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Names that Need to be Known

1. Introduction

Geoff Hydon, Toronto, Canada

Naming things

Adam and Eve no doubt had to recognize distinctions between the many trees in
Eden's garden; but the Lord Himself distinguished and named only two trees, and
that on the basis of the effect of consuming their fruit. They were 'the tree of life'
and 'the tree of the knowledge of good and evil'; how important to tell the
difference, and evidently Eve could. God's terms are meaningful and accurate. If
only Eve had been content with all the permitted fruits which were evidence of
God's abounding grace meeting her every need! Alas, Adam and Eve were not
made to live for ever and also to have the knowledge of good and evil.

It is one of humanity's peculiarities, often leading to disastrous consequences that
we focus too much on some things to the neglect of others. Perhaps this is true when
we think of the names which God gives to the spiritual matters upon which He wishes
His redeemed to feed, grow and bear fruit. We may feed on one or two truths to the
exclusion of others of equal importance; or we may fail to distinguish between
them, thinking that they all simply mean the same
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thing. If so, we may grow to be deformed or distorted believers.

Just as today we may readily remember the variant names given by purveyors of
foodstuffs to their different wares, so with similar ease we should be able to list the
names God has placed upon His truths for His redeemed. '"People’, 'Nation' and
'Kingdom' might come readily to mind and there are more. They are not given by
accident, but by design. Surely we are supposed to distinguish different things about
the collective people identified by these names, and not just see them as words
meaning the same thing. In spiritual things, such lack of discernment is diagnostic of
childhood.' The way to develop such discernment is by the repeated correct use of the
Word of God; it is not done by trial and error, but rather by the continuous practice
of what is right. See for example the work of the priest in distinguishing between the
clean and the unclean.” We need to work out carefully, therefore, what God is saying
in His Word by rightly dividing the Word of Truth and then put our understanding
into obedient practice. It is perhaps humbling to think that disciples together should be
identifiable by their practices and then recognised as such by the appropriate
names, or divine titles, God gives to His followers.

The consistency in God's use of names

In the book of Genesis we find the account of Jacob. Because of Laban's unfair
demands Jacob needed a way to distinguish and identify his sheep from those of
Laban.’ In due time Jacob's sheep had a different appearance; the difference proving
ownership. Of course his and Laban's sheep were all still sheep.

The terms 'sheep' and 'flock’ are not limited in the Bible to their natural setting. God
loves to use them to indicate different aspects of His spiritual sheep and their
relationship to Himself; each is lasting. The description begins in the OlId
Testament and continues into the New. This series will try to examine such
continuity and distinctions in divinely given names. We cannot hope to understand
the Word of God correctly if we focus only on the New Testament. There are
things that become plainer the more we see the Old Testament previews of the
greater New Testament truth, and that is what God intended.*
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The topics of the series

The terms we plan to review include: the Chosen Race; the People of God; the Sheep
of the Flock; the Vine & Vineyard; the Church; the House of God, the Holy and
Royal Priesthood; the Holy Nation; the Kingdom of God.

The series seeks to alert readers to the different meanings which may be hidden in
terms that, at first glance, seem similar and to make such discernment a habit in
Bible study. By doing so we shall see how it is unique to find one's place among the
people described by God in these ways. Thus it is not a matter of intellectual
curiosity, but seeking from God the right way to live our lives so that our practices
conform to His descriptions of us.

The need for carel!

Sometimes the same word means different things. For instance, where baptism is
mentioned care is needed to determine which type of baptism is meant. When Paul
found disciples who had only been baptized (dipped) in water in obedience to John's
teaching he instructed them to be baptized again.” The same word therefore describes
two different things, and baptism as a follower of John's teaching could not then
substitute for the baptism of a believer as a disciple of Christ. Then Paul describes yet
another baptism,5 which Christ now does with each person at the time of their
salvation; He baptizes them, not in water but in the Holy Spirit,’ into the church
which is His Body. Again, Christ's death, burial and resurrection are called by Him
a 'baptism'.* We obviously need to distinguish between the different situations when
this word is used if we are to understand and then act properly as individual
disciples. The Bible provides instruction too for disciples seen together as a church.

The churches of God exist today because in the 19th century believers saw the need to
distinguish carefully between the various uses of the word 'church' in the Scriptures.
Many believers saw no difference between the scriptural terms: 'the church which is
the Body of Christ' and 'church of God'.” God provided understanding to those who
sought it, so that they were able to see important differences, important because they
revealed that some people were in one church but not the other. The different terms
were found to contain separate treasures, and failure to distinguish between them
had resulted in disadvantages to disciples and less glory to God. The purpose of this
revelation was not to create a small sub-group of believers who had a stronger
intellectual grasp of the meaning of Scripture. Rather, it opened again a door for all
believers to adopt changed practices that were closer to what the Scriptures say and
therefore more God-glorifying. It also showed how errors that brought sorrow to the
heart of God could properly be corrected. The introductory point
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before us here is the need to examine all Scriptural terms with the same care.

Peter wrote to people in churches across a wide area. It is evident when we reach 1
Pet.2:9 that he is describing not just individual Christians, but disciples brought
together in united testimony, because he uses collective nouns in each case to
describe a unique grouping of people. However, his terms can all too easily be
disregarded as synonyms - in much the same way as people had traditionally failed to
distinguish between the Church the Body of Christ and the churches of God. We
must look for the precise sense God intends us to see in each term, and the
particular things we should do to put such truth into practice. Such accuracy is not a
mere argument about words; Scripture expects us to see and act upon these special
characteristics.

The challenge

So, as we consider in this series the various names which God has specifically chosen
to apply to those He has redeemed, we shall be challenged in each article to ask:

m  "What would God have to do so that the name He has given may accurately
apply to His redeemed?" and

m  "What behaviour is expected of those so described, to retain the use of the unique
name God gives them?"

References
1) Heb.5:11-14 2) Lev.10:10; Ezek.44:23; cf. Ezek.22:26; Hag.2:11-14
3) Gen.30,31 4) Acts 17:11; 2 Pet.1:20,21 5) Acts 19:3-5

6) 1 Cor.12:13 7) Matt.3:11 8) Lk.12:50
9)e.g. Eph.1:22,23; 1 Cor.1:2
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O Foolish Galatians!

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N. Ireland

Our guide had not led us very far before he got us lost. He had a guidebook but he didn't
study it very carefully. He had never walked the route himself first, so he was not familiar
with the way he was supposed to take us. At the time there were a lot of distractions in
York as the city was in the run-up to Christmas with attractions such as medieval street
markets and craft fairs to see. So we lost the route we were supposed to take around the
'snickleways' (the narrow streets, courtyards and alleys) of the historic city of York in
northern England, having departed from following the guidebook which gave details of
the walk and what to look out for. But it didn't matter anyway. We enjoyed our visit and
explored the narrow streets and markets and marvelled as we stood in the majestic
Minster, the beautiful jewel at the heart of the city.

But the experience did underline in my mind how important it is for us, as Christians, to
stick to the Book, and to follow its instructions very closely and carefully. There is a
prescribed path to follow that God has traced out for us as followers of our Lord Jesus
Christ. It is the way of truth (2 Pet.2:2). It is no wonder that the early disciples of the Lord
were described in Acts as being of the Way (Acts 9:2; Acts 24:14,22). Jesus Himself said,
"I am the way, the truth, and the life” (Jn.14:6).

What is the consequence of going 'off-road' in Christian experience? It can be very
serious. In the case of the believers in Galatia to whom Paul wrote his letter, they had
deviated from the way of truth in respect of the very means by which they had received
their salvation. This was a very serious matter indeed, striking at the heart of the truth of
the gospel that Paul was laying as a foundation in every place he visited and preached.
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Justification is by faith alone

They had taken their eyes off the truth that justification is by faith alone (Gal.2:16), and
that it is complete in its work of declaring the believer to be righteous in the same way
that Abraham was declared to be righteous in the sight of God through his faith and not
through his works (Gal.3:6). Nothing needs to be added to the cross-work of Christ to
obtain salvation (Gal.2:21), certainly not the keeping of the Old Covenant Law. It is also
true that nothing can be subtracted from His finished and completed work.

Turning away is very serious

How foolish to lose sight of this essential truth that affects the whole of a believer's
subsequent life and service! Paul described departure from this truth as turning
away...from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel (Gal.1:6) a
very serious situation indeed. The Galatians needed the strong, loving words of Paul to
get them back on track:

O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you that you should not obey the truth, before
whose eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed among you as crucified? (Gal.3:1).

Standfast therefore in the liberty by which Christ has made us free, and do not be
entangled again with a yoke of bondage (Gal.5:1).

You have become estranged from Christ, you who attempt to be justified by law; you have
fallen from grace (Gal.5:4).

You ran well. Who hindered you from obeying the truth? (Gal.5:7).

Strong words from Paul, but he was in fighting spirit to make sure the foundation stayed
in place in the work that God had given him to do as an apostle of Jesus Christ. An urgent
restoration job was needed in Galatia.

Diversion and distraction to be avoided

Before leaving York on that December day mentioned at the beginning of the article, we
stood inside the Minster, that mighty medieval edifice built over 600 years ago. Some
time ago, during restoration work, it was discovered that the building had insufficient
foundations and was in danger of collapse. An urgent and expensive engineering project
was completed and the foundations were reinforced to preserve the building for
succeeding generations. How vital and urgent it is to examine the foundations in our lives
and make sure that we are building on the truth found in the Scriptures, and go on
following carefully to make sure we reach the finish without being diverted or distracted
from the way of the truth found in the Book. Then we will not miss that which is for our
eternal blessing in heaven where we will meet the jewel of our quest: the King in all His
beauty, who will far surpass anything that is found on earth.
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Focus

Yet a Little While

George Prasher, Manchester, England

As we enter another year the message of Heb.10:37 brings its fresh encouragement and
challenge:

FOR YET IN A VERY LITTLE WHILE,
HE WHO IS COMING WILL COME, AND WILL NOT DELAY (NASB)

In human perspective the two millennia since these words were written to first-century
Christians seem a considerable period of time rather than merely 'a very little while'. But
in divine perspective a thousand years in [God's] sight are like yesterday when it is past
(Ps.90:4). Yet under pressure of severe disasters, with their tragic scale of human
suffering, the spontaneous cry may often arise from the believer's heart, O LORD! How
long?

Year 2005 brought a succession of such disasters, including the Tsunami, appalling
famines in Dafur and Niger, Hurricane Katrina and the immense earthquake which shook
Northern Pakistan and adjacent areas of Kashmir in October. Near the epicentre of that
earthquake in western Kashmir the city of Muzaffarabad was virtually wiped out, 11,000
of its inhabitants having been confirmed dead. More than 100km away in Pakistan's
capital city of Islamabad two tower blocks collapsed with heavy loss of life. The town of
Balakot was said to look as if it had been 'eaten alive': the earthquake 'buckled the earth,
chewed up buses, and levelled practically every building in sight'. Scores of remote
mountain villages were 'pulverized by landslides'. Rescue efforts were hampered by lack
of equipment and landslides that blocked many of the roads. Hospitals, some damaged by
the earthquake, were overwhelmed by the influx of casualties urgently needing help. With
the Himalayan winter closing in there was the utmost
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urgency to reach outlying areas with relief supplies, including tents to shelter many
thousands whose homes had been destroyed. A week after the earthquake the confirmed
death toll had reached 40,000 and the figure was still rising.

Reviewing this catalogue of disasters someone has said that the Year 2005 'will be
remembered as the year in which nature made clear its indifference to mankind'. From the
Christian viewpoint such comments take no account of the Creator's unceasing concern
for mankind's plight. The disruption caused by the entrance of sin into the world has had
far-reaching effects. As a result of that disaster, caused by human disobedience, the whole
creation groans and labors with birth pangs together until now (Rom.8:22). Nevertheless
Scripture assures us that in perfect wisdom, justice and love God's purposes are being
processed in accordance with His predetermined plan and foreknowledge (Acts 2:23
NASB). The depth of the riches of His wisdom and knowledge is beyond the capacity of
our heart and mind to comprehend, past tracing out.

"For who has known the mind of the LORD?

Or who has become His counselor?

Or who has first given to Him and it shall be repaid to him?"

For of Him and through Him and to Him are all things, to whom be glory for ever. Amen.
(Rom.11.34-36)

With the apostle Paul we recognize that now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to
face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known. (1
Cor.13:12 NASB). Meantime let us savour afresh the glorious certainty that He who is
coming will come, and will not delay.

As the Lord Jesus reminded His apostles, it is not for us to know times or seasons which
the Father has put in His own authority (Acts 1:7). Having confirmed this principle the
Lord then renewed to them the promise of empowerment through the Holy Spirit coming
upon them, so that they might be His witnesses to the end of the earth. When He had
spoken these things He was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. But
even as they still gazed heavenward two men stood by them in white apparel, who also
said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus...will so
come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven."

May this strike the note for our continuing service through Year 2006 -perseverance in
the on-going demands of fulfilling His commission, yet with lively expectation of His
personal return.
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The Herdsman of Tekoa

(The late) David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England
(1) His Call

The unity of Israel under the monarchy was short-lived. In an act of divine
judgement, the nation was split into two kingdoms, north and south. The northern
kingdom comprised ten tribes, the southern kingdom was composed of Judah and
Benjamin. To both kingdoms God sent His servants the prophets to plead with the
people to return to Him and re-dedicate themselves to the terms of the covenant
entered into at Sinai.

After the division, Jeroboam became king of the northern tribes. He decided that his
subjects must be prevented from going up to Jerusalem to worship, lest they transfer
their allegiance to Rehoboam king of Judah. Shrines were established and golden
calves set up in Dan and Bethel. These two shrines became stumbling-blocks to the
northern kingdom for centuries. A false priesthood was set up and a ritual purporting
to serve in place of the festivals of the Lord was established. Everything was based on
expediency; principles of divine worship were compromised.

The false shrine at Bethel was still operative almost 200 years after the death of
Jeroboam I, when Jeroboam II came to the throne of the northern kingdom. During
the reign of Jeroboam II there was commercial prosperity. Samaria, the capital,
became the meeting-place of merchants who travelled between Egypt and
Mesopotamia. The merchants became prosperous but the poor were oppressed
and downtrodden. Material prosperity was accompanied by moral and spiritual
decline.

Amos was chosen by God to challenge the northern kingdom of Israel and to bring
them to an awareness
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of their responsibilities to Him. Amos was a southerner, a sheepbreeder who came
from the village of Tekoa where the grazing was not lush pasture but scrubland, so
that he eked out a living by tending sycamore trees. Amos was a humble man. He was
the kind of person God could use because he trembled at the Word of God. He would
not have chosen this task for himself, "I was no prophet, nor was I a son of a prophet"
(Amos 7:14). Amos was knowledgeable about current affairs and aware of what was
going on in the countries of the Middle East. He lived close to his God in the Tekoan
desert. When the call of God came he immediately responded. This was in contrast
to his contemporary, Jonah, who, when the call of God came, at first tried to run
away.

A daunting task

God, who had communed with Amos in the Tekoan desert, had a message for His
rebellious people in the north. Amos was to leave his flock in the care of someone in
the south to go and proclaim God's message to the people of the northern kingdom. It
was a daunting task. Despite his feelings of unworthiness, Amos set off to be
God's spokesman, "The Lord GOD has spoken! Who can but prophesy?"” (Amos
3:8). The call was to speak God's message in Bethel, one of the centres of idol
worship. What Amos saw in Bethel filled him with revulsion. He saw the evidence
of the spiritual and moral decadence of the people. Wherever he looked he saw the
results of backsliding, yet no one seemed to care. Amos began to speak at Bethel,
prefacing the message with, Thus says the LORD. Amos paved the way for the
message to the northern kingdom by pronouncing the judgement of God upon six
surrounding nations who had been guilty of gross inhumanity.

Judah indicted

After pronouncing God's judgement on these nations, there was a message for the
kingdom of Judah. What had the people of Judah been guilty of? "They have
despised the law of the LORD". What an indictment! It is a principle of God's
dealings with men and women that greater light brings increased accountability.
"Their lies lead them astray” (Amos 2:4). The Hebrew word here translated lies is
used figuratively of idols. It would require the refining fire of the Babylonian
captivity to bring home to them the seriousness of idolatry. A subsequent article will
deal, God willing, with his message to the northern kingdom.

10
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

1. A Bitter Pill

Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Life's just not fair! That was the conclusion the Bible prophet was grappling with. His
struggle is recorded in our Bibles because every generation faces the same challenge.
Haven't we all been angered by examples of corruption or injustice in society? It was six
hundred years before Christ when Habakkuk was facing up to this challenge. He spoke to
God out of frustration: "How long, O LORD, must I call for help, but you do not
listen?...Why do you tolerate wrong?...justice never prevails" (Hab.1:2-4).

He complained about a lot of things: violence, injustice, wrong, destruction, strife and
conflict. His own people, the people of Judah in the south of the land of Israel, persisted
in their wickedness despite his preaching, and it seemed to Habakkuk that God was letting
them get away with it. God did answer His prophet, but not with the answer Habakkuk
was expecting! "I am raising up the Babylonians...a feared and dreaded people, they are
a law to themselves and promote their own honour" (Hab.1:5-9).

Surely the armies of the Babylonians weren't going to be God's instruments in dealing
with his own people? That was even more of a problem for Habakkuk since he considered
the Babylonians to be pagans, worse than even the most wicked among his own people!
Habakkuk replied: "Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate
wrong...Why are you silent while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than
themselves?" (Hab.l:13). Was God really going to let the Babylonians enhance their
reputation at the expense of the Jews? Habakkuk now waits for God's answer. He
describes this as standing upon his watch.
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The prophets were represented as being like watchmen positioned high on city wall or
tower so they could see farther and bring warning to the city-dwellers.

When God's answer comes it brings with it the assurance that God is in overall control of
history. The first reassurance that God gives his prophet is that His judgement is selective,
knowing how to deliver the godly out of trouble. The proud Babylonians would come
against Judah, but God would spare some. "See, he is puffed up, his desires are not
upright - but the righteous will live by his faith" (Hab.2:4) This is the quotation of the Old
Testament which Martin Luther made famous at the time of the Reformation. In the New
Testament the words the righteous - or the just - will live by...faith are applied to the
salvation which believers on the Lord Jesus Christ possess (Rom.l:17). In the original
setting here it could possibly describe one who believed what God had said about the
Babylonian oppressors - as a result he would make his escape from the place, and save his
life. But the believing Jew then is typical of all who wait for God's promises with patient
faith, and so 'live' - or stand accepted - before God as a result. The Babylonian attacker,
by contrast, though for a time executing God's judgments, at last becomes puffed up so as
to attribute to his own power what is really the work of God - and by doing that he
provokes God's displeasure. God's displeasure means that he too is going to be judged in
his turn: "The cup from the LORD's right hand is coming round to you" (Hab.2:5-16).

God was going to use the Babylonians to teach his own people a lesson, but in doing so
believing ones would be spared. Afterwards the cruel and wicked Babylonians themselves
would be dealt with. The cup of God's anger and judgement would soon be passed to
them to drink! When Habakkuk gets the point that God is in overall control, and that all
wrongs are going to be dealt with in the broader sweep of history, he recalls how this has
happened before in the history of God's dealings with his people: in anger you threshed
the nations. You came out to deliver your people, to save your anointed one. You crushed
the leader of the land of wickedness, you stripped him from head to foot (Hab.3:6-16), and
so he says: I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.

And while he waits for God's judgements to catch up with the wicked, who are heedless
of His longsuffering as their iniquity reaches its fullness, Habakkuk himself models the
faith of the righteous man when he declares: Though the fig-tree does not bud and there
are no grapes on the vines...yet I will rejoice in the LORD (Hab.3:17,18). It's amazing
how his conversation with God has dealt with all his frustration and left him trusting and
joyful in God!

(All quotations from the NIV)

12
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Names that Need to be Known

2. A Chosen Race

Edwin Neely, Brantford, Canada

God is a God of sovereign choices,' many of which select the few from very many. From
the vastness of space and an innumerable array of galaxies in the universe, all of His
creation, God chose the one in which we live. It is so large in its rotation around its centre
that it is estimated that it would take the sun 225 million years to make a complete circuit.
Our galaxy is 100,000 light years in diameter; and from its profusion of heavenly bodies
God chose this planet, so tiny in the diversity and scheme of space.

'Tis on earth the Lord discloses

All His love how vast it is;

Earth's the favoured spot He chooses

To display the truth of this

That God is love. (T. Kelly)

He then chose humanity out of the myriad of living species of this creation,” and from
those that issued from the first Adam He chose the godly line of Seth, through the godly
line of Shem, then the godly line of Abraham,’ from whom were born various races. One
in particular was God's choice: Israel. Of the vast number of races upon the earth, whom
Isaiah describes as a drop in a bucket, a speck of dust on the scales® God loved Israel
because He loved ‘[hem,5 made a choice, and called them, "Israel whom I have chosen" 6.
not because they were anything, but when they were nothing. When Israel's own choices
did not include steadfastness to the ways of God’ He made a further choice, saying
through Peter to New Testament saints who were living stones built up a spiritual house,
but you are a chosen race.
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So important to God and central to His purposes was the choice of His earthly race that
the whole of the boundaries of all nations were distributed according to its size and
number.’ Empires have risen and fallen in relation to their treatment of Israel, and future
world allotment will fall in line with the place that God has given to that earthly chosen
race.'” What spiritual riches will be apportioned to the spiritual race so chosen'' could
only beggar the imagination now and will have to wait for eternity to reveal. Israel will
become to the world what the shekel of the sanctuary was to be to Israel. All things will
be commensurate with it. Such is the importance of the choice of God. Did all the sons of
Seth or Shem or Abraham become an integral part of the elect? Not at all! The choice
narrowed to the twelve sons of Jacob and their progeny. Not all of Jacob's children were
included in this choice."* Though the word 'race' may emphasize those with a common
father, not all who were fathered by any of the patriarchs were included in God's narrow
choice. Not even all those who own God as their heavenly Father find themselves
included here."” Many are called; few are chosen." The smallness of God's chosen race
has ever been a stumbling block, even to earnest seekers after God. What a blessing of
grace and mercy to ever be considered a part of that which finds its expression in a people
who once were none, but are now the people of God!"

God impressed upon Israel that their race was chosen in His sovereignty and not because
they were anything.'® Through Paul, God also emphasizes that His present choice
involves not many wise...mighty...noble?'” One purpose in His choosing the weak and
beggarly is to prove to all His infinite wisdom and bring to nothing any wisdom so-called
that might be arraigned in opposition.'®

From God's choice race, Israel, He was pleased to bring about the natural birth of Christ."
Un-received by His own, but received by those called of the Spirit, He is now head of the
Church which is His Body; but more than that, Lord of all who will by obedience align
themselves with His truth and His people. Chosen in Christ, we are supplied with
boundless blessing here and will be hereafter, and here and now are given the inestimable
privilege of divine acceptance and service® as the elect according to the foreknowledge of
God the Father, in sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience and sprinkling of the blood
of Jesus Christ”’ As those who firstly know the working of faith, we then become
obedient to the Faith** and find ourselves linked with that chosen race. Those of Israel
who sidestepped their promise to do all that the LORD had said and be obedient would
find themselves cut off from the very race to which they by birth had a right. That rule
doesn't change.

The purpose for us of God's choice is variously explained. We have looked at Paul's word
to the Corinthians about putting to shame those who are wise with
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this world's wisdom. But Peter expands this by reminding us that we are to proclaim the
excellencies of Him who has called [us]out of darkness into His marvelous light.”” This
we do in a two-pronged thrust, extolling God with our united praises, and proclaiming
Christ as the only way of salvation to a sin-weary world.

"Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold;

My chosen one in whom My soul delights.”" **

Some Bible students say that the 'chosen one' here is Israel, as it seems surely to be in
verse 19 of the chapter, but Matthew (Matt.12:18-21) makes clear that Messiah is the
Servant. Israel was necessary, however, to bring about His natural birth. He was the
promised 'Star out of Jacob' and will be eventually seen fully as the 'Sceptre out of
Israel'” But He was to be the last Adam,”® the progenitor of a new race. It is God's will
that all men should be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”” He makes clear,
nonetheless, that all men will not be saved;*® neither, very apparently, will all who are
saved come to the knowledge of the truth. Those who are without, God judges,”’ and our
part is neither to judge nor criticize those who are not among us, but one thing God makes
very clear is that those who are obedient to the truth are to be numbered among that
chosen race. We are chosen in [Christ] before the foundation of the world as far as our
salvation is concerned.® Those who are numbered with this race are also chosen
according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the Spirit.”’
Our election to obedience to the Faith requires that we make our election more sure,” a
thing that could in no way happen as far as God's election to eternal salvation is
concerned.

Through Christ, God's chosen, we who are chosen in Christ know and shall know the
abundance of God's grace in all the brilliant aspects of salvation. Through Christ, God's
chosen, we who are chosen for a place among God's chosen race, know the blessings of
being built up a spiritual house for a holy priesthood and all the blessings of entrance
within the veil and drawing near to God in worship.” Christ is the corner stone to which
individuals, being aligned, will also find their place in the alignment of the building, a
dwelling of God in the Spirit, that which is growing into a holy temple in the Lord.** This
realization of God's grace towards us should bring elation, but it must also bring intense
humility and a spirit of thankfulness. We are encouraged -indeed, commanded - to ensure
a commensurate behaviour towards our fellow saints, each the brother and the sister for
whom Christ died, each the brother and the sister that God has chosen to be part of this
chosen, holy race.

What, then, have we gleaned? From numbers that surpass human imagination a sovereign
God has made choices according to His own wisdom and grace,
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and each choice has resulted in a decreasing number of chosen ones, until He has at last a
chosen race. Those comprising it are all of one Father, are related to each other because of
the work of Calvary and an obedience to the faith once for all delivered to the saints.
They own Christ as Lord and are built into God's house. In fulfilling their purpose they
act concerning God and man, and seek to add to their numbers according to the direction
of the Word of God and His Holy Spirit. The choice of God can be honoured or set aside
by those so gathered together, and the appreciation of God's choosing should be a matter
of constant praise and consistent humility. The setting aside of the conditions imposed by
God can result in expulsion from the race for a time, that there might be repentance, or
permanently, should God grant none.*® No greater earthly blessing can be afforded than to
be faithful in service among the people of God's chosen race, and heavenly blessings too
rich to imagine will forever bless those whose choice is surrendered to God's.

1) E.g. 1 Chron.16:13; Eph.1:4; Ps.33:12 2) Heb.2:6

3) Heb.11:8,9,12 4) [sa.40:15-17 5) Deut.7:6-8 6) Isa.44:1,2

7) Deut.28:45-47 8) 1 Pet.2:9 9) Deut.32:8 10) Zech.14:17
11) Eph.2:7 12) Gen.34:1 13) 1 John.2:19  14) Matt.22:14
15) 1 Pet.2:10 16) Deut.7:7 17) 1 Cor.1:26 18) 1 Cor.1:20
19) Matt.1 20) 1 Pet.2:5 21) 1 Pet. 1:2 22) Acts 6:7
23) 1 Pet.2:9 24) Isa.42:1 25) Num.24:17  26) 1 Cor.15:45
27)1Tim.2:4 28) Rev.20:15 29) 1 Cor.5:13 30) Eph.1:4

31) 1 Pet.l:2 32) 2Pet.1:10 33) Heb.10:19 34) Eph.2:21,22

35) 2 Tim.2:25
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Precept, Practice and
Procedure

Brian Fullarton, Bathgate, Scotland

There are several triads in 1 Cor.11, and from these lessons can be learned of how things
are to be done in a church of God.

The first set: 1 Cor.11:2,16,34

The words we select are traditions, custom and order. These are vital principles to
observe in any corporate service for God. The traditions were not man-made rules, but
God-given precepts to be taught and enacted. They were communicated verbally, being
included in what we know as the 'Canon of Scripture' - the completed message of God to
people for the present day of grace. The saints in Corinth were congratulated by the
apostle for their adherence to them (see 2 Thess.2:15; 2 Thess.3:6).

Custom has to do with the habitual practice of spiritual precepts governing service in a
church of God. This contains the thought of perpetuation of what is right, without
variation, or deviation.

Order is the outcome of right precept and good practice, ensuring God's blessing and not
judgement (see also Tit.1:5, although a different Greek word is used).

The second set: 1 Cor.11:3-15

Here we have the headship principle enunciated: the head of Christ; the head of...man,
and the head of woman. It was a divine precept to be practised continuously in the
gatherings of the church in Corinth, and in other churches of God, for that matter (1
Cor.4:17; 1 Cor.7:17). In their coming together (1 Cor.11:17,18,20,33) for the breaking of
the bread, the teaching of the Word
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and the prayers, the head of every brother in the assembly is to remain uncovered, as his
'head' is Christ, and the glory of Christ is to be displayed. The head of every sister is to be
covered, as her 'head' is the man, and his glory is not to be seen. More than this, worship
and prayer are to be directed and addressed to God the Father, thus honouring His
headship in the Godhead and so delighting the Son (cp. Heb.13:15; Eph.1:3; Eph.5:20;
Col.3:17).

There is no inferiority implied in the place of subjection required of sisters, who have
equal status with men in the Lord (1 Cor.11:11), but the head covering demonstrates
subjection to the will of God.'

In the matter of subjection, we have subjection: in the Godhead (1 Cor.15:27,28); in the
elderhood (1 Pet.5:5); in saints to elders (Heb.13:17); and saints to one another
(Eph.5:21).

The third set: 1 Cor.11:20,26

Here we have the Lord's Supper; the Lord's death, and the Lord's coming (implied in the
words till he comes). Our being together in church is on the basis of our subjection to the
Lordship of Christ, not our membership of His Body, as clearly seen here in the
consistency of the language the Spirit uses. The experience of the act of remembrance is
to be a happy one, not born out of slavish duty. There is sharing with the Father, Son and
Spirit and ourselves in a way that is unique in its function, and only when we meet to
remember the Lord in the breaking and taking of the loaf and the pouring and partaking of
the cup of wine. His death is proclaimed here as at no other time, for it is a collective act
of proclamation to His God and Father of all that His sacrifice meant, and it heightens the
anticipation of His return.

The fourth set: vv.11,16,22

The expressions 'in the Lord', 'churches of God', and 'church of God' are all related to
the same thing which the Lord taught His apostles during the forty day period - the things
pertaining to the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3; cf. Acts 20:27; 1 Tim.3:15). If the scriptural
precepts of the apostles' teaching are practised today, we have every right to claim the
title 'churches of God', and rejoice in such an honour given by God.

Such a bringing together of spiritual truths enables us, hopefully, to benefit from proving
the things that differ (Phil.1:10 footnote RV).

Notes:1. Incidentally, Greek custom stipulated that men had their heads uncovered, and
womenfolk had theirs covered, as opposed to Jewish tradition of men's heads being covered,
and women's uncovered.
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Focus

Battles for 'Gay Rights’

George Prasher, Manchester, England

In many countries of the Western World agitation continues by so-called 'gay'
couples to be granted the same rights as married men and women.

For example in February 2004 a court ruled that same-sex couples could marry in
the State of Massachusetts. This turned the issue into a national controversy in the
United States, and featured prominently in the presidential election campaigns in
November of that year. George W. Bush received strong support from conservative
Christians who advocated a constitutional amendment outlawing gay marriage.
Initiatives banning such marriage were on the ballot in eleven States and passed in
every one. But the religious groups felt strong resentment when George W. Bush
seemed to indicate after his re-election as president that he would not press the
Senate to pass a ban on gay marriages. Sensing this resentment the Administration
moved quickly to declare that the anti-gay marriage amendment did remain a
priority; but such an amendment would require support by two-thirds of the House of
Representatives and three-quarters of the State legislatures, so the prospects remain
uncertain and controversy rages on.

The position is different in Britain, where the Civil Partnership Act came into effect
in December 2005. This makes provision for same-sex couples to register their
partnership with a Registrar appointed by the local authority, and to share benefits
similar to those of married people, such as:

m employment and pension benefits;

m recognition for immigration and nationality purposes;

m  aduty to provide reasonable maintenance for your civil partner and any children
of the family;

m civil partners to be assessed in the same way as
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spouse for child support;
m equitable treatment for the purpose of life insurance.

Some gay couples feel dissatisfied with the new law on the ground that it doesn't actually
allow them to marry. Others are confident that official registration of their partnership
will further general acceptance of same-sex unions. As one couple put it: "Until now if
you're gay you've always been a second-class citizen. We paid our taxes, but were denied
rights."

Political mileage is therefore being gained by the pro-gay lobby through emphasis on
basic democratic rights. This approach by-passes the fundamental questions of moral
right or wrong as viewed from a scriptural perspective. Yet to the Christian believer the
primary issue is the dismissal of God's Word as of no relevance in today's world. This
reflects the attitudes described in Ps.2:1-3, where rulers and people take counsel against
the LORD and against His Anointed, saying, "Let us break their bonds in pieces, and cast
away their cords from us." In an increasingly secular society political expediency more
readily prevails.

Against the background of defiant departure from divine standards which is so evident in
the world around us, how valuable and precious to God must be careful regard for those
standards. The apostle Paul prayed for the disciples in Thessalonica that their hearts might
be established blameless in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ with all His saints (1 Thess.3:13).

He reminded the Corinthian disciples that some of them had before their conversion to
Christ been 'male prostitutes' or 'homosexual offenders' (1 Cor.6:9 NIV): But you were
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and
by the Spirit of our God (verse 11). Such had been the power of the gospel to transform
lives and break the grip of addiction to moral failures. The gospel is still God's power
unto salvation to everyone who believes, salvation not only from deserved eternal
judgement, but also from the tyranny of sinful practices deriving from the desires of the
flesh and of the mind (Eph.2:3).

Scripture clearly warns that in the last days grievous times shall come when evil men and
impostors shall wax worse and worse (2 Tim.3:1,13 RV). How vitally important it is that
denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in
the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God
and Saviour Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every
lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works.
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The Herdsman of Tekoa

(The late) David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England
(2) His Message

In the last issue reference was made to the division of the nation of Israel into two
kingdoms, north and south. Rather than allow his subjects to go to Jerusalem to worship,
King Jeroboam of the northern kingdom set up apostate centres of worship in Dan and
Bethel. God chose Amos, a herdsman from the southern kingdom to take His message to
Bethel and challenge the false worship established there (Amos 7:12,13).

When Amos proclaimed God's judgement on the northern kingdom of Israel to which
they belonged, his audience must have thought this was too near home to be comfortable.
They probably expected that, having dealt with the nations bordering Israel, Amos would
turn his attention to the major powers Egypt and Assyria. The people of the northern
kingdom were far too complacent. They had lulled themselves into believing that because
they belonged to a divinely chosen nation their prosperity was guaranteed. God expected
His people to be an example to the nations round about. They should have been different,
but in many ways they lived and acted as their pagan neighbours. There was too much
confidence in riches. God intended His people to love people and use things. Many were
totally materialistic in outlook; they loved things and used people.

They thought that they went up to Bethel to worship God; but Amos told them that they
sinned against God. There was irony in his chiding reproof, "Come to Bethel and
transgress” (Amos 4:4). They were largely concerned with externals; their hearts were
not right with God. Their elaborate ritual of sacrifice was just that - a ritual. Through the
prophet God says, "I hate, I
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despise your feast days...Though you offer Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, 1
will not accept them" (Amos 5:21,22).

Several times through the prophet God says, "You have not returned to Me" (Amos 4:8).
He longed for them to return to Him for restoration and renewal. If they continued in their
wrong course of conduct they would be caught as a bird in a snare; they would not be able
to escape judgement. They had not realized that the calamities which had overtaken them
were the result of God's displeasure, "I blasted you with blight and mildew" (Amos 4:9).
Locusts devoured the fruit of their trees. The poor harvests were a direct result of
departure from God who was withholding fruitfulness and blessing.

Falling short of the standard

God gave several visions to Amos. He saw the Lord standing on (by, NASB) a wall made
with a plumb line, with a plumb line in His hand (Amos 7:7). The purpose of a plumb line
is to ensure the vertical accuracy of a wall. The wall is first built with a plumb line, but in
process of time may begin to deviate from the vertical. It was because the nation of Israel
pledged their obedience to the law of God that they became the people of God. When the
standard of the law of God was now applied to Israel their failure was apparent. The
judgement of God was to fall on the centres of apostate worship and upon King Jeroboam
personally, "The high places of Isaac shall be desolate...I will rise with the sword against
the house of Jeroboam" (Amos 7:9).

Amos intercedes

Although Amos was a southerner, he identified himself with the northern kingdom,
pleading for God's disobedient, careless people. I said: "O Lord GOD, forgive, I pray!
Oh, that Jacob may stand, for he is small!" (Amos 7:2) As Amos had proclaimed the
inevitability of the Babylonian captivity for Judah, he also prophesied that the ten tribes
of the northern kingdom would be carried into captivity by Assyria and scattered among
the nations (Amos 5:27; Amos 9:4,9).

Did Amos see anything beyond the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities? He was granted
a vision of Messiah's millennial kingdom:

"On that day I will raise up

The tabernacle of David, which has fallen down...

And rebuild it as in the days of old O

T will bring back the captives of My people Israel O

And no longer shall they be pulled up

From the land I have given them,"

Says the LORD your God (Amos 9:11-15).
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

2. Mission Improbable

Alex Reid, Leigh, England

At the centre of the book of Jonah stand the words, "Salvation comes from the
LORD" (Jon.2:9). Many suggest that this is the main theme of the book,
illustrating God's love to the Gentiles as well as His chosen people Israel. Yet the book
of Jonah is as much about the man as the message.

Jonah was a reluctant prophet, one who was angry at the success of his own
preaching. An odd attitude indeed for a prophet of God. What improbable mission had
God given Jonah to cause him to react in this way?

Jonah was instructed to preach against Nineveh the capital of the Assyrian empire,
so why was he reluctant to obey? The problem, as far as the prophet was concerned,
was the nature of the people he was instructed to preach to. The Assyrian empire of
Jonah's day was a military superpower, whose battle tactics were of the most barbaric
and brutal kind. Countless prisoners were cruelly slain in the course of Assyrian
conquests; a kind of psychological warfare designed to cow their enemies. This
aggressive military power was a real danger to Israel, a threat to her very existence.

Now that the wickedness of Assyria had come up before God (Jon.1:2), and they
were ripe for judgement, would Jonah not have been happy to thunder out the
judgements of God against such a cruel nation? It appears that he would have been
glad to do just that if judgement was to be the outcome. But Jonah knew the nature of
the God he served, a God who did not take pleasure in the death of the wicked
(Ezek.18:23,32), even a people as wicked as the Assyrians. Jonah knew that if
Nineveh repented, God
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would forgive rather than judge, and Jonah wanted judgement.

Jonah stands in contrast to Abraham. When the outcry over the sin of the cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah reached God and their impending judgement was revealed to
Abraham, that man too knew the nature of the God he served, but appealed to that
gracious nature that people might be spared (Gen.18:20-23).

It is strange that Jonah, who in his prayer from inside the great fish criticizes pagans
for turning their backs on the grace of God (Jon.2:8), should wish to deny that grace
to repentant sinners. Jonah seems to have harboured the idea that God's blessings
should be restricted to Israel alone.

Perhaps in our times Jonah would be called a racist and a bigot, someone whose
personal prejudice was warping his appreciation of the grace of God. It seems
incredible that the prophet was angry when God showed mercy to Nineveh
(Jon.4:1). His repeated requests to die show that he was wallowing in self-pity to the
extent of defying God.

God challenged Jonah's anger and showed him how unwarranted his attitude was. In
the incident of the vine God asked Jonah if he was right to be angry about the
destruction of the plant. When Jonah claimed that he was justified, God contrasted his
concern for an ephemeral plant with his indifference to the fate of at least 120,000
souls (Jon.4:5-11).

Could we be like Jonah in some of our attitudes? Is there a personal Nineveh we have
to face up to? We may understand the import of the great commission to go into all the
world (Matt.28:18-20), yet entertain thoughts that there are some groups of people
who are not deserving of the grace of God, such as terrorists, suicide bombers and
fanatics whose misdirected zeal causes so much pain. Or perhaps we are happy and
secure in the knowledge of our own salvation, but feel no compunction to take the
good news to others.

Perhaps the real lesson of the book of Jonah is that all our personal hang-ups,
prejudices and self-centredness must be made subordinate to the will of God. Let us
reflect on the fact that Jonah sat down to watch, hoping that the wrath of God would be
poured out on a sinful city, but Jesus, outside another city, looked down from the
cross to the end that the fountain of God's grace would flow out to a guilty world.
Which attitude do we display?

(Quotes and references are from the NIV)

2006-24



Names that Need to be Known

3. God's People

Keith Dorricott, Toronto, Canada

Who are God's people?

When Peter wrote the words, you are...a people for God's own possession in 1 Pet.2:9,
who was he referring to and what did he mean? Isn't this true of everyone? Don't all of us
on earth belong to God? He is our Maker (Job 35:10), the God of all flesh (Jer.32:27), and
we are His offspring (Acts 17:29). Can anyone be excluded from this term 'God's people'?

Today there are many peoples in the world, with varying characteristics, differentiated by
language, culture and background. But it wasn't always that way. Mankind was originally
unified, with one language and purpose, but that all changed about four thousand years
ago. When men began to build the tower at Babel (in present-day Iraq), God said about it:
"Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they
began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them"
(Gen.11:6). They were united, but apart from God. And so He scattered them and they
fragmented into many peoples. Their unity was broken and it has stayed that way ever
since, with ever-increasing diversity.

This attitude of independence disqualified mankind in general from being God's special
possession. Yet He did not abandon His purpose. He had already chosen the descendants
of Abram, from whom came the Israelite people. They became one of many peoples on
this earth, but with a distinct identity and purpose. They were 'God's people'; those whom
God would be with, and who would be the focus of His attention. What distinguished
them was their faith and obedience
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to God, in contrast with the independence around them. Of them it says, God is not
ashamed to be called their God (Heb.11:16).

What does it mean to be 'God's People'?

For them and for us today to be God's people means that 'the' one true living God
becomes 'our' God. This is distinctly the title that He uses to describe this relationship,
rather than 'Lord' or 'Father', etc. ("I will be their God, and they shall be My people” - 2
Cor.6:16; Heb.8:10).

To have God as 'our' God means that He has a special care for us; He calls us the apple of
His eye (Zech.2:8). He told Israel that He had set His love on them; they were the ones He
looked to for His delight (The LORD takes pleasure in His people - Ps.149:4). He wants
more than ownership of us - He wants possession, to be the centre of our lives (You, O
LORD, are in the midst of this people, for You, O LORD, are seen eye to eye -
Num.14:14), and to be revered and served as the Almighty. He wants us to respond to
Him and to follow His direction ("Oh that My people would listen to Me, that Israel
would walk in My ways!" - Ps.81:13). He wants to be our God in reality, not just in name.
("I will also walk among you and be your God, and you shall be My people' - Lev.26:12).
We are His inheritance, the portion of mankind that He can call His own (Deut.32:9).

In turn God offers us as 'His' people the benefits of His protection (Ps.125:2), strength and
provision for our needs (Deut.8:7-9). (The LORD will give strength to His people; the
LORD will bless His people with peace - Ps.29:11). And so unlike peoples of the world
we do not act independently of Him, and He will never desert us (The LORD will not
abandon His people, nor will He forsake His inheritance - Ps.94:14). He faithfully keeps
all His promises to us. He wants us to be at rest with Him, which is what He has worked
for since the time of creation (Heb.4:9-11).

What was required for Israel to become God's people?

In God's mind, the Israelites were His people long before He made them a nation under
His law at Sinai. He had known them beforehand and He promised them to Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob (Israel). Years later He explained: "The LORD did not set His love on you
nor choose you because you were more in number than any of the peoples, for you were
the fewest of all peoples, but because the LORD loved you and kept the oath which He
swore to your forefathers, the LORD brought you out by a mighty hand and redeemed you
from the house of slavery" (Deut.7:7,8).

Even when Pharaoh was their master in Egypt, they were still referred to as
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God's people. Heb.11:25 tells us that Moses chose rather to endure ill-treatment with the
people of God, than to emjoy the passing pleasures of sin. And when God confronted
Pharaoh through Moses, the demand was, 'Let My people go..."(Ex.5:1).

And so even in Egypt they were distinct. When He was about to bring them out God said
to them, I will take you for My people, and I will be your God; and you shall know that 1
am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians'
(Ex.6:7). At the Passover, when the Israelite firstborn were preserved by the covering
blood, no such provision was made for the Egyptians - "...that you may understand how
the LORD makes a distinction between Egypt and Israel’ (Ex.11:7).

In the wilderness, after they had received and accepted the covenant which united them as
a people serving God, Israel was described as "a people who dwells apart, and shall not
be reckoned among the nations"” (Num.23:9). Prior to their entering the land, after hearing
all the Lord's commands, that generation was told, "This day you have become a people
for the LORD your God" (Deut.27:9). He had separated them to Himself, and they had
pledged obedience to Him. They were ready to fulfil His desire for them. But, had it
ended there, we today who are Gentiles could have had no part in it.

Can we today become God's people?

Israel had been told that it was sadly possible for any one of them to be cut off from the
people of God, for such things as immorality, blasphemy, uncleanness and failure to take
the distinguishing mark of circumcision. Godly lives were demanded of a people
belonging to God ("...'Be holy; for I am holy.'..." Lev.11:44). Eventually the ungodliness
and unbelief of Israel culminated in their rejection of their Messiah when He came,
resulting in the great majority of them being cut off. But then in His mercy God allowed
believing Gentiles, who previously had no claim to Him being their God, to be included,
for He is the God of Gentiles as well as of Jews (Rom.3:29). Which is why Peter wrote in
1 Pet.2:10:You once were not a people, but now you are the people of God, you had not
received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

But we are warned in Rom.11:22 that, just as Israel lost the privilege, so can we: Behold
then the kindness and severity of God; to those who fell, severity, but to you, God's
kindness, if you continue in His kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off. Faithfulness
and godliness are just as vital to our continuing to be His special possession today.
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What was required to make us God's people?

Just as Israel had to be redeemed from Egypt to function as God's people, so we have had
to be redeemed and purified - by the sacrifice of Christ: Our great God and Savior, Christ
Jesus...gave Himself for us that He might redeem us from every lawless deed, and to
purify for Himself a people for His own possession, zealous for good deeds (Tit.2:13,14).

His sacrifice has also sanctified us to be God's people - set us apart, separated us to God,
from this world of godlessness, distinct from all other peoples. It is by the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ that 'His' God has become 'our' God (Jn 20:17). He has
purchased us and called us to Himself, to be gathered together as 'the church of the living
God' - the called-out assembly of the people of God on earth today (1 Tim.3:15). So that
God's people today, as in the past, can be united in service to Him.

And so, as Heb.13:11-13 explains, the place of God's people today is outside the things of
the world. For the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought into the holy place by
the high priest as an offering for sin, are burned outside the camp. Therefore Jesus also,
that He might sanctify the people through His own blood, suffered outside the gate....So,
let us go out to Him outside the camp, bearing His reproach. This world is a defiled place
and God's people must be kept from everything ungodly while living in it. God says "/
will dwell in them and walk among them; and I will be their God, and they shall be My
people. Therefore, come out from their midst and be separate," says the Lord. "And do
not touch what is unclean; and I will welcome you" (2 Cor.6:16,17).

And so years ago God set aside the rest of mankind in their unbelief but accepted Israel.
Then He set aside most of Israel in their unfaithfulness but accepted us. As we remain
faithful we today are also allowed to have this term apply to us, to be God's special
possession, to receive His special care and enjoy His presence, distinct among the peoples
of this world. Because we are 'God's people', in the fullest sense, and He is truly 'our
God'".
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

3. Bribery & Corruption

Paul Merchant, Musselburgh, Scotland

Every morning on my way to work I pass one of Edinburgh's cathedrals which stands
between the Conan Doyle public house and a large John Lewis department store. A large
banner hangs over the front door of the cathedral - 'Act justly, love mercy, walk humbly'.
This challenging banner is a quotation from the prophet Micah. The brief, blunt words
confront you like a shaft of light piercing the morning mist hanging low across Scotland's
capital city. It is a salutary reminder for me as I approach another day's work.

Problems

Micah was a contemporary of Amos, Hosea and Isaiah and prophesied during the reigns
of kings Jotham, Ahaziah and Hezekiah. He spoke out against bribery and corruption. He
exposed the corrupt politics of the rulers and business men, Her leaders judge for a bribe,
her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money (Mic.3:11).

Both hands are skilled in doing evil; the ruler demands gifts, the judge accepts bribes, the
powerful dictate what they desire - they all conspire together (Mic.7:3).

Micah observed how bribery and corruption run through society like a broken sewer pipe
down a street, seeping its pollution into every relationship, for a son dishonours his
father, a daughter rises up against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law -a man's enemies are the members of his own household (Mic.7:6).

Observing all this social and religious decadence was the God of Israel who had made
promises, oaths and covenants regarding His chosen people. Micah knew the covenant
obligations of the people of God and he
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yearned for his compatriots to exercise justice, peace and righteousness in their dealings
with each other and in the laws of civil society. But he saw what was going on and saw
that God would deal with his people. Micah was a man of God who knew how God deals
with sin through the process of judgement, repentance, salvation, new life, hope.

Therefore, the LORD says: "I am planning disaster against this people, from which you
cannot save yourselves. You will no longer walk proudly, for it will be a time of calamity"
(Mic.2:3).

Micah speaks the truth, but as a man of God he does not leave his countrymen without
hope. He describes his God, Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the
transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You do not stay angry for ever but
delight to show mercy. You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins
underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea (Mic.7:18-19).

Twice Micah refers to God in His shepherd, caring character (Mic.5:4; Mic.7:14). He
predicts that salvation will come through one to be born, and his prediction is this
Shepherd would come from among the common people and deliver them from oppression
and injustice and recover their right relationship with God.

Micah was assured of this and displays his faith, But as for me, I watch in hope for the
LORD, I wait for God my Saviour;, my God will hear me (Mic.7:7).

The great Shepherd

About 800 years later wicked king Herod had a verse from Micah quoted to him about the
child Jesus whose star had been seen by the wise men from the east, "But you, Bethlehem
Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me
one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times"
(Mic.5:2).

Christ was revealed to the shepherds at His birth on the first occasion He came to earth.
Next time He comes He will be the great Shepherd of His people, for Micah says, He will
stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of
the LORD his God. And they will live securely, for then his greatness will reach to the
ends of the earth (Mic.5:4).

Micah sees the Messiah - Christ - as the chief leader, the greatest ever leader who will
succeed in bringing peace and justice to a corrupt world, because He died to deal with its
corruption. From a nation riddled with bribery, corruption and dysfunctional family life,
Micah predicts that the future reign of Christ will resolve the problems of this world.
Until then, disciples of Christ are instructed not to offer the easy sacrifices of the wealthy,
but rather to live out in their daily lives three simple commandments, To act justly and to
love mercy and to walk humbly with your God (Mic.6:8).

(Bible quotes from the NIV)
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Focus

Limbo under Scrutiny

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Perhaps our title would have been better given as 'Limbo under further scrutiny'. For
this strange religious tradition has been frequently scrutinized since medieval ages.
Limbo is supposed to be a region on the border of hell, where the souls of righteous
persons living before Christ, and of unbaptized persons, are kept in eternal happiness,
but denied the actual heavenly presence of God.

This concept was historically linked with the widely held misunderstanding that the
rite of baptism was the essential means by which a human soul could be united with
Christ and thereby receive salvation from eternal judgement. So what about babies
who died before they were baptized? One 'church father', Augustine of Hippo (AD
354-430), considered that, "without baptismal grace, they must go to hell". The
harshness of this view prompted the idea of limbo, where unbaptized infants could
enjoy a measure of happiness, even though excluded from the presence of God in
heaven. The tradition was rejected by Protestant theologians at the time of the
Reformation, but was maintained by the Roman Catholic Church. For many
centuries therefore Catholic couples have naturally been apprehensive lest their
infants should die before being 'baptized' by the priest. His services were required
as a matter of urgency!

In contrast to the involved conjecture about 'limbo' the truth of the gospel stands out in
delightful clarity. For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of
yourselves, it is the gift of God...(Eph.2:8). Having placed saving faith in Christ the
believer is then commanded to be baptized by immersion in water. This expresses the
truth that he (she) is reckoned by God to have died and been buried and raised again
with Christ.
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This scriptural baptism in water is not the means by which a person is united with Christ.
As confirmed in 1 Pet.3:21: (not the removal of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a
good conscience toward God), through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Nor indeed does Scripture countenance any form of infant baptism. There is no example
in the New Testament of infants being baptized. Saving faith in the Lord Jesus must
precede baptism. A young person must therefore have matured to a point where there is
understanding, however simple, of the basic elements of repentance for sin against God,
and Christ's redemptive sacrifice and resurrection, as the means of salvation. The Holy
Spirit delights to stir a desire to be saved in young minds and hearts, bringing Scripture to
bear so that there follows conviction of sinner need, repentance and personal acceptance
of the Saviour. 'The child-like hearts believe'.

After instructing its members for so many centuries that 'limbo' is indeed the destiny of
babies who die without being baptized into the Roman Catholic faith, that church is now
reviewing the validity of its long-standing tradition. A conference of top Catholic
theologians was commissioned to examine the subject and concluded its deliberations last
December. Vatican Radio was afterwards advised that the church's teaching on 'limbo'
was in crisis. The original head of the theological commission was none other than
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI. Some years ago he had commented
that 'limbo' was not actually church doctrine, but only a 'theological hypothesis', and had
elsewhere described it as 'problematic'. It now seems probable that he will initiate change
to a recognition that unbaptized babies are not in fact excluded from heaven.

Interestingly Scripture has little to say about children who die before they could be
personally accountable to God. A fragment from the experience of David seems to touch
the point. For when his first child by Bathsheba died David said: "I shall go to him, but he
shall not return to me" (2 Sam.12:23). This would indicate a place among those of a past
dispensation who, like David, died in faith, not having received the promises, but having
seen them afar off were assured of them (Heb.11:13). It would seem in harmony with the
perfect justice and love of God's character that infants of other dispensations should also
be granted similarly merciful blessing - all based of course on the atonement made for the
sin of the world at Calvary.
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Adullam's Cave

Alex Reid, Leigh, England

What must David have thought as he languished in the cave of Adullam? He had escaped
there after what must have been one of the most humiliating experiences of his life. In
order to escape from the Philistine, Achish of Gath, he had to play the madman (1
Sam.21:10-15). To be derided as a lunatic before an enemy of Israel must have been a
bitter experience for a man who had known acclaim among his own people.

Those who warned Achish against him had spoken of his renown and called him king of
the land. As he sat in his lonely cave, did David question the word of the Lord through
Samuel, that he was the king elect? If indeed he was a king, he was a king in exile. Every
king had a palace however modest but he had nothing but an empty cave. What kind of
person would follow such a king? Certainly not someone who hoped to find rich reward
in the service of his lord.

These things have an echo for those who would serve Christ. A man once declared to
Jesus, "I will follow you wherever you go" (Lk.9:57). To which he received the reply,
"Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay
his head" (Lk.9:58). The warning was clear: "Follow me if you will, but do not expect it
to be a comfortable or outwardly rewarding journey."

Through Ps.142 (see Psalm title), David gives us an insight into his thoughts in the cave
of Adullam, an experience that must have been a personal low point for him:...my spirit

grows faint within me,...no-one is concerned for me. I have no refuge; no-one cares for
my life (Ps.142:3.,4).

Very few people, if any, go through life without hitting some personal low point. This is
especially true
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of a disciple of Christ, whose calling is of such a high standing, that the person's
shortcomings are only too obvious in comparison, with the result that, when low points
are reached, they can seem very low indeed. It is on such occasions that we are able to
draw on the discovery that David made in his cave. His discovery, or re-discovery, was
heartfelt prayer: I cry to you, O Lord; I say, "You are my refuge, my portion in the land of
the living" (Ps.142:5). Notice that he says that God is his refuge and portion, not in some
future day in heaven but, in the land of the living, in the here and now of today's
experience.

The time eventually came when first one then another came to David in the cave (1
Sam.22:1-4). First came his brothers, those same brothers who had perhaps been offended
when Samuel had passed them by with the anointing oil in favour of their younger
brother. We know that Eliab was angry with David when he came to see the battle in the
valley of Elah: "Why have you come down here? I know how conceited you are and how
wicked your heart is " (1 Sam.17:28). None of his brothers seem to have been associated
with David as he rose to be the foremost of Saul's fighting men. Eliab's words in the
valley of Elah may have been an expression of lingering resentment. Yet when David
fretted in his cave his brothers were among the first to go to him.

It may have been difficult for our Lord's siblings to have grown up under the shadow of
such perfection. Perhaps they resented Him when their faults were contrasted with His
perfect obedience to their parents. Do we see something of that resentment coming out in
their taunting of their brother in Jn 7:3-5? Jesus' brothers said to him, "You ought to leave
here and go to Judea, so that your disciples may see the miracles you do. No-one who
wants to become a public figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things, show
yourself to the world." For even his own brothers did not believe in him.

It is touching in the light of these things that when the small band of disciples, who had
watched their risen Lord ascend to heaven, returned to an upper room to pray, we read:
They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother
of Jesus, and with his brothers (Acts 1:14).

Besides David's brothers, there were others who came to him at Adullam's cave. The
description given of these early followers is not a very flattering one: All those who were
in distress or in debt or discontented gathered round him, and he became their leader (1
Sam.22:2). Obviously, they were those who found no place or satisfaction in established
society.

It was a similar story with those who gathered round the Lord in His days on earth. His
opponents derided Him for the sort of people He drew to Himself.
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They were the common people, the despised and the disenfranchised. His detractors said
of Him: 'Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and "sinners'
(Matt.11:19). Even after He had returned to heaven, the composition of those who formed
the core of His followers had not altered much. Here is Paul's observation to the believers
of his day: Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were
wise by human standards, not many were influential; not many were of noble birth (1
Cor.1:26).

When that ragged band were attracted to David, what were they looking for and more
importantly, what did they find? We are told of David's motley band that he became their
leader (1 Sam.22:2). What they found was a friend who understood their distress because
he shared it, and a commander who would lead them to greater things.

The Hebrew word for leader that is applied to David, can be variously translated, leader,
commander, prince or captain. An equivalent Greek word is applied to the Lord Jesus in
Heb.2:10: it was fitting that God...should make the author (prince, captain) of their
salvation perfect through suffering. So those who come to Jesus find in Him one who
understands perfectly, having gone through the mill of human experience Himself.

Those who shared the days of hardship with David were later given rank and standing
among the king's officers (see 2 Sam.23:13 & 1 Chron.11:10,15). Their valour and strong
support for David's kingship would surely mean that such men would receive recognition
from the king when he had attained the glory God had promised him. To those children of
God, who in the present dispensation have shared the sufferings of Christ, there likewise
awaits a future share in His glory (see Rom.8:17).

Of those who came to David in his time as an exile at Adullam and immediately
afterwards, there was one notable absentee: Jonathan son of Saul. There can be no doubt
about Jonathan' love for David. When he gave David his own robe, tunic, sword, bow and
belt, he gave his heart
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also (1 Sam.18:3,4). Jonathan knew that God had destined his friend to sit on the
throne of Israel, and gave him help whenever he could (1 Sam.20), yet he was not
among those who went out to the king elect during his exile. Why?

Jonathan was a man who was pulled two ways. There was his love for David, but also
the loyalty he felt towards his father Saul. This division of loyalty may have been what
prevented Jonathan throwing in his lot with David. It was misguided loyalty that led
him to be numbered with the slain on Mount Gilboa (1 Sam.31:2), rather than share in
his friend's future triumphs.

The Lord Jesus knew of the pitfall of divided loyalty and warned His disciples against
it: "Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of
me;...Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will
find it" (Matt.10:37-39).

There are believers today who feel the pull of divided loyalty. They can see spiritual
truth but, realise that if they wish to give expression to it in their lives, it would mean
leaving those denominations that have been their spiritual homes hitherto. Perhaps
it is the thought of leaving behind, in the spiritual sense, family or friends with
whom they have forged close ties. Sometimes it is necessary to leave our spiritual
comfort zones in order to make progress in the things of God.

The pathway of discipleship is often hard and the temptation to give up can be strong.
Let us imagine those faithful followers of David, who shared the lean days of
Adullam with him, being asked in the time of David's glory, if the hardships of
Adullam were worth it? We cannot conceive of them saying anything other than,
"Yes, lord, it was worth it." Shall we who have been made holy through Christ's blood
(Heb.13:12), say anything other than: "Yes, Lord, it is worth it"?

(Bible quotes are from the NIV)
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Names that Need to be Known

4. Sheep of the Flock

Robert Shaw, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

Isn't it interesting that a great deal of the simile and metaphor of Scripture relates to
country life? Examples include the sowing of seed, the harvesting of crops, of fruit, of
vineyards and narrative surrounding both domestic and wild animals. Of course,
many to whom the messages of Scripture first came were country folk, familiar with
these things.

Often, basic laws and practices seen in the natural world assist in our
understanding of the spiritual. The subject before us is one of these.

Sheep and the Shepherd

If what we have said is true regarding similarities with country life, how profound is
God's description of human beings as sheep and of Christ as Shepherd.

The propensity of humans to go astray like sheep is reflected in well-known passages
of Scripture such as Isa.53:6, All we like sheep have gone astray, and in Ps.119:176, 1
have gone astray like a lost sheep. Sheep may be fearful and timid animals, but we
are told they possess a stubborn nature that often leads them into foolish ways and
perverse habits. As with the natural, so in a spiritual sense: by their sinful nature,
human beings are like lost sheep. As He went about all the cities and villages
surrounding the sea of Galilee, Jesus was moved with compassion for the multitudes
because they were weary and scattered, like sheep having no shepherd (Matt.9:36).
It was for such that He had come to die. He said, "I am the good shepherd. The
good shepherd gives His life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). Trusting in Christ we are His -
His by virtue of purchase. He gave His life for us. We are sharers in the
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life of Christ; we are intimately identified with Him. He is the Good Shepherd in death,
the Great Shepherd in resurrection (Heb.13:20) and the Chief Shepherd at His coming
again (1 Pet.5:4).

What a comfort it is to be able to say with certainty, the LORD is my shepherd, describing
that personal relationship that exists between the believer and the Lord. The rich
provision described so bountifully in Ps.23 has been a source of comfort and joy to many
in successive generations.

Sheep together as a flock

Of course it is almost unnatural that a sheep should exist alone. It was not made that way.
The analogy of sheep presupposes a number of them together with a relationship to one
another. So we recognise in Scripture our Lord's purpose to bring His sheep together as
one flock. It is ever His intention that those whom He calls "My sheep”, believers in our
Lord Jesus, should be called by name and led by Him. His words in Jn 10:16 confirm that
purpose. He said, "there will be one flock and one shepherd”. Sadly, many do not follow.

What brings sheep together as one flock is their response to the voice of the shepherd.
There may be many folds into which sheep have been brought - and many flocks - but
sheep that know their shepherd will gather together from such folds and flocks into one
flock when they hear his voice. It is a distinctive voice. Again, Jesus declared in Jn 10:16,
"they will hear My voice". In divine purpose there is only one Shepherd and one flock.
This divine principle found expression also in Old Testament days. Ps.100:3 says, We are
His people and the sheep of His pasture and Ps.79:13 says, Your people and sheep of
Your pasture, will give You thanks forever, we will show forth Your praise to all
generations. Such scriptures demonstrate the distinctive nature of those gathered to His
pasture.

God has a design and purpose for His gathered flock today over which He exercises the
authority of pastoral care. The Lord calls them the 'little flock' (Lk.12:32), possibly
because there were few who were willing to hear His voice and obey the call of the
Shepherd. Peter calls them the flock of God and, because of the One to whom they
belonged, he knew how important it was in shepherd care to be seen as examples to the
flock (1 Pet.5:2,3).

Caring for the flock

We understand that, more than any other livestock, sheep need constant attention and
care. They are subject to fear, tension and aggravation from external influences. On the
other hand they prosper in calm surroundings.

The Chief Shepherd, loving His flock as He does, appoints under-shepherds to
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exercise care on His behalf. 1 Pet.5:1-4 teaches that it is the work of overseers to
care for His flock. By His Spirit, God put earnest care into the heart of a young man
called Titus, enabling him not only to minister to the Church in Corinth (2 Cor.8:16)
but to carry out a difficult assignment for the Lord (Tit.1:5). Thus He equips His
willing shepherds.

We have already noted that Christ is also the Good Shepherd. The word 'good' in
Greek is 'kalos', meaning 'beautiful' or something 'intrinsically excellent'. The same
word is used for the work of oversight in 1 Tim.3:1. It is a 'beautiful' work. What a
privilege that those called to do the service of under-shepherds can reflect the
beautiful character of Christ.

Peter, who had earlier denied his Master in the courtyard of the high priest, had
received a vital lesson from the Lord. Jn 21:15-17 reveals the question the Lord asked
him three times, "Simon,...do you love Me?" Following Peter's strong affirmation the
Lord commanded, "Feed My lambs"; "Tend My sheep"; "Feed My sheep”. The sheep
were His. Peter could never truly have tended and fed them, demonstrating love for
them, had he not unequivocally loved their Owner. The shepherds must first of all
care for the sheep out of love for the Chief Shepherd.

Enthusiastically, David revealed to king Saul his credentials as a fearless soldier of
the living God. In 1 Sam.17:34,35 he explained his conquests of the enemies of his
father's flock. "Your servant used to keep his father's sheep, and when a lion or a bear
came and took a lamb out of the flock, I went out after it and struck it, and delivered
the lamb from its mouth". There is here no expression of wound or injury to the
shepherd. His whole focus is highlighting the safety of the sheep, exercising God-
given strength, born out of deep affection for the flock and its Owner.

Feeding the flock

This is an essential aspect of care. Many scriptures refer to pasture land as feeding
for the sheep. Delivering it is a great responsibility for the shepherd, leading the flock
under his care to rich pastures where health and stamina can be maintained by the
quantity and quality of the food. It has been said that pasture in Israel was not
naturally in abundance. It was often provided by the laborious work of the shepherd
who cultivated rich pasture from what had formerly been dry and arid land.
Shepherds themselves need to be painstakingly committed men.

When Ezra, with the priests and Levites, read from the law of the LORD in the open
square from morning until midday (Neh.8:3) it was not a mere recital. They had
obviously spent time with the Word and so could help the people to understand the
reading. How much material has the Spirit of God to work with
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from the store of the Word in shepherd hearts? Has it grown over the years? Are shepherds
able to gather from their store to feed the sheep with the right food for their growth and
development?

David was taken from the sheepfolds to shepherd Israel. Ps.78 tells us that he fed them
according to the integrity of his heart; and guided them by the skilfulness of his hands
(RV). Here is an example of wholeheartedness.

Shepherds of the flock of God today have a God-given responsibility to provide pasture on
which lambs and sheep can safely feed and in such a way that their appetite for it will
increase rather than diminish. Committed shepherds will take full account of the needs of
the sheep to deliver a healthy diet, to give time in its preparation and to be sensitive to the
best feeding methods.

Froth generally gathers on the surface and is insubstantial compared with the value of
gems that have to be painstakingly dug out. May shepherds hear the clear instruction of
Acts 20:28, Take heed unto yourselves, and to all the flock...to feed the church of God
(RV).

The footsteps of the flock

There is a lovely passage of Scripture in Songs 1:8. It says, Follow in the footsteps of the
flock. What are these footsteps?

Before the Lord Jesus returned to heaven He met with His disciples and taught them /e
things pertaining to the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). In turn, it was these things that the
disciples themselves taught and were engaged in thereafter. Many of them appear in the
book called 'The Acts of the Apostles'. Those who received Christ as Lord and Master
were baptised and added to the disciples already comprising the little flock. They
continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread
and in prayers (Acts 2:42). The apostles' teaching, of course, involves many aspects of
divine doctrine contained in their epistles. As we dig into the Word of God by the help of
the Holy Spirit we shall find gems of truth to guide us.

Enemies of the flock

The Lord Jesus spoke to His disciples about the thief and the wolf. He said the thief comes
to steal, and to kill, and to destroy...and the wolf catches the sheep and scatters them (Jn
10:10-12). Here is reference to the work of the Adversary. Paul had sufficient
foresight to see troubles ahead for the little flock, both from the inside and outside. He
gave stern warning because of the gravity of overseers arising who would mislead the
flock, drawing disciples to themselves. He also warned of wolf-like intruders bent on
destruction. What was to be the only defence? As then, so also today it is
watchfulness, remembrance of the teaching of the Lord and prayer (Acts 20:31,36).
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

4. Robbing God

David Viles, Dulwich, England

Malachi - a message for our times

Scripture provides few clues to the context of Malachi's message. Clearly, he was writing
some time after the events narrated by Ezra and (possibly) Nehemiah, when the fervour
surrounding the rebirth of the nation and its worship following the return from Babylon
was already a distant memory. Times were relatively easy; Israel was entering its long
waiting period for the promised Messiah. To those who remained faithful, revering the
Lord's name, was promised the sight of "the sun of righteousness [that] will rise with
healing in its wings" ' But for many, and particularly the leaders of the nation, fervour
and faith had been replaced by weariness and cynicism. The prevailing moral and
spiritual tone is reminiscent of the 'scoffers' of our age - "Where is this 'coming’ he
promised?" * Neglect of God and of His priorities was leading to pernicious spiritual and
moral decline. Does any of this sound familiar?

Spiritual decay

The structure of Malachi's message - an extended dialogue between God and His people -
is unique to this prophet. The questions which Malachi attributes to the people may have
represented their unspoken thoughts, but they went to the heart of the national spiritual
malaise: robbing a loving God of His due and in the process robbing themselves of the
joy of the covenant.

"How have you loved us?" > What a breath-taking question! But it can and does still
happen - we have it on divine authority - that our love may grow cold.* As
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rank godlessness increases in our cultures, so may robbing God through ingratitude
and wilful neglect of our reasonable service’ in response to God's covenant love.
Failure to strive daily to become rooted and established in love® will lead inevitably to a
life which is spiritually withered and blasted. It's that basic!

"How have we shown contempt for your name? "’ One of God's names is 'Jealous'®
Sadly, it was the priests who were giving the lead in robbing God by despising it.
'Harsh things' were being said about that name - such as the futility of serving the
Lord if it meant being different from the world.” Like many others today, God
demands respect'’ - and disciples hardly need reminding that friendship with the
world is enmity with God."'

"How have we defiled you?" ° Well, it was barefaced robbery! Withholding of the
tithe, and the offering of crippled, blind animals for sacrifice to the Lord of creation,
drew from God words of utter condemnation of their "useless fires on my altar"
Better no worship at all than sacrifices like these. For us today, this extreme example
forces very personal and searching questions - what priority are we prepared to give
to serving God and to the quality of that service? "If Jesus Christ be God and died

. 14
for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for Him".

Post-Christian morality

Many contemporary pundits propound the view that western societies have outgrown
the need for God. But without Him, there is no need for moral absolutes - the
'rightness' of what we do is relative only to the effects it has on ourselves or on wider
society. There is nothing new about this; in Malachi's society, as in ours, the process
of robbing God leads inexorably to the results we see today - men and women robbed
of the p??ce and fulfilment of living in acknowledgement of personal accountability
to God.

"Why do we profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with one
another? "' Although that covenant had been with God, the responsibilities of each to
his neighbour had been clearly stated."” Leave God out of the equation and the result
was - and is - the cult of the individual. Sorcery, perjury, defrauding and
oppression are some of the malign results enumerated by Malachi'® - we can add
many more.

"Why? "' There was no obvious blessing from God, despite the crocodile tears of
restored Israel.*® God focuses a searching light on the reason - faithlessness in
marriage relationships. "I hate divorce” *' is an unequivocal statement - by God - as
relevant in today's social conditions as then. The social consequences of divorce are
painfully evident in the spread of dysfunctional family
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

relationships throughout western society, robbing children and adults alike of the security
and fulfilment of loving family life as God intended it. Malachi also highlights the return
of the old sin of intermarriage with the surrounding peoples, bringing 'foreign gods' into
the home environment.”> The frequency and the vehemence with which the Old
Testament addresses this practice > surely emphasise the force of Paul's injunction to our
own time not to be yoked together with unbelievers, in marriage as in other
relationships.**

"Where is the God of justice?” * Speaking through His prophet, God highlights the
ultimate consequence of this process of declension - an inversion of moral values,
whereby wicked conduct is praised and the arrogant admired.”® With no sense of
accountability to God, and no reliable inbuilt moral compass, justice is perverted and the
poor and the weak are left to go to the wall. It's all as fresh as tomorrow's newspaper
headlines!

"How are we to return?" >’ Some at least of Malachi's contemporaries were asking this
question. The answer was the same as it ever was, and is now -"Return to me and I will
return to you," says the LORD Almighty.,*® Instead of robbing God and devouring each
other there is held out an amazing promise -"See if I will not throw open the floodgates of
heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it" *° The
challenge for us as disciples comes earlier in the verse: "Bring the whole tithe into the
storehouse, that there may be food in my house."

(Bible quotes are from the NIV)
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Focus

Middle East Surprises

George Prasher, Manchester, England

February 2006 saw two quite unexpected developments in the Israeli-Palestinian
confrontation. Israel's prime minister, Ariel Sharon, suffered a serious brain haemorrhage
which abruptly terminated his political career; and in the Palestinian legislative elections
the Islamic terrorist organisation Hamas scored a decisive victory, capturing 76 seats in
the 132-seat Parliament. A fresh reminder that

...exaltation comes neither from the east Nor from the west nor from the south. But God is
the Judge: He puts down one, And exalts another. (Ps.75:6,7)

Someone described the situation in Israel following Ariel Sharon's breakdown in health as
'Israel's quiet crisis'. His deputy, Ehud Olmert, calmly assumed the leadership. A former
director of Israel's domestic security services commented: "Our great national leader is
crippled - and there is no crisis. Power is passed quietly. Our enemies don't stir. Our stock
market barely moves. It says a lot for the strength of our democracy." However, it
remains to be seen whether Olmert's mandate will be confirmed by the Israeli elections at
the end of March. A former US ambassador to Israel expressed the view that, "immediate
peace moves by Israel are highly unlikely. The new Israeli leadership will need time to
consolidate its power at home and build up credibility on security to justify taking future
risks for peace."

The Palestinian group Hamas was founded in 1987 as an offshoot of the Muslim
Brotherhood: its name is an Arabic acronym for the Islamic Resistance Movement. From
its inception Hamas has advocated the replacement of Israel by an Islamic State. It
opposed the 1993 Oslo Peace Accords, and in 1994 began a campaign of suicide
bombings against Israeli targets.
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Again in 2003 Hamas rejected the American road map toward peace. It is one of the
militant groups that Ariel Sharon demanded should be disarmed by the Palestinian
Authority, but neither Yasser Arafat nor present President Abbas have been strong
enough to accomplish this. Indeed Hamas steadily gained popularity among the
Palestinian people during the 1990s by providing social services such as schools and
hospitals, and by giving financial help to families of suicide bombers or others affected by
Israeli military operations.

Faced with the reality that, "Hamas represents the first Arab Islamist terrorist group to be
legitimated through the ballot box," the United States president said that if Hamas wanted
to deal with the US it would have to recognize Israel and renounce violence. Israel's
prime minister similarly declared that he would not negotiate with a Palestinian
government, "if even part of it is an armed terrorist organisation calling for Israel's
destruction." There are some indications that the Hamas leadership may find it expedient
to modify their declared views about Israel in order to promote their immediate political
interests. But they are weighted with a legacy of scores of suicide bombings that have
killed hundreds of people. It will be understandable if a sense of mistrust continues on
Israel's part at least until time proves that Hamas has really exchanged terrorism for
democratic responsibility.

With characteristic realism Ariel Sharon had come to accept that the rapid growth of the
Arab population in the Palestinian territories made it impracticable for the time being to
establish a 'Greater Israel' stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River. That
would only result in an 'apartheid state', with a Jewish minority ruling over an Arab
majority. Ehud Olmert shared that view. "We cannot have Israel without a Jewish
majority," he declared in 2004, as he explained the logic for Sharon's disengagement
policy in Gaza. Olmert regarded the Gaza withdrawal as a first step towards Israel's
phased withdrawal to borders marked by the security fence which is now being erected.
However, the timing of the withdrawals would depend upon the Palestinian Authority
putting in place an adequate counter-terrorist force. Ariel Sharon's unexpected exit from
Israeli public life brings home the abiding relevance of Ps.39:4-6,

LORD, make me to know mine end, and the measure of my days, what it is;

Let me know how firail I am.

Behold, thou hast made my days as handbreadths;

And mine age is as nothing before thee:

Surely every man at his best estate is altogether vanity.

Surely every man walketh in a vain shew. (RV)

Nor should we be unprepared to see other sudden and significant happenings in the
Middle East under the control of the divine Hand.
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Accepted by God

Bob Butler, Halifax, England

Origins of the priesthood

From very early times men learned the necessity of sacrifice and offering if they were
to be accepted by God. Abel, Adam's second son provides the first instance in
Scripture of someone seeking to reach out to God in an acceptable way (see
Gen.4:4). Later, (v.26) we find Seth, Adam's third son, with his son Enosh among
those who began to call upon the name of the LORD. These were very early days in
the course of human history. There is, however, no mention of priests in Scripture
until Gen.14:18, where we are introduced to Melchizedek, the king-priest of Salem.
As priest, he would be the one to act in sacred things on the part of others. He was
described as priest of God Most High, a mediator, on God's behalf holding out the
hand of mercy, and for man reaching out the hand of faith. There are other men
identified in the Scriptures as having reached out to God by sacrificing burnt
offerings to Him: these were mainly the patriarchs such as Noah, Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob and Job.

In Joseph's time there were priests in Egypt who lived on land allotted to them by the
Pharaoh (Gen.47:22). These priests did not serve the true God, but many gods such
as the sun, and figures of animals representing other gods. During the long number
of years (see Ex.12:40) the Israelites remained in Egypt such was their environment
(Ex.12:40). Under Moses, the LORD God brought the redeemed company out from
Egypt, to give them knowledge of Himself, the true God, and to teach them how to
serve Him acceptably. He Himself appointed the priests and the priesthood (Ex.28).
The office of priest was restricted to the tribe of Levi, and the priesthood consisted
of
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three orders: the high priest, the priests, and the Levites. The office of high priest was
made hereditary in the family of Aaron. The New Testament confirms that the priests
were not self-appointed, nor chosen by their fellows: no one takes the honor to himself,
but receives it when he is called by God, even as Aaron was (Heb.5:4).

Priestly duties

Every high priest taken from among men is appointed on behalf of men in things
pertaining to God, in order to offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins (Heb.5:1).

God is holy and, in order for sinful men to be accepted by Him, atonement must be made
for them. It was the function of priests to effect atonement by the offering of appropriate
sacrifices for the people; and because they were sinful men it was necessary for them to
also offer sacrifices for themselves. When the Israelites chose their animals and brought
them to the priests for sacrifice, they must have been powerfully aware of how seriously
God regards sin, especially if they were to observe the slaughter. It must have been heart-
rending for many when they saw the priest with the blood on his hands as he prepared
their sacrifice for the altar. This death and shedding of blood was the price demanded by
God if sinful human beings were to be accepted by Him, and this is what they had to pay.
God's people today should surely have a hatred of the sin that separates from a holy God.
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The Priest of our confession

The people of God today are called on to consider Jesus, the Apostle and High Priest of
our confession (Heb.3:1). The priesthood of Jesus is superior to any thing that belonged to
the Old Covenant, because it is heavenly; we have such a high priest, who has taken His
seat at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a minister in the
sanctuary and in the true tabernacle, which the Lord pitched, not man (Heb.8:1-2). Also
the sacrifice He made is superior in that it is anti-typical of every beautiful facet of all the
Old Testament offerings. It completely satisfies our holy God, and it will never need to be
repeated;...through His own blood, He entered the holy place once for all, having
obtained eternal redemption (Heb.9:12).

For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified (Heb.10:14RV).

How do we serve God in our time? What are the sacrifices we bring to Him? As God's
people we worship Him, of course, when we draw near into His holy presence to offer up
thanksgiving and praise. We are to do that continually, but the service of God does not
end with the weekly gathering for worship. God's people are considered: 4 CHOSEN
RACE, A royal PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY NATION, A PEOPLE FOR God's OWN
POSSESSION, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out
of darkness into His marvelous light (1 Pet.2:9). These are familiar words, and important
ones, if we are to be God's worshippers and witnesses. Much depends on us as individual
saints if the whole community is to be seen as a 'holy nation'. We must not fritter away
our lives on autopilot, because the powerful influences of the world and the old nature
will very soon divert us from His service. Anyone who is seriously concerned about the
service of God in a 'holy nation' must on the one hand, deny ungodliness and worldly
desires and live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age (Tit.2:12), and on the
other, as Paul urged the Romans, present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice,
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship (Rom.12:1). Also God's
holy people must be careful about speech. No unclean words should come out of the
mouth - no language that inevitably negates a life of service offered to God. How careful
we need to be!

These are some of the sacrifices we must make if we would please God. The Lord Jesus
Christ has dealt with our sins by shedding His own blood, and so through Him as our
Great High Priest, we are able to serve God acceptably. May it be that we shall give Him
due consideration, determine to love and serve the One who has been designated a great
priest over the house of God (Heb.10:21), and count it a great honour to be accepted by
God through Him.
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Names that Need to be Known

5. The Rest of God

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

Seeking, as this series of articles does, to explore the special significance of various
descriptive terms used in Scripture of the people of God today, we are helped to focus on
the remarkable variety and richness of these. This in turn leads us to appreciate more
deeply the value the Lord places on a gathered-out community in worship and service for
His glory.

The subject of 'The Rest of God' in Scripture, while not strictly presenting a collective
term descriptive of God's people, is nonetheless specially applied to such a people in both
Old and New Testaments, and sheds its own precious light on the delight and purpose
which God has in His people. This is underlined by the fact that most of the New
Testament discussion of this subject is given to us in the Epistle to the Hebrews, which is
itself the guide to the unique character of God's people today, especially in their priestly
service. It paints a picture of a godly condition in which such a people fulfils its unique
place in God's gracious purposes today: and it does this by comparing and contrasting Old
and New Testament purposes of God, demonstrating the vast superiority of the New
Covenant context.

So, what is the Rest of God in the Scriptures, and how can a sanctified and serving people
come to enjoy this and be motivated by it to richer service? It is important at this point to
underline again the unique association of this matter of God's REST with the people of
God. Heb.4:9 is a crucial verse here. There remains therefore a rest for the people of God.
It is at this point that the author of the Hebrews epistle moves on from the experience of
Israel, God's Old Testament people,
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in respect of the Rest of God, to the Holy Spirit's application of this truth to God's New
Covenant people - to those today who share in the privileges and position of house of God
and kingdom of God among other important subjects dealt with in this series. The early
verses of chapter 4 of Hebrews, following on from a lament on the failure of Old
Testament Israel to enter into God's Rest, says, Therefore, since a promise remains of
entering His rest, let us fear lest any of you seem to have come short of it.

Now to help us understand the basic concept of the Rest of God it is important to note the
meaning and significance of the Greek word mainly used in the Heb.3,4 references. This
is given by linguists as 'resting down' and hence the thought of 'abiding'; which in turn
conveys a state of settled abiding. This is important, as we shall see, in today's multiple
and widely varying 'homes' for a Christian's service; involving so many disciples of the
Lord Jesus in moving from group to group and from 'church' to 'church'. God's purpose is
for a place of settled abiding in Christian life and service.

The earliest model and example for us in this is found in the creation story of Genesis.
Again our source of reference is in Hebrews - in Heb.4:4 -And God rested on the seventh
day from all His works. God's own rest on the seventh day, the Sabbath, was to be an
example and pattern for the people of Israel, especially in relation to the land of promise.
That land was to be their settled abode to which God had led them through many trials
and blessings, and only by settling all their hopes there, with its dwelling place for God at
its heart, would they find permanent rest and fulfilment after their wilderness pilgrimage.
We have, of course, to recognise the limitations of this as a type of spiritual experience in
New Covenant times, for the Christian today is invited to enter into God's rest for them
immediately on receiving the blessing of redemption through faith in Christ and
commitment through baptism, to serving God in His house and holy nation, subjects dealt
with separately in this series of articles. The vital matter dealt with in Heb.3,4 is that of
entering into God's rest, and the spiritual dangers attendant on failing to do so. 'Entering
in' in this context means recognising, and progressively enjoying, the spiritually settled
life-style of the people God has ordained for Christian service in our day; not simply
making a starting commitment to that place, essential though that is. Readers would be
well advised to ponder the words of Heb.3,4 in particular; for it is here that this important,
though often neglected, aspect of the service of God's people in His house is expounded.
Central to the whole matter is the warning, repeated several times in these verses, of
failing to 'enter into' God's rest of settled and undistracted service; a failure which can
overtake the disciple even after he or she has made a commitment to the place itself, and
can greatly diminish his enjoyment of it.
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God's Old Testament people Israel had a fluctuating experience in the matter at different
stages of their history in the land. Heb.4:7,8 shows this to have been so after the tragedy
had occurred in which a whole generation who came out of Egypt had not even entered
physically into the promised land, much less entering in a settled way into the spiritual
privileges God had for them. This is typified by their failure to take possession, literally,
of large tracts of the territory promised to them. It is primarily concerning their spiritual
experience that teaching and warning comes down to us today. In the long years before
David's reign, notably in the days of the judges, the entering-in failure was conspicuous.
Then there was a fresh appeal in Ps.95 for a change for the better which we see in Israel's
condition for a period of years thereafter. "Today,” God pleaded, "if you will hear His
voice, do not harden your hearts ". So now we know from Heb.4 that Ps.95 and probably
others around it in the Psalter were composed by David, though not so attributed in our
Bibles. David's bringing up of the Ark of God to what was to be truly its resting place for
the nation settled in the land, namely to Zion, pictures God's purpose for a people at rest
in His purposes.

Which brings us to the solemn matter of the source of the failure to 'enter in'. God's plea
in David's day was, as shown above from Heb.4, that God's people should not harden
their hearts after having heard God's voice and initially responded to it. Such a gracious
and appealing God as ours speaks and speaks again in pleading for His people's ear and
attention. He does so in all generations and covenant contexts. The 'today' of Ps.95, as
quoted in Heb.4, tells eloquently of God's constant and unfailing appeal of love.

What then were the underlying sins inclining the people to hardening of heart; to a subtle
and progressive insensitivity to the word and will of God? They were simply the 'root'
sins of unbelief and disobedience, 'root' sins which produce 'fruit' sins of heart hardening
and departure from the living God. The sin was indeed a subtle and progressive evil, just
as the 'entering in' associated with God's rest was, and is, a continuing and progressive
grace of spiritual life. Such things, of course, concern the hearts of individual disciples of
the Lord. But the emphasis in Hebrews is on a creeping collective spiritual malaise which
can weaken the entire fabric of the life and service of those whose loyalty and devotion
God delights in as a people for His own possession. God looks for His people to be
continually entering into the glories of His house -coming fto Him as to a living
stone...you...are being built up a spiritual house (1 Pet.2:4,5); and of His kingdom -
through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God (Acts 14:22).

Let us be aware that unbelief and disobedience are both sins of the human will,
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as well as resulting from neglect and carelessness. The Scripture depicts the matter in
very solemn terms. Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief
in departing from the living God (Heb.3:12). It is to be hoped we have already made it
clear that this is all speaking of a sanctified, redeemed people in their spiritual lives and in
no way implying any question of loss of eternal life, the free gift of a covenant-keeping
God to every believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. But disciples in churches of God,
comprising the people of God in the truly scriptural sense of the faith which was once for
all delivered to the saints (Jude v.3) should be assured of their positional soundness
concerning the house and kingdom of God. The glory of the Rest of God of which we are
now speaking is summed up in the beautiful language of Ps.27:4 -

One thing I have desired of the Lord,

That will I seek:

That I may dwell in the house of the LORD

All the days of my life.

To behold the beauty of the LORD,

And to inquire in His temple.

Dwelling; beholding; inquiring. Not doubting, disbelieving the clear word of Scripture
and in consequence drifting into disobedience regarding the commandments of the Lord.

Let us remember that the solemn and precious things we have considered concerning the
Rest of God, flow in Heb.3, out of the stirring opening of that passage of the epistle where
the Lord Jesus is presented as the Apostle and High Priest of our confession and Christ as
a son, over his house; whose house are we, if we holdfast our boldness and the glorying of
our hope firm unto the end (RV).

The high ways we have traversed,

And come to Zion's hill,

Where God, our God, is with us,

His purpose to fulfil.

(C.M.Luxmoore)
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How Long?

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N. Ireland

The question, "How long?" is often asked in frustration. We don't normally like being
asked to wait. Sometimes we are concerned because we know that a long wait can have
serious consequences, like waiting for a vital surgical operation to take place. At other
times it can just be highly frustrating, like waiting in a traffic jam when we have an
important appointment. Usually, when we are forced to wait, it is because we have no
choice, and no matter how much we fume and complain, it doesn't make any difference.
We live in a generation that increasingly doesn't like to wait. Advertisements promote the
idea that we can have what we want now, and pay for it later. Waiting takes patience, and
that commodity seems to be in increasingly short supply in our modern society.

To be a farmer, patience is essential. You cannot hurry growing things. To produce crops
in harmony with nature takes time. The Bible speaks about the farmer waiting for the
harvest, being patient until it has received the necessary seasonal rainfall (Jas.5:7). The
Book of Ecclesiastes speaks about there being a season and a time for every purpose under
heaven, and about a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which is planted (3:1-2).
There is no hurrying up of the seasons, and the wise farmer knows that you just have to
wait patiently for harvest time to come.

It is only through the discipline of waiting, sometimes having to go through trials at the
same time, that the virtue of patience will be developed in us.

How patient our Lord Jesus was, as He waited God's time during all those long years in
Nazareth. And how patiently He endured the cross, and despised the shame; His divine
attributes of patience and meekness gloriously shining out in that Perfect Man, as He
underwent suffering at the hands of lawless men. God
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wants to work those same attributes of patience and meekness into the fabric of our lives,
too, as we seek to follow Jesus as Lord and grow more like Him.

In our personal experience we might be brought into situations where we are forced to cry
out to God, "How long?" We are not alone in making this cry. David, in the extremity of
his circumstances, cried:

How long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever?

How long will You hide Your face from me?

How long shall I take counsel in my soul,

Having sorrow in my heart daily?

How long will my enemy be exalted over me? (Ps.13:1-2)

Trials were pressing down on David, just as if he was being crushed in an olive or wine
press. He was walking through the valley of the shadow of darkness, where there seemed
to be no light, no relief. Do you ever feel like that? His cry to God did not imply any lack
of faith on his part. Indeed he finished his psalm on a note of trust, courage and joy, for he
was enabled to look ahead to the end of the matter, just as his Lord would do in a later day
and in a vastly darker situation. David was learning the cost of his obedience to his God
through the things he was suffering, and at the same time God was working in his life. We
are reminded of James's words: 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, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing (Jas.1:2-4).

We may find ourselves in situations where we too cry out, "How long?" It is not wrong to
do so. The Lord understands. In fact, He is the only One who does fully understand. But
this experience can be used to produce in us that necessary patience which comes from
waiting on God for deliverance. We all, as believers, live in a world that is suffering
(Rom.8:22):groaning and travailing while it awaits its deliverance. In that day of
deliverance we, too, will be delivered from the bondage of corruption and receive the
redemption of our bodies. This is a tremendous hope: something to look forward to with
joyful anticipation. But we need patience. The apostle Paul writes, For we were saved in
this hope, but hope that is seen is not hope; for why does one still hope for what he sees?
But if we hope for what we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with perseverance (patience,
ESV) (Rom.8:24,25).

James also gives us reassurance when he writes, You also be patient. Establish your hearts,
for the coming of the Lord is at hand (Jas.5:8). There is a coming day when all things will
be put right and faith in God will be vindicated. Faith and hope will give way to sight, and
sorrow will be turned into joy. Then every "How long?" shall be answered.
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Focus

Tyrants at Bay

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Early this year the trials of two notable tyrants happened to overlap for a short time, one
in Baghdad and the other at the International Court of Justice at the Hague. The charges
against them and their attitudes well illustrated the saying that, "power tends to corrupt,
and absolute power corrupts absolutely".

We refer of course to Slobodan Milosevic, former President of Yugoslavia, and Saddam
Hussein, former President of Iraq. The charges against each included genocide and other
crimes against humanity. Both men chose to take a leading role in conducting their own
defence; both were characterized by extreme arrogance and self-justification.

For most of the 1990s Milosevic dominated the political scene in what had been the area
of Marshall Tito's Yugoslavia. He strove to increase the influence of his native Serbia and
gain ascendancy over other ethnic groups such as Croats and Slovenians. He was finally
defeated politically in Year 2000, and twelve months later handed over to the United
Nations Court at the Hague for trial. The trial dragged on for four years. Just four months
before it was expected to reach a verdict the accused was found dead in his cell at the
United Nations Detention Centre. A post-mortem confirmed that he had died of a heart
attack. He was aged 64. Many people felt that justice had been baulked, but from another
viewpoint "the trial will be remembered as the most important unresolved case in the
history of international law".

More importantly, Scripture asserts that God will bring every work into judgment,
including every secret thing, whether good or evil (Eccles.12:14); and again, "As I live,
says the Lord, every knee shall bow to Me, and every tongue shall confess to God"
(Rom.14:11). How
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futile it will then be to attempt any evasion of the divinely recorded facts!

As we write, the trial of Saddam Hussein before an Iraqi court is still in process. The
defendant has attracted media attention by his disruptive tactics in court, challenging its
legitimacy, strongly rebutting the charges against him and contradicting the evidence of
many witnesses.

The prophetic Word foretells the ultimate in evil tyrannical rule at the time of the end
through one variously described as the antichrist, the lawless one, the man of sin. In
Rev.13:4 his representation as the beast illustrates his ferocious efficiency. His authority
will extend over every tribe, tongue, and nation (Rev.13:7). His tyranny will be so
ruthless that his false prophet will cause all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and
slave, to receive a mark on their right hand or on their foreheads, and that no one may
buy or sell except one who has the mark... of the beast, or the number of his name
(Rev.13:16,17).

The coming of this lawless one will be according to the working of Satan, with all power,
signs, and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous deception among those who perish,
because they did not receive the love of the truth, that they might be saved (2
Thess.2:9,10). In God's overruling mercy this final satanic tyranny will be abruptly
brought to an end. For at Christ's manifestation as KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF
LORDS the beast and the false prophet will be captured and cast alive into the lake of fire
(Rev.19:20).

Absolute authority will then be expressed in perfect righteousness and justice when the
King of kings takes His power to reign on earth for a thousand years (Rev.20:4). Then
will be fulfilled the glorious promise of Mal.4:2, But to you who fear My name the Sun of
Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings. For He shall startle many nations.
Kings shall shut their mouths at Him, for what had not been told them they shall see, and
what they had not heard they shall consider (Isa.52:15). Among things never formerly
experienced by earth's rulers will be the imposition of one Man's authority for the highest
good of all mankind.

For out of Zion shall go forth the law,

And the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.

He shall judge between the nations,

And rebuke many people;

Nation shall not lift up sword against nation,

Neither shall they learn war anymore. (Isa.2:3,4)

Only to a small minority who still incline their hearts to evil will the Lord's millennial
reign be regarded as a tyranny. All who fear God's name will delight in the healing of
earth's present sad blight through the arising of the Sun of Righteousness.

56
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Cleaving to the Lord

Jim Seddon, Liverpool, England

Ruth had come to the crossroads in her life; she had a decision to make that would result
in blessing far beyond anything she could ever imagine.

Should she return to her own people, back to the familiar places she had known from her
childhood and the security of her own family? Or, should she go with her mother-in-law
Naomi to a strange land she knew so little about - Judah, a land which had been blighted
with famine and known the judgement of God upon it?

Orpah decided to go back to her people in Moab and we never hear of her again in the
Scriptures. But concerning Ruth we read that she clung to Naomi and said,

"Entreat me not to leave you,

Or to turn back from following after you,

For wherever you go, I will go,; and wherever you lodge, I will lodge;

Your people shall be my people, and your God, my God" (Ruth 1:16).

That decision to 'cling' (or cleave, RV) to Naomi gave Ruth the honoured place some
1300 years later in Matthew's genealogy of the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Concerning Hezekiah King of Judah we read, he held fast (or clung) to the LORD; he did
not depart from following Him (2 Kgs.18:6). Hezekiah was born in a time of great
apostasy as far as Israel and Judah were concerned and that condition prevailed until the
time he occupied the throne of Judah. Like Ruth, he would reach 'decision time' in his
life. Should he walk in the ways of his father Ahaz who did not do what was right in the
sight of the LORD or should he risk being unpopular, as no doubt he would be if he were
to
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cleanse Judah of all her idolatry and misdemeanours and take his stand against the might
and power of Sennacherib King of Assyria? Hezekiah made his decision. For he held fast
to the LORD; he did not depart from following Him, but kept His commandments, which
the LORD had commanded Moses. The LORD was with him; he prospered wherever he
went (2 Kgs.18:6,7).

In Acts 11 we find that, through the persecution of Stephen and the scattering of the
disciples, the word of God spread to Antioch in Syria where they heard the gospel
preached to them, resulting in a great number who believed, turning to the Lord. When
the church in Jerusalem heard that the Gospel had borne fruit in Antioch, they sent
Barnabas, who, when he came and had seen the grace of God, he was glad, and
encouraged them all that with purpose of heart, they should continue with (cleave to,
RV) the Lord (v.23).

The word "purpose' presents the thought of 'setting forth', or 'to present'.

The same word is used in the New Testament for the show-bread in Heb.9:2. Referring to
the holy place of the Tabernacle we read, in which was the lampstand, the table, and the
showbread or the setting forth of the loaves (RV margin). The twelve loaves were
presented to the Lord every Sabbath as a continual memorial before Him. We mention
this to show the significance of the word "purpose' and suggest it means, setting forth of
the heart, in a continual sense.

So the new disciples at Antioch were exhorted to do two things: to continually set forth
their hearts to the Lord; and to continue with (cleave to RV) the Lord.

So whether it is cling to, hold fast to, or continue with, the thought is to stay with the
Lord. The same thought is expressed in the word Christian, a word given by the Romans
to believers to signify adherents of Jesus and though at first used as an expression of
scorn, it was accepted by believers as a title of honour and the disciples were first called
Christians in Antioch (Acts 11:26). The words in Acts 11 have a very loud voice for us
today, that we, too, should continually set forth or present our hearts to the Lord.

How then do we set forth our hearts continually before the Lord? By cleaving to Him. The
Lord expects from you and me to Him, the same attitude that Ruth had towards Naomi.
She declared, "Wherever you go, I will go, wherever you lodge, I will lodge",; and Peter
likewise, "Lord I am ready to go with You, both to prison and to death " (Lk.22:33), and
he did. We need to be spiritual barnacles, cleaving to the Lord.

2006-58



Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

5. Why does God
Allow It?

Martin Jones, Toronto, Canada

Joel had it tough. Not only did he have to suffer a locust plague eating the people out of
house and home, he then had to inform his neighbours that their suffering was entirely
their own fault. Even worse, the suffering was deliberately and directly inflicted by their
God - the graphic army of locusts being described as the Lord's!

Though unlikely to win any popularity contests, at least Joel could console himself that he
had an answer which has eluded many suffering people today who ask, "Why?!"

This isn't some dry philosophical debating point, but a cry borne of bewilderment,
frustration and pain. "Why me? Why not someone else? It's not fair! Why didn't God stop
this? What have I done to deserve this? I thought He cared!" Instinctively, we assume that
suffering is 'deserved' as part of a relatively simple 'cause and effect' model (e.g. Sodom
and Gomorrah).

But when a tower collapsed in Jerusalem, killing eighteen people, Jesus warned against
prematurely concluding that this tragic event was a summary judgement by God on people
who were more wicked than anyone else. (Lk.13:4). Plainly, God was not involved in that
calamity in the same way as he had been in Joel's locust plague. He permitted it but He
did not prescribe it.

Similarly, the Pharisees assumed a man born blind was "steeped in sin from birth" and
asked who was to
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blame. Jesus told them the real point was that the affliction afforded an opportunity to
bring glory to God by its removal (Jn 9:1-3).

In answering, "Why?" it may be helpful to consider three sources of suffering:1)
humanity, 2) nature' and 3) God Himself.

We have to concede that much of the suffering in the world is caused by what has been
called 'man's inhumanity to man'. God has given us the gift of free will to act as we
please, but operating within a universe of cause and effect. The physical, moral and social
consequences of what we do are therefore inescapable, and so our responsibility is
equally inescapable. How easy would it be for God to stop each wrong decision or act,
and the next one...and the next one...? But very quickly there would be no free will at all.
And so God has graciously honoured that gift of free will by allowing its natural, and often
terrible, consequences to occur even to today.

The constant stream of natural disasters that occur can also be traced back to a
consequence of free will - the disobedience of Adam (Gen.3). In some sense, the cursing
of the ground reflects the dislocation in the relationship between Creator and created,
whether human or not. Until the relationship is restored, the created will continue to
malfunction - a situation first to be addressed in the millennial reign of Christ, but
comprehensively only when there is a new heaven and a new earth. Until then, none are
guaranteed immunity from so-called 'acts of God', irrespective of their moral condition or
spiritual status. We can be sure it's always safe to treat calamitous events as 'a wake-up
call' in realizing how small, frail and exposed we are, and how much we need to rely on
God for our very breath and, vitally, our spiritual future.

Thirdly, as in Joel's experience, suffering can be caused by God's judgement, against
believers or unbelievers. The end purpose of each, whilst we are still in the age of grace, is
to turn us back to Him. This type of suffering can therefore be a catalyst for vital change
in our lives - although it doesn't seem pleasant, helpful or even warranted at the time.

It's facile to suggest such a complex question can ever be completely answered! But it has
helpfully been said that a fabric viewed through a magnifying glass is clear in the middle
and blurred at the edges. We only know the edges are clear because of what we see in the
middle. Life's fabric has many blurred edges - events and circumstances we do not
understand - but they must be interpreted by the clarity we see in the centre: the cross of
Christ.

We aren't left to guess about the goodness and intentions of God from isolated bits of
data. God has clearly revealed His character and dramatically demonstrated it to us in the
Cross. He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He
not with Him also freely give us all things? (Rom.8:32).
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Names that Need to be Known
6. The Church

John Kerr, Ayr, Scotland

In the introductory article of this series the writer briefly drew readers' attention to the
"varying uses of the word 'church'...". He emphasised the difference between the terms
'the church which is the body of Christ' and 'church of God', then added that many
believers saw no difference. Presumably, he was referring to the fact that many thought
these were interchangeable terms used to describe the same persons. One of the main
thrusts of this article will be to show that differences do exist and to discuss which
persons are in these churches. We will then develop the thought, also expressed in the
first article of the series, that these different terms 'contain separate treasures and we will
look for the special values God intended us to see in each'. Finally, to help us practically
in our Christian lives, we will consider the behaviour expected of those who bear these
precious names which link believers to both the Saviour and God Himself. However,
before doing so, we must establish the root meaning of the word 'church'.

Of all the scriptural terms being considered, probably the most common one is 'the
church'. In fact, in its common English usage it is regularly used to identify the place of
Christian worship, whereas in the Scriptures it is always used to describe the people who
are gathered together: it is never used to describe a building or meeting place. Most Bible
students know that the word 'church' is made up from two words in Greek which are 'ek’
and 'klesis'. This quote explains the Greek in more detail: "ekklesia NT:1577, from ek,
'out of ' and klesis, 'a calling' (kaleo, 'to call'), was used among the Greeks of a body of
citizens 'gathered' to discuss the affairs of state, Acts 19:39...It has two applications to
companies of Christians, (a) to the
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whole company of the redeemed throughout the present era, the company of which
Christ said, T will build My Church' Matt.16:18, and which is further described as
'The Church which is His Body', Eph.1:22,23; Eph.5:23, (b) in the singular number
(e.g., Matt.18:17, RV marg., 'congregation’), to a company consisting of professed
believers, e.g., Acts 20:28; 1 Cor.l:2; Gal.1:13; 1 Thess.1:1; 2 Thess.1:1; 1
Tim.3:5, and in the plural, with reference to churches in a district." ! While this
definition is helpful for defining the meaning of the word 'church' we need to study
its use in more detail to understand who, exactly, are being described. Now, at least
as far as the Bible is concerned, we can state that any church is a group of people
called out and subsequently gathered together. This is fundamental to our
understanding of its varied use.

As we study the use of the word we will think of three things in any particular usage,
(a) who are the people described by the word, (b) what are they called out from, and
(c) what are they gathered to? Let us now look at one use of the word 'church' that
takes us back to the Old Testament.

Acts 7:38 is an interesting scripture for us to begin with. This 'church in the
wilderness', KJV (or 'congregation' as some versions including the NKJV translate
'ekklesia' here) is a very clear reference to the Israelites who composed the camp of
God in the wilderness under Moses' leadership. These persons were called out (v.36),
received living oracles (v.38) and had a divine service in the tabernacle (v.44). Who
were they? They were the redeemed of the Lord.> Where had they been called
from? Out of Egypt (a type of 'the world'). For what purpose were they gathered
together? To be God's own special people, a treasure He could call His own.’ This
was accomplished through the Passover lamb," baptism’ and their constitution as God's
people on the basis of obedience,’ with a divine form of government.” As a result they
were to be separated from all others.®

The word 'church’ in the majority of uses in the New Testament refers to what we
have already mentioned: that which is called The Church the Body of Christ' and
the 'Church of God'; the latter usually in a given location, e.g. Corinth. Other uses
are 'the churches of God',” obviously referring to more than one Church of God and 'the
church of the living God" linked with the term 'God's House', describing the
Churches of God in aggregate. Since the first two terms are the most numerous in the
New Testament, and possibly the ones most misunderstood, we will restrict our
comments to these.

Although there are many similarities between the Church the Body and a church of
God (for example each reflect the same characteristics and the same persons can be in
both at the one time) we will see that these are two separate entities. The fact that
they are different will be shown shortly, but an illustration is a good starting point.
To explain the difference, consider two
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separate entities, say we call them the London Police Force and the London Police Force
Football Team. Each has a different constitution, different rules, and exists for a different
purpose. Nevertheless they have similarities and, like the churches under consideration,
some people can be in both at the same time. I should imagine one similarity would be
that the standard of behaviour in each is expected to reflect the integrity and honourable
conduct imposed by the Chief Commissioner of Police. We might say that the football
team, although existing for a different purpose from that of the force is very closely
associated with it. Any person can be in the force subject to qualifying for entry; however
a person cannot be in the football team unless he or she is in the police force. All in the
force are not in the football team; there are qualifications for that as well, namely a
commitment to football which is not necessarily of interest to all police personnel.

If we now look at what the Scriptures have to say about the two churches referred to, it
will become clear how the illustration helps. Like all illustrations it falls short in that not
all in the force are expected to be in the football team, whereas most certainly all in the
Church the Body are expected to be in a church of God during their lifetime.

Several characteristics of these two churches are shown by Scripture to mark them out as
different entities, but, for brevity, we will confine ourselves to one topic, namely that a
person can be in one and not in the other. Surely that would be enough to show they were
different. Although most believers in the New Testament churches were in both, some
were not'! - just like the police force and its football team. Who then are in the Church,
the Body of Christ? The answer is those who are Christ's: believers in the Lord Jesus who
have accepted Him as their personal Saviour; no other condition is required.'* They have
been 'called out' and separated from the unregenerate and gathered together into a
spiritual union with Christ.” The objective: to be Christ's mystical bride which will one
day be presented complete and perfect to Himself.'* Once in this eternal union with Christ
it is impossible to lose that position,"” even if after salvation we progress no further in
spiritual things and indeed fall back into disobedience and unbelief.

The description above of the Body of Christ is accepted almost universally among
believers. However, when we come to consider what the Scriptures teach about a church
of God, there are different opinions. So who were in a church of God? Saved people
certainly, but saved people who had been baptised and added to churches of God.'® This
was in obedience to Christ's teaching as communicated to the apostles by the Lord Jesus
during the forty days He appeared to them, teaching the things pertaining to the kingdom
of God (Acts 1:3). This forms the pattern of the first church of God. Those in that Church

at Jerusalem were called out and separated, but from whom? Well, the

2006-63



fact that a saved man was put out of the Church of God in Corinth for sinful conduct,'”
because he was disobedient to the apostles' teaching, shows that those in that church were
called out and separated, among other things, from disobedient believers. This not only
applied to moral disobedience, but also doctrinal.'® Those put away from a church of God
were still in the Church the Body. So what were those in Churches of God gathered
togethelg to? They were gathered together to obedience and subjection to the Lordship of
Christ.

Some believe that 1 Cor.1:2 shows that all believers everywhere who call upon Jesus'
name, are in a church of God because they are in the Body of Christ and that a church of
God is simply an aspect of it. We must, however, take into account the steps by which a
person enters a church of God, namely through conversion, baptism and addition, then
maintains that position. Believers outside the churches in New Testament times were
surely not included in Paul's uncompromising description, all who in every place call on
the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours. These latter were persons who
owned the Lordship of Christ and were continuing in other churches of God in fellowship
with each other™ so that the letters to the churches could be passed around.”’ Why should
it be any different today?

In 1 Cor.12:27 (another verse often misunderstood) the Church of God in Corinth was not
'the' Body of Christ but 'body of Christ'. This puts an entirely different meaning on the
verse. The Wycliffe Bible Commentary says 'The body of Christ (lit., body of Christ;
there is no definite article) does not refer to the local church at Corinth, for there are not
many bodies, a thought contrary to the context. Rather, it points to the quality of the
whole, which each of them individually helps to constitute'.”* In the same chapter, 1
Cor.12:28-31 refer to gifts given to the Body, the divine plan being that these were
manifested in churches of God, which were the visible representation of the Church the
Body.

Let us finish by considering the wonderful privileges we have as a result of being called
by these names. The Church the Body of Christ compares a spiritual reality with the
working of the human body. Christ the Head, we the members, interdependent on each
other under the 'headship' of Christ.”* Coming now to the Church of God, it is such an
honour to be 'tagged' with God's name, to carry it in testimony and be known publicly
with the appellation 'of God'. What responsibilities we have by being identified with God
and Christ in these names!

(Bible quotations are from the NKJV)

1) Vine's Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, Copyright (c)1985, Thomas Nelson Publishers.

2) Ex.I5:13 3) Deut.7:6-7  4) Ex.12:21-23 5) 1 Cor.10:2 6) Ex.24:7 7) Ex.24:12
8) Ex.33:16 9) 1 Thess.2:14 10) 1 Tim.3:15 11) 1 Cor.5:13 12) 1 Cor.12:13, Eph.2:16

13) 1 Cor.12:13  14) Eph.5:27  15) Jn 10:28 16) Acts 2:41-42 17) 1 Cor.5:13  18) 2 Tim.2:18
19) Col.2:6 20)1Cor.1:9 21) Acts 15:23

22) The Wycliffe Bible Commentary. Copyright (c) 1962 by Moody Press 23) Col.1:9-10
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Fishing for Men

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N. Ireland

There were two fishermen on the jetty at Brantry Lough in County Tyrone, Northern
Ireland, on the day I pulled up in the car park and sat watching for a while. The day was
wet and two men, one in a wheelchair, sat fishing in the rain. One was fly fishing, his line
constantly snaking out over the water, no doubt armed with a skilfully disguised hook.
The other man was using a hook with bait attached and sat with eyes riveted to the float
for signs of a 'bite'. A good while passed and the fishermen called it a day. I noticed that
their keep-nets as they lifted them out of the water were empty.

My mind went to the words of the Lord, "Follow Me, and I will make you become fishers
of men." " We long to see others enjoying God's salvation, serving Him in His kingdom,
and watching and waiting for the Lord Jesus to return. Desiring to fulfil the great
commission given in Matt.28:19,20, we make great efforts to fish for men and women,
planning and thinking up new ways to bring the fish into the net (or on to the hook!)

In trying to make our efforts productive, we work together to reach out prayerfully and
sincerely to those around us. Yet, so often at the end of the day the nets are empty! What
could be wrong?

In fishing for men and women technique will never be enough on its own. Whether
preaching in a traditional gospel service, running an informal introductory Bible teaching
video course or personally witnessing one-to-one, it's only when the Lord is at work that
the nets will fill.

Conviction of sin, the new birth, assurance of salvation and revelation of truth are all the
work of God through the Word of God accompanied by the
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gracious and powerful operation of the Holy Spirit. In relation to fruit-bearing, Jesus said,
"Without Me you can do nothing.” * In regard to fishing for men and women we must
depend on God. If God is not at work all our efforts will be in vain. Therefore, before any
successful fishing begins, there must be earnest intercession to God for a mighty working
of His Spirit in the hearts of those we seek to reach.

I am reminded of a biography I read about J.O. Fraser, a China Inland Mission worker
stationed in Yunnan Province, China, in the early 1900s.? His earnest efforts to reach the
tribes-people of that land bore no fruit for many years. Then after years of prayer at home
and abroad, and faithful preaching of the gospel around the villages, suddenly there was
'mountain rain'. God was at work! Fraser experienced the joy of realizing that God's time
had come. Earnest prayer was at last being answered. Tribes-people began turning to
Christ in village after village where previously there had been only resistance or
indifference. Souls were being saved and Fraser himself was able to stand back, as
increasing numbers of 'fish' were being swept into the net by the sovereign power of God,
until the nets were breaking. Fraser's many years of faithful preaching of the Word of God
around the mountain villages had finally been rewarded. He stood aside and saw the
salvation of the LORD, as in the days of Moses.*

That brings us back to that other quality all fishermen - those by Brantry Lough and those
fishing for men and women - need: patience! If the nets are to fill today, then it will be a
combination of the right fishermen or women, in the right spiritual condition, in the right
place with the right message, waiting patiently for the right moment for God to begin His
sovereign work.

Remember the 153 fish that Peter pulled to shore that unforgettable day by the Sea of
Galilee.” Now that was something which was the Lord's doing, and it was marvellous in
the eyes of those disciples who had laboured all night and caught nothing! What made the
difference? The Lord was there, guiding the disciples out to the right place to fish and
drawing fish into the net, just as He, and He alone, is able to draw men and women to
Himself for salvation, then and now. He has not changed and in some areas of this world
earnest, diligent fishers of men supported by praying co-workers are still experiencing the
joy of pulling in full nets, giving glory to the One who said, "Lo, I am with you always,
even to the end of the age." °

1) Mk.1:17 2)In 15:5
3) Crossman, E., Mountain Rain, A biography of James O. Fraser, O.M.F. Books 1982
4) Ex.14:13 5)JIn21:11 6) Matt.28:20
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Focus

‘Unanswered’ Prayer

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Under the heading, 'Prayer that went unanswered', a UK magazine report recently asserted
that 'when it comes to healing the sick, the power of prayer is not effective.'

This conclusion was drawn from the results of an elaborately organized study in the
United States, costing $2.4 million. Three Christian congregations were asked to pray for
1800 heart surgery patients. Prayer was to continue for two weeks after the surgery took
place. They were to ask God that the patient might have 'a quick and healthy recovery,
and no complications'.

The patients were divided into three groups: those who knew they were being prayed for;
those prayed for without their knowledge; and those who were not prayed for at all. In
both the second and third groups 52% suffered complications. So did 59% of those who
knew they were being prayed for.

Scriptural examples of God's working in direct response to prayer for healing bodily
illness are instructive. They clearly illustrate that He acts according to His sovereign will
in the circumstances of our individual lives. For example, when Hezekiah, king of Judah
was sick and near death...Isaiah the prophet...said to him, "Thus says the LORD: 'Set your
house in order, for you shall die and not live."" (Isa.38:1)

Then Hezekiah turned his face toward the wall, and prayed to the LORD, and said,
"Remember now, O LORD, I pray, how I have walked before You in truth and with a loyal
heart, and have done what is good in Your sight." And Hezekiah wept bitterly (Isa.38:2,3).
Before Isaiah had left the palace court God's word came to him again: Go and tell
Hezekiah, 'Thus says the LORD, the God of David your father: "I have heard your prayer,
1 have seen your tears: Surely I will add to your days fifteen years" (Isa.38:5).
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By contrast, although the apostle Paul pleaded with the Lord three times to remove what
he described as 'a thorn in the flesh', his request was not granted. (2 Cor.12:8,9). Paul
came to understand that this was lest he should be exalted above measure by the
abundance of the revelations he had received (2 Cor.12:7).

The expression 'unanswered prayer' perhaps lends itself to misunderstanding. God's
response to Hezekiah's supplication and tears we see clearly as answered prayer. Was not
His negative response to Paul's prayer equally an answer? We have to recognize that
whether the answer to prayer for recovery from illness is positive or negative, God has
heard our prayers:

And whether Thou dost give or not,
'Tis love that grants, and love denies. (Anon.)

It has been helpfully said that 'prayers of faith are answered, not simply because they are
prayed in faith, but only if they are prayed in the will of God'. As we read in 1 Jn 5:14,
Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His
will, He hears us.

God is glorified when the believer's faith remains unshaken despite disappointment when
He does not grant the recovery from illness we naturally so much desire. For in infinite
wisdom and love He sees so far beyond our limited understanding.

There is of course abundant Christian testimony to God's remarkable working in response
to prayer for healing from illness. Is it not true that all healing derives from Him through
the processes built into our physical constitution? David's words in Ps.103:2,3 reflect this
truth:

Bless the LORD, O my soul,;

And forget not all His benefits:

Who forgives all your iniquities,

Who heals all your diseases.

In circumstances of serious illness the believer instinctively takes refuge in God, with
earnest prayer that He may grant healing and restoration. Sometimes this may not be
God's will, but frequently He uses the medical treatment to bring about recovery. Even
with cases where the patients' survival seems medically improbable, there are at times
dramatic recoveries following special exercise in prayer.

Thankfully let us pray without ceasing, assured that we have a God who hears and
answers prayer.

Unto thee, O LORD, will I call; my rock, be not thou deaf unto me:

Lest, if thou be silent unto me,

I become like them that go down into the pit. (Ps.28:1, RV)
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The Third Day

Alex Reid, Leigh, England

Writing late in the first century, the Apostle John recalled the third day of his close
acquaintance with Jesus of Nazareth.

The occasion was a wedding in Cana of Galilee to which he and his new Rabbi had been
invited. He does not tell us who the bride and bridegroom were on that happy occasion,
but their wedding was favoured by the presence of Christ, the ultimate Bridegroom.

The idea of Christ as the Bridegroom was mooted by John the Baptist to his disciples
when they cited the growing ascendancy of Jesus. John's reply to these disciples was:
"You yourselves can testify that I said, 'l am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him.' The
bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens
for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom's voice. That joy is mine, and it is
now complete.” (Jn 3:28-30). So John the Baptist likened himself to the attending friend
and Jesus to the Bridegroom.

When he wrote the Revelation, John the Apostle depicted the scene when the ultimate
Bridegroom would be united to His bride in the memorable vision of the marriage of the
Lamb. It, too, will be a time of joy, indeed, of unparalleled rejoicing. "Let us rejoice and
be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has
made herself ready” (Rev.19:7).

The joyous wedding in Cana could have gone so terribly wrong had it not been for the
presence of the true Bridegroom. A social disaster occurred that could have spoiled the
happy day: the wine ran out. In response to His mother's request, Jesus commanded that
the servants fill six stone water jars that normally

2006-69



held water for ceremonial washing. Although possibly a tradition of the elders (see
Mk.7:3,4), the idea of ceremonial defilement and the need for ritual cleansing were rooted
in the Law of Moses. The changing of this water into wine John calls...the first of his
miraculous signs, Jesus performed...(Jn 2:11).

As with all the signs selected for his gospel, John chooses this one for its deeper
significance. Beyond the more obvious witness to Christ's deity, we may see that the age
of the Law had failed to bring deliverance to its adherents and was represented in the jars
of water, but with the coming of the true Bridegroom a new age was being brought in.
The newly created wine, which claimed attention by its quality, represented the new age
that would result from the incarnation and redemptive work of Christ. So the new age
would be superior to the old as the wine was to the water.

This miracle on the third day of his experience of Christ must also have resonated with
John for another reason: He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in
him (Jn 2:11). Until that third day those first followers had hailed Jesus as the Messiah,
the one Moses wrote about in the Law; but with that first sign, John, the gospel writer,
saw a flash of glory he had never seen before, the glory that he spoke of so fulsomely in
his prologue: We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the
Father, full of grace and truth. So, contrasting the old age with the new, John concludes,
For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ (Jn
1:17).

(Bible quotations from the NIV)
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

6. Back to Front

Malcolm Macdonald, Buckhaven, Scotland

Haggai is described as the 'Lord's messenger with the Lord's message'. We may think,
"That's a great privilege"; but what if the message is a hard one to accept? Haggai had a
bitter pill for the people to swallow, but thankfully they seemed willing to take it.

There's a popular myth that the architect for the Glasgow Art Galleries made a fatal
mistake in building it 'back to front'. The apocryphal story goes on to say that the architect
chose death rather than face the consequences! As God's people we have serious issues to
face in our day - we must pray for divine guidance lest we too fall into serious mistakes.

Because of external factors the people had ceased the rebuilding of the temple after the
return from Babylon. The excuse given was that it was not the time for the house to be
rebuilt. It's not hard for us to give the same excuse for not doing things for the progress of
God's work. There are many reasons we could give for not doing this or that for the
progress of the gospel and the truth. Does our failure to do these things only serve to give
us more time to do our own things?

Such reasonings are not hidden from God. He challenges the people, "Is it a time for you
yourselves to be living in your panelled houses, while this house remains a ruin?"
(Hag.1:4). This question should cause heart-searching with us all. The matter of our time
management is perhaps crucial to the whole of our disciple walk. When the Lord spoke to
some men in Lk.9, they all had some reason why it was not suitable at that time for them
to follow Jesus.
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Here is the first consideration the Lord asks them to think about.

They had sown but hadn't reaped
They had eaten but were still hungry
They had drunk but were still thirsty
They were clothed but were still cold
They had been paid but were still poor

These were serious things that were wrong with the people of God.

The second consideration from the Lord put a challenge to them, "Go up into the
mountains and bring clown timber and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it"
(Hag.1:8). He underlines this consideration with a solemn reminder of the
disappointments they had experienced because God's house lay in ruins and they were all
busy building their own fine homes. Luke tells us the only thing recorded about the Lord
Jesus from early childhood to manhood was "Why were you looking for me? Did you not
know that I must be in my Father's house?" (Lk.2:49, ESV). In this short prophecy of
Haggai we read more than 20 times of God's house. If it occupied the attention of the
Lord to such an extent should it not occupy us to the same extent?

Haggai's call to action brought a welcome response, first from the governor of Judah, then
from the high priest and, finally, from the entire remnant, who came and worked on the
house of the Lord of hosts. Their spirits had been touched and that made all the
difference. Even though they were engaged in a far smaller work than that of their
forefathers, yet they had caught the vision that this thing was for God. The answering call
from the throne of heaven to this people with hearts that had been touched was one that
brought strength to the people. "'Be strong, O Zerubbabel...Be strong, O Joshua...Be
strong, all you people of the land'" (Hag.2:4). What a difference to a people who
previously had been doing things 'back to front'. It wasn't an easy come-back. Hard work
was required then to reverse a negative trend. The same is still true today if we are to see
divine blessing among us.

Once more the prophet asks the people to consider. Before they thought to lay a stone for
the temple they were being impoverished. After the foundation stone was laid and things
were left unfinished, they were still impoverished. But here comes the divine promise,
"'From this day on I will bless you'" (Hag.2:19). Would they believe the promise of their
God? Our God is still waiting to bless us.

(Bible quotations from the NIV)
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Names that Need to be Known

/. The Holy Nation

Martin Dyer, Edinburgh, Scotland

Levels of association

In Gen.2:18, God stated a principle that He intended should apply, not only to Adam, but
also to Adam's posterity: "It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper
suitable for him.”" (NASB). God had created Adam and recognised his spiritual, physical
and emotional needs. He knew that Adam and his seed could find true fulfilment and
satisfaction only in a life lived in fellowship and harmony with others. This of course
applied to Adam's relationship with God, as well as to Eve. God ordained different levels
of association to further His purpose that man should not be alone. The first fundamental
one was that of marriage, from which would spring the family circle, God sets the solitary
in families (Ps.68:6). The grouping of families into tribes in Israel would seem to have
divine sanction from Ps.78:55, He also drove out the nations before them,...and made the
tribes of Israel dwell in their tents. An association of families and common language gave
rise to nations as we can see from Gen.10:5. In a world of violence and unrest, an
association of people was vital for security; a pooling of labour and ideas giving added
strength and vitality to growth and development. Involved in all this were the
establishment of government and the rule of law, with subjection to its laws and penalties
when the law was broken. Gen.10 is instructive in all of this; the early verses of the
chapter showing that this development was according to divine purpose for the good and
blessing of mankind.
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The origins of the nation of Israel

In this early evolution of nations, God had in view another nation that would arise in due
course. When the Most High divided their inheritance to the nations, when He separated
the sons of Adam, he set the boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the
children of Israel. (Deut.32:8). We trace the origins of this nation back to the dealings of
God with Abraham in Gen.12. There was a command from the Lord to Abraham to leave
his country and go to a land that God would show him. With the command was also a
promise of blessing to him and to a nation that would spring from him - the nation of
Israel. Linked to the promise was the intention that this nation would be a source of
blessing to all the families of the earth. We can judge the importance of this purpose in
the mind of the Lord, by the fact that it is mentioned four times. Coupled to the command,
Abraham's obedience, and the promise, was a covenant that God made with Abraham
concerning his seed and the land that would be given to them (Gen.15:18). This covenant
was associated with sacrifice and the shedding of blood, telling us of its solemn nature for
both parties, and bringing a guarantee of fulfilment. Consequent to these things, a
foundation was laid that would govern the future relationship between God and the nation
of Israel, including a nation mentioned in the New Testament scriptures. He would give
them His Word, they should be obedient to it, and in that obedience they would be
blessed and be a blessing to others.

A nation separated to the Word of God

In Ex.19 we find Israel, recently delivered from slavery in Egypt, now established as a
nation, four hundred and thirty years from the call and promise to Abraham. In verses 5
and 6 the Lord speaks to them about His Word, their obedience to Him, and His promise
of the honour and dignity He would confer upon them. In their obedience to the Lord they
would be 'a special treasure to Me above all people; for all the earth is Mine. And you
shall he to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation." The Lord gives to Israel a
distinctive label which marks them out from all other peoples and nations, You shall
therefore be holy, for I am holy. (Lev.11:45). The word 'holy' in these verses is in the
original Hebrew the word 'gadosh' which means separate or set apart. The nation was to
be different from all other nations, the law of the Lord regulating their worship, and their
every day life (Lev.11 and Lev.19:19). In Ex.24, Israel pledged obedience and the Lord
entered into a covenant with them based on His Word to them and their words to Him, a
covenant solemnized by sacrifice and the shedding of blood. The blood being sprinkled
on the people (Ex.24:7,8) and on the book (Heb.9:19) gave a
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sacred link between the Word of the Lord and the acquiescence of the nation. Only in this
holy and separated condition was it possible for God to dwell among them, first in the
tabernacle in the wilderness, then in the Land at Shiloh and later in the Temple at
Jerusalem. His name was to be associated with His dwelling place as we see from such
scriptures as Deut.12:5 and 1 Kgs.8:29. Ps.111:9 tells us, holy and awesome is His name,
therefore the nation that worshipped at the Place of the Name must be a holy nation
separated to God. Balaam put it succinctly in Num.23:9,

A people dwelling alone,
not reckoning itself among the nations.

Another nation

Coming to New Testament times we find in Matt.21:43 a statement from the Lord
addressed to the chief priests and elders of Israel: "The kingdom of God will be taken from
you and given to a nation bearing the fruits of it.” We link with this a related statement to
the Jews in Matt.23:38, "See! Your house is left to you desolate”; clearly a change was
pending in the dealings of the Lord with Israel. Because of a national turning aside from
His Word and a rejection of His Son, God was now looking to another nation that would
give to Him what He found wanting in Israel. The words of the Lord in Jn 4:21-24
indicate the nature of the change. Jerusalem and the Temple would no longer be the place
of priestly service and worship, "the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and
truth". The days of a material house and animal sacrifices were passing and a dwelling
place of God in the Spirit (Eph.2:22), and spiritual sacrifices (1 Pet.2:5) were being
introduced. These changes would be integral to the nation that the Lord referred to in
Matt.21:43. This nation too would be a holy nation (1 Pet.2:9), reflecting the unchanging
character of a holy God. In 1 Pet.1:2 Peter refers to a sanctification of the Spirit, for
obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ. In Heb.12:24 the writer refers to
Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant, and to the blood of sprinkling that speaks better
things than that of Abel. The covenant with Israel was dedicated with blood (Heb.9:18).
The Lord Jesus is the surety of the new and better covenant (Heb.7:22), as He said in the
upper room, "the new covenant in My blood" (Lk.22:20). These scriptures remind us of
Gen.12,15, and Ex.19,24. Thus we have replicated in the New Testament what was seen
in the Old.
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A New Testament parallel

We find the origins and developments of this holy nation outlined in the book of Acts,
and see a similar pattern of God revealing His will and an acceptance and obedience to
His Word, as we saw in Abraham and in Israel. Between His resurrection and ascension
to the Father, the Lord had spent forty days with His apostles speaking of the things
pertaining to the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). He was giving guidance to these men with
regard to the birth and growth of the nation He had referred to in Matt.21:43. This holy
nation had its inception on the day of Pentecost as recorded in Acts chapters 1 and 2,
when the Holy Spirit came upon the 120 names who were together (Acts 1:15), and were
all together in one place (Acts 2:1 NASB). Some 3000 souls received the word of the
Lord that day through the preaching of Peter. They were baptized and added to the 120
and continued steadfastly in the apostles' teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of
bread and the prayers (Acts 2:41-42 RV). We are told in verse 44 that all that believed
were together, and in verse 47 that the Lord was adding (Greek 'together') to their number
day by day those who were being saved (NASB). The word 'together' here is from the
Greek phrase ‘epi to auto’ which tells us that all were 'of the same', i.e. they were united in
a common purpose in the same place. These who were brought together formed the
church of God in Jerusalem and were the nucleus of the evolving holy nation. As the
disciples multiplied and were obedient to the faith (Acts 6:7), there was a development of
churches of God being planted throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria (Acts 9:31), in
Antioch (Acts 11:19-26), and among the Gentiles (Acts 14:27).

The expression of that nation

All who were in the churches of God had responded to a call from God, through His
Word, and were in a 'place'. They had been called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus
Christ our Lord (1 Cor.1:9). This was a community of churches, one in doctrine and
practice forming the house of God, the place of the Name. Christ as God's Son and Great
Priest has authority over it (Heb.3:6 and Heb.10:21). In this way God has found for
Himself a holy nation, a people for his own possession, zealous for good deeds (Tit.2:14
NASB), a people and a holy nation expressed in the churches of God today.
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Relief for the Hunted

Phil Capewell, Stoke, England

Ps.18 is sometimes known as The Song of the Grateful Heart. The circumstances in which
it was written are clearly shown from 2 Sam.22 where it is also recorded in much the
same terms. David had experienced some of the most severe trials during which he had
been hunted like a partridge in the mountains (1 Sam.26:20). When visiting a local
nursing home, I often converse with one of the residents, an old gamekeeper who relates
tales of his shooting days when the ground-nesting, low-flying partridge was near the top
of his hunting list. David was ruthlessly hunted and the 'poacher’, Saul, must have thought
him easy prey. But David had deep and lasting personal experience (nine times in 2
verses he uses the pronoun 'my') of the protection of Jehovah. The eight aspects of
defence are distinct Hebrew words, indicating various aspects of protection that David
enjoyed, for example, my strength; my strong rock (Ps.18:2), expressing immovable
firmness: implying the immutable faithfulness of God, is distinct from my strength,
implying height and inaccessibility (Ps.18:1). The natural state of Palestine, abounding in
rocks, to which David resorted when fleeing from Saul, probably suggested the figure.

In addition, David was assured of the two outweighing contrary qualities of goodness and
mercy that followed (same word as Aunt in 1 Sam.26:20) him all the days of his life
(Ps.23:6). He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world (1 Jn 4:4). What trials
surrounded David, pangs of death, floods of ungodliness, sorrows of Sheol, snares of
death swirling round and entangling him! Next, that marvellous word which many of us
will have used, In my distress I called upon the LORD, and cried out to my God,; He
heard my voice from His temple, and my
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cry came before Him, even to His ears (Ps.18:6). The only other reference to a partridge
(Jer.17:11) is followed by the astoundingly contrasting verse, a glorious high throne from
the beginning is the place of our sanctuary (Jer.17:12). That was the lofty point of contact
for this besieged, ground-dwelling prey. Ps.18:7 begins with the little word 'then'; 'at this
juncture', and there follows a description of scenes reminiscent of Sinai. Jehovah moving
heaven and earth to deliver His servant! He sent from above; He took me; He drew me out
of many waters (Ps.18:16).

From scenes of a king in a cave, to the King on the Cross! O My God, I cry in the
daytime, but You do not hear; and in the night season, and am not silent (Ps.22:2). During
the three hours under the scorching Jerusalem sun and throughout the unnatural darkness
of the 6th to the 9th hours the Sufferer's cries 'reached the very heart of God on high, yet
brought no answer from the throne above' (A.G. Jarvis, Snr.).

Or, as Andy Mcllree once wrote, 'He who knew such praying power is left unanswered on
the Tree.'

In vain, we search Psalms 22 & 69, Isa.53 and the four gospel records for an
interventionary 'then'. Though Jehovah's Servant was Himself 'surrounded' and encircled
and with the waters come into His soul, there was no Rescuer to draw Him out of the
waters that came into His soul nor from the waves and billows that went over Him.

Here was the sinless One forsaken by the Holy One. Here was the Son who had so readily
responded to the Father's questions. Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us? (Isa.6:8),
thereby accepting total accountability for the payment of sin, the full cost of which He
always knew. How poignant and comprehensive His view of His own bodily condition in
Ps.22, My bones, My heart. My strength, My tongue, My hands and My feet, My
garments, My clothing! Help Me, Deliver Me, Save Me! But what a change of tone now
as the gloom lifts and the glory descends, You have answered Me (Ps.22:21)! Was this
His coming 'forth o'er death victorious' on the resurrection morning? How prompt He was
in fulfilling the next stanza, 'I will declare Your name to My brethren.' "..go to My
brethren and say to them, "I am ascending to My Father and your Father, and to My God
and your God'" (Jn 20:17)! And how glorious His ongoing fulfilment of the next promise,
'In the midst of the assembly I will praise You'! Little wonder that the hymn calls on us
with such urgency,

Then haste, ye saints, your tribute bring

and laud the everlasting King;

Laud Him, Laud the everlasting King. (T.Kelly)

78
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Focus

The Da Vinci Code

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Considerable interest was excited two months ago when a film adapted from Dan Brown's
novel, 'The Da Vinci Code', became available for public viewing.

The book had been published in 2003 and proved to be a best seller, with 40 million
copies in 44 languages. From the Christian viewpoint it has aroused concern because it
represents in the form of a novel a serious misconception of the manhood of the Lord
Jesus Christ, and also denies His deity. That millions should be fascinated by it reflects
the doubt and unbelief in many minds today regarding Him.

Amidst the intricacies of the story there emerges the fallacy that Christ married Mary
Magdalene, their child's descendants having lived in France and been associated with
French royalty. It's asserted that the Lord Jesus was only a normal human person who did
not Himself claim to be the Son of God. Indeed that He was not regarded by His
followers as divine until after the Council of Nicea in 325 AD. This flies in the face of
historic reality for the books of the New Testament and writings of Christian leaders in
the second and third centuries provide ample evidence that the deity of Christ was a
central doctrine of the faith. The Council of Nicea reaffirmed it as such.

The four Gospels of our New Testament each refer to Mary Magdalene as one of the
women from Galilee who accompanied the Lord and the apostles and ministered to them.
Luke distinguishes her from others called Mary by noting that seven demons had gone out
of her, a dramatic deliverance through the Lord's power. She related closely to His death
and burial. At Calvary there were also women looking on from afar, among whom were
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the
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Less and Salome. As Joseph and Nicodemus undertook the burial of the Saviour's body,
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses observed where He was laid. On the
resurrection morning Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought
spices, that they might come and anoint Him. Very early in the morning, on the first day
of the week, they came to the tomb when the sun had risen (Mk.15:40,47; 16:1,2). After
finding the stone rolled away and hearing the angel's announcement that the Lord had
risen from the dead, it was Mary Magdalene who ran to tell Simon Peter and the other
disciple, whom Jesus loved..."They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we do
not know where they have laid Him". Mary evidently returned and lingered tearfully at the
tomb after Peter and John had seen for themselves the evidence that He was not there, but
had risen. As she lingered, the Lord graciously appeared to her, she being the first to see
Him after He was raised from the dead. Yet throughout the four gospels there is not the
slightest implication that the Lord Jesus related to Mary Magdalene or any other woman
in marriage.

However, the author of The Da Vinci Code resorts to other sources for his story such as
the spurious 'Gospel according to Mary Magdalene' which was unknown until 1896, when
it was discovered in Cairo. God ensured that His written word was 'God-breathed', holy
men of God being moved by the Holy Spirit to record it (2 Pet.1:20,21). He has also
watched over His word historically to ensure that only the genuinely inspired writings
would find recognition as authentically part of His written divine revelation. The twenty-
seven books of our New Testament, so remarkably complementary to the thirty-nine
books of the Old Testament, gained that recognition within two centuries of the apostolic
era.

The apostle Peter wrote that he and his fellow-apostles did not follow cunningly devised
fables when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ (2
Pet.1:16). Dan Brown's novel, The Da Vinci Code, could well be classified as a
'cunningly devised fable'. We can only deplore its enhanced influence on many minds and
hearts through its development as a film. How relevant the Psalmist's prayer:

Remove from me the way of falsehood:

And grant me thy law graciously.

I have chosen the way of faithfulness:

Thy judgements have I set before me. (Ps.119:29,30)
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Hope in God

John Johnson, Kilmarnock, Scotland

Most of us know what it's like to be depressed from time to time; some of us to a greater
degree than others, some of us for a longer time than others, and for different reasons.
Christians know that the One they follow, Jesus, experienced depression (albeit of an
incomparable anguish) in the Garden of Gethsemane the evening prior to His crucifixion.
In the Authorised Version of the Bible we read that He began to be sorrowful and very
heavy while the New International Version translates it as He began to be sorrowful and
sore troubled. He confided in three of His disciples, Peter, James and John, 'My soul is
exceeding sorrowful even unto death' rendered in the NIV as "My soul is overwhelmed
with sorrow to the point of death."

In Ps.42 the psalmist asks,
Why are you cast down, O my soul? And why are you disquieted within me?

His faith in God appears to triumph for he says, Hope in God, for I shall yet praise Him
for the help (RV, health) of His countenance.

But almost immediately he recognises that he cannot escape the reality of the depression
that engulfs him -O my God, my soul is cast down within me;

There was no escaping the fact of deep depression. But in spite of this he says,
...therefore I will remember You from the land of the Jordan.

Jordan is the descender. It descends into the Dead Sea, having its origin in the snowy
heights of Hermon. It is reminiscent of the grace of the Lord Jesus who came from the
pure, unsullied heights of joy in heaven and
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descended to the depths of the sorrows of Gethsemane and Calvary, to experience being
overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. He knew that a tearful death awaited Him,
a death which meant separation from God, the source of joy. He did this for sinners that
we might not be forever depressed.

He experienced the wrath of God,
...all Your waves and billows have gone over me.

But He hoped in God. He believed that He would yet praise Him who was the health of
His countenance and His God. Yes, in spite of the judgement that He was suffering on our
behalf, He believed that when it was over, The LORD would command His
lovingkindness in the daytime, and in the night His song should he with Him - a prayer to
the God of His life.

Jesus trusted in God throughout the awful darkness of Calvary, throughout the time of
being forsaken by God, being banished from God, for He was the antitype of the goat for
Azazel in Lev.16. He hoped in God. He would yet praise Him who was the health of His
countenance and His God. How unshakeable was His faith in God, how true the psalmist's
words of Him.

For You will not leave

my soul in Sheol, nor will You allow Your

Holy One to see corruption.

You will show me the path of life;

in Your presence is fullness of joy (Ps.16:10,11)

Jesus rose from the dead and lives for ever in the presence of God for us - for us who
from time to time become depressed. When, during the evening of His betrayal, the Lord
Jesus said, I have given you an example, we have seen that He has given us an example of
hoping in God.
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

7. Love beyond Degree

Karl Smith, Buckhaven, Scotland

Hosea's meaning is simple, but you can miss it. The Lord Jesus said to the Pharisees, "If
you had known what this means, 'l desire mercy, and not sacrifice’, you would not have
condemned the guiltless” (Matt.12:7, quoting Hos.6:6). Its original audience understood
perfectly what it meant. They were worshipping God. The trouble was, they were
worshipping idols as well and committing terrible acts of injustice - just as we sometimes
try to combine a Sunday Christianity with other things completely incompatible with
following Christ. God was showing them graphically how He felt about it.

We only read about Hosea in his own book, yet we know the most intimate details of his
personal life. He had married a woman named Gomer, knowing she would be unfaithful
to him, and indeed, after her marriage, she went back to those who had previously paid
for her favours (Hos.2:5). Hosea must have been a public figure. God clearly expected the
nation to notice what was happening to him. As with today's celebrities, his private life
was public property. Everyone, we can be sure, would have been hungry for the juicy
details. He had to deal not only with the hurt of betrayal, but also with the shame of
everyone in Israel knowing about it.

Gomer's love for Hosea soon faded, prompting God's question, What shall I do with you,
O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah? Your love is like a morning cloud, like
the dew that goes early away (Hos.6:4). We've all been fired up after camps, week-ends
and special meetings, where we made all sorts of promises - and really meant them. But
we're soon
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back in our ordinary circumstances and the love we wanted to show sometimes seems to
fizzle out very quickly. But God doesn't stop loving us. His words, through another
prophet, "I have loved you with an everlasting love” (Jer.31:3), are illustrated in Hosea's
continuing love for Gomer. Humiliating as it must have been for him, he bought off the
man she had gone to live with and brought her home, promising to look after her
(Hos.3:2). She would never have forgotten this. We need to keep our love for God fresh
by reflecting daily on the price he so lovingly paid to buy us back at Calvary.

Hosea must have spent over thirty five years pleading Return, O Israel, to the LORD your
God (Hos.14:1) to have preached within the reigns of all the kings mentioned in the
book's first verse. Amazingly, even with the example of his marriage before them, they
didn't listen. The Assyrians marched in and took the ten tribes captive at the end of this
period and, unlike Judah, they were never returned. Nevertheless, God's forgiving love is
unending. Before the first chapter is finished, God interrupts his account of the coming
judgement with the promise that one day all twelve tribes of Israel will repent and be
saved: And the children of Judah and the children of Israel shall be gathered together,
and they shall appoint for themselves one head (Hos.1:11). It hasn't happened yet. We,
whether Jew or Gentile, who once were not a people, are God's people today (1 Pet.2:10),
but Rom.9-11 reminds us that God will have mercy on his Old Testament people again.

Hos.11 moves from a husband's love to that of a father. Painstakingly and affectionately,
God taught His people fo walk and bent down 6 and fed them (Hos.11:3-4). It would have
broken his heart to punish His metaphorical son: How can I give you up, O
Ephraim?..My heart recoils within me;, my compassion grows warm and tender
(Hos.11:8). Yet He did give up his literal only begotten Son so that He could save us, His
sons with a small 's', from deserved judgement and bring us to glory. How His heart must
have hurt, but how much He must have loved us. No wonder He desires mercy, not
sacrifice: He has made the ultimate sacrifice and the mercy shown here is the meaning of
all the Old Testament sacrifices.

We're back to the Lord's quotation from Hosea to the Pharisees, who were observing most
of the technicalities of the house of God, bringing their sacrifices and keeping the
appointed times correctly, but they had lost sight of the mercy, love and holiness that
worship in that place was all about. God wants us to have both. Let's make sure in our day
and age that we don't content ourselves with the first only or God will feel much the same
as He did in Hosea's time!

(Bible quotations from the English Standard Version)
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Names that Need to be Known

8. The House of God

John Archibald, Wembley, England

We begin with the words of the great and wise King Solomon, But will God indeed
dwell with mankind on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot
contain You, how much less this house which I have built (2 Chron.6:18). It is indeed
one of the most exciting truths revealed in the Scriptures: that God desires to have a
dwelling place among His people on the earth.

The tent in the wilderness

We find this desire expressed to Moses at Sinai in the words, Let them construct a
sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them. According to all that I am going to
show you, as the pattern of the tabernacle and the pattern of all its furniture, just so
you shall construct it (Ex.25:8,9). Here, like Solomon, we may well wonder at the
grace and humility of God in this intention. He had mightily delivered the Israel people
from the tyranny of Egypt, to make them His people, give them His laws, teach
them how to serve Him and take them to the promised land. But it was also His
purpose to dwell in the midst of their encampment in the wilderness. The Almighty
who fills all heaven with His glory was to make His earthly dwelling place a tent
that His people were to construct for Him!

At Mount Sinai the people of Israel became God's kingdom and nation when they
pledged their obedience to His law and were sprinkled with the blood of the
covenant that God made with them (Ex.24:7,8). As part of this arrangement God
gave them the pattern of how they were to serve Him collectively, centred on His
sanctuary. Thus the people of Israel became uniquely God's possession among all
the peoples of the earth.

In all of this it is important to recognize that they were not free to serve God in a
manner of their own choice.
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God gave them detailed instructions about how they were to please Him. They were not
given liberty to design the structure or choose the fabric and furnishings of His house. This
is made clear in the words of God to Moses (see Heb.8:5).

The temple in Jerusalem

Some five centuries later, David the king of Israel, a man after God's heart, had a deep and
lifelong interest in God's dwelling place. When God had established him in his kingdom,
he said to Nathan the prophet, See now, I dwell in a house of cedar, but the ark of God
dwells within tent curtains (2 Sam.7:2). Although David was not permitted by God to
build the temple, God's house had a very special place in his heart and writings. God
showed him the place where it was to be built and gave him the plans for the building and
its furnishing and the order of service within it. "All this,” said David, "the LORD made
me understand in writing by His hand upon me, all the details of this pattern” (1
Chron.28:19).

When King Solomon built the House of God in Mount Moriah at Jerusalem according to
the pattern given to his father David, God placed His Name upon it, according to His word
through Moses, But you shall seek the LORD at the place which the LORD your God will
choose from all your tribes, to establish His name therefor His dwelling, and there you
shall come (Deut. 12:5).

The House of God in New Testament times

The Old Covenant applied to an earthly nation, Israel, who served God in an earthly
sanctuary. God's House then was a tent and later a building. As we read the New
Testament, and particularly the letter to Hebrews, we learn that, under the New Covenant,
God is served by a gathered people of heavenly citizenship who serve, not with earthly
ritual in an earthly sanctuary, but have access to the sanctuary of God in heaven, under the
High Priesthood of Christ. Under these circumstances, where and what is the practical
expression of God's continuing desire to have a dwelling place on the earth? To answer
this we turn first to:

1 Cor.3:16,17 Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God
dwells in you? If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple
of God is holy, and that is what you are.

The pronouns 'you' in these verses are plural in the original and so we understand that
the persons in the Church of God in Corinth, to whom this letter is addressed (1 Cor.1:2),
are the fabric of the temple or dwelling place of God. The absence of the definite article
'the' in the expression translated a temple of God indicates that the Church of God in
Corinth was not the entire dwelling place of God on earth, but it would be wrong to
assume that the Corinth church was one temple of God and that every other church of God
was a separate temple of God. In the Scriptures the temple or house of God is never
referred to in the plural. So we understand that God has one dwelling place on the earth
at any time. The
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literal translation of this expression would be you are temple of God. We can also
conclude from these verses that the temple or house of God is not the same thing as
the church which is Christ's Body (Eph.1:22,23) of which every believer in Christ is a
member, because that Church is indestructible (Matt.16:18).

1 Tim.3:15 [ write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the
household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the
truth.

From this we learn that a high standard of behaviour is required of those who are in the
house (or household) of God. In cases of serious sin, 1 Cor.5 deals with the necessity
of putting such offenders out of the church and therefore out of the House of God.
Here again the difference from the church the Body is evident since no-one can ever
lose his/her place in that church. The expression 'the living God' calls to mind the
taunts of Elijah to the prophets of Baal on mount Carmel, as they vainly and
frantically besought Baal's response to their offerings. But a dead god is one that we
could serve in any way we please without any scruples. The living God is not so,
and it is His will that must prevail in His house and it is His commands that must be
obeyed by those of His household. Here the title the church of the living God is
applied to the aggregate of all the churches of God on earth at the time.

1 Pet.2:3-5 if you have tasted the kindness of the Lord. And coming to Him as to a
living stone which has been rejected by men, but is choice and precious in the sight
of God, you also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house...to offer
up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

1 Pet.1,2 confirm and add precision to the ideas derived from the scriptures examined
earlier. In chapter 1 Peter tells us a lot about the people to whom he is writing. They
were believers in God (1 Pet.1:21), who had been redeemed with the precious blood of
Christ (1 Pet.1:18,19), born again of the imperishable seed of the Word of God (1
Pet.1:23). This is why he calls them living stones in 1 Pet.2:5. But he also speaks of
them obeying Jesus Christ and being sprinkled with His blood (1 Pet.1:2). The
sprinkling of blood here has the same significance as it had for Israel in Ex.24:8. This
sprinkling of the blood of Christ identifies the addressees of Peter's letter as the
people of God under the New Covenant in recognition of their obedience to the
teaching of Christ their Lord. It certainly means that they were baptised in water, for
that is identified as the first pledge of obedience for disciples of Christ
(Matt.28:19,20), and that they were added to a church of God, for that is a step
associated with and immediately following baptism in the teaching of the Lord
(Acts 2:41). This addition, Peter describes in 1 Pet.2:4,5 as coming to the Lord as
to a living stone and acknowledging His Lordship by being built up as a spiritual
house for God. We note that the imagery of stones being built together to form a
house certainly implies a close and ordered
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relationship between the stones deriving from the design of the building.

From these scriptures then, we conclude that God's dwelling place on earth in New
Testament times, consists of believers in Christ who, acknowledging His Lordship,
are placed in a conditional relationship with fellow disciples in churches of God.
These churches in fellowship together form one community which God recognizes as
His House. It is also clear that this conditional unity of disciples and churches is not
the same thing as the Church the Body of Christ, which of course consists of all
believers in Christ, whether or not they are in any visible fellowship with one
another on earth.

The importance of exact adherence to the divine pattern

We have seen the emphasis placed on following the divinely given pattern of God's
House in the experience of Moses and David and have referenced the reiteration of
the principle in the explanation of New Covenant service in the letter to the Hebrews
(Heb.8:5). Men must always approach and serve God in His specified way and not
according to their own ideas. Failure to recognize this has been a besetting problem in
the entire history of mankind's attempts to please God, and is the reason for the
multitude of practices and forms of worship in the many Christian denominations
today, sadly evincing a widespread departure from the simple order set out in the
teaching and practice of the Lord and His apostles. In all this well-meaning diversity
of collective (and often devoted) Christian service it is sobering to reflect on the
Lord's word. Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice (1 Sam.15:22). The pattern of
God's House under the New Covenant is the God-given constitution, teaching and
practices of the people (living stones built together) who are its fabric. It must be
implemented accurately and fully if God is to feel at home in such a dwelling place.

Love for God's House

David said, O LORD, [ love the habitation of Your house (Ps.26:8). The
revelation that God had a place on earth in which He would dwell with His people
was more precious to David than anything else. How much greater is the interest and
the pleasure in this subject of our blessed Master Himself, who is Son over God's
House (Heb.3:6). Of Him it is written: Zeal for Your house will consume me (Jn
2:17). When we understand that the whole Being of the Son of God is eaten up with
desire for God's House, how could we be indifferent to it or regard it as a truth of
lesser importance or beauty? Of course, anything of special value to the Lord will
be relentlessly attacked by Satan who tries to obscure its significance in the minds
of God's children, but the matter of collective worship and service in the right way,
is important, and God's House is a vital subject. The Lord does have a pattern for that
House and its service, and happy are those who find it and follow it (Ps.84:4).
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

8. An Angry God

David Webster, Liverpool, England

"It shouldn't be allowed!" "They're a disgrace!" "What they did is unacceptable." You
just turned on the radio or television and know at once that somebody is pretty angry
about something!

Rise and fall of a superpower

From obscure origins the Assyrians emerged to become the dominant power over
seven hundred years from 1350 BC, bringing terror, war and oppression over a
large area from Egypt to the Persian Gulf and north into Modern Turkey. Eventually
establishing Nineveh as their capital, this arrogant, fierce and ruthless people
terrorised its neighbours and brought fear into the small nations standing in their
way. They destroyed Babylon, took out Damascus, shattered Samaria, bringing the
Kingdom of Israel to an end, and conquered Thebes in upper Egypt. There seemed to
be no stopping them. Cruelty was their trademark. They were merciless; torturing,
mutilating and murdering those they conquered. They invented a new policy forcing
the people they conquered to migrate in large numbers to other areas of their
empire. While they were at the height of their power Nahum came protesting at
the violence, deploring the terror and, above all, declaring a message from God that
they were finished!

Within a short period of time, in 612 BC, the capital city of Nineveh was destroyed
by the Babylonians, Medes and Scythians; and, by 609 BC, the Assyrian empire was
completely overthrown.

Punishment

Nahum's message was of a jealous and avenging God; the LORD takes vengeance
and is filled with wrath.
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The LORD takes vengeance on his foes and maintains his wrath against his enemies."
But that anger was balanced with His love and kindness to those who trust Him: 7The
LORD is slow to anger and...will not leave the guilty unpunished.’...The LORD is
good, a refuge in times of trouble. He cares for those who trust in him, but with an
overwhelming flood he will make an end of [Nineveh],; he will pursue his foes into
darkness.’

Why is God angry?
From you, [ Nineveh,] has one come forth who plots evil against the LORD.”

(1) Indignation! The people of Nineveh had experienced the mercy of God when
Jonah had been sent with a call to repent which they had responded to.” That lesson
had long been forgotten and yet God's judgment was delayed. There is good news and
bad for us in this too: our God loves to forgive those who truly repent, but an old
revival is no good to us if we have gone back to bad ways! As Paul put it: Shall we go
on sinning, so that grace may increase?’ It is fearful to think of God's attitude to
nations which once embraced the Bible and feared God and who now enact laws and
engage in practices which leave Him out of all their thoughts. It is an awful prospect to
think of God saying "...you are vile."”’

(2) Zero tolerance! The Assyrians were notorious for bloody and brutal conquests,
inhumane treatment and demanding tribute for 'protection'.® God was not going to let
them off with it. Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he
sows.” So does a nation! The Assyrians, like so many today, gave no thought to
accountability. The Bible assures us that each of us will give an account of himself to
God." God does not tolerate evil today. The Lord Jesus paid the price to bring
forgiveness: beyond that there is nothing but the bleak prospect of judgment.

(3) Scandal! Greed and exploitation characterised their trade - You have
increased the number of your merchants till...like locusts they strip the land and
then fly away."’ Nahum cries out that morality and honesty have been neglected
and the city was...full of plunder, never without victims! "> The God who sees
injustice in all its forms takes note and will act to redress this.

What happened to Nineveh?

You just turn to the book of Nahum and know at once that somebody is pretty angry
about something! Nahum is full of righteous indignation! God has the last word:
Nothing can heal your wound: your injury is fatal. Everyone who hears the news
about you claps his hands at your fall, for who has not felt your endless cruelty?""
(Quotations are from the NIV)

1 Nah. 1:2 2Nah. 1:3 3 Nah. 1:7-9 4 Nah.1:11 5 Jon.3:5-10 6 Rom.6:1 7 Nah. 1:14
8 Nah.3:3,10 9 Gal.6:7 10Rom.14:12 11 Nah.3:16 12 Nah.3:1 13 Nah.3:19
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Focus

Kidnapped Corporal
Crisis
George Prasher, Manchester, England

How great a forest a little fire kindles! (Jas.3:5)

The kidnapping of an Israeli soldier by Palestinian militants on 25 June 2006
seemed a relatively small incident. Yet it developed into a major confrontation
between Israel and the Hamas-dominated Palestinian Authority.

Indeed, it seems that the kidnapping was deliberately contrived to provoke
overreaction by Israel. For there had been indications that the Hamas civilian
leadership was moving towards negotiations with Israel in furtherance of the peace
process, but extreme elements in the Hamas military wing disagreed with this policy
and schemed to disrupt it.

The kidnapping was carefully planned A tunnel had been dug from a house on the
Palestinian side of Israel's security fence to the rear of the Kerem Shalom army
post. Six Palestinian militants suddenly emerged at 5.30 a.m. and fired a rocket-
propelled grenade at an Israeli tank carrying four soldiers, including nineteen-year
old Corporal Gilad Shalit. Two soldiers who jumped from the tank were shot dead,
but Shalit was seized from the tank and dragged away through a hole cut in the fence
between Gaza and Israel: then secretly held captive. There followed a demand for
the release of 1000 Palestinian prisoners being held in Israeli jails.

Predictably Israel's response was immediate mobilisation of 7000 troops with 80
tanks and 180 armoured personnel carriers deployed along the border with Gaza.
Gaza's dilapidated airport was seized to prevent the kidnappers from taking Shalit
out of the country by plane. Three strategic bridges and several roads inside Gaza
were bombed. A power station that supplied
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electricity for about 60% of the Palestinian population was destroyed, a heavily
penalizing blow which put all water pumps out of action at the hottest time of the year.
Relief organizations were quick to warn that the severity of these measures brought
danger of an imminent humanitarian crisis in Gaza.

Additionally, Israel arrested eight Palestinian cabinet members and forty Hamas
parliamentary members in the West Bank. It is probably intended to charge them with
membership in terrorist organizations, links with terrorist leaders and similar
offences. This of course effectively hampered the Hamas-led Palestinian Authority
government. There followed a serious extension of conflict through Israel's bombing
of targets in Lebanon, including an area of central Beirut where the Hizbollah terrorist
group's offices were located.

Internationally, the crisis brought serious concern that efforts to promote peace were
once more being jeopardized. Initial blame clearly lay on militant extremists
acting without approval by the Palestinian Authority. Some retaliatory effort by
Israel to recover their missing soldier would be understandable. But the scale and
intensity of Israel's punitive measures soon began to arouse criticism. US President
George W. Bush was among those who urged Israel to exercise restraint. Some took
the view that Israel had been waiting for an opportunity to penalize the Palestinians.
Over several months before the kidnapping, Hamas militants had attempted to fire
home-made rockets at some Israeli towns. Most had missed their targets and
casualties were light. Nevertheless the threat was unacceptable to Israel and called for
a warning response.

Similarly, Israel made a warning gesture to President Assad of Syria when a number
of F-16 fighter jets were flown low over his summer palace. This reinforced Israel's
concern that a notable Hamas leader, Khaled Mashaal, has found shelter in
Damascus. He has been the militant movement's most effective spokesman and
fund raiser. Through his diplomacy Iran has pledged $100 million for the Hamas-led
Palestinian government, to offset the economic blockade imposed by Israel and
other countries when the Hamas terrorist group gained control of the Palestinian
Authority. How clearly this illustrates the concerted animosity towards Israel of
neighbouring nations in the Middle East!

It's a healthy spiritual reflection that, amidst all the sad intrigue, enmity and violence
of that political scene, God is pursuing His ordained agenda. Among both Jewish
and Arab populations there are humble believers in the Lord Jesus. Many are
penalized for the sake of the Name. Witnessing for Christ at times involves open
persecution. How keenly they must look forward to the fulfilment of the great
promise: For yet a little while, and He who is coming will come and will not tarry.
(Heb.10:37)
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Listening to the Voice of
Jesus

Martin Archibald, Paisley, Scotland

"Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, 1
will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.

To him who overcomes...". (Rev.3:20-21 NIV).

How often nowadays do you hear a knock at the door? Isn't it usually inside the house,
and a close friend, showing respect for your privacy? The Lord's appeal is about that sort
of closeness. Even if we think of His approach to the 'door' of the assembly, He is
looking for intimacy with individuals first. A few praying together, can bring revival to a
whole church. That, of course, takes us to your choice and mine, to be active about
listening...and then to respond to the Voice!

We often hear the verse lifted from its setting. But there's a warning in the following
words - "To him who overcomes...". That suggests it's the overcomer who will hear the
knocking, and will be ready to open up. So what might you or I have to overcome - today,
so as to be able to hear again? When we're preoccupied we don't hear properly. One
strong invader is temptation, which never leaves us alone for long.

Things to overcome - treasures to find

It could be things we like to spend too much time on, God-given appetites which can
become corrupted into dangers, like over-eating. "To him who overcomes, I will give...".
He longs to release our grasp of the shabby things that hinder, and dull our hearing, and
dull our thoughts into the same old routine.
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'Give me...", he prayed, the foolish, wilful boy. He thought that but to have was to
enjoy. A broken, sober man, robbed, hungry, bare, 'Make me...", he prayed...a wiser
prayer. Much wiser.

My possessions may decay:

What I become can no-one take away.

A man's true worth may be appraised the best

By what he was, not what he possessed.

J.M.S. Tait

Or are you burdened with discouragement or disappointment? Let us throw off
everything that hinders, and...fix our eyes on Jesus (Heb.12:1-2 NIV). Would you
look on His face, and not listen to what He says? The enemy wants to see us loaded
down with bitterness about past hurts or failures. Instead, the Saviour says, "I will
make him...". Who would not rather be made by Him into someone valuable again to
others?

It may be fear...anxiety...or loneliness. May you hear the promise of Jesus today: "/
will come in and eat with him...1 will grant [to her or him] to sit down with Me on
My throne."

Hear the very words of Jesus...

Would you like now to come close to Jesus of Nazareth, to hear the very words He
used at the high points of His work - and the times when He felt very low’ The
language wasn't the now classic Hebrew of the Scriptures, or the Greek of the business
world. It was the Aramaic He would grow up with in Nazareth. Only a few phrases
appear in our Bible, so why just those ones? Mark and Matthew wrote in Greek, for
readers of the variety of nations that gathered at the trade-centres in Judea and
Phoenicia. It has been suggested that the Aramaic phrases were, firstly, evidence
that the Gospel writers had worked from first-hand accounts. Then, Matthew would
know the appeal of their first language for Jews who loved the 'pleasant land'.

Hear a first sample

There is a third reason that we can pick up from the words themselves, in three
samples from Mark. First, would you please turn to Mk.5:22-24,35-42. Let's listen
with John (one of the favoured three, and always a good listener), as he hopes to see
more of the power that healed the woman who had touched the Lord's hem. Now
the Lord is beckoning him close, with Peter and James, to go with Him into the
house. We pass through the wailing in the
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first crowded room, and hear the amazing words, 'The child has not died, but is asleep',
with bitter laughter in reply. Into the room where the still, pale form lies. He's
taking her by the hand, as her father would have done, and says, "Talitha,
cumi"..."Little girl, I say to you, arise."”

Talitha - a tender word, like the endearment, "Lamb'. It's an intimate, highly charged
moment, and that seems to be the third reason for using the original words - the home
speech. Think how those for whom English is a second language find far more
freedom in their mother tongue to express themselves fully.

Helping others to hear the Saviour's own words

Have you someone dear to you who's ill, bowed down, perhaps forced to stay in bed?
Hear the Lord's voice - "I say to you..". He can speak with tenderness, with
understanding. He knows best what's wrong, and why, and for how long! And only He
is able to say to the spirit, 'Time to get up!'

It's this way He wants us to speak to one another, gently and with an effort to
understand - whatever the past has been, to make sure I am not the hindrance that
stops someone hearing Jesus. We'll leam how through prayer - how to pray for my
ill sister or brother. We can make the 'Nehemiah prayer' (Neh.2:4) before speaking
to those we meet - at the Remembrance, or the assembly prayers, when we want to
be in harmony with the purpose of being there. Of course the power of that prayer
rests on our personal prayer-time, like Nehemiah's(Neh.1;2:4).

Closeness to the Lord in assembly prayer

But praying together is also a special learning experience. There we have to listen to
understand others' needs - or joys. If some say a quiet time in the meeting is helpful,
or a house meeting, it's my business to grasp that point with both hands, and co-operate,
at least to test how profitable it may be - for others, not just my feelings. Praying
together means thinking about the direction, the detail of our requests or thanks.
Above all, it's opening the door to think of the Intercessor through whom we
approach (Heb.4:14-16); opening up to His character, and His power. "If anyone
hears my voice...".

Listening for our Father's voice
So to another sample, in Mk.14:32,33,36: And he said, "Abba...".

Those are very special words, for a lot of reasons! The original language - how did the
sleeping disciples know what He had said’ Did one of them ask afterwards?
Certainly it was recorded by the Spirit as a very special message
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for all disciples. Remembering our list of troubles, are you under temptation? The
message finishes, "Watch and pray...". It comes from a Saviour who lived the power
of watching and prayer.

Why were those privileged three sleeping? For sorrow, we're told. The events of the
last hours, even days, would be exhausting. If you also are discouraged, or deeply
troubled, saying like Gideon, "...if the LORD is with us, why...all this?" then please
note - your Lord was discouraged too! He was deeply troubled. He prayed three
times, over the very reason for which He had come. The wonderful thing is that the
plan wasn't changed at all. So what do you do when you ask for fresh guidance about
the youth-work, and no answer comes, but "Keep going"? Why not think of Who is
with you, by your side, caring even more than you about the problem!

When we ask, "Why, Lord?"

Our last sample is from the great words that were said from the Cross... "My God, My
God, why have You forsaken Me?" (Mk.15:33,34).

This study arose from asking why this saying was preserved in Aramaic, out of all the
words from the cross. Is it not our same third point, that the mother tongue
uniquely expresses intimate moments?

At times, the question "Why?" has to be left with the Lord in trust. But sometimes
there is great profit in thoughtful inquiry. Why was the Son of God forsaken? Because
God is love, and God is light. Because people needed to come again to the Father,
and 'T AM' is the only way! There will be a way for others too, if we think about how
we speak, or keep silence, in love.

"Here [ am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me."
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Names that Need to be Known

9. The Holy & Royal
Priesthood

lan Penn, Nottingham, England

According to the Scriptures, God has recognised four priesthoods to date. These are
those of: Melchizedek; the sons of the tribe of Levi, known as the Levitical
priesthood (of whom Aaron was the first high priest); the Lord Jesus Christ
(Heb.7:1,11,24); and the priesthood in which believers today may find themselves,
to which the adjectives 'holy' and 'royal' are distinctively attached (1 Pet.2:5,9).
Examination of each of these shows how a person was made a priest, and that the
priest's work was to represent men to God and God to men.

Melchizedek

Nothing is said specifically of how the mysterious monarch, Melchizedek, the first
priest of God in the Scriptures, came to be made a priest. He is unique; this
information being deliberately withheld for the reason given in Heb.7:3. His work,
however, was not unique because he gave to Abraham and blessed him, and then
he blessed God and received a tithe (Gen.14:18-20). Thus, there were manward
and God-ward aspects in both his words and works.

The Levitical priesthood

This, the second priesthood, was not established until the children of Israel were
first redeemed from Egypt; constituted the people of God, God's holy nation at
Mount Sinai (Ex.19:1-8; Ex.24:1-8); and given instructions for the building of the
house of God (Ex.25:1-27:21; Ex.28:1-30:38; Ex.40:12-16). When all was done
according to the Law, the divine truth that priests of God belong to
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the nation of God and serve in the house of God, was seen for the first time on the
earth. Israel had become a kingdom of priests.

Aaron and his successors were men, appointed by God, from and for men. Their
functions were to offer God-ward the gifts and sacrifices of the people of God, and
manward, to ensure that all the people were fit to serve God (Heb.5:1-4). This dual
role given at Sinai was confirmed by Moses prior to his death (Deut.33:10) and
continued to the end of the Old Testament scriptures. At that time God castigated the
priests for their failure, in offering sub-standard offerings in the house of God
(Mal.1:6-14). Hand in hand with this, too, He condemned the priests for failure in
their teaching and their duties of care towards the people. Indeed in his manward
role, the priest is actually called the messenger of the Lord of Hosts (Mal.2:4-9).

Both roles of the Levitical priesthood continued during the days of the Lord in His
flesh, since we see Him honouring their work in the case of the cleansed leper
(Matt.8:1-4; Mk.1:40-44; Lk.5:12-14) and showing, also, how the priest was not to
neglect to minister to the fallen (Lk.10:31). Then the kingdom was taken from Israel
at the death of the Lord Jesus; it and the priesthood being replaced by those of the
Lord and His New Covenant people.

The priesthood of the Lord Jesus Christ

The priesthood of the Lord Jesus Christ, prophetically announced as a priest for ever
after the order of Melchizedek (Ps.110:4; Heb.7:24), is the third to be recognised by
God. It replaced that of Aaron and his sons (Heb.7:11-25) and its superiority is the
cause of the New Covenant, of which He is the Mediator, replacing the Old
Covenant (Heb.7:12; Heb.8:1-7; Heb.12:24). The writer to the Hebrews compares and
contrasts His high priesthood with that of Aaron and his sons both as to appointment
and function As to appointment, we learn that whatever the priesthood, a high priest
and therefore a priest of God must be of human birth (Heb.5:1). As such, he has a
birthright to represent God to men and men to God (Heb.5:1). He is not a priest by
birth, however, but subsequently must be called of God (Heb.5:4). He does not
appoint himself, but must be appropriately sanctified, anointed and consecrated to his
office by another (Heb.5:5) as was the Lord in resurrection (Heb.8:4-6; Heb.5:7-10;
Heb.6:19-20).

As far as representing men to God is concerned, unlike Aaron, the Lord offers only
gifts because He dealt with sin once and for ever at Calvary (Heb.5:1-2; 10:1-14).
In addition, the Lord has no sin and there is nothing to correspond in His priesthood
with that of priestly sin under the order of Aaron (Heb.7:26-28). But He must have
something to offer from the people of God today since He officiates on their behalf
(Heb.8:1-3). As representing God to man. Aaron had to deal gently with the ignorant
and erring, ministering to the people to fit them for
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service to God (Heb.5:2). The Lord ministers similarly on behalf of the people of God,
but the basis of His care is very different. Circumspection figured prominently in
the Aaronic priest's care because he was at heart no better than his fellows. The Lord,
though knowing the weakness of our frame, and having been tempted in all points as
we, triumphantly endured temptation and devilish onslaught (Heb.4:15). His is a
victorious example completely to be followed (Heb.5:7-9).

The priesthood of the people of God today

Peter wrote to baptised believers (1 Pet.3:21) living in various, contiguous. Roman
provinces (1 Pet. 1:1-2) who had been brought together as one spiritual nation, people
and priesthood (1 Pet.2:5, 9). Each and all were in one flock under the rule of overseers
(1 Pet.5:1-11). John wrote to the seven churches in Asia, only one of those districts,
identifying them as part of the same kingdom. As did Peter, John spoke first of their
salvation by faith and subsequently that they were made a kingdom and priests in that
same priesthood (Rev.1:4-6). Paul spoke to men who were overseers in but one
church in that district of Asia, the church of God in Ephesus. Whilst there, he had
preached not only the gospel of salvation from hell (Acts 20:21), but also concerning
the kingdom and the whole counsel of God. The outcome of his work was to
establish that local assembly as part of the flock of God tended by those overseers
(Acts 20:25-28). Thus, whether viewed as a single assembly, a district of
assemblies, or a collection of districts, the same structural unity is evident throughout
the nation. Believers in all the churches of God composed the house of God, the
kingdom of God, the flock of God, the people of God, God's holy nation.

So, the fourth priesthood (those for whom the Lord ministers as Great High Priest
today) is composed of believers in churches of God comprising the house of God.
Such have received His kingdom in succession to Israel, as promised in the parable of
the vineyard, and as the Lord promised to His little flock (Matt.21:33-46; Acts 4:5-
12; Lk.12:31-32; Heb.3:1-6; Heb.7:26; Heb.8:1-3; Heb.10:19-25; Heb.12:18-29;
Heb.13:10-16). It is the kingdom associated with the Mount Zion that is above, its
heavenly Jerusalem and the 'true tabernacle'. As with the Levitical Priesthood, its
'service', is variously translated in the New Testament as 'worship', 'divine service',
or 'ministering' (Heb.8:2; Heb.9:14; Heb.12:27-29; see Phil.3:3).

Holy and royal priesthood service today

Within that house, in holy priesthood capacity, believers are able to offer up spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God, through Jesus Christ (1 Pet.2:5; the Great High Priest),
that is, a sacrifice of praise to God...the fruit of lips which make confession to his

name (Heb.13:15). They do so at the Remembrance of the Lord Jesus Christ when
they enter into the Holies where He has gone as their
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forerunner having made propitiation for their sins (Heb.2:17-18; Heb.6:20; Heb.9:25,
Heb.10:19-23). From these things we see also that, though of a different priesthood,
the Great High Priest officiates in the heavenly sanctuary (Heb.8:1-5) on behalf of the
priesthood of believers in the house of God today whose praise He leads (Heb.2:12).
They worship by keeping today's ordinances of divine service just as much as Aaron
and his sons kept those of their day (Heb.9:1)

But the priesthood is also a royal one and its function is to tell men of the
excellencies of their High Priest, the King of Kings. The terms associated with this
function confirm that this New Covenant people are the literal successors of those
similarly described under the Old Covenant (cf. I Pet.2:9 and Ex.19:5-6) but also
govern the approach to royal priesthood service. So the messenger of the Lord of
hosts has to catry out his service in conformity with the laws that govern his nation.
In particular, he must accept the discipline of working with his fellows and must do
nothing to prejudice the standards and agreements accepted under God by them (as
for example Acts 15:22-34; Acts 16:4). He will receive help and succour from his
High Priest in the difficulties of such service because, as far as possible, he must do no
wrong nor work with wrong-doers (2 Cor.6:14-7:1; Heb.2:17-18; Heb.4:14-16;
Heb.7:25). In sum, he should operate from within the churches of God and be
subject to the rule of overseers (Heb.13:17). The apostle Paul certainly saw his service
as a priest to be so even though his former associates thought he belonged to a
mere sect (Acts 24:14). Paul declared his position boldly in the unlikeliest of
circumstances far removed from entering into the Holies (Acts 27:23). He saw
clearly that it was a service to do with the gospel of Christ (Rom.1:9) and expected all
in the Church of God in Rome (and indeed in all churches of God) to be similarly
committed (Rom.12:1-2).

Though these dual roles of all priesthoods are deliberately named and discrete in
today's priesthood (1 Pet.2:5,9) they are closely connected, being sometimes, literally,
set out side by side in the Scriptures. For example, in the diagnostic criteria of the first
and of every church of God, service God-ward at the breaking of the bread, is linked
with service manward, at the assembly prayer meeting (Acts 2:42). Similarly, the
exhortation to enter into the holy place in worship to God is immediately followed by
the instruction concerning love and good works to man (Heb.10:19-25). Then again,
following the instruction to service God-ward in spiritual sacrifice, a complementary
exhortation to do good and communicate to man is given and is actually termed a
sacrifice (Heb.13:15-16). Indeed the two aspects of service, on occasion, are more
inextricably linked, because the offering up of sacrifice to God at the Remembrance
simultaneously proclaims the Lord's death to the whole world (1 Cor.11:26) and what
is said during that ordinance of divine service is to be for the listeners as well as
primarily for the Lord (1 Cor.14:26). (All quotations are from the R.V.)
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

9. When our Strengths are
our Weaknesses

Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

It is true of nearly everyone that his strengths are directly related to his
weaknesses; think on the one hand of the speaker who will always give a superb
address, but needs three months notice for it, and on the other of the man who will
speak at half an hour's notice, but always does things at the last minute! Closer to
home, think of yourself; you can probably put your finger on something -1 can! Self-
confident people are frequently admired, because they are often successful and
free of the miserable feelings of inferiority that plague those who feel that they are
failures. Yet the fact that it is self-confidence carries the seeds of disaster. When
self-esteem becomes excessive it becomes pride, and pride is at the root of sin - it
says 'me first'.

This is portrayed in the book of Obadiah, the shortest book in the Old Testament. It
relates to the nation of Edom, which was descended from Jacob's brother Esau, a
man full of self-confidence, but who valued the material more than the spiritual - the
epitome of the 'fleshly’, rather than the spiritual attitude. Edom lived in the
mountainous territory to the south of Israel, and they were confident that no-one
could dislodge them. One of their strongholds was the rocky defile of Sela, later built
up by the Nabateans as Petra, Burgon's rose-red city - 'half as old as time'." However,
God warned them that their self-sufficiency was self deceit: The pride of your heart
has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rock, in your lofty dwelling, who
say in your heart, "Who will bring me down to the ground?"
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Though you soar aloft like the eagle, though your nest is set among the stars, from
there I will bring you down, declares the LORD.” Similarly, the Edomites were proud
of their intellect; their security enabled them to delight in clever sayings and to flaunt
their wisdom. Yet God was to bring this down too: Will I not on that day. declares the
LORD, destroy the wise men out of Edom, and understanding out of Mount Esau? >

Don't Edom's attitudes seem familiar in later history” At the height of the British
Empire Kipling, seeing the danger, wrote

For heathen heart that puts her trust

In reeking tube and iron shard —

All valiant dust that builds on dust,

And guarding, calls not Thee to guard —

For frantic boast and foolish word,

Thy mercy on Thy people, Lord! *

The message to Edom reaches out to us all. Are we so proud of what we have and
what men can do that we feel completely self-sufficient? This is self-delusion, as
complete as Edom's, for our most fundamental needs cannot be met by possessions
and knowledge. Things can be taken away suddenly, as we have seen recently in the
Twin Towers attack and the tsunami, and, for example, nuclear physics can bring
Chernobyl, as well as cheaper energy. Human character is no better than it ever was; it
will only be improved if God changes it, and He will do this by His own means. He
says. "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning 1
will thwart."...For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through
wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who
believe....we preach Christ crucified...the power of God and the wisdom of God. ’
This was 'folly' by men's standard, of course. In fact, the death of the Christ instead of
us was the only way in which we could be brought back to God. There's no room for
pride here; the Christian believer has to admit that Christ did for him what he could
not do for himself As a consequence, the words 'proud' and 'Christian' are
incompatible. Having said this, of course, it is perfectly proper to take 'pride’ - i.e. to
find satisfaction - say in a job well done.

The conclusion of all this is that self-confidence is misplaced confidence; boasting
about our wealth or intelligence is not only vulgar, but it also betrays a lack of real
confidence in God. Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.®
References:(Scriptures from English Standard Version)

1) Burgon. J.. William Petra  2) Obad.3.4 3) Obad.8
4) Kipling. R., Recessional ~ 5) 1 Cor.1:19-24  6) Prov.16:18
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Focus

Israel and Hezbollah

George Prasher, Manchester, England

The conflict which began last June with the kidnapping of an Israeli corporal near
Gaza escalated into a ferocious struggle on Israel's northern border between Israel
and the Lebanese Hezbollah Organisation.

The name Hezbollah means 'the Party of Allah'. It was founded in 1982 with the
objective of expelling Israeli forces which at that time had occupied parts of southern
Lebanon. It has become a major participant in the Lebanese political scene, with its
elected members of parliament, some of them cabinet ministers. The organisation
has built schools and clinics and provided an extensive welfare programme to serve
the Shi'ite population living mainly in parts of Beirut and southern Lebanon. Yet it has
also maintained military strength, its 10,000-strong militia rated as one of the most
competent forces in the Middle East. It possesses a formidable arsenal of rockets,
and launchers have been widely dispersed.

Since 1992 Hezbollah has been under the leadership of Sheik Hassan Nasrallah. He
notoriously denies that the nation of Israel has the right to exist and shares the
ambition to see her destroyed. It was he who recognized the effectiveness of hit-and-
run tactics against far stronger Israeli forces during their previous incursion to
Southern Lebanon, leading to their withdrawal in Year 2000. In the eyes of the Arab
world he became regarded as the first Arab commander who could claim a victory
over Israel. Nasrallah and his associates are by no means the first to wish the
destruction of God's ancient people, as illustrated by the 83rd Psalm:

They have taken crafty counsel against Your people. And consulted together against
Your sheltered ones. They have said, "Come, and let us cut them off from being a
nation.
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That the name of Israel may be remembered no more". (Ps.83:1-4)

Nor will Hezbollah be the last to challenge Israel's right to nationhood, as Zech.12 makes
clear.

Over the years there have been frequent border skirmishes between Hezbollah militia and
Israeli forces. However, when two Israeli soldiers were kidnapped by Hezbollah on July
12. it was declared by Israel to be an act of war, and a full-scale onslaught began. The
campaign included air strikes, not only on Hezbollah targets, but on the Lebanese
infrastructure such as roads, bridges and runways. This was calculated to hinder delivery
of more rockets and launchers from Syria and Iran. Sadly, the bombardment affected
many residential areas resulting in a high percentage of civilian casualties.

The strength of Hezbollah's resistance took Israel by surprise. Using longer range rockets
than expected they subjected a large area of northern Israel to frequent attack, forcing the
population into bomb shelters and disrupting the economy. Israel's pilots had difficulty in
destroying a range of launchers burrowed six yards into hilltops across southern Lebanon.
When Israeli ground forces moved into the area they met stiff resistance from the
Hezbollah militia.

Sheik Hassan Nasrallah gained fresh prestige in the Arab world from this phase of
conflict. The guerrilla war resistance to Israel's sophisticated armed forces was
impressive. He also fulfilled his promise to inflict suffering on Israel by daily rocket
attacks on some Israeli cities in reprisal for the bombardment of Lebanon. Yet this
confrontation with Israel was costly, causing the death of about 1000 Lebanese people
and leaving a million displaced.

The United Nations Security Council met to consider the crisis, and after some delay
called for a cease-fire agreement. This proposed an immediate cease-fire and a 15,000-
strong international force to help the same number of Lebanese troops to keep a twelve
mile buffer zone free of any armed personnel, whether Hezbollah or Israeli. These terms
were accepted, if grudgingly, by the contestants, and on August 17 the Lebanese army
moved in.

Against the background of harrowing daily images of the suffering caused by this
relatively short conflict the divine assurance of Isa.9:5-7 shines in glorious hope: For all
the armour of the armed man in the tumult, and the garments rolled in blood, shall even
be for burning, for fuel of fire. For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the
government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called...Prince of Peace.
Of the increase of his government and of peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of
David, and upon his kingdom, to establish it...from henceforth even for ever. (R.V.)
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Voice of Praise in
Collective Service

Jim Seddon, Liverpool, England

As the children of Israel stood on the far side of the Red Sea and, at the command of God,
Moses stretched out his hand to cascade death upon their pursuing enemy, they witnessed
God's seal upon their great deliverance. In Ex.15:1 we read, Then Moses and the children
of Israel sang this song to the LORD, and spoke saying: "I will sing to the LORD for He
has triumphed gloriously! The horse and its rider He has thrown into the sea! The LORD
is my strength and song. And He has become my salvation; He is my God, and I will
praise Him, My Father's God, and I will exalt Him."

And so throughout the next 40 years of divine visitation, when God manifested His power
in giving them victory over all their enemies, songs of thanksgiving and praise rose
spontaneously to Him. However, from the time when God first revealed to Moses His
desire to dwell among His people, there had been no collective service of praise within
God's dwelling until it was initiated by David, the sweet psalmist of Israel (2 Sam.23:1).

Please read 1 Chron.16:1-10. David had brought back the ark of God from the house of
Obed-Edom and in verse 4 we read. And he appointed some of the Levites to minister
before the ark of the LORD, to commemorate, to thank, and to praise the LORD God of
Israel. On that day David first delivered this psalm into the hand of Asaph and his
brethren, to thank the Lord (v.7). The RV margin reads, on that day did David make it the
chief work to give thanks unto the LORD by the hand of Asaph and his brethren.

And so the voice of praise rises for the first time in
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collective service, and how fitting are the opening words to the occasion, Oh, give
thanks to the LORD! Call upon His name.

It was by this name that He endeared Himself to this people as the covenant-keeping
God of Israel, the self-existing One, the unchangeable God, who is the same yesterday,
today and forever. In verse 9, they were exhorted to Sing to Him, sing psalms to Him;
talk of all His wondrous works! and in verse 12, to remember His marvelous works.

It was God's desire that they should never forget His great deliverance from Egypt
through the blood of the lamb and the parting of the Red Sea and the many victories
He brought about for them in the land of Canaan. But how lamentable it is that the
Psalmist had to record these words. Therefore the Lord...was furious, so afire was
kindled against Jacob, and anger also came up against Israel, because they did not
believe in God, and did not trust in His salvation (Ps.78:21,22).

The voice of praise had become silent as far as their collective service was concerned.
As we look back upon the history of that great nation and God's aspirations in relation
to them, we have cause to remember that

...we have known redemption, Lord,

From bondage worse than theirs by far;

Sin held us by a stronger cord,

Yet by Thy mercy free we are. (Mrs Peters)

Paul writing to the Ephesians in Eph.2:11, exhorted them to remember that you, once
Gentiles in the flesh - who are called Uncircumcision by what is called the
Circumcision made in the flesh by hands - that at that time you were without Christ,
being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of
promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you
who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.

Here Paul draws out the tremendous contrast of what the Gentiles were, and what
they are now by grace, brought near through the blood of Christ.

So nigh, so very nigh to God,

I cannot nearer be;

For in the person of His Son

I am as near as He. (C. Paget)

In Eph.1 Paul reveals God's purpose for the redeemed of Israel, not only that they
should be brought into a relationship with the Gentiles as children of God, but also
together as God's new covenant people, and in Eph.1:12 we read that this new
covenant people should be to the praise of His glory.
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This was not only to be in an individual capacity in Christian experience, but also in
collective service. What, then, was to be the theme of their praise? It was to be the same
as that of Israel of old: their great deliverance; in their case, from the bondage of Egypt;
in ours, from the bondage of sin and its ultimate consequence.

In the song of praise of 1 Chron.16:12 they were exhorted to Remember His marvellous
works which He has done. His wonders, and the judgements of His mouth. But how fickle
and how prone to forget is the human heart!

The Lord Jesus, on the night in which He was betrayed, had filling His vision all the
purposes of God that would emanate from the cross, upon which he was about to
accomplish the great work of atonement and from which He would create living
stones...built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (1 Pet.2:5).

Those who would be the spiritual counterpart to Israel of old were to be a chosen
generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. His own special people, to proclaim the
praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvellous light; who once were
not a people but are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now have
obtained mercy (1 Pet.2:9-10).

And there with Him in the upper room was the nucleus of that holy nation: men, who at
that very moment were seeking to glorify themselves, contending with each other as to
which of them was accounted to be the greatest, men who would, in the near future, give
glory to God in collective praise and worship. And so. When the hour had come. He sat
down, and the twelve apostles with Him. Then He said to them, "With fervent desire 1
have desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer..." ...And He took bread, gave
thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is My body which is given for you,
do this in remembrance of Me." Likewise He also took the cup after supper, saying, "This
cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is shed for you" (Lk.22:14-20).

Thus was instituted by the Lord Himself, what we rightly refer to as, 'the Remembrance'.
It was the Lord's intention that the thoughts of our hearts might be directed to Calvary, to
consider Him who endured the cross and despised the shame, thoughts which are
calculated to give us an appreciation of Him and are bound to express themselves whilst
we are together, in worship and praise to God His Father for His adorable Son.

Thoughts of His sojourn in this vale of tears;

The tale of love unfolded in those years

Of sinless suffering and patient grace,

I love again and yet again to trace. (Mrs. Walker)
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Names that Need to be Known

10. The Kingdom of God

George Prasher, Manchester, England

The sons of Korah acclaimed God as a great King over all the earth (Ps.47:2). As to
His universal sovereignty and power, that remains abidingly true. Yet early in
human history the majority of mankind chose to disown their allegiance to God, and
as a result He scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth (Gen.11:9),
"having determined...the boundaries of their dwellings" (Acts 17:26 NASB).

It was not until the time of Moses that there emerged the purpose of God to establish
a nation which would uniquely be constituted as 'the kingdom of God'. God Himself
would be their Ruler. His revealed law would be their constitution. Faithful
obedience to that law would bring prosperity; disobedience would result in God's
chastening.

Privilege conditional on obedience

Israel's formal acceptance of the responsibilities inherent in their becoming the
kingdom of God is described in Ex.24:1-8. Having been redeemed from the
tyranny of Egypt, and baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea (1 Cor.10:2),
they entered into a solemn covenant before Jehovah. When Moses had read to the
people all the words of the LORD, and all the judgements, they declared, "All that the
LORD has said we will do, and be obedient.”"” And Moses took the blood, sprinkled it
on the people, and said, "This is the blood of the covenant which the LORD has made
with you according to all these words." This sequence of events is especially
instructive. For redemption and baptism did not of themselves give Israel their
status as the kingdom of God. There must also be understanding of His
commandments regarding
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Paul, referring to Israel's glorious past in Rom.9:4, enumerates, among other things,
the covenants; the giving of the law; the service of God; and the promises. The true
Israelite in considering these things could experience a justifiable pride in his
wonderful ancestry and glorious heritage.

These were the privileges and advantages which divine election and sovereign choice
had bestowed upon them and, as we consider such matters, surely they should draw
from these hearts of ours a deep appreciation and an immediate response expressed in
thankfulness, praise and worship to God for all that is ours in Christ as we remember
the better things are ours, a better covenant, enacted upon better promises; a better
sacrifice; a better country...

All these are ours through divine grace, in contrast to the things of the law which
were only shadows of the good things to come. For we are the circumcision, who
worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the
flesh.

What sacred fountain yonder springs

Out from God's throne above,

And all our covenant blessing brings?

'Tis God's unbounded love. (Based on hymn by J. Irons)

Is the voice of praise in collective service limited to the Remembrance? Surely not! It is
an integral part of our royal priesthood service too. What better way could we testify to
the saving grace of God than to sing praises to His name as together we serve in the
gospel’ Also in the assembly prayers as we come before the throne of grace, not
only that supplications, prayers, intercessions be made for all men, but also the
giving of thanks (1 Tim.2:1).

The voice of praise is a very sensitive thing. Like an exotic plant, it will only thrive in
certain conditions and this is the work of the Holy Spirit, and His work is dependent
upon our walk. This brings us back to our individual responsibility, for what we are
individually will most certainly affect what we are collectively.

If the Christian's life does not commend others to Christ, the Holy Spirit cannot
create a spirit of thankfulness and praise to glorify our God. Praise is the expression
of joy, a joy which finds its origin in the joy of the Spirit of God, and He cannot
manifest His joy in the heart that grieves Him.

In order to reap spiritual blessing, there must be self-judgement on our part, and this
prior to our coming together to worship. Then, and only then, will the Spirit of God
find our hearts so tuned, that praise and thanksgiving to God will most certainly find
acceptance through our Lord Jesus as He Himself joins with us in praise and
thanksgiving I will declare Your name to My brethren; In the midst of the assembly 1
will praise You (Ps.22:22).
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the order and service of His kingdom and a commitment to obedience to them.

Structured administration

Under the leadership of Moses and Joshua the nation of Israel came into possession of
the promised land by military conquest. Government was on a tribal basis, recognized
judges and officers within each of the twelve tribes having responsibility for local affairs
(Deut. 16:18). The Book of Deuteronomy records the care with which Moses was led by
God to spell out for succeeding generations the legal framework that would maintain the
administration of the kingdom of God as expressed through Israel. "You shall appoint
Jjudges and officers in all your gates, which the LORD your God gives you, according to
your tribes, and they shall judge the people with just judgment” (Deut.16:18).

Spiritual emphasis within the kingdom

A separate tribal region was not allocated to the Levites, but they were given forty-eight
cities with adjacent pasture-lands. This arrangement was designed to provide a spiritual
influence throughout the whole nation, for no one would live very far from one of the
Levitical cities. From these cities the Levites would periodically travel to the place where
the Tabernacle or Temple of the LORD was located to undertake a course of service
there.

Spiritual cohesion of the twelve tribes comprising God's kingdom was further promoted
by the ordinance that three times in the year all males of responsible age were to appear
before God: "Three times you shall keep a feast to Me in the year:..the Feast of
Unleavened Bread...and the Feast of Harvest...and the Feast of Ingathering”, which fell
at Passover, Pentecost and early autumn respectively (Ex.23:14-17). When this
requirement of the law was being observed every Israelite would be reminded that within
God's kingdom priority must be given to spiritual consideration of His blessings,
glorifying Him with praise and thanksgiving as the Source of all their material benefits.

Fluctuations in obedience to the Covenant

Israel's record during the 1500 years from Moses to Christ was sadly flawed as to their
divine appointment regarding the kingdom of God. First under a succession of judges, and
then during the era of the kings of Israel and Judah, much depended on the lead given
by those in power. The zenith of her influence was probably in the reign of King
Solomon, of whom his father David said, "And of all my sons...He has chosen my son
Solomon to sit on the throne of the kingdom of the LORD over Israel” (1 Chron.28:5). We
read also: And all the kings of the earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his
wisdom, which God had put in his heart (2 Chron.9:23). During those golden years, when
Solomon was ruling in the fear of God, Israel's function as the kingdom of God found
glorious expression, to the benefit of many other nations.
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Yet in his later years Solomon sadly fell away in heart from Jehovah. This failure
incurred God's judgment, so that ten of Israel's tribes rebelled against his son
Rehoboam, who was left with only the tribes of Judah and Benjamin within his
kingdom. The northern tribes lapsed into idolatry, forfeiting any possibility of
continued association with the kingdom of God. Would the Lord still recognize a
small minority of the people of Israel as fulfilling the role of the kingdom of God’
Clearly, that was indeed the case! From this we learn the important principle that
even a minority who are enabled to fulfil God's revealed will as to His rule among
His people have a divine mandate in maintaining the kingdom of God.

Suspension and restoration

However, the disastrous time came when first the northern kingdom of Israel and
later the kingdom of Judah were conquered and most of the people carried away into
captivity. The land was left desolate, Jerusalem a heap of ruins. For seventy years the
kingdom of God was in abeyance. Such devotedly spiritual men as Daniel preserved
their personal dedication to Jehovah, but lamented their lost privileges among a
nation intended to fulfil God's spiritual calling as His unique kingdom among all other
nations. The record of his prayer in Dan.9 reveals his keen appreciation of God's
justice in the chastisement which had been visited on his nation, but also the
prospect of restoration to effectual service in the land as the kingdom of God.

That restoration was brought about by the return from Babylon to the promised land of
about 42,000 Jews under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Jeshua (Ezra 2:64). They
were strongly encouraged by God's word to them through the prophet Haggai: 'Yet
now be strong...for 1 am with you...According to the word that I covenanted with
you when you came out of Egypt, so My Spirit remains among you' (Hag.2:4,5). It
was relatively 'a day of small things' (Zech.4:10) but the principles of the kingdom of
God could once more be viably expressed through the service of a remnant people.

The new spiritual kingdom

When some five centuries later the Lord Jesus was drawing towards the close of His
ministry in Israel He warned that "the kingdom of God will be taken from you and
given to a nation bearing the fruits of it" (Matt.21:43). Through Israel's supreme sin
in their rejection of the Son of God they forfeited their status as God's kingdom. To
what other nation was the Lord referring to whom the kingdom would be given? He
had said to His disciples, "Do not fear, little flock. for it is your Father's good
pleasure to give you the kingdom" (Lk.12:32). For a period of forty days during
which He repeatedly appeared to the apostles after His resurrection He was speaking
of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). He indicated that the
apostles were to be His witnesses far
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beyond the boundaries of Israel - "to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Their
commission was to "make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them...teaching
them to observe all things that I have commanded you" (Matt.28:19,20).

Faithful fulfilment of that commission by the apostles resulted in the rapid growth
of a new spiritual people to which the kingdom of God was now given. They formed a
trans-national unity of disciples of Christ, locally gathered in churches of God. This
could not have been achieved by evangelism limited to leading souls to the Saviour,
without emphasis on resulting obedience to His claims as Lord. Throughout the
Book of the Acts, the apostles' ministry embraced preaching the kingdom of God
and teaching the things which concern the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 28:31).

As previously among the Israel nation, great importance was attached to a unifying
structure of leadership. The quality of leadership was safeguarded by strict criteria for
the recognition of elders or overseers and of deacons (e.g. 1 Tim.3:1-13). Disciples in
churches of God were enjoined to be subject to the leadership (Heb.13:17). The
leaders themselves were to be subject to one another (1 Pet.5:5). When a critical
difference arose about doctrine, representative elders from different areas met to
seek God's guidance. Having been led by the Holy Spirit to a common understanding
of the Lord's will, a statement was drawn up summarising the decision (Acts 15:1-29).
As Paul and Silas re-visited the churches, they delivered to them the decrees to keep,
which -were determined by the apostles and elders at Jerusalem (Acts 16:4).

Appropriate standards of behaviour were called for within God's kingdom. As Paul
reminded the Corinthian church, Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit
the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. Neither fornicators...nor thieves...nor
extortioners-will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor.6:9,10).

First century sunset

The apostles Paul and Peter both gave warning that after their departure spiritual
declension would creep in among the churches of God (Acts 20:29,30; 2 Pet.2:1).
Towards the close of the first century the apostle John wrote to seven surviving
Churches of God in the Roman province of Asia a message from Him who loved us
and washed us from our sins in His own blood, and has made us kings (NASB, a
kingdom) and priests to His God and Father (Rev.1:5,6). John referred to himself as
your brother and companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience of Jesus
Christ (Rev.1:9). This confirms that the kingdom of God was still continuing as
expressed in surviving churches of God. For precisely how long is historically
obscure. In divine mercy the recovery of truths outlined in this paper make it
possible for disciples of the Lord Jesus to be practically involved in the 'things
concerning the kingdom of God' today!
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

10. Search me, O God

Edwin Neely, Brantford, Ontario

Zephaniah's childhood survived Manasseh's wicked reign; his ancestry linked him to
the reigning godly king Josiah. He probably prophesied during Judah's slight spiritual
awakening before the destruction of Nineveh in 612BC. Hilkiah, the priest, had
discovered a copy of the Law and a renewed enthusiasm for the keeping of the
Passover ensued. Why then was a prophet of the judgement of the day of the LORD
so necessary? Because an indifferent and half-hearted people refused to grasp the
warnings inherent in the captivity of her sister Israel and the present opportunities
for godliness; she refused to seek the LORD or His righteousness, she neglected to
seek humility and to abolish the worship of idolatry! Linked with his message of
impending judgement flows the comforting reminder that even in the throes of what
will be universal judgement remain the covenant mercies of a loving God. He will
restore His people in millennial splendour even in the midst of righteous wrath. These
two major themes of the prophecy and the attendant opportunities for acceptable
service should have spurred the nation on to spirituality, but apathy and lethargy
consumed the people and ultimate captivity must result. The things written
beforehand are also written for our learning!

The term the day of the LORD is used more frequently in this book than in any other
Old Testament prophecy. That day, though perhaps mirrored in the captivity that
would befall Judah, is a day yet future, for it will not appear until the man of sin is
revealed, the son of perdition (2 Thess.2:3ff). The Lord will be revealed from
heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire taking vengeance. How dare you
and I
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adopt the same 'couch potato' attitude as prevailed among God's people Judah in
Zephaniah's day’ There is a world around that is to be swept away, to be reduced to
rubble, in Zephaniah's words, and you and I hold the words of life and prosperity. The
great day of the LORD is near, It is near and hastens quickly...That day is a day of wrath,
a day of trouble and distress, a day of devastation and desolation, a day of darkness and
gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness...(Zeph.1:14,15).

God is not indifferent to complacency. Zephaniah's great-great-grandfather had warned a
priestly people many years before: My sons, do not be negligent now. for the LORD has
chosen you to stand before Him, to serve Him, and that you should minister to Him and
burn incense (2 Chron.29:11). Insipidness and stagnation, settling, "like the dregs of
wine", complacency, are intolerable to God. "So then, because you are lukewarm, and
neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of my mouth” (Rev.3:16) was God's up to the
minute indictment of the nonchalant Laodicean church. Zeph.1:12 is current in its
warning to the people of God.

God is neither inactive nor indifferent, either in judgement or in His willingness to search
out and save. Running concurrent with Zephaniah's warnings of desolation and doom is
the theme of comfort, consolation and restoration. He will restore His people in the future.
"I will leave in your midst a meek and humble people, and they shall trust in the name of
the LORD...they shall feed their flocks and lie down, and no one shall make them afraid"
(Zeph.3:12,13). Here, then, is the second compelling reason for Israel and all to serve
Him. Knowing, therefore, the terror of the Lord, we persuade men (2 Cor.5:11); For the
love of Christ compels us...(2 Cor.5:14). Not only is judgement in righteousness assured,
but also blessing in that same righteousness. The future holds great blessings for the
nation that shall be like the jewels of a crown, lifted like a banner over His land
(Zech.9:16), and even greater blessing for those who serve Him today. Those who are
wise shall shine like the brightness of the firmament, and those Mho turn many to
righteousness like the stars forever and ever (Dan.12:3). And, we shall be like Him, for
we shall see Him as He is (1 Jn 3:2).

Zephaniah means 'Jah has treasured'. He treasures His righteousness; He treasures His
Word; He treasures His people. Our treasure should be there also, and where it is, there
will our hearts be also (Matt.6:21).
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Focus

Aspects of Islam

George Prasher, Manchester, England

In Matt.24 the Lord Jesus outlined to His apostles some features of world
developments between His resurrection and ultimate return to earth as Son of Man.
These included the warning that many false prophets shall arise, and lead many astray
(v. 11 RV). An outstanding example is the prophet Muhammed's far-reaching
influence over millions of people for almost fourteen centuries.

Muhammed was born in 570 AD at Mecca in Arabia. He became a caravan trader
between Mecca and Syria, in the employment of a rich widow, Khadiji, whom he
later married. Becoming incensed at the lax moral standards and multiple forms of idol
worship in Mecca, he retreated to a contemplative life in the desert. There he claimed
to have received a vision in which the angel Gabriel announced that he was to be a
prophet. This led him to devote himself to the reform of religion and society. In
particular he condemned the worship of many different gods. There was generally
adverse reaction to his teachings in Mecca and persecution forced him to flee to
Medina in 622 AD. Military conflict with Mecca continued until Muhammed finally
conquered the city in 630 AD. He died at Medina two years later, his grave there
having since been a place of pilgrimage.

The religious movement he founded became known as Islam, from an Arabic root
implying submission - in this instance submission to the will of God. Those
practising the religion were called Muslims, reflecting in Arabic their personal
resignation to the teachings of the prophet. More generally in the course of time the
terms Muhammadan or Mohammedan have been commonly used.

The lives of practising Muslims are governed by 'the Five Pillars’ or primary duties of
Islam: profession of faith in God and His prophet Muhammed; prayer to be
performed five times each day; almsgiving to the poor and to the
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mosque; fasting during the daylight hours in the month of Ramadan; pilgrimage to
Mecca at least once in a Muslim's lifetime if it is physically and financially possible.

There are of course commendable elements in some of these requirements. But the
'Five Pillars' essentially amount to a religion of salvation by self-effort. It is believed
that good deeds will be rewarded by a place in Paradise, and evil deeds will be
punished in hell. The Muslim's faith offers no present assurance of salvation to its
adherents. They are left in uncertainty until God's verdict is given regarding each
individual on the final Judgement Day.

The devout Muslim would doubtless answer to the apostle Paul's description of his
Judaistic compatriots in the first century: For I bear them witness that they have a
zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. For they being ignorant of God's
righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted
to the righteousness of God (Rom.10:2,3). This stands in pronounced contrast to the
great gospel truth so powerfully expressed by the apostle Paul in his letter to Titus:
But when the kindness and the love of God our Saviour toward man appeared, not
by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He saved
us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit. (Tit.3:4.5)

Muslims gather in the mosque on Fridays for congregational worship, prayers being
offered and a sermon given by an 'imam', a recognized teacher and prayer leader.
Their sacred book is the Koran, which purports to be a collection of Muhammad's
oral revelations, written in Arabic. Following Muhammad's death, disagreements
regarding the succession of the prophet caused a division in Islam between two
groups, the Sunnis and the Shi'ites. The Sunnis with 80% are much the largest group.
They accept traditions that have been handed down regarding sayings and deeds of
their prophet, whereas the Shi'ites recognize only the Koran as their spiritual guide.
Among these two groups smaller sects have emerged, such as the conservative
Wahabbi in Saudi Arabia, with which Osama bin Laden has been associated.

Within a century of Muhammad's death Islam spread rapidly, with adherents from
Spain in the west to India in the east. Today it is the principal religion of the Middle
East, the northern half of Africa and large areas of Asia, claiming a total of one
billion adherents world-wide.

In a different connection the apostle Paul wrote, Brethren, my heart's desire and my
supplication to God is for them, that they may be saved (Rom.10:1 RV). A similar
desire for the salvation of Muslims in our time may encourage evangelisation among
them; an understanding of 'where they are coming from' is the first step in that
direction!
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Joints & Ligaments

Martin Archibald, Paisley, Scotland

The joints of our human bodies offer a wonderful study in design. A 'saddle joint' at
the base of the thumb allows you to grasp and turn a tap, or form a plier-like grip
between thumb and any finger. Plane joints in my spine provide stability along with
rotation or bending of the torso. The ball and socket joint in the hip allows a leg to
swing or turn in several directions, while bearing upper body weight plus that of
anything carried by shoulder or arms. Ligaments are fibrous tissues which connect
bone to bone, keeping joints together.

The accurate language of Scripture

This detail comes from the last five centuries of the study of anatomy. If, however,
we go back to the writing of the New Testament in the first century A.D., what can we
expect joints and ligaments' (or 'bands' in the old versions) to mean? Here is another
source of wonder, for those terms in fact clearly correspond to what has later been
discovered about how joints work. For the doctor trained in a Greek school of
medicine, the human body was sacred, and was not to be dissected for study.
Therefore knowledge of how joints work was gleaned from external observation,
from wounds that exposed bone, or from dismemberment of animals for sacrifice or
cooking. Yet the terms used in Eph.4:16 and Col.2:19 are consistent with today's
knowledge. Here are the Greek words, set out for handy reference:

Haphe or 'joint' is derived from hapto = 'fasten’, and means something that fastens
one object to another.

Sundesmos is derived from sun = 'along with' + deo = 'bind'. It meant a 'bond' in
anatomy, as in our texts above; or 'that which unites' (for example see Eph.4:3).

Thus, fair equivalents for each word are 'joint' and 'ligament'. This is borne out by
neighbouring phrases in both key texts: '...being fitted and held together'

2006-117



(Eph.4:16 NAS); "...held together by the joints and ligaments' (Col.2:19 NAS). It
seems more consistent, therefore, to think of joints and ligaments', rather than
translate ligaments and sinews' as in NIV. (Sinews have a different function, joining
muscle to bone.)

'What every joint supplies’

We are ready now to look at the word commonly rendered ‘supply’ in these verses.
The beautiful thought in Phil.1:19, the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, offers the
very appealing idea that members of the Body of Christ may be channels of an
outflowing of the Holy Spirit from Christ the Head. There is then a link with what
every joint supplies (Eph.4:16 NAS), and being supplied and held together by the
joints and ligaments (Col.2:19 NAS). The problem is that joints and ligaments would
then appear to be thought of in New Testament times as channels rather than
fastenings. This would be out of harmony with other passages of Scripture that
describe details of the physical world with astonishing truth, centuries before it was
discovered by scientific investigation.

So again we make a dictionary search, and find that the Greek word translated here
as 'supply' could be used to mean: (1) convey as a gift or grant, e.g. seed fo the sower
(2 Cor.9:10); (2) furnish, e.g. virtue 2 Pet.1:5; (3) support, providing what is
necessary' for the well-being of another, e.g. rich supporting poor. There was in the
background a special but frequent sense (4) to sponsor public works. So in contexts
about connections between the limbs of the body that are 'fitted and held together',
doesn't the sense 'support' seem to win?

Nevertheless, the most recent translations keep the idea of 'supply' in some form, e.g.
'equip’ or 'nourish'. In Eph.4:16 the E.S.V. (2002) reads: from whom the whole body,
joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped...makes the body
grow. Col.2:19 reads: from whom the whole body, nourished and but together
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God.

Those translators have plainly decided that in view of the usage of the epichoreg-
word-cluster in settings where something is supplied, there is a relevance for that
thought in both texts. Certainly, we recognise that a joint in the body not only allows
blood and lymph vessels to pass from one limb to another, but also ensures that is
so by keeping them connected. It seems we may accept either 'supply' or 'support'
with good sense.

The spiritual purpose in mentioning joints and ligaments

Now we do not wish to lose sight of the apostle's purpose in this part of his
description of the Body of Christ. The Letter to the Ephesians was written to
followers of Christ who had turned to Him from the values of commercial success,
which undervalued people, using them like tools or property. They lived



in the centre for the worship of Artemis, with its attendant image-making industry,
and its enticements to immorality. Colossae had once profited from its position on the
River Lycus, and beside a trade-route between East and West, but had lost its
prosperity, along with the re-sited highway, to Laodicea, now a fashionable health
resort. What Paul saw as being vital to both churches, was to realize how blessed,
how rich they now were through their relationship with Christ, and so with each
member of His spiritual Body. To be closely united with Him, and with one another,
would take over from all sense of earthly loss.

But the Christian disciple's blessing depends to this day on keeping connection with
the Saviour of the Body in daily living. We have to learn to value what our Lord
prizes, and to accept direction from Him as Head. Thus we will value all those whom
He has made one with Himself, and we may then find we receive support from them.

A possible reservation

Before we go on, some readers may be concerned about how far the teaching of the
Church the Body of Christ has to do with daily Christian living. It is very true that there
is an aspect of the Church the Body that is the perfect work of God, uninfluenced by
human achievements or failure. Believers are baptised into that Body by Christ in the
Holy Spirit (Matt.3:11; 1 Cor.12:13). Thus no-one can change that divine union
with Him. When we were made to drink of one Spirit, we received eternal life, and
shall never perish, whatever our conduct down here (Jn 10:28). This is the perfect
position we are given by God's grace. His purpose, however, is that with our feet set
upon a rock, our walk in this world should reflect that blessing. Gifts were granted to
the Body so that it might be built up in manner of life, as well as in numbers - that
saints might be perfected' (See RV, Eph.4:12). Those gifts may be exercised or
neglected, in our service in churches of God (1 Tim.4:14; 2 Tim.1:6).

Joints and ligaments at work

What, then, is the distinctive role of those joints and ligaments in this process? Are
they distinct gifts, to be found in certain believers, or are they general principles of
behaviour

When Paul mentions other parts of the physical body in 1 Cor.12, for example the
eye or the hand, he doesn't identify them as specific types of gift: they are left as
obvious illustrations of how body parts depend on one another. The joints and
ligaments, however, are selected twice over to extend the imagery of the spiritual
Body. So we are right to consider how that function may work out in practice in the
service of the members together. Keeping connection is clearly vital to helping one
another. Co-operation, and the attitude of heart that encourages it, is the theme of
the passage about the Body in 1 Cor.12. If
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it is essential to holdfast the Head (Col.2:19) so as to receive and follow the direction He
gives, it is also vital to practise good relations with the members who serve beside us.
Clearly joints have a special role here. A joint allows suitable movement for the various
actions that the limbs perform, yet never loses connection - so that each member is still
available for the next required action!

First, what is expected of all

First, however, we recognise that all the members are expected to work together, in
appropriate groupings. It may begin with simply being civil to one another, and surely we
would expect an added kindness in tone and action that flows from the love of Christ. Then
comes the effort to be of active help in whatever our Lord calls on us to do for Him; and
to do so as part of a team when so required. Out of this grows the readiness to make room
for the service of others, rather than always step forward with our own skills. Nor is this a
matter of organisation alone. The ESV in Col.2:19 speaks of the whole body as nourished
and knit together through its joints and ligaments. So it is for each of us to pass on
spiritual feeding and refreshing, from the ministry of the Word, and from the up-building
effect of serving together. From that communion love is deepened and sympathy grows.
Thus the Body grows - in the quality of the life that we draw from Christ. There is also a
vital effect on our witness (Jn 17:20-21).

Outstanding gift in promoting unity

Yet are there not in our experience some saints who are specially gifted to minister in
this unifying way? They are quick to perceive others' needs, and equally their skills;
ready to understand and listen; and so they become specially able to say and do what helps
others to feel involved and valued. Our thoughts turn to an early promise given to peace-
makers: 'Blessed are the peace-makers, for they shall be called sons of God' (Matt.5:9).
They are the people who, with courage and grace, face up to the solving of problems, so
as to achieve lasting peace. With great patience and love, they work with estranged
saints, to bring them together. Such people are indeed joints and ligaments in the
Body of Christ, and they bring the nourishment of His presence. They let the peace of
Christ rule in their hearts, and His word dwells in them richly (Col.3).

Growing in this gift

Today we know as seldom before that keeping a body fit and healthy depends on balanced
food and exercise. Equipment for all the service we have described begins in the quiet
place with reading, meditation on, and study of the living Word. Prayer that includes
confession and thanksgiving leads to communion with the Father, the Son and the Spirit.
Without that, we are poor in communion with others. May we seek the Lord's face, that He
may equip more of our number to fill those two great job descriptions in the glorious
Body of Christ!
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Names that Need to be Known

11. Assembly

Geoff Hydon, Toronto, Canada

'Assembly’ is an exciting word for Christians. It is the name for Christians when they are
together. It is a hinge which allows the door of Christian activity to move. But a hinge has
to be correctly positioned. We have first to get such fundamentals right, then we shall see
how this precious, powerful truth very much needs to apply to us today.

The New Testament distinguishes between those who form a local church (ekklesia) of
God and those who. while belonging to it. 'come together as a church' (Gk. en ekklesia).
Ideally, these will be all those who form the church on a 24/7 basis, and, who. as such, are
equally those who are scripturally required to continually devote themselves to assemble
together for the various functions of a local church of God as commanded in the New
Testament.

This should come as nothing new to readers of the Old Testament. But it will be very
helpful to get back to the words the writers themselves used, since sometimes translations
are not as precise as the original inspired text. A distinct word for 'assembly' is found
frequently in the Old Testament, but not in the New. So when we move to the New
Testament we must look for passages that use its essential meaning rather than the word
itself. The thought 'assembly' expresses is certainly woven throughout the whole Bible.

Old Testament

In the Old Testament, the term 'assembly' most often applies to the people of Israel. It
describes them when they gathered together. The first Bible reference to Israel as an
assembly is Ex.12:6, which speaks of
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the 'whole assembly of the congregation of Israel'; all Israel without exception (the
congregation) were to assemble in their respective homes to keep the Passover. They
were acting in unison in accordance to the command of the Lord, a key feature in the use
of the term assembly. Now while they were in their tents in the wilderness, or in their
houses in the Promised Land, they were all Israelites, 24/7. But at certain times the whole
of Israel was called together (e.g. Deut.9:10). and as such they were then also described as
an assembly.

An assembly did not necessarily include all Israel. You will see from reading 2 Chron.29
& 30 that at first the 'assembly' included only the king and princes, then the priest and
Levites, then the people of Jerusalem and then all who responded to invitations to keep
the Passover. The 'assembly' thus describes the group that responds to the command to
meet at a specific time and place for a specific purpose. The Hebrew word for such an
assembly is gahal (you can look it up in Strong's Concordance, number 6951). The
purpose of these assemblies was always important. Israel had to assemble where and
when they were told to do so: to worship God, to hear His directions for them, and to act
in judgement against offenders. You will also notice as you study, that when the people
speak with one voice to their leaders, they are called an assembly, for they must have
gathered together to agree on what their representatives were to say (e.g.
Num.16:2,3:20:2-6).

We must stress that the assemblings of Israel were not accidental or even casual events.
Also, they depended on the people's acknowledgment of the leaders used by the Lord to
call the people together at God's command (Num.10:7). By contrast, at a low point in
Israel's history the people were typified by independence; there was no acknowledged
king and each of the people just did what was right in his own eyes (Judg.21:24,25).

You might in your study note a bit of a complication. The word 'gahal' is not always
translated into English as 'assembly'. It is also translated as 'congregation'. However, there
is a different Hebrew word that the Spirit of God has used when He wishes to refer simply
to all Israel: it is the Hebrew word edah (Strong's number 5712), which is used 89 times
in this way. It might have been helpful to us if this distinction in the original words 'qahal'
and 'edah' had been consistently shown by using the different English words, assembly
and congregation (in this respect the English Revised Version and the English Standard
Version are indeed more consistent). You will often find descriptions of the assembling of
the congregation, but never 'the congregation of the assembly', because the congregation
describes the whole, while the assembly describes those of a congregation that gather
together (E.g. Ex.12:6:35:1; Num.1:18; Num.14:5; Num.16:19,42; Josh.18:1). In almost
half of the references to
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congregation the term 'all the congregation' or 'the whole congregation' is used to further
emphasize that congregation is meant to be very inclusive, whereas 'assembly’ may
exclude a portion of the congregation.

New Testament

Now this series is examining names applied to the same thing in both the Old Testament
and the New. When the word 'church' in the New Testament is describing faithful
Christian disciples in a particular city or town, the full term for that is 'the church of God
in (City/Town)' (e.g. 1 Cor.1:2). If the New Testament had been written in Hebrew then
these overall groupings might have been described by the word 'edah', because 'edah’
refers to a whole congregation whether or not the people are all in the same place, at the
same time, for the same reason. If you are in a church of God you are in it 24/7.

But Heb.10:25 reads:...not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some,
but encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near. Is this
thought of assembling together a frequent and important theme in the New Testament - as
it has been shown to be in the Old Testament? Yes, it certainly is. It is a vital hinge to the
door of New Testament Christian activity.

God's purpose

It is impossible to keep all the commands of our risen Lord Jesus Christ without gathering
together. You will find important examples of a church of God gathering together in 1
Cor.11:17,18,20,33,34; 1 Cor.14:23,26. In these instances a single Greek word is used
(Strong's number 4905). A concordance search of the word 'together' as used in the New
Testament gets a bit complicated. But do not let that stop you doing thorough research.
The complication is that whereas in English we express the thought in one word:
'together’, in the language of the New Testament writer sometimes three Greek words
were used to express the specific meaning of being 'together' as a church: ‘epi to auto’.
People who are ‘epi to auto’, together, are so by intent and purpose, not by accident but in
order to be an assembly. You'll find examples of this in Acts 1:15; Acts 2:44; 1
Cor.14:23.

Actions of an assembly

We described this concept of an 'assembly' as a hinge in activities that God has designed
to be engaged in collectively. That is why He provided the pattern for churches of God.
So we will see in the above references for 'gathering together', key growth factors such as
teaching, fellowship, worship, or prayer, or even judgement - which like pruning is
necessary for effective quality
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growth. Leaders must gather the church for these purposes.

The commands of the Lord were passed on in the Apostles' teaching, and teaching is a
vital requirement in our development as Christians. It opens our minds to greater
obedience to Christ and greater service for Him (1 Tim.4:6). The Spirit of God takes up
the Word of God through the teacher (Jn 14:26; Jn 16:13,14; 1 Jn 2:20). It is something
that has its proper place in assembly gatherings, not only individual study (1 Cor.2:13; 1
Cor.4:17).

Paul, writing to the church of God in Corinth, speaks about them gathering together to
keep the commands of the Lord Jesus Christ. So he says, 'when you come together as a
church' (1 Cor.11:18). This is the church of God seen as 'en ekklesia' or in assembly. He
then went on to teach them about their assembling to keep the remembrance, the high
point of the worship of a church of God. It was a command of the Lord that necessitated
disciples assembling together.

The importance of gathering together for assembly prayers is adequately shown from the
example of the church of God in Philippi (Phil.1:19). Their prayers were what Paul relied
on for his effectiveness in gospel outreach. The door of opportunity relied in part on this
hinge. Peter would have strongly endorsed the need for assembling for church prayer too!
(Acts 12:5,12).

The church of God in Corinth also had to act collectively in judgment of an unrepentant
immoral man. Paul emphasized to them that this action required them to be together (1
Cor.5:3-13). It was necessary for the 'leaven' to be removed from the assembly in this
way. and its purifying effect was vital for the church to progress in holiness.

Not everyone in a church of God will necessarily be at all its meetings; a woman may be
in labour, another may be away on a trip. The ones that gather, we may, with special
aptness, designate as 'the assembly'. God's intention is that disciples of Christ should be
together, together in intent, together in purpose and necessarily at certain agreed times
together in the same place(s). This is part of His essential recipe for sustained effective
growth. Trends toward independence will curtail that growth.

Let us not be satisfied with just the privilege of being part of the congregation. Let us
dedicate ourselves in obedience to being part of the assembled company of the church,
whenever it meets. This includes the assembly prayer meeting (Acts 2:42).
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Minor Prophets? Major Issues!

11. Man's Inhumanity to
Man

Craig Jones, Toronto, Ontario

Mankind's seemingly inexhaustible capacity to inflict hardship, suffering, injustice and
death upon fellow men, women and children is staggering in its scope. Historians have
estimated that up to 170 million people have died at the hands of their own brutal,
repressive governments during the 20th century, with the worst culprits being China's
Mao Tse-Tung (up to 50 million) and Russia's Joseph Stalin (over 20 million). Quite apart
from the consequences of internal or external conflict amongst nations, the inhumane
treatment of men, women and children can be seen in many other areas, where the
deliberate inaction of governments, organisations, businesses and individuals leads to
poverty, famine and disease - whilst those who possess more of the world's material
benefits look on in apparent indifference. Such indifference is chillingly summed up by
Joseph Stalin: "A single death is a tragedy: a million deaths is a statistic."

It may seem to us that such inhumanity is indeed a 20th century phenomenon - or at least
that the 20th century has produced evermore sophisticated and subtle ways in which to
inflict it. However, some 750 years before the birth of Christ. God raised up a humble
shepherd. Amos, commissioning him as a prophet of God, with an uncompromising
message, warning of judgement upon nations who had committed atrocities comparable
in their brutality to those we identify in our own recent history (ethnic cleansing, rape,
murder, genocide - see Amos 1). This message was also to be taken to those whom God
had chosen as His own people, to whom He had promised special privileges and blessings
and of whom He expected justice and righteousness to be
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characteristic of their individual and national consciousness, guiding their actions and
policies, setting them apart as an example to the nations round about.

God's chosen people - both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of
Judah - had sinned grievously against the Lord, in particular in regard to their
mistreatment of the poor and less fortunate (Amos 2:6-8; Amos 4:1; Amos 5:11-12). The
nation at this time was very prosperous and it seems evident that this prosperity was only
enjoyed by the rich, whilst the poor suffered. The rich became richer and consequently
more self-indulgent and decadent in their pleasures - well-appointed houses (Amos 5:11).
easy living at the expense of others (Amos 6:4-6). All this was an affront to God. who. in
entering into covenant relationship with His chosen people, made careful and specific
provisions for the poor of the community (Lev.19:9-10,15; Deut.15:7-11; Deut.24:14-15,
17-22). On top of all this, they had rejected the law of the Lord and had not kept His
statutes: their observance of feasts and offerings of sacrifices were empty gestures, devoid
of meaning in their own hearts and consequently despised by the Lord Himself (Amos
5:21-23). The people had consistently ignored the warnings of impending judgement and
now the time had finally come when the Lord had no other option but to bring them into
captivity.

As God's people today, there remains for us an expectation from the Lord that a sense of
social justice and compassion should characterize our community. In his letter. James
warns against an attitude of snobbery and class distinction (Jas.2:1-9) and also cries out
against all those who abuse their wealth and status at the expense of others (Jas.5:1-6).
Whilst we naturally recoil from the more brutal examples of man's inhumanity to man.
and decry the wickedness that motivates such violence, it is nevertheless possible that the
underlying attitudes that often reside in the hearts of those responsible for such atrocities
may be in evidence in us, albeit subtly: a certain sense of superiority, of partiality towards
some people as opposed to others, of not wanting to associate with those who aren't in our
'class', of vanity and the desire for recognition and attention. We do well, therefore, to
remember Paul's words to the believers in the church of God in Corinth. For consider
your calling, brethren, that there were not many...noble; but God has chosen the...weak
things of the world...and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen (1
Cor.1:26-28).

As with God's people of old, we have a high and privileged calling and the Lord expects
that those who are His chosen ones, above all others, should outwardly reflect His own
nature of love, kindness and compassion in their dealings with each other, and with their
fellow men. women and children. We are to prove the genuineness of our discipleship by
our love and to manifest the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place. For we
are a fragrance of Christ (2 Cor.2:14.15).
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Focus

Security Threats

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Year 2006 closes under the shadow of increased concerns about security, both
internationally and within such countries as the United States and Britain.

Early in October North Korea claimed to have successfully conducted its first nuclear
test. Assuming the explosion to have been genuinely successful North Korea has now
become the world's ninth nuclear power.

Alarmed by this new threat in the Pacific Region. Japan immediately reacted by imposing
economic sanctions on North Korea. US President Bush warned that the country would
face "severe repercussions". China described the underground detonation as "brazen". The
United Nations denounced the tests but struggled to agree what sanctions might be
applied. North Korea having declared that strict UN sanctions would be regarded as a
declaration of war.

There is special concern because Kim Jong-il, the unpredictable dictator of North Korea,
has defiantly pursued the nuclear project despite strong international pressure to deter
him. He has also built up the strength of his country's army above one million, a grossly
disproportionate use of the country's resources when millions of the population live in
poverty.

Early October also saw the conclusion of a sensational trial in London, UK which
highlighted dangers from 'the enemy within'. It was the trial of thirty-four year old Dhiren
Barot, a British Muslim convert who planned to kill as many innocent people as possible
by blowing up some of the world's largest financial institutions. These included the
International Monetary Fund and World Bank buildings in Washington, the New York
Stock Exchange and Citigroup buildings in New York and the Prudential buildings in
New Jersey. No warning was to be given and the attacks were intended severely to
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disrupt the world's stock markets.

In the United Kingdom Barot planned to pack three limousines with gas cylinders and
explosives, and park them in city underground car parks, anticipating that their detonation
would ensure mass casualties. He also designed a 'dirty-bomb plot' to build and detonate a
radio-active device to 'cause fear, panic and social confusion'.

During the court hearing Barot calmly made notes on his lap-top computer. When finally
charged with conspiracy to murder and asked, "Do you plead guilty or not guilty?" he
replied, "I plead guilty." The Judge commented that when Barot is in due course
sentenced he will be the first Muslim terrorist to be sentenced in UK for such a grave
offence as conspiracy to murder.

Barot's parents, of Indian origin, had come to England from Kenya when he was only one
year old. They lived in a reputable London suburb and their son was educated at the
Kingsbury High School. He was brought up as a Hindu, but after a family visit to
Kashmir when he was twenty he converted to the Muslim faith. Neighbourhood
acquaintances in his home area describe his family as "some of the nicest people you
could ever meet." Sadly, it seems evident that under the influence of Muslim extremists
he was 'brainwashed' to the extent that he designed schemes for mass murder, and
seriously intended to try to carry them through.

Both the emergence of a ninth country with destructive nuclear capability and the
exposure of hidden peril lurking in the suburb of a Western capital city emphasize the
value to any nation of Christians who appreciate their responsibility to pray in accordance
with 1 Tim.2:1-3:

Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of
thanks be made for all men, for kings and all who are in authority, that we may lead a
quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence. For this is good and acceptable in
the sight of God our Saviour.

How indebted we feel to God that the authorities were successful in thwarting Dhiren
Barot's evil intentions! We should not be slow in giving God thanks for this merciful
overruling. Should we not also be prayerfully concerned for the people of North Korea
whose lives are so sadly marginalized under a ruthless and godless regime? How far
Christian responsibility in prayer extends! For it is to embrace all mankind and all who
hold governmental power. May we be granted grace increasingly to respond to such a
demanding challenge!
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The Early Years

Brian Fullarton, Bathgate, Scotland

We are grateful to Doctor Luke, under the guidance of the divine Spirit, for furnishing us
with an orderly account of the early life of the Lord Jesus in chapter two of his gospel.

Earliest development

In accordance with the census requirement that was issued from Rome by the emperor
Augustus (Caesar Octavianus), Joseph and Mary made their way from Nazareth in Galilee
to Bethlehem in Judaea, a journey of some seventy miles, to enrol their names. We are
told that Mary was great with child (Lk.2:5). i.e. at a well-advanced stage in her
pregnancy. We do not know how long they were in Bethlehem, certainly a few days at
least (see Lk.2:6), but there must have been many people there for the same purpose. So
we learn from this record that the Lord's development in the womb of the virgin was
completely natural.

Babyhood

In all likelihood the Lord of glory was born in a building where animals were kept,
adjacent to a house or hotel. Mary herself lovingly wrapped her tiny firstborn son in long
strips of warm cloth. At the same time, an angelic messenger was conveying the
wonderful news of the Saviour's birth. God's gift to the world, to shepherds on night-
watch duty, an occupation by no means highly regarded in those times, indeed one looked
upon as 'inferior'. Their alarm gave way to astonishment as the single messenger was
joined by a multitude of the heavenly host praising God. On the departure of these
heavenly visitors, the shepherds travelled from their pastures, most probably on the
outskirts of the town, to see for themselves the Babe (Lk.2:16) in the lovely, closely knit
family unit of father, mother, and child. Heavenly
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praise was now accompanied by earthly praise from the joyful hearts of these humble
men (Lk.2:20).

Infancy

Following the fulfilment of the requirements of Lev.12 concerning a mother who had
borne male offspring, the Lord's parents brought Him at the tender age of forty one days
to the temple in Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (Lk.2:22). He had already been
'presented' in a sense to Israel and the world (cp. Lk.2:10,14). but here was something that
was very special to His Father. Unable to afford the lamb for the burnt offering. Joseph
and Mary took full advantage of the Lord's provision for the poor in the lesser but equally
valid offering. Then came the meeting with Simeon, to whom the promise had been given
by the Holy Spirit that he would not die until he had seen the long-awaited Messiah. He
had been patiently waiting for this moment, and now he held in those likely frail arms, the
Son of God. and gave God thanks publicly for being able to savour this moment,
declaring Him to be the light of the Gentiles, and the glory of Israel. On hearing such
words the Lord's father and mother were shaken, and more so when he addressed Mary
directly announcing her future sorrow because of what would happen to her son. The
Ancient of Days, who had become in incarnation the Infant of Days, would one day suffer
and die.

The next to appear on the scene was Anna, remarkably fit for her years (which may have
been well over a hundred), as borne out by her regular attendance at the temple. She had
known the trauma of losing her husband not far on in married life, yet she remained
faithful to the Lord and thankful for all His mercies to her day by day. She likewise
testified of this little one as the 'bringer' of redemption, as well as the 'giver' of
consolation to many in Israel (Lk.2:25,37,38).

Childhood

Lk.2:40 tells us that the Lord's 'growth' as a child was completely natural, but there was
an added dimension to it. He not only grew physically and mentally, but also spiritually,
God's grace filling His young life.
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Boyhood

The Lord was a normal boy in so many ways, yet so different from every other
youngster in that His preoccupation was doing His Father's will being involved in
the Father's work, and giving Him pleasure by glorifying His name. Luke
specifically mentions the age of twelve at which the boy Jesus (Lk.2:43) went up to
Jerusalem with His folks and, in all probability, some of His siblings, at the time of
the feast. On the return journey the Lord's parents noticed He was missing after
travelling for about a day, so they went back (another day's trek), and then spent the
best part of another day looking for Him. They found Him in the temple, listening,
questioning, and answering Hebrew scholars of the day m such a way that they were
amazed. All this time, He was 'serving' His Father with every ounce of energy at His
disposal. Truly 'immersed' in His Father's business (Lk.2:49. See RVM). Yet, the Lord
did not disrespect His earthly parents one bit. Luke is careful to record se was subject
to them (Lk.2:51). Service with due subjection was the order of the day m the life of
this outstanding boy.

Youth

The Lord's development is seen to continue in a perfectly 'natural' way in Lk.2:52, yet
wisdom, maturity, and spirituality are all in perfect harmony and impeccable
quality.

(Scripture quotations are from RV)

This is the wondrous story —
Born of a Hebrew maid

The Lord of life and glory;
And in a manger laid.

He grew in human stature.

In every childlike grace:

He lived a life most holy

In all His youthful days. C.M. Luxmoore)

The-initialinvasion-of course,wasin1939—Corrected
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The Promise

Ifiok Akpanim, Idua-Eket, Nigeria

The Name of Jesus means so much to everyone whether consciously or unconsciously.
The actual name is the Greek form of Joshua, and was defined by the angel to mean
'Saviour' (Matt.1:21).

Going back to Gen.3:15, we find that God promised a 'seed' through the woman. This
seed was destined to put an end to the work of Satan, by crushing the Serpent's head,
although in doing so His heel would be bruised. So the Promised Seed was to destroy the
works of darkness. He was the One who alone could save, and salvation entails remission
of sins. So it was that a lamb must be provided. When Isaac asked. "Father...where is the
lamb for the burnt offering?"” Abraham answered. "God will provide for Himself the
lamb" (Gen.22:7.8). Then, pictured in the Passover lamb, was the fact that no bone of
Him was to be broken (Ex.12:46).

As Christ. He was also appointed to rule. The Spirit signified to Isaiah. For unto us a
Child is born, Unto us a Son is given; And the government will be upon His shoulder. And
His name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end (1sa.9:6.7).
And. "Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign: behold, the virgin shall conceive
and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel” (Isa.7:14). It is worthy of note that
this sign was given by God Himself, and did not proceed from any other source.

A thorough search of Scripture, with closer devotional study, as well as paying particular
attention to the divine pattern of worship as seen in Tabernacle and Temple, reveal the
Old Testament in its entirety as containing prophecies and foreshadowings of Jesus
Christ. Thus viewed, the Scriptures constrain the earnest inquirer to believe in Him, and
have life in His Name.

2006-132



