamped with false doctrine. Everything is built on Jesus Christ, He is the foundation.
If He is removed from being in the centre churches of God will cease to exist. In 1
Peter 2 the Lord Jesus is spoken of as the corner/foundation stone, the bedrock of
the faith. He is the one who tells us what is right and what direction we should take.
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As for totally separating ourselves from people who do not speak the truth, it is
thought that if the offending person had been taught the truth of the churches of
God and subsequently continued to spread false doctrine, then we should separate
ourselves from someone like that [Comment 1]. In Psalm 119:104 we see that the
person who gets an understanding of God’s precepts will hate every false way. 

In 3 John, Diotrephes is seen to be trying his hardest to create a split in the church
and as this was an extremely serious matter, it had to be dealt with. This man was
leading people astray. The danger of allowing one man who is not walking in the way
of the truth to carry sway is a real threat to God’s testimony.   

We see the importance of doing things according to the mind and will of the Lord.
James 5:20 highlights the importance of bringing people back into line with the truth,
for it prevents error creeping in.

Robert Foster

From Halifax:  The apostle Peter referred to himself as a ‘fellow-elder’ (1 Pet. 5:1),
and exhorted his fellows to tend or feed the flock of God which was among them
(v. 2). Like Peter, the apostle John was an elder; however, in writing to the ‘elect
lady’ (2 John) and ‘beloved Gaius’ (3 John), John introduces himself as ‘the elder’.
As he was now a very old man, it is most likely that John used this term to denote his
advanced age. There are diverse views about the expression ‘elect lady’ (2 John 1).
Some take it that the letter is addressed to an anonymous noble lady, others that the
Greek word for either ‘elect’ or ‘lady’ is a proper personal name, while some think
a church is being metaphorically represented. Dr. M. R. Vincent says, ‘It is impossible
to settle the question satisfactorily’ (Vincent's Word Studies, 1886), but Dr. J. Gill,
who is certain that the elect lady is a person, points out that John ‘speaks of coming
to see her face to face ...’ (Exposition of the Entire Bible) [Comment 2]. Having
assured this lady that grace, mercy, and peace shall be with us both from the Father
and the Son in truth and love (2 John 3), John tells of his joy in finding her children
‘walking in the truth' (v.4). He speaks of love for one another (v.5), and warns her of
deceivers (v.7). Then to all he says, ‘Look to yourselves ... that we receive a full
reward’ (v.8 AV), perhaps stirring us to remember the words of Boaz to Ruth, ‘The
LORD recompense thy work, and a full reward be given thee of the LORD God of
Israel, under whose wings thou art come to trust’ (Ruth 2:12).

To Gaius, John writes of the servants of the Lord who are to be welcomed (3 John
8), and set on their journey in a manner worthy of God (v. 6). This small Letter,
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unlike all the other books of the New Testament, does not contain the name Jesus.
However, it was for ‘the sake of the Name’ (v.7 RV) that these workers ventured
forth—because of love they bore the Name, the name of their Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ.

Robert Butler 

From Ibadan (Alawaye): Emphasis of the truth of the incarnation  Looking at the
introductory part of 2 John it was observed that people of that time were facing the
challenges of false doctrines which teach that Jesus did not come in the flesh, thus
going against the truthfulness of the gospel and the necessity of believing on Christ
as the Son of God who lived in a body amongst men, and physically died, bearing
our sins in His body on the tree (1 Pet. 2:24). 

John stood to testify how truthful and sure the message was, even the Word of and
from God that was heard, seen and touched, and had now become a mediator for
us before God. He thereby encouraged the saints to cling to His righteousness,
standing against heretical doctrines that might have been taught.

Conclusively, we can see that 2 John goes against false teaching that could shake
Christianity through deceivers who taught people that Jesus did not come in the
flesh. It reveals that anybody who teaches that Jesus Christ did not truly come in the
flesh, and who also was the Messiah, and came to reconcile the breach between
God and man, is the spirit of Antichrist (1 John 2:18; 4:1).

Samson Ogunleye

From Paisley:  John in his old age had lost none of his zeal which he had
demonstrated as a young man when he and his brother James had asked the Lord
to call fire down from heaven to consume the Samaritans (Luke 9:54). His fiery spirit
had mellowed since those days when he and the other disciples had the unique
privilege and honour of accompanying the Lord during the three years of His
ministry. John's first love for his Master had matured to an all-consuming passion for
his Lord. Those people who knew the disciple whom Jesus loved (John 13:23), who
had reclined on Jesus’ bosom, had the nearest experience to an introduction to the
Lord Himself. John radiated the love of Christ and reflected in his manner of life the
grace of his Lord and Saviour.

What stories he had to tell—first-hand accounts of the Lord’s teaching, His
miracles, and the unique and personal way that He dealt with every person who
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came to Him! Consciously, or at times out of his long experience of teaching, he
styled the manner in which he taught on the greatest ever story teller and teacher,
the Lord Jesus. Those people who heard John, whether saints in the church at
Ephesus or fellow prisoners on the Isle of Patmos, were blessed, because to know
John was to have a better understanding of the one whom he served so sacrificially.

Paul's words, ‘For to me to live is Christ …’ (Phil. 1:21 AV) were true of John too:
always encouraging, always teaching, a true spiritual father, a faithful shepherd of
God’s flock, and always exhorting others to love and obey the commands of the Lord
and to follow the apostles’ teaching. 

Gaius is singled out for special mention, from which it may be deduced that he
was a man of outstanding character and ability. Gaius was a contemporary of
Polycarp, who died a martyr’s death when he was an octogenarian. Polycarp is seen
as a link in maintaining the testimony of the churches of God in Asia into the second
century [Comment 3]. Like his Master and Lord, John hated falsehood (1 John 4:1-
3), false deceivers (2 John 7), and false brethren (3 John 9-10). God’s people in Old
and New Testament times were always plagued by false prophets and false
shepherds, wolves in sheep’s clothing who wreaked havoc through false teaching,
which brought an end to the testimony of both the house of God, and the people
of God associated therewith.

John Peddie

From Podagatlapalli:  John writes his Second Letter to an anonymous Christian
woman whose home was open for believers to enjoy fellowship and worship [see
Comment 2]. The emphasis is on truth and love, and John warns of three dangers
to avoid:
1.  Knowing the truth, but not practising it (vv.4-6) 
2.  Practising truth but not defending it (vv.7-8, 10-11). The enemy is busy and we
must oppose him.
3.  Going beyond the truth. Verse 9 speaks of transgressing, which is to go beyond.
We must not add to or subtract from the Word. Going beyond is not progression but
regression.

In John’s day false teachers taught that the spirit was good and matter was evil. So
according to them Jesus could not be God and man. Such teaching that twists God’s
word or goes beyond it is very dangerous. John instructs not to give hospitality to
false teachers. They were not to encourage heretics in their propagation. Giving
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hospitality would give approval to their false teaching. It may seem rude, but better
to offend men than God. It is better to support the faithful and not to share in
wicked work (v.11).

John's Third Letter  is to his friend Gaius, to encourage him in a difficult situation in
his local church. John was concerned for his friend's spiritual and physical welfare as
he cared for travelling teachers and missionaries. He warns against the pride of
Diotrephes, who refused to listen to other leaders; and John denounced his single
control of the church. Sins of pride, jealousy and slander will prevail if unopposed.
Discouraging and ungodly leadership will harm the church. A spiritual leader is a
servant of the church, not an autocrat. 

Thirdly, John also refers to Demetrius who had a high regard for truth. John
personified truth as a witness to Demetrius’ character and teaching. Gaius and
Demetrius are commended for their faithful teaching in the church. They are held
up as honourable, selfless servants of the church [cp. Comment 7].  

If we are living in the truth we will find ways to support God’s workers.
B.V.Prasada Rao

From Southport:  No compromise!  These words are often associated with bigotry,
but integrity must never be compromised by action or association, as the first Psalm
makes very clear. Mordecai refused to compromise his faith by showing reverence
to Haman, who had been elevated in status to that of a demigod [Comment 4]. By
doing this he transgressed the king’s commandment, but kept the law of Jehovah (Ex.
20:1). Daniel’s three friends found themselves in exactly the same dilemma (Dan.
3:12).

The same standard is upheld by the Lord Jesus Christ when tempted (Mat. 4:10;
Luke 4:8). This is the point of John’s statement: the believer must not associate with
those who deny the deity and humanity of the Lord Jesus Christ. This brings the true
believer into immediate confrontation with the teachings of Mormonism,
Christadelphianism, Unitarianism and the Jehovah’s Witness movement. When we
encounter any of the above groups we should be very careful not to say or do
anything which could be seen as being in agreement with their teaching or being
supportive of their actions. All these groups have failed to follow the truth that
‘Whosoever goeth onward and abideth not in the teaching of Christ, hath not God’
(2 John 9 RV) [Comment 5].  
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Our hospitality is to be limited to those who abide in the teaching. If, however, we
encounter people with open minds seeking to know the truth more fully, we are free
to take them into our homes to ‘expound ... the way of God ... carefully’ (Acts
18:26). 

The opposite pattern of behaviour is condemned in 3 John 9-12.  Diotrephes was
guilty of hostility towards John and the disciples he had sent. The contrast between
him and Demetrius is absolute. Demetrius’ actions are consistent with his claim to
be a follower of the Lord.  

Can we reconcile our daily walk with our claimed beliefs?  ‘Beloved, I pray that in
all things thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth’ (3 John
2)would this be to us a blessing, or a curse?  How spiritually rich are you and I? We
have been blessed (Eph. 1:3), but have we grasped the truth of these blessings?  Let
us— not be like those in the church of God in Laodicea who had confused material
wealth with spiritual wealth (Rev. 3:17 18).

Steve Henderson
 
From Surulere:  Total severance from those who do not teach the truth   Very strong
indeed is the injunction in 2 John 10-11: ‘If anyone comes to you and does not bring
this teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him’ (NIV).  What is this
teaching from which deviation draws such painful stricture?  John speaks in verse 7
of many deceivers who do not acknowledge that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh.
Whilst ‘coming’ as used here might not suggest the incarnation, which John had
earlier declaimed other deceivers as denying (1 John 4:1-3), but rather the second
coming, yet it appears the Greek present participle incorporates both the first and
second comings of Christ. Thus the incarnation and second coming of Christ are
bedrock truths which deceivers, in the guise of antichrists, would deny and make
light of [Comment 6].

Then he speaks in verse 9 of those who run ahead and do not continue in the
teaching of Christ as not having God; and in verse 10 he speaks of anyone coming
to you and not bringing this teaching as deserving of total severance. It is our view
that the teaching of verse 10 should relate to the truth of verse 7, which is denied by
the deceivers, namely that ‘God was manifested in flesh’ (1 Tim. 3:16 KJV) and that
‘The Lord Himself will come’ (1 Thes.4:16). The truth is not only about the
incarnation but consists of the whole counsel of God contained in the faith that was
once for all entrusted to God’s holy people (Acts 20:27; Jude 3). The Lord Jesus
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declared that anyone who chooses to do God’s will must find out if his teaching
comes from God or if he is speaking on his own (John 7:17).

Whilst separation is a key truth and doctrine for God’s people today, it does not
extend to total severance from people who do not teach the whole truth as revealed
in God’s word. Although we would not be found congregating with fellow-believers
on the ground of our common faith as members of the body of Christ, there is no
censure against welcoming them into our homes. It is rather the pernicious purveyors
of untruth, particularly with reference to the foundational and fundamental truth of
the incarnation, that are to be avoided in all respects. All so-called Christian cult
groups would fall within this category.

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (Derby): 2 John 10-11 on hospitality  We agree that key points here are (1) that
those deceivers carried error in doctrine fundamental to the faith, and (2) that they
were approaching saints in the churches with it. In that case showing them hospitality
was giving opportunity for heretical influence, serious enough to be called ‘wicked
works’ (v.11 ESV). Churches of those days met in houses, as a whole (Rom. 16:23) or
in smaller companies (vv.5,14-15; Col. 4:15; Philem. 2), so there was a real danger of
such men getting access to more than individuals. If, however, those teachers were
invited to a house privately, other saints or friends might still gather with them, resulting
in public association with the deceivers and their teaching. 

 M.A.

2. (Halifax): Another point to bear in mind in trying to identify the recipient/s of John’s
letter is the reference to the lady’s ‘children’ and also her ‘sister’, which would seem
very unusual terms to employ in respect of a church (2 John 1, 4, and 13).

R.B.F.

I favour the view that John was addressing a church of God in his second letter,
perhaps obscurely to ensure his letter was not censored.  In his first letter, John had
referred to younger disciples as ‘children’ (1 John 2:12), and as a matter of practicality
it seems unfeasible that ‘all who know the truth’ should love individual children (v.1).
So it seems to me that this reference must denote bonds of fellowship in the Lord.

As far as verse 13 is concerned, Peter had spoken of the elect in Babylon as ‘she’ (1
Pet. 5:13) and Paul speaks of a church of God being as a bride presented to Christ (2
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Cor. 11:2), so it is not without foundation that another church, with whom John had
dealings, wished to be remembered to its ‘sister’ (v.13).

Finally, the subject-matter of the letter seems to have more to do with a church of
God than an individual.  The new commandment referred to in verse 5 is the same as
that proclaimed in 1 John 2:8.  It was a commandment they had heard from the
beginning (cf. 1 John 2:7; 3:11) and it was to guard them against those who sought to
bring false teaching within their doors (cf. Jude 4).  These matters seem to fit more
easily in the context of a relationship between an apostle and a church of God than a
personal relationship between John and a specific woman.  That John wished to see his
recipients face to face simply mirrors Paul’s desire towards the church in Rome, whom
he loved dearly (Rom. 15:24).

J.T.N.

A difficulty with seeing the ‘elect lady’ as a church is that while in verses 1-2, John
writes that he loves ‘her children’ with repeated emphasis on true teaching, which
would then mean converts or young people recently added and pledged to that truth,
and we might think, all her children, in verse 4 he ‘... rejoiced to find some of your
children walking in the truth’ (ESV). Why only some? This may be simply that he had
met some (‘I rejoiced’, past tense) and saw in this sample what he had heard about
them all. But it is still surprising that none of them had yet been misled (or stumbled in
faith) by the errant teachers John warns against.  

A variation of the attractive case made by J.T.N. is the view that the lady is the local
church while the children are all the saints in it. There is, however, a large gap in
thought between John speaking personally of all the saints as ‘My little children’ (as in
1 John) and calling a church of God a woman distinct from her children. The picture
given in the Acts and Letters is so consistently of committed believers themselves
composing the local churches, while as a whole they are seen as a house or temple;
and in one picture, as a pillar and foundation of the truth (1 Tim. 3:15). 

3. (Paisley): The Christ-like dignity and grace in account we have of the testimony of
Polycarp (A.D. 69 to mid-2nd C.) before execution deserves high regard. It is clear,
however, that he accepted the elevation of one elder to rule over a church, as ‘the
bishop’ of Smyrna, and had dealings with Anicetus, bishop of Rome. This was part of
an unscriptural hierarchy of offices, and John warns against such a trend in condemning
Diotrephes’ love of pre-eminence. 

4. (Southport):  Paying homage to Haman  What was commanded by the king was that
Haman’s throne be set above all the officials who were with him (ESV). The king’s
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servants at the gate saw the subsequent bowing down and paying homage as part of
the king’s command (Esther 3:1-3). Would Mordecai not be expected to do the same
for the king and anyone he set in high place? So it may rather be that Haman was
known to be a mean, ignoble self-seeker, and Mordecai had the courage to resist; but
his persistence also endangered the queen. We notice he did not until later change the
instruction to Esther to keep her race secret; he does not seem a flawless hero. (But
more on this in 2015, D.V.)

5. (Southport):  Our contributor has in mind the active representatives who call at
doors, zealous of course for their cause. Meeting individuals who have become
adherents, but may yet be helped to see the truth of the deity of Christ, and the Bible
as we have it in reputably established versions, is different, so they could be treated like
those mentioned in the next paragraph. 

Going onward (2 John 9 RV) is helpfully rendered ‘runs ahead’ in NIV or ‘goes too far’
(NAS), the thought being of claiming to be progressive, advanced thinkers.

M.A.

6. (Surulere): Whilst it is true the present middle participle is in the text here and
represents continuous action that can cover past, present and future events, the
contextual weight of the passage would lean more to the fact that the Lord Jesus has
come in the flesh, i.e. He became incarnate, in possession of real, full, and perfect
humanity. Docetism taught that the Lord had only an ‘appearance’ of humanity and
was not a real human being like His creatures. Gnosticism’s assertion was that Christ
was more of a spirit being whose humanity was superficial and basically irrelevant. John
was fully aware of these specious theories and wrote to combat such.

R.B.F.

Study of the tenses suggests that here the present focuses attention on the coming in
the flesh, whereas the perfect in 1 John 4:2 focuses on the subject, the one who came,
‘Jesus Christ’ (S.E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek N.T., 273-281, Sheffield, 1989). Other
scholars have compared the present also used in John 6:14, 11:27—‘coming into the
world’: His coming was to be at a particular point, but the effects would continue (cp.
1:9). His coming in the flesh is an abiding truth, through His baptism, death and
resurrection. Perhaps John is still recalling the wonder of having seen, heard and
handled the Son of God in a body—how could the deceivers dispute that, or be
content with something so far from the truth?

7. (General):  Why does Gaius need to be told so much about Diotrephes?  Would a
brother who cared about the truth not be well aware of Diotrephes’ behaviour, and if
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needing help, have sent a letter to John with the visiting brothers, or even before they
came? It is possible that Gaius had been ill, so unable to take action; which may be the
point of John’s prayer for his health (i.e. more than the customary good wishes), after
hearing the brothers’ report. Otherwise one returns to the commonly accepted view
that Gaius is needing help since Diotrephes has drawn a strong following, while
Demetrius may be a younger man. John is then writing assurances that he will act firmly
in the case of each of the errors that need to be set before the church in giving rebuke.
‘If I come ...’ is allowing that at present he can do no more than plan (as in v. 14, ‘I
hope ...’).

M.A.

From the archives
This is an Editorial from B.S. 1984 which deals with the condition of the church John
wrote to, if we accept the widely held view of reference outside Scripture to Ephesus
as the setting of the Letters and John’s later life.

THE CHURCH IN EPHESUS AND THE WORD

The importance of an accurate
knowledge of the word of God is well
seen in the history of the church of God
in Ephesus.  In the beginning, Paul,
Apollos, Priscilla and Aquila are all
shown to be constantly engaged in
public and/or private teaching of the
Word.  For the most part this meant
exposition of the Old Testament
Scriptures to show how the teaching of
the Lord Jesus was the natural and
inevitable continuation of what had
been written in the Law. Without this
the Epistle to the Ephesians could not
(and cannot) be properly appreciated.

It is clear from the epistles to Timothy
that prominent teachers in the assembly

did not have a true grasp of these things
though they desired to be teachers of
the Law (1 Tim. 1: 7). Fortunately for
the assembly they came up against a
man like Timothy (2 Tim. 3: 14-17). By
the time of the final record of the
assembly’s welfare, their adherence to
the word of God had been further
tested.  They had again stood firm, but
had by then become battle-weary and
had lost the love for the Lord and His
things that had characterized their early
years.

Bible Studies readers are well placed
to appreciate the essential Old
Testament teaching that underpins New
Covenant teaching as set forth in
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Ephesians.  For example, the first part of
Eph. 4: 26 is the language of the first
part of Psalm 4: 4 (RVM) and invites
comparison of the second part of the
verse with the second part of Psalm 4:
4. Again, Eph. 4: 30 is the same
teaching as Isa. 63:10, to which is
added the New Covenant truth of the
permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit
in the believer. In the same way, Eph.
5:2 assumes that the reader is
thoroughly familiar with the shadows
and types of the Old Testament. The
same assumption of familiarity with the
Old Testament Scriptures underpins
Paul’s instruction to Timothy (2 Tim.
2:19-21). To readers of the New
Testament unfamiliar with the Old, the
force of the passages may well be lost.
But set beside the events of Numbers
16, where similar language and
teaching is used (Num. 16:5 and 2 Tim.
2:19), the meaning of Paul’s teaching is
clear. In the case of both the assembly
of Israel in the wilderness and the
assembly in Ephesus, the size of the
dissenting sect was too great for the
remainder simply to put them away
from amongst the people of God.  And
so, in both cases, those faithful to the
Lord had to withdraw themselves from
the rebels (Num. 16: 21, 2 Tim. 2: 21)
and leave them to their dishonour and
destruction.

Such was the unhappy state of affairs
at the close of Paul’s life. An assembly
whose early testing was so dramatic and
triumphant that it made serious inroads
into the idolatrous fabric of Ephesian

and Asian society was rent by false
teaching within.  An assembly whose
early leaders were highly skilled in the
Scriptures passed into the hands of men
who were neither careful nor faithful
teachers of the word.  Instead of
promoting spiritual health and life they
promoted spiritual gangrene and death.
The story of declension and division that
is the story of the assembly in Ephesus is
the story of the dispensation.  Instead of
the planting of assemblies by those
already in assemblies so that all are
together in the unity of the faith, there
has been division after division.

Such division arises because men lose
their love for God and His word and
cease to “handle aright the word of
truth”. Yet the Ephesians had had every
opportunity.  In the epistle bearing their
name they were confronted with some
of the loftiest state-ments of the
purposes of God. They were reminded,
in particular, of their irrevocable
standing in Christ; of blessing and glory
that they will never lose throughout
eternity. Acquainted with God’s
workmanship in them (Eph. 2:10),  they
could not emulate it in their working for
God, and so lost the place.  As we
follow, as it were, in their footsteps in
our study of the epistle we should give
diligence to present ourselves approved
unto God, workmen that need not be
ashamed, handling aright the word of
truth.

I. E. Penn


