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    Chapter 1 - The Fixed, Established and Determined Purpose of God

  


  
    Reading: Romans 8:15-30.


    I want to speak to you in a general and simple way this morning on what seems to me to be so evident in this portion which we have read, as related to the time in which we live particularly. I think you will agree that the people of God in this time, as in many times past, times of severe pressure, trial and suffering, perhaps anxiety, need delivering thoughts, thoughts which lift up and lift out and reassure the heart and make steady the going. I do not know of anything in the Word of God more calculated to perform that function of lifting and reassuring the people of God in a time of trial than this familiar passage. It brings us right back on to the foundation of all things with some mighty affirmations and some tremendous statements. It brings us right into the eternal, abiding, establishing thoughts of God concerning His own people in all times, but it is in those thoughts of God, as we recognise them, that we find our strength in times of special stress.


    The Fixed and Determined Purpose of God


    The first thought here, and the basic thought, is this: God has a fixed, settled, established, determined purpose. God has His thoughts from eternity clearly and perfectly defined. The world is not in a jumble; things are not, from God's standpoint, in chaos. They may be from our standpoint, from man's point of view, but from God's they are not.


    One clear, sure thought and purpose is actively at work in all these things which are going on as they affect and touch the life of the people of God, and we must remember that, at the heart of the universe, is the elect; the very core of everything is the people of God, the called according to His purpose. That is why they are never exempt from the things which go on in the world; God never puts them into positions of isolation from world happenings, never sets them aside or shuts them up in some place where they are untouched and unaffected. There is a sense in which the people of God register the happenings in the cosmos more than anyone else and suffer more than others. They are the main objective and are more involved than any others. With all other of the Lord's people, we are the heart of things, and God's fullest thought is centred in His people. And around that people, embodying that thought of God, the whole creation is gathered, according to this word, and the whole creation is said to be groaning in travail in direct relation to this thought of God which is to emerge ultimately in the manifestation of the sons of God.


    Now, I do want to put this as simply as can be grasped by the youngest. God's thoughts are very high but they are not beyond His little ones, and I just want to say that all over again in fewer words in a simpler way. Right from the beginning before the world was created, God had a definite thought. It was not just an idea that He was going to try out, not just something that had come into His mind and He was going to experiment with it to see if He could bring it to pass. When God thinks a thought, it is as good as an act. "I know the thoughts that I think towards you... to give you an expected end" (Jer. 29:11), and who will for a moment allow room for God's thoughts like that to be ultimately defeated? Oh no, God's thoughts are God's acts. So that He had a thought which was as good as an accomplishment from the beginning, and right through the ages God has been at work with that thought in relation to His own people, and in such times as the time in which we are living, times of great trial for the people of God, those thoughts of God take on a new meaning. And the people of God ought to turn back to those thoughts of God in order that they may be saved.


    What I mean is this. I was talking to someone yesterday who is very much in the affairs of this world, and he said, "Of course, this world, is all upside down, all topsy-turvy, everything is wrong, nothing is as it should be!" He was not talking religiously; he was talking as a man of the world without any knowledge whatever of God's thoughts. He went on to say, "Of course, so far as our lifetime is concerned, we shall never see a new world, we shall never see recovery, never see things normal again..." and he spoke with a note which indicated that for him life and the world was all gone. Everything for which you lived and hoped, your whole system of things, has gone, there is nothing left; you might just as well depart from this life now.


    If we are going to live at all in relation to this world and this world order, we are going to be in a terrible mess. And I do want to say to you that the deliverance that we need is from looking for the end of the war - if I may put it quite bluntly - from looking for a cessation of these hostilities and the return of peace and of conditions in which we can settle down, perhaps enjoy ourselves again, and all the old liberties. If we are groaning for the end of the war and the return of peaceable conditions and all those facilities of which we have been deprived and just hoping from day to day that there will be good news, something which indicates peace is to be reached soon; if we are living in either the defeats or the victories, the ups or the downs, of these present world happenings; if in any way we are living in them and our hopes are centred in them, we are destined and doomed to despair and to live under a terrible strain. We have got to get out of this, somehow we have got to be above it.


    Of course, we shall be touched with the suffering, sorrow and conditions. We shall feel the strain in the realm of our souls, but in the innermost part of our being, in our spirit, we have got to be free from this. We shall never be able to bear our testimony, fulfill our ministry, or be here for God that for which He has chosen us unless we are in that position of spiritual detachment and spiritual elevation above what is happening. We need deliverance; we must have it. When we take up our morning paper and read of disaster after disaster, set-back after set-back, defeat and reverse, we can become involved in it terribly and the shadow be over us for the rest of the day. That will not do, and if things do go from worse to worse, we have got to find a place where still we are outside of it.


    Now then, what is it that will secure us there? What will deliver us? It will be the basic and all-governing thought of God. If only I can be assured that God is definitely giving Himself to something, and I can see what that something is and I can have, by the Holy Spirit, the witness in my own being that He is doing that in my case, I am delivered. It is so true that unless you can see that God is doing something and unless you can see something of what God is doing, you are in chaos and you will soon be in despair. That is where the world is. It is indeed without God and without hope in the world.


    What is this thought? The words are so familiar, but I believe everything in history from the beginning to the end in relation to the people of God turns upon this one familiar fragment: "Whom He foreknew, He also foreordained to be conformed to the image of His Son" (Rom. 8:29).


    "Conformed to the image of His Son" - that is the basic, all-governing thought of God where His people are concerned. That is what He has been at work upon from the beginning with His people. That is at the very heart and root of our present experiences, our trial, our suffering. God is at work upon you and upon me with this one thing in view: conformity to the image of His Son. That means many things, it means a great deal. What it means we are not going to stay to consider now, but we take fresh note of it as the underlying, under-girding fact. Going right back before time - foreknown, foreordained; on past time to the 'when time shall be no more' - in realisation conformed to the image of His Son. The verse before verse 28, is just that. God is working all things with us for good, even to those who are called according to His purpose.


    What good? What is the good of our suffering, of our trial, of all that we go through? The good is this: that God is reproducing His Son in us, and His Son is His hope and His ultimate glory revealed manifestly in the saints in terms of sonship. It is the hope for the whole creation - "subjected to vanity... in hope". We are travailing in hope. The hope is in God's Son and the hope is the manifestation of that Son in the saints.


    Now to bring that down again to very simple terms, go back to the place where, for the time being, the Lord has put you, where He has called you to live your life and do your work in all the trial of it, the difficulty of it, the suffering of it, and do not strain to get out of it. Do not lose the present value of it by always living mentally or hopefully in a time when you will be out of it, but go back there and recognise that if you are the Lord's, if you love God and are called according to purpose (as you are if you are in Christ), God is seeking to do something with you and in you by means of the difficulties and the trials and the sufferings of your present situation, and you only stand to defeat God's end if you try to get out and if you do not recognse what He is trying to do and do not accept it. I can think of few more regrettable and grievous things than that we should look back upon any part of our life and have to say, 'I might have realised some great purpose of God in that period of my life if only I had taken another attitude towards it than the one I did take. I was chafing, trying to get out, impatient. I was all the time looking for a way of escape. I was rebellious, I was living in another mental world of my own creating, a world in which I would do this and that and be this and that; it was another world - and I missed all that God intended at that time!' There can be few things more grievous than that. These things are irreparable.


    So we must go back to the place and conditions in which the Lord has placed us with this attitude: God has a thought; that thought relates to me as one of His own and that thought is through the conditions, through the sufferings, to get in me and get developed in me, the features of His Son. On the one hand, the features of that old creation may become more and more terrible, awful, horrible, as I recognise them in myself, but over against that God is doing something which is other than myself, which is not me at all. He is bringing into being Another, altogether other, and that is His Son. This takes place all too slowly; nevertheless something is happening. It is not very much manifested, but it is going to be manifested that sonship, what God has been doing will come out into the light eventually: conformity to the image of His Son: "that He might be the firstborn among many brethren".


    So we look upon the people of God in the earth among whom we are included, and we have to adjust our ideas as to why we are here on the earth. There may be things to do, but God is far more concerned with the being than with the doing, and we have got to learn all over again what service is. I am not going to pursue that at the moment, but I would say this: service to God is essentially spiritual. In other words, it is the measure in which Christ Himself is brought into God's universe for His satisfaction, and we know that we can never bring Christ into anyone's life by preaching. Have you not learned that yet? I have, some of you have. Really how much of Christ has resulted from all the conferences you have attended? I am under no delusion or illusion that what I am saying to you can reproduce Christ in you. We may talk to the end of our days, but all our preaching, teaching, talking, is not going to produce Him. We can only help one another in this matter to understand what God is after, what God is seeking to do.


    The Holy Spirit as the Indispensable Agent of the Purpose of God


    And so we come back to this second thing in relation to purpose in this chapter. There is the thought, there is the purpose, the thing which God has in view, upon which He is at work, but the Holy Spirit is brought in here so definitely and fully as the indispensable agent. "The Spirit... makes intercession... according to God". The words 'the will of God' are in italics; they are not in the original. The Spirit who knows God, God's thoughts, God's mind, is working according to God and working in us. We have received the Spirit of sonship, adoption, by which we cry: Father! We are children of God to be manifested as the sons of God, but all this is because the Holy Spirit is operating, making intercession, groanings which cannot be uttered. "The Spirit helpeth our infirmity"; He comes alongside. He alone can reproduce Christ, conform us to the image of Christ, and yet we have thought that service was preaching, teaching, doing this or that or a hundred and one things. Oh, that is only the vehicle of the Spirit. Let us be undeceived about this matter. You are not going to be one whit better spiritually for attending these meetings unless the Holy Spirit does something. All this may be very true, but your knowing all this will not reach the end of God. We are wrecked upon the Holy Spirit in this matter. That is the place for real exercise over everything that we hear.


    The fact is this, that we may advance a long, long way in spiritual knowledge, I mean in information, the knowledge of the truth, beyond our own measure, and then we have the shock, under terrible conditions, of discovering that all that we have accumulated through the years is no good to us. We are right up against things and we have to say, "I have not got the things I thought I had, that I thought I knew; they are not helping me; I am being brought right back to foundations, to beginnings, in my real personal living knowledge of the Lord Himself!" The peril then, of course, is to jettison all the teaching we have had and say that it is a valueless thing. It is not valueless, but we must recognise this, that there is all the difference between knowing the thoughts of God in our minds, having all information and knowledge of that kind, and the Holy Spirit using that in us to accomplish God's ends. Thus we have got to come back with every bit and have very real dealings with the Lord. Our attitude every time must be, 'Oh, Lord, do save me from ever coming to the time when what I have heard proves only to have been a thing heard; make that a basis of Holy Spirit activity to reach the Divine end!'


    Now, if you can grasp this, it is going to be great deliverance. Why are the people of God suffering? What is the meaning of our suffering? To be conformed to the image of His Son. Of course, we do not need a world war to do that, but God is going to use all these conditions to that end, and unfortunately, tragically enough, there are multitudes of the Lord's people who do need a world war. They are so bound up with the externalities of Christianity, with its whole structure and system that nothing but that which will overthrow, disintegrate, destroy and raise tremendous questions about that whole business will bring them to the place where the Spirit of God can begin to really do the work which He has come to do in them. So the present world situation has a great bearing upon the purpose of God in the people of God.


    I do not want to speak too much about work and service at this time, but we are all conscious that the growing limitations bearing down upon us as those who would serve the Lord, are really very testing. They raise many questions and problems in our minds so far as the fulfilment of what we have thought to be our ministry is concerned. The situation is a very trying one. We have got to look deeper, still more inward, as to God's thought. This is a fact borne out in the case of every servant of God in history who has really come under the hand of God, that the real values of their lives for all time have been the values which correspond to the wine of the grape, the thing trodden out in the winepress, the agony of the heart. And you know that it is true in your case that if ever you have had anything at all that was worthwhile giving, which you knew to be worthwhile and which has really helped someone else, that thing has been born out of some travail in your own experience. You have gone into the winepress, you have gone through an agony to produce that, and it is like that, and that is the nature of real service to God.


    How do we know - not have the information but know - how do we know? We only know in that deepest sense by going into a situation where we are stripped of everything in order to prove that one thing, that it shall become our deliverance, our salvation, to know. That is the way in which we learn, and there is no gap whatever between that kind of knowledge and our very being. That knowledge is not objective to ourselves, that knowledge is ourselves, and when we give that, we give ourselves and we cannot stand back from that and say, 'Well, I believed that once, but I do not believe it any longer; I had those ideas, but I have not got them now!' Oh, God could never be satisfied with anything like that. We stand or fall by our knowledge, because true knowledge is life, is being, and it is what God Himself is in us.


    Now I think we had better close. I said at the beginning that it would be talking in a general way. I wonder if you grasp the point. What is God doing with His people? Well, He is using all these things which are happening in the case of His own people, primarily to bring about in them that conformity to the image of His Son which is to mean Christ, Christ in manifestation in an elect people. Foreordained because foreknown, for this very thing.


    This thought of God is a delivering thought. Now are you tempted to pray at this time for the Lord's people? Well, of course, we are all tempted to pray for their deliverance, we are all tempted to cry to the Lord that they might escape. It may be right at times to pray deliverance for the Lord's people, but suppose the Lord does not deliver. He does not always deliver at once. He allows the situation to continue, to become long-drawn-out. The enemy will encamp upon that fact and give it his own twist and interpretation: "God is not doing anything, God has left His people, God is standing back, God is not concerned!" No answering voice, no sign of God reacting, no slightest indication that He is taking any account at all. It is like that very often, and that is a real playground for the enemy, that fact of God's apparent and seeming inactivity and unconcern, His silence. He makes no response apparently.


    How shall we be delivered from going to pieces, from being overwhelmed and destroyed in such a time and under such conditions? Only by the grasping of this thought of God, and we have to begin to pray along other lines. If God does not will to deliver His people, there is a deeper and higher thought and purpose of God than their deliverance and He is at work upon that, and deeply in them He is going to reproduce the patience of Jesus Christ, the endurance of Jesus Christ, the forgiveness of Jesus Christ - "Father, forgive them".


    If you go right over the whole ground of God's Son perfected through sufferings and can read your gospels anew and understand Him as He differs so utterly from the standards of men; if you can understand Him, you can see what God is doing with you, with me, with His people. Meekness and gentleness - these are foreign things to our natures; under stress, under adversity, under the cruel hand of tyrannical men, to say, 'Father, forgive'. The image of His Son and the very acceptance of those conditions is a terrible challenge to our natures and dispositions. Our whole nature revolts against meekness and lowliness. Our natures want to rise up and be even with the other one, or be the master of the situation, to come out best. Our nature does not accept opposition, antagonism, frustration, persecution and such things; it does not delight in them, but He was meek and lowly in heart.


    But think - and oh, this is the marvel of the crucifixion, the marvel of Christ in Pilate's hall and before the High Priest - think again: spat upon, mocked, struck, in every way degraded, and that is almighty and infinite God incarnate who, with the parting of His lips, the silent lifting of His hand, could have smitten that crowd out of existence. The centurion was right; when the centurion saw what had happened, he was filled with fear and said, "Truly this was the Son of God!"


    We have heard of people suddenly discovering awful mistakes and dying of heart failure on the spot - the awful shock of the mistake they had made. You see Him there and you think of the shock that has got to come yet to those who did it - to see Him. You can understand something of the power of revolution in Saul of Tarsus, he who knew all about what had happened in Jerusalem, seeing Him! "I am Jesus!" Seeing Him in a brightness above that of the noonday sun.


    But my point is this, the Son of God accepted all that, endured all that, put up with it, going through to the bitter end, letting them hammer nails through His body, fixing Him to the cross, with all the deriding, "He saved others, but He cannot save Himself! He said He was the Son of God, then let God deliver Him!" And He did not stir a finger or utter a word when twelve legions of angels were standing there ready. If one angel could smite the host of Sennacherib, what would twelve legions do? That is meekness and lowliness of heart, and that is what God is trying to do with us. That is the thought of God, that is going to be glory in God's universe, that is going to make a world worth living in; that is going to be the nature of a universe that will be bearable. God does that in us, and so the portion we read finds early in it these words:


    "I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us."


  


  
    Chapter 2 - A Spiritual People

  


  
    "And ye shall know that I have sent this commandment unto you, that My covenant may be with Levi, saith the Lord of hosts. My covenant was with him of life and peace; and I gave them to him that he might fear; and he feared Me and stood in awe of My name ... For the priest's lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the law at his mouth; for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts" (Mal. 2:4,5,7).


    "Behold, I send My messenger, and he shall prepare the way before Me; and the Lord, whom ye seek, will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant, whom ye desire, behold, He cometh, saith Jehovah of hosts. But who can abide the day of his coming? And who shall stand when he appeareth? For He is like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' soap: and He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and He will purify the sons of Levi, and refine them as gold and silver; and they shall offer unto the Lord offerings in righteousness" (Mal. 3:1-3).


    In our previous meditation, we said in passing that conformity to the image of God's Son means many things. Christ is very comprehensive, many-sided, and there are numerous ways in which the people of God are to be conformed to His image in order that His manifold features may be reproduced in them according to the purpose of God. In this present meditation, we are going to get nearer to that general presentation and break it up a little. We have said that from the beginning God has been at work with His own people on the basis of Christ His Son as His pattern. So the very first recovery movement after sin had entered - in the case of Abel - sees God bringing in the features of His Son in a simple, elementary, but basic way. From Abel onwards, in the case of His people God has been found always engaged to bring His Son into evidence and into the very nature of things. That is the only way in which we can profitably read the Word of God throughout - noting how, in His dealings with His own, whether individually or collectively, God is working on the pattern of His Son. Christ is in evidence with God, and God is seeking to bring Christ into evidence with His people.


    The Sons of Levi - An Expression of That Which is Spiritual


    A fragment in the portions which we have just read from the closing book of the Old Testament has gathered into it a great history in relation to this matter of conformity to the image of God's Son. The fragment is, "the sons of Levi"; and here the fuller statement is that He will purify the sons of Levi. That is no small statement.


    Here, with the closing of the Old Testament, the vision of the actual coming of the Lord Jesus is brought into view in a very positive way. He is seen to be, as it were, on the threshold. The dispensation of figures and types is about to pass and all that to which that dispensation has pointed is now coming in. It will not be long before He is here of whom it has all spoken. And then that which is involved in His coming is gathered up into a few words.


    You might have said many things that Christ's coming would mean and effect, taking them from the Old Testament, but here the Spirit of God brings it all down to practically one thing. He says that His coming, being in the nature of the presence of a refiner's fire, will bear down upon the sons of Levi for their purifying. That is impressive. Practically the final word of the Old Testament comes to light upon the sons of Levi as though they represented a consummation of the Old Testament, that which was being taken up specifically in the Coming One. And I do not think for a moment that I am straining the interpretation or putting something into these words that should not be put into them. 'The sons of Levi' is a key phrase by which that which has ever been at the heart of God is opened up. If we understand the significance of the sons of Levi, we understand the heart of the work of the Lord Jesus.


    "Purify the sons of Levi". Now link with those words these others (Mal. 2:4,5): "that My covenant may be with Levi... My covenant was with him of life and peace". We are familiar with that little phrase "life and peace". It comes out of Romans 8, which we were considering in our previous meditation, "The mind of the Spirit is life and peace". "My covenant of life and peace was with Levi". Romans 8 marks the clear distinction between the natural man and the spiritual man, and it is with the spiritual man that life and peace is found. The sons of Levi therefore stand for what is spiritual among the Lord's people. We can understand then, the necessity for the sons of Levi to be purified. Let us open this a little more widely before we come to its particular applications.


    A People Elect in Grace, Not Through Works


    If you trace the history of the Levites, you will see that they stand related to God's deepest, highest and most perfect thoughts. They became the embodiment and representation of what was most in the heart of the Lord - and all of grace. As we go on, we shall find ourselves presently speaking of a people standing in relation to God in a particular relationship of value and preciousness. Let us at once be warned against thinking that that is anything other than a work of grace. Levi will very quickly put us right on that matter.


    Do you remember that one of the most terrible stories of the Old Testament is linked with Levi? Levi and his brother wreaked their vengeance upon the Shechemites because of what they did to their sister (Gen. 34). It is a horrible story of cunning, malicious massacre, and that of a whole city for what was done by perhaps one or two in it. And Jacob, though at the time in his weakness could say only very feeble things against it, in the day of his death was found a giant in the matter and pronounced the judgment of God upon Levi and Simeon. They went out into the world under judgment - and yet, the Levites! Not because of what they were originally in themselves, not because naturally they were better than any others. No, God does not hide the terrible story of what they were naturally, but allows it to come out. And then, over against judgment - grace, and the choice of Levi and the peculiar relationship of the sons of Levi to God and His purpose. I have said that by way of warning.


    God will have His sons of Levi, He will have that people within the compass of His people standing in a relationship to Himself of peculiar preciousness and value, but they will not be so because they in themselves are better than any others. There may be reasons why they are there, but those reasons will be spiritual and not natural, and it is there that you see the divide between the original Levi and the sons of Levi as taken up by God in this particular relationship.


    A Heart Consent to the Work of the Cross


    That leads us to the point at which the Levites came into that position and relationship. Probably you recall the story of Exodus 32. Moses had been in the mount with God and, by reason of the long delay in his return, the people broke loose in revolt. The golden calf was made and they turned to worship the work of their own hands, instead of exercising faith in the invisible but living God. They broke down under the strain and turned to nature's way of worship, surrendering to the natural man who always wants to see something, to have something tangible, who finds it not only difficult but, under given circumstances of extended trial, impossible to believe when he does not see.


    Moses at length came down and, ere he reached the foot of the mount, heard the tumult in the camp. In hot anger he destroyed the golden calf and then standing in the gate of the camp, apart from this scene of nature run wild, cried, "Whoso is on the Lord's side, let him come unto me" - or 'come over to me' - and all the sons of Levi went over. Moses said, "Put ye every man his sword upon his thigh, and go to and fro, and slay every man his brother, his companion and his neighbour": and they did so, and did it thoroughly. Concerning this, Moses said later, as recorded in Deuteronomy 8, "At that time the Lord separated the tribe of Levi, to bear the ark of the covenant." At that time - and it is in relation to that time that the covenant was given to Levi, the covenant of life and peace. On that day, the tribe of Levi, the sons of Levi, were chosen by God to stand in that relationship to Him which meant the highest possible service to God.


    Why was it? Basically because the sons of Levi on that day discerned between the spiritual and the natural and cleft them asunder with a stroke of the sword, putting the spiritual high above the natural at great cost "every man slew his brother, his companion, his neighbour". They took the sword against that which was most closely related to them by the ties of nature. We may say, in the New Testament sense, against their own souls.


    It is not without deep spiritual significance, the significance of the Holy Spirit being in all things in the Word of God, that Hebrews 4:12 is connected with the life of the people in the wilderness and their falling and dying there, and the verse begins with this conjunction, "for the word of God is living, and active, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing of soul and spirit". Why did that first generation of Israel fall and perish in the wilderness? All can be gathered up in this as a principle: they did not divide between soul and spirit, the natural and the spiritual. The Levites did that. At the beginning of the wilderness journey, they took the sword and made the divide between the natural and the spiritual. Henceforth Levi was ever to stand in relation to God as representing that division - soul and spirit, the natural and the spiritual.


    In Malachi you find this distinction lost, the divide gone, confusion, corruption, mixture among the Lord's people; and among the last words in the Old Testament are these: "He will purify the sons of Levi". When the Lord Jesus comes, the effect of His presence will be to put the natural in its place and the spiritual in its place, and to keep them there. In Him who was the perfect Levite, the perfect servant of God, those two things were always seen apart. "Not my will, but Thine". Not nature, but God; not the flesh, but the Spirit. Conformity to the image of God's Son means becoming Levites in the full spiritual sense and representing God's thought in this matter of the great difference between the natural and the spiritual.


    Have I made it clear? I am more than ever anxious not just to be adding teaching, piling on Bible content and information. I feel that the Lord has business to do with us on this matter of conformity to the image of His Son, and if we take up the Levites in this way, it is only that the Word of God may interpret for us the things of the Spirit, leading us to the great divide - what Christ is on the one hand, and what we are on the other, and to see the necessity for these two to be kept wholly apart. In spirit we have to be over on the side of what Christ is, and to put back our own natural life all the time, bringing the sword in to keep that division clear. That will be a life business, and will take us on to the end.


    An Israel in the Midst of Israel


    What is the first thing, then, that comes in with the Levites? It is separation, even in the midst of God's people. All the Israelites had come under the blood of the lamb, all had come out of Egypt, all had passed through the Red Sea, all were the Lord's people. But the Levites alone came on that day at Sinai to set forth God's full thought concerning His own people, and they mark a divide even among the people of God. What they say most definitely and clearly is that there are people of God who are fleshly and carnal and living in the realm of nature and who, in so doing, are opening a door to God's enemy to bring in idolatry, to create a false position among His people, a contradiction and a denial, and to make room for things for which God has neither place nor tolerance. On the other hand, they declare that there is an Israel within an Israel, a people who are not only bearing the Name of the Lord as a title but who are conformed to His thoughts. That is the first thing which comes in with the Levites. The purifying of the sons of Levi means that - the securing of a people, maybe in the midst of the Lord's people, who express His highest thought, His ideal for His people.


    A People Purified by Fire


    Beloved, if what we were saying in our previous meditation is true, this lies very near to the heart of what is happening now. Who among the Lord's true children would not say that this is a day of refining fire? We are finding that language much on our lips - the fiery trial, refining fire. The people of God are in the fires today, many of them, and it looks very much as though this is going to spread and intensify. Wherever the Lord has a people, they are going to know the fires of trial. Well, what is to be our attitude towards that? Is it to be one of fear, and of earnest, perhaps panic-stricken appeal to the Lord to save His people out of the fires? Have we not been praying long enough that the Lord would do a new thing with His own people? We did not expect this manner of answer, perhaps, but it has come, and it has come to the whole world. Well, we cannot ask the Lord to quench these fires or to take us out, for to this very end the fires have been permitted or caused - to purify the sons of Levi. Daniel, looking on to this same end time, said, "Many shall purify themselves and make themselves white" (Dan. 12:10). And John too saw a people purified. "These are they which come out of the great tribulation, and they washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb" (Rev. 7:14). It is in line with 'the sons of Levi'. The Lord is doing this purifying work now. He has ever done this with His people in all hours of suffering, and oh, on what a scale is He doing it today!


    And what is the nature of this purifying? By many ways He is getting in between the life of nature and the life of the Spirit in His people. Let us look into our own hearts and experience, and see if that is not so. What is the nature of the battle inwardly? It is the battle between ourselves and the Spirit of God, between our hearts, our wills, our thoughts and His. If it were not that, there would be no battle. But it is that. You and I know very well that all the trouble is here, that we are so different from our Lord, so other than He. If only we could be like Christ, if only what He was and is were absolutely enthroned, triumphant over our whole being, the battle would be at an end. We do not now stay to consider the different levels on which our rebel nature manifests itself - whether on the lowest plain of evident idolatry as at the foot of the mount, or in more subtle and refined forms. For the moment we merely note the fact that there are these two conflicting elements in us, and the refining fires that burn are to separate between them and to get us in spirit wholly on to the side of Christ. Is it necessary to say that this is something very much more than singing:


    "By Thy call of mercy, by Thy grace Divine,

    We are on the Lord's side, Saviour, we are Thine."


    We all say that. But we may immediately go home and have a very bad time, and discover that we are not so much on the Lord's side as we thought. We have to have a big battle on some particular point to get on to the Lord's side at all. It is not always easy to take sides with Him against ourselves.


    So this inward separation is the thing that matters; the outward separations will inevitably follow. We need not be over-concerned about them. I am afraid there has been far too much on that line - outward separations which have really amounted to asceticism, a 'come-out-ism', a kind of 'separation-ism' which is not really spiritual, and can become very sectarian, closed and hard and legal - thou shalt and thou shalt not - and very cruel. We are not concerned with that for the moment. Whatever is required in that outer realm will follow quite naturally and spontaneously when God has got His requirement in us inwardly. It is an inward separation that He is effecting by the refining fires.


    A People wholly Governed by the Spirit of Christ


    The sons of Levi speak then, in the very first place, of that inward separation which is so costly and painful, a matter of taking the sword against our own soul. But that greatest Levite of all spoke the word of the Levitical covenant when He said, "Take My yoke upon you, and learn of Me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls" (Matt. 11:29). "My covenant of life and peace". Where are life and peace? Where is rest? It is on Levitical ground which is the ground where the whole inner life has been brought under the complete government of Christ.


    Oh, it may be thought by the natural man (and it will be) that to be meek and lowly in heart is going to be costly and mean much trouble. Well, whatever it may cost in that way, it is going to mean life and peace. Have you ever, by the grace of God, given way, yielded to the Lord over a situation with someone else? You will know what I am talking about when I speak of life and peace. While you have been standing your ground for your vindication and rights, for the apology, the confession, the humbling of the other party, there has been a battle and you have got nowhere with the Lord. At last you have come to the place where you have said, "Lord, vindication or no vindication, that is not the point; it is Thy will, Thy glory, Thine interests that matter. If all my interests suffer, if my name is defamed, if my rights are taken away, if I am humbled, what does it matter? Give me the grace of a meek and lowly heart...". Get through there, and you have found life and peace; you have found rest unto your soul whatever it has cost you in the other realm.


    Others may say, He had to give way; he had to let go. Oh, never mind, if only Christ may be seen; and "the Spirit himself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are children of God" (Rom. 8:16). What is the witness of the Spirit? That we are children of God, not just related, but possessing the very nature which is well-pleasing to the Lord. There is nothing more gratifying to the heart than for the Spirit to speak Divine approval; and remember that Divine approval is never of us but always of Christ in us.


    A covenant of life and peace on the ground of inward separation; the sword piercing to dividing asunder of soul and spirit, joints and marrow, laying bare the thoughts and intents of the heart. Are we not challenged by this and confronted with something to be done? Oh, let us recognise this is the nature of conformity to the image of God's Son, this is the purpose of the refining fires, this is in view in the purifying of the sons of Levi - a spiritual people in whom are made manifest the thoughts of God as summed up in the Person of His Son. In view of the greatness of the end, shall we not respond from our hearts to the challenge He brings to us?


  


  
    Chapter 3 - A Representative People

  


  
    Reading: Numbers 3:5-13,40,41,45-50; 8:13-19.


    It is quite clear from these passages that the sons of Levi are a representative company, and that representation is an outstanding characteristic of their existence. Because of that great discerning act in which they recognised and established the absolute superiority of the spiritual to the natural, because against their own souls they acted in the interests of God's highest thoughts, they were accounted worthy to be the representatives for all time to come of His full thought for His people. The Lord thus shows how He sets store by the apprehension and appreciation of His thoughts, how jealous He is for that which takes serious account, to its own hurt, of His own desire and mind concerning His people. It may be a very costly thing to do so, but it is an immensely precious thing to Him. All this that the Lord says: 'Take the Levites, separate the Levites, the Levites shall be Mine, I am the Lord, they are Mine.' All this acknowledgment of them, this proprietorship of them, this honouring of them, this bringing of them into that association with Himself, is the Lord's way of indicating how much He appreciates those who, at cost to themselves, make a stand for His highest thoughts for His people.


    So they were entrusted with the great vocation of a representation of the thoughts of God concerning His own people, and this also is borne out by their being given to take the place of the firstborn sons in Israel. Up to that time, priesthood had been vested in the firstborn in Israel. The firstborn in each house was the priest. The Lord had sanctified the firstborn unto Himself in a priestly way, the day when He smote the firstborn in the land of Egypt. But now Israel as a whole have broken away and opened the door to that which is unacceptable and inimical to God, and have fallen into a religiously carnal realm. The priesthood, therefore, is regarded as defiled so far as the firstborn in Israel are concerned, and the Lord puts into their place the tribe of Levi, so that the Levites become in effect the church of the firstborn ones, the tribe of the firstborn. If you note the number of the firstborn and then the number of the Levites, you will see there is a close correspondence, showing how the Levites did actually take the place of the firstborn.


    Representation by a Company - A Common Divine Method


    So then, the great spiritual truth bound up with the idea of the Levites is that of representation for God. And that is a line along which the Lord has reacted very many times in history. Here we have this reaction of God towards His fullest thought, in raising up and separating the Levites. And again and again through history, when the main company of the people of God has been carnal, has deflected, declined from the highest spiritual level, the Lord has reacted in the midst of His people to secure an Israel within Israel, a representative company, in whom - though they be very much smaller in number - there is the concentration of the mind of God. That people stands spiritually in the midst, at the heart, of all those who bear the Lord's Name, to be unto the Lord something for His pleasure and satisfaction and glory, and unto the rest of His people a testimony, a ministry, a representation.


    If that really came to us with the full force of a Divine truth, it would explain very much. We should see where the Lord's most immediate, direct interests and activities are focused - not to have a great mass of people in a general and nominal way acknowledging Him, professing Him and calling themselves by His Name, going only so far in belief in Him and their association with His things, but rather to have a people, though few, in whom there is a peculiar expression of the fulness of His mind. It is there, in them, that is focused His immediate concern. Such a people are only secured at great cost through much suffering, but they are very precious to the Lord.


    A Representative Company Marked by the Fear of the Lord


    That is a great thought in Malachi. In Malachi Levi has a very special place, but the association is always of those that fear His Name. Fearing the Lord - that is a Levitical thought. That is exactly what the sons of Levi did at the mount on that terrible day recorded in Exodus 32. They feared the Lord in the sense which the Word of God uses that word 'fear'. Not, they were afraid of the Lord, but they were so utterly abandoned to the Lord's interests as to sacrifice all their own interests, brothers, neighbours, friends, for the interests of the Lord. That is what it means to fear the Lord - to take account of His concerns so deeply and so highly as to give no place for ourselves, if our interests and concerns in any measure come into collision with His.


    That, too, is exactly what the Lord Jesus did right through His earthly life. It is significant that the first age limit of the Levites given in the book of Numbers is that they were to be thirty years of age. The age was reduced to twenty-five, and later, in the days of David, to twenty. But here at the beginning it was thirty; and it says about the Lord Jesus, as He stepped out of Jordan, that He was about thirty years of age (Luke 3:23). He entered upon His ministry as the true Levite, and as He did so, the language of His heart was "Lo, I am come... to do Thy will, O God'' (Heb. 10:7); and forever He was setting aside every personal interest and concern for the interests of His Father. That is the fear of the Lord.


    And so in Malachi 3:16 we have the verse which begins, "Then they that feared the Lord" - (this could really be paraphrased by saying, 'Then the Levitical company in the midst of the Israel of declension, who feared the Lord') "spake one with another; and the Lord hearkened and heard and a book of remembrance was written before Him... and they shall be Mine, saith the Lord of hosts, in the day that I do make even a peculiar treasure". Fearing the Lord, thinking upon His Name, constitutes us Levites when that is to our own hurt naturally; but that is something very precious to the Lord. "They are Mine; I am the Lord."


    I repeat, that explains what the Lord is after and what He is doing. Ever and always, in the midst of the great company, He has His eye upon the inner Israel, the sons of Levi, that they shall answer to the deepest desire of His heart. And that again, as we have said so often, explains the fires to purify the sons of Levi. He "sits as a refiner and purifier of silver".


    A Representative Company Essentially Spiritual, Not Sectarian


    Now, this matter of representation has associated with it one or two things here in the Word. First of all, we must at this time clearly apprehend that the representation is essentially spiritual. I do beg of you to try to grasp this that I am going to say now. Think it over very much and be very practical in your attitude towards it.


    This representation, this inner company, is essentially spiritual: that is, it is not sectarian. The sectarian element creeping in is bound to destroy the very nature of the sons of Levi.


    This has happened not once, nor twice, but many times in history. In a day of general declension and in the midst of the general mass of professing Christians, the Lord has acted to secure a company which would approximate more fully to His thought and answer to His heart's desire. And having laid His hand upon them He has secured them, and for a time they have lived and witnessed in pristine beauty and strength. Then sectarian elements have crept in, and they have been resolved into something sectarian, a people in themselves on the earth, and their days of living testimony have been numbered. Death from that time has commenced, with disruption. Oh, there is much history packed into what I have just said, and terrible history. Let no one think in all that is being said about this need for such a people in the earth that there is the remotest thought of there being another sect apart from all the saints, a little better, or a great deal better, than the rest. I want to affirm that very positively. It is farthest from my mind that there should be set up on this earth another distinct company in the sectarian sense. No, not at all; it is spiritual.


    A Representative Company Caring for All the Lord's People


    I know it is there that many of our greatest practical problems will arise, but I do not believe that they are beyond solution if only we can learn the true spiritual nature of representation. Be very, very careful and on your guard against the intrusion of the sectarian spirit and mentality which divides between the Lord's people here on the earth and puts them into categories, isolates them, and makes them into separate bodies, with very little fellowship. Oh, be on your guard against that, for this people for God is to be in the midst of His people on behalf of all His people, to satisfy God as He needs to be satisfied and as far as possible to reveal to the rest what God's thoughts are. But they are a spiritual people.


    Very often, for a time the Lord may so order that the life of such a people has to be lived in very close association with all the rest. The whole tendency and very often the craving of nature is to get away, apart, to hive off, for all who are of one mind to be together and leave others outside. Oh, the peril of that! Beware of everything that we may call sectarian in mentality and spirit, for you may take it that real spiritual service is going to be ruined and brought to a standstill immediately the sectarian element gets in. I ask you to think about that. Let no one think that we have in our thought a new body of people here on this earth as apart from all the other people of God - a new sect. No, it is a people of a new vision, of a new spirit, of a new apprehension of the Lord, but always as standing in spirit for all the rest. It is something pre-eminently for the Lord's satisfaction.


    We come on that again when we recognise that the sons of Levi did stand, in a very vital way, related to all the rest of Israel, for all the corporate side of things was entrusted to them as a charge. The tabernacle was a great spiritual representation of the corporate nature of Christ, His people as one Body, one church. The Levites were entrusted with the charge of the tabernacle, the boards and the bars and the curtains and everything, to bring them right through the journey to the end, to the place of finality and rest. And let us recognise that, rather than allow place to sectarianism, separation and detachment from the Lord's people (however imperfect they may be) it is to be exactly the other way round - there must be the taking of responsibility for all the Lord's people, to help them on through fellowship towards His end.


    I believe that this great Levitical thought is gathered up in these words, "Giving diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit" (Eph. 4:3). They surely suggest the charge of the boards and the bars and so on. That company of the Levites had a great responsibility, for if one of the boards were missing when next the tabernacle was to be set up, there would have been very serious trouble. These words from Ephesians also involve a solemn responsibility. They are a Levitical charge; that is, a charge given to those who are really devoted to the Lord's interests. I cannot see how people really can be devoted in heart to the Lord's interests and at the same time cut themselves off from other children of God and exclude other children of God from their fellowship. I do not see how those two things can go together. To me they represent a contradiction.


    We emphasize, then, that this matter is spiritual and does not involve a caste or an earthly system. It is not concerned with something here on this earth as apart from the whole of the Lord's people.


    A Representative Company Cannot Escape Peculiar Spiritual Conflict


    Then this representation is a warfare service. Note Numbers 4:23: "From thirty years old and upward, until fifty years old shalt thou number them; all that enter in to wait upon the service (margin - war the warfare), to do the work in the tent of meeting."


    And again in Numbers 8:23-25: "And the Lord spoke unto Moses, saying, This is that which belongeth unto the Levites: from twenty and five years old and upward they shall go in to wait upon the service in the work (margin - to war the warfare in the work) of the tent of meeting; and from the age of fifty years they shall cease waiting upon the work (margin - return from the warfare of the work)".


    There is evidently something special here. In Numbers 1 we find all men taken from twenty years and upwards to go forth to war. But the kind of warfare referred to in these passages is evidently something different. This warfare of the work is not just the general warfare of Christians. Of course, immediately you become the Lord's you are in the army, in a warfare. In quite a general way, a Christian is in warfare; you are no Christian unless you are, and if there is no warfare in your Christian life you had better be looking to your Christian life. If you are having too easy a time, you had better ask questions about things; if you are having a very bad time, you can take comfort in a general way.


    All Christians are in the warfare, but there is a peculiar warfare of the work with the Levites. I am not going to stay to say very much about that. It is simply this, that when the Lord seeks to have a people really standing for His fullest thought, in that peculiar relationship to Himself for His highest interests in His people, representing His mind about them in the fullest and deepest way, then such a people will be in a peculiar warfare. Perhaps very few of us need to be told that; we know it. But if any of you are not fully aware of that, let me tell you, for with that, if you react in this way to what is now being said - that you ask the Lord to make you a Levite, one of that company which stands in relation to Him in peculiar value and vocation to represent His fullest thought for His people - if you react like that, be it understood that you are committing yourself to a warfare which is no ordinary warfare, even among Christians. You will not escape. You will very soon find yourself in a realm of spiritual stress, opposition and conflict which seems to spring out of nowhere, and you will find it mostly right there in the most spiritual realm of the things of God.


    Yes, this warfare of the work is a peculiar one. Here were these Levites set apart. What for? To care for the tabernacle, to take it up, to bear it through the wilderness, to plant it again from time to time, and to fulfill various offices associated with the worship and offerings of the people; and this is called warring the warfare of the work. On the outside, it does not look very much like warfare, a different kind of thing from going out to battle against the hostile forces in the world. Ah no, this is something which is in the spiritual realm, an inward thing, higher up. This is Ephesians 6 warfare. It is essentially and purely a spiritual thing and only those who have come this way really know what that is. Is that reassuring? Is that enlightening? Some of you, from the day that you took a step in relation to that which you came to see was God's fuller thought for His people, found yourselves precipitated into a warfare which has raged almost beyond your bearing, threatening to destroy you. You have had many questions about it and Satan has played on that ground very much and argued that this is a sign that you have really departed from the realm of the Lord's interests and blessing into a false realm. No, not necessarily. The margin here will come to your rescue: "the warfare of the work".


    A Representative Company Must Maintain Full Spiritual Vigour


    Perhaps you are asking questions in the back of your mind: what about this retiring age of fifty? Is there no hope? No, there is no hope, no way out! Well, what does it mean? Well, you see, in the old dispensation the Lord made no provision for getting old spiritually. If a man did get old, then he had to go out. Moses never got old, Joshua never got old. They kept right on to the end, and died in full strength. It means that full strength is the order of Levitical service, and if you get old, out you go. If you get old spiritually, there is no more place for you. We need not get old. The Lord save us from getting old spiritually, and keep us in full vigour. That is why they started at thirty - man's full strength; and if and when they fell from full strength, they retired. To keep in Levitical office, spiritually speaking, means that we must be in full spiritual strength.


    And so it is the work of the warfare and the warfare of the work. The Lord open our hearts and understanding to see that in this realm of things most precious to the Lord, there is the most intense spiritual conflict.


    A Representative Company will know the Fellowship of Christ's Sufferings


    Then the last word for the present. This representation entails the fellowship of Christ's sufferings in a very full way. The sons of Levi are always and very closely associated with the sacrifice and the altar. You notice in Numbers 7, in the dedication of the altar, how great a place the altar had. The princes of the fathers' houses came with their great covered wagons, full of gifts, and brought them to Moses, and Moses did not know what to do with them. The Lord had said nothing about this. But the Lord said, "Take it off them... and give them unto the Levites." It was the day of the dedication of the altar, and princeliness recognised how great the altar was; it was wagon-loads in appreciation of the altar, and all was handed to the Levites. The greatness of the altar is a factor with the Levites, and they are always associated with it.


    If we turn to the New Testament for the interpretation of that, we shall find so much. We take the Lord's servant, Paul.


    "I... fill up... that which is lacking of the afflictions of Christ... for His body's sake, which is the church" (Col. 1:24).


    "To you it hath been granted in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on Him, but also to suffer in His behalf" (Phil. 1:29).


    "That I may know Him, and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings" (Phil. 3:10).


    Paul was not literally or historically a Levite, but spiritually a great Levite, "Whom I serve in my spirit in the gospel of His Son" (Rom. 1:9). "In my spirit I serve" - a great Levite; but what Paul knew of the sufferings of Christ, the fellowship of His sufferings! How closely was his life bound up with the altar and the sacrifices! "If I be poured out", he says (Phil. 2:17). "I am already being offered" (2 Tim. 4:6). Yes, Paul knew much about sufferings, and the way of the Levites is a suffering way. I only mention it; the interpretation ought to help, the indication of the thing comes to our relief.


    If we have taken a stand like this, to be something more than nominal Christians, more than general in our relationship to the Lord, to be utter in our abandonment to His thoughts and interests, then we have been thrown into this conflict and we have been brought very deeply into the fellowship of His sufferings; but these things go together, they run right through the Word of God.


    We stay to add only this word - the Levites were not to have an inheritance in the land. The Lord said, "I am their inheritance". Those who are standing in this position for the Lord will have to forego many of the privileges and opportunities of general Christians. Others may, they may not. These have to know the Lord and be satisfied with Him, and He alone is to be their portion. The Lord says for all such as are true sons of Levi, "I am their portion, I am their inheritance". And that is more than all things.


  


  
    Chapter 4 - The Custodians of the Way of Life

  


  
    Reading: Numbers 3:13; 1:51; 3:38; 1 Chron. 15:2,13; Mal. 2:4,5; Rom 8:1,2,4,6-9.


    We come to this further feature and characteristic of the sons of Levi, that they are the custodians of the way of life. They stand in the old dispensation as representing an abiding Divine idea; and though as a class and a caste literally on the earth as in the Mosaic economy they ceased to be, the Divine idea goes on and obtains as much today as ever it did then - perhaps more so. This idea of God is of a people standing in a relationship to Himself, wholly jealous for the expression of His full thought.


    You notice that we read twice in connection with the ministry of the Levites, "the stranger that cometh near shall be put to death". In spiritual language, that means that which is strange to God's mind. And when we ask what it is that is strange to God, but which does often seek to come into touch with the holy things of God (and whenever it does it always brings spiritual death in its train) the letter to the Romans answers our enquiry very clearly, "The mind of the flesh is death; but the mind of the Spirit is life and peace" (Rom. 8:5). "My covenant was with Levi of life and peace" (Mal. 2:5). So that it is immediately clear that the sons of Levi stand to represent Life in the Spirit as opposed to life in the flesh even in the case of the children of God. The stranger to God is the man or the woman who lives in the flesh, in other words, who lives on the ground of nature as differing from the ground of Christ. On the ground of nature there is condemnation and death; on the ground of Christ there is righteousness and life. "There is therefore now no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus" - on the ground of Christ. "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus made me free from the law of sin and death".


    The Course of Death Arrested


    To come still closer to the sons of Levi, we have noticed that they have a very close and continuous association with the altar and with the blood. To no other tribe but to theirs was it committed to receive and slay the sacrifices and to sprinkle the blood. Theirs was ministry, shall we say, in virtue of shed blood and that is always related to Life which sets death aside.


    When Israel broke loose at the mount, making the calf and worshipping it, death immediately came into the camp and would have made an end of all but for the Levites, who stepped into the breach, cleft the divide between this breaking out of the flesh in the Lord's people, this uprising of the natural life in holy things, and the life which is separate unto God in the spirit. They stepped into that breach and so, although there was judgment, condemnation, and death, they preserved a way of life that there could be progress still.


    Spiritual Life Always Condemns Sin in the Flesh


    What they did was, in type, what the Lord Jesus did when He came to this earth and went to the cross. Here in Romans 8 we have the words that He was made, "in the likeness of sinful flesh" (the margin says the flesh of sin), "and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh, that the ordinance of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh but after the Spirit". The act of the Levites was, on the one hand, the act of condemning sin in the flesh in order to open up and preserve a way of Life in the Spirit. That is the function of spiritual people.


    It is easy to talk about being spiritual. The test of our spirituality is in this twofold effect of our presence: of our testimony and of our life. Do we, on the one hand, condemn sin in the flesh, or do we condone and excuse it? The presence of a truly spiritual person brings condemnation to sin in the flesh. That again, is not pleasant for the spiritual person because sin in the flesh, wherever it is found, always comes back in antagonism upon the spiritual person. I mean that if you have any measure of true spiritual life, your presence among those who are living in sin, in the flesh, means that you are an object of their suspicion, of their dislike. You haven't to say anything at all. The antagonism wakes up and you know that you are a speckled bird so far as they are concerned, because sin is not impersonal, abstract or negative. Sin brings in Satan with spiritual intelligence, and the enemy knows the presence of a spiritual person and such a one will always suffer in the presence of sin. It is a test of our spirituality, whether we are condemning sin in the flesh.


    Spiritual Life is Communicated in Fellowship


    On the other hand, the presence of a truly spiritual person means Life to the spiritual. The gathering together of truly spiritual people means Life for anybody who has even a little spiritual life. May that not be one of the unexplained things (for God very rarely explains Himself when He says a thing) lying behind such a word as, "Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together... and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh" (Heb. 10:25)? For if the approach of the Lord's Day is marked by one thing more than another, it is by spiritual death in this world. We are all conscious today of a far more intense battle for Life than ever we have known. The very vitality is being sapped, especially from the children of God. It is a fight for spiritual life; the very atmosphere is impregnated with spiritual death. It is coming down upon us in spirit and mind and body in a very intense way.


    The Day is approaching; the forces of death are active, rampant. Our salvation is found in one thing, in spiritual people being together as much as possible; in other words, in spiritual fellowship. Be watchful therefore against those disintegrations, separations and isolations which the enemy would bring about in order to deprive of spiritual life and energy. He will be far more active in that way towards the end than ever. How much he gains by isolating saints! How many imaginary things come up about others which have no foundation in fact whatever! They come up, they become very real, you believe them to be facts. And when you meet the people concerned, those facts are found to be phantoms, with no truth in them at all. It is isolation, the distance, that has been the occasion of so much. It requires that we take a very strong stand against all these insinuations and suggestions until we have proved that they are true, for the forces of death know that if they can but distance the Lord's people in spirit from one another, they have destroyed the life of the Lord's people in a very large measure.


    The presence of spiritual people, then, means Life, and you can test the true spirituality by the true Life. But that Life is essentially in the spirit and not in the flesh.


    The Activity of the Flesh Always Issues in Death


    Now, if you as a stranger, without perhaps any spiritual discernment or perception, had come into the camp on that day when Moses came down the mountainside and the people were shouting and singing and dancing, you probably would have thought that it was a scene very full of life: it was religious, it was worship, and from all the semblance of life it looked as though they were having a good time. If (to pass over to 1 Chronicles 13) you had arrived on the scene on that day when David had put the ark upon the new cart and Uzza and Ahio were driving the oxen and David and all the others were before the ark dancing before the Lord with all their might, singing and clapping their hands and playing their instruments, you probably would have said, 'This is a scene of life'! But in both of those cases, it was a scene of death; death was terribly there.


    Oh, how terrible was the former case when a great number fell by the sword of the Levites under the judgment of God! It was not Life, it was false life that day when David brought out the ark. It was a day of death; the Lord made a breach upon Uzza and he died before the Lord and the whole procession was halted and turned aside, and for three months there was not a movement. It was death and yet with all the marks of being something very much alive. There is a life of the natural man, the soul, the flesh, which is a false life, which is death and is not safe, and is not going to get us through. It may have a few hours or a few days of seeming to be doing something effectual, but it is really short-lived and it does not get through.


    On the side of our natural life, which is the side of the flesh, we are bound to come to a point of arrest sooner or later. Spiritual people will not go very far in real progress if they drop down on to the ground of the flesh. I mean this: you know there are times when the Lord's children are subjected to trial similar in principle to that which produced this situation at Sinai. Moses, who had brought them out of Egypt and led them through the Red Sea, had gone up into the mount and he was there forty days and forty nights; and they were tested in their faith. They saw nothing, they heard nothing, they felt nothing. It was as though they had been forsaken by God and His servant, His representative, and they were left alone to their own resources. Faith was subjected to an intense test, for there was nothing to see and the test was as to whether in spirit they would believe God, though they did not see, feel, or hear Him, or whether they would come down onto the ground of nature which always must have evidences, proofs, sights and signs, and create for themselves something which answered to that natural requirement in order to believe. It was a real test under which they broke down. They were the Lord's children in life, in peace, until they broke down at that point.


    True Life is Nourished by Faith in God, not by Outward Evidences


    We come under the same kind of testing. The Lord allows us to pass into experiences where there is no sight, no sound, no sense, as to Himself; where we seem to be left alone to our own resources. What are we going to do? There are two alternatives: to cling desperately to God in sheer, naked faith, without anything as evidence; or to turn back, to come down on to some lower level of life, demanding proofs and evidences, and even making them for ourselves. The Lord brings His people very often into a situation like that in their education in the school of the Spirit. When we are there, let us beware lest we turn away from the position of faith to the position of human reasoning, which is the ground of nature, and begin to doubt because there is not the outward evidence and sign and seal of the Lord's presence with us.


    If we come down onto that ground of human reasoning and begin to open the door to doubt, questioning the Lord and wondering whether after all He did bring us out, whether all has been of Him, we lose our position to begin with and we shall lose our life very quickly after. That is, we come to definite arrest in life. Whether we come down onto nature's ground in the realm of the reason or in the realm of feelings, we shall very soon be brought by them to the realm of will where in the matter of volition, which is decision, we decide that we cannot and will not go on until the Lord gives us evidence of His nearness. As a more or less mature child of God, have you ever found the Lord meet you on that ground? Have you ever had a controversy with the Lord and gone to Him and said, 'Now, Lord, you must give me evidence before I believe' and the Lord has done it? I think I can answer for you. If you have ever acted like that, you have never found the Lord come down onto that ground, the ground of your doubt and question. Israel in the wilderness fell finally and was destroyed because in unbelief they carried in their hearts too long one question which was in essence: "Can God?" God only came down to that ground at their very beginning. No, you die there, that is death. Oh, it is difficult; we have all failed in this way more or less.


    Now, the Levites stand for the ruling out of that whole realm of nature, that mind of the flesh. They say that that has been entirely cut off, that now our life is wholly in the Spirit and our evidences are going to be of a different kind altogether; in the Spirit and not in the flesh. The Lord is going to prove Himself to us in another realm, not in the realm of nature; and the experience of a truly spiritual man or woman is that their proof of the Lord is always pre-eminently spiritual. Of course, in the days of our spiritual childhood the Lord does come and make Himself known to us in many things, circumstances and so on. The trouble is that we want to go on thus all our days, staying there as big, grown-up babies, always having these sops given us from the Lord to keep us going; and the Lord's mind is otherwise. No, we have to graduate from that, and the time comes with every true child of God when the line is drawn, and the Lord says, "I am not going to carry you any longer". To change the metaphor, He stirs up the nest to bring us out on the wing, suspended between heaven and earth with nothing solid in nature under our feet, in order to prove Him, and we begin to learn what life in the Spirit is, and to prove the Lord in a spiritual way. But spiritual proof is a very solid thing. It is really very much more solid than the other kind.


    And this works in a multitude of ways. For instance, in the matter of guidance so often we naturally tend to ask the Lord to come and begin His evidences in some realm which is physical and natural. If only the Lord will do this in a physical, literal, material way, then we will know and we will act; and the Lord leaves His spiritual people alone altogether in that realm so that they are not conscious of His coming in thus. But He begins with us inside and touches us in spirit, and then when that life of His has touched the spirit it seems to work through to the mind and body and we rise up and things happen. We have found life in the spirit.


    We learn as we go on with the Lord in this school not to wait for things to happen in the physical, external realm, but to get the touch of His Spirit on our spirit, and we have the guarantee of all the rest. It is marvellous how the other follows. God is dealing with us as with spiritual people and Life is there. And such a one is the true Levite. The Levite is not the one who must ever and always have the proof and the evidence in the physical, sentient realm. He is one who has learned to know and move with God in spirit, and that is a deeper intelligence; an intelligence that only the Levite has.


    Knowledge for Others is with those who Know the Secret of Life


    And that leads me to this great thing about the Levites, that whereas they were the custodians of the way of life, they were entrusted with the instruction of the Lord's people. And what is the nature of spiritual instruction? It is just this, that you know something that other people do not know and you have learned it in the deep school of experience with the Lord in spirit. How much we owe to people who have been in the school of the Spirit and know the Lord in spirit and in truth! Somehow or other they touch us, they help us, as no number of Bible readings ever helps us. Give us the one who speaks right out of that inner knowledge of the Lord gained in the deep school of experience, and Life will be ministered to us. Such are Levites. They are the ones who know that the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus has made free from the law of sin and death, and they have that knowledge to minister to the rest of the Lord's people.


    Does the Lord need Levites? Does He need the sons of Levi? In other words, does He need a people in the midst of His people who know the secret of spiritual Life, and through whom there can be ministered the Life of the Lord to His people? Oh, surely He needs a people like that!


    Then another question. Is it not true that the majority of the Lord's people know nothing about that secret of Life? They are simply occupied with the externals of Christianity, with traditions and forms and offices. While perhaps knowing that they are saved, that their sins are forgiven, they know little of real Life in the Spirit - and there are multitudes of Christians who gape at you if you talk about the Lord.


    The other day I was talking about spiritual things to a good man who had been brought up in a godly home, whose whole life has been among Christian people and who is a member of a church, and I used, quite unconsciously the phrase, "Now the Lord... so-and-so...". I saw that he looked rather far away, and when it came to his turn to say something, he said, "I don't think in terms of your phraseology, 'the Lord'; I simply say, 'God wants so-and-so'". It is indicative; he may have been just as true as I, but to talk about the Lord was strange language to him. But you and I know the difference; we know that such language indicates something of a relationship, a walk. God is remote for multitudes of His own people. 'The Lord' - that is so much nearer, it is not just phraseology. But many are awkward in the presence of such a phrase. They cannot talk about the Lord and the things of the Lord. As with Israel as a whole, they may love Him in a general way, they may be His people, but oh, He wants His people to know Him in a more living way, and His link with them is through Levites. The way of life for them all is the way of the sons of Levi.


    Life Produces Results Inevitably and Spontaneously


    And so there is bound up with those who are truly spiritual a great ministry to the Lord's people. Oh, let us be very careful that the others do not lose what the Lord would give to them or bring them into if only we, in patient, faithful, humble, selfless ministration out of our own deep walk with the Lord would minister to them. They need, and the Lord needs, Levites to meet their lack, and we never know what is going on in other lives. They may all seem so far away and so cold and so indifferent, but we do not know which among them may be longing for help. It may be one in a dozen, one in a hundred, but the Lord has His eye upon them. And if only we go on faithfully, denying ourselves, taking the Cross for our own souls day by day, it may be we shall at last find that the Lord has done something very vital through that quiet walk with Him in the midst of those who for a long time gave no sign whatever of desiring anything more.


    Be a true Levite, that is the point, and leave the rest with the Lord. Walk in the spirit, and Life is bound to bring its own registration in some way. If there is life anywhere else, it will be found and drawn out. If there is sin in the flesh, the Life will condemn it. It is very important that we should be a savour of Life unto Life - or of death unto death. This latter is not a very pleasant ministry, but it is necessary to the Lord that the very presence of His own in this world should mean the condemnation of sin in the flesh. That is a Levitical ministry.


  


  
    Chapter 5 - God's New Beginning

  


  
    Reading: Num. 3:12,13; 8:5-8; Rom. 6:3-7; Col. 2:11,12.


    You will see that all these passages again bear upon the position and function of the Levites. We come at once to the thing which is uppermost in them.


    The first passage contains the statement that the Levites were taken in the place of the firstborn in all Israel to be the Lord's. We have pointed out before that until that time the firstborn in each family was the priest of the family, and all the firstborn constituted the priesthood in the whole nation. But at Sinai when Aaron in response to the request of the people made the calf, priesthood went over to something contrary to God. Worship was given to the calf, the work of men's hands, so that the whole priesthood was involved in that departure and in that iniquity, and the firstborn could therefore no longer be priests unto God when they had become priests unto an idol. That former priesthood thus came to an end with the Lord.


    God Never Develops that which Loses its Original Purity


    Then, when at that very time in response to the challenge of Moses the sons of Levi stepped forth and took the sword against their own brothers, neighbours and friends, the Lord substituted the Levites for the firstborn in Israel and appointed them in their place as the firstborn, saying, "I have taken the Levites from among the children of Israel instead of all the firstborn... they shall be Mine" (Num. 3:12).


    Just at the moment, before we go further, our desire is to indicate again the significance of the firstborn as claimed by the Lord. They represent a new beginning; the idea bound up with the firstborn is always the idea of a new beginning. The Lord began with the nation in Egypt when He sanctified the firstborn. In the firstborn the whole nation is represented as at a new beginning, and so the Lord said, "This month shall be unto you the beginning of months" (Ex. 12:2). At Sinai that new beginning has come to a sorry and grievous end, but the Lord makes another beginning with the Levites. They are as the firstborn; God is starting again. He has swept aside one thing, and has begun again in a new way. He is claiming His rights as from a new beginning. He never patches up an old thing, never takes up something that has been spoiled and marred and adjusts it and goes on with it. He finishes and makes a new beginning. That is clear right through the Word. It is the right of God to have things pure from the beginning and to have no mixture, no carry-over of an old creation. The Levites, then, stand to satisfy God in the matter of His rights and His requirement to have things from the beginning according to His mind: pure and clean.


    That lends a very great significance to something else. In Numbers 3 and 4 you have the Levites taken and the whole Levitical system introduced, the ordering of the sons of Levi according to the three families, Gershon, Kohath and Merari, for the work of the tent of testimony. All the arrangements are made, the Divine order is projected, their various ministries are stated and then they are left. Numbers 5, 6 and 7 intervene before chapter 8, when the Levites start upon that ministry; and what takes place in that interval? Wrong things in the camp are dealt with. There are cleansings and adjustments; for instance, the law of the leper. What is leprosy in type throughout the Bible? It is man as God sees him: sinful - not only sinning, but sinful - not only acting in a sinning way, but himself sin. Leprosy is a thing which eats right into the very fibre and tissue of the being and you cannot get in between the man and his leprosy; in the Bible, at any rate. And there are other things in these chapters which have to be dealt with and put away. All these things have to be cleared up as relating to man by nature, and he has to be brought into an altogether new place, and that is represented in Numbers 6 by the Nazarite, who speaks of an utter position with God. Then, when all that is done, you take up things from chapter 4, dedicate the altar in chapter 7, and proceed with the business of the Levites. But their functioning is all under arrest until something has been dealt with and put out of the way. That is the point we want to note.


    This is so clearly a factor bound up with the Levites - they represent something for God, satisfying to Him, which in turn speaks of some other thing altogether put away. There has been brought an end to one whole system and order of things and God makes a new beginning. He had spoken about Levi long before, when Moses, at the end of his forty years in the wilderness alone with God, cried, 'I cannot speak!', and was hesitating and holding back from his commission to go to Pharaoh, the Lord had said, "Aaron thy brother the Levite... cometh to meet thee" (Ex. 4:14). Not "a Levite", Moses and Aaron being sons of Levi, but - "Aaron the Levite". It was an intimation of a Divine thought without any expansion or exposition. The Levites had been intimated and been in view, and here in Numbers 3 and 4 you have their great ministry outlined; but it lies under arrest until something has happened. There is something in the way, and that something is man by nature and he has to be put out.


    So you come to Numbers 8. "Take the Levites... and cleanse them. And thus shalt thou do unto them, to cleanse them: sprinkle the water of expiation upon them" (Num. 8:6,7).


    Water in the Word of God always stands for the death of Christ in some form, in some way - Romans 6. And then: "Cause a razor to pass over all their flesh" (Num. 8:7). Very highly symbolical language, but perfectly obvious in its meaning, the razor removing everything that is a product of man by nature.


    And then the offering of the two bullocks. We do not stay with the details, as we have one thought in mind just now. It is that God makes a completely new beginning with the Levites, because something old, in all its forms, has been brought to an end and put away.


    And so we have the water of expiation, the death of Christ; the razor, the knife of the Cross; the bullock of the sin-offering leading us over to Romans 6 and Colossians 2 and other portions that speak of the putting away of the whole body of the flesh in the death of Christ. Our union by faith with Him in His death puts out of the way all that which arrests our Levitical ministry, our service unto God, our coming to function according to the Divine will. And a new beginning is made.


    Baptism a Testimony to the Putting Away of the Old Creation


    That is very simple, the most elementary way of presenting the great truth, but it brings us right up to the testimony of baptism. There we stand around the type of the grave of the Lord Jesus. By baptism in water we are together simply declaring and standing into the meaning of God's word that He has called us to be priests unto Himself, to stand in a Levitical relationship, to be the sons of Levi in a spiritual sense, to bear His testimony here. But none of that is possible until there has been a cutting off and a putting away of that whole old creation order of which we are a part. We declare in baptism that that is what the death of Christ means for us as we stand into it and then the way is open.


    The thing that is very much weighing on my mind in this connection, about which so very much more might be said, is this, that God finds Himself under the necessity of getting rid of so much before He gets on with His work. He is always up against that. Again and again in various connections in the Scriptures, you find that there is something to be got rid of before there is a clear way.


    The Removal of the Old Creation makes Room for Christ


    You think of Nehemiah, for instance, coming back from captivity, contemplating the rebuilding of the broken-down walls of Jerusalem. You remember that that wall represents the clear testimony as to what is of God and what is not of God. It is the line of demarcation. Inside that wall is the habitation of God, Jerusalem, that is all of God and all for God; that which is outside the wall is not, in the same sense, of God. Now, Nehemiah came back to re-establish that testimony, but before he could do anything in the way of rebuilding, there was a good deal of clearing up to be done. We are told twice over that there was very much rubbish. It is just like that always; there is a lot of rubbish, the rubbish of this old broken-down creation, which is in the way all the time. Nehemiah doubtless had to spend a good deal of time getting rid of the rubbish before he could do constructive work.


    I think it was something like that with the apostle Paul when he was thinking about his old life and the things he had thought were important, valuable and precious things. He enumerated some of them - his ancestry, birth, upbringing, status, and he said, "These things which were gain to me I count them but refuse" (Phil. 3:7,8). It is the rubbish of the old creation. In the eyes of the world, of the natural man, they are very important and valuable. Reputation and position and all those things count for something with the natural man. But Paul says, "Rubbish - I count them as veritable rubbish in comparison with the riches of Christ".


    Now, in the testimony of baptism we are, so to speak, getting rid of the rubbish, or we are declaring the fact that the rubbish of the old creation is removed in the death of Christ, and God has a clear way with Levites to start again and to get His testimony in purity, without mixture. We are all there, I trust, in heart. We see that baptism is no mere form, no mere rite, but a testimony to one of the major realities with which God is confronting this whole body of the sinful flesh, the whole order of man by nature which takes His rights from Him and must therefore be removed in death under judgment, in order that He shall have His rights and get a new way. It is thus no little thing to which we testify in baptism, but a great one.


    "If we have become united with Him by the likeness of His death, we shall be also by the likeness of His resurrection" (Rom. 6:5), "that we might walk in newness of life" (Rom. 6:4).


    Newness of life is a "firstborn" idea.


  


  
    Chapter 6 - The True Nature of Spiritual Service

  


  
    (A) The Spirit of a Servant


    Reading: Num. 3:13-19; Mal. 3:3; John 13:1-17; Matt. 20:26-28; Phil. 2:5-8.


    We now pass on to another thing which is so manifestly connected with the sons of Levi. It is this: that they are seen to stand in a special relationship to God in service. Whenever you meet them the matter of service is involved, "They shall serve Me." They are the embodiment of spiritual service and when we are speaking of Levites we are speaking of spiritual service, and when we are speaking of spiritual service, we are speaking of what a Levite is. To put that in another way, they represent service taking a pre-eminent place on the ground of fellowship with God, which in turn is based upon holiness: fellowship with God based upon holiness issuing in service. This theme of spiritual service brings us at once to the matter of conformity to the image of God's Son. He is the pre-eminent Levite, and if we want to understand what service to God is, we have to understand the Lord Jesus; to see Him, to discern Him in service based upon fellowship with God and that again, based upon holiness.


    Spiritual Progress Depends upon Service that is Truly Spiritual


    Do you realise that the Levites of old were the secret and key to all spiritual progress? Israel had come out of Egypt, had reached the base of Sinai, the whole journey to God's appointed end of fulness in the land lay before them, and there they broke down and fell away to the natural life (even after a religious kind). And the question for the moment was whether they could go another step forward in that journey. But for the Levites the journey would have finished there; that would have been the end of everything. What the Levites did, made possible a moving on and from that time onwards every forward movement was bound up with them. They were the deciding factor in the journey. The taking up of the tabernacle preparatory to moving on was in the hands of the three families of the Levites. When there was to be a halt and a tarrying, it was they who planted the tabernacle again. The whole matter of this progress was bound up with them, and that means that spiritual progress towards God's end - the fulness of Christ - is a matter of spiritual service. But the important thing is to know the nature of spiritual service, and we need the Lord Jesus to help us in this matter, to interpret service for us.


    Spiritual Service Characterized not by Activity but by the Servant Spirit


    What do we mean? Well, we are going to be very practical and frank. It means this, firstly and simply, that we have to be characterised not by many things done for the Lord - engagements, activities, works, and suchlike things - but by the servant spirit; and there are very, very few true Levites in that sense. A great many young men and women have left business or their homes to go into the Lord's service because they were already too much in service for their liking: their present life was bondage, irksome, difficult. To get out into 'the work of the Lord' meant for them scope, a sphere of influence, release, position, a title: 'a missionary', 'a minister', 'a Christian worker'. If only they had known their own hearts as the Lord knew them, the motive was not purely and utterly to pour themselves out unto death; I am not talking about the martyr's death on the mission field, but the daily martyrdom of being trodden upon, defamed, rejected. It was not that that moved them; it was desire for a scope of self-expression, self-realisation, in the things of God.


    It would not have been put that way, but many have done that, and I believe therein lies the explanation of a very great deal of the fire through which God has had to put many. In the long run they would that they could get back into their old place again.


    It is not a matter at all of the form of service. Some will join a society, a mission, an institution, because it gives them position. Some will not go into an organisation because they would only be a cog in the wheel, a servant. They want to be freelances and strike out on their own.


    The Servant Spirit is the Spirit of Christ


    What is behind this? It is not really the servant spirit, but something else. Really, if it were known, it is the lordship spirit, the master spirit, the reputation spirit, and oh, the most gruelling testing and refining comes on that account. What a day it was for Moses when, with all that zeal and passion and strength, he moved out, as he thought, to do God's service in the deliverance of the people, and they said in effect, "Who are you?" It must have been an awful shock and setback. I do not know what went on inside Moses, but he might well have said, "Why, I am Moses, don't you know who I am? Have you never heard of me?" That humbling is a terrible thing for the servant of the Lord who has a programme, and the Lord brought Moses right down there to discover whether it was the servant spirit or the master spirit that was in him, and sent him into the wilderness for forty years to let him know through that whole time that He was seeking a servant, not a master.


    At the end of forty years Moses has the servant spirit, and from that time onwards it is always, "Moses, My servant", "Moses, the servant of the Lord". One of the tragic, grievous effects of organising Christianity has been to eliminate the servant spirit for so many and to give them a sphere, a name, influence and scope for themselves in the things of God. There are few Levites. He who called Himself the Lord and Master said, "A servant is not greater than his lord; neither one that is sent greater than he that sent him" (John 13:14,16), "The Son of Man came not to be ministered unto" - not to be made something of, to be pleased with the attitude and activities of others towards Him - "but to minister and to give His life..." (Matt. 20:28). The Lord Jesus comes at once into view as the true Levite, the true servant. Oh, that thirteenth chapter of John is a marvellous chapter, with a stinging rebuke and a real challenge. "Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands... riseth from supper, and layeth aside His garments; and He took a towel, and girded Himself. Then He poureth water into the basin, and began to wash the disciples' feet..." (v.3-5).


    How the Holy Spirit keeps the background of things in view! Right out of the eternal glory and fulness, standing in all God's eternal thought concerning Him, knowing that the Father had committed all things into His hands, He began to wash the feet of His own disciples. And the first approach laid bare the thing which was right in the way of His disciples being what disciples ought to be. Why had no one else done what He did? They were standing on their dignity! Peter? "I am Peter, you know; I am one of the first three!" The Lord Jesus did that lowly service in that hour to teach a life lesson to those disciples that, if they were going to be any use whatever, they must be marked by the servant spirit.


    The Lowliest Act that Livingly Expresses Christ is Spiritual Service


    What is the servant spirit? It is not that gratification of ourselves in being always busy and active and doing things that we like to do for the Lord. It is shown in doing things which are not natural, contrary to nature, in which are seen the difference between Christ and ourselves. I wonder if you see the inside of what I am saying? To me this is a life lesson, something written very deeply, and although the language, the thoughts, the ideas may be elementary, or seem to be, I feel that this is something the Lord wants us to recognise in a new way, that we may be led out to the menial service of God among His people - the menial service. We discriminate between kinds of service for the Lord. We want to be teaching, speaking, getting down alongside of people and talking to them about the Word of God and spiritual things, and we very often fail to recognise that a real ministration of Christ, which is true service, may come along some altogether other line than that. Someone may say, 'I have seen the Lord Jesus in so-and-so and have come to recognise what He is like and to appreciate Him, not because they talk such spiritual things, but because of their selflessness in doing all kinds of things, menial things, for other people - abasing themselves, emptying themselves, making themselves of no reputation.' This is true service - being bond-slaves of Jesus Christ.


    As one of those artificial servants, of course you have a Bible in your hand and talk out of it to other people! That is one thing. But to go and do something very menial is quite another - sweep a room, tidy up, make people comfortable. You think I am going down to a low level? No, I am not. It is very often in that realm of things that the Lord Jesus is felt and seen and ministered to others more than in all our talking. The thing is that we have the servant spirit, the spirit of the servant.


    Meekness and Lowliness of Heart are Essential for Spiritual Service


    That is the Levite, and the Levite is very precious to God. "They are Mine, My peculiar treasure", representing God's thoughts and satisfying Him in a very peculiar way as to His own thoughts; and the Levites are servants. It has been said that the strongest instinct in man is that for power. I am not sure that this is not right. We can put that in another way and say that the greatest revolt in human nature is against weakness. I am not thinking of moral weakness, of course, but of what the Lord Jesus meant by meekness and lowliness of heart. In this world, that is called weakness and is despised, and human nature revolts against it. If that revolt is the expression of the instinct for power, then it is true that the strongest instinct in human nature is for power. We see it today as it has reached this imperial power in the world. Well, the servant in the true sense of a servant of the Lord will be regarded as a poor thing by the world, but as peculiarly precious to God.


    Now, do you see that spiritual progress is founded upon that? I am quite sure of this, that if you or I have in us that which is contrary to, or the opposite of, the servant spirit, we are really not going to make spiritual progress ourselves. We may have all knowledge, all information on Divine things, we may have accumulated through the years a tremendous store and we may be thinking of all that we have heard and learned through the years in terms of a ministry which we are going to fulfill, how useful it is going to be, and so on. Oh, beloved, the Lord save us mercifully if that is our mentality! The fact does remain, and we had better look at it squarely, that it is possible to have an immense sum of spiritual knowledge and information and to be ourselves spiritually fixed, never moving, right back where we were years ago. That is a terrible fact to face; but it is true. My spiritual progress and yours will rest upon the servant spirit in us; not the service of others to us, but the servant spirit in us. If we have the servant spirit, the true spirit of the Levite, we shall make progress.


    That can be put in other ways. You see the simple, selfless, artless child of God who has no personal interest whatever, no soul influence of his own, nothing that arises from his own natural life to govern him, but just a pure, simple devotion and obedience to the Lord, and you will see spiritual progress. But you see someone who is all the time clinging to the idea of ministry, service, place, and recognition, and no matter how much he knows and has been taught, you will find someone who is 'stuck' spiritually. Forgive the word, but it is a very expressive one.


    If the Levites stand for anything of value to God, they stand for this: the spirit of service, the spirit of the servant; not desiring to be the leader and the person seen and recognised, with things coming to us, to minister to us and gratify us; but going out to the simplest, to the most difficult, the most awkward, if only one can be spiritually helpful. That is service to the Lord, that is how Christ is ministered, and that, in our case, is conformity to the image of God's Son.


    The Spirit of a Servant is the Spirit of the Throne


    There is much said in the Word about our reigning hereafter together with Him, but let us not think of that for one moment in terms of despotism, or lording it over God's heritage. What will be the nature of our reigning? "His servants shall serve Him" (Rev. 22:3), and if I know anything about the kingdom of God now or hereafter, the supreme feature of that kingdom is selflessness, utter selflessness of devotion to the needs of others. That is the kingdom.


    I am not going to say any more now. It is an emphasis by the Lord. He must work upon it, apply it, interpret it, and bring us to it. I say again, we need a revolution in our mentality about the service of the Lord. "He that is faithful in that which is least" (Luke 16:10); those who will get down to the lowly thing for the Lord's sake, to minister Christ, to show the Spirit of Christ, those are the ones who will grow and who will be used by the Lord. He always brings His most useful vessels along that line, bringing them right down first to learn the servant spirit before they reign in any kind of capacity. Moses went that way; Joseph went that way; they all went that way. Think of Jeremiah. Did he count for anything? Yes, he counted for mighty things; "that the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah might be accomplished, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus, king of Persia, so that he made a decree" (2 Chron. 36:22), and the Lord's people came out of captivity; but poor Jeremiah - there was not very much for his flesh to glory in. But all these gather round the one central figure who includes in Himself all their spiritual qualities. The greatest Levite took on Him the form of a servant and became obedient unto death (Phil. 2:5,8).


    I cannot convey to you what I feel, nor say all that I would like to say on this matter, but perhaps just pointing it out may provide a ground upon which the Lord can do His work. This conformity to the image of God's Son is something rather different from the glowing, romantic ideas we may have gathered. It is this - a servant, "your servant for Jesus' sake" (2 Cor. 4:5). The Lord give us the spirit of a servant.


  


  
    Chapter 7 - The True Nature of Spiritual Service (cont.)

  


  
    (B) The Spirit of a Little Child


    Reading: Deut. 10:1-3,8; 2 Cor. 3:2,3; 4:6,7; Luke 9:46-48; Matt. 18:1-6;10,12-14.


    We have seen that the Levites, the sons of Levi, were of old, among other things, the embodiment of the spirit of service. In this present dispensation they are not a class or a caste, they are spiritual men and women who in the same way embody the spirit of service. Perhaps it is unnecessary for me to say here that all the Lord's children in this dispensation are called into that place which was occupied by the sons of Levi in the past dispensation. We want now to face again this matter of spiritual service. We have already, in an earlier message, sought to see the real nature of such service, but we return to it as being a matter on which the Lord is laying much emphasis at this time.


    All True Service Proceeds from a Work Wrought in Us by God


    Let us recapitulate a little. The sons of Levi, if they are the embodiment of the spirit of service, are the personal expression of a work which God has effected in them. What you and I have to recognise, if we are really going to serve the Lord, is that all true service to Him proceeds from the work which He has effected in us. And when we look again at the sons of Levi, we see that a basic work was done in them out of which their service proceeded, or because of which they were entrusted with the service of the Lord; and that basic work was an inward separation between the natural and the spiritual. The Levites, as the serving company in Israel, came into that position in the day when they took the sword against their own brothers, neighbours, and friends who had broken loose at the mount and given place to the flesh. They stood apart from all the rest and with the sword they hewed down their nearest and dearest because they recognised the supreme place which the spiritual had as over against the natural, even in the realm of religion.


    You know that the New Testament is very largely occupied with dealing with the flesh of believers that is brought into association with the things of God; with dividing between what is spiritual and what is carnal in the children of God. The whole of the first letter to the Corinthians is concerned with that one thing, and we may say in greater or lesser degree every other letter is occupied with it.


    So the Levites came into their place to minister to the Lord because by the sword they made that clear and sure divide between the flesh and the spirit and they did it at tremendous cost to themselves; they had to deny themselves and lose their own souls in their stand for what was purely and wholly of God. That was a work wrought in them of God, by which separation was effected in an inward way between what is of nature and what is of the Spirit. As the letter to the Hebrews puts it, "dividing asunder of soul and spirit" (Heb. 4:12). The Levites do say most clearly that spiritual service is the outcome of something which God has effected in the life deep down at the centre of the being, by way of setting things apart in their place, dividing between the flesh and the Spirit, between what is of man in us and what is of God through grace and new birth. The mixing up of those two things has brought all the confusion among the Lord's people and in the work of the Lord, and brought much death and limitation. The purifying of the sons of Levi simply means the bringing of them back to that pristine position of the great divide between nature and the Lord.


    Childlike Simplicity of Spirit is Basic to True Service


    We now take up one particular thought in that connection. You noticed, as we read from Deuteronomy 10, the reference to the very earliest construction and use of the ark of the testimony of the Lord. It is in very simple terms. The description of the ark as commanded to be made for the Most Holy Place was very much more elaborate. It was of acacia wood but it was to be overlaid with gold, with the mercy seat above it and the cherubim. These details contain a fuller conception of God's thought, an altogether more glorious thing than in the passage before us. Here this ark is described simply as a wooden box, an ark of acacia wood, and the tables of stone were to be placed in it. And at that time the Lord set apart the Levites to bear the ark of the covenant of the Lord. It was very simple, but therein is a Divine thought. Whenever you get the first reference to a thing in the Word, you may take it that you have got the essence of a Divine thought. That will be expanded presently; what is involved will be revealed and elaborated. You will get the full ark later, but it begins in a very simple way.


    The fact that in this first appearance of the ark it is mentioned as a chest of acacia wood, without any embellishments, speaks so clearly, so precisely, of human weakness and humility. It is the Lord Jesus coming in the first instance in all His human weakness, humility, and simplicity. Yes, the testimony of God is in Him even at Bethlehem, and through the thirty years and the three and a half years. But what we see there is His human weakness, His humility, His dependence, His meekness; and it was in the first place in relation to that that the Levites were set apart. I wonder if you catch the thought. In type the Levites were brought immediately into association with the testimony of Jesus, to be responsible for it, to be entrusted with it, to bear it all the days of Israel's earthly sojourn. But they were brought into that association on the basis of His weakness and His humility; and it is a vital association, not an official and legal one. They were to partake in their own beings of that very weakness and humility; as among men to be nothing.


    Now we are brought to these passages in Luke and in Matthew. Here are the disciples of the Lord and on the two occasions referred to we find them in an association with Him, but pre-eminently concerned with the matter of position, greatness, status, and so on. They questioned within themselves who should be greatest and they came to Him and said, "Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?" The Lord Jesus acts His answer as well as speaks it, by setting a little child in the midst. He says, in effect, "You are My disciples, you are going to be entrusted with My testimony, a testimony unto Me; the thing that is necessary in you is the cutting clean in between Myself and all this mentality of yours about position and influence and power. I am not that. I am among you as He that serveth". "The Son of Man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His life" (Matt. 20:28). In a word, the law of the Levite is the law of the little child. The Levite comes in, not with the great elaborate thing. God's deeper thoughts about His Son are wonderful thoughts and they will come out in due course, but we do not begin on that high level.


    Childlikeness of Spirit is Contrary to Nature


    Let us be quite practical right away. Many have the idea that to be great and effectual servants of the Lord they must start high up in the matter of much teaching and knowledge, be fully informed on the things of the Lord, know the mysteries of Christ, and enter right into the innermost wonders of the Lord, and that when they know those things, they will be effectual servants, able to fulfill ministry. The Lord does not refer to the ark in all its glory and meaning and mystery in its first association with the Levites who were to minister, but to its simplicity, its humility, its nakedness, its real meekness of Christ. He says, "That is how you are to be - like little children". That is where ministry begins; as having everything to learn, everything to know, not as knowing everything; and that position is not a natural one at all. Nature is just the opposite of that.


    Oh, how we love to know, and how we love others to know that we know. The platform is the most perilous place imaginable to human nature. Why? Because it is the place where you exercise influence. And I say again it is the most dangerous thing to have people under your influence. No one ought ever to aspire to that kind of public ministry without their heart being gripped with fear, not wanting to speak unless the Lord wants it, and not daring to do so unless the Lord takes the initiative in the matter. That is the opposite of nature. Nature delights in having influence, in knowing, in being in a place of power. We want knowledge. But why? Because knowledge is power, it is said; and it is true. If we know, we have at once gained the advantage over people who do not know, and there is a certain gratification to our own souls in knowing what other people do not know. There are very few people who know what others do not know and can refrain from saying it. There is something about such people that speaks of humility - unless of course they be awkward and cantankerous; but we are not thinking of that type.


    What I am trying to emphasise is this. It is not natural to put back your influence, your power, to hold it under the hand of God, only to be exercised as the Spirit leads and not to be used by yourself. That is contrary to nature. The spirit of the little child in the grown disciple is also the contradiction of nature. It is the work of grace. In a word, it speaks of something having been wrought inside, the sword having cut right in between nature and the Lord, the flesh and the spirit. That is the Levite, and that is the nature of spiritual service. Again, it is the fruit of something deeply done within, where all that life of nature in its ambition, self-assertiveness, desire for self-realisation and quest for influence has really been put under the sword and slain. Now it is a matter of the Lord Himself alone, what He is, what He gives, what He does, and apart from the Lord there can be nothing. Not out from ourselves, but out from Him - that is spiritual service.


    That is the realm in which the purifying of the sons of Levi has to take place. And so, in an inward way, these disciples needed a separation between their natural ideas of greatness, power and influence, and what is Divine strength and influence, and the little child is taken. I like that first passage, "He took a little child and set him by His side." He took a little child and said, in effect, 'This little child and I are one; if you see this little child, you see Me inwardly; if you see Me inwardly, you see this little child. Now look at yourselves: great big fellows, great ideas of place, position, influence, power, the greatest in the kingdom - that is you; I am this. Until you have learned this lesson, and come over onto this ground and become as little children, there is no place in the kingdom for you.' "Of such is the kingdom" (Luke 18:16). That is the Levite; the little child represents the Levite spirit.


    All Divine service is based upon that work effected within us. Organised Christianity makes servants of God by academic training, it makes something of the person - now you may be the finished article, and you use the church laws; you are a servant of the Lord, you are the ripe product of the school. You are something, you have been made something, you are trained, you are efficient. The Spirit of God makes nothing of the servant, and when He gets to work upon any life it is to empty that life of itself. If ever we are going to be of any use to the Lord, we are going through that school for the emptying of all this mentality as to greatness. Whether or not we have framed it in word or even in thought, let us understand that it is in us all: "Who shall be greatest?"


    The point is this: the purifying of the sons of Levi. We have been concerned with being of value to the Lord, but perhaps the greater part of our mentality about serving the Lord has had to do with something being effected outside, that is, the number of people we have touched, or who have been brought into something through our instrumentality, how many meetings we have addressed, and so on, along the line of outward activity in Christian work. What we have found has been the hand of the Lord resting heavily upon us, taking us through the depths of suffering and trial with very little of that outward realm to which to point; maybe one or two here and there who thank God that they have met us, and to whom we have been able to pass on something helpful; but it is so small. The far greater measure of our experience has been an awful going through the fire, an undoing, an emptying out, being brought under arrest. The Lord has not allowed us to have a free course and go right on in outward activity. He has been holding us and trying us, we have been in the fire. That is the purifying of the sons of Levi and that is service.


    Usefulness is Limited in the Measure of the Lord's Work in Us


    What is the Lord after? Here it is again - real value to the Lord is, and is only, the product of something inwardly wrought. We may take it as a settled thing that the measure of our usefulness to the Lord is just the measure of what has been done in us, not the measure of what has been told to us. We said earlier that it is possible for people to have attended all the conferences for years and yet they may be no further on today than they were at the beginning. That is the awful possibility. They may be just as limited and bound in their real usefulness to the Lord as ever they were. It is not the measure of that kind of familiarity with Divine things that is the measure of our value to the Lord. And so we find with many of us that the Lord is always at work in bringing us back. He is, in effect, saying, 'Don't advance beyond your measure, don't advance in talk, in thinking that you know.' The realm of mental knowledge of Divine things is a false, artificial one. The Lord pulls us up in experience on things which are, after all, very elementary. He is bringing us back and laying the foundation deeply in us.


    Oh, friends, do remember this. It works both ways. The measure of spiritual service, the measure in which we are the Lord's servants, is only the measure in which He has effected something in us. And it works the other way. If He is working with all things to effect something in us, we may take it He is ploughing with a harvest in view. He is ploughing deep because He purposes something. It may not come out in those former ways of work, Christian activity, organised service, being officially called ministers and missionaries and workers and so on. It may come out simply in our having something for deeply needy souls which they cannot find anywhere else; and I say to you that that is all I want. Is that not all you want? What more do you want? You might be the Archbishop of Canterbury so far as position is concerned, and yet have very little indeed so far as some hungry child of God is concerned. And you may be a nobody, a little child in the midst of God's people, and yet have something of the Lord to meet a need which the Archbishop could never meet. I am not saying he cannot, I am merely making a comparison.


    It is not position, official status, and so on; it is what the Lord has done in us that counts. So, take comfort. Remember that this inward work has got to be done. We go right down to the place where there is found in us the spirit of the little child, of meekness, dependence, humility, where everything is of the Lord and nothing of ourselves. That is true Levitical service, but it is very precious and very valuable to the Lord. May He find in us sons of Levi and give us grace to endure the purifying fires.


  


  
    Chapter 8 - Joseph - A Delivering Instrument in the Making

  


  
    Reading: Psalm 105:16-22; John 5:20-27; 13:3.


    In the passage in Psalm 105, and especially in that little clause in verse 17, "He sent a man before them", we have in principle something which is very much in line with what we have been considering in the earlier messages. And although we may not now speak of it in the same connection, that is, in connection with the sons of Levi, it does not matter very much about the connection, it is the Divine message that we want to get.


    We make no attempt here to set forth in detail the correspondence between Joseph and Christ. That is one of the kindergarten lessons of Christians and is all very clear; and whatever we may say about Joseph and the spiritual principles embodied in his life, their highest fulfilment and their most direct relationship is of course found in the Lord Jesus Himself.


    Their application to the Lord's people is in a secondary, although a very real way, but the Word of God primarily has the Lord Jesus always in view, and we do not want to lose sight of that fact in this meditation.


    The Initiator - God in Sovereignty and Foreknowledge


    But our special purpose is to observe an abiding principle and method of God as here bound up with the life of Joseph and with the life of the Lord Jesus, and it is found right in the heart of this simple statement: "He sent a man before them." Every part of that sentence carries a significance. He, God, acting sovereignly - something coming out from God; it is God who does this. You notice what precedes: "He called for a famine upon the land; He brake the whole staff of bread". That really, in point of time, lay a good way beyond the next statement. The calling for the famine, the breaking of the whole staff of bread, was subsequent to His sending a man before them, but it indicates that a time comes when God sees a need among His own people which can only be met by His acting in a way which brings them into severe adversity.


    Here was to be a sovereign act of God which would involve the elect seed, the people of God, in conditions of severe straightness and privation. A situation which would threaten to bring about their end, and would really result in that, did He not act also in another way to meet the situation which He Himself had created. In His foreknowledge therefore, He sovereignly chose an instrument for the meeting of that situation, "He sent a man before them." That, I say again, sets forth a Divine principle and a method which God has employed not once nor twice in the history of His people and of this world. Again and again in anticipation of a coming situation, God has sovereignly acted to secure for Himself an instrument. Sometimes the instrument has been individual. So it was with the patriarchs and later, the prophets. God foresaw a need and anticipated it in a sovereign way by laying His hand upon individuals. But it has also been collective in history; that is, God has laid His hand upon, and raised up, companies of people like the Levites - an Israel within an Israel - to meet His special need as He moved on towards His ultimate end. That is no unfamiliar fact with us, but I do want to re-emphasize it now, because I believe it is a very vital part of the Lord's word to us at this time.


    In the earlier messages we have spoken of the Levites and sought to show that within the great company of those who bear the Lord's Name in a general way, but who are spiritually a mixed company, the Lord seeks to have sons of Levi who approximate to His mind in a fuller way and in relation to the greater need which exists among His people. This method and principle of God is again seen here in the case of Joseph. So that it is sometimes individual - He sends a man; sometimes it is collective in a company. I do want that to be something more than a thing said, and that we should really appreciate its import.


    God does act sovereignly. And who shall say that He is not so acting in our day within the mass of Christian people to possess Himself of a company to stand vitally related to the greater need in a day which is coming? Let us at least entertain the possibility of that being so and even if it is only a possibility, it carries with it a challenge to us and an interpretation of God's dealings with many of His people and perhaps with many of us. The first thing, then, is God's sovereign choice of an instrument according to His foreknowledge. God sent; acting out from Himself in a sovereign way.


    The Means - The Common Disciplines of Life


    Then, "He sent a man before them." God is acting sovereignly in advance of a time of need which He Himself knows is coming. The instrument, whether it be individual or collective, very often does not know that God is doing that. Take Joseph, he went out at his father's command one day, to enquire after the welfare of his brethren. You know how - perhaps unwisely - he had told them his dreams, and how they had been quick to draw the implication so far as they were concerned, recognising what they thought he intended to imply as to their having to come under his authority. And being in the spiritual state in which they were, they reacted to him very unfavourably. All very natural, nothing very extraordinary about that; and being rough fellows and very jealous and self-centered, they were spiteful and conceived a plot to get rid of him. You know what they did; first put him into a pit, and then some of them, having a bad time with their conscience over what they had done, took him up again and sold him to some travelers going to Egypt. So he eventually arrived in Egypt, was sold as a slave, got into some difficulties and found himself in jail and then got out.


    It is a very natural story, full of natural incidents - just how things could go and might go. In common speech you might say there was a good deal of misfortune about it. There is nothing apparently very extraordinary or supernatural about it. And yet all those happenings are gathered up by the Spirit of God in this way - "He sent a man before them." That is how God covers the ground. In other words, here God in sovereignty was governing all that seemed to be the mere happenings and incidents of a life that came into difficulties. Ah, more than that; God was sovereignly governing the very faults of Joseph and the wickedness of his brethren - his injudicious utterances and their spiteful, evil intents. Those things come right within the scope of the Divine sovereignty and are the things which made up God's sending a man before them.


    God foresaw a day coming of famine and need, and having Joseph in mind as His chosen instrument, projected him into a situation. But why did He not do it in a different way? Why did He not get him to Egypt on some ordinary kind of business or have him wonderfully transferred there without any difficulty on the journey, and then precipitate things in Egypt so as to bring Joseph into touch with Pharaoh, and thus cause him to become the second man in the kingdom? Being God, He could have reached that end by a straight course, working all things so wonderfully and smoothly. That is our idea of how God ought to do things when He is going to accomplish a great work. He ought to come down as a mighty God and take up His instrument and carry it through without any trouble at all because He is so great and powerful. Is that not our idea of how God ought to do His work and are we not often stumbled because it is so often otherwise?


    But read again. "He sent a man before them". If you did not know the story of Joseph, you would conclude that God simply sent a man before them, that he arrived there, and did his work and that was all. But you know the story. Every step of the way was fraught with difficulty, adversity, suffering and perplexity, and what looked like frustration and defeat. And yet the whole story is put like this: "He sent a man before them." God... even taking hold sovereignly of all these things and working in them good, by their very instrumentality securing His end. These evilly disposed men, as Joseph put it later on, only fulfilled God's purpose. "Ye meant evil, but God meant it for good" (Gen. 50:20). Thus the evil intent, the malice, the hatred, the frustration, the intended destruction on the part of those who were against him, were all taken hold of by the sovereignty of God in order to get Joseph through.


    It is a strange way God has in getting us to His desired position. When we come to the end of the story, it will be romance indeed. There is nothing very romantic about it now; there was no romance for Joseph when he was in the pit or the dungeon. But it is a hidden romance of Divine sovereignty that is being written in the case of all those who are the called according to His purpose, for whom He foreknew He foreordained. But how strange is the way of reaching the foreordained end; God worked in all things good, according to His purpose.


    The Goal - Suitability of Character, Not Official Status


    Then there is another aspect of this. "He sent a man before them." It was not only a matter of advance in position, but advance in time, and the time of Joseph's going before them was a time of deep and terrible discipline. We have just said that any instrument thus sovereignly taken up by God, individual or collective, does not know for the time being what it all means. All that it knows is that it is having a difficult time, going through the fires. There is very little explanation for what is happening; it seems to be all, or almost all, discipline, suffering, trial, adversity. There is very little respite. But it is a thing in the purpose of God for a time ahead, a deep work of Divine preparation bringing to a spiritual strength and position which will work out in an ability to help others when they come to the time of need.


    God is very practical. He does not act mechanically in these things and take a Joseph, an instrument, and lift him from one position and put him into an elevated position in an official capacity. No, God works him into that position by inward discipline so that his position is not official but spiritual. It is not just that he comes to occupy a place, but he has come to be a kind of person suited for such a place, and the advance movement is for the making of an instrument ahead of a need. Joseph perhaps never realised this at the time, and we ought to be very grateful if the Lord gives us enlightenment that that is what He is doing in our case, that in a spiritual sense He is sending us on in advance. It is because He knows of something that is coming for which that advanced spiritual condition will be His key to the situation, His answer to the need.


    The Issue - (1) The Secret of Life in God


    When the time comes which God has foreknown, then the instrument which has been passing through the fires - the sons of Levi who have been in the purifying fires - has two things without which all its brethren will perish, upon which the very survival of the Lord's children will rest. The first is the secret of life. Joseph said later to his brethren that God sent him before them to preserve life. Joseph possessed the secret of life, and although in the type, the earthly story, the secret of life was largely a matter of corn and harvests, the sowing and the reaping which Joseph indicated should be done, the spiritual truth is this: that Joseph had learned the secret of life by passing through successive experiences of death. It was a death experience in the pit, but he did not die. It was a death experience in the hands of strangers, and in Potiphar's house, and in the dungeon. It was another death experience when he was forgotten by the butler whom he had helped.


    If you could have seen into Joseph's heart at those different points of his life, probably you would have understood how he felt as to the hopelessness of the situation. It seemed like death upon death. Every fresh promise of a way out was followed by another reverse, successive experiences of death. He might have died many times. They intended that he should die in the first place, and death seemed to be dogging his steps all the way along, but he never died. And that was not because he was so clever, or had such wonderful powers of endurance, or had in himself the secret of survival. The secret of Joseph's life was not 'the survival of the fittest'; it was God. And Joseph, through successive deaths, learned the mighty power of Life triumphing over death, the power of resurrection. And at last when he comes to full exaltation, he embodies the full testimony to the power of resurrection.


    That is no unfamiliar ground. But this is what I want to say - through his experiences of repeated deaths, he learned in the innermost part of his own being the secret of life in God. God was his life. There was nothing else to be his life; everything else was death, but God was his life.


    Oh, does that not interpret something for us? Does it not explain the dealings of God with some of His people? They seem to be taken into experiences of death. Again and again it seems that the end has come - how this surely is the last stage, this time I shall not come out; whatever it has been in the past, this time all is finished! And yet all is not finished, it is not the end and there is no other explanation but that it is God, it is the Lord, who has brought us through. And we come all too slowly to realise and lay hold of the fact that He is our life and the length of our days; not what the enemy says, not what any enemies say, not what others would impose on us, not what natural conditions would dictate; but He Himself is our life and the length of our days (Deut. 30:20). And we do not come to that position by being told about it, by any number of messages and conferences. We can only come there by going into the pit and into the dungeon and knowing what deliverance from death really is. So Joseph came to possess the secret of life by the very experiences of death through which the sovereignty of God led him.


    The Issue - (2) The Wisdom of Life for Others


    The other thing which Joseph possessed was the wisdom unto life. Pharaoh is at his wit's end, the wise and the mighty of this world are quite unable to meet the situation. Where is wisdom to be found? That is the question in Job: "The deep saith, it is not in me; and the sea saith, it is not with me" (Job 28:12,14). Where is wisdom found? "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (knowledge ASV and KJV)" (Prov.1:7). The wisdom unto life (that is the explanation: counsel, enlightenment which will save the whole situation) will be with those who have gone this way with the Lord in spiritual advance, learning to know Him in adversity and in suffering.


    The Nature of the Instrument - Always 'A Man'


    Now, I am trusting that all this is not wishful thinking and imagination of what may be, but I do suggest to you that there are not lacking even in our day indications of a coming possible situation like this, a situation of great spiritual need among the Lord's people. I am not sure that His people have been very much oppressed with the consciousness of their spiritual need for some time past. There has been a great deal of complacency and preoccupation and self-gratification, even in religious activities, and the Lord has not been able to get very far with His own people as to His fullest thought concerning them, but I repeat, there are not lacking indications that a change may be coming about before long. The situation may alter soon, things may come under the breaking of the hammer of God and He may be already beginning to break the whole staff of bread and to call for a famine over the land. In other words, a new situation is arising in which Christian people must know the Lord in a new way. I have no doubt that is true in many parts of the world today which are being touched or threatened by the spreading of the war. How long it will be before things intensify over yet a greater area so that all are involved in this new need, I do not know, but I say there are indications of a new situation arising in which a new spiritual knowledge will be necessary for life.


    If the Lord cuts off the things which have been the life of His people, lesser things than His full provision for them, what may we expect to find? That He has already been secretly, sovereignly, at work in the earth taking some here and there through the fires and through the depths unto that knowledge of Himself which will be the wisdom of life for the others in that day which is coming. But it will not be through a new organisation, a new piece of machinery, a new society, that He will do this work. "He sent a man before them." That, as you know, is the great discriminating factor in the case of the Levites.


    David made a new cart and put the ark upon it, and the Lord smote Uzza so that he died and the whole thing came under arrest. And then David, through heart discipline and inward suffering, was brought to see the explanation: God does not entrust His full testimony to carts, to machines, to organisations. His eternal principle and law is to commit it to living men who have been set apart, sanctified, purified in the fires; therefore 'purify the sons of Levi'. No, not a new movement, but a new man, individual or corporate - a living people who know the Lord.


    The Hand that Alone Can Fashion the Instrument: God's


    That is God's full thought and method. He, and no else, can do it like this. We have tried to make people better and spiritual, and our methods of doing it have been very commendable to ourselves, but when God has taken it in hand, He has done it in a way we never thought of, in His own right way.


    I have very often, out of sheer sympathy, spent many hours going round the cases of brothers and sisters who were having a bad time, to see how I could make things easier for them, if I could not change their situation and get them into some place and position which would be more comfortable, where they would not suffer so much. And the Lord has again and again come in and said, "Hands off! You might get them into an easier place and frustrate My work in them; leave them to Me!" When the Lord does it, He does it in His own way, but He does it very effectively and He purifies the sons of Levi.


    We must be very careful how we manipulate other lives. It does not mean that we must be unsympathetic, unhelpful, but we must be very much led of the Spirit in changing a situation, otherwise we may be hindering the Lord's purpose in another life. The Lord is after a living people knowing Himself, and such, be it individual or collective, is His key to a situation which He knows is coming about.


    Let us then take heart. If we are in the fires, in the dungeon, if it does seem that the enemy is scoring every time, take heart from this. "All things work together for good (or God works good in all things) to them that are called according to His purpose" (Rom. 8:28). The sovereignty of God is at work and you may take it as a settled thing that what we have been saying is true in any case, whether its outworking be seen in this life or afterwards. God is preparing an instrument; and if it be not for use during its own lifetime here on the earth for a situation which will arise in the history of His people, it will be for a special ministry in the ages to come. That possibility seems so remote and uninteresting so far as this life is concerned, that we may not take to it very kindly, but there it is. It is true - a people brought into a particular and peculiar association with the Lord for a special service in His appointed time; and that is the meaning of the fires. "He sent a man before them." The Lord speak the meaning of that for our comfort and strength.


  


  
    Chapter 9 - God's Supreme Concern: The New Creation in Christ Jesus

  


  
    Reading: Num. 3:11-13; 1 Cor. 15:20; Rom. 8:29; Col. 1:18; Heb. 1:6; 12:23; Rev. 1:5; 2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15; Eph. 2:15; Gal. 4:19.


    Here we have the thing which, with God, is the all-governing concern and interest, the thing which matters most: "In Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation" (Gal. 6:15).


    That is a great discriminating statement which is far-reaching and embraces a very great deal. We might quite rightly paraphrase that statement of the apostle by saying, 'Now in Christ the thing which matters is a new creation'!


    The Constant Theme of New Testament Writings


    There has always been a tendency from the beginning to forget that and for Christianity to become something else, or a number of other things. The New Testament is very largely occupied with the endeavour to set that right and to counter that persistent tendency. These apostolic letters all have to do with things which had come in as interests, concerns, and ends in themselves - Christian things, but which at least tended to cover over and smother the basic and pre-eminent reality and necessity of Christianity: a new creation. The letters to the Romans, the Galatians, and the Hebrews, all deal with an external system of rules and regulations of legal observances, things that you should do or should not do - things which had come in and were smothering this great, central, supreme reality; and you know how in these letters the apostle seeks to correct that tendency.


    The New Creation Not Reached by Works of Law or Outward Observances


    He does it in a very thorough way in the letter to the Romans. Very exhaustively he points out that in Christ Jesus you do not get through with God by works of the law, however exhaustively and zealously you may give yourselves to the carrying out of them. The thing that matters is a new creation. Romans 6 is the great divide between an old creation struggling to answer to the law of God in its own resources and failing to get through, and the new creation in Christ which goes right on in Life.


    In the letter to the Galatians it is the same thing coming up in another way: the attempt of Judaisers to impose again upon the Christians the old ritual of Israel, saying, 'Except you be circumcised, you cannot be saved; you must conform to these regulations if you want salvation'. That is what it amounts to; and so they attempted to bring these Christians back again into legal bondage by the imposition of this strait-waistcoat of Jewish ritual. The answer of the apostle is, "Now in Christ circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing, but a new creation." That is the thing that matters.


    In the letter to the Hebrews it is the whole great system of outward worship as represented by the temple service, the priesthood, the sacrifices and the whole range of that order, and again the Judaisers were seeking to bring back the Christians to that earthly, external and temporal form of things. The argument of the whole letter comes up in this very rich, significant and suggestive fragment in Hebrews 12, "Ye are come to... the general assembly and church of the firstborn ones." You know what that means. "Now is Christ risen from the dead, the firstfruits of them that are asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20), "the firstborn from among the dead" (Col. 1:18). The argument of Hebrews is that that whole system of temple worship is dead works. Chapter 6 states that precisely, "repentance from dead works". The dead works are religious works in relation to the temple order as an outward system. "But ye are come to the general assembly and church of the firstborn one" (Heb. 12:23). That is in relation to Christ risen from the dead, the dead works having been buried in the grave. It is only another way of saying that the thing which obtains and matters in Christ is a new creation. In the whole matter, the point is that in Christ Jesus everything is inward and spiritual, not outward and temporal.


    The New Creation Transcends All Earthly Distractions and Dispositions


    When you come to the letters to the Ephesians and Colossians, it is still this matter of the new creation, or a new creation man, creating "of the twain one new man" (Eph. 2:15). But the connection is different in these letters. It is not here the connection with Judaism alone, although that is touched. The range and relationship are wider. Here, not only the distinction between Jew and Gentile, but all earthly distinctions are involved: Jew, Greek, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman; that is, all the distinctions and differences of nationalities and human constitution as found in this world order in its broken up state. Now in Christ Jesus, the apostle says in effect, there is none of that at all; it is all gone in His grave and there is one new man "where there cannot be Jew and Greek" (Col. 3:11). Not where there are representatives of all - a glorious conglomeration which for a little while here on earth seeks to maintain mentally the attitude that we will not take any notice of one another's differences nor refer to one another's titles - but where they have gone and something entirely new supersedes; where there cannot be Jew and Greek and all the rest, but Christ is all and in all. One new man in Christ Jesus, not a composite man. This one man has not got the coloured face of a negro and other features of all other races to make up one composite man. This is not a Noah's ark. This is one new Man.


    In Colossians other things are touched in the same connection: "But now put ye also away all these: anger, wrath, malice, railing, shameful speaking out of your mouth; lie not one to another; seeing that ye have put off the old man with his doings, and have put on the new man, which is being renewed unto knowledge after the image of him that created him: where there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman; but Christ is all, and in all. Put on therefore, as God's elect, holy and beloved, a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; forbearing one another, and forgiving each other. If any man have a complaint against any; even as the Lord forgave you, so also do ye" (Col. 3:8-13).


    It is the new man again, in Christ a new creation, and that affects all our dispositions in our relationships with one another. Lie not one to another, put away wrath, anger, malice and so on; all those things which divide belong to the old man. In Christ there is a new creation.


    You turn to the position at Corinth. You find that while these matters are dealt with, there are still other realms in which the new creation is made to apply. At Corinth even spiritual factors, such as the apostles themselves, were being allowed, or even used, to divide the Lord's people: "I am of Paul", "I am of Apollos", "I am of Cephas." And then spiritual gifts were being allowed to work out in exactly the opposite direction to that for which they were given. Spiritual gifts were given by the Lord for the building up of the one Body. That is the argument of 1 Corinthians 12. But at Corinth these very gifts were having the opposite effect. They were being made ends in themselves, objects of ambition and display, and the apostle had to deal with the baneful, disruptive effect of even supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit. He met it with that classic of 1 Corinthians 13.


    "If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am become sounding brass, or a clanging cymbal. And if I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing".


    Love is the great feature of the new creation, this love of Christ.


    All True Service is Related to the New Creation


    You see then, that it is a new creation which matters; that is the thing which is pre-eminent. We could add a great many things to the list of secondary things which tend to take its place. I would add here, for instance, that it is not churches or assemblies of the Lord's people which are most important. You can get those in outward form without the new creation, and in getting them you will have a good deal of the old creation to disrupt them and to make the fulfilment of the very object of their existence impossible. The thing which matters is the new creation; and it is not the assembly that is going to make the new creation, but the new creation which makes the assembly.


    I am, as you recognise, right down on basic, fundamental beginning things. We have enough experience to know that it is possible to advance a great way in truth, New Testament conceptions and practices, and then to meet with so much of the old creation as to render the whole thing valueless. It is possible to have people gathered together in assembly life and find so much of the old creation there that the very purpose of that existence is defeated. So I beg your patience in reiterating that the thing which matters is the new creation, and all service to the Lord is connected with that. If you forget everything else, remember that. All service to the Lord is related to the new creation.


    We have been thinking very much about the Levites. When the firstborn in Israel were involved in that terrible moral and spiritual disaster at Sinai, the Levites were taken in their place and became, in representation, the church of the firstborn ones. The very purpose of their existence, the thing which characterised their history, was their service to the Lord; so that that service was based upon this new creation thought of God, the new creation in Christ who is the firstborn among many brethren. Thus all service has to do with the new creation.


    Development to Fulness is the Purpose in All Creation


    It was like that at the beginning. Adam was created and set to work in relation to the creation to bring it through to its consummate fulness. Though it was without sin and morally perfect, it was not perfect in the sense of having reached the full end which God intended. It was capable of development, cultivation and expansion. He was to reproduce after his own kind and the creation around him was to be brought through to a perfection which was in God's mind. That was his work, his service to God. It was as though God gave him a sphere and resource and said to him, 'Now bring that to perfection for Me; realise all its potentialities. I have put life into it, now I give it to you to bring that life out in all its forms and possibilities, for My pleasure and satisfaction'. That was the service of Adam to God. In Christ Jesus God takes that up in a spiritual way. In Him is a new creation life, uncreated, Divine Life. If we are in Christ a new creation, we have that Life. Those around us who are in Christ possess it. Our service to the Lord is to bring out to fulness that Life which is in ourselves and in our fellow-believers.


    So many people seem to think that the new creation ends when the new birth has taken place, and that that is all that matters. Not for a moment would we take away from the importance of getting people born again, but it must be emphasised that this is only the beginning of the new creation. By Adam's sin a blight came upon the creation which resulted in the Divine thought as to fulness being set back. The new birth sees the removal of the blight in order that fulness should be possible. The new birth is not an end in itself. It is great service to get people born anew, but service according to the Bible has also a great deal to do with bringing the born-anew ones to full growth.


    The Development of New Creation Life is the Test of All Service


    "My little children, of whom I am again in travail until Christ be fully formed in you" (Gal. 4:19). That word 'fully' is not in our translation, but it is in the Greek. "Till Christ be fully formed in you". The apostle is saying: 'You made a good beginning, you started in the Spirit, but you have not gone on. Who has cast the witch's spell over you and brought you under arrest? And now I am in travail again, not that you should be born again, but that Christ who is in you should be fully formed.' We remind ourselves again of Romans 8:29, "Whom He foreknew, He also foreordained to be conformed to the image of His Son." So that all service to the Lord, though it may be many-sided, has one object and there is no service to the Lord outside of this: the new creation.


    I wonder if the significance of that really comes to our hearts? I am quite sure that, sooner or later, we shall be brought back to this, and in a hundred different ways the Lord will bring it home to us. It is not a matter of your teaching and knowledge, your range and grasp of Divine mysteries. It is not how much of the Bible you know or how much of it you can transmit as information. It is not a matter of how many meetings you take, and so on. The one thing that matters is how far is the new creation effected, how much of the new creation is coming into being in yourself and others? All this other will pass. The new creation will go on. For you and me, therefore, the thing that really does matter is a new creation - that which is altogether new and other than we are by nature. It is Christ, Christ Himself.


    The New Creation is Wholly in and of Christ


    That leads us to the whole significance of Christ. He is called again and again the Firstborn, "the firstborn from the dead", "the firstfruits of them that are asleep", "the firstborn among many brethren". That is the significance of "I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last" (Rev. 22:13). That is, that from beginning to end, the whole purpose of God is bounded by Christ. The first thing that matters is Christ, not as in Himself alone, but as in us, and the thing which matters all the way through is Christ in us, and the thing which matters at the last is not how much we have done, but Christ. "Christ the end, for Christ was the beginning; Christ the beginning for the end is Christ". I say the whole significance of Christ is bound up with this thought of a new creation. It is a new creation in Christ.


    He makes His beginning of a new creation in us when we are born again. The deepest reality of the born-again child of God is that Christ has become resident within. I do wish that we had a more literal translation in our version of the words of the familiar passage in 2 Cor. 5:17 - "Therefore if any man is in Christ, he is a new creature", "If any man is in Christ... a new creation". The big difference is the difference between our being past ourselves as we are by nature. Now there is Another who is altogether different from ourselves resident within to take pre-eminence and steadily to gain the upper hand over us, to bring down under Himself what we are by nature and to make increase through the days and the years of what He is, the old creation thus giving place to the new.


    The New Creation is Really New and Other than the Old


    Evidence is borne to that whenever there is a true new birth. Now, when there is in an individual case or, as in the case of the church at Pentecost, a whole company, the act of new creation if it is a true, genuine experience, for the time being everything is other than it was. In a most marvellous, glorious way, it is all other than it was, and people are led by that to be very extravagant in things they say at such times. We have heard people in the first flush of their new birth make the most extravagant statements about things. The old sin has gone, the old man has gone, they will never meet him again, they will never sin again! The change is so marvellous, they have said farewell for ever to that old life, it will never cross their horizon again! That is alright as an experience. For the time being it is so with the individual. It was so with the disciples at Pentecost; it was so with Peter and James and John, the heads, the pillars of the church at Pentecost. But I do not go very far on in the New Testament before I find the old man in Peter. Paul comes up against that old man in Peter and has to withstand him to the face. And a great many of us for the time being have almost been knocked off our feet by the sudden re-appearance, after the experience of the wonderful change of conversion, of that old man in ourselves. There seemed to be the fading of the glorious vision, and the enemy has immediately stepped in and said, 'You see, it was all a nine days' wonder, imagination, emotion, hysteria; you are no different from what you were!' Most of us have experienced something like that.


    What is the explanation? It is this. God always gives witness at the outset to the great reality of the new creation. He lets us know that it is a new creation indeed, that it is altogether different from the old. With the church at Pentecost, for the days immediately subsequent everything was ideal. They were living on the ideal Christian level. But neither the people nor the churches of that day lived there always. It is a sad story, mixture coming into evidence in the churches and even apostles dissembling. But the Lord had given the evidence that this new creation is a new creation. It is not a patching up of an old thing. It is real, it is genuine, it is not a nine days' wonder, it is not a glorious illusion. Down through Christian experience from time to time that primal glory does break out in the heart. Saints come together in blessed fellowship after a long time of strain and suffering and isolation, and they feel something of the old joy of being in Christ a new creation. So from time to time we discover it is still there, an abiding reality. But my point for the moment is that the Lord does let us know that to be in Christ Jesus is not mere hysterical experience, but a new creation. It is very real, so real that we long to abide in it for the rest of our days.


    The New Creation is Not Ourselves, but Christ


    But then we have to learn, under the tuition of the Holy Spirit, that we are not that new creation, but Christ is. I am not talking now about our standing. Before God, in our standing we are looked upon as Christ is, not as we are in ourselves. But I am talking now about actual state. We, in our actual state are not a new creation. The people who think they are, are the most mistaken people. You will find that they very soon come to a point of arrest in their knowledge of the Lord, in their progress and ministry. But the point is that we, in the whole fabric of our being, are not a new creation. The new creation is in Christ and Christ is in us, and we have to be conformed to the image of God's Son. The new creation has to grow and increase in us, and the old creation must decrease as He increases. That is the whole course of Christian life and experience, "till Christ be fully formed in you" (Gal. 4:19).


    Yieldedness to Christ means Increase of the New Creation


    When do we recover and taste again of the first glory of the new creation experience? Every time we let go something of the old creation, in acceptance of Christ in some way. When we first accept Christ basically and for all, the Lord bears witness to the new creation in a very full and striking way, but from time to time our old nature comes into conflict with the Lord, and then the glory seems to fade. For example, it may be in the matter of love for some other child of God. We may be having a bad time about it, finding it very difficult to show the love of Christ towards them and to get rid of that which has come in between us and them. There is a cloud over things and the new creation is not as joyous a thing as it was. But when we come right through in sheer victory in the Lord, saying, 'Now, Lord, it does not matter what it costs me of humiliation, if I have to be weak, meek, foolish and despised, nevertheless I must show the Spirit of Christ, who showed good for evil!' When we get through to that position, we know in our own hearts that the new creation is a new creation; we have a fresh taste of that original joy of new creation life. Clouds go; the outward situation is no different, but inside things are different. That is very simple, but that is the new creation. It is there, it is in Christ, it is what Christ is and it is as He prevails in us that God's end is more nearly reached when He shall be all and in all.


    I want the Lord to say something more than these words to our hearts. I want you to stand back with me in the place where we recognise quite clearly, and once and for all, that the thing that matters more than anything else in God's universe is that we are becoming Christ-like. All true service is that. It is the bringing in of Christ. That is what is going to serve and satisfy God; not our work or our knowledge, but the bringing in of Christ. In that new creation God will find His ultimate delight, and He will be able to say concerning it, in a way far transcending even that declaration over His first creation, "It is very good!" It will be a great day when God can look upon us and upon His whole creation as it will be then, and can say, not merely as to position but as to condition, "It is very good!" Do you not long for that day when the Lord can look at you and say, "It is very good, I am well-pleased, you satisfy Me wholly"? That is a high standard, but that is conformity to the image of God's Son. That is the new creation in Christ, to be to God's pleasure.


    God is Concerned Only with the Expression of His Son


    Let us then recognise that our service as firstborn ones, sons of Levi, has to do with this whole matter of the increase of Christ. It is just a matter of creation. Be careful of advancing beyond that. If we do, we shall find that we have a great deal to pull down. To come right down to bedrock, the only thing that God can build upon is His Son, and the only thing that He can build with is His Son. He builds on what is His Son and He builds with the features of His Son, and there is no other building in which He is interested or engaged. I mean this. As we have the love of Christ shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, that is a great building factor in the hands of God, for "love buildeth up" (1 Cor. 8:1). As we have the patience of Jesus Christ, that is a great building factor; God builds with it. We know that impatience is a very destructive thing. I suppose it is in that realm that we have learnt many of our strongest and deepest lessons. We cannot hurry God, and our attempts to do so betray our impatience. What a thing it is to appreciate the patience of God. Oh, for more patience! It is a building thing. If you are impatient with me, you are going to retard my spiritual growth, not help it. You will help it by patience. Where should we be but for the patience and longsuffering of God with us? We owe everything to His patience, forbearance and longsuffering; and so it will be in the church. The building will be by that feature of Christ.


    And so the whole range of what Christ is in His features is the material with which God builds His church; not doctrines, not legal demands - thou shalt and thou shalt not - not the prescribing of forms. No, none of that. "Now in Christ neither circumcision availed anything, nor uncircumcision". You can change that and say that neither baptism nor 'unbaptism' avails anything. It is not circumcision, baptism or any other 'ism' that finally matters, but what these things are intended by God to signify. Baptism signifies something and it is what it signifies that matters, not the baptism. Circumcision signified something and it was what it signified that mattered. You may baptize, you may circumcise, wholesale, and miss the whole point.


    Paul carries that further. Here were these Judaisers trying to bring non-Jews into the Jewish sect and make Jews of them. Paul says it matters neither way; it does not matter whether you are a Jew or not; he that is a Jew is one inwardly, not outwardly; circumcision is a thing of the heart. So to be a Christian is a thing of the heart; that is, to be one who belongs to the Lord. He is not one who embraces Christianity, and decides to be called a Christian. A Christian is a new creation; that is something inward. That is the thing that matters.


    God's Supreme Concern: The New Creation in Christ


    I do feel it is important to get down to this matter. We can advance so far into a false position, and that is where all our problems arise. All the letters of the apostle Paul had to deal with the problems that arose because Christian things had been taken up as things in themselves and the basic thing had been lost sight of. Christianity is a new creation, a Christian is a new creation, the church is a new creation - not this and that and something else, but a new creation. Do not have a church that is not a new creation. If you do, you have something to get rid of and that is not easy, for this old creation holds on tenaciously.


    The Lord take the word, simple as it is, and truly write it in our hearts. What matters more than anything else is a new creation in Christ.


  


  
    Chapter 10 - Purified by the Coming Messenger of the Covenant

  


  
    Reading: Revelation 5:6-10.


    We have been seeing something of the representative nature of the sons of Levi and that they set forth a thought of God concerning His people in all ages. We saw that in the first place the nation was represented before God on the principle of priesthood by the firstborn of all the families in Israel. Then the whole nation along that line, on that basis of priestly activity, broke away from the Lord at Mount Sinai. Under Aaron the Levite, they made the calf, they worshipped it, they threw open the door to the inrush of spiritual evil and spiritual powers inimical to God. Thus the whole nation in a priestly way departed from the Lord. It was evidently the priests who did it, the firstborn who led them astray, and, as you know, at that time Moses, coming down, seeing what had happened, went to the gate of the camp and called with a loud voice, "Whoso is on the Lord's side, let him come unto me", and all the sons of Levi went over to him. And Moses said, "Put ye every man his sword upon his thigh, and go to and fro from gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay every man his brother, and every man his companion, and every man his neighbour"; and they did so. And Moses, recounting that in the book of Deuteronomy, said, "At that time the Lord set apart the tribe of Levi, to bear the ark of the covenant."


    Then the Lord, we are told, commanded Moses to substitute the tribe of Levi for the firstborn in Israel. The Levites became the representatives of the nation in a priestly way before God. The way in which they came to that position indicates God's thought: a people, by the sword of the Spirit, at great cost and sacrifice to their own souls, exalted the spiritual above the natural and struck for what was wholly according to God's mind and the full thought of God for His people.


    The next thing is that their position, their vocation, as representative, was always in virtue of the shed blood. They are always in association with the altar. We may say that they are constituted and actuated by the values of the blood. We are led on by the blood to understand that it represents incorruptible life. When we come to the Lord Jesus as the great antitype of the Levites, we find that the blood is the life, and it is His own blood. He lives and He ministers and fulfils all the will of God and answers to the pleasure of God in virtue of His own incorruptible life; and then He gives of His own blood to His own to be their Life and the energy of all their living and their serving.


    The great issue of that is in the passage we have read, the great corporate issue: "Thou... didst purchase with Thy blood out of every tribe, and tongue, and people, and nation." Now that is the background of things.


    The sons of Levi, according to Malachi, were to be purified by the coming Messenger of the Covenant who should sit as the refiner of silver. That means this: the Lord Jesus in coming, would operate for the dispensation on the line of getting a people constituted and actuated by a Life which is not their own natural life, but the very Life of God, the incorruptible Life, whose very presence here on this earth would be in virtue of His own blood, the power of His own Divine Life. And all that which is of nature and other than of God would be that against which their hand is turned continually. That is the thing that the Lord Jesus is doing in a very intense way today. All over this world, the activity of the Lord by His Spirit is by the refining fires, securing a people who are wholly and utterly separated unto God.


    Now I come to the more difficult part of what I have on my heart to say, because it will seem for a little while as though we have come down onto a lower level, but it is here that the great practical implication of things is to be recognised. I wonder how many of you have really looked into and investigated the nature and source of what is happening on the earth today?


    To spiritual observers the time in which we live is, but for its horrors, almost fascinating in the uncovering development which is taking place. The true nature of things which have been powerfully working for a very long time by deception is now becoming clear to all except those who are gross in their blindness, or whose blindness is due to some grossness in their natures. The one thing which most people recognise about the present situation is its spiritual nature. That is to say, that it is not the upshot of merely political and natural rivalries, but that it is inspired by deep and mighty spiritual forces related to human life and destiny with a meaning infinitely transcending questions of material gains and possessions.


    The very being and nature of God is involved in this situation. So also is His Son, His Word, the church, and Christianity. But I want to get down more deeply to the nature of things, and to uncover the issues which lie behind this age-long conflict which is now so much nearer consummation. Let it be fully realised that this thing that has risen up out of the earth is not something new. Many seem to think that it is something which has sprung into being in the last few years, the fountain-head of which is human. But it is not so. The thing itself is traceable back through all the centuries and lies at the root of all the conflict between heaven and hell. It has now, in the present phase, been precipitated in a definite and deliberate declaration of science of ideas. This ideology is:


    The Ideology of the Blood.


    And this goes to the heart of everything. Briefly, this is the position: the government of this world is to be in the hands of a people or race destined for this purpose. Such a people must be of a universal philosophy of life. It cannot and must not be Semitic blood, and particularly not Jewish; it cannot be Negro blood. Hence the hatred of the Jews. This also lies behind the antagonism towards Christianity, because it is said to be of Jewish origin for one thing, but of course there is a deeper reason, as we shall see, yet one which may not be recognised by those concerned. Above all, perhaps the feature most significant is the repudiation of:


    The Testimony of the Word of God to an "Elect race".


    Firstly, it is a primary truth of the Divine revelation that the ultimate government of this world is - by foreordination and predestination - bound up with "an elect race", "a holy nation", "a people for God's own possession".


    But it is made equally clear that it will not be one of the nations of this world, but a people taken out of all the nations and constituted a heavenly people. That nation has been in the process of formation for many centuries. A great section of it is now "with Christ", and another great part is in all the nations, but in their essential new nature they are apart from the nations. That is to say, in the deepest reality of their being, because of regeneration they are not British, German, American, Chinese, Teutonic, Latin, Semitic, etc.. They are "All one man in Christ", "One new man". There is that which they all have in common which at once leaps to mutual recognition without formal introductions.


    Blood and the Word of God


    Secondly, then, the Divine revelation does make this ultimate issue one of blood; pure, uncorrupted and incorruptible blood. No one who has any knowledge of the Bible needs to be told of the great prominence given to blood from Genesis to the Revelation. If we take the Bible as it stands, then everything related to the destiny of man now rests upon or is governed by blood.


    There are two main features of this teaching with regard to blood. Firstly, there is the sacredness and significance of blood in general. Then there is the blood which is particular and peculiar; blood which is other than and different from the blood which is common. These two things are recognised by the Aryan ideologists, but as we shall see, how Satan does simulate the most sacred things of God! When these two aspects of blood in the Scriptures have been followed through to conclusion, the issue that emerges is that blood is a universal basis of life. But since sin entered into the human constitution, blood, as in the Word of God, is a representation or type of something which is other than the human life of fallen man, and it is that otherness that constitutes a people for the fulfillment of the great destiny of Cosmic dominion.


    What we have in the Bible on this matter of blood can be set down concisely thus:


    
      	The prominence of blood in both Old and New Testaments.


      	The sacredness of blood, as seen everywhere, commencing with Cain and Abel.


      	The sacredness of blood because it is the life. By the pouring out, or shedding of the blood, the life in it is not destroyed, though it is separated from the organism which it has quickened. The more recent branch of medical science in blood-transfusion is a powerful testimony to an underlying truth of Scripture, that life is transmitted by participating in blood-communion. Noah revivified the dead earth by shedding blood upon it after leaving the ark.


      	The blood is the nature; the essential elements of the nature.


      	The strong and repeated forbidding to shed or drink blood.


      	The blood is the instrument of a covenant. In the covenant of blood there is fellowship, inter-communion, sharing of nature, and oneness of life. (Surely this is the very heart of the incarnation and its meaning).


      	Blood is always God's sacred prerogative. Throughout the Old Testament there is His reservation set upon it. The Lord forbade the drinking of it, but in the New Testament - especially in that part where the Divine nature of Christ is most emphasised - the drinking is set forth as the only way of life. (See John 6:53). The significance of this seems clearly to be that in fallen man there is no life, no Divine nature, no fellowship with God, but in Christ all these abound, all are reserved by God unto Him, the beloved Son, and can alone be known, as Paul puts it, "in Christ".


      	
        The Scriptures Present a Twofold Conclusion in Relation to the Blood


        But when we have surveyed the entire ground of blood in the Scriptures, we are brought to one double-sided conclusion. The Bible comes down squarely and firmly upon this decision, and it is consistent throughout on the point. It is that in relation to blood there is a repudiation of one life and the appropriation of another, an "altogether other"; the "putting away" or "cutting off", and a bringing in or "putting on". One "whole body of the flesh" or "old man" is put away, and a "new man", "after the image of Him that created him", is put on. The "putting away" is in judgment; therefore life is taken. The "putting on" is in righteousness; therefore it is unto life and peace.


        Two Outstanding Embodiments of the Truth


        Two of the outstanding representations of this in the Old Testament which are taken up in their spiritual meaning for permanence in the New Testament, are circumcision and the Passover. The apostle Paul, who knew something about it, has given a fairly clear interpretation. In Colossians 2:11-12 he says: "...in whom ye were also circumcised with a circumcision not made with hands, in the putting off of the body of the flesh, in the circumcision of Christ; having been buried with Him in baptism, wherein ye were also raised with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead."


        In Romans 6:3-6 with similar words he says: "...all we who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death.... We were buried therefore with Him through baptism into death, that like as Christ was raised from the dead... so we also might walk in newness of life... knowing this, that our old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away."


        Circumcision, then, was a sign. It meant the putting of a divide by blood between one order of life and another. Paul makes both a statement and an implication in this connection. The statement is that Christ's death was the counterpart of circumcision and it meant the (representative) putting away of the body of the flesh. The implication is that baptism takes the place of circumcision and means identification with Christ in death and resurrection. Thus Christ is set forth as having, on the one hand, related Himself to an order that was to be put away in judgment and have its life taken from it. On the other hand, in resurrection Christ represents an order wholly acceptable to God.


        We emerge from this consideration with the one all-governing principle of Israel's origin (in type) and the Christian's life intact; namely, that God has put a great divide between two orders of life: that of the natural man, and that of the spiritual. That divide is represented by the blood shed, the life - or soul - poured out unto death. The divide cannot be bridged, it is a great gulf fixed. The most severe penal judgments rest upon any mixing of these two. The great end in view, the government of the world to come as vested in a people of one unadulterated life, is jeopardized wherever that divide is not observed and maintained. All this is so patent in the life of Abraham and Israel, the covenant-sign of which was circumcision.


        The Passover took up all these elements and made them the basis upon which Israel was corporately brought onto the ground of covenant. In the Passover for the first time we have recorded the details of God's covenant means (Exodus 12).

      


      	The Lord commands the choice.


      	A lamb.


      	Without blemish.


      	A male.


      	Of the first year. (Faculties coordinated, settled. Features determined.) Typical in qualities. Representative in selection.


      	The blood put on the two side posts and on the lintel of every house made a circle around everyone who passed through. It was a circumcision in suggestion.


      	"When I see the blood (token of My covenant with Abraham) I will pass over you", etc.


      	The flesh of the lamb to be eaten, reverently, as an indication of that intercommunion which the covenant secured.


      	
        Thus, the ground of judgment was removed, and the ground of fellowship in life provided and secured. This is taken up in the New Testament, and its spiritual values are represented in the "Communion" or "Lord's Table". "The new covenant in My blood".


        The Issue Joined - Methods of the Adversary


        Now, all this is very much in line with our outset. Right through the history of this world there has been a persistent and bitter antagonism to this testimony to the blood of the Lamb. It has taken various forms, but behind all there has ever been the recognition on the part of spiritual and cosmic forces of the significance and implications of that blood. It is no less a question than that of the ultimate control and dominion of the entire cosmic order.


        Something over a hundred years ago this antagonism assumed a certain form in Germany. It has become known as "The Higher Criticism", or "Liberal Theology", or again "Rationalism". The Word of God was dethroned from its place of final authority and made subject to the enthroned reason of man. Thereafter nothing escaped the destructive activity of this intellectual pride. The Word, once robbed of its authority, nothing was safe. So the Person of Christ was stripped of deity; the blood of Christ was called "the gospel of the shambles"; in fact, everything that God had exalted was abased, and the way was cleared for the exaltation of what God had abased. Humanism - the doctrine of man's essential goodness, virtue, and glory, gained a free course. Psychology - the science which rules out the supernatural and accounts for everything on the ground of man's mind or soul, making him his own Saviour and Lord - secured the reins of direction. Thus the principles of Babel and Babylon took possession in the religious and theological kingdom. "Let us make us a name." "See this great Babylon which I have made!'' All this has resulted in a most conspicuous fulfilment of a passage of Scripture which runs thus: "...because they received not the love of the truth, that they might be saved... for this cause God sendeth them a working of error, that they should believe a lie; that they all might be judged who believed not the truth, but have pleasure in unrighteousness" (2 Thess. 2:10-11).


        The "lie" in this case is the false blood ideology, and this brings right into line with that judgment which must come upon those who stand in the way of God's eternally determined end with regard to His Son. But the tragedy is that this basic antagonism to the blood of the Lamb, as back of rationalistic theology, has gained a strong foothold by the same means in all parts of the Christian world, through Britain and America. It will therefore not be possible for God wholly to take sides. These latter countries will suffer judgment, and their real enemies will be not ultimately Germany and Germany's allies, but the religious leaders and followers who have given an open door to spiritual forces; the one object of whose age-long and relentless activities is to secure the dominion of this world as against the Lordship of God's Christ.


        Whether this present phase is the final one is not for us to say. There may be a respite. But some things are certain. This is something in advance of anything ever yet. This thing is clearly heading up to the whole world coming under a single domination. It does not take years now to change the whole face and aspect of the world government. This final issue is bound up with the blood of God's Lamb. Satan hates that blood. It is the greatest menace to his world-kingdom. Truly spiritual people will have an ever-deepening appreciation of the meaning and value of that blood. The blood is the life, the incorruptible life. It constitutes a people of a heavenly order, and challenges all mixture, bringing ever and always into conflict with "the world rulers of this darkness".


        "And there was war in heaven; Michael and his angels going forth to war with the dragon; and the dragon warred and his angels; and they prevailed not, neither was their place found any more in heaven. And the great dragon was cast down, the old serpent, he that is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world; he was cast down to the earth, and his angels were cast down with him. And I heard a great voice in heaven, saying, Now is come the salvation, and the power, and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of His Christ; for the accuser of our brethren is cast down, who accused them before our God day and night. And they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb, and because of the word of their testimony; and they loved not their life even unto death. Therefore rejoice, O heavens, and ye that dwell in them. Woe for the earth and for the sea: because the devil is gone down unto you, having great wrath, knowing that he hath but a short time" (Rev. 12:7-12).


        Here is the true thing, the Divine thing. Here we are, as never in the history of this world, locked in this desperate issue of bloods and supremacies and names. Do you understand why it is necessary that the sons of Levi should be purified? In other words, do you understand why it is necessary that God should get a people in this earth who are separated unto Himself from all that realm of nature where Satan's strength is, where God's purpose is effectually opposed?


        Satan has ever and always sought to mix and corrupt and pollute the life of the saints, to get into the people of God a mixture of life, a mixture of energy, a mixture of things in this world to break down the clear mark between what is of God, and what is not of God, what is of Christ and what is the old Adam. Satan is always trying to obliterate the distinctiveness between the Lord's people and what is not of the Lord, and so to remove the distinctiveness that the two things overlap and mix up, and in bringing about that mixture, that corrupting of the blood, so to speak, of the life, Satan has secured his victory over the people of God.


        The Old Testament is full of that very thing. There are the great laws of God for Israel about no intermarriage, no mixture. How the Cross came again and again upon that sort of thing! How the Lord had to stand back when it came in! In the days of Nehemiah one of his great problems was this matter of intermarriage; so many foreign wives in the very city. It is not easy to undo that sort of thing. All the way through the Old Testament that was one of the problems confronting the Lord, the mixture of His people, and it is all typical there, it is all in type.


        In the New Testament the thing comes out in clear expression that the Lord's people are born of His own life, share His own incorruptible nature, and are something altogether other than the men of nature. But here again the New Testament is just full of this mixture among the Lord's people. The Corinthian letter is just that: touching the world, taking the world into the church, among the things of God - love of worldly wisdom, worldly power - the flesh active in the presence of the very things of God. The letter was written in order to do away with those foreign elements.


        What I have been saying is not fiction or imagination. It is true; there are all the evidences of it. It is the fruit of a doctrine, and it is a doctrine which is a counterfeit of God's own thought concerning the saints, the church, the elect, people begotten of Himself, sharing His own life.


        Then what will be the principle of overcoming, of God's triumph? It will be the principle of the refining fires for the sons of Levi.


        Watch things now and in the near future. I do not want to assume the role of a prophet. I do not think it needs a prophet to foreshadow what is going to take place. I think we are going more and more to see that these things which represent mixture among the Lord's people are going to come very much under the sword of the Lord, that a real purifying work is going to be done, and those who will not be purified unto God in these coming days are going out. That is, God is going to effect a new separation in an inward way among His people to get them into a more utter position; everything is forcing that necessity just now.


        Things which have pre-occupied Christians, which are things - religious things even Christian things as such, but which have had elements of mixture in them in the methods and means employed - are coming under the hammer now and they are not going to be so easy of pursuit and utilization in the future. We are coming to the place where it is going to be the Lord, or nothing. If the Lord does not get us through, we are not going through. If the Lord is not our portion, we have no portion, and that is the Levitical position. "The Lord is their portion" is the statement about the sons of Levi, and we are coming there. Things which may be more or less good are being cut off, and the people of God are being brought to a position where, if the Lord is not their sufficiency, their portion, they are found lacking. Surely it must be increasingly like that in many parts of the world today. We are not going to escape. We have, I think rightly, foreseen that this thing is going to touch Christian countries in a particular way; so watch!


        But then do not just keep an objective eye upon the situation. Just remember again that this is what the Lord means by our trials, our fires and furnaces of affliction. He is purifying the sons of Levi, He is heading up this work which shall eventuate in this glorious realization - "Worthy art Thou... for Thou wast slain, and didst purchase unto God with Thy blood men of every tribe, and tongue, and people, and nation, and madest them to be unto our God a kingdom and priests: and they shall reign on the earth" (Rev. 5:9,10).


        "They". Who? Men purchased by blood out of every tribe, tongue, people and nation; out of them, separated by the precious blood. Oh, how the adversary hates that blood. It is only a part of this larger significance that the main onslaught on the doctrine of the blood of the Lord Jesus came from the very quarter through which this whole doctrine of world supremacy on the basis of blood has come.


        You can see why. Deeper than the intelligence of the very people who are involved in it there is the trail of the serpent undermining the doctrine of the blood of Jesus Christ in all its mighty efficacy and virtue, in order to substitute another blood, because that blood is recognised to be the virtue, the power, the energy, of the ultimate overthrow of the kingdom of Satan and of Christ's reign through His own over the nations. Therefore, get rid of that virtue, get rid of that value of the blood, and substitute it with that of man, super-man, man glorified and worshipped; it is all of a piece.


        I say we are in a tremendous thing today. I am always loath to predict or try to say exactly where we are in prophecy or in the movement of things, but I do not think we are far wrong in saying we are getting very near the end, that is, very near to the ultimate issue of the two bloods, the blood of the super-man, the Antichrist, and the blood of the Lamb; the blood of a people of this world seeking to dominate in their own virtue, in their own quality, and the dominion of that elect people, that holy nation, whose dominion will be in virtue of the incorruptible life of the Lord Jesus.


        To add more now would only be to overload and spoil. What has been said has been to indicate the tremendous thing in which we are today. We are not to regard this as just another bit of history, just another political quarrel, just another earthly extension of this quest and ambition for territory. Oh, it is deeper than that! It is satanic, as all who have any intelligence recognise; it comes from a far deeper source. It is from the doctrines of demons, which doctrines are always counterfeits of the truth. They would never succeed if they had not got behind them that which is the truth; and if they did not simulate the truth and so deceive, they would never prosper at all. We all surely have to acknowledge that the way in which things have gone has not been natural. This is inspired and energized by immense supernatural forces. Ah yes, but there are more immense supernatural forces, and the book of Revelation opens:


        "And from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. Unto Him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in His own blood..." (Rev. 1:5).


        "Didst purchase unto God with Thy blood men of every tribe, end tongue, and people, and nation, and madest them to be unto our God a kingdom and priests; and they shall reign upon the earth" (Rev. 5:9,10).


        They shall reign upon the earth with the Ruler of the kings of the earth.


        These things are indicative, they are not an exhaustive covering of the ground, but will help us to see the position in which we are.


      

    

  


  
    Chapter 11 - A People Wholly Given Over to the Interests of God

  


  
    Reading: Mal. 3:3; Deut. 10:8; 1 Chron. 13:6-10; 15:2,13-15; Acts 9:15-16; 15:14; Phil. 2:9-11.


    We have been seeing that the sons of Levi represent the Divine thought as to the people of God, that is, they stand for a people wholly given over to the interests of God without any mixture, without any personal interests or considerations, abandoned utterly to that which is nearest to the heart of God. They came into their place with the Lord on that ground because they demonstrated in a very real way that that was their mind.


    The passages above are all Levitical in a very real sense. To the Levites was committed the charge of the ark of the testimony of the Lord, and in the passage in 1 Chronicles 13 it is said about the ark that it is the ark of the testimony or the covenant of "the Lord Jehovah who is enthroned between the cherubim where the Name is called". So that the innermost feature of the ark is that it is the place of the Name. The testimony is as to the Name, the Name is the testimony; therefore, to the Levites there was entrusted the testimony of the Name. They were called to be the custodians of the Name of the Lord throughout the earthly sojourn of His testimony; to bring that Name through at last into its final resting place without having suffered dishonour or loss.


    It was a great day when they brought the ark of the testimony into the completed temple and drew out the staves and the glory of the Lord filled the house - a foreshadowing of that great day when the testimony of Jesus would be brought to its final resting-place in glory. It said that the Levites had fulfilled their trust and had triumphed in the thing to which they were called. They had borne the Name through all the vicissitudes, the ups and the downs, the assailing, trials, and difficulties of the way. They had borne it through and had at last landed that Name in the place of everlasting rest and security where it would know no more of that chequered history of this world.


    We have been seeing that the Levites of the Old Testament are only a temporal representation of an eternal or an abiding thought of God to have in His people such as shall bear His testimony, shall carry responsibility for His Name. Paul, therefore, in a spiritual sense, was a great Levite. The Lord said of him, "He is a chosen vessel to bear My name" (Acts 9:15). Peter's declaration at the council in Jerusalem was a great one; that this dispensation is marked by this particular activity of God, "to take out of the nations a people for His name" (Acts 15:14); and that Name is none other than the Name of Phil. 2:9 - "God hath given unto Him (Christ) the name which is above every name".


    The Name always means entitlement, in the sense of rights. When the Lord is jealous for His Name, He is jealous for Himself as being entitled to occupy the supreme place in His whole universe, to have no rival or peer, to have no one who can approach unto Him in those rights, His entitlement, His prerogatives, His position. His Name is above all. That Name is given unto the Lord Jesus and therefore the Name of Jesus is not just a title in the sense of a designation. The Name of Jesus indicates His supreme entitlement and rights; His position, and that position as gained, won and achieved in virtue of His humiliation and death. "Wherefore God highly exalted Him, and gave unto Him the name...". So then, the Name carries with it, ever and always, the entitlement to supremacy; the rights of absolute sovereignty and Lordship.


    We know how in the type that was true in the case of the ark. It was a mighty thing, a mighty witness on the right hand and on the left. Uzza put forth his hand to hold the ark. This presumptuous act, well-intentioned, but very forgetful of the significance of things, brought Uzza to his death. He was smitten and died there before the Lord. The Name meant death to Uzza because he did not take account of what that Name meant.


    You remember that at a certain time Israel, in a superstitious relationship with the ark, thought that it would save them in the day of battle and brought the ark in at a precarious moment. That Name is not something to be used as a superstitious charm; it is too holy for that. It did not deliver, but nevertheless, when it got into the camp of the Philistines, its power was very clearly seen and felt. The Philistines were smitten, Dagon came down, the Name was mighty among the enemies of the Lord. Yes, that Name is a mighty Name, it is above every Name.


    The Levites were entrusted with that testimony of the Name, the ark where the Name was called. Theirs it was to bear the Name in holy association with it, therefore they had to be holy. The Name loses its active value among the Lord's people and through the Lord's people as His chosen vehicle for its expression in the day that the Levites are defiled, in the day that the Lord's people lose their essential holiness of character.


    There are great enquiries in our time as to the meaning of the impotence of the church, the weakness of the church, the inability of the church to lay an arresting hand upon things in this world, and how impotent it is! How sadly lacking is a voice of God in and through His church today; a voice which has anything of an arresting power upon men in any far-reaching way. The church might not exist today, for all its real effectiveness on this world and on this world situation. Yet the church is called to bear the Name which is above every Name.


    The answer to the enquiry as to the meaning of this weakness and impotence in the life of God's people will be found in the direction of their mixture, their contamination. They have lost their position of absolute distinctiveness in holiness unto God. You see, when that Name was set forth in all the glory of heaven on the day of Pentecost, (for that was the key to Pentecost - the Name), when that glory was revealed in association with the Name, it was because a mighty holiness movement had started out from heaven. It was the day of a great holiness movement (not a holiness teaching) in the power of the Holy Spirit.


    You can never have the power of Pentecost without the holiness of Pentecost; you never get the effect of Pentecost without the Name in its holiness. To recover the real power in testimony demands the recovery of holiness. Therein lies again the need for the purifying of the sons of Levi, the Lord's people, to bear the testimony of the Name. They have got to be suitable to the Name; there has to be a correspondence between us and the laws which we bear, if there is to be any power of Christ manifested in us at all.


    It is saying a very commonplace thing to say that in the New Testament everything is in the Name of Jesus. That is, it is not by using the Name, it is by vital oneness with the Name.


    When we pray in the Name of Jesus, we are not just using a phrase, saying 'in the Name of Jesus', meaning really 'by the Name of Jesus'. No, that is not the New Testament thought at all. The New Testament thought is that we are in, baptized into, identified with, standing right into the value of what He is as Lord, as supreme sovereign, as occupying the place as well as possessing the Name. It is fellowship with Him in that exaltation; it is oneness with Him in His glorious enthronement. We pray in His entitlement to everything. "Whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in My name" (John 15:16). That is not coming to the Father and just saying 'in the Name of Jesus'. No, let me repeat, that Name is His entitlement which God recognises, which God acknowledges. He has won that place and God recognises His rights. You stand right into the achievement, the triumph, the exaltation, the rights of the Lord Jesus through faith recognising that He is Lord. On that ground you ask, and the Father acknowledges, recognises.


    You find that it is just that in all directions. In the case of evil spirits, it was in the Name of Jesus they had to yield, give way. He is Lord in every realm, Lord of demons, Lord of natural conditions, Lord in heaven, acknowledged Lord by hell, recognised Lord in earth too. It is standing into what He is by faith. Very often that represents a severe test. The whole situation does seem to deny the fact that Jesus is Lord, and in a very severe way challenges His triumph and His supremacy. Nothing seems to indicate that He is triumphing, and we are tempted to wait until we see something that really does give evidence of His triumph before we believe that the situation can be dealt with. Satan seems to be in possession, and to be master of the situation. The conditions which deny Christ's sovereignty are there with a strong foothold, and we are called upon in faith to take up a position in the Name of the Lord Jesus and to hold that position. We may have to hold on for a long time while faith is being proved to be faith, not experimenting with the Lord. When faith has been proved and we maintain the position right through to the end, then the Lord works.


    The Lord has no mere theories about this thing. He is not going to leave us in a false position. This thing has got to become an inward reality. We shall very often be called upon to maintain a long-drawn-out faith attitude that Jesus is Lord in spite of everything, before we know the victory. Holding on desperately, the battle rages and faith triumphs, and then the thing lets go; in the end, the Name is proved triumphant. So it is not using the Name, but it is in the Name by a position - a heart position, a faith position, a spiritual position. The Levites become one with this thing in a living relationship.


    I think it is very patent to all who are discerning that the course of things in this world, on this earth, is very definitely moving towards the issue of names. It is a bid for a name, it is the exalting of a name; it is the unholy succession of what sprang into being at the tower of Babel long ago - "Let us make us a name" (Gen. 11:4). That history is coming to intensification now in a way in which it has never been before. Never was the world so wholly involved in that issue as now - nor so terribly and fiercely. Never were so great stakes being cast for the Name as today. It is all heading up to this question of one name in the earth. That is the direction of things, and we surely know that, in these days, it does not take long to produce that issue. Great names can very quickly be overthrown and cease to be great names in our day; names of dictators can come up and go down in no time. But the direction of things is that there shall be one name in the earth, and that name will tolerate no rivals. It may use allies, but eventually it will put them down and be supreme, or seek to be. It is the bid for a name.


    And that again - as we saw in the matter of blood - is precipitating very rapidly and very forcefully the whole question as to whose is to be the name of him who has dominion from sea to sea, unto the ends of the earth. That is the secret, the hidden, the spiritual background of what is going on, and the saints are involved in that more immediately and directly than anyone else. This whole thing is really, if we did but know it, raging round the church. It is the thing which is most immediately concerned in this matter. If the church can be swamped and overwhelmed, then that other name will be triumphant, but that Name which is above every name cannot suffer loss or be ultimately defeated.


    And yet withal, although it is a matter of the Divine sovereignty and the Divine supremacy that will secure its ultimate triumph, God's method and means remain the same as ever. He must have a people for that Name; He must have the sons of Levi to whom is entrusted the testimony of the Name. The Lord's objective then, at a time like this when the issue of names is becoming so much more intense, is to get a purified people who will be entrusted with His testimony, the testimony of His Name, and will bear it through triumphantly to the end.


    But I want to get inside that. That is saying things which can be mentally grasped in a kind of objective way. What does this mean? We have been seeing that the Name of Jesus is not just something objective and apart from the believer or from believers. It is not something that is taken up as a theme by the sons of Levi, but it is the very honour and glory of Christ Himself as being upheld in the life and conduct of His people. We either preserve the Name in honour and glory, or we allow the Name to come into reproach. It can be deprived of its meaning and value by our manner, our conduct, our demeanour, our life. Everything where we are concerned in our own private life, our own walk and our own relationships with others bears in the first place upon the Name of Jesus. It either really does bring glory and honour to that Name so that that Name is honoured by us, or it does the other thing.


    The issue which arises in every situation of difficulty, every crisis, every affair in our lives, and between us and others, is the glory of the Name of Jesus; no less than that. If we should find ourselves getting a bit strained in our relationships, if we should be giving or taking offence, if things become difficult between us and we are apart, the thing which has got to govern us in our attitude towards that and in our handling of it, is the glory of the Name of Jesus. Matters in our own private lives which may be wrong, questionable, doubtful, have to be settled on this point, not on any lower ground; not as to whether they are more or less right or wrong, harmful or permissible, but what about the glory of the Name of Jesus? That is the thing at stake. Every situation is raised up by the enemy in relation to the Name. If only that Name can be defamed, robbed of glory, dishonoured in those who bear it, the testimony has gone, and that other name, that evil name, has triumphed. It is a battle of names in our innermost spiritual experiences and affairs. We are not going to stand upon our dignity for our rights, to be personally vindicated, God forbid! May we have the grace that lets go all personal rights, all personal vindications, all our position and reputation, for the sake of the Name.


    It is a suffering way, the way of the Name. It is always a suffering way to our souls. "He is a chosen vessel unto Me, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings, and the children of Israel; and I will show him how many things he must suffer for My name's sake" (Acts 11:15-16). Those two things being brought together keep things balanced. It is a great idea to be a chosen vessel to bear the Lord's Name before Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel; that is a great vocation. Ah yes, but that is all balanced by: "and I will show him how many things he must suffer for My name's sake". The Levite's way is a suffering way because it is always in association with the altar; it is in the fellowship of Christ's sufferings. The Name is only maintained in its glory as we suffer for that Name in our own souls and that very often means the denying of our own souls and the laying down of our own personal lives and all interests which are ours, for the sake of the Name.


    This is simple, elementary, but it is very practical and necessary. If we, and all the Lord's people, had ever been actuated by this stand, what a different situation there would have been in the church. Oh, how different things would be! So very much of all the trouble, arrest, confusion, shame, grief and regret is because we have stood on some other ground: our name, our interest, our feelings, our likes and dislikes and preferences, and so on, and we have not been governed by this consideration: how is the Lord's Name affected by this? In order that the Lord's Name might be preserved in honour and glory, we very often have been called upon to let go our name, our position, our right and our vindication, all that sort of thing, to be emptied right out to the dust, poured out like water. This bearing of the Name is very practical. It comes very near to the inner life. May I say it again? It is not just using the Name of Jesus as a kind of phraseology or a phrase. No, it is being in the good of it and being jealous for it.


    That is the great Levitical thought in Malachi. If you just glance through that brief book of prophecies, you will see how these things are brought together again and again: the Name, fearing the Lord, His Name, and the Levites. And you will see that what is there is just this: the Levitical company is represented by - "Then they that feared the Lord spoke often one to another; and the Lord hearkened and heard it, and a book of remembrance was written before Him for them that feared the Lord, and that thought upon His name" (Mal. 3:16).


    They spoke often one to another. More literally, they were in conference frequently with one another. What were they in conference with one another about? They were thinking upon His Name. His Name was in their thoughts, and they were thinking, "How can that Name, in a day like this, be delivered from the position into which it has been dragged by our priesthood, by our religious leaders, by the nation? How can that Name be recovered in its glory and honour?" They were thinking about it, and then they talked to one another about it. How could it be done?


    They thought about His Name and talked to one another about the honour of His Name, the glory of His Name, and the Lord hearkened and heard. It is a picturesque word here - the Lord put His ear down and listened, turned to the Recording Angel and said: 'Do you hear what they are talking about? Write that down and write down the name of every one of those people.' "They shall be Mine, saith the Lord of hosts, in that day when I make up My peculiar treasure." A book of remembrance was kept. That is the Lord's attitude towards those who were jealous for His Name, who are burdened about His Name, and who meet together and talk about His Name. These are true Levites. The Lord says, "My covenant was with Levi of life and peace" (Mal. 2:5). That is the benediction of God upon those whose supreme concern is for the Name. The benediction of God: life and peace.


    I hardly think I need say more, for what we are saying is more by way of indication than anything else. I do not want to finish these things off so that you feel that everything has been said that could be said. I am trying to leave things where you feel there is something more.


    In this time, when this great question of the Name is so much at stake and involved in world situations, God is seeking, by fires of trial in the personal, the individual, as well as the collective life of His people, to get them to the place where, separated by fires of refinement from all the dross, mixture and adulteration, the Name shines out in clearness; that Name becomes glorious in them and through them.


    The Lord is jealous for His Name. Do you not think that the Lord wants His Name to be more glorious among men than it is? Can you think that He is satisfied to have things as they are today so far as His Name is concerned, that men can so largely and extensively with such impunity, point to that which is supposed to represent God in the earth with a snap of the fingers, and say that it does not count? There has got to be something more than that to satisfy God and God will begin in the heart of His people. His chastening of His children, the sons of Levi, the refining fires, are in the direction of His Name coming out more gloriously in us. That is what He is after.


    I am sure we are ready to consent to anything that will mean that the Name of the Lord Jesus shall be glorified. Does that not appeal to us? Not that we should be glorified, but that the Name of the Lord Jesus should be glorified. May we be true Levites who are really in heart jealous with God's own jealousy for His Son's Name, finding real fellowship with God on this matter, and so shall He have in us an instrument, a vessel, which shall bring great satisfaction to His heart. A very precious vessel - "My peculiar treasure" He says. The Lord enable us, by His grace, to endure the fires unto that end to bear His Name.


    Will you review everything in the light of that Name, the interests of that Name? Reconsider every situation. If there is anything that is dishonouring to the Lord, not glorifying the Lord, do not stand for your vindication, your rights, that you shall come out on top vindicated. Just take this attitude: the Lord's Name is not glorified in this situation, and that is all there is about it. The Lord's Name is not glorified in this, and, whatever it costs me I let go for the sake of the honour and the glory of that Name! Let everything in the future be governed by that interest.
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