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  Preface


  We are pleased to be able to issue this book, which is the third to be published by "Assembly Testimony."1 The former two entitled, "The Glory of His Grace" and "The Glory of The Son" have been widely acclaimed and much appreciated by the readers. This has given the impetus to commission this third book and we trust it will prove to be as helpful to the saints as the former volumes.



  As stated in the former books the reason for these publications is "to put sound and Scriptural teaching into the hands of younger believers". This volume goes forth with the prayer that it will prove to have a stabilising effect on the testimony generally and will, in a particular way, produce conviction in the hearts of the saints as to the uniqueness and the preciousness of the local assembly. In these days of departure from the Divine ideal as revealed in God’s Holy Word, such teaching is deemed to be most necessary and if a few believers are preserved in paths pleasing to the Lord, then all the labour that has gone into this publication will be well worthwhile.


  As with the tabernacle of old, the authors contributed wisely and willingly, Ex.35.10,22. In the midst of the busyness of their own labours for the Lord they all worked enthusiastically and gave of their services freely. Obviously without the participation of these men, who are recognised as men of ability and gift, this book would never have been possible. It is their acceptance among the saints and their acknowledged hermeneutical skill that ought to give this book a place in every library.


  Others have worked with patience and endurance to ensure that the high quality of these books would be maintained. Brother Roy Reynolds has been meticulous as he worked long hours in editing the book. Brother Walter Boyd has once again been of great assistance in all matters of presentation and style. Brother Walter and our sister Miss Joanna Currie undertook the difficult and often tedious task of proof reading. We can but convey our thanks to all these, in the knowledge that "God is not unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love, which ye have shewed toward His name, in that ye have ministered to the saints, and do minister" Heb.6.10.


  Brian Currie, N. Ireland, March 2008.


  


  1. "Assembly Testimony" is a bi-monthly magazine which is available on request from William Neill, 109 Lurgan Road, Banbridge BT32 4NG, Co. Down, N Ireland. His email address is AT [at] wmneill.free-online.co.uk. Enquiries regarding the availability of our first book, "The Glory of His Grace", may also be directed to him.



  
    

  


  Foreword


  That the Church is exceedingly precious to Christ is beyond all doubt, not only by virtue of the imagery used to convey the intimate relationship between the Bridegroom and His Bride, but because of the price He paid to win her, Eph.5.25. As in the case of that well-known bridegroom of the Old Testament, Boaz, it could similarly be said of Christ that "the man will not be in rest until he hath finished the thing this day" Ruth 3.11. His stated intention to complete the work, in spite of all opposition, is emphasised in the first mention of the Church in the New Testament in Matt.16.18, and in due course He will "present it to Himself a glorious Church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish" Eph.5.27. The young believer is advised graciously to become aware of the unique character of the Church as to its inception; Acts chapter 2; its insertion dispensationally – no mention is made of the Church in the Old Testament; its inclusivity – comprising every believer from the Day of Pentecost until the Rapture; its imagery and its intimacy. With what endearing affection the Lord speaks of "My Church" in Matt.16.18.


  In the chapters of this third Assembly Testimony volume much needed teaching on the local church will encourage believers to commit themselves fully to the assembly, as a sound comprehension of the distinctive character of the assembly is a vital prerequisite to whole-hearted commitment thereto. Grasp these most important truths, consider the Scripture references and understand why you are, or ought to be gathered unto the peerless Name of the Lord Jesus, outside the camp, Matt.18.20, Heb.13.13.


  Note the similarities and yet the very remarkable differences between the local assembly and "the Church which is His body …" Eph.1.22,23. For example, entry into the Church is by the new birth but entry into the local assembly is by reception. Likewise, none can ever be excommunicated from the Church, but, according to 1 Corinthians chapter 5, those who commit certain sins, must be "put away" from the fellowship of the local assembly.


  We are grateful again to the authors for their willingness to contribute so helpfully, in spite of their busyness in other spheres of the Lord’s Work. Our brother Brian Currie’s help in liaising with the authors and the printers and in over-seeing the entire project, is invaluable.


  We commend this volume to every young believer, desiring that you would read it carefully and prayerfully and discover the preciousness of "[the] house of God, which is [the] church of the living God, [the] pillar and ground of the truth" 1Tim.3.15.


  


  Roy Reynolds, N. Ireland, March 2008.


  


  CHAPTER 1 - THE CHURCH AND THE CHURCHES


  by David E. West, England


  INTRODUCTION


  If the proverbial ‘man in the street’ were to be asked "What is the church?" or "What is a church?" answers would most probably conform to the standard definitions found in any English dictionary, namely, either a particular denomination or sect of Christians or a building set apart or consecrated for Christian worship.


  However, in the New Testament the word "church" is the translation of the Greek word ekklesia that is made up of a preposition ek meaning ‘out of’ and a verb kaleo which means ‘to call or summon’.


  This word, ekklesia, is used by Stephen in his defence when he refers to Israel as "the church in the wilderness" Acts 7.38; the nation had been called out from the land of Egypt. Luke uses the same word to describe an Ephesian mob "the assembly was confused; and the more part knew not wherefore they were come together" Acts 19.32; and when he writes concerning the regular legal assembly at Ephesus, quoting the words of the "townclerk", "But if ye inquire any thing concerning other matters, it shall be determined in a lawful assembly" Acts 19.39.


  The word ekklesia is never used in the New Testament of a building. It is a great achievement of the powers of darkness, influencing the very thinking of people, to direct attention to buildings rather than to companies of believers in the Lord Jesus Christ. An examination of certain expressions employed will reveal how ridiculous it is to attempt to fit the modern usage of the word "church" as a building into the New Testament:


  
    	"Greet Priscilla and Aquila my helpers in Christ Jesus … Likewise greet the church that is in their house" Rom.16.3,5.


    	"As for Saul, he made havock of the church, entering into every house, and haling men and women committed them to prison" Acts 8.3.


    	"Then had the churches rest throughout all Judaea and Galilee and Samaria, and were edified" Acts 9.31.


    	"Then tidings of these things came unto the ears of the church which was in Jerusalem" Acts 11.22.

  


  In the light of what has been written above, it should be observed that sadly (in the opinion of the present writer) there is a trend in certain parts of the United Kingdom to change the name ‘Gospel Hall’ (pointing to a place where the glad tidings are preached) to ‘Evangelical Church’.


  TWO ASPECTS OF THE CHURCH


  It becomes clear as we read through the New Testament that there are two distinct aspects of the church and that neither of these agrees with the common religious uses of the word indicated in the dictionary definitions.


  It is important to observe that the term is used in a wide aspect of all who are saved in this day of grace; it is frequently designated by such terms as the universal church, the mystical church or the dispensational church but it needs to be borne in mind that these terms are not used as such in the New Testament. Every true believer from the sudden birth of the Church at Pentecost to the sudden rapture of believers when the Lord Himself descends to the air for His own, is part of this "church, which is His body, the fulness of Him that filleth all in all" Eph.1.22,23. It is used in this sense in the following quotations:


  
    	
      "For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church" Eph.5.23.

    


    	
      "Christ also loved the church, and gave Himself for it" Eph.5.25.

    


    	
      "And He is the head of the body, the church" Col.1.18.

    


    	
      "But ye are come unto … the general assembly and church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven" Heb.12.22,23.

    

  


  Those who constitute the Church, having been called out from this world, are so vitally linked to the Head in heaven that they, spiritually, are His body. This truth, developed in the Epistles to the Ephesians and the Colossians, is positional: it is true of every believer irrespective of what his spiritual condition might be.


  Although this aspect of the Church is eternal in its Divine concept, and believers of this present dispensation were "chosen ... in Him [Christ] before the foundation of the world" Eph.1.4, and are spoken of as being "Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through sanctification of the Spirit" 1 Pet.1.2, nevertheless the Church, as such, is not referred to in the Old Testament. However, pictures and foreshadowings of the Church are found in the Old Testament. Thus Israel "the church in the wilderness" Acts 7.38, was a ‘called-out’ company from Egypt and also a ‘brought-in’ company to Canaan. Again, Adam and Eve (although not mentioned by name) are viewed in Ephesians chapter 5 as a picture of Christ and His Church.


  In Ephesians chapters 2 and 3 Paul develops the great dispensational truth of the Church as being comprised of both Jew and Gentile brought together in one body; he speaks of it as being a mystery, a truth previously hidden in the thoughts of God, but now fully revealed, "the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ" Eph.3.9.


  The second aspect of the word ‘church’ is of a ‘called-out’ company of believers who meet regularly in a particular locality. It needs to be noted that whereas there is one Church, there are many churches (local); hence the title of this chapter. Such local companies are designated:


  
    
      	"Churches of God", "But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God" 1 Cor.11.16; this tells us of their origin, they are "of God"; the term "church of God" always refers to such a local company.


      	"Churches of Christ", "The churches of Christ salute you" Rom.16.16; this speaks of their possession, they belong to Christ.


      	"Churches of the Saints", "For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of the saints" 1 Cor.14.33; this reminds us of their composition, they are comprised of sanctified ones, those set apart for God.


      	Then in the New Testament the following terms are also found:


      	"Churches of the Gentiles", "Greet Priscilla and Aquila … who have for my life laid down their own necks: unto whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles" Rom.16.3,4; it is evident that, although most local churches were composed of both Jews and Gentiles in those early days, some were made up of just Gentile believers.


      	"Churches of Galatia", "Paul, an apostle … unto the churches of Galatia" Gal.1.1,2; Paul did not write to the church of Galatia but to the churches of Galatia, thus recognising the autonomy of each such church.


      	"Churches of Judaea", "I … was unknown by face unto the churches of Judaea which were in Christ" Gal.1.21,22.


      	"The Seven Churches which are in Asia", "John to the seven churches which are in Asia" Rev.1.4; note the plurals, i.e. "churches of Judaea", "churches … in Asia", not "the Church of Judaea", etc. as "the Church of England".

    

  


  These then are the only two concepts of the church in the Scriptures. Interestingly, both aspects are alluded to by the Lord Jesus, according to the record in Matthew’s Gospel. There we read, "And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church" Matt.16.18. The rock was the confession made by Peter, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God" Matt.16.16. The expression "I will build" should be noted; this was yet future when the Lord Jesus spoke these words. The Church in its wider aspect came into being at Pentecost.


  The Lord Jesus subsequently referred to what would later be understood to be the local church when an offended brother, having followed the procedures laid down and having failed to have his personal case dealt with, should finally "tell it unto the church" Matt.18.17. He could hardly tell this to any but a local church, nor could any but such a local company deal with it.


  THE LOCAL CHURCH


  Local churches or assemblies are composed of baptised believers, "Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls" Acts 2.41, gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, "For where two or three are gathered together in My name, there am I in the midst of them" Matt.18.20. Such companies meet regularly, "they continued stedfastly" Acts 2.42, "Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together" Heb.10.25, in a particular locality, e.g. "the church of God which is at Corinth" 1 Cor.1.2, according to the New Testament pattern.


  Each assembly is a spiritual fellowship, meeting for the breaking of bread, worship and prayer and the teaching of the Word of God. Such a company acknowledges the sole authority of the Word and the sovereign control of the Lord through the Holy Spirit Who indwells them, "Know ye not that ye (the assembly at Corinth) are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" 1 Cor.3.16. Spiritual gifts are recognised which are exercised under the control of the Spirit and for the edification of the church. The members of a local assembly practise in worship and prayer the priesthood of all believers and, by godly living and the judging of sin in their own lives and in the assembly collectively, recognise the holiness of the assembly as the temple of God.


  FIGURES OF THE CHURCH


  The Church in its dispensational character, embracing every believer of this present age, is described under a number of figures; similar figures are used for the local assembly, but the distinction is always clear.


  As a Building


  The church is viewed as a spiritual edifice, a holy temple, and a sanctuary "for an habitation of God through the Spirit" Eph.2.22. Christ Himself is the Builder, "upon this rock I will build My church" Matt.16.18. The foundation is the ‘bedrock’ confession made by Peter, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God" Matt.16.16. Nothing can hinder the building of this edifice, "and the gates of hell (Gk. hades) shall not prevail against it" Matt.16.18. Jesus Christ is the chief corner stone, "And are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets (i.e. the foundation laid by the apostles and prophets of the New Testament, in their teaching), Jesus Christ Himself being the chief corner stone" Eph.2.20. Peter having written, "Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house" 1 Pet.2.5, goes on to quote from the prophecy of Isaiah, "Wherefore also it is contained in the scripture, Behold, I lay in Sion a chief corner stone" 1 Pet.2.6. The corner stone was laid at the foundation as a strong angle stone and gave strength and character to the building. All the living stones in this building are built in relation to Jesus Christ. The fact that the building is not yet complete and is in the process of being built is made clear, "In whom (Jesus Christ) all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord" Eph.2.21.


  The local assembly at Corinth is described, not only as a tilled field, but also as a building, "ye are God’s husbandry, ye are God’s building" 1 Cor.3.9. When the church at Corinth is pictured in this way, Paul himself is said to have laid the foundation, "According to the grace of God which is given unto me, as a wise masterbuilder (architect), I have laid the foundation" 1 Cor.3.10; the foundation was Jesus Christ, "For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ" 1 Cor.3.11. There were other builders, e.g., teachers, who were warned to take care how they built upon the foundation, "But let every man take heed how he buildeth thereupon" 1 Cor.3.10.


  The distinction is very clear; when Christ is the Builder, there can be no flaw in the work, however, when men are the builders, there can be failure and their work will be investigated at the Judgment Seat of Christ, "Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; every man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work of what sort it is" 1 Cor.3.12,13.


  As a Body


  The Church in its wider aspect is clearly viewed as the body of Christ, "the church, which is His body, the fulness of Him that filleth all in all" Eph.1.22,23; this body is spiritual. Although the choice and purpose of God to form one body out of Jew and Gentile were in the eternal past, the choice became manifest and the purpose was fulfilled in time. There was a day when the body, the Church, came into being. The Church is seen as the whole body constituted one organic unity on the Day of Pentecost, Acts chapter 2; on that occasion in one Spirit were all believers of this present dispensation baptised into one body, irrespective of nationality, social status or even time, "For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free" 1 Cor.12.13. The verb translated "are baptized" is in the aorist or point tense in the Greek. This indicates firstly that in Paul’s time, this baptism had already taken place and secondly, it was something that must be regarded as a unique, never-to-be-repeated event.


  The body, in the mind of God, was complete at Pentecost even though, of course, millions have since been added to the Church. The figure of a body would impress upon us the fact of the completeness of the baptism – it is something finished. It would not be correct to suggest that a believer is baptised into the one body at conversion. We never read of a believer being put into the body, or added to the body, nor becoming a member on believing. He is a member of it and was constituted so at Pentecost, but at conversion, he begins to function as a member.


  In the Epistle to the Ephesians the body is viewed as the complement to the Head whereas in the Epistle to the Colossians the body is seen as complete in the Head, "And He is the head of the body, the church" Col.1.18. Multitudes of believers who are part of this body are now in heaven, they are "absent from the body (their bodies), and … present with the Lord" 2 Cor.5.8. Thus it would not be scriptural to speak of the whole company of believers living in the world at any one time as being ‘the church on earth’. A vital unity is indicated between Christ the Head and believers as members of His body.


  However, "the church of God" – an expression describing a local company of Christians – is also viewed as a body, e.g., the church at Corinth, "Now ye are [the] body of Christ, and members in particular" 1 Cor.12.27. It is important to note that the definite article is not present here in the original Greek language of the New Testament. Whilst this body is distinguished from "the church, which is His body" Eph.1.22,23, it should, nevertheless, be characteristic of it in its unity. It is sad that at Corinth, the very opposite was true, for Paul says "I hear that there be divisions (schisms) among you" 1 Cor.11.18.


  The relationship of each member to "the church, which is His body" is based solely upon salvation; thus, "that He might reconcile both (Jew and Gentile) unto God in one body by the cross" Eph.2.16, and, "That the Gentiles should be fellowheirs, and of the same body" Eph.3.6.


  However, when the truth of the local assembly is considered, it is found that it is entered by reception; an example of this is seen in the case of Saul of Tarsus who "assayed to join himself to the disciples" Acts 9.26. Such reception will have been preceded by salvation and baptism: this is clear from the familiar passage in Acts chapter 2 where "they that gladly received his (Peter’s) word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls" Acts 2.41.


  When writing to the believers at Corinth, Paul mentions a situation where "the whole church (local) be come together into one place … and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers" 1 Cor.14.23, who evidently do not form part of it. The identity of the "unbelievers" is clear. Those who are "unlearned" are distinct from the "unbelievers": the reference therefore is to those who are saved but who lack instruction. Such are members of "the church, which is His body" but are not yet members of the local assembly.


  Then again, although the truth of "the body" is not set forth as such in the Epistle to the Galatians, nevertheless, Paul writing concerning the wider aspect of the Church says, "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus" Gal.3.28. Yet in the local assembly, there is, of course, a distinction between the sexes, thus for instance, "Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak" 1Cor.14.34, and "I will therefore that men (the males) pray every where, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and doubting" 1 Tim.2.8. The truth of headship is set forth in the opening section of 1 Corinthians chapter 11; there it is taught that in the gatherings of the local assembly, the woman is to have her head covered, whilst the man is to have his head uncovered.


  As the Bride


  ‘The bride of Christ’ is an expression not found, as such, in the Scriptures. However, the concept is strongly implied in Ephesians chapter 5, "For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh. This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church" vv.31, 32. The present writer is convinced that "the bride, the Lamb’s wife" Rev.21.9, is one and the same as "the church, which is His body". She is viewed as absolutely pure and prepared, "His wife hath made herself ready. And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness (righteous acts) of saints" Rev.19.7,8. Nothing but reality marks the Church in her bridal character.


  However, the story is different in 2 Corinthians chapter 11, where the local assembly at Corinth is viewed as "a chaste virgin … espoused … to one husband" v.2, ready to be presented by Paul to Christ. Whilst the assembly is set forth as a virgin awaiting marriage, Paul has fears that she might become defiled, "But I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled Eve through his subtilty, so your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ" v.3. Christ has no such fears regarding His bride, there is no possibility of defilement in her.


  As a Flock


  The Lord Jesus said, "And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold (Gk. aule): them also I must bring, and they shall hear My voice; and there shall be one fold (Gk. poimne – the word means ‘flock’), and one shepherd" Jn.10.16. The one flock comprises the whole family of God made up of believing Jews and Gentiles. Under the old covenant, Israel was kept within the boundary walls of the Law; under the new economy, the flock of true believers is kept together by attraction to the Shepherd. "A fold is a circumference without a centre; a flock has a centre without a circumference" (H. P. Barker).


  The local assembly is also referred to as "the flock". Paul says to the elders of the church at Ephesus, "Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God" Acts 20.28. Clearly the "flock" is "the church of God", the local assembly at Ephesus. Peter, who himself was exhorted by the Lord Jesus to "Feed My sheep" Jn.21.17, writes to fellow-elders, "Feed the flock of God which is among you" 1 Pet.5.2.


  The New Jerusalem


  The apostle John writes, "And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven" Rev.21.2. Thus the term "new Jerusalem" is used symbolically of the Church in its wider aspect; it is not to be confused with a restored Jerusalem on the Millennial earth. Twice in Revelation chapter 21 the holy city is seen coming down from God out of heaven (the third heaven untouched by the dissolution of the former things). The coming down of v.2 takes place 1000 years after the coming down of v.10. The latter is at the commencement of the Millennial age, but the former is in eternity. The term "city" is suggestive of the Lord’s administrative centre; in the midst of His glorified Church He will exercise universal government. This symbolism is not used of the local church.


  One New Man


  The enmity that existed between Jew and Gentile in a former day has now been abolished in Christianity. The result is that corporately in the Church there is no longer "the twain", Jew and Gentile, but a new creation in Christ, "for to make in Himself of twain one new man" Eph.2.15. Again this symbolism is not used of the local church.


  CONTRASTS BETWEEN THE CHURCH AND THE CHURCHES


  Paul wrote that "we are members of His body, of His flesh, and of His bones" Eph.5.30, and since no saint can be severed from "the church, which is His body", this underlines the indissoluble relationship of the believer with Christ! However, it is very different when we come to 1 Corinthians chapter 5 and see that it is possible for one to be put away from the local assembly for moral evil, "But now I have written unto you not to keep company, if any man that is called a brother be a fornicator, or covetous, or an idolater, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with such an one no not to eat … Therefore put away from among yourselves that wicked person" vv.11,13. One propagating false doctrine would also come under the discipline of the assembly. Paul speaks of Hymenaeus and Alexander who were guilty of blaspheming, i.e. speaking contemptuously of God and His Word, and in the exercise of his apostolic authority Paul adds, "whom I have delivered unto Satan" 1 Tim.1.20. Thus discipline by a local assembly may necessitate excommunication, but nothing can sever a believer from the body of Christ.


  Finally, "the church, which is His body" has eternal character. It will be brought into His immediate presence and presented to Him, glorified, "that He might present it to Himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish" Eph.5.27. The Church will be the nearest to Him as His body and the dearest to Him as His bride. However, it is clear that a local church can be removed in judgment. The Lord Jesus says through the angel of the church of Ephesus, "Remember therefore from whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first works; or else I will come unto thee quickly, and will remove thy candlestick out of his place, except thou repent" Rev.2.5. The solemn fact is that the possibility of the removal of the testimony is not for moral evil or for doctrinal error, but for leaving their first love.


  It should be noted that the testimony of every local assembly will terminate when the Lord Himself returns for His own: there will be no local churches in heaven!


  CHAPTER 2 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONSTITUTION


  by James B. Currie, Japan


  THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TRUTH IT EVINCES


  The importance and pervasiveness of doctrine concerning the local congregation of Christians is often ignored or misinterpreted by many expositors. Yet these important matters may be ascertained by two easily discerned facts. Firstly, there is the unusual means whereby the Holy Spirit introduces the readers of the Divine Word to the subject and, secondly, the number of times it is referred to in the writings of the various authors inspired by Him.


  Its First Mention in the New Testament


  Matthew’s Gospel, the one best suited to the Jewish reader of the first century, is the platform chosen by the Spirit of God to present kernel truths central to the subject of the Church. Yet it will be taught ultimately that the distinctive differences between Jew and Gentile cannot exist in the Church, Col.3.11. In tracing the events leading up to the eventual establishment of the ‘kingdom on earth’ Matthew first introduces the King in all His legal, universal, Divine and moral fitness, chapters 1-4. The expected character, conduct and concerns of His citizens are delineated in what is called ‘the Sermon on the Mount’, chapters 5-7. Chapters 8-10 that follow, show the authority wielded by the King over the physical, natural, spirit and nether worlds in the ten miracles recorded in this section of the Gospel. All the evidences of His ample qualifications go for naught as the Nation, at the prompting of their leaders, reject the claims of the King. They contemptuously dismiss Him as "a man gluttonous and a winebibber", chapters 11 and 12. When the great multitude was gathered to Him the Lord "spake many things unto them in parables" 13.3, not to enlighten but with hidden truths, to confirm the hardness of their hearts and their unbelief. The explanation given to the disciples enables later generations of believers to appreciate the character of this present age when the Kingdom is expressed in its mystery form, chapter 13. What marks the following climactic chapters, 14–18, are the repeated departures of the Lord Jesus. Note chapters 13.53 and 16.4 as the Lord visits Tyre and Sidon, leaving the nation no other word than the warning sign of Jonah the prophet.


  The present purpose and program of the Lord in the building of His Church is subsequently made known in the first mention of this glorious subject. The perfect, eternal edifice, called "the church which is His body" Eph.1.22-23, will not be constructed without a price being paid. So, at this point, the disciples are told in a decisive manner how the Lord must suffer before He enters into His glory. A preview of that intrinsic glory is given to Peter, James and John as it shines forth on the Mount of Transfiguration. We are then brought face to face with what ensues during the absence of the King and what will maintain His rights in the midst of "a faithless and perverse generation" 17.7. It is "where two or three are gathered together in My name, there am I in the midst of them" 18.20. There the mandate of heaven regarding "binding and loosing" is acknowledged and accepted. This is what will be developed later in the historical and doctrinal settings of the Acts and the Epistles.


  Its Pervasiveness Throughout the New Testament


  From its first mention in Matthew chapter 16 the word "church", (usually rendered ‘assembly’ by J.N.D.), appears about 106 times in the New Testament. Of these, three occasions have to do with either Israel in the wilderness as a called out and redeemed company, or with regard to municipal gatherings of no religious connotation, Acts 7.38; 19.39,41. Seven times the word refers to the Church which the Lord Himself builds and in which all believers of every age, from Pentecost to the Rapture, have a part, Matt.16.18; Eph.1.22,23; 3.10,21; Col.1.18,24. The subject of "the church which is His body" has been dealt with in fuller detail in the previous chapter of this book.


  The remaining 96 occasions where the word "church" (ekklesia) appears, are directly related to the local gathering of the saints that is called among other things, "the church of God". Significantly, this term also appears seven times in the New Testament. We are thus assured that both aspects of truth concerning "the Church" share a notable place in the Divine revelation. These simple statistics, together with the earlier development of the subject as introduced by the Lord, show that neither of its facets can be overestimated.


  THE AUTHORITY UPON WHICH IT IS BASED


  


  Seen in the Historical Record


  The authoritative character of the New Testament congregation of believers becomes evident very early in the historical record. While a period of transition existed at the beginning, Acts chapter 2 shows that the early gatherings of the believers were marked by both order and authority. On the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit was given in fulfilment of the promise of the Lord Jesus, and the disciples ceased to be merely individual believers but became corporately, as the result of the "baptism in the Spirit", one body. "For in one Spirit were we all baptised into one body" 1 Cor.12.13. The result of Peter’s preaching is noted, "they that gladly believed his (Peter’s) word were baptised: and the same day there were added unto them three thousand souls. And they continued steadfastly in the apostle’s doctrine …" Acts 2.41–42. The words "there were added unto them" show that no matter how embryonic the Jerusalem congregation might have been, there was an entity, the Church, to which these three thousand believers were added and of which they became an essential part. As the early chapters of the Acts proceed this congregation came to be called "the Church". Years later Paul relates that, "I persecuted the church of God and wasted it" Gal.1.13. The close proximity of the two phrases already referred to, "there were added unto them" and "they continued steadfastly in the apostle’s doctrine", point to authority exercised with regard to additions to the company. This is further stressed in a negative fashion, when after the incident of Ananias and Sapphira, it is stated "great fear came upon all the church … and of the rest durst no man join himself to them" Acts 5.11,13. At that time "the church which is His body" and "the church of God in Jerusalem" were co-extensive but that state of affairs would change when another assembly was formed. The authority of the assembly in Jerusalem is further revealed when the attempt to impose some unwarranted conditions by one or more legalisers from its midst, is brought up short in the edict of freedom from the Law which was recognised in Acts chapter 15.


  Acknowledged in the Doctrinal Explanation


  While the Acts of the Apostles traces the establishment and extension of the work of planting such assemblies from Jerusalem to Rome, the Epistles, specially those of Paul, tell of the source from whence this authority arises. It soon becomes clear that the authority exercised by the local assembly is indeed awesome. But even before any of the epistles were written, the words of the Lord Jesus in Matthew chapter 18, make it crystal clear that the assembly must act authoritatively and when it does it is carrying out the heavenly mandate given to it by the Lord Himself. The truth conveyed here by the Lord has often been misunderstood. The immediate context is that of a brother transgressing. This teaches the means whereby brethren can adjust their differences in a godly manner. It is when obstinacy marks one or the other that the problem gets out of hand and becomes a matter for church discipline, and the local assembly acts with all the authority of heaven behind it. "Whatsoever it binds (retains as being punishable) is to be that which heaven retains; whatsoever it looses (acts upon as being forgivable) is to be that which already has been loosed in heaven." It is not to be expected that heaven will add its imprimatur to the actions of the assembly but, acting in complete accord with the Word of God, the assembly carries out the discipline which heaven imposes. In Matthew chapter 16 the same principle is at work in the preaching of the Gospel. It is solemn to realise that the Gospel preacher is to some "a savour of life" and to others "a savour of death" 2 Cor.2.16.


  The authority of the assembly goes beyond even the implication of the facts already mentioned. In 1 Corinthians chapter 5 Paul lists six moral evils that are punishable by expulsion from the company. While dealing directly with "a brother who is called a fornicator" Paul says that anyone guilty of any of these six evils is to be "put away from among yourselves" as a wicked person, 5.13. There can be no room for argument as to what this entails. It is a putting away from the fellowship of the assembly. In calling upon the assembly to carry out this most unenviable duty, he reminds them that to do so is to "deliver such an one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh" 5.5. The assembly is privileged to be under the protective power of God. Each believer walking in obedience to the Word of God has that assurance, but beyond the pale of the assembly there is a vast society owning allegiance to Satan alone. Anyone put away from the assembly of the saints for any of the reasons specified above is delivered to that sphere where the enemy of souls is energetically active. The reason for this discipline is given: it is "for the destruction of the flesh". It is that the works of the flesh in the person concerned might be brought to naught and a work of restoration induced. Doctrinal evil is also included in these instructions. The apostle John speaks of that in 2 John 10.


  This authority of the local gathering, whether looked at from the historical or doctrinal viewpoint, when exercised in a truly Scriptural manner must be recognised as God given, and so demands both respect and obedience from each brother and sister, as well as recognition by all other assemblies.


  THE TITLES BY WHICH IT IS CALLED


  The character of the local assembly is expressed in the various titles used to describe it, four of which are notable. As mentioned above, the title "church of God" is used seven times. In their first usage these words carry a very significant import. Paul reminds the elders of the Ephesian assembly that they are to "feed the church of God, which He hath purchased with His own blood"; (perhaps better "with the blood of His own") Acts 20.28. The term speaks of a possession that was purchased by a vast price. Every child of God has been "redeemed by the precious blood of Christ" 1 Pet.1.18-19, but the only corporate body on earth that may be said to have been purchased by God by the death of His Son is the local assembly of believers. That there is Divine jealousy with regard to it is not to be wondered at, 2 Cor.11.2


  A second title used in connection with the local assembly is that of "churches of Christ" Rom.16.16. These words are used once and are not so easily categorised. Still, it is suggestive that in writing to the believers in the city of Rome, (where apparently there were a few assemblies, Rom.16.5,14,15), from Achaia, where there was also a plurality of assemblies, he should say "the churches of Christ salute you". Perhaps he has in mind the fraternity of believers of the various gatherings, which in spite of the independent status of each assembly, is precious and is to be cherished. All the members of such an assembly are said to be "sanctified in Christ Jesus and called saints." This ‘set apart’ position and standing as holy ones is shared "with all them that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours" 1 Cor.1.2. With regard to the gathering of the believers in Corinth, Paul exhorted "give none offence, neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to the church of God" 10.32. Thus a local company is one that has been set apart by God and has a distinct existence.


  Another appellation is found in 1 Cor.14.33, "the churches of the saints". In a context calling for clarity of thought, understanding and expression, the apostle says that "God is not the author of confusion" as it appeared to be in the Corinthian assembly. Rather, God is the "God of peace (of harmony) as in all the churches of the saints." All believers are called saints. They are expected to behave in a way in keeping with their calling, thus in assembly gatherings, peace and harmony should reign. This is to be desired, aimed at and worked for. Anyone who disrupts such in the assembly is inviting God’s discipline, since He will not tolerate those who desire to upset His people. This is particularly true where there are saints consistently praying for the well-being of the assembly.


  Finally, there is the phrase "all the churches of the Gentiles" Rom.16.4. Priscilla and Aquila were co-workers highly valued by the apostle. They first appear as exiles from Claudius Caesar’s persecution of the Jews, which obviously involved Jewish Christians. They possibly were among those who "took joyfully the spoiling of their goods" Heb.10.34. They fled to Corinth where Paul for practical reasons, dwelt with them for a time. They travelled with him to Syria and on to Ephesus where after Paul’s departure, they were able to instruct Apollos in the ways of the Lord: see Acts chapter 18. Paul and the "churches of the Gentiles" gave thanks for this outstanding couple who "laid down their lives" to save Paul. The ‘when, where and how’ of this incident are not revealed but Gentile churches, recognising that they were made fellow-partakers of spiritual things with the Jews, not only ministered to the material needs in Jerusalem, but also gave thanks for such integrity as seen in these two Jewish companions of the apostle. Whether "churches of the Gentiles" or "churches of Judea" they shared together in the same blessings and bounties their position in Christ afforded. There are also five designations that link the local churches with specific geographic areas. These need no explanations, except to note that there is no basis for adopting the designation ‘the church of’ a geographical location. The church is "of" as to its heavenly origin, but "in" as to its location.


  THE PERSONS OF WHOM IT IS COMPOSED


  


  Believers


  The first and foremost requirement for any one to be ‘added’ to such an assembly is that of "repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ" Acts 20.21. Luke records the earliest example of this practice in Acts 2.41,42. There were some who had "crept in unawares" Jude v.4, and some who "went out from us but they were not of us" 1 Jn.2.19, but they were exceptions to what was normal and are to be regretted. These occurrences only go to show the exclusiveness of the assembly membership and the need for care when any have a desire to be received. The very nature of the case would demand that only those who acknowledge Jesus as Lord in a simple confession of faith in Him for salvation be deemed suitable for reception to the assembly. Yet in the sphere of Christian profession sometimes called ‘Christendom’, that whole structure is riddled with men and women who not only do not believe the Biblical teachings concerning Christ, but deny them most vehemently. To any unbeliever assaying to join himself to a company of believers gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus, be they high born or low, be they young or old, related to some in fellowship or not, Peter’s words "thou hast neither part nor lot in this matter" Acts 8.21, must be applied in a firm but kindly way.


  There are further conditions to be taken into consideration with regard to those who desire to be received. It will be readily apparent that there is an order in the words quoted from Acts chapter 2, which has not been amended or rescinded anywhere in the New Testament. It simply states that those who heard the Word preached, believed it and were then baptised. The words of vv.41,42 immediately emphasise two things in a negative fashion. Baptism is not a means whereby a person becomes a believer nor does it mysteriously open the door to enter the Christian community. It is a basic step of confession for the believer who recognises in it a picture of his own death, burial and resurrection with Christ. The death of the Lord Jesus on the cross is reckoned by God to be the death of the believer. In the Divine reckoning those who were once linked to Adam and were liable for all that is inferred by that link, stand positionally "in Christ". They are seen as having died, been buried and raised with Him. Now experientially and in the power of this resurrection, they walk in newness of life. The words of Scripture elucidating these truths are found in Romans chapter 6, "Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptised into Jesus Christ were baptised into His death? Therefore we (were) buried with Him by baptism into death; that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of His death, we shall be also in the likeness of His resurrection" vv.4,5. In baptism there is no thought of a cleansing rite. Peter makes that clear when he says, "it is not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience towards God" 1 Pet.3.21. Baptism as an institution was commanded by the Lord Himself, Matt.28.19; practised by the early churches, Acts 8.38; 10.47,48, and its meaning explained in the letters of the Apostles. Those who constitute the fellowship of a local assembly are therefore people who have believed in the Lord Jesus for salvation and subsequently have gone into the immersing waters of baptism to proclaim to all their association with the Lord Jesus in His death, burial and resurrection.


  Christians


  The believers in the city of Antioch appear to have received at an early stage what some may have considered as a nickname. However it is probable that God overruled in this name, as suggested by Acts 11.26, "The disciples were called (oracularly, Newberry) Christians first in Antioch." The believers did not refuse this appellation but rather bore it with a deep sense of responsibility as being that "worthy name by the which they were called" Jms.2.7. In bearing the Name of Christ there was a mutual expectation that it would be accompanied by a Christ-like mien so that their good conversation in Christ would put to shame any who would falsely accuse them, 1 Pet.3.6.


  Saints


  In like manner, and with similar effect they were also "called saints". This was a Divinely given title reflecting their standing as ‘holy ones’. The generally accepted view that a select few outstandingly godly men and women are beatified by some ecclesiastic organisation and are then worthy to be spoken of as "saints", finds no place in the God breathed Scriptures. In spite of the fact that the belief finds support in the teachings or practices of various religious organisations, it does despite to the simplicity of the teaching in both Old and New Testaments. As far as the Divine record goes no one of any era is ever called a ‘saint’ by virtue of their own achievements. ‘Sainthood’ is a standing conferred by God on each individual who is "in Christ".


  Brotherhood


  While the titles thus far considered are of individual application, one that Peter uses in his first epistle, "the brotherhood" 2.17, must be seen to be corporate. It has been thought of as having a worldwide connection, since some think that the assembly refers to all the believers in the world, but there is no such use of it in Scripture. Those who comprise any local assembly, then, are "believers"; "Christians"; "saints" and form part of "the brotherhood" that binds them together in fraternal love and friendship. Only those who have come into the good of these titles by conversion to God, ought to be added to the local assembly. It should be noted here that the words "him that is weak in the faith receive ye" Rom.14.1 and "receive ye one another, as Christ also received us" Rom.15.7, are in no way linked to the subject of reception to a local assembly even though at times these are quoted with reception in mind. The section of the epistle bracketed by the two verses referred to has to do with the eating of meats, the keeping or not keeping of "holy days", and the resultant impact on other believers already in the fellowship of the assemblies in Rome.


  Without question, the most outstanding statement concerning the local assembly is found in 1 Tim.3.14-16. Such are the tremendous inferences of Paul’s words in these verses that, more often than not they are applied to "the church which is His body". However, the context will not allow such an interpretation. Firstly, in 1 Timothy chapter 2 there is the background of public prayers, and the participation or lack of it by both brothers and sisters in public gatherings. This leads on to the laying down of necessary qualifications for all who lead and all who serve in the assembly.


  The reason for writing the epistle is brought into focus in the last verses of chapter 3. "These things write I unto thee … that [all] may know how [they] ought to behave [themselves] in house of God, which is church of the living God, pillar and ground of the truth" 3.15. That any local gathering of Christians could claim to be "house of God, a church of the God Who is living, pillar and stay of the truth" appears to go beyond the bounds of common sense but Paul’s words allow for no other explanation.


  What are the principles for which the assembly stands? These are inseparably linked with the full-orbed body of truth concerning our Lord Jesus Christ. In 3.16 the apostle explains what these are: "and without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in flesh, justified in the spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into glory." The inexplicably great mystery of godliness is that of the incarnation, "God manifest in flesh"; "justified in the spirit" (this is variously interpreted as referring to either His own Spirit or the Holy Spirit); "witnessed by angels" (in every step of His humanity); "preached unto the Gentiles" (as the record of Acts shows); "believed on in the world" (the Ephesian assembly itself was proof of this); and, forty days after His resurrection triumphantly "received up in glory". The burden of responsibility each assembly bears is to maintain and proclaim such a body of doctrine.


  The five charges Paul lays upon Timothy are calculated to give weight to the principles for which the assembly stands. These are in keeping with the body of truth already outlined. No other doctrine was to be countenanced, 1.3: Timothy was called upon to "war a good warfare; holding [the] faith and a good conscience" 1.18,19. Solemnly, all the things Paul taught were to be observed without partiality and "that before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, and the elect angels" 5.21. Timothy is further called upon to "keep this commandment without spot, unrebukeable until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ" 6.14, while calling upon the rich in the fellowship not to rely on their riches, rather to do good with them and, by doing so, to lay up "for themselves a good foundation against the time to come" 6.17-19. What the assembly maintains and proclaims demands from each brother and sister a standard of behaviour that is marked by "righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, meekness" 1 Tim.6.11. It is incumbent upon all who have the privilege of being in assembly fellowship, to have the principles involved in such a godly walk worked out in our lives.


  THE ORDER BY WHICH IT IS MARKED


  If there is one thing above the others which characterises the assembly of God it is that of order or harmony. The concept in relation to the local assembly, finds a prominent place in Paul’s writings. With regard to the correction of abuses at the Breaking of Bread in Corinth he says "the rest will I set in order when I come" 1 Cor.11.34. In the context of the exercise of gift in the assembly he further states "let all things be done decently and in order" 1. Cor.14.40. To Titus, in connection with the assignment he gave him for the recognition of overseers, he writes "I left thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that are wanting" 1.5. Order in the New Testament assembly comes about by the expedient of simple obedience to the Word of God on the part of each brother and sister. A further reference to the words of Acts 2.41-42 will illustrate the correctness of this statement. Those who received the Word and were baptised were also added to the assembly. Thereupon they had responsibilities to shoulder and privileges to enjoy. The first of these responsibilities was "continuing in the apostles’ doctrine (or teaching)", which is absolutely imperative. The privilege this bestows is a full participation in the fellowship, which entails a full partnership in the things of God with all concerned. In the chapters dealing with spiritual gifts in the assembly, the basic illustration employed is that of the physical body. The assembly is like the human body and those gifted by the Holy Spirit likened to the different members of the body. None is without its appropriate place nor can it be despised or set aside without damage being done to the body. "God hath tempered the [physical] body together" and "so also is [the] Christ" 1 Cor.12.12,24. This latter statement, while having a broader meaning may be applied to the local assembly.


  Overseeing brethren are often challenged concerning some desiring to take part with the saints at the Breaking of Bread meeting. The words quite often used are akin to, "this is the Lord’s Table and I belong to the Lord; therefore I have a right to partake." To interpret the phrase "the Lord’s Table" 1 Cor.10.21, as indicating the bread and wine of the Lord’s supper is debatable. As far as the assembly is concerned each of us is granted many privileges to enjoy and responsibilities to fulfil: we have no ‘rights’ at all. Our place among the saints is by abounding grace alone. The privileges granted may only be enjoyed as the Word of God is obeyed. The plain teaching of Scripture is our only guide. What the Word of God says it means and our part is to bow to it in obedience.


  The essentialness of this statement may be appreciated when it is remembered that from the days of Adam and Eve to the present, the world about us has been characterised by rank disobedience to God and a complete indifference to His will. In such an ungodly environment all that results from this rebellion is reversed in the assembly of Christians where the knee is bowed in willing obedience and confession is made that "Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father" Phil.2.11. These features are displayed in symbolic form by the different roles undertaken by brothers and sisters during assembly activities. The brothers participate audibly in teaching and praying, while the silence maintained by the sisters in conjunction with their head coverings and long hair, gives to the host of observing angels a vivid illustration of God’s saving grace at work in the lives of His people. When it is brought to mind that disobedience in the garden of Eden is the background to all the destruction and disruption brought about by sinful men, the joyful obedience manifest in an assembly of believers is seen for what it is: a paean of praise to the God of our salvation.


  THE PURPOSE FOR WHICH IT EXISTS


  The figures of the local assembly and the wider aspect of the Church which is His body are many. Those relating to the latter have been outlined in chapter 1. The seven descriptions indicated in the following paragraphs have to do with the local assembly and will indicate the purpose for which an assembly of Christians exists. None of them is without significance or importance.


  A Dwelling Place - 1 Tim.3.15


  God’s desire to have a dwelling place with man is implicit in the Divine decree regarding His creation, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness" Gen.1.26, and in the activities that followed. God had planted the Garden of Eden, put Adam and Eve therein and He is described as walking in the garden and conversing with man, Gen.3.8. On a later occasion it is written "Enoch walked with God" Gen.5.22. The corollary to that is God walking with Enoch. The first of many direct references to God’s house is found in Genesis chapter 28 where, in v.17 Jacob names a place "Bethel" because it was, said he, "the house of God" even though at the beginning he knew it not. It was to him "a dreadful place, the very gate of heaven" and, at a later time, he is commanded to "go up to Bethel and dwell there" Gen.35.1. Consequently, Jacob’s experiences with His God cause him to change the name of the place to "El-Bethel", meaning "God of His Own house". What a sense of reverential awe engulfed Jacob as the result of the revelation concerning God’s dwelling place.


  A Temple - 1 Cor. 3.16


  As in many other instances the local assembly is seen here to bear characteristics which in their perfection, are the attributes of "the church which is Christ’s body". In the Ephesian epistle, Paul states "in Christ all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord" 2.21. It is because the Holy Spirit dwells within the saints who form the building that it is called a "temple" of God, meaning the innermost sanctuary, the holiest of holies. Such is the holy character of the assembly as "temple of God" that anyone, believer or unbeliever, who destroys or corrupts it is exposed to the judgment of the God Who dwells there. This holiness is further emphasised by the following words, "the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are" 1 Cor.3.17.


  A Body - 1 Cor.12.27


  The context of this figure is that of spiritual gift and its exercise in the assembly. A list of eight gifts bestowed by God to men is given in v.28. These gifts are all of a miraculous and temporary nature, even though at first glance it may not seem that this is so. They are called ‘spirituals’. Among them was even the miraculously endowed gift of ‘teacher’ who functioned at that time. In the first century these manifestations were evidences of the Holy Spirit’s power and presence among God’s people when gathered together. The gifts were varied and given to various individuals. As noted previously, Paul uses the human body to illustrate the variety of the gifts given. In summing up his application he points to the fact that "as the body is one, and has many members, and all the members of that one body, being many, are one body, so also is [the] Christ" 12.12. The distribution of the gifts in their diversity was of the Holy Spirit. The ministry to which they were applied was under the control of the Lord Jesus and the outward results of the gifts were brought about by God, 12.4-6. Neither the diversity of gift nor the control to which they were subject, in any way disturbed the unity of the assembly as "body of Christ". Nor did the accruing results, were they many or few. Unity in diversity and harmony in variety are the principles stressed in the use of the term "body". No gift is indispensable nor is any gift without value. The assembly is "body of Christ" since each believer is a member in particular of the Body as seen in the Ephesian letter. Thus mutual care, honour and respect are to be exercised in all instances.


  A Husbandry (a Ploughed Field) - 1 Cor.3.9


  There are different means by which a cultivated field is caused to bring forth a harvest. There is the tilling, the sowing, the tending of the plants while they grow and, finally there is the harvesting. But, above all the blessing of heaven must attend the work of all who labour in the field. Without the rain and heat in due season there can be no harvest time. Be they ever so diligent and careful their eyes will often be raised skyward since they know that neither "is he that planteth anything, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase" 1 Cor.3.7. It is exactly so in the realm of spiritual things. With regard to the assembly in Corinth it was Paul who first did the planting in sowing the seed of the good Word of God. Apollos, who was mighty in the Scriptures as he convinced men that Jesus is indeed the Christ, watered the work by his faithful support. These men were "labourers together of God" (Newberry margin) and ministers of God’s Word. But the increase was all of God. God’s servants in the harvest field are not to vie one with the other as if in competition. They are commissioned as workers together in the heavenly Boaz’s field as depicted in Ruth chapter 2. Meanwhile they look forward to that day when "every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour" 3.8. What fathomless grace! God calls, commissions and grants increase to His servants and then promises an abundant reward in that coming Day of Review.


  A Building - 1 Cor.3.9


  While the ‘cultivated field’ reminds us that the servant is quite unable to bring forth fruit by his own endeavours, the assembly as "a building" brings to mind its design and construction. Generally speaking, those who lay the foundation and are engaged in the erection of a building are following the plans of someone else. The architect has the final say as to the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of the building he has designed. An assembly that is established according to the pattern of Scripture, has a foundation laid by wise masterbuilders according to the grace of God given. That foundation can be none other than the sound teaching concerning our Lord Jesus Christ. The time involved may be short or long but what follows may take several lifetimes depending upon how long the assembly may be allowed to continue. At any rate, after the foundation has been laid different men with a variety of gifts will be found building thereon. Paul warns "let every man take heed how he builds thereupon" 3.10. The apostle is concerned about the materials used in the construction. The day will come when every man’s work in this connection "shall be revealed by fire" v.13. That which comes not from the promotion of self but with a view to having Christ as Lord exalted in the midst of the saints will be as "gold, silver, precious stones" and able to stand the test of the fire. If in the work of building there is that which is self-indulgent or self-asserting it will be burnt up as "wood, hay, stubble", with nothing remaining. The faithful, self-denying servant of Christ will have the reward but, where the opposite prevails, the servant shall suffer loss while he himself is saved. Solemn words are added, which could be paraphrased thus, ‘as though he had come through a fire and lost everything’. The blessèd contrast is to be seen in Peter’s words in 2 Pet.1.11, where to the faithful servant there will be "ministered … an abundant entrance into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ". To think that we shall share with our Lord Jesus Christ in that Day of His revealed glory as a result of a measure of faithfulness to His Name here and now, is a tremendous incentive.


  A Chaste Virgin - 2 Cor.11.2


  Of all the metaphors used in the Scriptures to portray the local assembly of believers, that of the "Chaste Virgin" is without doubt the one with the most feeling attached to it. All the others have practical and important things to say concerning the assembly but this one goes right to the very heart of the matter. In 2 Corinthians chapter 11 Paul sees himself as the go-between in presenting the Corinthian assembly as a betrothed virgin to the one and only husband, the Lord Jesus, Who may claim her unconditional and unstinted affection and love. It is with godly jealousy that he contemplates the incursion of high-handed men whom he calls "false apostles", to so influence the saints of the assembly that they would rob the Lord Jesus of what was rightfully His. The betrothal took place when the gospel was made known to them and they accepted its conditions by bowing to the Lordship of Christ. The consequent demand upon them was "the simplicity that is in Christ" or ‘singleness of heart towards Christ’ v.3. The apostle speaks here of the assembly’s bridal character. At Jewish weddings one of the responsibilities of "the friends of the bridegroom" was to ensure or guarantee the chastity of the bride. While each local church may not be termed ‘a bride of Christ’ yet bridal purity in attachment to the Lord is what the servants of God seek in the lives of those to whom they minister the Word of the Lord. There were those in the debauched city of Corinth who would have corrupted the minds of the believers from this simplicity in Christ in the same manner as the subtle serpent when he beguiled Eve in the garden of Eden. Such is Paul’s jealousy with regard to these men that he engages in what he deems as ‘folly’ by appearing to boast in his manner of service, in his attainments and in the revelations given to him. In an age that is every bit as seductive as that of first century Corinth the practical application of the teaching in this metaphor needs ever to be had in remembrance. Two things are inherent in its use: Paul’s zeal to maintain the Lord’s portion among His people, and the need for His people to be uniquely dedicated to the Person of their Lord.


  A Lampstand - Revelation Chapters 2 and 3


  The New Translation (J.N.D.) renders the "candlesticks" of the A.V. as "golden lamps" which is much more accurate. A stand bearing a candle depends upon its own source of energy whereas a lamp is dependent upon an outside source enabling it to shine. The reason for the existence of the local assembly in this aspect is conveyed by the employment of this metaphor. It is to be a luminary shining in a dark place. In the words of the Lord Jesus a lamp in order to give illumination is never placed under a bed or in some other obscure place, but is set on a hill Matt.5.14,15. Thus Paul wrote, as "sons of God … in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world" Phil.2.15. The Philippian epistle was addressed to the local church in that city. The heartfelt and poignant plea for unity forms the background to the exhortation to be as luminaries. A lack of murmuring and disputing and with the mind that was in Christ Jesus characterising them, then they would be as lights shining brightly in a dark society. It is noteworthy that Israel, intended by God to be a light of the nations, Isa.51.4, ceased to be so and was discarded by God as the result of unfaithfulness. The deep division occurring in Rehoboam’s day exacerbated this state of affairs. Following this analogy the assembly in Ephesus was threatened with the removal of the "lampstand" if they did not return to the zeal of their first love, Rev.2.5. No assembly can continue for very long if affection for Christ is left, Rev.2.4, because witness becomes merely routine. To be under the scrutiny of the judicial Christ as He walks in the midst of the churches, is not to be thought of lightly. The constitution of the local church is of such a nature that the original expression made by the Lord Jesus concerning it "for where two or three are gathered together in My name, there am I in the midst of them" Matt.18.20, has enabled the obedience of countless thousands to reflect the ancient statement, "and unto Him shall the gathering(s) of the people(s) be" Gen.49.10.


  CHAPTER 3 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONSTRUCTION


  by Tom Wilson, Scotland


  


  The Bible’s opening pages use the commonest of the Hebrew verbs translated "to build" (A.V. "made", Gen.2.22) of construction work that took place before a man ever engaged in building. The Builder was the Lord God Himself; to man He brought what He had made. It was not a building where the man Adam might find shelter: to our knowledge there was no need of shelter in Eden, but a woman whom the Lord God had built. He brought the woman to Adam, who named her "woman, because she was taken out of man" Gen.2.21-24. The Bible closes with scenes that reveal "a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God" Heb.11.10, thus confirming that the Builder Whose work He allowed Adam to name, is still involved in construction.


  The Old Testament also details much that men have built: the tower in the plain of Shinar, Gen.11.2-5; Pharaoh’s treasure cities Pithom and Raamses, Ex.1.11; the tabernacle and its furnishings, Exodus chapters 25-40; the first temple in Jerusalem and its furnishings, 1 Kings chapters 5-8, 2 Chronicles chapters 2-7; the other houses that Solomon built, 1 Kgs.7.1-12; the second temple in Jerusalem, Ezra chapters 2-6; and other buildings including, for example, "great Babylon" that Nebuchadnezzar built, Dan. 4.30. We know the delight the disciples took in the temple enlarged and embellished by Herod the Great, Matt.24.2; Mk.13.1; Lk.21.5. It was renowned for its magnificent architecture of cream stone and gold façade.


  The New Testament is also replete with other references to building. The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew chapters 5-7) closes with the Lord Jesus Himself using the figure of building to underscore the importance of hearing His sayings and doing them, Matt.7.24-27. He was illustrating that His sayings provided the only rock upon which a life might be built; all other foundations were sand and would not withstand the rain, floods and winds that inevitably would assail. He also used the same figure to describe a work in which He Himself would engage, indeed one in which only He would engage – the work of building His Church, Matt.16.13-18. The Lord also owned that there were others building who had no place for Him or His teaching in what they were intent on establishing. He exposed their clandestine plans, when He declared: "The stone which the builders rejected, the same is become the head of the corner" Matt.21.42. In what those builders (whom Peter clearly identified as Israel’s rulers, elders and scribes, Acts 4.11) were building He would be given no part. Little did they know that their building would have no future. Indeed, no more than 40 years later, all they were building would be like the temple in which they gloried; there would not be left one stone upon another that would not be thrown down, Matt.24.2. But what He would build would be for eternity and consequently there would be "glory in the church by Christ Jesus, throughout all ages, world without end" Eph.3.21.


  The vocabulary of construction is commonly used in the New Testament. The metaphor of building occurs in the Acts of the Apostles, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, Hebrews, 1 Peter and Jude. The word "edify", oikodomeo, that occurs much in the Pauline letters is the very Greek word elsewhere translated "build" in the New Testament. He uses it in respect of building up the Christian’s spiritual constitution with wholesome spiritual food, in the same way that a healthy balanced diet of wholesome food would build up the physical constitution, Rom.14.19; 15.2,20 et al. However, the individual’s spiritual development is not the focus of the building metaphor in passages like Matt.16.13-18; 1 Cor.3.9-15; Eph.2.19-22; Heb.3.1-6; 1 Pet.2.4-9. In four of those five passages, the context does not relate to building up an individual. There the construction metaphor is used of building "my Church" Matt.16.18; "an holy temple" Eph.2.21; "an habitation of God" Eph.2.22; "His [God’s] own house" Heb.3.6; "a spiritual house" 1 Pet.2.5. Clearly in each of these four passages individuals are seen as the building stones of which these spiritual edifices are constructed. The exception in that list of building metaphors is 1 Corinthians chapter 3, which is not about the individual being built up in his most holy faith, nor about him being a living stone in a building. In this present time, and until the Lord comes to rapture His saints, as we shall observe, there can be glory to God in a local assembly gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, as exercised saints build into it gold, silver and precious stones. As noted above, in the Church that the Lord Jesus is building, there will be glory to God eternally, as Eph.3.21 confirms.


  Building is the third metaphor Paul uses in 1 Corinthians chapter 3. The first metaphor he uses is about feeding babies in a nursery, vv.1-5; the second about planting and watering in the field, vv.6-9a; the third is about building. The apostle makes it clear that he is describing metaphorically his ministry and that of others, for he describes the babies being fed as "babes in Christ" v.1; the field as "God’s husbandry" ("God’s tilled land", R.V. margin), v.9; and the building as "God’s building" vv.9b-15. The purpose of the metaphors is immediately apparent: it is not to make much of the servants, as the apostle will make plain in chapter 4, but to emphasise that everyone who is privileged to be a child in God’s family or a plant in His tilled field or a builder in His house is responsible to God Himself. How often we need reminding that the assembly in a locality is the assembly (or church) of God, 1.2! Later Paul will describe another assembly as "the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth" 1 Tim.3.16. What holy privilege to be associated with the assembly of God! How solemn the responsibility! How sobering to consider: God Himself owns that assembly as His!


  1 Corinthians chapter 3 is clearly about building in a local assembly context; albeit building up the assembly would also bring blessings to those in its fellowship, which would build them up as individuals. In chapters 12-14 and particularly in chapter 14, where the word group "edify" occurs seven times, the apostle will deal with how the building of the church, vv.4,12, builds up the individual whose understanding is not unfruitful. The Holy Spirit’s emphasis here is not on the individual saint, but upon the foundation and the materials used by the builder.


  It is worthy of repeated emphasis that the materials in the building of which Paul speaks are not individual saints, who are "no more strangers and foreigners" Eph.2.19, and who "hold fast the confidence and the rejoicing of hope unto the end" Heb.3.6. The apostle is not referring to stones which are they who have "tasted that the Lord is gracious" 1 Pet.2.3, and have "like precious faith" 2 Pet.1.1. In 1 Cor.3.12, the building materials, "gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble", are not of equal value; it would be inappropriate to use of them the phrase "like precious". Indeed some of those materials will be "revealed by fire" to be of no value in the sight of God. When gold, silver and precious stones are built into that spiritual structure, clearly it redounds to the glory of God.


  1 CORINTHIANS – PERMANENT GUIDANCE


  1 Corinthians is an important letter from a number of standpoints. One interesting facet of its writing is that, whilst dealing with matters arising in the assembly at Corinth, the apostle Paul had deliberately stayed away from Corinth and communicated with them in this inspired letter. Its teaching being committed to permanent record was furnishing assemblies with the resources they would need in the period when apostles like Paul would no longer be with them. The apostles were foundational gifts given only in the first century, Eph.2.20. The risen Head never intended to gift another batch of apostles at any later time. The apostles have completed their work and left us inspired letters to guide us in their absence. Among the saints at Corinth, not all were spiritual enough to recognise that Paul was not absenting himself for selfish, carnal reasons. They could not be expected to recognise that Paul’s absence would bequeath to generations of Christians another inspired letter of lasting significance. But the Corinthians could be expected to have more confidence in Paul than they were evidencing. He had not lost interest in them, nor had he become occupied with others to their exclusion. His absence was testing the assembly’s preparedness to maintain conditions in which God would be glorified among them. It was in his absence from them that there was provided what was to prove permanent, written guidance to both the Corinthian assembly and others who in their day would seek to serve the same Lord. Moreover, his absence afforded them an opportunity to deal with corrupting influences that had been allowed to develop in the assembly.


  Paul did intend to visit them shortly after writing 1 Corinthians, despite what his detractors were saying, 1 Cor.4.18,19. He knew that an immediate visit would mean using the apostolic rod: he would be obliged to judge the unjudged sin that was active among them like leaven in dough, 1 Cor.5.6,7. About 1550 years before Paul wrote this letter, Moses had also arrived at a point when he could not enter the camp of Israel. He had been carrying the tables of the law, which, if introduced at that time, would have meant death for so many. Misjudging the reasons for his absence, Israel had commented: "… as for this Moses … we wot not [do not know] what is become of him" Ex.32.1,19. Maybe some Corinthians were saying about Paul what had been said about Moses. But in the company there were those who were not of that persuasion, notably the house of Chloe: they valued the apostle, present or absent. On a human level, it was their contact with Paul that gave rise to this letter; they had communicated to Paul some of the problems besetting the assembly, 1 Cor.1.11.


  The apostle stated emphatically that the relevance of 1 Corinthians should not be limited to Corinth. In his introductory greetings, Paul links Corinth with "all that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours" 1.2. The same Lord was owned by others of that day and our day. The same God was, and is, faithful, to those who have been "called into the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord" 1.9. In faithfulness to those who called upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord before the New Testament was complete, the exalted Head gave apostles through whom the truth of God might be unfolded. Paul reminded Timothy that he (Timothy) knew of whom he had learned those things that enabled him to stand firm in the face of "evil men and seducers" 2 Tim.3.14. Timothy had heard them of an apostle and so was assured of the veracity of all he had heard. The apostle John would write that the characteristic of Divine life is hearing the apostles. He insisted that genuine believers did not, and do not, doubt the teaching of the apostles: we, the apostles, "are of God: he that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us" 1 Jn.4.6. Nor do genuine believers doubt today that 1 Corinthians is Scripture; they know this letter to the Corinthians is as much God-breathed as, for example, John’s Gospel or the Hebrew epistle. They know and respect the Scriptures as a whole to be complete, Col.1.25; unerringly accurate, being God-breathed, 2 Tim.3.16, and unquestionably authoritative. Paul will tell the Corinthians that the authority of his letter was no less than that of other Scriptures: "… the things I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord" 1 Cor.14.37. Whether in respect of godly living or Christian responsibilities or church order, the commandments of the Lord are not the stuff of traditions passed from generation to generation, but the Scriptures. We conclude that the permanent guidance a child of God needs as to the assembly is contained in the New Testament. The epistle’s teaching is for "all that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours" 1.2. It is permanent guidance for the period until the Lord comes. What glory a local assembly may bring to God where there is respect for the only foundation that has been laid, 1 Cor.3.11.


  1 CORINTHIANS – PERMANENT GUIDANCE ON BUILDING


  The permanent guidance 1 Corinthians provides on building into the local assembly belongs to the major section dealing with various contentions that had been reported to Paul by the godly household of Chloe. The section runs from 1.10 to 4.21. Paul boldly introduces the section by stating the report he had received: "… there are contentions among you" 1.10. He did not believe the report was false; the Corinthians had not been "slanderously reported" cf. Rom.3.8. Unlike the assemblies at Thessalonica and Philippi, carnality in the Corinthian assembly was strikingly evident, and as a result there were contentions. Paul identifies a number of features that were not begotten of the Spirit: party allegiances under banners like Apollos, Cephas and Paul, even a party that divisively claimed particular association with Christ Himself, 1.12-16. He adds that their celebration of the worldly and fleshly wisdom carried over from their pre-conversion days made little of the apostle and his teaching, 1.17-2.16. Their pride in themselves and their abilities made much of themselves, whilst they avoided the reproach of the cross, 4.1-21. Indeed they may have thought that being greatly endowed with spiritual gifts the assembly of God in Corinth was an example to others. Chapter 3 would not be teaching that they were an elite band of saints whose spirituality was respected from Jerusalem to Illyricum, Rom.15.19, or admired "in all the churches of the saints" 1 Cor.14.33. The Bible does not excuse carnality, neither does it restrict the commandments of the Lord to the spiritual. Sadly, there may be both carnal and spiritual saints in an assembly gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus. The permanent guidance on building contained in 1 Corinthians chapter 3 is for every saint in the fellowship of an assembly to observe. Paul’s introductory verse asserts that he speaks even to the carnal: "And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal …" 3.1. Every brother and sister is to learn about building. How one might be building and what one might be building Paul will consider as guided by the Spirit of God: "how he buildeth", v.10; "what sort" of material, vv.12-15.


  It should be emphasised again that the context is building in the local assembly. The presumption is that each believer will be in fellowship in an assembly gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus, both the Corinthians’ Lord and ours, who are Christ’s. What glory there was in the first century when every saint in a locality knew the meaning of being gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus and valued all engaged in building!


  BUILDING ON THE FOUNDATION


  When he spoke of the Corinthian assembly as a garden, Paul placed Apollos alongside himself: "What then is Apollos, and what is Paul?" v.3 (R.V.). In those verses he was able to employ the first person plural "we" v.9: "… we are labourers together". Now Paul acknowledges that this matter of building did concern others, but the distinction in roles was more pronounced, so he refers in v.10 to his own role in his use of the first person singular "I", and to the part that was not his by employing the term "another".1 He writes in the first person singular, for at Corinth he alone had laid the foundation of which he will speak. Paul laid the foundation, whereas the other is building2 upon that foundation. The one now building has to take account of "how" he builds, v.10, and of the character of his building material, i.e. "of what sort it is" v.13. Having laid the foundation, Paul was concerned with how another might build. His had been the responsibility to lay the foundation. As a wise masterbuilder, he had been given the necessary wisdom for the task. Graciously, i.e. not on grounds of merit, God had equipped Paul for the task of laying the foundation. We should recognise that the laying of that foundation at Corinth is described in the historical passages of The Acts, and more fully in this epistle, so that there might be for every generation of Christians that would arise before the Rapture, an understanding of the foundation and building thereupon. That special wisdom given to Paul benefited Corinth and every city in which he laid the foundation of an assembly, and still benefits those who seek to follow the Divine pattern. Where that wisdom is lacking, the builder might foolishly proceed without a foundation, Lk.6.49.


  
    	1Greek allos.


    	2Tense is continuous present.

  


  None should doubt the uniqueness of Paul’s claim to be "a wise masterbuilder" v.10. Wisdom had been granted to him, as it had been to Bezaleel and Aholiab who constructed the tabernacle, Ex.31.1-6, and to Solomon who built the first temple in Israel, Ex.31.3-4; 1 Kgs.5.7; 2 Chr.2.12. In a city known for its licentious living, he laid the foundation of a great work of God. However, the term "masterbuilder" (or architect) may infer more than his skilfulness. With due humility Paul uses the phrase "as a wise masterbuilder" v.10. He may be inferring that he established the pattern that should be followed in our day. No other person has been raised up by God to give teaching that we should follow as to assembly order and practice.


  It is evident that the apostle expected respect for the foundation that he had laid, v.10. Indeed by the Spirit he adds: "… other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ" v.11. It may be that the wording is so framed to insist that the only foundation that can be laid is that foundation God Himself has laid, "which is Jesus Christ". In laying the foundation of the assembly at Corinth, Paul preached Christ, His person and His work:


  
    	"… we preach Christ crucified" 1.23.


    	"Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God" 1.24.


    	"Christ … unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification and redemption" 1.30.


    	"Christ our Passover" 5.7.


    	"Jesus Christ our Lord" 9.1; 12.1.


    	"Christ died for our sins … was buried and … rose again" 15.3.


    	"… the Lord Jesus Christ" 16.22.

  


  How was each builder building upon that foundation? Was he building wisely, carefully and to the glory of God? What glory a local assembly may bring to God where all who build respect the only foundation that has been laid, 3.11.


  But who is this other who is building on the foundation the apostle had laid? The builder is referred to as "another" but not named as Apollos, v.10. It seems unlikely that Paul has again "in a figure transferred" these building illustrations to himself and Apollos "for your sakes" 4.6. We have no reason to believe that Apollos would build with wood, hay or stubble, whom Paul has acknowledged without reservation as a minister of God, v.5, and whom Paul was urging to visit Corinth once more, 16.12. Paul is not slighting "brother Apollos" 1.12. He is cautioning "every man" (literally "each") vv.10,13; "any man" [literally "any one"] vv.12,14,15. The weight of the application of his ministry may be particularly pertinent to those who teach the saints, but it should not be thought that they exclusively build up the saints. Edifying may primarily be the teachers’ work, but others build up who exercise gifts differing according to the grace that is given to them, Rom.12.6; such "manifestation of the Spirit is given for profit" 1 Cor.12.7 (J.N.D.). In Israel, when the tabernacle was under construction, not only were Bezaleel and Aholiab specially gifted for the task, but "in the hearts of all that [were] … wisehearted" God had "put wisdom" Ex.31.6; indeed before Bezaleel and Aholiab are identified, God had equipped some with "the spirit of wisdom" to make Aaron’s garments, Ex.28.3. The Spirit acknowledges not only the ministry of Paul and Apollos, but others also who would be responsible to build upon the foundation that was laid.


  It would appear that the Corinthian saints were unduly occupied with the more spectacular gifts God had "set in the church" 12.28, in particular the gift of tongues, so much so that the commandments of chapter 14 formed part of the first letter to Corinth. It is not within the scope of this chapter to deal with the temporary gifts listed at 12.7-28, and their purpose. Nonetheless the emphasis in chapter 14 on prophesying, edification and understanding is striking. Paul recognised the need for the saints to be taught. He asserts firmly that the gift of teachers was, and is, to that end, 12.28; Eph.4.11-16. It would be going beyond the evidence of this epistle to suggest that, when the gift of tongues was exercised in Corinth, nothing permanent was built upon the foundation. During that period before the completion of the canon of Scripture, Paul owns there was some limited value in the exercise of the gift of tongues, if accompanied by interpretation, but "five words with … understanding" were of more lasting benefit "than ten thousand words in an unknown tongue" 14.19. We, who live after the cessation of the gift of tongues, should not now be distracted as Corinth then was. Those, therefore, who teach in an assembly of God, should ensure that the saints are edified; in so doing they must build gold, silver and precious stones upon the foundation that is laid. And their efforts will not be without reward! The God who noted the names and the commitment of those engaged in the building of a wall in Nehemiah’s day knows every builder in this day, Nehemiah chapter 3, and, as Paul shows here, will reward each who builds to His glory.


  BUILDING ON THE FOUNDATION, BUT WITH WHAT MATERIAL?


  Paul lists six kinds of building materials that were to be seen in any first-century city as economically divided as Corinth: gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay and stubble. The Corinthians saw daily "sumptuous edifices of granite and marble, with ornaments of gold and silver, on the one hand, and the hovels of the poor on the other, with walls of wood and roof of thatch,"3 the crevices of which were stuffed with straw to keep out wind and rain. Are these just interesting metaphors? Or do they convey a reality we should note? That series of statements that begin with "If …"4 all have hypotheses that are true; Paul is saying: "Let’s look at actual cases, not just hypothetical ones. It is true that some will build gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay and stubble, v.12; that some men’s work will abide, v.14; and some men’s work will be completely burned up, v.15; that some will receive a reward and some will suffer loss". Economic divisions marked that great city. Without the efforts of the poor there would have been no rich. But that is not how it should be among the saints. There was no need that any build with materials that will not "abide".


  
    	
      3 Conybeare, W. J. and Howson, J. S. "The Life and Epistles of St Paul." London: Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts, 1862: p. 31.

    


    	4 All are Greek ei with the indicative.

  


  W. E. Vine spiritualises gold, silver and precious stones: "The gold would seem to set forth the character and moral attributes of the Godhead, the fullness of which dwells in Christ … the silver, the redemption wrought by God in and through Christ; the precious stones, those truths which set forth the excellencies of the Person and character of Christ." Schrader more fancifully writes: "Some build with the gold of faith, with the silver of hope, with the imperishable costly stones of love; others again with the dead wood of unfruitfulness in good works, with the empty straw of a spiritless, ostentatious knowledge, and with bending reed of a continually-doubting spirit."5 It has also been noted that: "Man cannot manufacture the first three, whereas the others are the product of nature." There is of course a considerable difference in the values of the six materials. However, the difference is more likely to be between the combustible and the incombustible. The lesson the apostle teaches from his metaphor is about what will "abide", and what "shall be burned" vv.14,15.


  
    	5 Cited Alford, ibid: p. 493.

  


  The Lord spoke of a day of assessment in His parables of the pounds and the talents. Peter speaks obliquely of an assessment that affords to some an abundant entrance into the kingdom, 2 Pet.1.11; John speaks of not being ashamed at His coming, 1 Jn.2.28; whilst Paul speaks clearly of the Judgment Seat of Christ in the figure of searching fire, making manifest every man’s work, 1 Cor.3.13. The possible outcomes of that day for the Christian, Paul insists, are two: either abiding or burning, vv.14,15, so either reward or loss.


  When Rome appointed Mummius to take command of the Achaean War, his was an easy victory over the hapless Diaeus, who put up little resistance. Mummius entered Corinth and put to the sword all the men of Corinth; the women and children he sold into slavery, and the statues, paintings and works of art were shipped to Rome. Deliberately Mummius soon set Corinth ablaze. He acted in this way not out of malice, but in obedience to the direct instructions of the Roman senate, "prompted by the mercantile party, which was eager to get rid of a dangerous commercial rival." The ravages of the fire left standing only the stone-built edifices of the rich, but reduced to ashes the dwellings of the poor. So fierce was the blaze, it is claimed, that metals melted and blended together to form bronze for the first time. The use of bronze in Africa and China prior to the Great Fire of Corinth invalidates that claim. That any thought the origin of bronze could be traced back to the Fire of Corinth does show that the intensity of the fire that destroyed Corinth was legendary. The Great Fire of London occurred in 1666 and is still recalled. The Great Fire of Corinth in 146 BC was little over a century before Paul wrote, and would have been remembered centuries after it swept away all that was of wood, hay and stubble. Every Corinthian reader would have some understanding of the lesson Paul was teaching. They knew he was teaching that in that coming awesome assessment at the Judgment Seat of Christ, the Lord will make manifest what will abide and what will be burned, in the same way that the Great Fire of Corinth tested the fabric of every hovel and every architecturally-noteworthy edifice in its path.


  Three verbs with similar meanings emphasise how evident then will be what we cannot see clearly now – "make manifest", "declare" and "reveal" v.13. Each man’s work will be made openly known "of what sort it is". The day will make visible the just verdict reached, for the fire will publicly unveil what may have been covered over - the true nature of a man’s work, v.13. The nature of that assessment will not be disputed by any; all will agree with the One Who sits on the Judgment Seat.


  But who are those in the expressions "any man" v.12; "every man" v.13 (twice); "any man" vv.14,15? Above, the day is identified with the Judgment Seat of Christ and reference is made to the Christian. The context of building upon the foundation should have confirmed to the intelligent believer that the Judgment Seat of Christ is in view. Those without Divine life are wholly incapable of building into a local assembly, and, if they die without Christ, they will appear at the Great White Throne, Rev 20.11-15, not at the Judgment Seat of Christ. Every believer should have learned that the New Testament does not speak of one Assize before which saved and unsaved will appear at the one time. At the Judgment Seat, Christ’s searching assessment will manifest the nature of the materials the Christian built into the local assembly. The teaching of v.15 makes it abundantly clear that even those who build with wood, hay and stubble are saved. There is no doctrine of purgatory here or elsewhere in the Bible.


  The value the Lord places upon building into the local assembly what will abide, will be made evident when the fire of Divine scrutiny assesses each builder’s work. The builder, who built acceptably with material that will abide, will be rewarded, v.14. The nature of that reward is not specified here, but both the nature of assessment and one aspect of its assessment are: the nature of the assessment is discriminatory; the aspect of service to be assessed is that "which he hath built thereupon", i.e. upon the foundation that has been laid. Elsewhere in the New Testament other matters that are to be assessed at that time are noted: the deeds done in the body and our disposition toward our brethren, 2 Cor.5.10; Rom.14.10.


  The apostle indicates that not only will there be those who will be rewarded; there will also be those who will suffer loss, v.15. The same grammatical structure dispels any sense of this being merely a hypothetical case: he is emphasising that there will be such sad cases. It is equally evident that the terms "shall receive a reward" v.14, and "shall suffer loss" v.15, stand in stark contrast. Both individuals had been builders: one gained a reward, the other suffered loss. Lest any be unsettled as to their eternal security, the Spirit moved Paul to use the word "saved". Lest any be unconcerned as to the seriousness of losing one’s reward, the Spirit moved Paul to add, "yet so as by fire" v.15. Let every teacher strive to build with gold, silver and precious stones to the glory of God. Let all who exercise their gift ensure that they too build on the foundation with that which will abide.


  BEHAVIOUR IN GOD’S BUILDING


  Having unfolded solemn truth relating to the Judgment Seat of Christ, at v.16, the apostle Paul immediately draws attention to a building distinguished by the title "temple of God".6 He introduces it, as he does other matters in this letter, in such a way that first readers must have realised that he was saying: "you Corinthians, whose boast is in knowledge (1.5; 8.1,2,10,11; 13.2,8) do you not know that ye are the temple of God?" He does not say that those who built with gold, silver and precious building stones built this building. Its title "temple of God" may announce more than who dwells there and should be honoured there; it may also make clear that the builder is God Himself. It is not a partially completed construction where the builders are still engaged in building. The temple Solomon built was not indwelt until the construction work was completed, 1 Kgs.8.10,11; 2 Chr.5.13. The delay in the glory of the Lord filling the Holiest of all was not that Solomon was carelessly allowing standards of behaviour among the artisans to slip below acceptable standards. Indeed, in the House under construction there was not heard the noise of a hammer or axe or any iron tool, 1 Kgs.6.7. The stones that reached the site were already prepared and ready for assembly. Not until the work was complete did God condescend to dwell in the temple, as almost 500 years earlier, a cloud did not cover "the tent of the congregation and the glory of the Lord" or fill the tabernacle until Moses had "finished the work" of erecting the court around the completed tabernacle and the altar, Ex.40.33-34. This temple too is complete and functioning.


  
    	
      6 It has been observed that in the Greek text the definite article does not qualify "temple" in the three occasions it occurs in vv. 16-17. The apostle is indicating that the assembly at Corinth is characterised as God’s temple. Similarly the absence of the Greek article qualifying "body of Christ" 12.27, and "house of God" at 1 Tim. 3.15 identifies what the assemblies in Corinth and Ephesus were characteristically.

    

  


  The noun "temple" in vv.16-17 is "naos" in Greek, which defines not the general buildings of the temple complex, but the inner sanctuary – the Holiest of all – where of old only the high priest could venture once a year and that not without blood, Heb.9.7. God no longer dwells in buildings made with hands, but among saints gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus. (Paul uses the more general noun, "hieron", for the temple buildings at 9.13. The more general word occurs often in the New Testament, e.g. Matt.4.5; Jn.2.14; Acts 2.46.) At 3.16, Paul poses the rhetorical question: "Know ye not that ye are the temple [naos, or inner sanctuary] of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" He does not say that the assembly in Corinth "groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord" Eph.2.21, rather he is describing them as already "an habitation of God though the Spirit" Eph.2.22. But only after the work of Calvary was complete and the Holy Spirit had come was any group of persons acknowledged by God as His temple in a particular locality. The Holy Spirit is not here speaking of the specific location where the assembly of God in Corinth met, but the to assembly of saints itself. The Corinthians should have known that the presence of God among them had constituted them as God’s temple.


  As Solomon required reverence for the house he was building for the Lord, so as the temple of God in Corinth, Paul required of the Corinthians that none "defile the temple of God" v.17. In the context of 1 Corinthians chapter 3, the defilement (better, "destruction" or "corruption") would arise not from the immorality and the other sins that the assembly was asked to judge in chapter 5, but from human wisdom that gloried in men, vv.18-21. It is human wisdom that introduces false doctrines, the source of which is often the evil one himself. The seriousness of such corrupting, yea, destructive, doctrines is evident in the retribution specified at v.17: "If any man defile [destroy] the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy." God Himself will vindicate His own holiness. Lest any fail to perceive that Paul writes of the assembly of God at Corinth, he reminds them once more by adding: "… which temple ye are" v.17. The destroying of Ananias and Sapphira for lying against the Holy Spirit would be an evidence of God acting in government when they introduced deception, Acts 5.1-11. 1 Cor.11.30 may be another instance of Divine retribution visited upon destroyers.


  Yet how different it was when the glory filled the houses Moses and Solomon built. Whilst the priests conducted themselves fittingly and respected the holiness of God, God was pleased to dwell among them. They had the privilege of honouring Him with voluntary offerings as their hearts were moved in thanksgiving for His blessings. In a spiritual house that Paul designated "the temple of God", God Himself was glorified. That privilege is now ours, whose offerings are spiritual sacrifices, 1 Pet.2.5; Heb.13.5. In a spiritual building that Paul would designate "the temple of God", God Himself is to be glorified. May that privilege be extended towards us until the Lord Jesus come, that God may be glorified in the assemblies of His people, gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus.


  UNTIL HE COME


  The guidance that God has given as to His pleasure in His people has been provided in permanent written form within the Scriptures. For almost 2,000 years the people of God have had access to that guidance, and some have sought grace to put into practice the ministry of Paul, that "wise masterbuilder". Despite much failure, across the globe there are expressions of that ministry in assemblies gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ. But such God-honouring testimony will not continue to mark those lands where presently they shine as lights in a dark world. At the Rapture, all the saints of this present day will be caught up to meet the Lord in the air, 1 Thess.4.13-17. The period of assembly testimony will be ended. Certainly God will not leave Himself without witness; He will raise up those who will bear testimony to Christ, but those He raises up will not build as "a wise masterbuilder" taught us to do. Building with gold, silver and precious stones is a feature of glorifying God that is the peculiar privilege of saints in the period that has extended from Pentecost and will end at the Rapture. Let us then be careful to build on the foundation and to build with gold, silver and precious stones. May every whit of what we build upon the foundation that is laid bespeak His glory, Ps.29.9.


  CHAPTER 4 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONSIDERATION


  by B. Currie, N. Ireland


  


  In the local assembly believers are brought together and interact with each other in a range of varied circumstances. These circumstances include the spiritual life of the assembly, with all the saints in attendance at the various meetings; the shared aspect of food preparation and the other arrangements necessary for prize giving meetings associated with children’s work; the more social occasions of visitation in one another’s homes. In each of these there is the potential for actions and words being misinterpreted leading to differences, quarrels and unfortunately sometimes division in the company. Every believer must be aware of the other’s sensitivities and seek to ensure that offence is neither given nor taken.


  There is also daily contact with unbelievers in the community. Again the saints need to be guarded as to their behaviour before the unsaved so that nothing is done or said that may be interpreted as being derogatory to either the testimony of the individual Christian or the collective testimony of the assembly. The ungodly are very quick to judge even the most innocent of comments or actions and quickly spread stories and rumours that could prove harmful to the testimony.


  Thus, in the language of the heading for this chapter, each believer must give due consideration to his behaviour. To highlight this in the local assembly context, a section of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is very useful.


  


  This epistle may be divided thus:


  
    	Controversy In The Assembly – Chs.1-4.


    	Cleanliness In The Assembly - Chs.5-7.


    	Consideration In The Assembly – Chs.8-10.


    	Commemoration In The Assembly – Ch.11.


    	Communication In The Assembly – Chs.12-14.


    	Climax Of The Assembly – Ch.15.


    	Collection In The Assembly – Ch.16.

  


  CONSIDERATION IN THE ASSEMBLY – Chs.8-10


  The lengthy section that deals with this subject is chapters 8-10. To deal with these in a verse by verse manner would not be possible within the bounds of this publication. However the recurring word "lest", enables the truth to be expounded and grasped. Note the references:


  Consider Your Brother - Ch.8.9,13


  "But take heed lest by any means this liberty of yours become a stumblingblock to them that are weak" – Ch.8.9.


  "Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend" – Ch.8.13.


  Consider The Gospel – Ch.9.12


  "If others be partakers of this power over you, are not we rather? Nevertheless we have not used this power; but suffer all things, lest we should hinder the gospel of Christ" – Ch.9.12.


  Consider Your Future Reward – Ch.9.27


  "But I keep under my body, and bring [it] into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway" – Ch.9.27.


  Consider Your Present Standing – Ch.10.12


  "Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall" – Ch.10.12.


  CONSIDER YOUR BROTHER – Ch.8.9,13


  The subject matter of 1 Corinthians chapter 8 is clearly stated in the four-fold repetition in vv.1-10, as follows: "Now as touching things offered unto idols" v.1; "those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols" v.4; "a thing offered unto an idol" v.7; "those things which are offered to idols" v.10. Thus, there can be no doubt that Paul is dealing with the Christian’s attitude to "things offered unto idols". This is considered twice in 1 Corinthians. In chapter 8 the subject is dealt with from my brother’s viewpoint and in chapter 10 it is from God’s viewpoint; which explains why in 10.21, it is not permitted, "Ye cannot drink the cup of the Lord, and the cup of devils: ye cannot be partakers of the Lord’s table, and of the table of devils." However, in chapter 8 the possibility is considered from the standpoint of how my actions will affect my brother.


  Paul’s teaching revolves around the knowledge and consciences of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ Christians. Every Christian has knowledge, "Now as touching things offered unto idols, we know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth" v.1. A decision ought not to be made purely on the grounds of mere intellectual knowledge. This can inflate a person and lead to a disregard of the other person’s feelings and shut out the expected display of love that will build up or edify. This is not a display of real Christian knowledge and so Paul writes, "if any man think that he knoweth any thing, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know" v.2.


  Concerning those who are strong in their Christian faith it is written, "we know that an idol is nothing in the world" v.4. But others are to be considered: "Howbeit there is not in every man that knowledge" v.7. He is stating that not every man in Christian experience has come to recognise this fact, and because of this the weak brother’s conscience must be respected and not callously overridden. No spiritual Christian will say, like Cain, "Am I my brother’s keeper?" Gen.4.9. He will have a care and concern for the spiritual welfare of his brother, and will seek to encourage him and do all he can to maintain his brother’s fellowship with God.


  That this is a matter of conscience and not vital doctrine is seen by the repetition of the word as noted: "some with conscience of the idol unto this hour eat it as a thing offered unto an idol; and their conscience being weak is defiled" v.7; "shall not the conscience of him which is weak be emboldened …" v.10; "wound their weak conscience …" v.12.


  Paul gives seven results of ignoring or riding rough shod over the conscience of another Christian.


  "Their conscience being weak is defiled" - v.7


  The verb "defiled" means to contaminate or to pollute. W. E. Vine states the word means, "to besmear, as with mud or filth." This can be appreciated by considering the other occurrences of the word in the New Testament. These are; Rev. 3.4, "Thou hast a few names even in Sardis which have not defiled their garments", Rev.14.4 "These are they which were not defiled with women; for they are virgins."


  These saints had been delivered from idolatry but some were still not clear of the superstition that was latent in that system. Their weakness was in this unclear thinking concerning idolatry and thus, by eating, they were smitten with guilt and their conscience was no longer clean and at ease with God: it was polluted and they felt themselves to be defiled.


  "A stumblingblock to them that are weak"- v.9


  In v.8 Paul acknowledges that food and the partaking thereof are of no consequence: "But meat commendeth us not to God: for neither, if we eat, are we the better; neither, if we eat not, are we the worse." This would leave the strong brother with the authority to say that he could eat anything because apostolic approval had been given. But in v.9 the apostle says there is another consideration and that is the weaker brother: "But take heed lest by any means this liberty of yours become a stumblingblock to them that are weak."


  The verb "take heed" is in the present tense and in the imperative mood, which means that this is an apostolic command: and it is continual and not an isolated incident. Thus we are commanded not to put a "stumblingblock" in the way of the weak saint. This is a means whereby others are tripped up. In a similar context Paul uses this word in Romans chapter 14, "that no man put a stumblingblock or an occasion to fall in his brother’s way" v.13; "it is evil for that man who eateth with offence" v.20.


  "The conscience of him which is weak be emboldened" - v.10


  Paul continues, "For if any man see thee which hast knowledge sit at meat in the idol’s temple, shall not the conscience of him which is weak be emboldened to eat those things which are offered to idols." We live in an age when some people say, "I can do my own thing"; "I don’t care where I’m seen or in what company I’m found"; "It’s nobody’s business but mine" etc. Such an attitude is totally condemned by the apostle. He commences this verse by saying, "if any man see thee" and so underlines that it is important where Christians are seen. This person was seen sitting "at meat in the idol’s temple". He had the knowledge that the idol was nothing and there was no reason why he ought not to enjoy his meal, but he must consider how his behaviour affected his fellow believer. He might have argued that he was doing no harm and doing nothing sinful, but in reality he was because he was causing grief to his brother. This was because he caused his weak brother’s conscience to be "emboldened", meaning that it was built up to do the same thing and that was something with which his brother did not fully agree.


  "And through thy knowledge shall the weak brother perish, for whom Christ died? - v.11


  What a statement! It brings the solemnity of our actions into stark relief. Paul asks the question about the knowledge of the strong brother, is he prepared to use this knowledge to the detriment of his brother? The word "perish" means to be broken or rendered useless. This would be the result of the weak brother imitating the strong brother’s actions and being smitten by his conscience. Does it really matter about the weak brother? Is he worth considering? Paul gives us his value by commenting that he was one "for whom Christ died". There is no greater price than this. The weak brother is of inestimable value and so demands the consideration of his brother. The tremendous contrast is between the love of Christ who died for him and the callousness of the brother in disregarding him.


  "When ye sin so against the brethren, and wound their weak conscience" - v.12


  Paul is reaching the climax of his argument as he uses these strong words, "sin" and "wound". These are words full of emotion and ought to bring the strong brother to realise how important it is to consider his weaker brother when decisions have to be made. J.N.Darby catches the continuity implied in the verbs when he translates it as, "thus sinning against the brethren, and wounding their weak conscience, ye sin against Christ". Thus Paul is not speaking of a single one-off action, rather this is the ongoing sinning and wounding of a brother who is in the continual state of being weak. Also the word has changed from the singular "brother" to the plural "brethren" and is widening the argument to embrace all within the Christian community.


  The word "wound" implies to smite with the fist or a whip and illustrates how cutting and painful a wounded conscience can be and really no one with a modicum of Christian compassion would want to expose his brother to this.


  "Ye sin against Christ" - v.12


  This expression is the top stone of his argument and highlights the seriousness of a thoughtless or selfish action that could lead to grief and pain for a brother. When it is seen as "sin against Christ" any excuse is made invalid.


  This is one of the references that clearly shows the intimate link between Christ and His people – sin against them is sin against Him. Paul learned this at the time of his conversion, when the Lord said that persecution of the Church was persecution of Him, "Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou Me?" Acts 9.4; 22.7; 26.14.


  "If meat make my brother to offend" - v.13


  Paul states the final result of the inconsiderate action and the reaction of the spiritual man, "Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend." Twice in the verse he uses the verb, "to offend". This is our English word "scandalise" and has the meaning ‘to set a trap for’. What Christian would want to set a trap for his brother and cause him to fall? We must guard not only our testimony, but that of our brethren.


  The reaction of the spiritual is quite simple: "I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend." A consideration of a brother with a desire to see him prosper in Divine things and be at rest with his conscience, demands that I do nothing that would hurt him, even though I feel there is nothing wrong in my actions.


  CONSIDER THE GOSPEL – Ch.9.12


  "If others be partakers of [this] power over you, [are] not we rather? Nevertheless we have not used this power; but suffer all things, lest we should hinder the gospel of Christ" 9.12.


  Chapter 9 contains 20 questions, as Paul wants the Corinthians to think and come to conclusions in certain matters. He indicates the reality of his apostleship and then gives the reasons why he did not take financial support from them. For the sake of the gospel he forgoes his rights.


  He Restates his Relationship - vv.1-2


  He was not an inferior apostle. "Am I not an apostle? am I not free? have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord? are not ye my work in the Lord?" v.1. The fact that he had seen the Lord’s face attested his apostleship. "If I be not an apostle unto others, yet doubtless I am to you: for the seal of mine apostleship are ye in the Lord" v.2. This indicates that he had seen the Lord’s hand in blessing his service.


  He gives Reasons for his Rewards - vv.3-14


  He gives 5 reasons why he could have taken support from them.


  


  
    	Example of Others - vv.5,6. "Have we not power to lead about a sister, a wife, as well as other apostles, and as the brethren of the Lord, and Cephas? Or I only and Barnabas, have not we power to forbear working?"


    	Example of Occupations - v.7. "Who goeth a warfare any time at his own charges? who planteth a vineyard, and eateth not of the fruit thereof? or who feedeth a flock, and eateth not of the milk of the flock?" He highlights a soldier who may illustrate an evangelist; then there is the sower who may represent a teacher and finally the shepherd who implies a pastor.


    	Example of Old Testament Scriptures - vv.8-10. "Say I these things as a man? or saith not the law the same also? For it is written in the law of Moses, Thou shalt not muzzle the mouth of the ox that treadeth out the corn. Doth God take care for oxen? Or saith He it altogether for our sakes? For our sakes, no doubt, this is written: that he that ploweth should plow in hope; and that he that thresheth in hope should be partaker of his hope." In this he quotes Deut.25.4, "Thou shalt not muzzle the ox when he treadeth out the corn."


    	Example of Old Testament Service - v.13. "Do ye not know that they which minister about holy things live of the things of the temple? and they which wait at the altar are partakers with the altar?" The reference to the Levite and the Priest of the Old Testament is obvious.


    	Expression of The Lord - v.14. "Even so hath the Lord ordained that they which preach the gospel should live of the gospel." This is probably a reference to Matt.10.10: "for the workman is worthy of his meat."

  


  He Refuses His Rights - vv.15-23


  He gives 5 reasons why he refused their support.


  
    	He Preached From Necessity: Not For Glory - v.16. "For though I preach the gospel, I have nothing to glory of: for necessity is laid upon me; yea, woe is unto me, if I preach not the gospel!" In Acts 9.15 the risen and glorified Lord Jesus had commissioned Paul. He had no grounds for self-exaltation since this was all of the sovereignty of God, and being a bondservant, obedience was an absolute necessity for him. In fact, it was as a burden that lay upon him as suggested by the expression "is laid". This meaning can be ascertained from other usages such as, "the people pressed upon Him to hear the word of God" Lk.5.1; "It was a cave, and a stone lay upon it" Jn.11.38; "no small tempest lay on us" Acts 27.20. He emphasises the impelling nature of his service with the phrase, "yea, woe is unto me, if I preach not the gospel!"


    	He Preached from the aspect of Slavery: Not Greed - v.17. "For if I do this thing willingly, I have a reward: but if against my will, a dispensation of the gospel is committed unto me." If he chose to be a preacher, as the words, "willingly" and "will" imply, then he would be rewarded. However, since this was a matter of sovereign choice, then there had been a stewardship (as the word dispensation ought to read) committed to him. He looked upon his ministry as a deposit from God that had to be guarded and fulfilled.


    	He Preached Freely: Not for Gain - v.18. "What is my reward then? Verily that, when I preach the gospel, I may make the gospel of Christ without charge, that I abuse not my power in the gospel." His reward was to ensure the gospel was preached freely and no one could charge him with preaching for gain, or any other ulterior motive.


    	He Preached Humbly: Not Grudgingly - vv.19-22. "For though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more. And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to them that are under the law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law; To them that are without law, as without law, (being not without law to God, but under the law to Christ,) that I might gain them that are without law. To the weak became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save some." He was free from all men in that he was not beholden to any, he served no committee and was responsible to the Lord alone. However, he came close to all kinds of men in order to win them for the Lord Jesus and he was able to do this without sacrificing any principle. He made himself a bondslave to all by forgoing his rights to receive support from them and, instead, he laboured with his own hands. His overriding consideration was his service for Christ and the salvation of men.


    	He Preached Wisely, Not Glibly - v.23. "And this I do for the gospel’s sake, that I might be partaker thereof with you." J.N.Darby’s rendering is more accurate, "And I do all things for the sake of the glad tidings, that I may be fellow-partaker with them." All that he did and all that he endured, were for the sake of the gospel and so that he would be a co-participant with the work of the gospel itself.

  


  Why did he behave like this? The very heart of the matter is in v.12, "If others be partakers of this power over you, are not we rather? Nevertheless we have not used this power; but suffer all things, lest we should hinder the gospel of Christ." Such was his love for the gospel and his burden to see it spread and thereby souls being blessed, that he would not do anything that would impede its progress.


  Here is a major consideration for every believer: does my way of life help or hinder the spread of the gospel? The best assistance to the gospel in any district is a good personal testimony by local believers, and unfortunately the reverse is true! This present day is largely marked by a decline in evangelical fervour. This fevour is essential for the maintenance and advancement of the testimony. It is undeniable that assemblies that wane in the spread of the gospel will soon begin to dwindle and die out altogether. It is a healthy sign when it can be said of an assembly, "For from you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak any thing" 1 Thess.1.8.


  CONSIDER YOUR FUTURE REWARD - 9.27


  "But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway."


  Already in the chapter there have been illustrations that are; Occupational v.7, Agricultural v.9, Ecclesiastical (Levite and Priest) v.13. Now there are those which are Athletically orientated: v.24 a runner and v.26 a boxer. In these verses Paul looks forward to the day of reward and the possibility of gaining the prize. To attain this various attitudes or considerations are required.


  Single Mindedness is Required - v.24


  In this verse Paul argues that because the prize is obtainable by one person only, it becomes a priority and is all consuming to the runner. So he says, "So run, that ye may obtain." The athlete is not concerned with others and how they are performing, nor has he time to waste in looking around and admiring the view. Only one thing is in focus and that is the prize.


  This is not teaching that only one Christian can be rewarded, nor is it encouraging a spirit of competition in Christian service, but it is teaching that every one should seek to obtain a prize and not be distracted by peripheral matters.


  Self Denial is Required - v.25


  Every athlete is careful about his lifestyle and diet. Things that are legitimate for other people are not suitable for him and so it is written, "every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things." So with the serious and spiritual Christian: things that others may do and have, even though they are not sinful, will be out of bounds to him. The worldly contestant lives like this, "to obtain a corruptible crown"; the Christian practices self-denial to obtain "an incorruptible".


  Sole Objective is Required - v.26


  The only thing that is before the runner and the boxer is to win and gain the prize. Likening himself to these athletes he says, "I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air." He was not wondering where he was going, nor was he wasting his time shadow boxing but he was a sincere striving runner and an accurate puncher. Hence every one participating in the Christian race needs to be focused on the prize and must control every desire that would divert this focus.


  Superiority Over Nature is Required - v.27


  Such a spartan and somewhat austere life, is not attractive to nature and so he comments, "But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway." Every natural instinct must be mastered. The athlete cannot live in luxury and loll about in leisure, thereby neglecting the rigours of training. So it is with the Christian. The spiritually minded believer will be involved in the training that comes with devotion to the Lord: his ‘spiritual muscles’ will be enhanced by a life of reading and studying the Scriptures, reliance upon God in prayer and fellowship with like-minded saints.


  To neglect this or to seek advantage by breaking the rules will mean that he will become a "castaway". This does not mean he will lose his salvation, such a thing is impossible, but he will be disapproved and will therefore lose his crown. If becoming a castaway was a serious consideration for the apostle Paul, how much more for us?


  CONSIDER YOUR PRESENT STANDING – Ch.10.12


  This verse brings a most solemn consideration to all: "Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall." Some will say that being a castaway could never happen to them. The Corinthians may have argued that they were saved, baptised, enjoying fellowship in a greatly gifted assembly and listening to wonderful ministry and thus were protected against such a disaster.


  Paul now illustrates the truth from an Old Testament company which, in picture had the same blessings. In 10.1-4 he employs the word "all" 5 times as follows.


  "All our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea" v.1, which reminds us that they experienced redemption. "And were all baptised unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea" v.2, implying their baptism. "And did all eat the same spiritual meat and did all drink the same spiritual drink" vv.3,4, which illustrates their fellowship. This is the order outlined in Acts 2.41,42, "they that gladly received His word (Redemption); were baptised: (Baptism) ... And they continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers" (Fellowship). Thus Paul brings to their attention a company that very appropriately suits this New Testament assembly.


  What happened to them? "But with many of them God was not well pleased: for they were overthrown in the wilderness" ("they were strewed in the desert" J.N.D.) v.5. It might be asked "what has this to do with us?" Thus Paul uses the same word twice to say they were "our examples" v.6 and "ensamples" v.11. If they are examples to give us warning, then how did they fall? There were 5 failures.


  They "lusted" - v.6


  They became Dissatisfied with God’s Provision - Numbers chapter 11.


  Their Portion. The nation had been brought out from Egypt, and were feasting on roast lamb, which pictures Christ in His Passion. In the wilderness the provision was the manna, which portrays Christ in His Person. In the land they had "the old corn of the land" Josh.5.11,12 which depicts Christ in His Pre-eminence. The incident highlighted by Paul concerned the manna: they became disaffected by it. Not that they were really dissatisfied with the manna in itself, but by itself. They would have liked something alongside the manna: some tasty garnish. The reasons for this are revealed.


  Their recollection. This is noted in Num.11.5, "We remember the fish, which we did eat in Egypt freely; the cucumbers, and the melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlick: But now our soul is dried away: there is nothing at all, beside this manna, before our eyes." They remembered all that catered to their natural appetite but conveniently forgot the taskmaster and the lash they experienced in Egypt. There they had 6 things, indicating that it was all of natural man and the earth. But in the land they were promised 7 things, reminding us of completeness and perfection, "A land of wheat, and barley, and vines, and fig trees, and pomegranates; a land of oil olive, and honey" Deut.8.8.


  When reading, praying and feasting on Christ becomes a chore, it is then that the heart wanders back to things enjoyed in unsaved days and it is not too long until we are back at the things we once found did not satisfy. There cannot be growth for God if we feed the flesh and the corrupt nature. To seek something alongside Him will not work. It cannot be Christ and the world; it has to be Him alone.


  The instigation. This was instigated by a mixed multitude, "And the mixt multitude that was among them fell a lusting: and the children of Israel also wept again, and said, Who shall give us flesh to eat?" v.4. This is an important warning in these days when separation unto the Lord, is becoming rare. Our company ought to be carefully considered. A former generation used to give the advice, "always keep company with those who are more spiritual than yourself".


  Idolatry - v.7


  They became Dissatisfied with God’s Prophet - Exodus chapter 32.


  Moses had gone up into the mountain and had been away for a considerable time. They lost sight of him and grew weary waiting for his return. They wanted a god and Aaron made a great blunder when he manufactured the golden calf. They now had a ‘god’ before whom they could play, not a God to fear. How like our day when reverence and the fear of God are being lost. In present experience it seems the sight of the Man who went up has dulled and waiting for His return is becoming tedious. This leads to the ‘golden calf’, which suggests, in the gold, materialism and, in the calf, youth. These two things have led many a company astray.


  


  Fornication - v.8


  They became Dissatisfied with God’s Place - Numbers chapter 25.


  God’s place for His people was one of separation from the nations of the world. However, when Balaam was hired by Balak the king of the Moabites, to curse the people of God and found this an impossibility, another plan was devised and that was to corrupt them by mixing them with the nations. The people fell for this ploy and were soon mixed with Moab and Midian, which led to the dread sin of fornication. Moab is a picture of the world in its luxury and ease. "Moab hath been at ease from his youth, and he hath settled on his lees, and hath not been emptied from vessel to vessel, neither hath he gone into captivity: therefore his taste remained in him, and his scent is not changed" Jer.48.11. "We have heard of the pride of Moab; he is very proud: even of his haughtiness, and his pride, and his wrath: but his lies shall not be so" Isa.16.6. Midian means strife and is a great ally for Moab. The warning is clear; that we ought to consider the impact of luxury and strife on our Christian standing.


  Tempting - v.9


  They became Dissatisfied with God’s Path - Numbers chapter 21.


  It is recorded, "The soul of the people was much discouraged because of the way" v.4. It may be they found the going too strenuous and difficult. They would have wanted a smoother path to the land, one with less rigour. Believers gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus are expected to go on in the path of pilgrims and strangers, and to "go forth therefore unto Him without the camp, bearing His reproach" Heb.13.13. The next verse reminds us that all that we have relative to glory belongs to another world, "For here have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come" v.14.


  Murmuring - v.10


  They became Dissatisfied with God’s Priesthood - Numbers chapter 16.


  Korah, Dathan and Abiram, together with two hundred and fifty princes, moved in rebellion against God’s leadership. They wanted part in the intimacy of priestly approach to God, and God miraculously showed His great displeasure. Regarding Korah, Dathan and Abiram it is recorded, "And the earth opened her mouth, and swallowed them up, and their houses, and all the men that appertained unto Korah, and all their goods. They, and all that appertained to them, went down alive into the pit, and the earth closed upon them: and they perished from among the congregation" vv.32,33. Then God dealt with the princes, "And there came out a fire from the LORD, and consumed the two hundred and fifty men that offered incense" v.35.


  Rebellion against men who have been brought into leadership by God is most solemn and the warning needs to be heeded.


  This incident serves to underline the truth being emphasised, that we cannot stand in our own strength or by natural ability, "Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall".


  


  CONCLUSION


  We have seen the various considerations outlined in these very important and practical chapters of 1 Corinthians and every believer ought to:


  
    	
      Consider Your Brother, 8.9,13 - LOOK AROUND;

    


    	
      Consider The Gospel, 9.12 - LOOK OUT;

    


    	
      Consider Your Future Reward, 9.27 - LOOK ON;

    


    	
      Consider Your Present Standing, 10.12 - LOOK IN.

    

  


  CHAPTER 5 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONTROL


  by Walter A. Boyd, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  As shown in chapter 1, there are two aspects in Scripture to the word "Church", one being a local church gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus, and the other "the church which is His body", comprising every believer in the Lord Jesus of the present dispensation. While there are similarities in control in both, the form of control instituted by God in a local church differs from the control in the Church which is the body of Christ. Christ is the Head of both a local church and the Church which is His body. The Holy Scriptures are the means whereby Christ as Head communicates His truth to the members of the body in the energy of the Holy Spirit. Christ alone is the Head of the Church which is His body: there is no intervening man or men between Christ as Head and believers as members of His body.


  Christ is Head of a local church which is gathered to His Name and responsible to Him alone: there is no confederacy or earthly control. However, the situation in a local church is quite different, in that Christ has placed men in a local church who are equipped by the Holy Spirit for the task of shepherding and care, as shown in chapter 9 of this book. Responsibility and authority within any local church are placed in the hands of these men, who are known as elders or overseers. Such men are not left to their own devices as to how to exercise that God-given authority: all the information needed is provided in the New Testament Scriptures. The Church Epistles together with the Pastoral Epistles are especially pertinent to their task.


  Within the context of the local church and its authority we will show that this authority revolves around the following principles;


  
    	The Authority of the Lord Jesus Christ,


    	The Authority of the Holy Spirit,


    	The Authority of the Holy Scriptures.

  


  These unite to form an invincible three-fold cord of authority in the control that has been devolved to elders in a local church. In this chapter we shall examine this authority and its practical outcome in a local church. Elders are placed in a local church by the Holy Spirit, Acts 20.28; they are responsible to the Lord as the Chief Shepherd, Heb.13.17; and have the Holy Scriptures as their guide in what they do, Acts 20.32, 2 Tim.3.16,17. We will deal with these forms of authority in reverse of the order in the above list, by briefly mentioning the authority of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Scriptures, and concentrating in greater detail upon the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ as the exalted Head of the Church. When we speak of the Headship of Christ we are referring to the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ as established by Scripture and recognised by every believer in an assembly.


  It is fundamental to see that, in supplying guidance for Christian testimony by a local church, the Scriptures are complete and final. That finality invests them with the full authority of the spoken words of God. In those matters which the Scriptures address, it is God Who is speaking: therefore their control is absolute. The Scriptures provide elders in an assembly with "thus saith the Lord" for their actions and decisions. In dispensing and directing gift within a local church, the Holy Spirit is sovereign and in control, 1 Cor.12.1-11. In administering grace for the needs of a local church, the Lord Jesus as Risen Head walks in the midst of the seven golden lamp-stands to scrutinise their condition, and supply whatever is needed for correction or consolation, see Revelation chapters 2 and 3.


  1. THE AUTHORITY OF THE HOLY SCRIPTURES


  Whenever a subject is taught as being authoritative, the basis of that authority has to be established. The foundation for all that is taught in an assembly is the inspired Word of God. 2 Tim.3.16,17 makes it clear that all Scripture is God-breathed and is beneficial for a number of tasks: teaching, reproving, correcting, and for training in righteous living. Authority is one of the immediate consequences of the inspiration of the Scriptures. Because the Scriptures are inspired, they have the very authority of God Who breathed them. Nothing can diminish that authority, and it should be recognised by every true Christian. On the basis of inspiration, God has established the authority of the Scriptures: it is our responsibility to acknowledge it. When we were saved, we bowed to this authority upon hearing the Word of God and believing it, Jn.5.24; Rom.10.17. In the same manner that we accepted what the Scriptures taught us for salvation, we should acknowledge the authority of Scripture to direct that life which we received. The saints at Thessalonica manifested this attitude, and Paul commends them for it with the words of 1Thess.2.13, "For this cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye received the word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe." This ought to be the attitude of every saint in a local assembly: acceptance of the Word of God as authoritative and sufficient. There is a great need to maintain the authority of the Scriptures by our undivided acceptance of them as sufficient in their advice and complete in their admonitions.


  We need nothing more for guidance in assembly matters than the Word of God. Every demand for guidance that an assembly will ever face is fully and finally met in the Scriptures by one or more of the following methods of conveying its truth. There are precepts to obey, principles to utilise, and practices to follow.


  There are certain situations for which God has given precepts: that is, clearly stated instructions of an enduring nature. For example, the symbols we should use in remembering the Lord at the Lord’s Supper are clearly stated in both the Gospel records of the institution of the Supper, and in the apostle’s instructions regarding the Supper in 1 Cor.11.23-34. There are other situations for which there is no specific precept in the form of a "thus saith the Lord"; but from the reading of the Scriptures a clear principle is perceived. For example, an assembly wants to know what age elders should be, or how many elders are required to shepherd their saints? The New Testament gives no specific commands either for their age or number. Yet, when the references to elders and their work is considered, we soon see that there are principles involved: an elder is not to be spiritually inexperienced, "not a novice" 1Tim.3.6, and there should be more than one elder per assembly, e.g. Phil.1.1. So, while there are no specific precepts to answer these questions, we are not left to our own ideas – there are clearly stated principles for our guidance.


  Then again, there are situations for which there is no precept, yet a careful reading of the Word of God will show that there was a clear practice among the Apostles and the early believers. For example, when should a new convert be baptised? There is no direct precept or principle in Scripture to give guidance as to when it should take place; but in the New Testament it was always closely associated with conversion, and thus the practice of the Apostles was that baptism followed shortly after salvation. While it is not the subject of this chapter, it is important that those responsible for the baptism of converts ensure, as far as is possible, that the person baptised shows evidence of salvation and godly living.


  This unconditional acceptance of the authority of the precepts, principles and practices of the Holy Scriptures, was one of the distinguishing features of brethren of an earlier generation. For them, it was enough to find "it is written", and every doubt was settled. A similar attitude among assemblies in our own day would bring us into similar blessing and Divine favour as experienced by those earlier generations.


  The authority of the Scriptures brings an assembly into a simple liberty that sets it free from the many spiritual distractions of the day. One of the most pervasive distractions today is the Emerging Church Movement.1 Elders would be well repaid to make themselves acquainted with the basic tenets of this insidious movement and its varied manifestations. It is not a particular denomination, but rather a philosophy of ministry that has crossed denominational barriers and found its way into writings and books by some household Christian names. One of its basic tenets is that, since we live in a constantly changing world, we must constantly change our ways of doing things, or we will quickly become irrelevant to the unsaved.


  
    	
      1 A useful publication that treats the subject is, "Becoming Conversant With The Emerging Church Movement", by D. A. Carson, Zondervan Books, 2005.

    

  


  To further their objectives, the idea of absolute truth is a taboo. Relativism – the theory that standards can change according to circumstances, is the order of the day. Because of this approach, there is a serious de-emphasis on preaching the Word of God in any form, but especially on exposition. The preference is for something much more user-friendly, like a "time of sharing", when Christians share with others within their group what the Bible means to them in their current life situation. Bible preaching is said to alienate the unsaved. Indeed, they tell us that it might even be offensive to some! You will frequently hear such sentiments expressed as, "Well, here’s what this verse means to me", or, "That’s your opinion of the verse; mine is different but equally as valid". It creates an atmosphere of ‘anything goes’. When elders hear things like that being said, it does not necessarily mean they are listening to outright rebellion to the Word of God. It might be that innocent believers have been duped by the high-sounding principles the movement claims. However, it does signal something much more subtle, yet just as serious, as an outright denial of the truth which Scripture teaches.


  The authority of the Holy Scriptures brings to an assembly not just liberty but also stability. The Word of God for a particular circumstance is the sword of the Spirit, and an assembly that recognises its authority will be able to wield it as a sword in any situation that calls for defence. Without hesitation or mental reserve, the saints can declare, "it is written". There will be no need to seek advice from other assemblies, nor any need to fear what other assemblies will think. The assembly that gives the Word of God its full authority can walk a steady path in unfaltering testimony for the Lord, knowing that they are the objects of His pleasure.


  The authority of the Holy Scriptures will also grant unity to the assembly. If every Christian in an assembly recognises the authority of the Bible with equal candour, there will be no disunity among them. Similarly, if every assembly was to recognise the absolute authority of the Scriptures, there would be perfect fellowship and harmony among neighbouring assemblies, as together they bow to the truth of Scripture.


  It is a sad reflection on our spirituality that liberty, stability and unity are not as firmly embedded in assembly life as they ought to be. Paralysis in gospel activity will be inevitable if we do not maintain a firm grip on the authority of the Scriptures which say, "Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature" Mk.16.15.


  A serious drift in an assembly’s testimony will be the outcome if the authority of the Scriptures is not valued by "holding fast the form of sound words" 2 Tim.1.13. Contention and irreparable factions will be the sad end, where saints do not recognise the authority of the Scriptures, 1 Cor.11.16.


  2. THE AUTHORITY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT


  This subject is dealt with in detail in chapter 7, where an explanation is given on the role of the Holy Spirit in the dispensing and direction of gifts within the assembly.


  3. THE AUTHORITY OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST


  The authority of the Lord Jesus Christ in a local assembly is taught in two truths that are distinct yet closely related: Lordship and Headship. The Lordship of Christ implies ownership, 1 Cor.7.22; in which He exercises authority, sovereignty and power, Col.3.22, 23. Headship implies a relationship, in which Christ as Head is responsible for the nourishment of the body, Eph.5.29; provision for the body, Eph.5.25-28; and protection of the body, Eph.5.21-23. Lordship and Headship are inextricably linked to such an extent that my submission to the Headship of Christ is in harmony with my submission to His Lordship, and vice versa: one demands the other.


  Christ as Head of the Church which is His Body is one of the great recurring truths of the New Testament, Eph.1.22; Col.1.18. The word kephale which the New Testament uses for Christ as Head has been at the centre of debate for decades, with an attempt to interpret it as "source, or origin", rather than its accepted traditional meaning in the sense of authority, guidance, rule and power. The position of the present author is the traditional interpretation of "Head", as meaning rule and authority. For any who may be interested in an extended defence of this view, they will find help in an article by Wayne Grudem.2


  
    	
      2 Wayne Grudem, "The Meaning of Kephale (Head): An evaluation Of New Evidence, Real And Alleged": Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 44:1 (March 2001) p.25-65.

    

  


  Since the focus of this chapter is the local assembly, the remaining pages are taken up with an exposition of the truth of the Headship of Christ. Our submission to both Christ’s Headship and Lordship entails personal obedience to Him. Submission to the Lordship of Christ is manifested mostly in a personal way, as individual believers demonstrate their submission to Christ as the Lord of their lives. However, the Headship of Christ is a truth that finds expression in a local assembly as it gathers together in service and worship.


  Submission to the Headship of Christ is demonstrated by an assembly in at least two ways:


  
    	Our obedience in the exercise of gift in the assembly, and


    	Our obedience in the distinction of the roles between male and female in the assembly.

  


  It is acknowledged that this is an area of truth that has been vehemently opposed. We need to face squarely the truth of what Scripture teaches: to do otherwise is tantamount to disobedience.


  When the Apostle Paul gave the instructions on Headship to the assembly at Corinth, he knew that he was facing the possibility of opposition, 1 Cor.11.16. It is no less the same today: for some reason, teaching on Headship is often unwelcome. For any who have doubts about the validity of the truth, the words of the Lord Jesus in Jn.7.17 are enlightening: "If any man will do His will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God …". The confirmation that the Saviour’s teaching had the seal of heaven’s approval was found in obeying it: to obey His words brought the knowledge of His will. The same applies to submission to the truth of Headship. In the matter of Headship, the important questions are, "What does the Bible teach?" and "Am I willing to obey it?" We will prove the validity of the truth by obedience to it.


  Headship Seen In The Exercise Of Gift In The Assembly


  It is often thought that the only recognition of Headship in the assembly is the uncovered head of the man with his short hair, and the covered head of the woman with her long hair. There is more to the truth of Headship than that. To recognise Christ as the Head of the Church, also means submission to Him in the realm in which He has control. As the risen Head, He has control over the exercise of gift within the gathered assembly.


  Without encroaching on the contents of chapter 7 of this book, it is important to see that 1 Corinthians chapters 12-14 teach that the exercise of spiritual gift in the assembly, while carried out in the energy of the Holy Spirit, is at the direction of the Lord: it is under His command that gift is exercised. In the mind of this author, the phrase, "the leading of the Spirit", which has gained wide acceptance among assemblies, is grossly over-used; to the point of insisting upon a practice that is detrimental to assembly life. 1 Cor.12.4-7 makes fine distinctions in the distribution and use of gifts. The gifts are bestowed by the Holy Spirit; a believer has a gift imparted to him by the Holy Spirit. But from 1 Cor.12.5 it must be observed that the administration of the gift, that is, its use in the assembly, is under the direction and control of the Lord. 1 Cor.12.6 teaches that the power to use the gift comes alone from God, and by implication the person using the gift is accountable to God. It is, therefore, a confusion of these principles to speak of a meeting being left open to the leading of the Holy Spirit. The control of gifted brethren in a gathering of the assembly is in the hands of Christ the Lord as Head; and the power to exercise the gift is given by the Holy Spirit. Failure to recognise these principles is failure to give the Lord His rightful place as Head. A meeting may be left without any arrangement about who is to speak, but for it to be profitable to the assembly, those who speak must be gifted by the Holy Spirit for that task, and they must be in the mind of the Lord in rising to speak.


  Headship Seen In Varying Roles For Male And Female In The Assembly


  We shall now examine 1 Cor.11.2-19 in relation to Headship. In these verses the Scriptures identify how God expects that males and females should show in different ways their submission to the Headship of Christ in the assembly. Paul opens the subject by speaking in a conciliatory way, to commend them for their adherence to the apostolic traditions he had taught them. In chapter 11 Paul is going to deal with two disorders at Corinth, and in his customary way he leaves the more serious matter to be dealt with until last, that is, the drunkenness and disorder at the remembrance supper. While the disorder at the remembrance supper is the more serious error, it does not mean Headship is of no consequence. He takes up fifteen out of thirty four verses to set the matter straight; and he identifies it as one of the apostolic ‘traditions’.


  By describing his teaching as ‘traditions’, Paul is not saying that Headship is a tradition because they have adhered to it for a period of time. The word ‘tradition’ is used to describe apostolic teaching that has been handed down by God to Paul and then to the Corinthians. The matters that Paul is going to correct in this chapter have been the subject of his stewardship – they have been handed down to him as a valuable treasure to be guarded. He tells the Corinthians that, even though they have kept the traditions, there are things that need to be clarified and corrected. That is why he says in ch.11.3, "But I would have you know …". His corrective teaching is in the matter of the demonstration of Headship in the assembly, and is built upon three arguments: an argument from Christology, an argument from Creation, and an argument from Comeliness.


  The Argument From Christology - Ch.11.3-6


  Paul opens his discussion by introducing the Christological foundation for Headship in ch.11.3, i.e., this subject is based upon an understanding of the doctrine of the person of Christ. He discusses the hierarchy of Headship by stating, "the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God". It is important to observe that he states the implications of Headship for the man, then the woman, and Christ at the end. We might think that he should first have said that God is the head of Christ, so as to give solemnity to the subject. The fact that God is the head of Christ is not central to the apostle’s argument in the question of head covering; and that is why he mentions it last. The matter to be corrected is the headship of Christ as demonstrated by the man and then by the woman. As stated earlier in the chapter, the meaning of "head" in v.3 is authority and power: it does not imply inequality or inferiority. Christ is subject to the authority of the Father, as in Phil.2.5-7 and 1Cor.15.28; but the Father is not the "source, or origin" of Christ, as some would have us interpret "head". Eph.5.23 corroborates this interpretation by teaching that the wife should submit to her husband, because he is her head. He is not her head in the sense that he is her source, but in the sense of authority.


  This verse also clarifies that submission to Headship has nothing to do with inferiority of women or their domination by men; for Christ was not inferior to the Father nor was He dominated by the Father. It relates to acceptance of a God-given role. It is also important to point out in v.12, where Paul makes an appeal to creatorial order, that even though the words translated "man" and "woman" can in other places be translated "husband" and "wife", the context here shows that the teaching of Headship relates to male and female, and not just to husband and wife. If the passage meant ‘husband’ instead of ‘man’, v.12 would say that the wife is born of the husband, even so is the husband by the wife, which is incomprehensible! In 1 Cor.3.21-23 Paul makes further use of the hierarchy under Christ, where he states that those who teach the Word of God are under Christ, Who in turn is under God.


  In ch.11.4-6, Paul sets out the implications of this hierarchy within Headship. A man should have nothing at all on his physical head when he prays or prophesies. If he is wearing something on his head, the man is disgracing his head, v.4. In what way are we to understand the word "head" in the latter part of v.4? Is he disgracing his physical head, or is he disgracing his figurative head, Who is Christ? The use of the article in Greek with "head" in v.4b, lends substantial support to the argument that he disgraces his physical head for that is the nearest antecedent to which the noun "head" with its article can refer. However, the argument by extrapolation must include the fact that, in disgracing his physical head, he is thereby bringing dishonour on his figurative head, Christ. A man, praying or prophesying with his head covered, brings dishonour on both himself and Christ.


  Likewise, v.5 states clearly, "every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head, for that is all the same as if she were shaven." A woman, praying or prophesying with her physical head uncovered, brings dishonour on her own physical head; and, in so doing, she also brings dishonour on the man, who is her figurative head. By implication, then, if a woman brings disgrace on the man, that disgrace also reflects negatively upon Christ Who is the head of the man. Some argue that the woman’s uncovered head means that she has cut her hair, since in v.15 "her hair is given her for a covering". The reason for rejecting this idea is that the word "covering" used in v.4 is from a Greek word for "having something down upon the head". The noun form of this Greek word is used by J.N.D. in Isa.47.2 to say "… remove thy veil …". Whereas, the word "covering" used in v.15 is different; it has the idea of something thrown around, therefore referring to a covering that is additional to the hair of the woman.


  We must now look at what the Scripture means by "praying or prophesying", vv.4,5. Space would not permit the inclusion of all the various suggestions about this expression. The explanation that creates the least difficulty is that Headship requires a brother to uncover his head, and a sister to wear a headcovering in the assembly, when there is either praying or prophesying taking place. For, as a man leads the company of saints in prayer to God or gives instruction from God, every member of the company engages in the activity. Thus every person is engaged in "praying or prophesying". Praying is speaking to God, and prophesying is speaking on behalf of God. It is not without significance that this was the accepted interpretation of submission to Headship throughout the Church Age, until the rise of feminism and the Women’s Liberation Movement in the last half of the twentieth Century.


  The activity of praying or prophesying embraces every meeting in which there is prayer or preaching. Among other meetings, it includes Sunday Schools, children’s meetings and gospel meetings. The question is then asked – does it apply at all meetings, or only those which are meetings of the assembly? In this context it is important to note that in v.1 Paul is speaking about "ordinances": the teachings and practices handed down to the assembly by him as an Apostle. It is clear to the author that this points towards assembly gatherings. In vv.4,5, the activity of prophesying is not likely to take place in private. In v.16, Paul draws his conclusion by reminding them that "… we have no such custom, neither the churches of God": again pointing to this as an assembly instruction. If then these are assembly instructions, is there a requirement for headcoverings in non-assembly gatherings? It is very easy to pose a question about a hypothetical situation that would be difficult to answer clearly. However, if we approach this question as pointed out in the introduction, we will look for a precept, and where no precept is given we should then look for a principle.


  The question is often asked, should a sister wear a headcovering at a wedding or a funeral? The precepts of 1 Corinthians chapter 11 are clearly for situations when Christians "come together". If at the wedding or funeral, the saints have "come together", 11.17,18,20,33,34, and are engaged in speaking to God in prayer or hearing communication from God in preaching, then the men’s heads will be uncovered and the women’s heads covered. If an assembly Christian is called upon to attend a wedding or funeral outside the responsibility of the assembly, for instance a funeral of a relative who was not in assembly fellowship, then we cannot expect to find a precept to govern that situation, for the New Testament recognises only an assembly gathered to the Lord’s Name. The New Testament does not give any instructions for a congregational gathering that is not an assembly. However, it is clear that there is a principle involved: the woman should not bring dishonour on her head, and thereby bring dishonour on the Lord, by having her head uncovered when either congregational praying or preaching is taking place. The location is unimportant: it may be indoors or out of doors. The question hinges upon recognising the Headship of the Lord among His people during their activity of praying or preaching. There is another principle involved with equal importance in such a case. There is the matter of the testimony of the local assembly to which that sister belongs: what does the uncovered head convey to the others who are present. This is a serious consideration of principle that should not be disregarded quickly.


  A further problem is raised by some who say that a hat, as worn by a woman in Western culture, does not qualify today; and that she should wear a veil. Notice that Paul did not specify any particular item of clothing. Rather, he uses a very general term "cover", and thus any item that covers the head is sufficient, irrespective of what material it is made or what its design is. A headscarf, mantilla or similar piece of fabric that lies down upon the head, is the closest one could go to emulate the word Paul uses for "cover". That does not preclude a hat as is used in many parts of the Western world today. It should also be pointed out that the purpose of a head covering is to cover the head – it is not required to cover the hair, vv.5,10. Consideration must be given to the extravagant styles and expense spent on some pieces of millinery. The primary function of a head covering is to display Headship, not as a fashion statement. It is often stated that the woman’s hair as her glory should be covered by a headcovering when in the presence of the Lord in the assembly. If that is what the passage meant, the woman would need to wear her hair under a headcovering in such a way that it is not visible: clearly this is not the meaning. The woman’s hair is given to her for a covering; it does not say, as is often mis-quoted, that her hair is given to her for a glory. What 11.15 says is: "… if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her". The glory to her is not her actual hair, but the fact that she has retained her long hair in obedience to the Scriptures, and in recognition of the Headship of the man and Christ. This is just the reverse of v.6, where to be shorn or shaved is a shame to her.


  Some contend that there is an inherent cultural argument in Paul’s reasoning, and in consequence his argument does not apply to our culture today. That is clearly not the case. History shows that among the Jews, men covered their heads in worship and women uncovered theirs. Among the Romans, both men and women covered their heads in pagan worship. Among the Greeks, both men and women uncovered their heads in pagan worship. Thus Paul is confirming a teaching that was culturally different for every group and society from which converts came to form a Christian assembly. He bases his teaching on a theological foundation, and not on the social customs of the day.


  The Argument From Creation - Ch.11.7-12


  In the previous paragraph we saw that the man and the woman have responsibilities to Headship because of their links to Christ and His position of supremacy in God’s order. The Apostle now moves on in his argument to show that the man and woman have links together within God’s created order, and that the headship of the man over the woman ought to be shown because of the natural order of things in creation. Creation shows that the woman was created both from the man and for the man. This is why Paul states in v.7 that the man is the image and glory of God but the woman is the glory of man. The woman is not in man’s image; she too is in God’s image (see Gen.1.26-27). For this reason, the man ought not to have his head covered, v.7, and the woman ought to have "power on her head", v.10. Adam, as the first man to be created, was vested with Headship, as seen in five particulars in the creation record in Genesis chapters 1-3:


  
    	Adam was created before Eve.


    	Adam had the responsibility to give animals their names before Eve was created.


    	Adam had the responsibility to name Eve after God created her.


    	God held Adam responsible for the Fall, even though Eve disobeyed first. (See also Rom.5.12).


    	Eve was designated by God as a "helper suitable" for Adam at her creation before the Fall.

  


  The New Testament Scriptures emphasise Adam’s Headship in Rom.5.12-21; and the fact that God created Adam first, is the foundation upon which the doctrine of Headship rests, 1 Cor.11.8-9; 1 Tim.2.13. The truth of Headship embraces the man’s responsibility to God and his authority over the woman. The man’s Headship in the home is taught in Eph.5.22-24, and his Headship in the assembly is taught in 1 Corinthians chapter 11. The programme of the creation of the man and then the woman, v.9, and the purpose of the creation of the woman for the man, v.8, are both used to teach the Headship of the man over the woman. It is significant that it is at this stage that Paul adds the qualifying remarks that the man and woman are not independent of each other, nor is the man superior to the woman because of the time order in creation, vv.11,12. The mutuality of their relationship is not dispelled by the Headship of the man. The reasoning in this section is quite straightforward, except for the two expressions in v.10, "power on her head", and "because of the angels", which will now be examined.


  "Power on her head" has been explained as a sign of being under authority, (Newberry margin). "For this cause", v.10, points to the preceding verses as the reason for a woman wearing a head-covering: it is a symbol of the man’s priority in creation as Head, and the woman’s purpose in creation as his helper. For a woman not to wear a head-covering in a gathering of the saints is tantamount to her saying two things: "I am not under the man’s authority, and I have an authority of my own." It is just the reverse of what a man would be saying if he wore a head-covering in a gathering: "I have no authority of my own and I am under the authority of the woman." For there is no one else there to whom he can bow in submission apart from Christ, and his submission to Christ would be shown by no covering.


  "Because of the angels" is mentioned as an additional reason for the head-covering. They are the agents who watch over God’s interests, especially in spiritual activities. The seraphim in Isaiah chapter 6 who cried "Holy, holy, holy" covered their faces and their feet because they were in the presence of God. The Greek word for "cover" in Isa.6.2 in the Septuagint, is the same word that Paul uses in v.6 for the head-covering to be worn. If the angels, who are not in the hierarchy of Headship in v.3, cover themselves in God’s presence, then the woman, who is subject to the Headship of man and Christ and God, should be wary of succumbing to any action that replicates the rebellion against authority that the angels witnessed in Genesis chapter 3. The angels were witnesses of the fall of man by female usurpation of man’s and God’s authority. The far-reaching implications of that have been seen throughout mankind’s existence; and now it is the privilege of redeemed mankind to demonstrate that the God-given authority in the man has been restored in the assembly where Headship is being honoured.


  In this section of the teaching on Headship it is useful to point out the structure in the passage as Paul teaches.


  
    
      	11.7 Men should not wear a head-covering, because of reasons in vv.8-9,


      	11.8-9 Supporting reasons for commands on head-coverings,


      	11.10 Women should wear a head-covering, because of reasons in vv.8-9.

    

  


  The Argument From Comeliness - Ch.11.13-15


  Up until this point Paul has argued from a theological standpoint, but at v.13 he introduces the argument of what is "comely", or "seemly". In the earlier paragraphs we identified our responsibilities because of our links to Christ and because of our links together within the created order. In vv.13-15, Scripture now shows that the man’s and woman’s own innate nature also has a bearing on the subject, by asking them to judge for themselves: in spiritual order, is it seemly that a woman should pray to God uncovered, in light of what he has earlier stated? Bearing in mind the arguments from the Headship of the man, from creation and from angels, would it be right for a woman to pray uncovered? The unspoken answer is - never! Paul makes the point that since nature has given a woman one type of covering for the natural sphere, she should be willing to wear another type of covering in the spiritual sphere. In the cases of a woman praying uncovered, v.13, and a man having long hair, v.14, Paul appeals to their nature as it came from the hand of God at creation. At creation, God implanted within man and woman an appropriate sense of what is right and wrong. Rom.1.26-27 is a parallel passage, presenting a similar concept of what is right and wrong being identified by our nature as imprinted by the finger of God in creation. There is something equally repulsive to nature about both long hair on a man and shorn or shaven hair on a woman. For a woman to wear her hair long, in a womanly manner, is an outward sign that she is fulfilling her role in creation. Similarly, for a man to wear his hair short in a manly way, is to fulfil his role in creation. How men or women wear their hair is an outward indication of whether they are abiding in their created order.


  It is significant that at this point Paul speaks only of praying and not prophesying as in v.5. This highlights the fact that prophesying by a woman in the congregation was forbidden, 14.34; but every woman participated in the prayers of the congregation, and therefore every woman must have her head covered.


  In the section where he appeals to comeliness, Paul then introduces the subject of hair, which is closely associated with the head-covering, vv.14-15. This links back to vv.5,6, where Paul speaks about the shame for a woman of being shaved or shorn. The "shame" and "dishonour" of vv.5,6 should be understood in light of what he states here in vv.14,15. Paul asks a rhetorical question regarding the order of things in the natural realm. He asks them to consider that, since the man wears his hair short and the woman has long hair as a natural covering, is it not the case that nature is teaching that a man should be without a covering, and woman with a covering in the assembly? The question is posed and worded in such a way as to suggest an affirmative answer.


  When Paul speaks about nature, he is referring to the way things are done naturally in society. He is not saying that physiologically a man’s hair is short and a woman’s long: he means that men cut their hair short and woman leave their hair long. This is not to say that the woman can dispense with the head-covering; but rather that, since she already has a covering supplied for the natural realm, she should wear a head-covering in the spiritual realm. Looking back, the argument of v.6 now becomes clearer: if she refuses to wear a head covering in the spiritual realm, then let her be consistent in her actions and go without a covering in the natural realm by shearing or shaving off her hair! The implication is that no woman would ever think of doing such an outrageous thing against the very order of nature, as shearing or shaving off her hair. So why do something more serious in the spiritual sphere by removing her head-covering?


  In vv.5,6, the shame and dishonour of the woman is by either shearing or shaving off her hair; whereas, in v.15, it is a question of long hair as a glory (the opposite of shame). There has been much discussion around this subject over many years. The only way to resolve the questions is to approach the matter in a spirit of willing obedience to Scripture by asking, "what does the text say?" and "am I willing to obey it?" V.15 helps to explain v.14, so we will start there. In v.15 it is a glory to a woman to have long hair. Some argue that the word "long" is defined as uncut, or hair at its natural length whatever number of inches that may be. A clearer way to arrive at the interpretation of the verse is to allow the opposite to help us to understand what "long" means. What is the opposite of long? In the context of this passage, it is to shear or shave. How much hair is shorn or shaven is not stated. Many think that the old question "how long is long?" stumps the thoughtful interpreter of 1 Corinthians chapter 11. Again, we should allow the passage to speak for itself. Putting vv.14,15 alongside verses vv.5,6, it shows that long hair is hair that has not been shorn or shaven. No amount of clever reasoning or evasive questioning will alter the implications of the apostle’s argument: hair that has been shaven or shorn is not long, and is a shame. This is the opposite of what brings glory to the woman. In light of Paul’s argument, it is not satisfactory to say that it is enough for the woman’s hair to be sufficiently long to show her femininity and distinguish her from the man. The passage is not about the demonstration of masculinity and femininity; it is about the demonstration of submission to the roles of male and female in Headship. This is borne out by the fact that two different words are used for shear and shave. To shear (Strong’s 2751) is to use shears to cut off. To shave (Strong’s 3587) is to use a razor to shave the hair or beard.


  Nothing in this should be taken to imply that there is shame for a sister who loses her hair through either illness or its treatment, or some unusual natural occurrence, or for a sister whose physiological features includes hair that doesn’t grow as long as some others. Nor would any but an extreme legalist infer fault on a sister who trimmed the ends of her long hair to maintain it in a good healthy condition. Likewise, only one wanting to take liberties with the Word of God will use the excuse of "healthy trimming" to have hair that is obviously not long.


  The Argument From Assembly Life - Ch.11.16


  The summing up of the apostle Paul in this verse is very weighty and solemn. He is pointing out that what he is teaching is not some new thing among the assemblies, or something that isn’t taught in other assemblies. He is stating that what he has taught on head-covering and hair is the universal principle and practice among the local assemblies of God. In setting forth the arguments from Christology, Creation, and Comeliness, he is not appealing to any particular culture, but shows that these doctrinal arguments form the norm for every assembly in every culture, in every period of this dispensation. This was not something he had made up by himself: it was apostolic tradition handed down to the assemblies. That makes it a very solemn thing to set aside what Paul has taught: it amounts to disobedience! Paul is showing that for an assembly to be in breach of what he has taught means it is out of step with the assemblies of God. To do otherwise than what he has taught on Headship, is contrary to the very character of what an assembly is. It is incongruous for a company of saints to claim to be an assembly of God, and set aside what God has decreed through His Apostles and Word. V.16 has been translated by F. F. Bruce in his book The Letters of Paul, as "we have no such custom as you are trying to introduce, and neither have the churches of God elsewhere."


  Some will interpret the passage accurately in so far as its meaning goes, and then conclude by saying that the application of what is interpreted can vary depending upon the society in which one is found. That in itself is a poor method of exegesis, for the interpretation of any passage must govern the application of it, not vice versa! Furthermore, if by that reasoning, we are to dispense with the symbols of Headship in the first half of the chapter, by the same reasoning we could dispense with the symbols of remembrance later in the chapter. To do so would never be accepted in any community of genuine believers; and it shows the folly of changing the symbols of Headship in vv.2-16. The symbols which God has chosen to display the truth of Headship are His, and to tamper with them is not only folly but spiritual impudence.


  CONCLUSION


  We have seen that control in a local church is manifested by the display of the truth of Headship. Where Headship is recognised by the man’s short hair and uncovered head, and the woman’s long hair and covered head, it contributes to the glory of the local church.


  Correspondingly, it will be impossible to be in breach of the teaching of the Scriptures relative to Headship without detracting from the glory of the local church. No spiritually sensitive believer would want to be responsible for that!


  A full recognition of the three principles of authority with which we commenced the chapter will bring spiritual prosperity to the assembly and glory to God. Thus, we should always strive to honour the authority of the Holy Scriptures, the Holy Spirit, and the Lord Jesus Christ.


  CHAPTER 6 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS COMMEMORATION


  J. Paterson Jnr., Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  There can be few believers who fail to remember the first occasion of gathering in fellowship with their local assembly to remember the Lord Jesus Christ. The evocative memory of being in the quiet atmosphere, meeting with the full attention of the gathered company centred on the One in the midst, lives on in the minds of most. While each was called out and gathered by an external force as is the meaning of Matt.18.20, "For where two or three are gathered together in my Name, there am I in the midst of them", all who gather exercise their willingness to be where our blessed Lord would have us be. The great wonder of gathering unto His Name is not the fact that we gather with Him, but that He meets with us, "being assembled together with them" Acts 1.4.


  On these hallowed occasions we participate in the Lord’s Supper, and commemorate Him, and as we shall see, we have clear instruction from the Word of God to do so. The adjective "Lord’s" means, as does the reference in Rev. 1.10, "Lord’s day", "pertaining to the Lord", and not "Lordly". The term "The Lord’s Supper" emphasises the Lordship of Christ, therefore the gathering of a local church is the great privilege of those who, removed from the rebellion of the world and the divisions of Christendom, meet to give a united, corporate confession of that Lordship. We do well to keep in mind as we meet to remember the Lord Jesus Christ, that our remembering is a living vital appreciation, and not cold formality. Therefore our remembrance of Him will constitute only a part of assembly life.


  As we obey this instruction, given in the first instance to the disciples, "this do in remembrance of me" Lk.22.19, we must ever realise that we are responsible to keep His Word in all things. The danger is that we take the most clear doctrinal position in this matter, and destroy its significance by a hardness that bears no resemblance to the mind of Christ. It is worth mentioning that an assembly meets to participate in the Supper in "remembrance" of Him, not in ‘memory’ of Him. The Greek word for remembrance (anamnesis) denotes bringing to mind and in the context of remembering Him, signifies an active affectionate calling to mind of the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore we have a realisation of His spiritual presence and what He is by virtue of His sacrificial work. It is not merely the memory of Him, but our minds being spiritually awakened to Him. This causes those who gather to be filled with worship as they consider the intrinsic glories of the Lord Jesus Christ.


  
    	
      Here, O our Lord, we see Thee face to face;

    


    	
      Here would we touch and handle things unseen;

    

  


  (Horatius Bonar)


  OUR AUTHORITY TO PRACTISE


  Like the New Testament ordinance of Baptism (see chapter 2 of this book), the Lord’s Supper follows three distinct means of corroboration.


  
    	It was instituted by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself.


    	It was practised by local assemblies in the Acts of the Apostles.


    	It was endorsed and explained in the epistles.


    	
      
        

      

    

  


  The Institution


  All the synoptic Gospels give details in varying degrees as to the institution of the Lord’s Supper, and Paul gives confirmation in 1 Cor.11.23-26. In each of the four accounts of the institution, all the main features are included. The accounts of Matthew and Mark have close affinities, and the accounts of both Luke and Paul are similar. However there are no contradictory statements! The main differences between the two groups are that Matthew and Mark omit the words, "This do in remembrance of me", and include "shed for many". In the synoptic Gospels the Lord refers to His reunion with the disciples in the fulfilled kingdom of God; whereas Paul in 1 Cor.11.26 refers to proclaiming the Lord’s death "until He come" in anticipation of a date earlier than the manifestation of the kingdom.


  The planning of Deity is clearly seen from all the accounts that reveal the specific actions of the Lord Jesus Christ as being in full control of all the circumstances. These include the upper room being prepared and furnished, the time of the Passover being correct, the people who were present, and all the events being just as were required. He takes, He gives thanks, He breaks, He gives, and so He orchestrates the Supper and in doing so displays His authority. One clear perception in reading the accounts recorded in Scripture is that of simplicity. The actions of the Lord Jesus Christ are completely lacking in opportunity for ritualistic ceremony, and yet men have taken the simple actions and formed rituals and dogmas for which there are no Scriptural foundations. There is always the danger of formality when we engage in something that we have done over time, and we must ever guard against the possibility of making a ritualistic ceremony out of such a simple act. While we must never be informal in the presence of Deity, neither must we ever enter into severe, cold, carnal formality as we see in Christendom, either in language or actions.


  In the instruction given by the Lord at the institution of the Supper, Lk.22.19, there is the authority to continue to remember Him throughout the Church age, and Paul confirms in the epistles that the commemoration will continue, "till He come," 1 Cor.11.26. This remembrance has been preserved to us until this very day. We remember Him as we ponder His eternity, His Deity, His condescending stoop into perfect humanity, His unique life of sinless perfection, and His sin-atoning death, His triumph over sin, death, hell and the grave, and His present and future glory. While it is only part of the believer’s life, the remembrance of our Lord Jesus Christ is that which lifts our spirits to lofty appreciation of Himself. With Him in our midst, as He was at the beginning, we enjoy the communion of remembering Him.


  
    	
      Hush, O our hearts, as in the sacred Name

    


    	
      We bow in worship and the promise claim-

    


    	
      Where two or three are gathered there am I,

    


    	
      Unseen, yet present to faith’s opened eye.

    

  


  (Eliza E. Hewitt)


  The Practice


  In the New Testament the Lord’s Supper is never observed apart from a permanent assembly testimony. It is never seen as a convenience for travellers, for it is the privilege of a permanently gathered assembly. It is perhaps the greatest expression of fellowship, and gives character to the other meetings and functions of a local assembly. We do not receive to the Lord’s Supper, but receive to the fellowship of an assembly. This assembly fellowship is expressed in all the functions of the local assembly, including the Lord’s Supper.


  Gathering for the purpose of "breaking bread" is recorded first in the Acts of the Apostles. Admittedly, to "break bread" in Bible times often referred to the eating of common meals. God once warned His prophet Jeremiah not to "tear (break bread) for the mourner", Jer.16.7. The Lord Jesus Christ "took bread ... and brake it" with the disciples to whom He appeared on the road to Emmaus, Lk.24.30. The early Christians are said to have continued daily "breaking bread from house to house" eating "food with gladness and simplicity of heart" Acts 2.46. Paul once "took bread and ... broke it" and instructed his companions on board a ship to eat it for their "health", Acts 27.34-35. In New Testament times, however, the phrase "to break bread" was also used to describe the partaking of the Lord’s Supper. The Lord Jesus Christ instituted the Supper after celebrating the Feast of the Passover with His disciples shortly before His death, "And as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed it, and brake it, and gave it to the disciples, and said, Take, eat; this is My body. And he took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, Drink ye all of it;" Matt.26.27-28. As the phrase "to break bread" refers both to common meals and the Lord’s Supper, we must examine the context of passages in order to understand which one is being discussed. For example, since in Acts 2.42 "breaking bread" is listed with other activities carried out by the church such as teaching, praying, and fellowshipping, we may conclude that "the breaking of bread" is a reference to the early believers partaking of the Lord’s Supper. The use of the article in this verse also leaves the impression that a particular event is under consideration, rather than a common meal. Some would argue that as no mention of the church is made at this point then the local assembly has not been formed, but the use of the article seems to point to a particular occasion relating to believers meeting together.


  Paul later reminded the Corinthians of the night in which The Lord Jesus first instituted this memorial, saying, "For I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you: that the Lord Jesus the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had given thanks, He brake it and said, Take, eat; this is My body which is broken for you; this do in remembrance of Me" 1 Cor.11.23-24. Because part of this supper that Christians are commanded to keep involves the actual breaking of bread, the expression "to break bread" was used in reference to the Lord’s Supper in the early church. Thus the assembly gathers for the specific purpose of remembering Him in the breaking of bread.


  
    	
      On that same night, Lord Jesus,

    


    	
      In which Thou wast betrayed,

    


    	
      When without cause man’s hatred

    


    	
      Against Thee was displayed,

    


    	
      We hear Thy gracious accents-

    


    	
      This do; remember Me;

    


    	
      With joyful hearts responding

    


    	
      We would remember Thee.

    

  


  (G.W.Fraser)


  The Endorsement and Explanation


  As previously stated, in 1 Cor.11.23-26 the Apostle Paul endorses the commandment of the Lord Jesus given in the upper room. He confirms the fact that the Supper should be held regularly, and gives detail as to the manner of its execution, by stating:


  The Divine Authority for the Supper - v.23


  Paul asserts that he has received from the Lord the account of the Supper that he is about to pass on. As he gives the detail of the ordinance, he claims the direct authority of the Lord Himself. This is typical of Paul’s ministry and his discharge of the doctrine given to him; he claims no indebtedness to any instruction of man, but rather the direct revelation of the Lord. "I neither received it of man, neither was I taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ" Gal.1.12. Therefore, Paul brings before the Corinthians the weight of responsibility upon the believer due to the source of instruction with regard to the Supper.


  The Detailed Instructions to partake of the Supper - vv.24,25


  There is a profound simplicity in the manner in which the Lord Jesus carried out the pattern in the upper room and the subsequent endorsement of the same by the apostle Paul. The materials used and the sequence of events should hardly give opportunity for elaborate ceremonial display, and yet Christendom has introduced various dogmas that have reduced the remembrance to a ‘religious service’. There are no grounds to imitate what men have devised in contradiction of the clear instruction of the Lord Jesus, "this do in remembrance of me" Lk.22.19. We shall look at these instructions and emblems later.


  The Delightful Purpose of the Supper - v.26


  While, as we participate in the Lord’s Supper, we remember and commemorate Him, this also leads us into the attitude of worship. Worship flows from, and is the evidence of, our appreciation of Who He is. While the remembrance of Him will cause thanksgiving, it will also draw from our hearts true worship. For example, when the wise men visited the young Child and His mother, they worshipped because of the realisation of who He was, Matt.2.2,11. Obviously at this stage in the life of the young child Jesus, all His mighty works had still to be fulfilled, as had His death on the cross.


  Another aspect of the Supper is the "proclamation" (R.V.). The idea is not to "show forth" (A.V.) as in exhibiting or demonstrating, but more the thought of proclamation. The acts of breaking the loaf and drinking the cup constitute a silent proclamation of the fact, significance and efficacy of the death of the Lord Jesus.


  


  
    	
      No gospel like this feast,

    


    	
      Spread for us Lord by thee;

    


    	
      No prophet nor evangelist

    


    	
      Preach the glad news so free.

    


    	
      (Elizabeth R. Charles)

    

  


  As we come together we combine in the testimony of His finished work. Each believer, sound in life and doctrine (as we shall see later) participates in the partaking of the emblems. There is nothing in Scripture to substantiate the administration of the emblems by a priest or minister. Such is foreign to the doctrine of Scripture.


  We are also instructed as to the attitude expected of those who gather to break bread. The description is given of the emblems required for such an occasion and the simplicity displayed in the remembrance. The examination necessary as we gather to remember Him is highlighted solemnly by the apostle, and the possible judgment on those who engage in this holy act, unworthily. Further explanation of these things will be made as we progress.


  OUR ADHERENCE TO THE PRINCIPLES


  Through the New Testament, the Spirit of God lays down principles with regard to the truth relating to our commemoration of the Lord Jesus. There have been attacks on many of these over the years and some have destroyed the simple significance of what was instituted, and so have created erroneous dogmas. Even among some assemblies, there is a turning away from the simplicity of what was first shown in the upper room. There is no need to make our remembrance meeting more ‘ecclesiastical’. Why should we conform to the ceremonious error of Christendom by adding excess words and actions to the supper? While we must act reverentially at all times in the Lord’s presence, there is a danger that by unnecessary sanctimonious deportment we complicate an act that is in itself delightfully simple. A consideration of the actual words of Scripture will elucidate this simplicity.


  "Till He Come"


  The timing of the institution of the remembrance is significant. While He was "being betrayed" 1 Cor.11.23. While the scheme of the traitor Judas was in progress the Lord Jesus gathers with His own. We should not be indifferent to the fact that this sacred ordinance was instituted on the last night of our blessed Saviour’s life. While He knew everything that would take place on the morrow, He provides through the Supper, the means whereby His people would remember Him, "till He come" 1 Cor.11.26. It is not simply the example of the apostle that would cause us to gather to remember Him, although we do adhere to the instruction given. Rather, it is the example of the Lord Jesus in His celebrating the Lord’s Supper, and His instruction "this do in remembrance of Me" Lk.22.19, which brings before us the significance of the institution. These are the very things that we are commanded to do.


  These instructions were given initially to men who did not fully understand the circumstances taking place around them. Their consternation can be seen in the four questions asked in the upper room as the Lord speaks of His departure. Peter asks, "Lord, whither goest Thou?" Jn.13.26; Thomas asks, "how can we know the way?" Jn14.5; Philip asks, "show us the Father" Jn.14.8; and Judas, not Iscariot asks, "how is it that Thou wilt manifest Thyself unto us, and not unto the world?" Jn.14.22. The Lord Jesus understanding their concern institutes the Supper, and from that point until He comes His people will have the privilege of remembering Him. The Supper was designed to keep the hope of His return ever bright before His people from Pentecost until the Rapture. The impending great event of the future is linked with the great event of the past. Therefore the remembrance of the Lord Jesus as we participate in the Lord’s Supper will only last as long as the ‘Church age’. The remembrance will end when the remembered One returns. The great encouragement to every believer is that it will continue until He comes. We look around and see assembly testimony diminishing and even disappearing, but there will be, according to this simple statement, somewhere on this earth, believers gathering to His name and remembering Him in the way that He appointed, until the time of the Rapture.


  "This is My Body"


  Before looking at the bread and the cup let us look at a common error on the subject. Many readers of this book are in assemblies planted in villages and towns, which are populated mainly by Roman Catholics, and therefore regularly come into contact with those who practise and propagate error. Some believers are also engaged in personal and public evangelism among such. Keeping in mind that this publication is to help young believers particularly, it will do no harm to use the negative to endorse the positive!


  Since 1215, the Church of Rome has propagated the dogma of Transubstantiation that was endorsed in the 16th century by the Council of Trent. Today it is firmly held by those of the Catholic religion, and is taught from childhood. Even school children will argue their belief in this error! They believe that the bread and wine become the actual body, soul and divinity of Christ, and while they eat the wafer they believe that this has become the actual flesh and blood of Christ. This transformation takes place as the priest consecrates the bread when he says the words, "this is my body", and as the priest distributes the bread or wafer, he says to each communicant, "the body of Christ and the blood of Christ".


  They take the actual words of the Lord Jesus as absolutely literal in this instance, yet not in so many other occasions! So then after eating they believe that they carry His body, blood, Godhood and manhood shut up in the vessel of their own body. We shall see the true meaning of the emblems as we progress. However, we should state that this false doctrine which maintains a change of the substance of bread and wine, into the substance of Christ’s body and blood by the consecration of a priest, or by any other way, is absolutely false, not in relation to Scripture alone, but even to common sense. It is really an effort to overthrow Scripture and is in itself the root of many superstitions and much idolatry.


  In addition they hold the Mass, and claim that this is a constantly repeated, real, though bloodless, sacrifice atoning for sin and propitiating God. As they partake of the ‘sacrament’ with their ritualistic prayers and incantations, they claim to be carrying out "the greater worship of God and edification of the people by their eating the body of Christ". This belittles the singular, everlasting sacrifice of the Lord Jesus. Scripture is clear that this is wrong. "Nor yet that he should offer Himself often, as the high priest entereth into the holy place every year with blood of others; For then must He often have suffered since the foundation of the world: but now once in the end of the world hath He appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself. And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment: So Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto them that look for Him shall He appear the second time without sin unto salvation" Heb.9.15,16. Also, "By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. And every priest standeth daily ministering and offering oftentimes the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins: But this man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God; From henceforth expecting till His enemies be made His footstool. For by one offering He hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified. Whereof the Holy Ghost also is a witness to us: for after that He had said before, this is the covenant that I will make with them after those days, saith the Lord, I will put my laws into their hearts, and in their minds will I write them; And their sins and iniquities will I remember no more. Now where remission of these is, there is no more offering for sin" Heb.10.10-18.


  What does the bread convey to us? The bread taken on the night in which the Supper was instituted, was that which was before them on the table after the Passover meal. On that first occasion this would have been unleavened bread, however, later the early believers used the everyday bread that was available. There has been controversy over the years as to what should be used, but we should take note that as no part of the significance of the ordinance depends on the type of bread used, nor is there any precept on the subject, we should therefore take care not to divide on account of personal preference. While the emblems are fundamental to the occasion, occupation with the emblem means that our occupation with the subject, i.e. Christ, is not complete. The Lord took the bread that was conveniently to hand on the occasion; therefore the saints today should do the same without question. The statement made by the Lord Jesus intimated to those gathered that the broken bread which He held in His hands was an emblem of His body. As shown above, this statement has been taken out of context to propagate error. However, He is using the same language as He does, for example, throughout John’s gospel when He likens Himself to various objects. Some are, "I am the true vine", "I am the bread of God", "I am the door". To paraphrase, He says, "This bread which I hold in My hands and give to you represents My body." That is, it is the symbol of His body. The Lord Jesus Christ, becoming incarnate, had taken a physical body so that by His atoning sacrifice He might yield His body up for death by crucifixion. This is seen in the phrase "which is for you", 1 Cor.11.24.


  Most manuscripts would omit the word "broken", in 1 Corinthians chapter 11, and so while we break the bread as He did after giving thanks, we must remember the Scripture, "A bone of Him shall not be broken" Jn.19.36. Likewise, Scripture gives no suggestion that the wounds in His hands, feet and side were the breaking of His body. The giving of Himself emphasises the sacrificial nature of His work.


  As we gather to remember Him, the brother who breaks the bread is not representing the Lord Jesus, nor taking His place. In dividing the loaf, he is simply acting as a servant of the gathered company. The loaf is broken and each participates in the commemoration by partaking from the same loaf.


  "In like manner the cup"


  The reference to the "blood of the new testament (covenant)" 1 Cor.11.25; Matt.26.28; Mk.14.24; Lk.22.20, is important, for it stands in contrast to the Old Covenant based on the blood of the Passover lamb. In Jer.31.31 the promise was made of a new covenant with Judah and Israel, "Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah." However, no information was provided then as to how this new covenant would be established, nor indeed when. In Hebrews chapters 9 and 10 it is shown that the New Covenant has to be ratified by blood, i.e. death, and that the blood of Christ. It is not until His words in the upper room that the Lord Jesus revealed that His blood allows the provision of the New Covenant to be put into effect. In effect the covenant is still future for Israel, but the blessing of it is present for us, His blood being, "shed for many for the remission of sins" Matt.26.28. There we have the purpose of the shedding of His blood. In Mark’s account we have the persons for whom the blood was shed, i.e. "many" Mk.14.24. Luke, when he records the words of the Lord Jesus, shows how personal the act is, "shed for you", Lk.22.20. These are different forms of expressing the sacrificial character of the death of Christ.


  His blood then ratifies the covenant that was made by God. Please note that the four references mentioned above where the word ‘testament’ is used in the A.V. are best translated ‘covenant’. The Old Covenant was ratified by the blood of animals, while the new, by the blood of the eternal Son of God. While God made an unconditional covenant with Abraham, the covenant being considered here was a mutual agreement between two parties, namely God and the nation of Israel. It was an agreement based on obedience. The New Covenant was made essentially with the Jews (see Jer.31.31 above). Believers today are on the ground of God’s grace; no covenant was made with the assembly – it has been called in the eternal purpose of God. Saints of this day enter into their blessings through the blood of Christ in just the same way as the restored Jewish nation will enter into their blessings under the New Covenant. The fact that we are not under covenant does not minimise in any way the great truth of 1 Cor.11.25. We presently enjoy spiritual freedom and promise, peace and prosperity, the reality of which a restored Israel will come into literally at a future date.


  The Lord’s Supper is a commemoration of Christ’s person, life, work and death, and so the loaf and the cup are significant symbols of His body given and blood shed. Although the blood of the New Covenant was shed in the death of Christ, it was at the same time, "shed for many" Matt.26.28, not only for the benefit of many, but the specific object being, "for the remission of sins," Matt.26.28. It was therefore a sin offering, which while making expiation for sin, ratifies the covenant of grace.


  Without further development of the fact, it should be noted that in every reference, "the cup" is singular. There is no Scriptural basis for the use of multiple cups.


  OUR ATTITUDE TO PARTICIPATE


  As we have seen, the Lord’s Supper is a Commemoration, an Appreciation, a Proclamation and an Anticipation. However we must never forget that it also involves our Participation.


  We take note of the instruction given by the Lord Jesus at the inauguration of the Supper that each person present that night in the upper room was expected to partake of the loaf and the cup, and so participate in the Supper. Matt.26.26, "take eat", v.27, "Drink ye all of it." This is also endorsed by Paul, "this do", 1 Cor.11.24,25. It is therefore the privilege of every believer to exercise themselves and organise their lives to allow them to gather with the local assembly of which they are part, to remember the Lord Jesus. While all gatherings are important there is something unique in gathering on the first of the week to commemorate our Saviour. All other gatherings involve our service and activity, but the Supper is all about Christ and the fragrance is sweet as we extol His worth in remembrance of Him. Yet we do not mean that meeting to remember Him is enough for the rest of the week, and the rest of the assembly gatherings are insignificant and unimportant. The Lord’s Supper is only one part of our assembly fellowship, and we should be involved in all aspects of assembly life, otherwise can we say that we are in ‘fellowship’? In the words of another, "Every meeting is for every saint, and every saint is for every meeting!"


  While we look at our attitude in participating, it should be noted that there are no rules and regulations as to the order of the Lord’s Supper. This does not mean that we can do what we like when we gather, but rather indicates that the Lord Jesus should lead all who take part in worship and thanksgiving. The resulting spontaneous expression of personal appreciation has caused comment by unbelievers observing the Lord’s Supper. The Lord Jesus is the only Person Who oversees and orchestrates such a gathering. It may be simple but very necessary to state, that the New Testament shows nothing of clergy or any other licensed person with authority to lead or administer officially within the local assembly.


  When and Where do we participate?


  1 Cor.11.26, "For as often as", means every time that it is done. However, the frequency of the remembrance is not left to individual discretion. In Acts chapter 20 Paul arrived in Troas en route for Jerusalem. There he waited seven days so that he could gather with them to break bread. There was no special observance of the Supper held so that Paul and his travelling companions could participate, thus facilitating their journey. Nor did Paul continue on his journey and break bread with his companions either on board ship or at some convenient spot along the way. The remembrance of the Lord Jesus is always associated with a local assembly. On each of the occasions that the breaking of bread is recorded in the New Testament, this is the case, and there is no record in Scripture of any observance other than this. It is therefore a collective exercise of a local assembly. So we remember the Lord Jesus where His people gather locally, and where He gathers with His people. While it has always been the purpose of God to gather in the midst of His people, there is still a thrill in the hearts of His own, that He gathers with us! Matt 18.20, "there am I in the midst". The day for gathering is as was recorded at Troas, "upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break bread," Acts 20.7. This speaks of the first exercise of the week. While most in the Western world would break bread in the morning we should take into consideration the circumstances of believers in other countries, who for a variety of reasons cannot gather collectively in the morning. The present writer, when on business in Middle Eastern Islamic countries, broke bread with the local assemblies later in the day due to local constraints. This in no way lessened the significance of the Supper.


  The fact that the gathering to remember the Lord Jesus is a fixed part of assembly life, means every effort should be made to be present at the Lord’s Supper. Regular participation in the Supper is essential for the spiritual health of the believer. While there will always be occasions when due to exceptional circumstances some cannot gather, it would be wrong to habitually miss this occasion. Not only does it mean that the person who misses remembering the Lord Jesus is losing out, but it also means that there is a lack of appreciation of Christ and that God is denied His portion. We should also remember that as we travel and are on vacation, we are still responsible to remember the Lord Jesus. As already stated this can only be in fellowship with a local assembly in the area visited. Therefore, decisions regarding holiday destinations should be made in relation to the availability of an assembly. Apart from the blessing of remembering the Lord Jesus, there is the added joy of enjoying fellowship with believers of other nationalities who are seeking to follow the instruction of the Word of God. In John chapter 20, Thomas missed the blessing due to his absence, and while this occasion was not an assembly gathering, nor the Lord’s Supper, the principle applies. It would be difficult for any to argue their interest in the person of Christ while habitually failing to remember Him.


  Who Participates?


  As already stated, the gathering to remember the Lord Jesus is the sole privilege of a local assembly gathered to His Name. The assembly is blessedly unique in every aspect, whether in its announcement and description in the New Testament, or its order and function locally. Therefore, those who are part of any local assembly must meet the criteria as laid down in Scripture.


  The basic requirement for gathering and any further service is that of salvation. While it is impossible for unbelievers to be part of the "church which is His body" Eph.1.22,23, it is possible for unbelievers to be part of a local church. While this is wrong and will lead to trouble within, it is very possible. However, those who claim to be in fellowship with the Lord Jesus at the remembrance should be saved. This may sound simple, but we need to be realistic. All saved people should be baptised which, as has been stated, is a New Testament ordinance and a commandment of the Lord Jesus. Is it possible that one could claim the Lordship of Christ without being obedient? It does sound incongruous, but so many are failing to obey.


  So then, if a person is saved and baptised, is that enough to allow them to come and gather with a local assembly and take their place at the Lord’s Supper? We have already seen that the Lord’s Supper is commemorated by those who are part of a local assembly and are gathering on a continuing basis. As the meaning of Matt.18.20, "For where two or three are [having been, and are being] gathered together in My name", shows, the remembrance is not a place of casual gathering. The reading of 1 Corinthians chapter 11, shows the regularity of the assembly at Corinth gathering together. Therefore, the privilege of participating in the Lord’s Supper is for those who form the local assembly.


  The assembly is a fellowship based on Scriptural doctrine, and so those who gather must be committed to the doctrine and subject to its administration. In some places there is that which is called an ‘open table’. This is foreign to the Word of God. Some would open the Lord’s Supper to all who, as they say, ‘love the Lord Jesus’, and welcome all, regardless of their spiritual beliefs or their manner of life. This too is wrong, and it is the responsibility of overseers to ensure that those who practise strange doctrines foreign to Scripture or those who are living in sin, are not permitted to participate in the fellowship of the assembly, including the Lord’s Supper. In the present day the question of sin in the life must be addressed and if necessary investigated, as there is an acceptance of sinful practices in society which if allowed to prevail in assembly life will lead to the destruction of spiritual values and most likely the destruction of the assembly. "Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump?" 1 Cor 5.6. Significantly, in the record of the upper room institution of the Supper, Judas the "son of perdition" Jn.17.12, had gone out into the night. To allow such to remember the Lord Jesus brings the gathering into disrepute, demeans the person of the Lord Jesus, and opens the door to many dangers to those who are in fellowship, particularly, but not exclusively, to the young. Some would also make a convenience of the local assembly and ask for occasional fellowship, they gather in Christendom, but would like to gather in the assembly when visiting in the area. The fact that they do not gather in a local assembly in their home area would point to the fact that they have no perception of the truth of the local assembly nor have they an interest in the doctrine held by the assembly as taught in the Word of God.


  How should a person Participate?


  While it the responsibility of every believer to gather to remember the Lord Jesus, and we have seen the criteria necessary for partaking of the Supper, the solemn requirement of every believer is to be worthy to participate. In 1 Cor.11.27-32, Paul shows the need for self-examination before partaking of the Supper. Rigorous self-examination is required so that we eat worthily. Sin must be confessed, repentance displayed, and restitution made. "Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift" Matt.5.24. While this may only be one aspect of self-examination, all examination is with the purpose of being in a condition to partake of the Lord’s Supper, and not with a view to staying away. If we do not participate in this examination, and continue in the condition of carnality with sin in our life, an unforgiving spirit, or refuse to be reconciled, we put ourselves in the condition of acting "unworthily" 1 Cor 11.27,29. We have therefore failed to understand the correct nature and design of the ordinance, and that our attitude to the emblems reflects our attitude to the One of whom they speak. To partake of the Supper unworthily, is to dishonour the Lord, and to be guilty of indifference to His person. To be "guilty of the body and blood of the Lord" 1 Cor.11.27, is extremely solemn as it looks beyond the emblems to the very person of our Lord Jesus. Interestingly, the weight of this "guilt" is seen in the word that is used with force in Matt.26.66, "He is guilty of death", and in Jms.2.10 "he is guilty of all".


  We must ever remember that cold, carnal, formalism will ruin the exercise of the assembly, and each must take care to be in a spiritual condition when meeting to remember the Lord Jesus. The example is Corinth where there were many practising things not conducive to worthy remembrance, and yet they continued to break bread. It is possible to break bread and not remember the Lord. There is no blessing in going through the formality of gathering out of habit, without a holy life or the correct attitude essential for the remembrance. Some people may refuse to eat because of their failure to examine themselves. This is wrong; there is no licence for this in Scripture. The current trend of "withdrawing from fellowship," because of personal sin, is unscriptural! The process is self-examination and then, "so let him eat", 1 Cor.11.28. (Gross sin will be judged by the assembly and the necessary Scriptural action taken - see chapter 11.)


  While we cannot judge the discipline of God in the life of a believer, Paul does state that "he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself" 1 Cor.11.29, that is, they come under the judgment of God. There were those who were weak and sickly among the Corinthians and many had fallen asleep (death), because of their failure to discern the Lord’s body. These expressions used by Paul are not used figuratively and should be taken in their literal sense. Paul knew that the prevailing illness and frequent deaths among the Christians in Corinth were a judgment from God on account of the irreverent manner in which they had partaken of the Lord’s Supper. If this was the case in Corinth, we must take care that when we gather we do so with the correct attitude, and with self-judgment. Even with all our knowledge and privilege we are not beyond acting like the Corinthians. God’s ways of temporal judgment can be very severe! This is further developed in Galatians chapter 6 where, although there is a broader application, the warning is given against carnality, v.8, "For he that soweth to the flesh, shall of the flesh reap corruption".


  It is the privilege of every believer in local assembly fellowship, to partake of the Lord’s Supper. While it is also our responsibility to do so in the correct spiritual and moral state, it will never cease be a privilege. To gather in simplicity as instructed by the Lord Jesus Christ, and to remember Him, is an experience far beyond anything that Christendom can offer. To engage in commemoration in fellowship with Him and with other believers is something to be savoured by each saint. To participate in an ordinance which is as permanent as the Church age, which causes us to look back, look up, and look forward to His coming for His own, is a joy to the believing heart.


  
    	
      Backward look we, drawn to Calvary,

    


    	
      Musing while we sing;

    


    	
      Forward haste we to Thy coming,

    


    	
      Lord and King.

    

  


  (Douglas Russell)


  CHAPTER 7 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS COMMUNICATIONS


  by John M. Riddle, England


  INTRODUCTION


  While this chapter is entitled "The Local Church and its Communications", it might be helpful, first of all, to set the subject in its wider context. 1 Corinthians chapter 12, which introduces the subject of assembly communications, is the first of a trilogy of chapters that examines the provision and exercise of gifts in the local church, and we should notice the connection between the three chapters. In general, chapter 12 deals with the way in which gifts have been provided; chapter 13 deals with the atmosphere by which they must be permeated; chapter 14 deals with the principles on which they must be practised.


  The changes produced by conversion to God are to be seen both individually and collectively. In the case of the assembly at Corinth, this was particularly true in the realm of communications: "Ye know that ye were Gentiles, carried away unto these dumb idols, even as ye were led. Wherefore I give you to understand, that no man speaking by the Spirit of God calleth Jesus accursed: and that no man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost" 1 Cor.12.2-3. It has been said that the Corinthian believers were people of extremes: once they served "dumb idols", but now they were particularly concerned with speaking in tongues. They had swung from one extreme to the other. It is often true that extremism in one direction tends to breed extremism in the opposite direction!


  In the past, prior to their conversion, the Christians at Corinth had been given to idolatry, and Paul uses significant language when describing their spiritual condition at that time: "ye were Gentiles, carried away ... as ye were led." This refers back to 1 Cor.10.19-20: "What say I then? that the idol is anything, or that which is sacrificed to idols is anything? But I say, that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice to devils, and not to God: and I would not that ye should have fellowship with devils." But like the Thessalonians, the saints at Corinth had "turned to God from idols, to serve the living and true God" 1 Thess.1.9, and had therefore become subject to a vastly different spiritual authority. Christ, not idols, had become supreme. The Holy Spirit, not demons, now directed their lives. The contrast could not be greater: the idols at Corinth did not and could not communicate with their devotees (see Ps.115.4-7), but the believers at Corinth were now the children of God, and He did communicate with them. There was no communion between heathen gods and their devotees, but at Corinth men now spoke "by the Spirit of God".


  It is generally understood that the words, "Now concerning …" (7.1; 7.25; 8.1; 12.1; 16.1), indicate that the Corinthians had raised these particular matters with Paul, who deals with each in turn. It is significant that in this epistle, Paul deals first with matters about which he had not been asked, before answering questions put to him by the assembly. In this particular case, 12.1, they had evidently asked him about oral participation in assembly gatherings. This is evident from the way in which, having referred to "spiritual gifts" v.1, he immediately proceeds to "speaking" and "saying" v.3. It must be borne in mind that the word "gifts" has no counterpart in the original, and the words, literally translated, are, "now concerning spirituals". From what follows in vv.2-3, it is clear that Paul comprehends both beneficial and harmful powers in the expression. Hence the use of pneumatikos as opposed to charismata. Paul therefore refers here to the whole realm of spiritual utterances, whether good or evil, and not to the activities of the Holy Spirit alone. With this in mind, translators have supplied the word ‘manifestations’ in place of the A.V. italicised "gifts", and this conveys more accurately the original meaning while maintaining good sense in English. See, for example, J.N.D: "Now concerning spiritual manifestations brethren, I do not wish you to be ignorant."


  In dealing with the subject, Paul commences with a warning. Having said, "I would not have you ignorant" v1, he continues, "Wherefore I give you to understand, that no man speaking by the Spirit of God calleth Jesus accursed: and that no man can say that Jesus is the Lord but by the Holy Ghost" v.3. He demonstrates that there are two types of spiritual manifestations: those attributable to the Holy Spirit, and those attributable to satanic power. It was therefore a matter of great importance that the saints at Corinth should be in a position to ascertain the true source of what was said in the assembly. Hence the need for the gift of "discerning of spirits" v.10. The importance remains to the present day, but at Corinth there was the added necessity to fully clarify the matter. Chapter 14 makes clear that tongues were used excessively and in an atmosphere where so many were evidently participating, it would be easy for all to claim the direction of the Holy Spirit, when in point of fact, their contributions did not derive from Him at all.


  Ministry in the assembly, and particularly here in terms of oral participation, will recognise and maintain the Lordship of Christ: "no man can say that Jesus is the Lord but by the Holy Ghost", or "No man can say Lord Jesus, unless in the power of the Holy Spirit" (J.N.D.). It is significant that the unclean spirit cried, "Let us alone, what have we to do with Thee, Thou Jesus of Nazareth? art Thou come to destroy us? I know Thee who thou art, the Holy One of God" Mk.1.24. Undoubtedly, demons are most intelligent beings. They fully recognise and accept great fundamental facts that are largely rejected by men - professing Christians often included. In Mark chapter 1, the deity of Christ is admitted by the demon, together with admission of His holiness. James states that demons believe in the Godhead (see Jms.2.19, J.N.D.). But recognition of His Lordship, that is, willing submission to His authority, is another matter entirely. Demons do not own Him as Lord. It is therefore to be expected that in the assembly there will not only be recognition of Divine truth, but willing submission to Christ’s authority. This involves glad acceptance of "all the counsel of God" Acts 20.27. Genuine recognition of His Lordship will obviate the sad censure, "And why call ye Me, Lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say?" Lk.6.46.


  In short, the spiritual source of a man’s ministry would be revealed by what he says about Christ. The criterion by which all ministry is to be judged, and all personal character is to be assessed, is not how attractive, charming or refined, the persons concerned happen to be, nor how professionally qualified they are to pass judgement, but rather, how faithfully they honour the Lord Jesus. This is the test. No man can "speak as the oracles of God" 1 Pet.4.11, without honouring God’s Son.


  CESSATION


  Having noticed the basis on which this trilogy of chapters rests we can now proceed to examine our subject in detail. Paul makes the very important statement in chapter 13 that "whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away", and continues, "For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away" vv.8-10. He points out that prophecy, tongues and knowledge belong to the infancy of the church. Hence the reference to childhood: "I spake as a child (compare, "tongues ... shall cease"), I understood as a child (compare "knowledge ... shall vanish away"), I thought as a child (compare "prophecies ... shall fail") …" v.11. Continuing the analogy of childhood and manhood, he emphasises that the time would come when these things would no longer be necessary. The word "perfect" (teleios) means "having reached its end (telos), finished, complete, perfect"1, and evidently refers to the completion of the New Testament canon.


  
    	1 W. E. Vine. "Amplified Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words." Published by World Bible Publishers, Inc. 1991.

  


  The contrast between childhood with its immaturity or to use Paul’s expression "in part", and manhood with its completeness or to use Paul’s expression "perfect", continues in v.12: "For now we see through a glass darkly ("in a mirror darkly" R.V.); but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know as also I am known." Partial vision or understanding would give place to clarity. Bearing in mind that the passage deals with the communication of God’s Word, the words "face to face" (evidently referring to Num.12.8) refer to "clear vision through possession of the complete Word of God".2 It is suggested that in this context the words, "but then shall I know as also I am known", indicate that Paul then expected to understand up to the measure of his God-given capacity to do so. God knew his capacity and would impart His Word to him accordingly.


  
    	2 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

  


  This leads us to observe that it is in chapter 13 we are clearly told that tongues with other gifts necessary for the well-being of the early church would cease, and that chapter 14 does not deal with their cessation but with their regulation. This explains such statements as: "Desire earnestly spiritual gifts, but rather that ye may prophesy" v.1; "Now I would have you all speak with tongues, but rather that ye should prophesy" v.5; "Wherefore, desire earnestly to prophesy, and forbid not to speak in tongues" v.39. 1 Corinthians chapter 14 therefore teaches that the gift of tongues and the gift of prophecy were to be regulated while they existed. Whilst both gifts were temporary they were quite different. The first involved speaking in a language foreign to the local church. The second involved speaking in the language of the local church.


  REGULATION


  This brings us to the heart of the subject. 1 Corinthians chapter 14 deals specifically with communications in the local assembly, and in examining the chapter we must notice important governing principles. While the chapter is far more than a diatribe against speaking in tongues, we should nevertheless make some general observations about the subject.


  
    	All gifts are charismatic. The word "gift" (charisma), meaning "a gift of grace, a gift involving grace",3 is widely used in the New Testament. See, "Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is given to us" Rom.12.6; "Ye come behind in no gift; waiting for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ" 1 Cor.1.7; "Stir up the gift of God, which is in thee" 2 Tim.1.6. It is quite wrong to designate some gifts as ‘charismatic’ to the exclusion of others.


    	The gift of tongues was not given to every believer. Hence, "Are all apostles? are all prophets? are all teachers? are all workers of miracles? have all the gifts of healing? do all speak with tongues? do all interpret?" 1 Cor.12.29-30. The answer is clear. It is a resounding "No!" The suggestion therefore that ability to speak with tongues is evidence of true salvation cannot be substantiated and is totally misleading.


    	Tongues are temporary in character, as we have seen. They are mentioned in 1 Corinthians which is an early epistle, but not in Romans and Ephesians which are later epistles. This shows that the use of the gift was diminishing even in New Testament times. In the words of the late Harry Bell, "The gift of tongues ceased after the kingdom ceased to be offered to Israel."


    	The Corinthians were putting first what God put last. "God hath set some in the church; first, apostles; secondarily, prophets; thirdly, teachers; after that, miracles; then gifts of healing, helps, governments, diversities of tongues" 1 Cor.12.28. See also 1 Cor.12.10.


    	The gift of tongues was a known language. "And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues (glossa), as the Spirit gave them utterance" Acts 2.4. With this result, "the multitudes came together and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in his own language (dialektos)" Acts 2.6. Luke continues, "And they were all amazed and marvelled, saying one to another, Behold, are not all these that speak Galileans? And how hear we every man in our own tongue (dialektos), wherein we were born" Acts 2.8. Luke continues further, "Cretes and Arabians we do hear them speak in our tongues (glossa) the wonderful works of God" Acts 2.11. Quite evidently there is no essential difference in meaning between the two words employed here, any more than we speak of our ‘mother tongue’ as opposed to ‘another language’. This is clear from the fact that the word dialektos is used in Acts 2.6, "every man heard them speak in his own language"; but glossa in Acts 10.46, "they heard them speak with tongues". The use of glossa in 1 Corinthians chapters 13-14 must therefore refer to a known language, not to some ecstatic utterance. Hence, "with men of other tongues (glossa) and other lips will I speak unto this people" 1 Cor.14.21. It should be noted that expression in this chapter "unknown tongue" vv.4,14,19,27, must be amended to simply "tongue". The A.V. translators have italicised "unknown" to indicate that it does not exist in the original text.

  


  
    	3 W. E. Vine. "Amplified Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words." Published by World Bible Publishers, Inc. 1991.

  


  We should notice that Peter did not preach in tongues. Their use arrested the attention of the crowds, causing them to say, "Behold, are not all these which speak Galileans? And how hear we every man in our tongue, wherein we were born?" Acts 2.7-8.


  
    	The gift of tongues was a sign. It therefore follows that it must be a known language. "Barnyard gibberish"4 would be a sign of insanity. As we shall see it was a sign to unbelievers. 1 Cor.14.22 refers to Isa.28.11-12. The late J. H. Large stated, "Owing to the people’s unbelief and disobedience, God was going to punish them by bringing in the invader. They would not heed God’s plain messages delivered in their own tongue so they would have the unusual experience of hearing God speaking providentially to them by the fact of foreign conquerors coming into their midst speaking other tongues, namely not unintelligible sounds but meaningful language - very meaningful! When this came to pass they would very forcibly be reminded of God’s warnings, yet even so they would not, as a people, turn to the Lord. The ‘tongues’ at Pentecost were a sign to the Christ-rejecting nation of Israel that God was fulfilling His word; see, for example, Acts 2.36."

  


  
    	4 J. M. Davies. "The Epistles to the Corinthians." Published by Gospel Literature Services, Bombay, 1975.

  


  In this connection we should notice Mk.16.17-20, "These signs shall follow them that believe. In My name they shall cast out demons, they shall speak with new tongues, they shall take up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick and they shall recover ... and they went forth, and preached everywhere, the Lord working with them, and confirming the word with signs following."


  The fact that the use of tongues was a sign is confirmed by its effect on the three occasions in Acts on which the gift was employed:


  The first is, "And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance" Acts 2.4. With the result: "the multitudes came together and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in his own language (glossa). And they were all amazed and marvelled." The Jewish setting should be noted.


  The second is, "And they of the circumcision which believed were astonished, as many as came with Peter, because that on the Gentiles was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost. For they heard them speak with tongues (glossa) and glorify God" Acts 10.45. The presence of Jewish observers should be noticed. The gift of tongues on this occasion was a sign to prejudiced men of the circumcision party that the gospel embraced Gentiles as well as Jews, and on the same terms.


  The third is, "And when Paul laid his hands upon them, the Holy Spirit came upon them; and they spake with tongues (glossa) and prophesied" Acts 19.6. It was a sign of something new in their experience. They had moved from being disciples of John to faith in Christ, of whom John spoke. Once again, the Jewish setting should be noticed: "And he went into the synagogue" v.8.


  Heb.2.4 encapsulates the same thought, "God also bearing them witness, both with signs and wonders and with divers miracles, and gifts of the Holy Ghost, according to His own will." Hence 1 Cor.14.22, "Wherefore tongues are for a sign, not to them that believe, but to them that believe not."


  
    	The gift of tongues was no evidence of spirituality. Corinth was the most carnal of the assemblies! See 1 Cor.3.1-4: "And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal … For ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as men? For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal?"


    	The gift was to be used with dignity and consideration. It was to be under control. There was no wild abandon with an undignified cacophony of sound. "If any man speak in an (unknown) tongue, let it be by two, or at the most by three, and that by course; and let one interpret" 1 Cor.14.27.

  


  1 CORINTHIANS CHAPTER 14


  We shall observe the way in which Paul deals with the subject in 1 Corinthians chapter 14. His purpose is to demonstrate the superiority and value of prophecy, that is, "not necessarily, not even primarily, fore-telling … it is the forth-telling of the will of God". Prophecy, which evidently passed away with the completion of the canon of Scripture, was the "direct revelation of the mind of God for the occasion", as opposed to the message of the teacher today which "is gathered from the complete revelation contained in the Scriptures".5


  
    	5 W. E. Vine. "Amplified Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words." Published by World Bible Publishers, Inc. 1991.

  


  The chapter can be divided in the following way.


  
    	The relative profit of tongues and prophecy vv.1-19. Paul here determines the value of tongues and prophecy in edifying the church. The gift must be regulated by the test of edification.


    	The relative purpose of tongues and prophecy vv.20-25. Having demonstrated that tongues do not edify the church, Paul determines the reason for their existence at all. His conclusion is clear: the gift of tongues was a sign to unbelievers.


    	The participation in tongues and prophecy vv.26-35. In this section Paul sets out the principles that were to govern their use in the local church.


    	
      The conclusion vv.36-40.

    

  


  THE RELATIVE PROFIT OF TONGUES AND PROPHECY -


  


  vv.1-19


  This section comprises three paragraphs, each of which constitutes a test:


  
    	Which edifies - tongues or prophecy? vv.1-5;


    	Which makes for clarity of utterance - tongues or prophecy? vv.6-11;


    	Which makes for intelligent understanding - tongues or prophecy? vv.12-19.

  


  Which Edifies - Tongues or Prophecy?- vv.1-5


  In these verses three couplets are in view: "For he that speaketh in a tongue ... but he that prophesieth" vv.2-3; "He that speaketh in a tongue ... he that prophesieth" v.4; in summary, "He that prophesieth ... he that speaketh with tongues" v.5.


  The following ought to noted:


  
    	
      The apostle is not stating that the gift did not exist, but that it was not to be used by itself in the assembly. The possession of the gift was no reason for its indiscriminate use. The assembly is not the place where we display our gifts to self-exaltation, but the place where believers act in the spirit of mutual consideration.

    


    	
      "He that speaketh in an (unknown) tongue, speaketh not unto men, but unto God: for no man understandeth him" v.2. That is, the gift is used in the wrong place. Since the gift was a sign to unbelievers, not the Lord’s people, none would hear with understanding. Only God could understand the substance of the utterances.

    


    	
      "But he that prophesieth speaketh unto men to edification (to build up), and exhortation (to stir up), and comfort (to cheer up)" v.3. Notice the order: "edification" referring to doctrine; "exhortation" referring to the practice of the doctrine; "comfort" referring to the strength that doctrine imparts. We should remember that whilst the teacher has superseded the prophet (the prophets with the apostles were connected with the foundation of the church Eph.2.20), the principle in this verse most applicable today. Bible teachers now speak in the same way: "to edification, and exhortation, and comfort." Their communications are of little, if any, value if this is not the case.

    


    	
      "He that speaketh in an (unknown) tongue edifieth himself; but he that prophesieth edifieth the church" v.4. The phrase "edifieth himself", must mean that he understood what he said, since what cannot be understood cannot edify. This is confirmed in v.28, "But if there be no interpreter, let him keep silence in the church; and let him speak to himself, and to God."

    


    	
      "I would that ye all spake with tongues, but rather that ye prophesied: for greater is he that prophesieth than he that speaketh with tongues, except he interpret, that the church may receive edifying" v.5. Paul desired the best for the saints: hence, "But covet earnestly (as an assembly) the best gifts" 12.31. That is, those gifts which would edify the church, particularly prophecy. The results of prophecy emphasise the superiority of the gift.

    

  


  The words "except he interpret", show us that the ability to interpret makes the gift of tongues edifying in the same way as prophecy. If tongues can be interpreted the church can then be edified. If a man can interpret tongues as well as speak in them then there was no need to speak in them in the first place. See v.13 and compare vv.27-28.


  But how is this edification to be achieved? This brings us to the second and third points in connection with the relative profit of tongues and prophecy. It will be achieved by clarity of utterance and understanding.


  Which Makes for Clarity of Utterance - Tongues Or Prophecy? - vv.6-11


  Paul deals with this by referring to himself v.6; to musical instruments vv.7-8; to the Corinthians themselves vv.9-11.


  Referring to himself - v.6. "Now, brethren, if I come unto you speaking with tongues, what shall I profit you, except I shall speak to you either by revelation, or by knowledge, or by prophesying, or by doctrine?" There would be no profit if he spoke to them in tongues. Notice that he refers to the means of acquiring truth: "by revelation ... knowledge"; then to the means of imparting truth: "by prophesying ... doctrine." The New Testament prophet was involved with "revelation" and "prophecy", the Bible teacher is involved with "knowledge" and "doctrine" (teaching). This suggests a transition from the temporary ministry of the New Testament prophet to the ongoing ministry of the teacher. Compare 2 Pet.2.1, where "false prophets" in the past give place to "false teachers" in the future.


  Referring to musical instruments - vv.7-8. "And even things without life, giving sound, whether pipe or harp, except they give a distinction in the sounds, how shall it be known what is piped or harped? For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself to the battle?"


  These instruments can be subdivided. The pipe and harp bring joy and pleasure. The trumpet brings warning and direction. However, all are valueless unless played clearly. If the saints are to be helped in either way, they must be able to understand what is said.


  Referring to the Corinthians themselves - vv.9-11. "So likewise ye, except ye utter by the tongue words easy to be understood, how shall it be known what is spoken? For ye shall speak into the air. There are, it may be, so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them is without signification. Therefore if I know not the meaning of the voice, I shall be unto him that speaketh a barbarian; and he that speaketh shall be a barbarian unto me."


  Whilst in the context Paul is referring to tongues, it is well to make an application here. We need to appreciate the value of using "words easy to be understood". For example, Gospel preaching must be simple even though the subject matter is profound. We need to bear in mind the ability and capacity of our hearers. The word "meaning" (dunamis) signifies the force or power of what is spoken.


  By referring to "so many kinds of voices" v.10, Paul is evidently referring to human languages. This is clear from v.11, where the word "barbarian" signified "one who speaks a strange or foreign language".6 Vine continues, "It then came to denote any foreigner ignorant of the Greek language and culture … ‘Berber’ stood similarly in the language of the Egyptians for all non-Egyptian peoples."


  
    	6 W. E. Vine. "Amplified Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words." Published by World Bible Publishers, Inc. 1991.

  


  In summary, whether Paul, musical instruments, or the Corinthians themselves, nothing could be accomplished without clear expression.


  Which Makes for Clarity of Understanding - Tongues Or Prophecy? - vv.12-19


  These verses emphasise the need for clarity of understanding on the part of the speaker, vv.13-15, and clarity of understanding on the part of the hearer, vv.16-19.


  Clarity on the part of the speaker - vv.12-15. "Even so ye, forasmuch as ye are zealous of spiritual gifts, seek that ye may excel to the edifying of the church. Wherefore let him that speaketh in an [unknown] tongue, pray that he may interpret. For if I pray in an [unknown] tongue, my spirit prayeth, but my understanding is unfruitful. What is it then? I will pray with the spirit, and I will pray with the understanding also: I will sing with the spirit, and I will sing with the understanding also."


  Spiritual enthusiasm should be tempered by spiritual motives. The believers at Corinth were "zealous of spiritual gifts" or "desirous of spirits" (J.N.D.). While the word here, pnuematon, perhaps having the meaning of ‘spiritual powers’, differs from the word employed in 12.1 and 14.1, pnuematikos, it is not easy to clearly distinguish between them. The overall meaning is quite clear: "There must be no mere self-gratification; all must be done for the welfare of the whole assembly. The aim of oral ministry in a gathering must be the spiritual edification of all present."7 Hence, "seek that ye may excel to the edifying of the church" 14.12, recalling the exhortation "covet earnestly the best gifts" 12.31. The word "excel", perisseuo, means "to be over and above" as is seen by its use in Lk.15.17, "have bread enough and to spare".


  
    	7 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

  


  Since the "edifying of the church" should always be kept in mind, the man with the gift of tongues was to "pray that he may interpret". The reason follows: "For if I pray in an [unknown] tongue, my spirit prayeth, but my understanding is unfruitful." That is, by praying in a foreign language, his personal understanding of what he was saying would be unfruitful for others: they would not understand what was said. The verse does not mean that the man himself did not know what he was saying. That would reduce him to the level of a robot, and completely negate the emphasis on the word "understanding", nous, which occurs four times in vv.14-20. It is worth saying that those who participate orally in assembly gatherings should understand what they are saying, especially if they are quoting somebody else!


  Contribution to the assembly must be twofold: "with the spirit", that is, with joy, whole-heartedness and spiritual enthusiasm; "with the understanding", that is, with spiritual understanding and intelligence. Unless the speaker is intelligible to others, his participation will be without effect, as the following verses show.


  Clarity on the part of the hearer - vv.16-19. "Else, when thou shalt bless with the spirit, how shall he that occupieth the room of the unlearned, say Amen at thy giving of thanks, seeing he understandeth not what the sayest? For thou verily givest thanks well, but the other is not edified. I thank my God, I speak with tongues more than ye all: yet in the church I had rather speak five words with my understanding, that by my voice I might teach others also, than ten thousand words in an (unknown) tongue."


  The "unlearned" (see also vv.23-24) is undoubtedly a believer, and indicates "to be without any means of understanding, as by the help of interpretation. Such would, therefore, be prevented from taking part in worship."8 He would therefore be unable to say "Amen". This scriptural practice is far more than a nicety: it expresses acquiescence, reminding us that prayer and thanksgiving should always be undertaken with a sense of representation. A brother should never express his view in prayer in a matter over which there is a divided mind in the assembly. It is not unknown for brethren to pray horizontally rather than vertically. It should be noticed that the "giving of thanks" edifies fellow-believers. Paul was an example of his own ministry. The oral ministry by brethren in the assembly is enhanced when it is exemplified in their personal lives. The Lord Jesus censured the religious hierarchy of the day who "say, and do not" Matt.23.1-3.


  
    	8 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

  


  In summary, all must be undertaken lovingly, helpfully, intelligently and considerately. Having considered the relative profit of tongues and prophecy, Paul now turns to:


  THE RELATIVE PURPOSE OF TONGUES AND PROPHECY - vv.20-25


  These verses illustrate the way in which we should study our Bibles. We ought to ask ourselves: what does the passage say? v.21; what does the passage mean? v.22; how does the passage apply? vv.23-25.


  This section of the chapter commences with an exhortation to maturity. They should have known better than to conduct themselves as they did. "Brethren, be not children in understanding: howbeit in malice be ye children, but in understanding be men" v.20. The words employed should be noticed. "Brethren, be not children in understanding." The word "children", paidon, means a ‘little or young child’. It is used of the disciples in Jn.21.5, perhaps significantly in view of the circumstances, "Children, have ye any meat?" But another word is used next: "howbeit in malice be ye children". Here the Greek word is nepos, meaning ‘a babe’. That is, someone unable to think or speak maliciously. Sadly, assembly malice seldom has such juvenile qualities! Believers can be well developed in malice. Paul has something far different in mind: "but in understanding be men." The word means ‘perfect’ or ‘full grown’. This emphasises the need for maturity in assembly conduct. The word translated "understanding", phren, refers to the mind, reminding us that assembly fellowship demands spiritual maturity and responsibility.


  They should have understood that "In the law it is written, With men of other tongues and other lips will I speak unto this people; and yet for all that will they not hear me, saith the Lord" v.21. As already noted, Paul refers here to Isa.28.11-12: "For with stammering lips and another tongue will he speak to this people ... Yet they would not hear." "This people" is the Jewish people. Since there was a synagogue at Corinth, Acts 18.3, it is understandable why the gift of tongues had been bestowed upon members of the assembly there.


  The words "In the law it is written" v.21, refer to the Old Testament in general. See, for example, Jn.10.34, "Is it not written in your law, I said, ye are gods" (referring to Ps.82.6); Jn.12.34, "We have heard out of the law that Christ abideth ever" (referring to Ps.72.17); Jn.15.25, "That the word might be fulfilled that is written in their law, They hated me without a cause" (referring to Ps.69.4).


  In the Old Testament the un-interpreted tongue was a judicial sign. In Isaiah chapter 28 God stated His intention to speak to His people through a foreign power, Assyria, thus pronouncing judgment on them, for the following reasons:


  Because They Had Rejected God’s Word. They had heard the message, "This is the rest wherewith ye may cause the weary to rest; and this is the refreshing", but they did not respond: "yet they would not hear" v.12. Whilst the "rest" and the "refreshing" are not defined here, there can be no doubt that they are explained by Isa.8.13-14 which refer to similar circumstances: "Sanctify the Lord of hosts Himself; and let Him be your fear, and let Him be your dread. And He shall be for a sanctuary." The Lord Himself would be their "rest" and their "refreshing" in the same way that six hundred years later the Lord Jesus said, "Come unto Me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest … and ye shall find rest unto your souls" Matt.11.28-29.


  Because Of How They Regarded God’s Word. It was nothing more to them than childish and annoying repetition: "But the word of the Lord was unto them precept upon precept, precept upon precept; line upon line, line upon line; here a little, and there a little" v.13.


  The invasion by the Assyrians, with their foreign tongue, was therefore a sign of pending judgment. So it is here, tongues as a sign to Israel, were indicative of judgment on the nation. Tongues were not a sign of salvation, but of judgment. In this connection it is important to differentiate between the purpose of these utterances, and their content. Although there is no reference to tongues at Antioch, their purpose could be summarised by Paul’s warning there: "Beware therefore, lest that come upon you, which is spoken of in the prophets; Behold ye despisers, and wonder, and perish: for I work a work in your days, a work which ye shall in no wise believe, though a man declare it unto you" Acts 13.40-41. As to the content of the utterances in the book of Acts, we have only the three bare statements: "we do hear them speak in our tongues the wonderful works of God" 2.11; "they heard them speak with tongues, and magnify God" 10.46; "they spake with tongues and prophesied" 19.6. In each case, it is evident that the gift was not used in preaching and teaching, but in praise. As to the first, J. M. Davies observes, "They were declaring the wondrous works of God, doubtless rehearsing Old Testament portions in the languages and dialects of the Jews and Proselytes gathered at Jerusalem for the feast."9


  
    	9 J. M. Davies. "The Epistles to the Corinthians." Published by Gospel Literature Services, Bombay, 1975.

  


  In view of the fact that Isaiah chapter 28 refers to the unbelieving Jew, Paul concludes: "Wherefore tongues are for a sign (i.e. of judgment consequent upon unbelief), not to them that believe, but to them that believe not" 1 Cor.14.22. The purpose of prophecy is quite different: "But prophesying serveth not for them that believe not, but for them which believe" v.22. This is applied in vv.23-25 where Paul visualises "the whole church ... come together into one place". See also v.26. We must notice the phrases "whole church" and "together into one place". There were evidently no ‘house-meetings’ (in the modern sense of the expression) at Corinth: there were no fragmentary groups. Compare 1 Cor.11.18, "when ye come together in assembly" (J.N.D.); 1 Cor.11.20, "When ye come together therefore into one place". Paul visualises two scenes in the assembly:


  "All Speak With Tongues" - v.23


  "If therefore the whole church be come together into one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad?" For the meaning of "unlearned" see the definition given in connection with v.16. Whilst it could be argued that the "unbeliever" would not be a Jew, since the use of tongues was a sign to the Jews; it seems more likely that Paul is describing the effect upon any "unbeliever" if "all speak with tongues". The confusion would be indescribable. Hence the need for the gift to be properly regulated, see vv.7-28.


  "All Prophesy" - vv.24-25


  "But if all prophesy, and there come in one that believeth not, or one unlearned, he is convinced of all, he is judged of all: and thus are the secrets of his heart made manifest; and so falling down on his face, he will worship God, and report that God is in you of a truth." These verses emphasise the power of God’s Word. It will have a fourfold effect on the visitor.


  
    	"He is convinced of all" or "he is convicted by all" (J.N.D.): his conscience is touched.


    	"He is judged by all" or "he is judged of all" (J.N.D.): the word "judged" (anakrino) is rendered "examined" in 1 Cor.9.3, that is, the teaching searches and sifts him.


    	"And thus are the secrets of his heart made manifest." This does not infer public exposure, rather that his very life and character are brought before him.


    	"And so, falling down on his face, he will worship God, and report that God is in you of a truth." W. E. Vine suggests that this indicates conversion, and this may well be the case. At the very least, he will acknowledge that he is in the presence of God, not amongst a bunch of lunatics.

  


  PARTICIPATION IN TONGUES AND PROPHECY - vv.26-35


  What kind of meeting will make for the result above? The answer is clear from these verses: it will be an orderly meeting. We should notice the following in this section: the regulating principle v.26; participation in tongues vv.27-28; participation in prophecy vv.29-33; participation by sisters vv.34-35.


  The Regulating Principle - v.26


  "Let all things be done unto edifying." This principle is to govern both the contributions and the contributors. Paul looks at assembly meetings in Corinth, asks the question "How is it then brethren?", and then proceeds to answer for them, "when ye come together, every one of you hath a psalm, hath a doctrine, hath a tongue, hath a revelation, hath an interpretation." W. E. Vine10 suggests that this indicates that believers were coming together having predetermined what they would say and how they would contribute, and that this made for confusion. It was therefore of utmost importance that all brethren should regulate their contributions with reference to the overall welfare and well-being of the assembly. The principle remains - favourite hymns and passages are not necessarily edifying and helpful at all times in assembly gatherings. It is also far from helpful to arrive at the meeting fully determined to address the assembly on a particular subject whether or not it is suitable for the occasion. Such so-called ‘ministry’ is often unsuitable for any occasion! The principle on which participation should be made is expressed here, and in 1 Cor.12.7 "But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to every man to profit withal".


  
    	10 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

  


  Participation in Tongues – vv.27,28


  "If any man speak in an (unknown) tongue, let it be by two, or at the most by three, and that by course; and let one interpret." Paul states some important principles:


  
    	The use of tongues was not to be excessive: "let it be by two, or at the most by three".


    	Brethren were to take part one at a time: "and that by course", or "and separately" (J.N.D.). Participation was to be orderly.


    	There was to be one interpreter: "and let one interpret". This could mean that one was to interpret for them all, or that only one was to interpret at any given time: interpretations were not to be given simultaneously. As J. Hunter observes, "if this (the first case) were so it would fully ensure that only one could take part at a time, the next speaker having to wait until the interpretation was finished." 11 "But if there be no interpreter, let him keep silence in the church; and let him speak to himself, and to God." Compare v.4, "he that speaketh in an (unknown) tongue edifieth himself".

  


  
    	
      11 J. Hunter. "What The Bible Teaches - Vol.4." Published by John Ritchie, 1986.

    

  


  Participation In Prophecy - vv.29-33


  "Let the prophets speak two or three, and let the other judge. If anything be revealed to another that sitteth by, let the first hold his peace. For ye may all prophesy one by one, that all may learn, and that all may be comforted. And the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets. For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of the saints." We should notice the following.


  
    	As with tongues, participation in prophecy was not to be excessive. "Let the prophets speak two or three." We also notice that there was no question of one man in control.


    	The prophets were to be listened to with discernment: "and let the other (Greek allos, of the same kind: i.e. another prophet) judge."


    	The prophets were to participate with mutual consideration. "If any thing be revealed to him that sitteth by, let the first hold his peace." "No one was to prolong his speaking so as to occupy the whole time, or even extend his speaking to an undue length. Each was to recognise that others possessed the gift besides himself."12 Attention is drawn to the expression, "If any thing be revealed to him that sitteth by". The gift of prophecy involved direct revelation.


    	The prophets were to be orderly in participation. "For ye may all prophesy one by one." Such orderliness would promote the benefit of the company: "that all may learn, and that all may be comforted (exhorted)." It does not take too much imagination to visualise a meeting in which several people are all trying to speak at once!


    	The prophets were to exercise self-control. "And the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets." They were to take part with intelligence and understanding. They were not to be excitable, and certainly not to lapse into an ecstatic condition. Their business was to communicate the Word of God clearly and intelligently.

  


  
    	
      12 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

    

  


  These important principles reflect the harmonious way in which God Himself acts: "For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints" v.33. Hence, "Let all things be done decently and in order" v.40. In summary, a local assembly should be characterised by Divine order, reverence, harmony and mutual consideration. It is clear that no assembly is free to ‘do its own thing’: "For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints." See also 11.16.


  Participation By Sisters - vv.34,35


  "Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak: but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law. And if they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church." This is the last of three prohibitions so far as public participation in the assembly gatherings is concerned. Regarding tongues he says "But if there be no interpreter, let him keep silence in the church" v.28. Concerning prophets he says "If any thing be revealed to another that sitteth by, let the first hold his peace" v.30. Now concerning sisters he says "Let your women keep silence in the churches" v.34. Only the men are to participate audibly in the gatherings of the saints: the sisters have no part in the oral ministry of the assembly. We should notice:


  
    	"Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak." The "silence" here must be the same as in v.28, "let him keep silence in the church". The word "speak" here must have the same meaning as throughout the passage. It cannot mean ‘chatter’: otherwise vv.28-29 would become a nonsense: "But if there be no interpreter, let him keep silence in the church; and let him ‘chatter’ to himself, and to God. Let the prophets ‘chatter’ two or three, and let the other judge". There is no need to say more about this ridiculous suggestion.


    	"Let your women keep silence in the churches." Notice "churches" in the plural here, following the plural in v.33. Whereas in v.28 it is in the singular referring particularly to Corinth where the gift of tongues existed. Compare 11.16 which shows that "Corinth was alone in allowing women to be uncovered".13 Evidently Corinth was also alone in the matter of sisters’ participation.


    	"They are commanded to be under obedience (J.N.D. ‘but to be in subjection’), as also saith the law." This is the second reference to "the law" in this chapter, see v.21, and again indicates the Old Testament generally, with particular reference to Gen.3.16: "Thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee." The reasons are given in 1 Tim.2.11-15: "Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman, being deceived, was in the transgression." Teaching in connection with participation in the assembly prayer meeting is given in the same passage: "I will that the men (aner: male persons) pray in every place" 1Tim.2.8 (J.N.D.).


    	"And if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home" [J.N.D. "ask their own husbands at home"]: for it is a shame for a woman to speak in the church." J. Hunter is worth quoting in full here: "Leadership is vested in the man. Both the man and the woman occupy a place of honour bestowed upon them by God, and all godly persons will acknowledge this to be so, and submit to the ordering of the wisdom of God. The women, if not clear in their minds concerning any matter, must not ask questions publicly, but seek help of the men-folk at home. The word rendered "husbands" (aner) while used in certain contexts in that way, is really men as distinct from women. The matter is concluded by the strong statement: "it is a shame for a woman to speak in the church."13 The word translated "shame" means ‘disgraceful, unbecoming, indecorous, indecent’.

  


  
    	
      13 J. Hunter. "What The Bible Teaches - Vol.4." Published by John Ritchie, 1986.

    

  


  CONCLUSION - vv.36 - 40


  The assembly at Corinth was not to regard itself as a law unto itself. Paul advances two reasons:


  The Word Of God Did Not Originate In Them


  "What! came the word of God out from you?" v.36. Since they did not originate the Word of God, they could not set their own precedents in the matters discussed. If the Word of God had found its source in them, then they might well have the right to interpret it. But this was not the case. They were not free to do as they pleased. Once again J. Hunter’s telling comments are worth quoting: "Being the first of the churches to depart from the Word of God, especially in relation to women taking part (the immediate context), they were setting themselves up as a superior authority, so the apostle censures them."14


  
    	
      14 J. Hunter. "What The Bible Teaches - Vol.4." Published by John Ritchie, 1986.

    

  


  The Word Of God Did Not Come To Them Alone


  "Or came it unto you only?" v.36. It was not a special revelation to them, making them different to everyone else. They were given no ‘special treatment’. J. Hunter again: "Were they the sole recipients and repositories of such a revelation that they could introduce such practices? Could they act on their own and ignore other churches? This was arrogance indeed. Independent authority was not invested in them. Yet, today, we have the same attitude, and the same claim to be progressive and liberated. But it is progressing away from the Word of God; liberation from obedience to it."14


  Paul’s teaching in respect of the local church is as mandatory as his teaching elsewhere: "If any man think himself to be a prophet, or spiritual, let him acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord" v.37. As J. Hunter rightly observes, "The unmistakable claim of Paul, that he is writing the Word of God, cannot be ignored, and everyone must submit himself to the teaching marked by apostolic authority, no matter what experience he may claim."14


  Paul concludes, "Wherefore, brethren, covet to prophesy, and forbid not to speak with tongues" v.39. The chapter therefore ends as it begins, "Follow after charity, and desire spiritual gifts, but rather that ye may prophesy" v.1. In this way, the two gifts were to be valued and regulated whilst they existed. The overall principle was "Let all things be done decently and in order", that is, "in a seemly manner, and according to Divine arrangement".15


  Happy is the assembly whose communications are governed by the principles taught in this passage of Holy Scripture.


  
    	
      15 W. E. Vine. "The Collected Writings of W. E. Vine - Vol.2." Published by Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1996.

    

  


  CHAPTER 8 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS COLLECTIONS


  by Thomas Bentley, Malaysia


  One of the fascinating features of the nature of our God is that He is a giving God. One has put it this way: "God ever lives, forgives, outlives and ever stands with outstretched hands, and while He lives He gives, for this is Love’s prerogative to give, and give, and give." Adam was the first one to use the word as seen in Gen.3.12, "The woman whom Thou gavest to be with me". Hence in keeping with this most commendable feature of Divinity from Genesis to Revelation our God is seen as a "giving God", see Gen.12.7; Rev.22.12. Israel as a nation redeemed and released from Egyptian bondage, on receiving the details of what the Lord Jehovah specified as being essential for the Tabernacle to be built, responded diligently and devotedly as is recorded in Ex.35.1–36.7. This giving was due to their being willing hearted, "And they came, both men and women, as many as were willing hearted, and brought bracelets, and earrings, and rings, and tablets, all jewels of gold: and every man that offered offered an offering of gold unto the LORD" Ex.35.22, and the wise hearted used what was brought to build the tabernacle. Notice for example, "And every wise hearted among you shall come, and make all that the LORD hath commanded" Ex.35.10; "And all the women that were wise hearted did spin with their hands, and brought that which they had spun, both of blue, and of purple, and of scarlet, and of fine linen" Ex.35.25; "Then wrought Bezaleel and Aholiab, and every wise hearted man, in whom the LORD put wisdom and understanding to know how to work all manner of work for the service of the sanctuary, according to all that the LORD had commanded" Ex.36.1. They were so impelled to bring such an amount to Moses that they were told, in our language, ‘Enough is enough’. Thus it is written in chapter 36.5-7, "And they spake unto Moses, saying, The people bring much more than enough for the service of the work, which the LORD commanded to make. And Moses gave commandment, and they caused it to be proclaimed throughout the camp, saying, Let neither man nor woman make any more work for the offering of the sanctuary. So the people were restrained from bringing. For the stuff they had was sufficient for all the work to make it, and too much." Let us ask ourselves at this stage "Does our giving to God reach this standard in quality and quantity?"


  It is essential and indeed vital, to our understanding of the subject of giving to recognise that we may give our gifts and our goods, and yet miss the priority of God in this matter and fail in giving our persons in wholehearted devotion to God, as is urged by Paul in Rom.12.1, "I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service." The Lord wants more than my money or my resources. He wants me in total resignation to Himself, and this surely is extremely personal, practical and permanent. Is that all? Nay, verily, for as we turn to Heb.13.15 our God is awaiting yet a further giving, and that is praise, "By Him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to His name." It is recorded that the great C. H. Spurgeon having ministered from this verse one Lord’s Day, was found by one of his parishioners the very next day lying on the ground, having been attacked by a person who managed to take his money. His friend standing by said to him, "Can you still praise the Lord?" "Yes," he replied, and among the many things Spurgeon reiterated as his cause for praise was, "the robber did not take my life, he only took my money; and while he hit me, I did not hit him" and so on. Yet another offering is to be noted as found in Rev.8.3,4 and that is prayer, "And another angel came and stood at the altar, having a golden censer; and there was given unto him much incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all saints upon the golden altar which was before the throne. And the smoke of the incense, which came with the prayers of the saints, ascended up before God out of the angel’s hand." Every possible resource is to be ours through the grace of God whatever the circumstances may be.


  King David provides a good illustration of the concept of giving in a selfless manner. Though he was intent on building a temple for God he was told that such was certainly not to be his privilege. "And David said to Solomon, My son, as for me, it was in my mind to build an house unto the name of the LORD my God: But the word of the LORD came to me, saying, Thou hast shed blood abundantly, and hast made great wars: thou shalt not build an house unto my name, because thou hast shed much blood upon the earth in my sight" 1 Chron.22.7,8. Naturally, he might well have both suppressed his interest and retained his resources, leaving others to supply the need. But no, David is recorded as having "prepared in abundance" for the Temple, although he would never have the privilege of being personally involved in its construction, "And David prepared iron in abundance for the nails for the doors of the gates, and for the joinings; and brass in abundance without weight; Also cedar trees in abundance: for the Zidonians and they of Tyre brought much cedar wood to David. And David said, Solomon my son is young and tender, and the house that is to be builded for the LORD must be exceeding magnifical, of fame and of glory throughout all countries: I will therefore now make preparation for it. So David prepared abundantly before his death ... Now, behold, in my trouble I have prepared for the house of the LORD an hundred thousand talents of gold, and a thousand thousand talents of silver; and of brass and iron without weight; for it is in abundance: timber also and stone have I prepared; and thou mayest add thereto. Moreover there are workmen with thee in abundance, hewers and workers of stone and timber, and all manner of cunning men for every manner of work. Of the gold, the silver, and the brass, and the iron, there is no number. Arise therefore, and be doing, and the LORD be with thee" 1 Chron.22.3-5;14-16. Whatever our situation in life may be, let us never withhold our devoted giving from God even though certain privileges that we may have anticipated, may not be ours in which to engage.


  In the days of Josiah the insight that preserved him was truly ordered of God, else Athaliah, who hated kingship, would have killed him. But there was one with perception and intelligence, namely Jehosabeath, who acknowledged him and hid him in the house of God, and so he was preserved by priestly care. It is most important for the serious reader of Holy Scripture to note in any portion of the Book, the use and repetition of simple, yet key words. In 2 Chronicles chapters 23 and 24, such a word is "set".


  Observe in 23.20 the King is "set upon the Throne" suggesting the Government of the house. In v.19 the porters are "set at the gates" ensuring the Guardianship of the house. Earlier in v.10 Jehoiada "set all the people … on the right side … and the left side of the temple," which signifies the Gallantry of the house. The Glory of the house is certainly discernable in the final result of this mighty activity and recovery as 24.13 records "they set the house of God in his state". The purpose in inviting the interested reader to this special portion is to note that when it comes to the subject of giving, which is essential for the ongoing work of the house, it is recorded in v.8 that the king commanded a chest to be made "and set it without the gate of the house of the Lord" denoting the Giving of the house.


  In 2 Kings 11.9 it is stated that the priest set the chest "beside the Altar". The application is stimulating, as it reminds us of the privilege we have to gather in remembrance of the Lord, and then exercise our responsibility to give to Him our practical appreciation of Him. This, as we shall consider later, was within Paul’s communication to the Corinthians. Often I ask myself: would what I have set apart to offer at the remembrance meeting be more if I was truly affected by what the Lord Jesus has accomplished for me; would I give more after the remembrance than before it?


  In the gospel by Mark chapter 13, there is what we may term an abbreviated record of the prophetic utterances by the Lord as recorded in Matthew chapters 24 and 25. It is helpful to note that four times the Lord Jesus urges that the persons addressed should "take heed" vv.5,9,23,33: our responsibility to do so is vital. It is encouraging to observe that before and after Mark’s account of the profusion and confusion of the times designated by the Lord, two women are mentioned, see 12.41–44; 14.1–9. Here are two women who, out of heartfelt devotion, give to God their wealth and worship. Beloved, ponder where Jesus the Lord is sitting "over against the treasury". Then observe what He is seeing, and listen to what He is saying. "And Jesus sat over against the treasury, and beheld how the people cast money into the treasury: and many that were rich cast in much. And there came a certain poor widow, and she threw in two mites, which make a farthing. And He called unto Him His disciples, and saith unto them, Verily I say unto you, That this poor widow hath cast more in, than all they which have cast into the treasury: For all they did cast in of their abundance; but she of her want did cast in all that she had, even all her living" Mk.12.41-44. "And being in Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as He sat at meat, there came a woman having an alabaster box of ointment of spikenard very precious; and she brake the box, and poured it on His head" Mk.14.3.


  Surely when each one of us comes to such an exercise, He is neither absent nor oblivious. He is still the same Lord. The attitude of these women is in stark contrast to those in the days of Malachi of whom it is said they robbed God: "Will a man rob God? Yet ye have robbed Me. But ye say, Wherein have we robbed Thee? In tithes and offerings. Ye are cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed Me, even this whole nation." However, to give to God His portion would bring great blessing, "Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in Mine house, and prove Me now herewith, saith the LORD of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough to receive it" Mal.3.8-10.


  Years ago brethren in an assembly, having apportioned the giving of the saints, had five pounds left. They mutually decided to give the five pounds to a dear sister they knew very well. The brother appointed put it in an envelope and placed it through her letterbox. Not very long after he met the sister who said she had something to tell him. She reported having been at a missionary meeting where a very special need was made known and she was moved to give, but she had only a five-pound note left in her purse. She bowed her head and said, "Lord, if I give this I will have nothing left, but what else can I do but give it to Thee?" And she did. But she said, "Brother, you will never believe what happened when I got home. On opening the door there was an envelope with five pounds in it." The brother in question could not get away quickly enough as his eyes filled with tears because of how God the Lord can see it all and repay the faithful. I ask my soul, has it ever been my experience to give all that I had?


  CORPORATE GIVING - 1 Corinthians 16.1,2


  


  The Directions for Giving


  The directives given by Paul to the churches of Galatia were wholly applicable to the church at Corinth and indeed to all the churches. Thus they are very relevant to all who have the same readiness to receive Divine guidance and instruction on the subject of giving. Hence we who gather in like manner, unto His Name, should be willing and ready to comply.


  The Day for Giving


  This emphasises the regularity of the giving. It is continual. There could not be a more effective time than at the gathering of the saints to remember the Lord in His sacrificial giving. The very occasion offers tremendous reflection on the inestimable cost of His giving first to God and then for us.


  The Determination for Giving


  V.2 reads "let each one of you" (R.V.), making it abundantly clear that the giving is personal, essential and actual. The Spirit of God is surely telling us that the exercise in giving is individual, irrespective of state, standing or substance. This signifies very clearly that giving is not a family exercise when, as is often done, one member gives for all. It is always to be maintained and carefully practised that the giving is the result of individual exercise and appreciation. It is as individual as eating the bread and drinking the cup, yet both the giving and the partaking issue in a collective act.


  The Distinction for Giving


  Giving is to be proportional, "as God hath prospered him". Our giving is not to be either measured or limited. At this point it will be valuable to refer to the subject of giving as is understood by the use of the word "tithe" especially in the Old Testament. The first indication of tithing is in Gen.14.20, "And blessed be the most high God, which hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand. And he (Abraham) gave him (Melchisedec) tithes of all." Interestingly the last reference to the word occurs in Heb.7.1-10, "For this Melchisedec, king of Salem, priest of the most high God, who met Abraham returning from the slaughter of the kings, and blessed him; To whom also Abraham gave a tenth part of all; first being by interpretation King of righteousness, and after that also King of Salem, which is, King of peace; Without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life; but made like unto the Son of God; abideth a priest continually. Now consider how great this man was, unto whom even the patriarch Abraham gave the tenth of the spoils. And verily they that are of the sons of Levi, who receive the office of the priesthood, have a commandment to take tithes of the people according to the law, that is, of their brethren, though they come out of the loins of Abraham: But he whose descent is not counted from them received tithes of Abraham, and blessed him that had the promises. And without all contradiction the less is blessed of the better. And here men that die receive tithes; but there he receiveth them, of whom it is witnessed that he liveth. And as I may so say, Levi also, who receiveth tithes, payed tithes in Abraham. For he was yet in the loins of his father, when Melchisedec met him." Thus the first and last references are to the same event. While much could be written on this vital issue in respect of giving, Nehemiah chapter 10 is instructive as there is recorded the determination of those who returned to the Land, and responded devotedly by affirming their willingness to adhere to the revealed mind of God as given by the prophet Nehemiah. As they promised to support the work of God they agreed to tithe, "And that we should bring the firstfruits of our dough, and our offerings, and the fruit of all manner of trees, of wine and of oil, unto the priests, to the chambers of the house of our God; and the tithes of our ground unto the Levites, that the same Levites might have the tithes in all the cities of our tillage. And the priest the son of Aaron shall be with the Levites, when the Levites take tithes: and the Levites shall bring up the tithe of the tithes unto the house of our God, to the chambers, unto the treasure house" Neh.10.37,38. How sad that by the time chapter 13 is reached, there was a total failure and fallacy in their former vows, "And I perceived that the portions of the Levites had not been given them" v.10. What a solemn reminder to each of us who can promise so much, but due to one reason and another, we fail to fulfil our vows in wholesome, wholehearted giving to our God.


  COMMENDED GIVING - 2 Corinthians chapters 8 and 9


  The range covered by Paul in these two chapters, through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, on the subject of giving is unequalled in terms of words employed, illustrations given and exhortations ministered. While it is not possible to offer a detailed exposition of these chapters, due to space, we trust there will be sufficient exposition to incite the reader to attend to the vast detail these two chapters offer on the exercise of giving.


  The last verse of chapter 9 is mighty: "Thanks be unto God for His unspeakable gift." The strength of this tremendous statement lies in the single use of the word "unspeakable", as this is the only occurrence of the word in the New Testament. Ch.8.9 offers one of the most sobering references to the stupendous cost the Saviour paid for our redemption: "though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that ye through His poverty, might be rich." My deep concern is, what sacrifice am I prepared to undergo for the enrichment of the testimony today? To what degree were the beloved Macedonian believers willing to subscribe to the material cost of the work? Paul says "How that in a great trial of affliction the abundance of their joy and their deep poverty abounded unto the riches of their liberality" 2 Cor. 8.2.


  In order to grasp the character of our giving as well as its sacrificial and spiritual display, it is useful to note that Paul by the Spirit of God employs seven words that enable us to enrich our exercise in giving as well as extending its size, scope and sincerity. In v.2 the word to be noted is "liberality" which is found eight times in the New Testament, five of these being in 2 Corinthians. These occurrences are: 1.12 "in simplicity and godly sincerity"; 9.11 "Being enriched in every thing to all bountifulness"; 9.13 "your liberal distribution"; 11.3 "your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ". The others are: Rom.12.8 "he that giveth, let him do it with simplicity"; Eph.6.5 and Col.3.22 "in singleness of heart". It is clear that it denotes the motivation of our giving. Each believer is surely able to appreciate the primacy of God that makes His will and glory the impelling power in our giving. The word "grace" is used in the following verses 8.4,6,7,9,19; 9.8,14,16, and is calculated to display gratitude to God for all His goodness manifested in His unspeakable giving. The very familiar word "fellowship" appears in 8.4, making the exercise of giving something that is the portion and privilege of all in the local testimony. A similar word, "ministration" appears in v.8 and occurs also in 9.1,12,13. This signifies the earnestness and dignity the exercise displays at all times. In 8.2 and twice in v.14 the word "abundance" clearly affirms that giving ought to be full, fat, rich and bountiful: something that exceeds the expectation, yet more than fully meets the need. Two preachers were leaving an assembly after a fruitful period in the Gospel when the brethren thanked them very heartily for their fervent and fruitful labour in the work, but no gift was forthcoming. It was a time when cars were not available and all the preachers had was a caravan drawn by two horses. So as they were about to pull the reins and get the horses moving one of the preachers said, "But don’t forget brethren, the horses need hay". Unfortunately it might be necessary to say today, "the car needs petrol", and most will know it is not getting any cheaper. Paul teaches us by use of the word "bounty" 9.5,6 ("blessing", see R.V.) that the goodwill which finds its expression in the gift, or the spirit displayed in the giving, is transferred to the gift and it certainly becomes a blessing. Finally, in 8.20 (R.V.) the word "bounty" appears, which is a different word to that just highlighted. It is only used here, and it denotes that due to the rich nature of the giving, it not only demands a care and a guard for its security, but also deserves it. Unfortunately such secure care has not always been forthcoming because the brethren handling the assembly’s giving failed to regard its sanctity.


  CORRECTED GIVING - Galatians 6. 6–10


  It is without controversy that the letter to the Galatians is corrective in nature. Paul senses the absence of fidelity to all that he taught during his time of valued service, to which he makes several appealing references. Obviously the saints require a reiteration of their privileges and also of their responsibilities so as to respond and hence recover, the vital and spiritual character and conduct of the assemblies, that answer to the mind and will of God.


  It is necessary for each of us to realise the ministry that Paul gives in the verses dealing with giving is clearly presenting truths that are imperative. Paul applies the message personally "Let him ..." v.6. He then denotes the ongoing privilege of receiving Scriptural instruction, "Let him that is (being) taught". Evidently the words that follow denote a directive. The privilege always denotes a responsibility which Paul states can be fulfilled by practical communication of a gift in keeping with one’s exercise. Hence we have here a clear reference to personal giving.


  Usually the next verse, v.7, is treated as being apart from the foregoing directives, but let us see it as corrective. The verse very obviously deals with sowing and reaping: "Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." Such concepts have been used by Paul elsewhere in the context of giving, "If we have sown unto you spiritual things, is it a great thing if we shall reap your carnal things?" 1 Cor.9.11. Later in 2 Cor.9.6, Paul adds both a negative and positive assurance: "He which soweth sparingly shall reap also sparingly and he which soweth bountifully shall reap also bountifully." It is truly possible we could disregard Paul’s advice here on giving and we might never expect God to deal with us because of our obvious neglect of responsibility. Our God is observant, so we ought not to disregard the directives He imparts. The ability of the apostle as led by the Spirit of God, to draw upon simple, yet vital illustrations for the spiritual enrichment of the saints, is, needless to say educative. It is the power and prerogative of the Spirit to remind us of how we should respond to Divine directives. Sadly, if we fail to do His will, it becomes regrettable evidence of the influence of the flesh. Surely it is our utmost desire to obey the directives of the Word by always doing good. The advice of v.10 "Let us do good unto all …" can be taken as being conclusive.


  


  CONSISTENT GIVING - Philippians 4.10–19


  One remarkable feature of Paul’s communications by letter to any Macedonian assembly that must be recognised is that he never exerts his power nor expresses his position as an apostle. As has been noted already, when he is referring to the Macedonian saints it is always complimentary, see 2 Cor.8.1; 11.9. On the subject of giving, Paul’s language and joy reflect the thoughtfulness and constant support the Philippians maintained for him wherever he went in the service of the Lord. Such an exercise today is surely expected from saints who value the fulness of Divine grace, and hence are unfailing in their sustaining provision for those who serve God faithfully.


  V.10. "But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that now at the last your care of me had flourished again, wherein ye were also careful, but ye lacked opportunity." Paul is anxious to show that he is truly grateful, and that his sincerely expressed gratitude is not an expectation of future favours. It can be described as A Service to be Esteemed. The word "care" or "to think", describing the thoughtfulness of the Philippians, is the same word as in 2.5, "the mind" that was in Christ Jesus, and it certainly enhances the exercise of the saints in Philippi.


  V.11. Paul is exceedingly anxious that the saints do not misjudge his language, for in v.11 he expresses ever so clearly A State to be Envied: "Not that I speak in respect of want: for I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith [therein] to be content." Paul is clearly anxious that the saints do not misinterpret his return of thanks as indicating that he is expecting more from their hand and heart of love. Several forms of learning are clearly recognisable in the New Testament, e.g. Acts 26.24 where the word "gramma" is used as defining what the reader would learn from reading. Another interesting word that is used frequently in our New Testament and describes another form of learning, which is that by teaching, is the word "didaskalia", Rom.15.4. However, the word that is used here is "manthano" which is clearly experimental, and we note with interest that it is used of the Lord Jesus Himself in Heb.5.8. Hence it is in the school of discipline and experience that any true servant of the Lord can leave his situation with God. Note that in quoting the verse above, the word "therewith" is not used, as it is misleading, because it would be totally wrong to infer that Paul was content with his lot, but rather it was in spite of it. Actually, the word "arkeo" which is the root of the word in the text, signifies "to suffice" as in 2 Cor.12.9. Let us make sure that whatever our circumstances may be, our joy and peace, our labour and love, are totally independent of circumstances.


  V.12. In extension of his thoughtfulness Paul expresses what we could describe as A Secret to be Expounded, for he faces two extremes by declaring, "I know how to be abased, and I know how to abound: in everything and in all things have I learned the secret both to be filled and to be hungry, both to abound and to be in want" (R.V.). It is interesting to observe how Paul changes from "having learned as a devoted disciple", v.11, to "having been initiated", v.12, into the secret of being able to face all circumstances by faith and a total reliance upon Him who is all-sufficient.


  V.13. Paul uses a most descriptive word to inform the saints at Philippi that by the freely ministered strength of the risen Lord, he can face the changes and conditions life in the service of the Lord can bring: hence we define it as A Strength to be Experienced. The word used here in the text is "ischus" conveying the thought of strength or might, see Eph.1.19; 6.10.


  Vv.14–18. It is clear from v.14 the apostle is anxious that the saints at Philippi do not misunderstand his language and come to the decision that they no longer are to be exercised in sending Paul their tokens of fellowship as in their former manner. So we have here A Sacrifice to be Encouraged. The words are assuring: "Notwithstanding ye have well done, that ye did communicate with my affliction." Yet again with joy and a deep sense of gratitude he voices the fact that the saints in Philippi were the only ones that supported him after his departure from Macedonia as is stated in v.15. It is interesting to note that Paul seldom mentions his converts in his epistles, as he does here and also in 2 Cor.6.11, where the language is expressively affectionate. Also in Gal.3.1 it is hardly less so, in spite of the epithet. Just how many times the gifts to Paul were sent from the Philippian assembly may be questioned, but the term "once and again" as in v.17 would indicate at least twice. Again Paul is anxious that the saints to whom he writes have a clear understanding of both his message and motives. The apostle is clear in his use of the word "desire", for the text can be read as "I do not desire the gift, I do desire the fruit".


  The following important words are used that ought to be noted: "content", autarkes, v.11, meaning "independent"; "to be full", chortazo, v.12, meaning "I am full or satisfied"; "I have all", apecho, v18, meaning "I have everything"; "I am full", pleroo, v.18, meaning "to make replete or supply liberally"; "abound", perisseuo, vv.12,18, meaning "I am overflowing". This last word is used five times in the epistle as well as in Eph.1.8 and Col.2.7. Paul adds that the things which were brought to him by Epaphroditus were "an odour of a sweet smell". Earlier in the epistle, 2.17, he refers to his own service as a pouring out of the drink offering, and now refers to that of the Philippians in the same light.


  


  V.19. The apostle can do no more than thank the saints at Philippi ever so sincerely, but he is sure, and that above everything else, that God will requite them. Paul is sure that his God will fully supply their needs in full accordance with His riches of glory in Christ Jesus. Obviously this can be viewed as A Source To Be Exhausted.


  


  V.20. There is A Song to be Expressed, as indeed Paul raises his voice in an acclamation of praise to our God and Father Who is worthy of all the thanksgiving we offer because of all that He is and for all His rich provision for us now, and forever.


  


  


  
    	
      What shall I bring to the Saviour?

    


    	
      What shall I lay at His feet?

    


    	
      I have no glittering jewels,

    


    	
      Gold, or frankincense so sweet.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Refrain:

    


    	
      Gifts to the Saviour I’m bringing,

    


    	
      Loves richest treasures to lay

    


    	
      Low at His feet with rejoicing,

    


    	
      Ere yonder sunset today.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      What shall I bring to the Saviour?

    


    	
      Lips His dear praises to sing,

    


    	
      Feet that will walk in the pathway

    


    	
      Leading to Jesus the King.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      What shall I bring to the Saviour?

    


    	
      Love that is purest and best,

    


    	
      Life in its sweetness and beauty

    


    	
      All for His service so blest.

    

  


  (Lizzie De Armond)


  


  CHAPTER 9 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CARE


  by William M. Banks, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  The apostle Paul is concluding his third missionary journey and is hastening to Jerusalem. He wants to be there for the Day of Pentecost. In Acts 20.16 we read that Paul "… had determined to sail by Ephesus, because he would not spend the time in Asia: for he hasted, if it were possible for him to be at Jerusalem the day of Pentecost." Having no time to go to Ephesus himself he calls for the elders of the church to come to him. It is a distance of approximately thirty miles. Clearly there must be something very important to be said when the elders are asked to come this distance. The address he gives to these elders is a splendid example of Paul’s ministry to believers. It can be contrasted with his sermon at Pisidian Antioch in 13.16-41, which was given to a synagogue audience, and to his sermons at Lystra in 14.15-17 and Athens in 17.22-31 which were both given to a pagan audience. A study of these sermons would be of profit to any young preacher showing how the apostle recognises the background of his audience in the presentation of the message.


  The address to the Ephesian elders is of fundamental importance. It is interesting to observe that it covers almost all of the requirements associated with the care of a local church, as undertaken by the elders. This address will thus be used as the basis of our consideration although further references outside of this passage will be necessary in order to complete the details.


  PAUL’S ADDRESS TO THE EPHESIAN ELDERS


  The address will be looked at in the following ways:


  
    	The Names Given To Them


    	The Nature Of Their Appointment


    	The Sphere Of Their Operation


    	The Attitude To Be Adopted By Them


    	The Details Of Their Work


    	The Problems To Be Anticipated


    	The Resources Available

  


  The Names Given To Them


  In v.17 the name given is that of "elders". We read, "… from Miletus he sent to Ephesus, and called the elders of the church." The word used for elders here is presbuteros. This word essentially means ‘older’ and indicates the fundamental qualification that is essential in those who take care of the church. The ideas of maturity, respect, wisdom and experience are all included in the word. There is a second word in the New Testament used for older, palaios, but in that case it means old in the sense of wearing out. That word is never used of those who have the care of a local church!


  A second word describing those who care for the church is indicated in v.28. This verse reads: "Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which He hath purchased with His own blood." The word now used is "overseers" which in the original is episkopos. Basically this word means to see over or simply to oversee. The word this time indicates the work that the elder undertakes. It is indicative of guardianship, of those who control or inspect. Elsewhere in the New Testament it is sometimes translated "bishop". For example, in 1 Tim.3.1 we read: "If a man desire the office of a bishop he desireth a good work." The word for "bishop" in this verse is the word "overseer" in Acts 20.28.


  Hence there are two words that are used for those who take care of the church of God; namely that of "elder" indicating their fundamental qualification and that of "overseer" indicating the work that they undertake.


  There is however in Acts chapter 20 a clear indication of another word. It is not directly used but certainly indirectly inferred in v.28, already quoted. In this verse the apostle refers to "flock" and "feed". The idea of a shepherd is thus in view. Indeed the word "feed" means to "feed as a shepherd". The idea involved is that of leading, guarding or tending. The verb used here for feeding is used three times in the New Testament in the context of leadership. It is used in Jn.21.16 where our Lord indicated to Peter that he was to "feed" or "shepherd My sheep". Peter himself uses it in 1 Pet. 5.1,2 where he indicates the requirement for shepherds to be those who "feed the flock". The noun form is used in Eph.4.11 where it is translated as "pastors" in the A.V. but elsewhere as "shepherd". It has been well said, "the shepherd imagery blends the ideas of authority and leadership with self sacrifice, tenderness, wisdom, hard work, loving care and constant watchfulness."1


  
    	
      1 Alexander Strauch. "Biblical Eldership - An Urgent Call To Restore Biblical Church Leadership". Published by Lewis and Roth Publishers, 1995.

    

  


  So there are three names given to those who take care of the local church in this passage: namely those of elders, overseers and shepherds. Several fundamental lessons can be learned from the names thus given.


  There is a Plurality of Elders in the Church (Singular). This indicates that there is no basis for the ecclesiastical claim of one bishop over a church, nor indeed one bishop over a number of bishops. It has been suggested that James was the bishop in Jerusalem and that John was the bishop in Ephesus. However there was a plurality of elders in the church at Jerusalem, Acts 15.4, and clearly from the above passage a plurality of elders in the church at Ephesus.


  Elders and Overseers are Names Given to the Same Person. This is confirmed unequivocally when the apostle says to Titus "For this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that are wanting, and ordain elders in every city" Titus 1.5. He then goes on to describe the qualifications of those that were to be appointed or ordained and states: "For a bishop (same word as "overseer" in Acts 20.28) must be blameless, as the steward of God" v.7. It is abundantly clear that the elder in v.5 is the same as the bishop in v.7.


  The Responsibility for Caring for a Local Church. Such responsibility must not be considered lightly and certainly not by those who are inexperienced. Maturity is anticipated by the very meaning of the words used and because of the functions thus indicated. Indeed, as will be seen later, the apostle gives detailed qualifications for those who would take the responsibility for local church government, and expressly excludes those who are not mature.


  The Nature Of Their Appointment


  This is indicated very clearly in Acts 20.28, where the apostle says to the Ephesian elders: "Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers." It is evident, therefore, that it is the Holy Spirit who makes overseers. Elsewhere it is taught that it is a gift given by God Himself. This is seen in two chapters dealing with spiritual gifts: "he that ruleth, with diligence" Rom.12.8, and "God hath set … governments" 1 Cor.12.28. Overseers are thus the gift of the Holy Spirit to the local church in order to undertake its government. The apostle Peter adds an interesting additional idea. He says: "The elders which are among you I exhort ... Feed the flock of God which is among you, taking the oversight thereof …" 1 Pet.5.1, 2. It is clear, therefore, that "The Holy Spirit makes and the elder takes". In the latter case this is not to be "… by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind."


  The word for "made" in Acts 20.28 is in the middle voice thus indicating that the Holy Spirit "does this for His own unique and wise purpose". It is under His sovereign will; quite apart from human intervention. Therefore the nature of the appointment is not based on business acumen, academic qualifications or recognition for long service. Nor is it as a result of being voted in or by self-appointment. Those who were self-appointed in the Old Testament give sad examples of the awful consequences that ensue in such cases. In the cases of Uzziah, Korah and Jeroboam disaster followed from self-appointment.


  It might be wondered how the above can be practically implemented in the assembly. Mr. W. E. Vine has given wise words. "Those who have already been raised up and are discharging the duties of oversight should watch the lives of young men, with a view to discerning what the Spirit of God is doing in them to prepare for the continuance of such responsibilities. And let younger men seek help from God to live and walk according to the Scriptures, in holiness and righteousness, in absolute devotion to Christ, in separation from the world, so that if the Holy Spirit should give them the privilege of continuing the testimony of an assembly and acting as overseers, they may be ready for recognition by the assembly, according to 1 Thess.5.12, 13."2
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  The Sphere Of Their Operation


  The sphere of operation is "… the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers" Acts 20.28. However, J. N. Darby gives: "… the flock wherein the Holy Spirit hath made you overseers." Or an alternative translation is the flock "in the which" the Holy Spirit hath made you overseers. Peter emphasises this when he says "Feed the flock of God which is among you taking the oversight thereof …" 1 Pet.5.2. Peter further emphasises this relationship when he says: "The elders which are among you I exhort …" 5.1. Clearly then, the flock is "among" the elders and the elders are "among" the flock, and indeed the flock is the sphere wherein the Holy Spirit has made them overseers. Putting this together indicates the detailed intimacy that exists between the flock and the overseer. There is no idea of over-lording as a result of the Divine appointment. Indeed it is interesting to consider the sphere in three different ways.


  The Nature of the Sphere


  We are told that it is a "flock". This concurs with the words of the Lord Jesus: "… there shall be one flock" Jn.10.16. The tender care necessary is also thus emphasised.


  The Dignity of the Sphere


  They have to feed the "church of God". The church belongs to Him. He dictates the details, the functions and the administration. It does not belong to any man nor group of men. They cannot dictate the church’s movements neither can the church dictate a servant’s movements.


  The Value of the Sphere


  This is beautifully indicated in the closing phrases of v.28 "… the church of God which He hath purchased with His own blood" or to quote J. N. Darby "… the blood of His Own." The assembly is thus unique – the centre and circumference of Divine affection having been purchased at infinite cost. It is therefore God’s chief interest on earth and hence ought to be ours as well.


  The Attitude To Be Adopted By Them


  The apostle indicates three attitudes that must be adopted by them.


  Take Heed – v.28


  The word is otherwise translated "be on guard". The verb is in the present imperative, thus indicating the requirement for keeping on taking heed. The overseer must never lower his guard. It is interesting that elsewhere in the New Testament the verb is used in the context of false teaching. For example the Saviour said: "Beware of false prophets which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves" Matt.7.15. This particular verse is going to be of interest in the subsequent context of Acts chapter 20. Also, "Jesus said unto them, take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees" Matt.16.6, and in v.12 of that chapter the meaning of leaven as used here is given, where the Lord indicates that they were to beware not of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees. The requirement for constantly being on guard is thus indicated. In Acts chapter 20 however, two different spheres are mentioned. They are to take heed firstly "unto themselves" and secondly "to all the flock". The first is of primary importance while the latter emphasises "all" the flock. This is no mean task. The sheep are all of different kinds and of different backgrounds and different personalities but the overseer is exhorted to be caring for all.


  Watch – v.31


  In this case the idea is "to be on the alert" both mentally and spiritually. Fundamentally the idea is to stay awake and "not sleep". Again it is in the present imperative, indicating a requirement for continual watchfulness and vigilance. This latter requirement is emphasised by Peter when he exhorts: "… be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour" 1 Pet.5.8. The adversary is always busy. The elder must be always alert.


  Remember - v.31


  The emphasis is on a willingness to follow the wise example of others; in this case that of the apostle himself. He was ever on guard. He was always watching. He indicates for them what they have to remember. There are several features; he ceased not "to warn" indicating the requirement for continued instruction or exhortation and the fact that there is danger and the need for caution. None were excluded. His ministry was an inclusive ministry, he warned "everyone". It was a constant ministry – "night and day", and it was associated with "tears". Perhaps this latter aspect is one of our problems today; a lack of emotional involvement in the administration and care of the assembly.


  The Details of their Work


  Overseership is a work to be undertaken and not a position to which to aspire. This is emphasised clearly in several passages of our New Testament. For example: "This is a true saying that if a man desire the office of a bishop he desireth a good work" 1 Tim.3.1. Again, in the same epistle the idea is emphasised: "Let the elders that rule well be counted worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in the word and doctrine" 5.17. The word for "labour" here is the word that is used elsewhere for hard work. Also believers are exhorted to esteem them (the elders) "very highly in love for their work’s sake" 1 Thess.5.13. Of course all of the activity associated with the local church is regarded as a work. For example the apostle speaks of "the work" of the evangelist, 2 Tim.4.5, and of "the work of the ministry" Eph.4.12. Hence, no matter whether it is overseership, evangelistic exercise or the ministry of the word, it is all a "work".


  The work here is seen to be in a variety of spheres and implemented in a variety of ways.


  To Feed the Church of God – v.28


  This indicates their fundamental and primary sphere of operation. Indeed the local church is the sphere of prime importance for all saints not only the overseer. The apostle anticipates that there will be a variety and fullness associated with the feeding. It also indicates that the overseer is responsible for the food that is administered to the local church. It is always good when there is a variety of ministry ranging from prophetic ministry to devotional ministry, practical ministry, church truth etc. The whole spectrum of truth is anticipated. It is to be like the tree of life which bears "… twelve manner of fruits and yielded her fruit every month and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations" Rev.22.2. There was variety month by month and the detailed purpose of the fruit was for healing. It is always good when a diverse healing ministry is given to the local church.


  To Declare the Counsel of God – v.27


  This is seen in the example of the apostle where he indicates that he had not shunned to declare unto them all the counsel of God. The word "declare" in v.27 is the same as the word "showed" in v.20. The idea in the word is that of proclaiming or announcing. The apostle declared all the counsel of God. There was no partiality in his ministry. He announced unequivocally the whole counsel: he "kept back nothing that was profitable unto them" v.20. This is an excellent example for elders to follow.


  To Testify the Gospel of God – v.24


  The word for "testify" is the same as that used in v.21 where the apostle outlines the details of the ministry of the gospel in which he was engaged. The idea in testifying is "to solemnly bear witness to". This indicates the supreme dignity associated with the presentation of the gospel message. It must always be done solemnly with no lightness. At the same time however, there must be a clear witness and the apostle specifies the subject: "repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ" v.21. Repentance and faith are thus intimately linked. It is not a separate experience but in the one act a "turning from" and a "turning to". The doctrine of the gospel of God is included in the apostle’s ministry. It should be today as well. There is a further interesting detail given in v.24 - he testifies to the gospel of "the grace of God". God takes the initiative. Apart from Divine grace intervening in human experience there would never be the possibility of salvation.


  To Preach the Kingdom of God – v.25


  It is interesting that the apostle indicates the requirement for preaching the Kingdom of God in the same context as testifying to the gospel of God. The fact of the Kingdom is fundamental to the whole revelation of Scripture. Indeed it has been said that the Kingdom is "the grand theme of all Scripture", and the Bible has been described as "the book of the coming Kingdom of God". Perhaps we are remiss today in not preaching the Kingdom as the apostle did. The Kingdom of God is much larger in context and chronology than the Church of God. While all who are in the Church are in the Kingdom, not all who are in the Kingdom are in the Church since the Kingdom may involve mere profession. Clear distinctions do have to be made. However, it is clear that the apostle was preaching the majesty and sovereignty of God in the sphere of men and the fact that He was in complete control of all that was taking place on earth. Perhaps we would do well today to emulate more this kind of preaching and to understand the deep significance of a comprehensive revelation that God has given in His Word as to His sovereignty, eternality and sublime majesty.


  To Teach the People of God – v.20


  Three times over in this verse the apostle uses the little word "you". He teaches in two different spheres namely: "publicly" and "from house to house". It is important to observe that when the apostle comes to the qualifications of the elder in 1 Timothy chapter 3, he indicates that he must be "apt to teach". There is no doubt that the possibility of doing this both publicly and from house to house, is indicated in that context.


  In all of the details above it is abundantly evident that the elder needs to be a man of the Word. Indeed one of the qualifications indicated is that of "holding fast the faithful word as he had been taught, that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers" Titus 1.9. Without a detailed knowledge of the Word of God it is impossible to exhort and encourage the sincere believer, or to refute those who are holding wrong doctrine. Indeed the idea in convincing is "to refute" by showing clearly the basis of sound doctrine and the character of truth. This cannot be done apart from a good grasp of the Word.


  The Problems To Be Anticipated


  In vv.29,30 the apostle looks forward to events that will take place after his departure and he indicates two things relative to enemies of the assembly.


  The Certainty of their Coming


  He says "I know this". The elders at Ephesus should not therefore be surprised when the problems arise but instead be fortified to meet them. It is the same today. To be forewarned is to be forearmed to meet the problem.


  The Nature of their Appearing


  The late Mr. A. L. Leckie taught that in these verses there are three different kinds of ministry: Spiritual ministry, v.28; Satanic ministry, v.29; Sectarian ministry, v.30.


  The spiritual ministry is administered by the overseers; the satanic ministry by grievous wolves entering in among the overseers not sparing the flock, and the sectarian ministry by some of their own selves arising, speaking perverse things to draw away disciples after them.


  Wolves are always predators of sheep. As previously quoted the Lord warns: "Beware of false prophets, that come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves" Matt.7.15. Also He says to His disciples: "Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves" Matt.10.16. The wolves have no thought for the sheep. They are ravening and those who catch the sheep simply leave destruction in their wake. This is one reason why the shepherd has a rod. The staff is for the sheep but the rod is for wolves. The tragedy here in Acts 20.29, is that the grievous wolves were going to enter in among the overseeing brethren not sparing the flock.


  Perhaps even worse however, there was going to be sectarian ministry arising from men who were at that time professing overseers in the church of God. They were going to be speaking "perverse things in order to draw away disciples after them". In other words they were going to distort and twist the truth with the objective of seducing others to follow them as their egotistical leader, to build a following for themselves. Of course the heresy would not be directly opposed to current thinking; it would simply be a careful twisting or distortion. An outright denial would be clear to all but a clever distortion would lead many astray. Alas this is true even today and it can be perceived that certain teachers have the objective of building up their own following.


  The Resources Available


  These resources are indicated in v.32. It is really a double resource but both are permanent in character. The apostle says "and now", showing that these resources are still available for us today. The first resource is God Himself: "I commend you to God." He is still in control. The assembly still belongs to Him. There is an infinite supply to meet every need. The second resource is "the word of His grace". A rich supply of grace is needed to overcome both the satanic and sectarian ministry previously indicated. It includes the full implications of the gospel already referred to in v.24, the contents of which are detailed in v.21. This Word is able to do two things; to build up and to give an inheritance among all them which are sanctified. The apostle is indicating that the present is accounted for and the future is secure as well; thus giving an impetus for continuing in the work. The overseer is therefore not without appropriate resources which when used correctly give valuable guidance now and promise for the future, thus giving incentive in every aspect of assembly activity.


  OUR ATTITUDE TOWARDS OVERSEERS


  In addition to all of the above, which is essentially an encapsulation of the teaching of Acts chapter 20, two matters still require attention. One is our attitude towards elders and the other is the qualifications necessary for those who are going to do the work. These are considered in turn. Mr. J. Dickson of Scotland planted the seed plot for the following some years ago in a personal communication. There are at least seven exhortations which should be noted.


  Knowing Them for their Labour - 1 Thess.5.12


  The idea behind the word "know" is that of knowing by observation. Perhaps the word "appreciate" which is used by the N.A.S.B. is not too far off the mark. Also the word for "labour" in our A.V. is a strong word indicating "toil and strenuous work that results in weariness and fatigue". In addition it is labour that is exerted "among you": namely in the congregation. It has been observed that elders "will obtain true recognition if they serve the saints well. Sheep will instinctively follow without the need for coercion one they have come to know and have learned to trust."3 The words "are over" in v.12 are from a word which has the idea of caring for and leading. It is used in the context of a father’s management of his family, particularly the proper control of his children, 1 Tim.3.4. The fact that it is "in the Lord" is indicative of the sphere of Lordship in which the administration has to take place.
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  Esteeming Them for their Work’s Sake - 1 Thess.5.13


  There is an interesting difference between the word "labour" in v.12 and the word for "work" in v.13. In v.12 it is more how the work is done. In v.13 it is more the deed that is undertaken. Thus in v.12 it is how they do it and in v.13 it is what they do. It is evident from v.13 that the esteem is to be shown "very highly" and "in love". The overseer must not be taken for granted. It is so easy to complain rather than to be thankful and to emphasise the bad and forget the good. True love is to be shown as the basis of respect.


  Honouring Them for their Rule - 1 Tim.5.17


  Indeed in the passage the emphasis is on them that "rule well". The honour involved is likely to include material support when necessary in addition to giving appropriate respect. This is emphasised by the two quotations in v.18. However, the example of the apostle in Acts 20.34,35 should not be forgotten. He was not slow to use his hands as necessary! The word for "rule", proistemi, here is the same as that already seen in 1 Thess.5.12, where it is translated "are over". The thought is that of exercising effective "pastoral leadership".4 In addition these elders are those who labour in the Word and doctrine. They are working hard to effectively communicate the Word of God in all its fullness giving appropriate expository teaching covering all aspects of Divine truth.


  
    	
      4 Alexander Strauch. "Biblical Eldership - An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church Leadership". Published by Lewis and Roth Publishers, 1995.

    

  


  Remembering Them for their Teaching – Heb.13.7


  It is possible that these elders had already known martyrdom. Those left were to remember their triumphant finish and the issue of their conduct; namely the person of Christ and to imitate their faith; that is their faithful example. It is clear from the next verse Who that faithful example is: "Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and today, and for ever." The basis of their communication was quite simply the "Word of God". While the under shepherds may have passed on, the Great Shepherd still had his eye on the sheep and was communicating to them on the basis of Divine revelation; namely the Word of God.


  Obeying Them for their Faithfulness – Heb.13.1


  The idea in the words "rule over you" is clearly that of leadership. The translation of J. N. Darby is "obey your leaders". The Greek work translated in v.17 "that have the rule over" is hegoumenoi. The same word occurs in v.7 and in v.24. It is a word that is used to describe military, political or religious leaders. It was used in the LXX of the Old Testament to describe the heads of tribes, a commander of an army or the ruler of the nation, Israel. The idea is clear. It is not one taking an authoritarian stand demanding obedience but the idea of leading the way or going first as a general or commander. The idea of being "over" is never used of the elder as standing over. The elder is rather "among" or "in" the flock. As the late Mr. A. L. Leckie said, "spiritual leaders are just that without necessarily being aware of it." The obedience demanded here is because of the faithfulness of the overseer.


  Submitting To Them for their Watchfulness – Heb.13.17


  The submission demanded is because they watch "for your souls" as "they that must give account". The thought in the word "watch" is that of deprivation of sleep because of their keen interest in the flock. They must "give account" at the end and the writer to the Hebrews desires that they may do it with joy and not with grief. True submission would surely lead to profit to those involved and the additional blessing to the leader of giving a good account with joy. Loyalty is thus enjoined because of the grave responsibility before the Lord.


  Saluting Them for their Guidance – Heb.13.24


  It would be good to give overseers a little word of encouragement for all the guidance they give to the Lord’s people. After all there is plenty of criticism! There should not be resentment but salutation.


  THE QUALIFICATIONS NECESSARY


  The qualifications are detailed in 1 Timothy chapter 3 and Titus chapter 1. An exhaustive study is not possible in the scope of this chapter. Mr. Vine indicates that the "character of the work is determined by the character of those who do it"5, and has given an excellent summary of 1 Timothy chapter 3, based on the R.V. It is deemed valuable to quote this in full, even though it is lengthy: "The overseer is, firstly to be "without reproach": his life, past and present, must be entirely free from anything inconsistent with the responsibility of spiritual leadership. Secondly, his married life (if married; it does not say he must have a wife) must be exemplary. While the avoidance of polygamy was enjoined in a general condition when it was common, what is laid down involves the necessity for the strictest purity in regard to the opposite sex, and complete abstention from anything of an unholy nature in this respect. Thirdly, he must be "temperate", i.e., self- restrained; the word implies that watchfulness which guards against any kind of excess. Fourthly, "soberminded", a word which, in the original, suggests that discretion of mind which avoids mere levity on the one hand and a gravity which is characterised by moroseness on the other hand. Fifthly, "orderly", decent, not merely in outward demeanour, but in temper and spirit, avoiding that pride and self-will which make for disorder in temperament and habit.
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  These five have to do more especially with the inner self; the following ten relate to effects on others. Sixthly, he is to be "given to hospitality"; the word literally means love of strangers, and suggests a readiness to entertain others than friends and acquaintances, cf. Rom.12.13; Heb.13.2; 1 Tim.5.10. Seventhly, "apt to teach", skilled in imparting instruction; he may not have the gift of public speaking, but he must have such a knowledge of God and of the Scriptures that he is able to impart instruction to children of God, whether young in the faith or those of maturer spiritual life. Eighthly, "no brawler", the word literally means "given to wine"; as, however, that condition leads to fierce and abusive language; the overseer is to be entirely free from that kind of speech. Ninthly, "no striker"; he who is given to abuse in speech is liable to violence of act.


  Tenthly, he is to be "gentle"; the word suggests that combination of forbearance and considerateness that deals with facts and deeds in a humane and kindly spirit, and does not easily take offence. The eleventh quality puts this negatively: "not contentious", i.e., free from a quarrelsome spirit, from a readiness to dispute, which so often leads to loss of temper, cf. 2 Tim.2.24. The twelfth is also negative: he must be "no lover of money." There are two aspects of this (which represents a single word in the original) one, that of freedom from covetousness, whether in the matter of money or anything else, the other that of generosity and liberality.


  The thirteenth relates to one who has a household or family: he must be "one that ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity", that is, with seemliness of demeanour. This indicates that combination of authority, kindliness and benevolence which helps children to find a delight in honouring their parents. The presence of children so trained makes a true home. The character of his family has an important bearing upon his service and influence as an overseer. "If a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of God?" The change of verb is significant (though "rule" is used in 5.17 regarding the church). A well ordered house is a test of a married man’s fitness to care for God’s children. The fourteenth is again negative : "not a novice, lest being puffed up he fall into the condemnation of the devil"; he must have had years of experience in the things of God, in the truths relating to Christian life and to those of a local church. Otherwise there is a danger of pride and ambition and their condemnation. The fifteenth and last relates to the world, "them that are without." They are shrewdly observant of the moral life of believers, and ever ready to remark upon evil living, slackness and unreliability.


  These qualifications have this in view, that the testimony of the life of those in responsibility in an assembly may be consistent with the Name of the Lord and with doctrines of the faith. All this should not deter young men from seeking the guidance of God as to the high and holy privileges of overseership and its consequent rewards."


  A more detailed study is given by Strauch6. This whole book is worthy of further reference in the context of caring for a local church.
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  COMPENSATION TO BE EXPECTED


  There is an excellent promise for the overseer given in 1 Pet.5.4. When the Chief Shepherd shall appear he "shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away." This is to be given in the day of accounting at the Bema. The under-shepherd will not go unrewarded. The arduous, continuous and often thankless contribution will be adequately compensated by the Chief Shepherd Himself who will give the "crown of glory".


  CHAPTER 10 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONDUCT


  by Thomas H. Matthews, Brazil


  It seems appropriate to commence a chapter on behaviour in the assembly with a reference to the first such assembly in Acts chapter 2. By doing so readers will be immediately faced with a feature all too little in evidence in modern times, but evidently considered basic in the balmy days of the Acts of the Apostles. That feature is the fear of God and the control that it exercised on each member.


  THE FIRST ASSEMBLY - Acts chapter 2


  Scarcely had the basic practices of the first assembly in Jerusalem been stated until we read "and fear came upon every soul" v.43. There follows in vv.44-47 a more detailed list of their activities. It seems to be the decided intention of the Spirit of God to give prominence to that godly fear which was so evident. The English Standard Version renders it: "and awe came upon every soul." One searches in vain for any exhortations at this juncture that these new believers should now move carefully in the fear of God as they met together. No exhortation was necessary. This holy fear was the spontaneous reaction to the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. Those now indwelt by Him had no inclination to act in any other way.


  Even in New Testament times it would seem that there was a drift from these high standards of reverence, but God’s standard for those who belong to His assembly has never changed. The writer recalls the late Mr. Thomas McKelvey of Northern Ireland (1896-1983) recounting the first occasion on which he partook of the emblems at the Lord’s Supper. He spoke of taking the cup with a trembling hand. That he did not move far from such a God fearing attitude during his long life was evident to those who had the opportunity to hear him partake in thanksgiving at the Breaking of Bread. He would speak of "the reverential fear of God rising within our bosoms." The presence of God amongst His people in an assembly calls for this holy fear, and the maintenance of it by all preserves the atmosphere on that high level which becomes such a company.


  A solemn occasion arose in the early days of that first assembly when Ananias and Sapphira agreed to attempt to deceive the apostles into thinking that the amount handed in for the sale of their property was the full amount received for it, Acts chapter 5. What they failed to understand was that they were not only, and not chiefly, dealing with the apostles, but with the Holy Spirit. Their deceitfulness was thus seen to be sinful in the extreme. The death of both led to an intensification of the fear already referred to and the observant reader will note that it is now described as "great fear" vv.5,11. No lightness could exist in that assembly. It was good to be there for God was there, but each and all must have learned to tread carefully lest they grieve the Spirit of God.


  The Spirit still dwells in the assembly of His people, 1 Cor.3.16, constituting it a solemn responsibility to pertain thereto. With what weight to the soul come the words: "If any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are." The late Mr. William Trew of Cardiff (1902-1971) once approached an elderly brother of renowned godliness concerning a serious problem that he was facing with certain brethren. The old gentleman suggested several possible courses. To each suggestion, Mr. Trew replied that he had attempted that, but without success. On hearing this, the experienced veteran with great impact said: "In that case they have the Holy Spirit to deal with!" How solemn it is to belong to a Scriptural assembly!


  BEHAVIOUR IN THE ASSEMBLY AT CORINTH


  Behaviour in the Corinthian assembly was at grievous variance with the mind of God for His people. Without doubt the early reference to the Divine calling "unto the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord" 1 Cor.1.9, was intended to promote unity. Where there is true acknowledgment of the Lordship of Christ unity will not be easily compromised. Where there is true enjoyment of "the fellowship of His Son", all who share in it will have a close affinity with one another. The carnal choice of servants as party leaders in Corinth was far from being evidence of the enjoyment of this sublime fellowship, 1.12. Such activity brought about a spirit of rivalry and probably bitterness in the assembly.


  The solemn import of chapter 5 and its bearing on the behaviour of all in assembly fellowship is something which none can ignore. When instruction is given in v.8, to "keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth" the reference is to the Old Testament "Feast of Unleavened Bread" Lev.23.6. This feast followed immediately on "The Passover" and is suggestive of that change which redemption brings. Malice and wickedness are now to be considered things of the past and sincerity and truth are to mark the character of the believer from salvation’s day until the end of his course down here. The deep solemnity of all this is seen in the last part of the chapter where certain malicious and wicked sins call for exclusion from the assembly. All who have been present when such judgment is carried out know these to be amongst the most distressing moments in assembly life.


  In chapter 6, it is seen that brethren had no scruples about taking their brethren to law. Surely they must have felt rebuked by the apostle’s words in v.6, "brother goeth to law with brother, and that before the unbelievers." Once again it is evident that many there were not in the enjoyment of "the fellowship of His Son". This is also evident in their indifference to the conscience of the weak brother in chapter 8. He seemed to be despised as not worth worrying about, neither him nor his scruples, but God’s Word says that he is one "for whom Christ died" v.11. These words are further strengthened by the charge, "but when ye sin so against the brethren and wound their weak conscience, ye sin against Christ" v.12. Paul is set to bring them to the high level of v.13 "Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend."


  Serious disunity manifested itself in yet another form and this, at the Breaking of Bread. How degrading! That holy gathering had been desecrated and treated as though it were a common meal, with the aggravation that some were hungry through lack and others were drunken through excess. Surely as the reading took place of how that the supper had been instituted "on the same night in which He was betrayed" 11.23, a wave of humiliation and shame must have come over the entire company. Their behaviour was totally at variance with the atmosphere and solemnity becoming the remembrance of the Lord’s death.


  
    	
      "When I survey the wondrous cross

    


    	
      On which the Prince of Glory died,

    


    	
      My richest gain I count but loss,

    


    	
      And pour contempt on all my pride."

    

  


  (Isaac Watts)


  1 Corinthians chapter 13, the great chapter on love, had a very real application to local conditions in Corinth. Mr. William Rodgers is worth quoting here: chapter 13 "not only supplies the lubricating oil to the machinery of chapter 12, ere it comes into action in chapter 14, but also furnishes the true antidote to all the evils wherewith the church of Corinth was ravaged … The phrase "love envieth not",13.4, stands over against the jealousy of 12.15,16 and "love vaunteth not itself", over against the pride of 12.21. In like manner we may add that the love which "is not puffed up" would have left no room for the party spirit of 1.12 etc. The love that "rejoiceth not in iniquity" would have prevented the complacent tolerance of the evil thing in chapter 5. The love that "suffereth long and is kind" would have hindered the lawsuits with their brethren of chapter 6. The love that "seeketh not her own" would never trample on the consciences of fellow-believers as in chapter 8; and the love which "doth not behave itself unseemly" would have put a bar on both the forwardness of certain women and the drunkenness of chapter 11."1


  
    	
      1 William Rodgers "Bible Notes and Expositions" 1976: Privately Published.

    

  


  An overview of chapters 11-14 brings many important matters to light with regard to the conduct God expects of His people as they meet in public. The early part of chapter 11 presents the obligation on Christian women to use the head covering which is the badge of subjection, and also to wear their hair long, aware that as such it is in full accord with the symbolism of the additional covering. The passage shows that God’s intention is that the distinction between the sexes should be evident in the appearance of both and that God-fearing women will subscribe to this in their manner of dress both in meetings and in every day life as a whole.


  Reference has already been made to the latter part of chapter 11 when dealing with the grievous disunity that marred the Corinthian assembly. The use of the title "Lord" with reference to the Lord Jesus in this section underlines His authority. To respect His Lordship when met together to remember Him will surely cause each one to move and act with great care.


  In chapter 12 the apostle uses the human body as an object lesson of the functioning of the various members of an assembly. The supreme lesson is one of unity, which as already seen, applied in a special way to the Corinthian assembly. Inasmuch as the body is not one member but many, there must be co-operation, v.14. To complain of not having a position for which one is not fitted is unbecoming. That is what Paul is teaching when he pictures the foot as unable to say: "Because I am not the hand, I am not of the body" v.15. Just as there would be a superabundance of sight, but nothing else "if the whole body were an eye" v.17, so it is wrong for one person to take over all the functions of an assembly. Those whose function or gift gives them less prominence must not be considered of little importance: "the eye cannot say unto the hand, I have no need of thee" v.21. The lofty ideal is "that there should be no schism in the body; but that the members should have the same care one for another" v.25.


  The prominence of the thought of "edification" in chapter 14 sets the standard for assembly meetings. God’s intention is that the members may learn and be edified each time they come together. That would come about principally, but by no means exclusively, through the use of the gift of prophecy. It is evident that in the present day the opening up of the Scriptures corresponds to the early gift of prophecy.


  All of this spiritual edification should come in an atmosphere of mutual consideration and peace vv.20-33. Confusion or moments of embarrassment ought not to occur. The writer recalls the feeling of revulsion with which he witnessed a brother hastily withdrawing from the "Breaking of Bread" to attend a call on his mobile phone. Such happenings must be scrupulously avoided.


  The chapter just now under consideration offers much instruction and help in the matter of taking public part in the assembly. "Let all things be done unto edifying" v.26, indicates the motive behind all public participation. "Let all things be done decently and in order" v.40, reminds one of the Old Testament Tabernacle, with its orderly ministry and careful transport. The casual or careless approach to spiritual things can only be grieving to the Lord and detrimental to the maintenance of a heavenly atmosphere in the assembly. Practical and plain ministry is often necessary, but if it is given in an unspiritual way with a determination to humiliate someone, it is not likely to accomplish much, if indeed anything, for God’s glory or the believers’ blessing. The "all things" of v.26 extends to the announcing of hymns and leading in prayer. The Lord doubtless leads and there is a close connection between true spirituality and His direction. Common sense will also be consistent with the Lord’s leading. A brother will make sure that the tune of a hymn is known before requesting it to be sung. Many believers have duties that must be attended to after the Breaking of Bread. If it is almost the usual time for finishing, it is unsuitable to announce a long hymn, which only creates tension for those with a time schedule. The same may be said for a lengthy prayer on such occasions. Conciseness in public prayer is not a sign of lack of spirituality, just as a lengthy prayer is not a guarantee of personal godliness. The latter may indicate lack of consideration.


  Although the women are to keep silence in the churches v.34, it is evident that they will be there and that with a desire to learn (see Newberry margin v.35). Any Christian woman who thinks that the deeper study of the Word of God is only for men, will surely deny herself much spiritual nourishment, and that in turn must diminish her spiritual input both in the home and in her contact with other believers generally.


  BEHAVIOUR IN THE ASSEMBLY AT PHILIPPI


  The saints in the assembly at Philippi present a contrast to those at Corinth. There is an evident difference in their prayer life. Prayer is only mentioned in a general way in 1 Corinthians with reference to husband and wife, 7.5. Only in the second epistle, 1.11, does Paul ask for prayer. What a difference in Philippians! They added joy to Paul in his times of prayer for them, Phil.1.4 and were a cause for thanksgiving. The rich development of their love inspired the apostle to pray for its increase "more and more" v.9. It was evidently an easy thing to instruct them to be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving to let their requests be made known unto God, 4.6. To instruct those who are careless about prayer in the terms of this verse is to become aware that you are touching a hollow part of that person’s life. It was not like that with the Philippian believers.


  The prayer exercise of the assembly at Philippi has a very practical application to all who belong to a Scriptural assembly. It is amazing how often brethren seem reluctant to pray when in the prayer meeting. There are so many on-going burdens and problems, not least those of unsaved children, that such reluctance seems unjustifiable. Brethren ought to come to the meeting with a burden and in prayer relief may be found for that burden. All may thus leave the meeting with the conviction that God has heard the cries of His people.


  As to fellowship in the Gospel, another contrast comes to light between the Philippians and the Corinthians. Paul, who refrained from accepting practical fellowship from the Corinthian assembly, 1 Cor 9.12, was greatly cheered to receive it from Philippi, Phil.4.10. He enjoyed not only their practical fellowship, but also their self-denying help in other ways as he laboured in the gospel, 1.5. Yet even in Philippi the foreseeing shepherd and apostle seems to have been aware of the possibility of some form of disunity. So they are "to stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel" 1.27. They are to be "likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind" 2.2. The tender pleadings together with the presentation of the Lord Jesus as the great Example, 2.5-11, was probably sufficient to draw the believers back from the divisive tendency.


  Reflecting on the high practical standards attained in the Philippian assembly, it is important to remember that no assembly, not even one that has reached such heights, is exempt from the attack of the enemy and the insidious introduction of those elements that divide and disturb. As a young man, the writer was present when two leading brethren engaged in an interesting conversation. Reference was made to a certain assembly that the speaker maintained was "one of the best" in the whole area. The other, a truly godly man, replied, "If that be so they would need to take care, for the Devil will want to attack them."


  BEHAVIOUR IN THE ASSEMBLY AT THESSALONICA


  The love, so sadly absent in the Corinthian assembly, but evident amongst the Philippians, is also seen in the church of the Thessalonians where it was the incentive to diligent labour, 1 Thess.1.3. It was united with a growing faith and a steadfast hope for the future in the coming of the Lord. Their love manifested itself not only in labour for the Lord, but in a mutual interest in the well being of one another and the apostle is careful to promote this still further, "Wherefore comfort yourselves together, and edify one another, even as also ye do" 1 Thess. 5.11. Such was the progress in love amongst the brethren that the apostle declared in 4.9 that it was the result of a Divine work in their souls, "… ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another." It is evident that in Scripture the Divine work and the human exercise function in combination and so the apostle exhorts "that ye increase more and more" v.10.


  The references to "faith" in 1 Thessalonians, especially in chapter 3 seem to present faith as the very soul of Christian experience. The apostle sought to comfort them concerning their faith, 3.2, in view of persecution. He sent to know their faith, v.5, fearing lest they succumb to the Enemy. Good news from Timothy on the subject encouraged him so that he was comforted by their faith, v.7 and awaited the opportunity to perfect that which was lacking in their faith, v.10.


  Faith is indeed the kernel of Christian living. Its strength is determined by the influence which those things believed have on the heart and life. It grows as the conviction concerning unseen realities grows and thus becomes the predominant factor in life.


  The two epistles to the Thessalonians indicate something of the extent to which the hope of the Lord’s coming was an ever-bright hope to those persecuted believers. Reference is made to their "patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ" 1.3. The waiting for "His Son from heaven" v.10, was evidently an immediate result of their conversion. Thus the well known trio of love, faith and hope come together as an example to all believers.


  In common with the Philippians, the Thessalonians were ever ready to spread the Gospel to those around and even to those at a distance, 1Thess 1.8. This surely is an indispensable part of the local church and its conduct.


  Summing up the various aspects of Christian conduct as seen in the epistles to the Philippians and the Thessalonians it may be said that where conditions are right there will be an atmosphere of love. Faith will be developed. The hope of the Lord’s return will be ever present. Prayer will be constant and gospel activity will be a priority. All will be carried on in a harmonious spirit.


  HOW ONE OUGHT TO BEHAVE IN THE HOUSE OF GOD -


  


  1 Tim.3.15 (Newberry margin)


  No treatise on Christian behaviour in an assembly can be considered complete without some comment on those verses which lead to the great statement of 1 Tim.3.15, "But if I tarry long, that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth."


  The early verses of chapter 2 make clear that godliness and gravity (Newberry margin) ought to be characteristic of God’s people in general. Further to this it is expected that those who pray publicly in the assembly will be clean in life, temperate, self controlled and convinced of the effectiveness of prayer, v.8. In vv.9-15 attention is drawn away from what one hears to what one sees in the house of God.


  Before entering into a little detail in this section that deals with the dress and deportment of women in the assembly, it may be of profit to compare the passage with some verses found in Isa.3.12-24. To what does God point in order to reveal the decadent state of Judah? Two areas call for attention: the first is the Leaders vv.12-15 and the second is the Women of the Nation vv.16-23, with special emphasis on the vanity of their character as seen in their tinkling ornaments, chains, bracelets, earrings, rings, nose jewels, changeable suits of apparel etc. So in 1 Timothy, attention is drawn to the women and their deportment and dress, to be followed by the qualifications for overseers and deacons. Perhaps we can safely affirm that as of old, so today, the deportment and dress of the women and the character of the leaders, together present a fairly accurate picture of the true state of an assembly.


  The modest dress of the Christian woman in 1 Tim.2.9-10, is not a mere uniform to identify a particular brand of people. The crux of the matter is found in the statement, "… which becometh women professing godliness" 2.10. While the word translated "godliness" is a little different from that used elsewhere in the epistle, its meaning is similar. It is that reverence for God that shrinks from all that grieves Him. This simple definition may bring to readers’ minds certain Christian women of outstanding character. In 1 Timothy chapter 2 it is what God expects to be normal for all Christian women. Such godliness conditions the thinking of the woman and governs her decisions when choosing adornment.


  Some may not perceive the significance of dress and its importance in Bible times. The ephod of the high priest’s garments, being of gold, blue, purple, scarlet and fined twined linen with cunning work, Ex. 28.6, marked his close connection with the Sanctuary of God’s presence. The sackcloth clothing of the two witnesses in Rev.11.3 identified them as men with a solemn message of judgment. The rapid donning of his fisher’s coat in Jn.21.7 showed Peter to be a man who would not dare to meet the Lord without being adequately dressed. No one needed to tell him what to do, it was instinctive.


  A similar instinct, strengthened by the indwelling Spirit, causes the godly woman to gladly acquiesce with the instructions of God’s Word. She will be well dressed, but modestly so. The purity of her character will ensure the adequate covering of her person. Neither the use of gold nor its imitation, nor pearls, nor clothing that draws attention by its "way out" style or evident excessive cost, will be of interest to her. She turns from such vanity in her sincere desire to make her life useful in the constant practice of good works.


  Several passages give instruction as to the woman’s apparel, but it is remarkable that there seems to be an absence of corresponding passages to deal with men’s apparel. Without attempting to explain this, is it not self-evident that the profession of godliness on the part of the men will also manifest itself in their dress? It cannot be for a moment countenanced that ostentation is prohibited for women, but permitted in men.


  A question may be asked as to how men ought to dress for the meetings. General principles leave little doubt in this matter. Just as Peter, already referred to, felt that he could not approach the Lord as he was dressed for the fishing expedition, Jn.21.7, so men who have grasped the sublime nature of an assembly will make a distinction between what may be acceptable in terms of dress in the general run of life, and how they ought to present themselves in the gatherings of the saints. The writer has spent most of his life in a third world country. He has known quite a number of poor men who, after being saved came into assembly fellowship. Without exception and almost without any orientation, these have made a practice of dressing for meetings in the best clothes that they possessed.


  Every thinking person is impressed by the high qualifications required in those who would lead God’s people. There need be no surprise "… seeing it is a living God’s assembly" (translation by Wm.Kelly). The high standard required in those who lead is not only because of the sacred nature of their duties, but also that by their example they may show to all how they ought to live as members of the assembly. It is evident that some of the qualifications for overseers have a special bearing on their work. The open home, the ability to teach, the required maturity are all necessary for efficient leadership. Other moral qualifications in the list ought to be found in all the members, but must be found in the elder. Similarly the deacons must hold the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience. This requisite probably has in view that at least some of them will be teaching it. But the high moral character required will, in those men, serve as an example to all of that holiness which becomes God’s house.


  THE EPISTLE TO TITUS


  In the goodness of God, the gospel has often penetrated people whose cultural background made them anything but good citizens. Such seems to have been the case in Crete for it was a Cretian who said, "The Cretians are always liars, evil beasts, slow bellies", 1.12. No doubt such a background would bring problems in the after life of those saved, but the epistle written to Titus shows no trace whatever of any lowering of God’s standard for His house to accommodate their weak culture. Possibly recent converts would be slower to grasp God’s standard and to rise to its height. Many problems would arise, but the Word of God admits of no diminishing of what becomes those who bear the honoured name. Thus the aged men are to be sober and sound in faith. The aged women are to be in behaviour as becometh holiness using their godly influence to teach the younger women to be sober, discreet, chaste, keepers at home etc. The young men are to be sober-minded and the servants to be obedient, 2.1-10. How can such a high standard of behaviour be produced in the lives of those who were "sometimes foolish, disobedient …?" 3.3. The answer is that through the "washing of regeneration" God has effected a spiritual cleansing that brings sinners into a new state. By "the renewing of the Holy Spirit" all things have become new and seeing the Holy Spirit has been shed on us abundantly, there is on-going strength to live as becomes the "heirs according to the hope of eternal life" 3.7.


  PSALM 89.6-7


  Psalm 89.6-7 presents a fitting conclusion to the subject of behaviour in God’s house, "For who in the heaven can be compared unto the Lord? Who among the sons of the mighty can be likened unto the Lord? God is greatly to be feared in the assembly of the saints and to be had in reverence of all them that are about Him." The language of the A.V., to which so many are accustomed, makes the application of v.7 to an assembly very apt. The weight of the verse as thus applied, has been felt by all who have learned to tread carefully in assembly life. Nothing is ever lost by close attention to the text in reading God’s Word. When this is done with these verses, it may well be that the English Standard Version brings the reader nearer to the exact meaning. It reads, "For who in the skies can be compared to the Lord? Who among the heavenly beings is like the Lord, a God greatly to be feared in the council of the holy ones and awesome above all who are around Him?" The "council of the holy ones" seems then to refer to the council of sinless heavenly beings. If this is so, how much more ought He to be feared amongst sinners saved by grace? If He is indeed "awesome above all who are around Him", then the privilege of gathering in His house must be seen as the highest honour, the most solemn responsibility and the greatest incentive to holiness of life.


  CHAPTER 11 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CLEANLINESS


  by James R. Baker, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  The importance of the cleanliness of a local assembly has a close and integral link to its sanctity. Throughout the revelation of the Old Testament there is clear and definite emphasis placed upon the holiness of God, and of the place where He dwells in the midst of His gathered people in both the Tabernacle and later the Temple. Similarly in the New Testament, many references are made to the same truth, beginning with the words of the Lord Jesus recorded in the Gospels and further continued in the teaching of the Epistles. As with other New Testament doctrinal and practical matters it is important to identify relevant principles found in Old Testament Scripture that are supra-dispensational.


  OLD TESTAMENT CONSIDERATIONS


  "Touch no unclean thing; go ye out of the midst of her; be ye clean, that bear the vessels of the LORD" Isa.52.11. Although the prophet Isaiah used these words in a different context, they adequately express the revealed mind and will of God regarding the purity which was to mark those members of the tribe of Levi whose responsibility it was to carry the sacred vessels. To preserve the sanctity of the house of God the Priests and Levites were required to be morally and ceremonially clean. Leviticus chapter 8 Divinely prescribes the aspects and modes of cleansing which were to be applied to make and keep them clean. The term holy, in its varying forms, is used many times in Exodus, Numbers and Leviticus.


  Jehovah judged the lack of such purity in differing ways and there are recorded instances of the punishment of God falling upon His people when impurity was discovered. The holiness of God was to be respected and preserved in the ongoing life of the nation of Israel. An outstanding example of this was seen early in the wilderness journey in the case of Achan whose covetousness was hidden from all but did not escape the eye of God, Josh. 7.10,11,25,26. The severity of the outcome in judgment revealed the standard by which God expected His people to live. The sin of Nadab and Abihu further revealed the Divine standard of holiness set for those who had priestly responsibility in the nation, Lev.10.1,2. The judgment which fell at that time reveals the severity with which God viewed deviation from the pattern which He had given for the Divine dwelling and man’s approach to it.


  


  NEW TESTAMENT CONSIDERATIONS


  Thoughtful readers of the New Testament will be familiar with the fact that the present period of God’s dealings with His redeemed people is marked by two important features. The first is that of a living exalted Man: Jesus the Son of God Who has ascended, and is now seated at God’s right hand in heaven. The second fact is of the presence on earth of the Holy Spirit of God. There is clear New Testament teaching that each true believer, born of God in the present day of grace, is indwelt personally and bodily by the Holy Spirit, "What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own" 1 Cor.3.19. Again, it is taught that the Holy Spirit dwells within the local assembly, "Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" 1 Cor.3.16.


  The personal presence of a Divine and holy Person demands that both the believer and the local company with which they are associated must be holy. Any deviation from the mind and will of God in either doctrine or manner of life in these spheres, will infringe upon the sanctity with which they are Divinely invested, "If any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are" 1 Cor.3.17. This principle applies to the individual and corporate aspects of the temple of God and therefore underlines the importance of what the Bible teaches on the subject of moral and doctrinal standards desired by God in both spheres. It also highlights the reason why there must be self-discipline in the life of the believer, and assembly discipline within the companies of those who gather in and to the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ.


  The aim of Satan is to impair and destroy sanctity in the personal and collective life of the people of God. The Lord Jesus spoke about such matters in His earthly ministry to His disciples, and in one conversation with them He revealed that sin in any spiritual company is like leaven in a lump of dough because it will spread, "Then Jesus said unto them, Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees … How is it that ye do not understand that I spake it not to you concerning bread, that ye should beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees? ... Then understood they how that He bade them not beware of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees" Matt.16.6,11,12. The Lord Jesus also spoke of the leaven of Herod. "And He charged them, saying, Take heed, beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, and of the leaven of Herod" Mk.8.15. It is clear from the foregoing Scriptures that the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees refers to the potential spread of evil doctrine, but the leaven of Herod refers to the potential spread of evil moral practice. It was well known in the days of John the Baptist that Herod had already divorced his own wife, and then had taken his brother’s wife. Of this John had said "It is not lawful for thee to have thy brother’s wife" Mk.6.18. John knew that Herod was living a life of perpetual adultery.


  The significance of the Lord’s words on leaven and its spread is further developed in later references in the New Testament epistles. In the assembly at Corinth there was a man who had committed moral sin, and was continuing in his sin. The ministry of 1 Corinthians chapter 5 is devoted to this problem and part of the advice of the apostle to them was "Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump? Purge out therefore the old leaven" vv.6,7 and, "put away from among yourselves that wicked person" v.13. Later, when writing to the Galatians the same apostle was aware of the strong winds of false doctrine that were blowing in that area. The Judaisers were teaching that the believers who had come from the Gentile world were not completely saved without circumcision and without the observance of, and obedience to, other aspects of the law. This was wrong doctrine and thus the apostle wrote "A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump" v.8. It is vitally important for every New Testament assembly to remember the importance of the purity of its doctrine and also the moral purity of each saint in its fellowship. Moral and doctrinal impurity, if present, will soon spread and will detrimentally affect the whole company.


  


  NEW TESTAMENT CHURCHES


  "These things write I unto thee, hoping to come unto thee shortly: But if I tarry long, that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth" 1 Tim.3.15. The importance of the holy atmosphere within the local assembly of the saints is stressed in many New Testament passages, and commensurate behaviour within such companies is also taught. As quoted above, Paul stated the reason for writing his first epistle to Timothy was so that proper behaviour in the assembly could be seen. In the following verse it is taught that this behaviour could be defined as "godliness", and this is a key truth throughout the epistle. Godliness was manifest in the Incarnation and subsequent life on earth of our Lord Jesus Christ. The clear implication is that all believers should manifest such behaviour both within and without the local assembly.


  The Planting of Local Assemblies


  The Book of Acts contains the record of the descent and baptism of the Holy Spirit and the subsequent progress of approximately the first thirty years of personal and collective Christian testimony in the present ‘Day of Grace’. A unique aspect of this period was the commencement or planting of New Testament churches. The distinction between the Church, the one body of Christ and the many New Testament assemblies is described in more detail in the first chapter of this book. It should be noted that the local churches described, were all the result of the preaching of the gospel in the widening geographical areas as the testimony progressed. There is no example of an assembly being commenced purely on the ground of geographical convenience, and certainly not because of conflicting views on doctrinal matters. Each new company was evidence that God was working through His servants in a particular area.


  The Pattern of Local Assemblies


  "Then they that gladly received his word were baptised: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls. And they continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers" Acts 2.41,42. In the Book of Acts, Luke begins his historical record with this first New Testament assembly, which was in Jerusalem, and it was unique in that it was the result of the preaching of the Gospel by Peter when three thousand souls were saved in one day. The four aspects in which they continued are described clearly as apostles’ doctrine, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayers, and are as vital today as when they were first practised. In addition, there is described the practices and principles of the various assemblies that were planted later, and which have clearly laid down the basis for assembly testimony throughout the whole church period. Many of these matters are confirmed and consolidated by the apostolic writings that now form part of inspired Scripture and they are the subject of teaching and exposition in this present volume.


  The Purity of Local Assemblies


  "Now ye are clean through the word which I have spoken unto you. Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, except ye abide in Me" Jn.15.3,4. These important words, spoken by the Lord Jesus to His disciples, contain the secret of cleanliness in both the personal and public life of all who are the children of God. Although it is obvious that the first requisite for a person to be in fellowship in a local assembly is that they are "born again" and baptised, yet it is also vital that they are living in daily communion with God. The world in which we live is a sphere of constant defilement. Each day there is fresh temptation. The later subject of assembly discipline is only necessary when the believer’s life becomes lax in the daily spiritual exercises that can give victory over the varied temptations of the world the flesh and the devil. Spiritual purity is enabled by the regular habit of reading and feeding on the Word of God in conjunction with the twin spiritual exercise of spending daily times of thanksgiving, confession and regular prayer. This is abiding in Christ. The spiritual tone of any assembly depends upon the spiritual level of each individual believer’s personal life before God. In principle this is in accord with the words of the Psalmist, "Thy word have I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against Thee" Ps.119.11. The Word of God will keep the believer from sin or else sin will keep the believer from the Word of God.


  FORMS OF DISCIPLINE IN A LOCAL ASSEMBLY


  In light of the holy atmosphere required in the assembly it is sadly possible that deviation from the will and ways of God will occur. The New Testament gives various examples of such waywardness and how to deal with it. As in the family sphere, all discipline that is administered is with a view to the continuing spiritual health and activity of both the assembly and the individuals involved.


  Discipline Involving Putting Away


  This form of discipline is often referred to as excommunication and is shown in Scripture to be applicable for moral, doctrinal and practical aspects of spiritual failure. It is required in all situations where the spiritual status of the assembly has been disturbed and cannot be recovered without repentance before God, and a return to former spiritual conditions. Three different aspects of such failure within New Testament Scripture will now be described.


  Moral Failure. "In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when ye are gathered together, and my spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, To deliver such an one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus ... But now I have written unto you not to keep company, if any man that is called a brother be a fornicator, or covetous, or an idolater, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with such an one no not to eat ... Therefore put away from among yourselves that wicked person" 1 Cor.5.4,5,11,13. This sad situation had entered the assembly at Corinth which had originally been planted through the preaching of the apostle Paul. It was dear to his heart and he regarded the believers there as his "beloved children" 1 Cor.4.14. The Apostle had received the news of grievous moral failure and sin that had taken place in the life of a brother in the assembly and the facts were well known and quickly spreading. The Divinely inspired advice given in 1 Corinthians chapter 5 is unambiguous. It is taught that such sin and its effects cannot be allowed to continue or else the corruption would spread to the detriment of the whole assembly. It is also revealed that the attitude of the assembly to these circumstances had not been appropriate, and instead of humility and repentance before God there was a proud spirit and lack of grief. From the advice that is given there emerge some guiding principles which will inform and help any assembly in such circumstances.


  
    	All the appropriate facts should be known and considered.


    	Guilt must be proved.


    	Such sin can spread within the assembly.


    	Action should be preceded by humility, grief and waiting upon God.


    	The offender must be "put away" from the assembly.


    	All discipline should be with a view to recovery providing there is repentance.


    	The truth of the expression "no not to eat" should be noted and practised.

  


  Further to the principles already considered, it is important to observe that the apostle was disturbed that the assembly had not mourned nor been grieved over such sin having taken place. Indeed the language used appears to suggest that their mourning before God could have resulted in God taking the action that they were now instructed to take. It should also be noted that there are misdemeanours so grave and complicated, that all the saints cannot consider them in public discussion. In such cases the assembly will have confidence in the report given by their elders and follow and support their recommendations. This will still enable the whole assembly to fulfil its responsibility of receiving new saints into fellowship and also of putting saints away when necessary.


  The different terms used in 1 Cor.5.11 describe intensely evil behaviour in the moral realm. They have become the subject of confusion in the minds of many and require careful consideration.


  Fornication is a term that when used alone, refers to every kind of sexual uncleanness and deviance. The word in the original Greek language is porneia which is the basis of our English word "pornography". This includes all forms of harlotry, adultery, incest, homosexuality, lesbianism, bestiality, paedophilia etc. and is the meaning in this passage.


  However, we ought to note that when it is used in the same context as the allied term "adultery" it is clearly seen to have the specific meaning of premarital physical intimacy. Adultery always refers to post marital physical intimacy with a partner to whom the participant is not married. A literal definition of adultery is given in Ezek.16.38, "And I will judge thee, as women that break wedlock." This clearly indicates its meaning and emphasises that it means unfaithfulness within the married state.


  Covetous indicates the desire to have more than one has. In many instances it is very hard to identify and prove that this moral failure exists and yet its gravity is seen here in that it is listed as a sin that deserves such absolute assembly discipline. In the present day of lotteries and allied systems of getting gain it is important that the people of God give heed to the words of the apostle Paul, "But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition. For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows. But thou, O man of God, flee these things; and follow after righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, meekness" 1Tim.6.9-11. From these verses can be seen the moral danger of strong appetites for riches. A person who has been proved to be guilty of theft must be included in this category and disciplined accordingly.


  An idolater was one who practised the worship of idols made by the hands of men. Many in the assembly at Corinth had been saved and delivered from such practice and the apostle Paul had revealed to them in writing that the energy behind every idol was the power of Satan and his emissaries. To return to such would be turning back from, and in effect renouncing, the true and only God. Such action would deserve putting away from the assembly. In Western society such sin would not easily be possible although the New Age Movements do exhibit some similar conditions that may be comparable.


  The railer is a category that can easily be misunderstood. The word indicates one who reviles and will easily use violent and even abusive language against others. Clearly this is completely foreign to the type of character a believer should display. Of the Lord Jesus we read, "Who, when He was reviled, reviled not again; when He suffered, He threatened not; but committed Himself to Him that judgeth righteously" 1 Pet.2.23. It behoves every believer to emulate the attitude of Christ in all such circumstances. Sadly, amongst saints attitudes of aggression and antipathy to each other can arise and it is from these conditions that the flesh within each child of God can produce the works that will bring grief to the heart of God. It is in conditions such as these that the sin of railing one against another can take place. In this context of a railer, the discipline of 1 Corinthians 5 would only be invoked if such railing continued after appropriate warning had been given. Slander against one another is another form of railing which must be judged when known and proven.


  The term drunkard hardly requires definition and describes one who is habitually given to consuming strong drink. The balance of both Old and New Testament exhortations on this subject stands firmly in favour of total abstinence. Present day statistics reveal this as one of the outstanding social problems in the entire world. Drink has a strong connection with almost every form of moral evil known to man and should be strenuously avoided by all who name the Name of Christ.


  The extortioner is one who will in essence steal from or deprive others of their possessions by various forms of deceit. This is often seen in the business world and the innocent who know little of the intricacies of modern financial systems are sometimes duped by those who have declared themselves bankrupt to prevent their creditors regaining what is their lawful money.


  All these categories are named to Divinely advise those who are responsible to God for maintaining the purity of the local assembly in dealing with the possible errors that may arise.


  Doctrinal Failure. "Ye did run well; who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth? ... A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump. I have confidence in you through the Lord, that ye will be none otherwise minded: but he that troubleth you shall bear his judgment, whosoever he be … I would they were even cut off which trouble you" Gal. 5.7,9,10,12. Earlier in this chapter, it has been shown that the Lord Jesus used the spread of leaven within a lump of dough as an illustration of the ease with which evil can spread in an assembly. It is of great significance that the exact statement used in 1 Cor.5.6 concerning the leaven of moral evil, is here repeated in the Galatian epistle concerning doctrinal evil. This reveals the importance of the purity and power of true scriptural teaching in local assembly life.


  It should also be stressed that this applies not only to what is taught but also to what is held by those who teach. Reference to this is found in the words of the Lord Jesus Christ to the church at Pergamos, "But I have a few things against thee, because thou hast there them that hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balac to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication. So hast thou also them that hold the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, which thing I hate. Repent; or else I will come unto thee quickly, and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth" Rev.2.14-16. These words reveal a very important aspect of the danger associated with wrong doctrine in assembly life. Some have claimed that it is allowable to receive those who hold wrong teaching providing they promise not to teach it. This is dangerous in the extreme and contrary to the words of the Lord Jesus already quoted.


  The reason for including doctrinal failure within the ‘putting away’ section may be questioned but it should be noted that in the passage referred to, the inspired advice of the Apostle emphasises the gravity of the evil effect of the teaching upon the assemblies in Galatia. The following statements should be carefully considered "who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth … a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump … he that troubleth you shall bear his judgment … I would they were even cut off which trouble you" Gal.5.7-12. The failure of Hymenaeus and Alexander appeared to be of a doctrinal nature and the apostolic verdict was that they were "delivered unto Satan, that they may learn not to blaspheme" 1 Tim.1.20.


  This, when compared with the same words in 1 Cor.5.5 suggests the act of putting away. Whilst the use of these apostolic words would not be used in our day when putting someone away from assembly fellowship, they are very descriptive of what does take place at such a time. To be in fellowship in the assembly is to be within a Divine sphere where the presence of Christ can be experienced and the blessing of God enjoyed by the power of the Holy Spirit. When any believer is put away from assembly fellowship they are effectively delivered into Satan’s sphere. For the genuine child of God there will be continual discomfort and unhappiness in such a sphere, this is the burden of the words that follow revealing that they should soon learn not to continue in the things which had necessitated such serious discipline.


  Practical Failure. "And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican. Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven" Matt.18.17,18. There are but two instances given of the Lord Jesus speaking about the Church and each is distinct from the other. The first is in Matthew chapter 16 where He clearly referred to the Church or the one Body of this present dispensation. This great Body comprising of both Jew and Gentile began on the day of Pentecost and will be complete at the time of the Rapture, when He will come to the air to call and take to Himself the one Body, the Bride of the Lamb. The second is in Matthew chapter 18 and is the church or the local assembly that gathers in a given geographical location. This company is composed of saints who gather to and in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Within the compass of the Lord’s ministry on this subject in vv.15-20, He referred to a situation that could easily affect the local gathering. It concerned a trespass between two brethren.


  The Lord Jesus outlined three steps to be taken in seeking the recovery of the erring brother. The final stage that the Lord outlined would be for the matter to be brought to the church. This immediately confirms the difference between this context and chapter 16. The local church is a tangible body composed of living men and women in contrast to the Church, which is the Body of Christ. If the offended brother failed to listen to the verdict of the assembly he was to be regarded as "an heathen man and a publican." This discipline has been interpreted by some as personal but a consistent treatment of the continuing pronouns used throughout the context and flowing on into v.18 will indicate that the corporate body of the assembly is, at this stage, also in view. The late William Rodgers has said "if the church has not put the man away at v.17, why should it be said in the following verse, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven?" Here then is the discipline of putting away for a failure in certain personal relationships within the assembly.


  The general principles outlined in the section on ‘moral failure’ are applicable to all forms of discipline which involve ‘putting away’ and the further important matter of the attitude of saints to those who are disciplined should be borne in mind. It is not an unkindness to obey the words "no not to eat" 1 Cor.5.11. The Divine command to not keep company with those who have been disciplined is with a view to their eventual restoration. It is still the responsibility of the shepherds of the flock to take an interest in the person who has been put away to encourage repentance and eventual recovery.


  Discipline involving Personal Warning


  "And we beseech you, brethren, to know them which labour among you, and are over you in the Lord, and admonish you; And to esteem them very highly in love for their work’s sake. And be at peace among yourselves. Now we exhort you, brethren, warn them that are unruly, comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be patient toward all men" 1 Thess.5.12-14. It is good to appreciate that the aspect of discipline already considered should not be a common feature of assembly life. It is an extreme application of truth that generally will not be necessary. Other forms of discipline are required from time to time and there are various sections of New Testament teaching that cover such need. The first letter of Paul to the young assembly at Thessalonica contains advice on the matter of unruliness that can arise amongst the people of God. It seems that the assembly was so young that there were no formally identified individuals who ‘took the lead’ amongst them.


  In 1 Thessalonians chapter 5 it can be seen that the apostle is giving advice to help these young believers to recognise those who were labouring amongst them and could be seen to be over them in the Lord. It is good when shepherds can be easily recognised "for their work’s sake". It is also helpful to note that in the same passage the apostle gives advice to the men who were emerging and being recognised as shepherds amongst the flock of God. The advice given to such men is brief but pertinent to every gathering of the people of God. It is evident that there was already a need for the warning note to be sounded although the particular aspect of unruliness is not named, but no doubt the assembly concerned would be well acquainted with the persons being spoken of.


  The second epistle to the same assembly supplies the answer regarding the nature of the problem, "For we hear that there are some which walk among you disorderly, working not at all, but are busybodies. Now them that are such we command and exhort by our Lord Jesus Christ, that with quietness they work, and eat their own bread", 2 Thess.3.11,12. The warnings advocated in the first epistle, if given, were unheeded and further action was required. If warnings were more readily given in assembly life, perhaps there would be less continuing difficulties. There is a very close link between the words used in the first and second epistles and from this it is evident that the same people are in view. The warnings given in the second epistle give good example of this type of discipline.


  Discipline involving Personal Rejection


  "Now I beseech you, brethren, mark them which cause divisions and offences contrary to the doctrine which ye have learned; and avoid them. For they that are such serve not our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly; and by good words and fair speeches deceive the hearts of the simple" Rom.16.17,18; "Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye withdraw yourselves from every brother that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he received of us" 2 Thess.3.6. The action recommended here is not easily followed, yet there are occasions when such severe measures are required. The advice to the believers in Rome refers to one who, amongst the saints, is given to causing the differences and divisions, which are so hateful to God. This kind of person is to be identified and then avoided. Friendship and companionship with such individuals will eventually promote a similar spirit in those who accompany them, and will also encourage them to continue in their nefarious activity. It is not the will of God that believers should promote any form of division amongst the Lord’s people. Separation is a Divine principle that should always be followed, but division is a satanic principle that should be avoided. Separation expresses God’s desire that His people, while living in the world, should not be of the world. The life of the believer is to be apart from the world and lived in fellowship with God. On the other hand division conveys the desire of Satan to cut the people of God off from each other. It was seen early in the kingdom of Israel when Jeroboam made Israel to sin. His sin was not only in making them idolaters but also in effectively cutting off the northern part of the kingdom known as Israel, from the southern part known as Judah.


  Another aspect of rejection is referred to by the apostle Paul when writing to Titus, "Holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught, that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers. For there are many unruly and vain talkers and deceivers, specially they of the circumcision: Whose mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole houses, teaching things which they ought not, for filthy lucre’s sake" Tit.1.9-11. The assemblies in Crete had been invaded by the Judaistic teachers and the instruction here given by the apostle was for their mouths to be stopped. It should be noted that the recommendation for this action is preceded by the exhortation to the elders of the assembly not only to hold fast the faithful word in his own life, but also to exhort and convince the gainsayer by sound doctrine.


  The great power against wrong doctrine in any assembly is the careful teaching of the Word of God. This must not depend upon teachers from outside the assembly. It is imperative that local brethren be able to teach the saints. But here the apostle does advise that "mouths must be stopped", thus there are those who must be silenced from public participation if they continue in the practice of unsound teaching. A continuation in such wrong behaviour would merit further advanced discipline as dealt with earlier in this present chapter.


  Discipline involving Personal Preservation


  "Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted" Gal.6.1. "Keep yourselves in the love of God, looking for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life. And of some have compassion, making a difference: And others save with fear, pulling them out of the fire; hating even the garment spotted by the flesh" Jude vv.21-23. It is good that the New Testament gives advice regarding situations that are not necessarily deserving of retributive measures. The term used in Galatians chapter 5 is that of putting a dislocated bone back into its joint capsule. Spiritual men have ever acted with care and skill to help those with a fault. The passage in Jude’s letter stresses the need for compassion and help when saints have strayed from the correct pathway. It is good for assembly life when a brother or sister can be recovered and replaced into healthy spiritual condition.


  Discipline involving Public Assembly Service


  "Against an elder receive not an accusation, but before two or three witnesses. Them that sin rebuke before all, that others also may fear" 1Tim.5.19,20. It is important to observe that all in local assembly fellowship are subject to the standards and demands of holiness that have been outlined in the former part of this chapter of the present book. These words of the apostle Paul to Timothy are part of a section that deals particularly with elders:


  
    	vv.17-18 Consideration for Elders and the work they do,


    	vv.19-21 Charges that may be brought against Elders,


    	vv.22-25 Care required in the recognition of Elders.

  


  In the first section the emphasis is upon the value of the work in which Elders are engaged and the way in which they may need to be helped practically. The second section is the reason for the passage being introduced in the present chapter.


  V.19 introduces the dangers that face those who take such onerous responsibility. The history of the nation of Israel is marked by the many times of murmurings and complaints that were raised against those who led them both in their wilderness pilgrimage and also when they reached the land of Canaan. Sadly, this same spirit is often seen in local assembly life. The Divinely provided protection for those who take the lead is that no charge should be laid against an Elder unless it is supported before two or three witnesses. This in itself is a spiritually provided guard for those who serve the Lord in such service. The following verse then refers to "them that sin". Contextually and grammatically it is normal to accept that the reference is still to the main subjects of the passage i.e. elders. Here then, is the gravity of the sin of a leader. The Old Testament gives reference to the failure of spiritual leaders and to the gravity with which God viewed them. The public rebuke or reproof given to such is with a view to the whole assembly being spiritually affected and chastened before God. It is not without significance that the charge given next on these matters is in the sight of three witnesses; namely "God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, and the elect angels" v.21.


  The closing section is also concerning the care that should be exercised in recognising those who are fitted for the work of Shepherd care. Some are easily seen in advance with regard to good or bad features and others’ good or bad features are seen much later. This clearly supports the statement "Lay hands suddenly on no man."


  CHAPTER 12 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CONFLICT


  by Samuel J. McBride, N. Ireland


  


  The first time the Church is mentioned in both its universal and local aspects, it is facing conflict, one versus the "gates of hell"; the other troubled with internal dissension, Matt.16.16-18; 18.15-20. Throughout the rest of the New Testament, we discover that conflict is not far away from the local church, whether exemplified in incidents recorded in Acts, the Epistles and Revelation, or predicted by the Apostles in their warnings of coming problems.


  CONFLICT PREDICTED AND RESOURCES PROVIDED


  The last days are to be characterised by a marked increase in difficulties, and when we read the unpleasant details, we must expect local church testimony to involve a constant struggle against the multi-faceted opposition delineated by the New Testament writers. The daunting prospect of such difficulty is not set before us as a deterrent, but rather to encourage us to sustain assembly testimony knowing that God has fore-warned us of the problems. The resources for coping with such difficulties come from the One Who issued the warnings. So we should be doubly thankful to the Lord, for accurately warning us of danger and giving us the resources and guidance about how to conduct ourselves in spite of all the problems, so that Divine testimony may be maintained to His glory.


  Thus we are confined to the Holy Scriptures alone, for there is no better analysis of hazards affecting assembly testimony, nor is there any alternative instruction manual for predicting or coping with difficulties affecting the local church. Naturally the restless mind of man is fertile with many suggestions for modifying the Divine pattern of New Testament church constitution and activity.


  CONTEMPORARY PROBLEMS


  Recent years have seen a huge growth in novel ideas and "para-church" organisations amongst assemblies. New technology combined with youthful and anti-traditional ways of thinking have produced some startling challenges to conservatively minded, assembly-based Christians. While this chapter does not set out to analyse these contemporary developments, some allusions to them will be made.


  There is now no part of the UK where assemblies are not facing serious threats.1 Therefore all scripturally minded overseers must immediately shake off any complacency and face up to the fact that every one of them is called upon to stand for Divine truth and principles in the assembly in which he is in fellowship.


  
    	
      1 For many decades Northern Ireland in particular has been blessed with comparative immunity from a lot of the baneful influences that damaged so much of assembly testimony in mainland U.K. This era is now over.

    

  


  Young People


  Young people in assembly fellowship are often seen as a threat and potential source of trouble. Where they are misdirected or complacently allowed to ‘do their own thing’ they certainly may prove to be a source of trouble. Yet we must remember that their energy and eagerness to be involved in assembly work should be a source of strength and vitality for an assembly that deals with them in ways that are wise and Scriptural. The tendency in recent days for young people to be drawn together by a social agenda that caters ever more openly for a fun-based approach is deplorable and dangerous.


  Overseeing brethren who permit younger married sisters in the assembly to organise youth activities for young sisters in their teens and twenties need to be very careful as to what they are condoning. House meetings may spring up easily, but who is in control; who regulates what is taught; what other recreational or "cultural" activities are promoted? To what kind of role model are these young believers being exposed?


  The promotion of allegedly Christian bands – including ‘Christian’ rock groups is accepted in areas where such a thing would have been universally condemned less than 20 years ago. If such laxity is deemed acceptable in order to retain our young people, what quality of disciple is being developed by such means? Will the assemblies actually need or benefit from the kind of Christians that are likely to emerge from this process?


  The growing trend for young believers in assembly fellowship to be members of Internet-based social networks2 has disturbed some older folks in the assemblies, including Bible teachers and elders. A young believer’s development and progress in Divine things will not be enhanced by multiplying friendships amongst his/her peer-group.


  
    	
      2 BEBO and FACEBOOK are two of the most widely used.

    

  


  These issues are new to assemblies in so far as the emergence of modern I.C.T.3 has facilitated a much greater degree of close-knit social networking than ever before. However, the basic portrait of human nature in the Bible retains all its veracity, and the tendency for massed groups of young people to gravitate to the lowest common denominator remains. The remedy for the challenge posed by these new social phenomena amongst assembly young people must come from the Bible. The temptation to participate may prove strong to some who wish to bring Bible teaching to this audience, and fear that they would not give much heed to traditional Ministry Meetings or Bible Readings. Although there is an obvious snare for a teacher whose reputation for wisdom may be tarnished by an ill-judged descent into frivolous sports, or even party-games, there may be an even more subtle danger, and that is the tendency to allow the message itself to become ‘dumbed down’. What older person does not enjoy the adulation and appreciation of a large group of young people? But has this been gained by watering down the "whole counsel of God" in the course of the meetings/teaching sessions? Sadly there is evidence of such tendencies at work in some of the brochures, pamphlets and websites that are currently being targeted for assembly young people.


  
    	
      3 Information and Communications Technology.

    

  


  INTER-GENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF GOD’S TRUTH


  The task of transmitting the truth of God from one generation to the next is problematic. Can we be sure that the latest rash of new-fangled social network-based methods is going to prove to be of long-term benefit? This is not the place to speculate about various unintended consequences that may prove damaging to assembly testimony. It suffices to notice that the New Testament does provide for a Divinely recommended method for ensuring an effective hand-over of Divine truth and assembly practice between the generations. Perhaps the well-intentioned committees of brethren whose brainstorming has produced these dubious modern schemes have taken their eye off the target. Let us challenge them with some questions, whose answers we believe can be found simply through reading the New Testament epistles.


  
    	Has the Pauline model for inter-generational transmission of truth become obsolete?


    	What factors have influenced the development of the current trends?


    	Who endowed these brethren with the mandate and expertise to change things?

  


  Over 50 years ago there was an organised attempt to change the future direction and profile of assemblies in the UK.4 It was led by men who were professionally well qualified academics and business leaders along with certain Bible teachers who felt that existing assembly life was too narrow, and needed a large input of human organisation with a paid ministry/pastorate and promotion of new ecumenical co-operation with denominational Christendom and dilution of assembly identity by mingling with such unscriptural organisations.


  
    	
      4 The "High Leigh Conferences of Brethren" followed by the Swanwick Conferences and the associated "Christian Brethren Research Fellowship (CBRF)" were critiqued for their subversive tendencies by faithful assembly-minded brethren in contemporary issues of Assembly Testimony, Believers Magazine and various pamphlets. The CBRF is now renamed "Partnership" and is a driving force behind the "Brethren Archivists and Historians Network" (BAHN). BAHN is very influential in promoting heavy-weight academic history books that tell the story of "the Brethren Movement" from a perspective that is frankly hostile to the Scriptural truth of the normative pattern of New Testament assembly principles for which the magazine "Assembly Testimony" has always stood.

    

  


  It is greatly to the credit of some noteworthy brethren of that generation, that they saw the danger early on and warned against what was happening. Our present publication ("Assembly Testimony" magazine) was founded as a reaction to this unscriptural liberalism. Mr. A. Borland, editor of the Believers Magazine, ran editorials alerting assemblies to the hazard, Mr. A.M.S. Gooding, Mr. W. Trew and Mr. E. A. Toll (amongst others) wrote against the threat to the Scriptural pattern of assembly order. Their writings are highly relevant at the present time, and should be read by all.5 The ministry of such valued brethren had a preserving effect in its own day, the benefit of which has largely persisted till the start of the 21st Century.6 At present, the school of thought amongst "Open Brethrenism" that opposed the assembly truth contended for by the above mentioned brethren, remains a clear and present danger to the continued testimony of assemblies today in every part of the U.K. Some hitherto apparently Scriptural assemblies are ready to slide away from principles and practices that have been held dear for many decades. In some cases the eldership seems asleep at the tiller. Perhaps they don’t want to be told of how perilous the situation is, for then a stand would have to be taken.


  
    	
      5 W. Trew, "My reasons for not being free to engage in interdenominational service" J. Ritchie, Kilmarnock,n.d.

      A.M.S Gooding "The editor of the Christian Worker reviews ‘A New Testament Church in 1955’". J. Ritchie Kilmarnock n.d. [1956].

      E.A.Toll "A Conference and questions arising out of it" Assembly Testimony 1955 issues 16-18.

    

  


  
    	
      6 Mr. John Grant, editor of Believers Magazine, personal communication 27-12-2006.

    

  


  THE PERILS OF ORGANISATIONS


  The numerous organisations that have sprung up among and around assemblies in recent years are sometimes described as ‘para-church support organisations’. Some specialise in overseas missionary aid in one form or another, while others focus rather on the home-land and perform roles such as operating legal and management services e.g. trustee roles for Gospel Halls or other assembly properties. Not all pose active problems for assemblies, but benignity of function is not to be taken for granted.


  Some organisations began with a beneficent vision of estimable men who cherished assembly doctrine and whose largesse and financial prudence enabled the establishment of an organisation that was intended to promote and facilitate assembly work. At the inception of such organisations brethren who felt unhappy because the venture seemed unscriptural were reckoned pedantic or even churlish. However, the natural history of bureaucracies is that they seek to garner additional power and influence. This is equally true amongst assembly-originated organisations. These exhibit a "centralising tendency."7


  
    	
      7 This is explicitly acknowledged by historian Tim Grass in "Gathering to His Name" 2006, Paternoster Press. As might be expected of this school of thought, he sees no harm in it.

    

  


  Furthermore, the spiritual calibre of the founding brethren is seldom replicated in those succeeding to the leadership of such groups. There is usually a widening and a dilution of the original ties to assemblies in the interests of "a wider sphere of service". Acceptance of sectarian/denominational identity naturally follows. This is evident amongst even long established assembly-based organisations and their periodicals. Recently an issue of a missionary magazine referred to a project to "rebuild the Brethren headquarters" in a certain country. A remark like this is a measure of how far some have departed from the principles of Holy Scripture. Is not the location of the "Brethren headquarters" plainly identified in Scripture? This mention of a "headquarters" on earth is a florid case of theological nonsense.


  To whom is the organisation accountable?


  This is a key question, for all Christian service in the New Testament is done through and in fellowship with the local assembly.8 If committees and organisations are not accountable to a local assembly, then there is no ultimate Scriptural sanction that can be brought against them, no matter how far they drift from New Testament principles.9 The aggregation of power by an organisation, and subsequent abuse of power is troubling to behold, especially when the victim of the abuse is a local assembly. For example, certain organisations that are registered as charities may own the Gospel Hall in which an assembly meets. These generally are not ultimately responsible to that assembly, which is accordingly at the mercy of the organisation, which usually can claim that it has a legal duty to optimise its income in the interests of the charitable work and beneficiaries it is constitutionally pledged to support. Maintaining a weak assembly’s testimony by helping with maintenance problems may have been the intent of the charity’s original founders many decades ago. Now things may be radically different. One assembly in a large city suburb needing repairs to the Gospel Hall roof approached the registered charity organisation as the owner/landlord and was offered a loan at commercial rates of interest to fix the roof. The local elder who was dealing with the matter told the functionaries of this organisation that he could get that sort of help from the ungodly at a high-street bank. He was a wise man who said, "God has no ministry for the sustaining of a Mission, but He has a ministry for the sustenance of an assembly."10


  
    	
      8 We may exclude the 7 sons of Sceva the Jew who, as some organisations do today, attempted to profit from mimicry of God’s order.

    


    	
      9 The "acrimonious and slanderous battle" i.e. destructive litigation that rent the Stewards empire (Stewards Ministries and Stewards Foundation) in North America in recent years is an example of what can befall an unscriptural power-structure that foists itself onto assemblies while professing to "be there to help" – when no Scriptural mandate for such methods is discoverable. See Ch 13, "Family Matters" 1992 by William W. Conard, Interest Ministries.

    


    	
      10 John Douglas of Ashgill, notable for his pointed and pithy expressions in ministry. Quoted from "Kings of Israel and Judah" by John Douglas, n.d. Published by Alex Aikman.

    

  


  If a brother, who is a member of some committee, has a dispute with his local brethren and leaves the assembly (without any letter of commendation) to have fellowship in a company sympathetic to him, is it likely that he will be required to give up his committee position?


  The Expediency Principle - A Danger


  "Love unites: Doctrine divides – we need to pour out a cascade of love over people." These words were uttered some time ago at a report meeting organised under assembly auspices. The speaker was representing a freshly inaugurated Christian Charity with a typically pretentious title and mission statement. He drew the attention of the audience to the current issue of his latest report bulletin showing the photograph of a little boy who had just received a package of bounty during the organisation’s relief trip to a certain conflict-riven country. "Surely it’s worth it all to see the smile on that little boy’s face!" continued the enthusiastic speaker without pausing to advise the audience about whether this boy (or indeed anyone else in that country) had been saved. Was it surprising to observe in the entire discourse a total absence of any allusion to or acquaintance with the great commission, Matt.28.16-20? As for what we know as ‘church truth’, this was openly slighted. Sadly this sort of thing is becoming commoner. But there is a fragment of truth in what that mischievous speaker was propounding. Viewed from a certain perspective, doctrine indeed divides. People polarise into two groups; there are those who accept and those who reject the truth of God. The Gospel preacher notices this at once, as seen when Paul preached and "some believed … some believed not" Acts 28.24. But in teaching God’s Word to Christians, there is still a dividing line between those who accept and those who refuse.


  When it comes to ‘church truth’ there are many professing Christians who regard the constitution and operation of the local church as something that need not be regarded as a matter of core importance. Expediency and convenience – and of course human tradition weigh heavily with such thinkers.11 They dissent from the views advocated in this book, i.e. that God has taken care to leave us a normative pattern for church testimony in this age, and that the Holy Scriptures are sufficient for this purpose. Such anti-pattern opinions are becoming more prevalent amongst assemblies, and are a source of trouble and destabilisation in assemblies that are trying to implement Biblical principles. Activists of this school operating within an assembly may begin quite covertly. By posing as advocates for redressing perceived neglect of young folk in the assembly they often gain a ready ear and even the respect of mature believers. But careful monitoring of what the young people are being taught and the adjuncts used to attract them will likely reveal that there is a fostering of discontent with the existing conservative stance of the assembly, such as agitation for change in the oversight (i.e. getting new members onto the oversight that serve the new agenda either by displacement or out-manoeuvring of existing overseers). Alien notions of worship - often tinged with a ‘charismatic’ flavour, casual dress at meetings, promoting modernist Bible versions, widening roles (that are foreign to the New Testament) for sisters in assembly gatherings, dilution or denial of the moral clarity of the Bible on the issues of homosexuality or indissolubility of marriage, attendance at popular worldly diversions, e.g. theatres, cinemas, dances etc., linkages with interdenominational ‘ministries’ both national and international may be mentioned as examples of contemporary innovations that have confronted assemblies within the past decade. In view of such pressure for sweeping change, it is surely evident that assemblies cannot afford to neglect the study of the Types of Scripture as the core element of how brethren prepare themselves to offer public worship to God in remembrance of the Lord Jesus Christ in the Breaking of Bread meeting. Inattention to this area of doctrine has led to shallow and cringe-worthy language and speech at the Remembrance Meeting that is sometimes frankly erroneous, frivolous and lacking in reverence. This state of affairs represents fertile soil for alternative post-modern notions of worship to find toleration or indeed acceptance. Often this process proves irreversible and results in the eventual cessation of the assembly concerned. Prevention is better than cure.


  
    	
      11 Apologists for ecclesiastical organisations such as Episcopacy, or Presbyterianism formerly sought to find Scriptural justification for their systems. In marked contrast, nowadays the opponents of a conservative assembly position don’t bother to mount a Scripture-based argument in favour of their agenda. That makes traditional controversial discussion difficult. There is effectively no common ground as to the "Sola Scriptura" position. Assemblies are now facing issues that are more inspired by thought and behaviour patterns that borrow heavily from the so called ‘Emerging Church’. It is highly beneficial to read Mr. Wm. Hoste’s book, "Bishops, Priests and Deacons" for a masterful refutation of classical denominational systems (mainly Episcopalian and Presbyterian) in the light of Scripture. A similar defence of local church truth against the onslaught of the ‘Emerging Church’ and related phenomena is still awaited.

    

  


  Sisters’ Service12


  
    	
      12 This issue is well handled in the following two pamphlets: Andrew Borland "Women’s place in the assemblies: an assessment of Bible teaching" J. Ritchie, [c.1970]. and William Hoste, "The Service of Sisters, its sanction and scope" J. Ritchie [c.1935]

    

  


  The role of sisters in Scripture-observing assemblies has been attacked relentlessly.13 It is an interesting fact that where the silence of sisters in assembly gatherings is practised, the Charismatic Movement has proved unable to make significant inroads. Sisters’ meetings have a long history in some assemblies – and are sometimes defended as causing no apparent problem. However, it must be acknowledged that the practice is without Scriptural backing. There are named examples of sisters who are commended for their assistance to Paul in his gospel labours.14 Paul advised Titus that the aged women "teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands etc. ... that the word of God be not blasphemed" Titus 2.3,4. This teaching relates to the domestic realm and certainly does not refer to an assembly meeting. Priscilla, who is always linked with her husband Aquila, helped in expounding the way of God more perfectly to Apollos, Acts 18.26, but again this was in a private capacity. Furthermore, on this occasion it is the husband’s name that comes first, removing any impression that Priscilla was dominant in this role. Modern protagonists for sisters’ meetings cannot show any example in the New Testament of an assembly that had a sisters’ meeting, and the introduction of such a practice often has generated difficulties for assemblies not least by the hurtful and marginalising effect upon those sisters whose Scriptural convictions will not permit their attendance at such meetings.


  
    	
      13 "Partnership" and its predecessor, the CBRF have continually opposed the Apostolic doctrine of the silence of sisters in assembly meetings, and the practice of observing the symbols of Headship in 1 Cor.11; – in some of their publications "traditional" assembly practice has been ridiculed in an intemperate and vituperative manner.

    


    	14 See Romans 16.

  


  Disruption of fellowship and harmony amongst sisters in an assembly is no light matter. One instance of this required specific notice in an epistle of the apostle Paul. While we know not the nature of the problem between Euodias and Syntyche, it is evident from Phil.4.2 that this matter required rectification in the interests of the assembly as a whole.


  Separation or Separatism?


  It is clear throughout the Holy Scriptures that God requires His people to be separate from the ungodly world. This was true in the Old Testament and remains true still – Old Testament quotations are used in Paul’s epistles to strengthen the impact of the message. As we near the end of the first decade of the 3rd Millennium A.D., it is surely obvious that there is no longer much emphasis upon teaching or implementing the Divine call to separation.


  What is to be done? Can biblical separation be enforced upon recalcitrant hankerers after the delicacies of Egypt or the fashions of Babylon?


  It is tempting to suggest that the time is ripe for a whole-scale redrawing of the boundaries of what is defined as assemblies in our day, and cutting off whatever is not so recognised. This thought has occurred before amongst brethren and greatly contributed to the great schism in 1848 when the Exclusive Brethren divided the assemblies over the ‘Bethesda Question’. Amongst the ‘Open Brethren’ i.e. those assemblies that did not accept J.N. Darby’s ecclesiastical judgment on this issue, much variety of practice became evident as the 19th century drew to a close. Brethren concerned about a creeping acceptance of various unscriptural practices, including inter-denominationalism, women preaching, world-imitating fund-raising initiatives etc. were greatly exercised about what to do about such departure. Amongst these concerned brethren arose a forceful group who advocated out-right secession from the existing ‘Open Brethren’ assemblies, and the establishment (around 1893) of a fresh grouping of self-styled ‘Churches of God’ or a centrally governed federation of assemblies. This was known as the ‘Needed Truth’ system. A slogan of theirs was the need for ‘a second coming out’. It is easy to recognise the accuracy of their diagnosis of failure and declension amongst assemblies, but their cure (being unscriptural) is about as bad as the disease.


  Mr. William Bunting (founder and first editor of Assembly Testimony) had a profound understanding of these issues, and his last booklet ‘Spiritual Balance’ is a most able and judicious treatment of these important issues which now face assemblies as forcefully as ever before. Exclusivism and Needed Truth-ism are both weighed against the Scriptural standard and found wanting. The standard for biblical separation is upheld as a positive and rewarding goal, as well as the corollary of forsaking worldly and unscriptural principles and practices. This valuable pamphlet should be eagerly read by all who seek the well-being of assemblies today. A study of Malachi’s prophecy should act as a dissuasive from the tempting illusion that some kind of ‘second coming out’ may be a Scriptural solution. In the Old Testament the post-exile community had already come out of Babylon and were separate from all that was found there.15 Not all Israelites had taken this step. Those who did so had faced much hardship and difficulty, as the narratives of Ezra and Nehemiah make clear. There was the subtle move by the adversaries to pose as fellow-seekers after God who wished to help build the House of God. This ploy was wisely rejected: "Ye have nothing to do with us to build an house unto our God" Ezra 4.3. But the opposition that ensued was bitter, unscrupulous and unrelenting. Nehemiah’s later arrival to co-ordinate rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem inflamed the opposition even more. To make matters worse there were now elements amongst the Jews – even including priestly leaders who had sympathy and affinity with the enemy. Nehemiah chapter 13 tells how Nehemiah had to deal with this sorry situation. Of particular concern to him was the growing tendency to spiritual apathy and even forsaking the House of God, Neh.13.11.


  
    	
      15 See "Back from Babylon" by W. Rodgers, John Ritchie, Kilmarnock, n.d. for further studies.

    

  


  Malachi’s prophecy is set in the time immediately following Nehemiah chapter 13. The Name of the Lord is emphasised and occurs ten times in Malachi. There was by this time a general decay in conditions and few among the priests were concerned to "give glory unto My Name" and but a remnant of the people who "thought upon His Name" or "fear My Name". Despite the prevalence of unacceptable standards of worship, chapter 1, and breakdown of family morality, chapter 2, we find no exhortation for the faithful remnant to come out and form a separate company. They had already separated from Babylon. They were now in the place of His Name. Whereunto or to whom could they now separate? The conditions in Malachi and Laodicea are often compared and rightly so. Yet in neither place is the formation of a new company enjoined. Mr. W. Trew said, "The ministry of Malachi brought into being a remnant within the remnant of the people of God."16 This remnant was characterised by fear of the Lord, and regard for His Name. The Lord promised special remembrance and recompence of such, Mal.3.16-18. We find members of this remnant early in Luke’s Gospel. Zechariah and Elizabeth, Anna and Simeon are all marked by love for the House of God and expectation for the Messiah.


  
    	
      16 W. Trew, 1967 unpublished notes of ministry on Malachi.

    

  


  The answer to today’s problems is not to be found in an unscriptural separatism, but in Bible-directed separation. This begins at an individual level. Take for example the individual exhortations to Timothy and to Titus: there were things to be avoided, and things that were recommended. Compliance with these apostolic injunctions demands individual exercise. An assembly cannot transcend the spiritual stature of the individuals in it.


  It is especially important that the positive side of separation be stressed, i.e. to what are we separated? This can be effectively illustrated by studying the Old Testament history of Israel. The camp of Israel was special because of the One Who dwelt in the midst of it. That is why there could not be an ‘anything goes’ ethos amongst God’s people.


  In Numbers 24.2-5, the impact of Divine gathering of God’s people according to His pattern was not lost on Baalam, and in 1 Cor.14.25 it retains a salutary effect upon observers still. Thus even the outsider feels the truth of Matt.18.20. Of course there is a negative side to separation i.e. from what are we separated? This must be increasingly stressed in times when pressure to shift toward unscriptural mixture and amalgamation is surging in many assemblies. Nevertheless let us retain Scriptural balance. Mr. Albert Leckie once recalled an old brother wisely saying "you cannot feed the Lord’s people on purgatives."


  Problems Concerning Assembly Discipline


  The New Testament assembly has authority to carry out discipline upon those in its fellowship. Nowadays we see a spirit of rebellion against authority in every sphere of life, and the local assembly is no exception. The various modalities of assembly discipline are detailed elsewhere in this book. Conflict however may arise when attempts are made to subvert or overturn Scriptural discipline in an assembly. This may arise when the offender has close family ties to others in the fellowship who demonstrate familial loyalty rather than loyalty to God and His Word – which would require acquiescence in godly order that full recovery might be the happy outcome. This can be a difficulty in small assemblies, or in larger assemblies where numerous members of an extended family manifest clan-based rather than Scripture-based values. External interference to undermine or subvert the Scripturally authorised process of assembly discipline is also Scripturally unwarranted and fraught with peril, regardless of how prestigious the intervening person or group may seem.


  Is there not a lack of the fear of the Lord in such cases? To shield the guilty from due investigation and discipline in the House of God is a serious matter. Obduracy in such a scenario is very grieving to faithful believers and godly overseers who have Scriptural obligations to deal with the issues. Obstruction cannot be overcome by mere fleshly ingenuity. "The wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God" Jms.1.20. The Lord is able to judge and intervene when everything that can Scripturally be done has been attempted. Therefore it is well to be found on the side of right, and not implicated in bearing the iniquity of others. A good conscience in assembly matters is of incalculable value – even if it means being in an unfashionable minority. Covered-up evil is defiling, and this will certainly have a bad outcome – if not sorted out in time, then it will face a fiery exposure in the coming day, 1 Cor.3.11-17. It is the solemn duty of overseers to uphold Scriptural standards – whatever opposition may ensue from inside or outside the assembly.


  Contend Earnestly


  If we believe that the New Testament reveals the doctrine and pattern for local church testimony, then we may find ourselves obliged to contend for this aspect of doctrine. The "faith once delivered to the saints" is to be contended for, and that with all possible diligence and alacrity.


  When it comes to defending doctrine such as the Holy Trinity, the Incarnation of the Son of God, the Atonement, Justification by Faith etc., there is almost universal approval amongst assembly-based believers for efforts to maintain these doctrines. However, it is the present author’s impression that nowadays when the Scriptural truth of the local assembly is being attacked, there is a pervasive tendency to react with a passive or even defeatist attitude. Furthermore, those who would seek to contend for the goodly heritage of Scriptural teaching on assembly matters are often neither thanked nor encouraged for so doing. It is very easy to be misunderstood on these issues. Peace and unity amongst brethren must be a major priority. But there is only one basis for this blessed ideal. Weakness and passivity in the face of the workers of falsehood encourage further iterations of the aggression-appeasement vicious cycle. So what is to be done? If we must contend, how do we do it?


  One could set forth with a Stakhanovite17 tenacity to tackle any deviance in doctrine or practice and ultimately be unsuccessful - despite impressive outward achievements. The church at Ephesus had commendable zeal, yet their problem was that they had left their first love Rev.2.4. It was this mismatch of zeal without love that actually threatened the very continuance of their assembly. There is always the risk that "contending for the faith" could decay into mere legalism-fuelled strife. Let us avoid that. Remember the advice to Timothy in 2 Tim.2.24-26, "The servant of the Lord must not strive; but be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient, in meekness instructing those that oppose themselves; if God peradventure will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the truth; and that they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil, who are taken captive by him at his will." Contention for the faith without descent into strife: that is the great desideratum.18 "Strive" is the word for fighting or quarrelling19, and is not used in a good sense in the New Testament. Timothy was not to get involved in such behaviour. He was told to be gentle20; a word that makes us think of the approach required for nursing infants.


  
    	
      17 Heroic dedication by Soviet workers to over-achievement of production targets: named after Stakhanov, a Russian coal-miner glorified by Stalin for record-breaking output.

    


    	
      18 2 Tim.2.24-26. The epistles to Timothy and Titus are the best manual on this. For valuable expository and practical insight the reader will benefit from reading "Spiritual Balance" by W. Bunting.

    


    	19 Macheomai is the word in 2 Tim.2.24. The word "strive" occurs four times in this chapter in the A.V. In v.5 it is athleo, used of an athletic contest in the public games: in v.14 it is logomacheo a compound of ‘word’ and macheo meaning ‘word-fight’.


    	
      20 This word "gentle" (epios) is used in only one other N.T. reference, also to Timothy. 1 Tim.2.7 "But we were gentle among you, even as a nurse cherisheth her children."

    

  


  Moving up the age-range we note he is to instruct those that oppose themselves: the word "instruct" referring to education of children, with chastisement as required21. "Apt to teach" gives us the English word "didactic" and reminds us that Timothy’s mission was not only doctrinally based, but that he was set upon ensuring that Pauline (i.e. Scriptural) doctrine was inculcated into the believers among whom he served. "Patient" is a word that challenges us all. Timothy is asked to be forbearing and to endure evil things in the prosecution of his task.22 The inclusion of "meekness" in this passage surely directs our thoughts to the meekest man of all (with the exception of the Lord Jesus Christ), Moses, who had to put up with so much bad behaviour, ingratitude and rebellion throughout the great trek from Egypt to Canaan23; a story that is full of instruction for contemporary problems in God’s assemblies.


  
    	
      21 Paideuo is used of the Roman penal system administering a ‘light’ punishment, e.g. a public flogging Lk.23.16,22; of Saul of Tarsus being ‘drilled’ in the school of Gamaliel Acts 22.3; of Paul’s apostolic discipline of Hymenaeus and Alexander for the sin of blasphemy 1 Tim.1.10; of the instructive effect of God’s grace upon the believer’s behaviour and outlook Tit.2.11-12; and of God chastening His children Heb.12.5-11.

    


    	
      22 Anexikakos only occurs here in the N.T. One thinks of a teacher controlling a class of bad teenagers while patiently adhering to the syllabus and preparing them for the exam.

    


    	
      23 We are encouraged to learn vital lessons from studying this Old Testament narrative, for Paul informs us in 1 Cor.10.11 that under God’s sovereign plan, "all these things happened unto them for ensamples, and they are written for our admonition."

    

  


  Bleak indeed seems the prospect that Paul depicts for Timothy’s career as a man of God. The sorrow of seeing Christians depart from Scriptural doctrine and practice; the chagrin as he watches emerging groups24 that oppose apostolic truth; the impending onslaught of persecution: these are but some of the circumstances facing Timothy after Paul’s death as he continues a life of service to God among His people. It is enough to make the stoutest heart quail. The Scripture gives us no promise of improved conditions in our own day. So we must be wholly cast upon Divine resources for help, as human solutions will certainly fail.


  
    	24 It is striking that much of the contemporary "Emerging Church" fits so neatly into the adverse descriptions about which Timothy and Titus are warned.

  


  Separation from the World - Study of the Word


  Timothy is called to separation. This is the dominant theme of 2 Timothy chapter 2. Separation is essential if Timothy is to be ready to every good work. Timothy’s grasp of the Word of God is the dominant theme of 2 Timothy chapter 3. Detailed knowledge and assiduous study of God’s Word is essential if one is to be thoroughly furnished unto all good works. Note that Timothy started young. "From a child" he had been nurtured in Scriptural teaching. Paul makes no mention of Timothy’s pals or his youth group. His sort of upbringing nowadays would draw disapproving glances from numerous professing Christians, including certain amongst assemblies who seem oblivious to the snares of contemporary social networking, whether internet-based or not.


  These twin prerequisites for following in Timothy’s example of service are just as pertinent today as in the 1st Century A.D. It is better to read these two chapters carefully and apply them candidly to oneself than to engage in unwise self-comparison with our contemporaries in today’s assemblies.25 Let us rather reflect upon our attainments when we try to be imitators of Paul and his apostolic band, for according to Philippians 3.17 this is the true measure of comparison. Let us also beware of any slippage that would make us conformable to the characteristics of those portrayed in Titus 1.16. They are described as being "to every good work reprobate"; i.e. subject to Divine disapproval of all that they do.


  
    	
      25 2 Cor.10.12 "they … comparing themselves among themselves are not wise."

    

  


  Satan and God’s Assemblies26


  
    	26 This was the title of a series of challenging and still very relevant articles by Mr. W. Bunting, in Assembly Testimony’s first two years of publication, 1952-1953.

  


  The sphere of our conflict in this dispensation is the "heavenly places". It is against the spiritual wickedness of Satan and his hosts of principalities and powers. The Ephesian letter is doctrinally focused on "all saints" rather than on specific teaching about local church testimony, so for details about Satan’s targeting of local assemblies we must turn to other passages. Nevertheless, it is necessary, as individual believers, to avail of the resources and exhortations outlined in Ephesians, e.g. not to give place to the devil, especially by nursing a wrathful attitude to fellow-members of the Body of Christ, 4.26,27; and by putting on the whole armour of God so that we might stand and withstand in the onslaught of the devil, 6.11-13.


  Scripture enables us to identify doctrinal errors, human failings and sinful attitudes that lead to conflict in assemblies. But it also shows us that behind all these secondary causes there lies the Evil One who is always seeking to damage or destroy that which glorifies God. Divine testimony has always been attacked by Satan in every dispensation. In this dispensation of grace, it is the church of God that is the pillar and ground of the truth i.e., the monument of witness to God’s truth. For every figurative description of the assembly in the New Testament (husbandry, temple, espoused bride, flock etc.) there also exists a danger of attack or damage. We are not ignorant of his devices, says Paul in 2 Cor. 2.11. At least, having the whole New Testament before us, we ought not to be ignorant. But sadly we must admit failure sometimes to recognise the working of Satan for what it is. Subtlety and disguise are key features of Satan’s working. Paul warned the Corinthians of the Serpent’s subtlety in corrupting their simplicity – like an attempt to seduce a chaste virgin who has been betrothed, 2 Cor.11.1-4. The angel of light guise can be adopted to suit his evil purpose, 2 Cor.11.14.


  Internal division-making causes turbulence in assembly life and is warned against in Rom.16.17-20. Note that the division makers whom we must avoid are operating "contrary to the doctrine that ye have learned". It is not those maintaining the apostolic doctrines who cause division – but the innovators whom Paul identifies as "having good words and fair speeches that deceive the hearts of the simple". But the peace-degrading agency of Satan lies behind such developments. Hence the encouraging promise "And the God of peace shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly."


  Division is a hallmark of the flesh. There are three New Testament words that are used for division amongst the saints. Two of these words are well known in their English form, i.e. heresy, hairesis, and schism, schisma. The third is "dichostasia" meaning "split, or divided in two". All three words are used in connection with the situation in the Corinthian assembly.


  "Hairesis" indicates the idea of choosing a particular line of teaching, and the word was used amongst the Jews in New Testament times to describe the various sects amongst Judaism, e.g., Pharisees, Sadducees etc. In common with "dichostasia" (rendered "seditions") it is labelled a "work of the flesh" in Gal.5.20. "Schisma" indicates the rending of something asunder27 as of a garment, Matt.9.16, and of the division amongst the Pharisees, Jn.9.16, and Jewish people generally in their reaction to the ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ, Jn.7.43; 10.19.28


  
    	
      27 The same root gives the Latin verb "scindo-scindere-scissum" Compare the English word "scissors".

    


    	
      28 This illustrates that a Hairesis may be subdivided by a Schisma (the Pharisees being divided in Jn.9.36).

    

  


  The Corinthian assembly is a case study in these problems. There was a failure of like-mindedness. This led to "contentions"29, or "strifes", which manifested initially as factionalism, with differing parties professing allegiance to Paul, Cephas or Apollos, with a further group who declared that they were "of Christ" – as though they had some special title to do so. Strife is a work of the flesh, Gal.5.20, and along with divisions, dichostasia, is symptomatic of carnality, 1 Cor.3.3. Strife proved to be a persistent problem in Corinth, for when Paul was writing again, 2 Cor.12.20, he highlighted the presence of "debates" (i.e. strife) as one of the features that drew forth a further threat of apostolic disciplinary intervention. Schism in Corinth did not entail overt secession from the assembly, but is something that Paul appealed against, "Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions [schisms] among you; but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment" 1 Cor.1.10. It is indicated in 1 Cor.12.25 that schism would negate the mutual care for one another that should characterise the assembly as representing the body of Christ. The schisms mentioned in 1 Cor.11.18 are not necessarily divisions over the same issues as mentioned in chapters 1 and 3. Here the emphasis is rather upon a rich versus poor dichotomy marring the Remembrance Meeting.


  
    	
      29 Greek = eris.

    

  


  Chapter 11.19 is the only mention of heresies in Corinth. This too is listed as a work of the flesh, Gal.5.20, and seems to be a developmental outgrowth of schism.30 The fact that the development of heresies was going to characterise the future history of the church is here prophesied, and so indeed it turned out (see also 2 Pet.2.1). This led to open secession from the assembly as John mentions in 1 Jn.2.19, "They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all of us." Paul also alludes to the prospect that the troublers in Galatia might "cut themselves off" from the assemblies there, Gal.5.12. Jude v.19 describes certain elements as "These be they who separate themselves, sensual, having not the Spirit." Paul’s information about the problems in Corinth came in part from the house of Chloe, 1 Cor.1.11. This was not the tittle-tattle of a busybody, but akin to the laudable action of Joseph who "brought unto his father their evil report" i.e. concerning his brothers’ bad behaviour, Gen.37.2. Paul was in a unique position with respect to Corinth. Firstly he was the primary gospel pioneer and founder of the assembly there. He also had a special Apostolic accountability to the Lord for how the Corinthians got on in the things of God. Coupled with this was special Divine authority and enablement the, "rod"31, which he was beholden to use, coercively if necessary. In view of the Judgment Seat of Christ32 we find Paul very burdened about how to handle this situation. It was personally most painful, 2 Cor.2.4. We might have supposed he would make haste to Corinth to sort everything out. Yet he knew that this would have entailed casualties, and being in a relationship more like a father than a mere instructor, he loved them33 and wishing to spare them the rigours of a disciplinary visitation he decided to take other measures that were calculated to produce the same restorative outcome.34


  
    	30 Arthur Pridham put it thus: "Men cease to cleave to one another, and gradually fall asunder [schism], through defect of divine love and the activity of individual will. They reunite, in sects or parties, by the operation of particular sympathies; and inasmuch as minds of a dominating power and capacity are too commonly tainted with a pride which frets against the positive restraints of Scripture, it has happened, not unnaturally, that the term "heresy", which properly means only "a selection" has come to be a universally accepted designation of false or antiscriptural teaching." Page 262 of "Notes and reflections on the First Epistle to the Corinthians" by Arthur Pridham, 1860, London, Longmans & Co.


    	31 1 Cor.4.21 a figure of speech for his Divine authority to wreak discipline upon them, compare Acts 5.1-11.


    	
      32 1 Cor.4.4-5 "He that judgeth me is the Lord, therefore judge nothing before the time." See also 2 Cor.13.5-7.

    


    	
      33 1Cor.4.15 "For though ye have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet have ye not many fathers: for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel."

    


    	
      34 2 Cor.12.21; 2 Cor.1.23; 2 Cor.13.2.

    

  


  He dispatched Timothy to Corinth.35 He asked Apollos to go there too, but he declined to go right away, 1 Cor.16.12. Most important for us, he wrote them an epistle. This had an immediate beneficial effect, 2 Cor.7.11, but some further matters required a second epistle, so that in God’s wisdom and providence we possess two epistles to the assembly at Corinth which are of the first importance for doctrine and practice regarding local assembly matters ever since. The normative value of these epistles for all locations is implied in 1 Cor.1.2: "with all that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord", and again in 1 Cor.11.16, "If any man seem to be contentious36, we have no such custom neither the churches of God". That they are normative for all time is implied by Paul’s insistence that the things he writes are the commandments of the Lord, and that acknowledgment of this is a test of one’s spirituality, 1 Cor.15.37.37


  
    	35 1 Cor.4.17; 16.10-11 Timothy was going to remind them "of my ways which be in Christ, as I teach every where in every church."


    	
      36 "Contentious" philoneikos, loving a dispute, here only, but the noun is found in Lk.22.24 as "strife" where the disciples were quarrelling about who should be accounted the greatest.

    


    	
      37 2 Pet.3.15-16 equates Paul’s epistles with all the rest of Scripture — a remarkable confirmation.

    

  


  Timothy and Titus both had intimate connection with Corinth during this period and being (Timothy especially) trusted colleagues of Paul, he could delegate critical and sensitive matters to them. We may be sure that Timothy would never forget his experience with Corinth. Paul’s later advice to him in 1st and 2nd Timothy would, in many instances, remind him of situations he had seen in Corinth. As Paul looked forward to the end of his life, he knew that in Timothy he was leaving behind someone who was going to face all sorts of assembly problems without those special powers which the apostle had, but whose authority was going to be derived from the written Word of God. Those following Timothy – whom he was bidden to nurture and identify were to be faithful men who would receive and transmit the apostles’ doctrine to others also, 2 Tim.2.2. Holy Scripture was their resource in dependence upon the Living God (to whom the assembly belongs –1Tim.3.15) and their own godly example would enable moral authority for leading the people of God.38 That is the true ‘Apostolic Succession’, not the mythical and mystical Episcopal succession of Christendom. Conscious of the special problems of setting up an effective transition from the initial age of apostolic presence and power, we see Paul use providential wisdom in adopting his chosen methods with Corinth so that we might have those two epistles – which Paul himself knew were "the commandments of the Lord" and which were (as all his epistles) explicitly acknowledged as such by the apostle Peter, 2 Pet.3.16. His deployment of delegates like Timothy and Titus in specific ‘trouble-spots’ also served this purpose in developing their own experience and dependence on God and His Word for those later times when the apostolic age had ceased. Paul’s farewell discourse to the elders of Ephesus exemplifies this emphasis. He commends them for all future problems to "God and word of His grace" Acts 20.32. That is exactly the same resource as persists for us today. Likemindedness, that quality whose lack in Corinth lay at the root of so much trouble, is the great preventative of division and all its sequelae. Paul places it as a priority for the Corinthians at the start of the first epistle, 1 Cor.1.10, and closes the second epistle by emphasising it again, "Finally, brethren, farewell. Be perfect, be of good comfort, be of one mind, live in peace; and the God of love and peace shall be with you" 2 Cor.13.11. Thus the entirety of Paul’s letters to Corinth seems to be sandwiched between these two great exhortations to likemindedness. This is surely of great relevance today. How can we achieve this? It cannot be attained by social gatherings (which didn’t work in Corinth) nor by following dominant personalities; this was unsuccessfully tried in Corinth (see 2 Cor.11.13-20). Likemindedness is generated by common love for the Lord Jesus Christ – hence the closing anathema upon any who love not the Lord Jesus Christ in 1 Cor.16.22, and in the study of the Holy Scriptures it becomes apparent through the work of the Holy Spirit that "we have the mind of Christ" 1 Cor.2.16. May we conform ourselves to this goal.


  
    	38 1 Tim.4.12, compare also Peter’s advice to elders in 1 Pet.5.3 to be "ensamples to the flock."

  


  External persecution of an assembly of God’s people can arise, and the tempter Satan may use such tribulation to try and destabilise the faith of the saints. This is what happened in Thessalonica, 1Thess.3.3-5. In Smyrna where an assembly of God was in a place "where Satan’s seat is" the persecution is directly attributed to the Devil: "the devil shall cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days" Rev.2.8-11. From this we learn that Satan is the ultimate sponsor of persecution, rather than the mere humans who appear to lead the attack; that trial or testing of the saints is an important feature of the persecution, but that God retains total control, (the Thessalonians knew that they were "appointed" thereunto and the Divine limit on the Smyrna persecution was ten days), while the reward for faithfulness is great.


  Leaders amongst God’s people have always been a particular target of Satan in every dispensation. David’s error in numbering the people is an Old Testament example, 1 Chr.21.1. Assembly leadership is carried out by men who are described as "elders", "overseers" (‘bishops’ in the A.V.) and "shepherds or pastors". These face dangers that include "being lifted up with pride", which is particularly relevant to the "novice", while an overseer who lacks a good report of them that are without may fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. See Acts 20.17-35, 1 Tim.3.1-7 and Titus 1.6-9. The opening section of 1 Peter chapter 5 is devoted to encouraging assembly shepherds. They are exhorted to avoid "being lords over God’s heritage", and in common with the younger Christians are warned to be sober and vigilant "because your adversary the devil goeth about as a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour" 1 Pet.5.1-9.


  The home life of believers is also a target for Satan. The conjugal relationship is mentioned specifically in 1 Corinthians chapter 7, and the role of sisters in guiding the house and bringing up children is dealt with in 1 Timothy chapter 5. Both these areas of life fit today’s criteria as ‘my private life’, yet even here there can be an adverse impact upon the assembly if Scriptural norms are ignored, for it may afford Satan an opportunity to "get an advantage of us". The current drift of public policy towards strident opposition to God’s Word on every aspect of marriage and family life makes it all the more imperative for Christians everywhere to adhere simply and faithfully to the wholesome words of Scripture on these matters. If we capitulate to doctrinal error in these matters, e.g. by teaching the permissibility of divorced persons remarrying while the original spouse is still alive, we ally ourselves with the liberal teachings of much of Christendom, and bring into God’s assembly some whose lives are a standing reproach amongst decent people in the world. Allowing personal hardship stories to influence our reading of what the Lord Jesus Christ and the apostles mandated may appear compassionate, but it does not avoid reproach, rather it multiplies ‘loopholes’ for all sorts of tangled and wrong relationships to be ‘recognised’ by assemblies. The assembly of God’s people is not governed by a charter of ‘human rights’. It is particularly worrying that anti-discrimination legislation may be used by ill-disposed persons to litigate against assemblies which seek to retain Scripture as the standard of morality. Recent cases of Christians punished for the display of Bible references that testify against homosexuality suggest a turbulent future for Bible believers both individually and as assemblies.


  Troublesome Elements in Assemblies


  


  False brethren


  The assemblies in New Testament times had problems with troublemakers. How did this happen? Initially, the fear of God was such amongst His church that as a result of God’s governmental dealings with Ananias and Sapphira, it is recorded, "of the rest durst no man join himself to them" Acts 5.13. But it is not long until Paul warns of "false brethren unawares brought in" Gal.2.4. This implies action by those already within, who were deceived as to who they truly were receiving. These false brethren are both passive, having been brought in, and active, they "came in privily" i.e. they knew exactly what they were doing and had a strategic goal to achieve. This was "to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage." They were prepared to learn the details of Christian doctrine for an ulterior purpose, i.e. the spiritual enslavement of the Christians. Such is the way of error-mongers amongst God’s people. The Judaisers threatening the Galatians had no time for the charter of Christian liberty embodied in the glorious gospel of the blessed God, with its clear proclamation of the "plight of men and the power of God"39 and the abolition of any works-merit contribution or other human effort that might be obtruded before God to obtain justification before Him.


  
    	
      39 This was the title of an excellent little book on Romans 1-3 by Dr. Martyn Lloyd Jones.

    

  


  The threat today is just as dangerous. The great liberating truth of the Gospel was the basis of the Protestant Reformation. The key concepts were "Sola Scriptura, Sola gratia, Sola fide" [Scripture alone, by grace alone, by faith alone].40 Nowadays there are many voices amongst evangelicalism that would distance themselves from this position. Not a few have come forth from assemblies and now find themselves in leadership roles in the so-called ‘Emerging Church’. Sadly it is to be feared that even now amongst some assemblies there are sympathisers with this modern, or rather post-modern vogue for soft-pedalling or denying these key facets of God’s truth.


  
    	40 Later Reformation scholars speak of the Five Solas by adding Solo Christo and Soli Deo Gloria [by Christ alone, and for God’s glory alone]. Merle d’Aubigne’s historical works on the Reformation are still an excellent introduction. See also William Cunningham’s "The Reformers and the Theology of the Reformation" – a 19th Century Scottish Presbyterian work that is untainted by modern liberalism, and very accurate in its succinct theological analyses.

  


  At the end of the apostolic period, Jude v.4, warns of those who have "crept in unawares". He identifies them, not by naming their affiliations with first century sectarian groups which would make it difficult for us to identify them today, but rather by their features as exposed by the light of Scripture, so that they become easy to spot when we study the history of the Truth of God and its enemies down through the ages of Scripture history.41


  
    	
      41 More than one commentary on Jude is entitled "Acts of the Apostates": a useful subtitle for this epistle which provides us with a Divinely inspired "rogues gallery" so that we may take heed. In the ways of error there is nothing new under the sun.

    

  


  When such people leave an assembly it is often an indication that they have failed in an attempt to push the assembly into compliance with their own error-ridden agenda. Though their departure may be acrimonious, it is a cause for thanksgiving, for as Paul himself said in Gal.5.12, "I would they were even cut off which trouble you" Gal.5.1242.


  
    	42 The verb being in the Middle Voice indicates Paul’s desire that the troublemakers would themselves act to sever all links with the Galatian believers.

  


  1 Jn.2.19 and Jude v.19 have already been noticed in this connection.


  False shepherds


  Even amongst the leadership of New Testament assemblies, difficulty was predicted. Paul warned the elders of Ephesus in Acts chapter 20 that trouble would afflict the flock from the entry amongst them of "grievous wolves". Note that these men were called overseers, "Take heed to yourselves, and to all the flock, over which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers" Acts 20.28. These elders were overseers, and also shepherds – the task of "taking heed to all the flock" is a shepherd’s job.


  As if trouble from without wasn’t bad enough, he further warns them of difficulty arising from within. "Of your own selves" i.e. from the ranks of the elders/overseers "shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them." Accordingly, when it comes to identifying candidates to become overseers/elders Timothy is specifically warned to "lay hands suddenly on no man", as there may be a danger of associating himself with discreditable men whose sins "follow after" 1 Tim.5.22. It is notable that the assembly at Ephesus gets special commendation for its cautious approach in detecting and rejecting false apostles and in hating the deeds of the Nicolaitanes, Rev.2.6. Clearly they were endeavouring to act in the light of Paul’s warning in Acts chapter 20 and in the epistles to Timothy, which would be especially treasured by the Ephesian church since Timothy was at Ephesus when Paul wrote to him.


  The end of the New Testament period provides a sad example of how the apostle’s warning in Acts chapter 20 was fulfilled in one un-named assembly. The conditions in 3rd John show an assembly suffering under a dominant, perhaps even totalitarian figure, called Diotrephes. The epistle is written as a personal letter to Gaius to encourage him and notify him of a possible apostolic visit, and to exhort him not to react to the unfair situation by embarking upon a wrong course of action. Gaius needed to be reminded, as do we, that even in frustrating assembly circumstances, the ends do not justify the means. The apostle John had already written to the assembly, but this had been rejected by Diotrephes, who had no time for the apostles. Not only did he refuse John and the other apostles, but he made it his business to excommunicate those who would receive them, while he reserved the right to issue slanderous gossip about these honoured servants of God. Diotrophes promoted factionalism with the cultivation of personal loyalty to himself, mingled with intimidation of those dissenting.43 The assembly appears to be divided, with Diotrephes heading a faction referred to as "them", while Gaius and Demetrius with others are referred to as "us" – because of their faithful support for the doctrine and person(s) of the apostles. Most interesting is the fact that Gaius is not told of any way whereby he could stop the career of Diotrephes. Perhaps John might sort out the situation when he came, but specific action is not promised, rather that "if I come, I will remember his deeds which he doeth, prating against us with malicious words" 3 Jn.10. Gaius is commended for receiving and encouraging true servants of God, thus becoming "fellow-helpers to the truth" even though it was known to upset Diotrophes, 3 Jn.8.


  
    	
      43 Ephraim Venn wrote an excellent outline of this epistle, reprinted in Precious Seed in 1954 issues 5-6. It first appeared in the "Witness" some 50 years earlier, and was probably written in view of prevalent tendencies to assembly division that were alluded to in other "Witness" articles of that period.

    

  


  The Modern Trend


  


  Learning from J.N. Darby and the Newman brothers


  Rationalistic infidelity has been a major enemy of Scriptural truth since the mid-seventeenth century. Its rise to prominence coincided with a reduction in the virulence of Papal power to crush the Reformation and extinguish gospel liberty throughout Europe. It is interesting to note that in the early 19th century when the truth of assembly gathering was being revived, J.N. Darby found it necessary to write against the modernism of his day. His book "The Irrationalism of Infidelity" was a rebuttal of his former friend F.W. Newman’s "Phases of Faith"44 which narrated how he became an apostate. J.N. Darby also wrote a brilliant critical analysis refuting J.H. Newman’s "Apologia pro vita sua". J.N.D.’s work is still of much interest, for J.H. Newman is highly popular with contemporary ecumenical Roman Catholicism.45 With incisiveness decades ahead of his time, J.N.D. noticed the co-operative spirit that could exist between rationalistic infidelity and Romish idolatry. This still operates today.


  
    	
      44 F.W. Newman was at first greatly influenced by J.N. Darby, fellowshipped with the brethren, and even joined A.N. Groves, Lord Congleton et al. on the first "Brethren" missionary expedition to Baghdad. However, he abandoned the faith and became apostate. " It is remarkable that, as soon as he had got thoroughly infidel, Mr. N. could get on good terms with his brother, [i.e. J.H. Newman, later Cardinal Newman] who had got thoroughly papist, and not before. This tells a tale few are prepared to believe. It is a sign, too, of the times." — J.N.D. in "The Irrationalism of Infidelity" page 125.

    


    	
      45 J.H. Newman was one of the leaders of the Rome-ward Anglican movement called the "Oxford Movement". Having professed an evangelical conversion in his youth, he drifted ever farther from Scriptural truth till he ended as a Cardinal in the Church of Rome. He remains important, being cited by Romanist authorities as having a profound influence on the thinking of the Second Vatican Council, and now is but a step away from getting canonised by the Pope as a fully-fledged "saint".

    

  


  Beyond Modernism


  In 1957 Mr. W. Bunting warned of ‘the final confederacy’ between Modernism and Romanism being behind the ecumenical rush towards the emergence of Mystery Babylon the Great, and noted the statement by the American Association for the Advancement of Atheism concerning Modernism amongst the churches, "we must recognise that for many years it is but a step over [sic] in the road to Atheism".46 Fifty years later, we see the decline of Modernism and the development of a semi-romantic, subjective, non-rational approach to Christianity. This post-modern ethos is central to the burgeoning phenomenon known as ‘the Emerging Church’. It is time we recognised that just as Modernist ‘Christianity’ was a step in the road to atheism, so post-modern ‘Christianity’ is a step in the road to paganism, for it denies the exclusive truth-claims of Holy Scripture and willingly explores any form of ‘spirituality’.47 Young Christians, and the not so young, are exposed to this through popular Christian books and magazines, not to mention the blight of many contemporary ‘Christian Music Groups’ who specialise in promoting contemporary forms of ‘worship’. Their ‘worship’ is more analogous to the cult of the Golden Calf48 with its ecstatic licentiousness than the Divinely ordained pattern of priestly worship pertaining to God’s House.49 The decline of interest in the Word of God and its diligent study is a worrying trend. No amount of ‘Christian events’ will have a wholesome outcome if not focused on Scriptural doctrine. Entertainment and edification do not go together. Companies of saints that fail to grasp this will not keep their identity as New Testament assemblies for long.


  
    	46 Assembly Testimony 1957, No.30.


    	
      47 See D.A. Carson "Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church" 2005 Zondervan, and Roger Oakland "Faith Undone" 2007 Lighthouse Trails Publishing.

    


    	
      48 1 Cor 10.7 "the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to play."

    


    	49 A so called ‘School of Worship’ now exists in Belfast designed to promote artistic creativity and teach practical skills (sound systems, lighting, recording etc.)in staging ‘worship’ events. The sceptical reader may consult the November 2007 issue of "Life Times" published by Ambassador Productions Ltd, Belfast. No doubt Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 3) had a prestigious ‘School of Worship’ for his ‘band’ and ‘worship leaders’ to co-ordinate the rousing of the crowd to experience ‘awesome worship’.

  


  God’s assembly is not a place for fun. Yet it is much more enjoyable than the ‘fun’ that could be generated by any number of ‘Emerging Church’ practitioners. In the days following the 1859 revival when so many new converts obeyed the commandment of God regarding believers’ baptism and assembly gathering, it was common for them to express how great was their joy at being privileged to meet with God’s people according to His pattern. Older believers can recall impressions made upon them when still young by hearing the recollections of these now long-departed saints concerning their introduction to God’s House and how precious and joyful this was to them. Do we enjoy being in assembly fellowship? If not, then we must ask "Why not?"


  Glad to be Associated with the House of God?


  Gladness is associated with God’s house and the fellowship of saints therein. This is not some dubious mystical ‘Christian Hedonism’ which has become so trendy in our day50, but the appropriate response of redeemed persons who have been brought into the only place on earth where the Lord is in the midst, i.e. the local church, "there am I in the midst of them" Matt.18.20, also called the Temple of God 1 Cor.3.16. The most prestigious of all the titles of the restored Jerusalem in Ezekiel is Jehovah-Shammah meaning "The Lord is there" Ezek.48.35. It is because the Lord is there that God’s dwelling place amongst His people is a centre for joy and gladness. That presupposes gathering unto Him, away from all extraneous influences and entanglements that can defile and corrupt. But the separation is the result of attraction to the person of the Saviour, not merely repulsion from unholy things. Going to God’s House was a matter of great joy and gladness for Old Testament saints, some examples are seen in Ps. 42.2; 43.4; 122.1.


  
    	
      50 A contentious and misleading notion propagated by J.Piper, a pro-charismatic Baptist Pastor from Minneapolis USA whose chief book on this subject is called "Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist" (1986).

    

  


  Have not we in this privileged Dispensation of Grace even more to rejoice about when we review our high calling and our holy centre of gathering? Let us be thankful for every spiritual blessing wherewith God has blessed us in Christ Jesus, and endeavour to conduct ourselves in His house according to the pattern revealed in His Word so that on-looking angels might see object lessons in Divine order 1 Cor.11.10; Eph.310, and even unbelievers will acknowledge "that God is in you of a truth" 1 Cor.14.25.


  CHAPTER 13 - THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS CENSURE AND COMMENDATION


  by James M. Flanigan, N. Ireland


  It is perhaps well-known that Chapters 2 and 3 of the Book of Revelation are comprised entirely of seven letters written toward the end of the first century to seven local churches or assemblies. The letters are from Christ, the Lord of the assemblies, but sent through John the beloved apostle. These seven churches were all located in Asia Minor, now better known as Turkey, and many lessons may be learned from the letters, not only regarding the state and condition of each of these particular assemblies but also as to the approach and attitude of the Lord Jesus toward them, both in commendation and in censure.


  There are invaluable lessons here concerning the centrality and sovereignty and authority of the Lord in the midst of the churches. There is clear teaching also as to the responsibility and the ministry of each church in its locality and there is too a very definite demonstration of the autonomy of the individual church. Yet, important also is the unity between the churches, a unity without union, an association without amalgamation, a fellowship without federation and an interdependence without interference.


  Each of these assemblies was a golden lamp bearing light in its own locality, nevertheless it was most desirable that they should, in oneness, shine together for the glory of the One who walked among them. Because they are indeed autonomous each church is held accountable to Him for any failings which there may be in the testimony, and likewise the Lord Himself will heartily commend whatever there may be in that testimony for His pleasure. Censure there will be for what may be wrong, but commendation there will also be for what is commendable.


  It seems to be a principle in the letters, a principle adopted by Paul in his letters to churches, that there will always be commendation first, if there is anything to be commended, and that the censure will follow after. Who would have thought, after reading those earliest verses in 1 Corinthians, that there would be much to reprove in that assembly? They were a church of God; sanctified in Christ Jesus; called saints; in everything enriched; all utterance; all knowledge; the testimony of Christ confirmed in them; coming behind in no gift; waiting for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ; in the fellowship of God’s Son. How rich indeed they were at Corinth, and the apostle is quick to acknowledge all that they had and all that they were. But there was division, false doctrine, moral evil, pride, a failure to judge the evil, and disorder at the Lord’s Supper. All these departures Paul will deal with but he will commend them first. There is wisdom in this for a reminder of what we are through Christ and what we have in Him should produce regret for our failings and foster an ambition to do better.


  It will be profitable then to consider each of the letters to these churches in Asia, to read of the commendations and the censures and to determine with honesty which message may suit the particular assembly to which each of us may belong. Then would follow the responsibility to respond and to adjust in whatever way might be necessary. These churches were located of course, at Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.


  It is both interesting and important to see that there is one expression which is common to all the letters whatever the condition of the particular church may be. To each assembly the Lord says, "I know", and the import of this will become clear as each of the letters is read and examined.


  EPHESUS – WHERE WAS THAT FIRST LOVE? - Rev.2.1-7


  There was so much to commend in the assembly at Ephesus. The Lord knew, and appreciated, their works, their labour, and their patient endurance. They could not, and would not, tolerate evil men, evil doctrine, or evil practice. Unlike the Corinthians, they had the moral strength and courage to judge these things, and they did. They had discernment too, to recognise false apostles and find them out in their lies. They had toiled faithfully in the Lord’s service and there is an interesting paradox in the words. It suggests that they had laboured to the point of weariness and yet had not wearied. The word "labour" which the Lord uses (Gk. kopos Strong 2872/3) implies fatigue, and even pain, but they had toiled on and in their toiling they had not fainted. It was as if their toil for Him had been no toil and all this deserved to be commended by the Lord whom they served. He noted and appreciated their faithful ministry for Him. The patience to which He twice refers may denote their cheerful endurance even while they suffered reproach for Christ.


  Then there were the Nicolaitanes, probably self-asserting arrogant men lording it over the saints just as Diotrephes did in John’s day, 3 Jn.9. The assembly at Ephesus shared the Lord’s hatred for the deeds of these men and this was commendable too. It was indeed an evidence of spirituality that they abhorred that which the Lord Himself hated.


  Well it is for that assembly which has as many fine features as the Ephesian assembly had. The Lord of assemblies will never hesitate or be lacking in His praise of such. Everything appeared desirable in Ephesus and ‘desirable’ is in fact the meaning of the name "Ephesus". Could there be anything in this assembly that required censure? Outwardly everything seemed beyond reproach but He who says, "I know", will soon reveal what is lacking in their testimony.


  There is a certain sadness in that word "nevertheless". The Lord is not at all unmindful of all that is commendable in this assembly, "but"! Notwithstanding His words of approval there was something missing of which onlookers may not have been aware. They had left their first love. This does not necessarily mean first in order of time although it is indeed often the case that the early love of new-born souls may be more fervent than that of later life. The word "first" (Gk.protos) is in fact the word translated "the best" in Lk.15.22, "the chiefest" in Mk.10.44 and "the chief" in Lk.19.47 and in several other places throughout the New Testament. So that while the early ardour of the Ephesians could well have been the more intense, nevertheless it may be that the Lord’s complaint is that they had left a love of a better quality. They used to love Him more, with a love that gave Him pleasure. Where was that ardent affection now? If perhaps men could not appreciate what was missing, note now the importance of that word of His, "I know".


  The word "somewhat" in the Lord’s charge against them in Rev.2.4 must be omitted for it seems to minimise the charge. It was not a mere "somewhat" which He had against them. Their departure from their better love was solemn indeed. It was a fall from the bridal affections of which Paul had written to them years earlier in Ephesians chapter 5. Orthodox they certainly were, and busy in His service, but is it then possible that we may be busy in a mechanical fashion, not truly motivated by love for the Lord Jesus?


  Such was the seriousness, and the sadness, of their condition that it required repentance. There must be a searching of the heart and a return to that better love for the Saviour. His censure and His loving appeal may be summed up in three words, "Remember! Repent! Return!" Such repentance would be suitably rewarded but if it was not forthcoming He may decide to remove them as a lampstand, and this indeed is what has happened literally at Ephesus where there is now no assembly testimony for Him.


  What lessons there are here for us of this later day. May we assess with frankness and honesty just how much, or how little, we love Him. May we strive faithfully for His commendation and earnestly seek to avoid any condition or practice which would warrant His censure.


  SMYRNA – REPROACH FOR CHRIST - Rev.2.8-11


  The story of this suffering assembly is told in four verses in Revelation chapter 2 and indeed the name "Smyrna" is mentioned only twice in the New Testament, Rev.1.11 and Rev.2.8. All that we know of the assembly at Smyrna is contained in the letter in Revelation chapter 2 but it is obvious that the church was very precious to the Lord. It was indeed a golden lamp!


  True to His gracious character the Saviour withholds all censure from the assembly in Smyrna. It can hardly be assumed that there was nothing there which needed reproof for no church is perfect, but this was not the time for censure. They were suffering at Smyrna and suffering saints needed consolation not correction. They needed comfort and encouragement. If there were things which must be corrected that could wait until a more appropriate time. What an example for those who minister the Word to believers. Paul speaks of the meekness and gentleness of Christ, 2 Cor.10.1, and while the Lord could administer censure at other times yet He is tenderly discriminatory in His dealings with saints and this is so evident in His approach to Smyrna.


  Assemblies are all precious to Him but perhaps a special preciousness may be concealed in the very meaning of the name "Smyrna". The central part of the name "Smyrna" is "myrrh". "S – myr – na." Myrrh was an ingredient of the holy anointing oil of Exodus chapter 30 and it was a blending of sweetness and bitterness. It was sweet to the smell but bitter to the taste. The assembly at Smyrna was experiencing the bitterness of suffering, as did her Lord before her, but it was indeed sweet to Him that these saints should be willing to suffer for Him. Their sufferings were as fragrant to Him as the holy anointing oil.


  In His opening remarks to them the Lord will not even refer to their works, which word should be omitted from the text, as in original manuscripts. Doubtless He appreciated any service rendered for Him but there is something even more precious to Him and He goes directly to that, saying, "I know thy tribulation and thy poverty" (J.N.D. and most others). Note that their sufferings were linked with their poverty and it may well have been that the tribulation which they endured was the very cause of their poverty, as it had been with other saints of whom it is said that they took joyfully the spoiling of their goods, Heb.10.34. In their tribulation they were under pressure, like grapes being crushed in a wine press. This is implied in the Greek word for tribulation, (thlipsis Strong 2346) and the Saviour Himself knew such anguish in Gethsemane, as He also knew poverty. The word here translated "poverty" occurs only three times in our New Testament, 2 Cor.8.2; 8.9; Rev.2.9. It is the Greek word ptochei (Strong 4432) and indicates poverty in the extreme in the sense of destitution or beggary. How much these believers at Smyrna were willing to endure for their Lord.


  Here, in the letter to Smyrna, we may see again the importance of that little word "I know", but is there a difference now? This is not only the "I know" of Omniscience. It is the "I know" of experience. He for Whom they were suffering had known tribulation and poverty during the days of His flesh. In a most tender way He acknowledges their suffering and says "I know". How poor they were, and He says, "I know". Who is better able to comfort and succour those who suffer than One Who has Himself experienced the same?


  Like many believers who suffer for Christ, the persecution at Smyrna came from religionists. There were blasphemous men in Smyrna professing to be Jews but who were in reality the very synagogue of Satan the accuser of the saints. From this same source their Lord had endured suffering also and He encourages them. They must remain fearless and faithful. Their suffering would be limited for He was in control. It would end and they would receive a victor’s crown of life from Him who had once become dead and now lived. If their sufferings should lead even to death, they would live too, and in their poverty they were really rich.


  It is hardly possible to comment upon Smyrna without mentioning the famous and revered martyr Polycarp, who was almost certainly in the assembly there when this letter was received and read. Although never mentioned in Scripture, Polycarp was a faithful witness and a close companion in his earlier days with John the Apostle. As a prominent Christian teacher he was singled out for execution by the Romans, at the instigation of the local Jews. How like his Lord! It was the time of the great public games and the city was crowded. The very day and date has been preserved for us; it was Saturday 23rd February AD 155, when the cry went up, "Search for Polycarp." He submitted himself to them but when challenged again and again to renounce Christ and say "Caesar is Lord", he resolutely refused. His final reply to them is well-known and often quoted, "These eighty and six years have I served Him and He hath done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King?" It is recorded that when he came to suffer, as he was being led along a voice was heard by the bystanders, "Polycarp, be strong, and play the man!" They tied him to a stake and gathered faggots which were built around him. For a while the fire refused to burn and it was commanded that he be pierced with a dagger. This they did. His lifeless body was then burned but the custody of his charred remains was denied to his friends. They did however eventually retrieve his bones and bury them with reverence. The story of Polycarp is of importance because it is the story and spirit of the assembly at Smyrna and an inspiration to every suffering church of God.


  There is no reproof or censure here, but the promise of a crown of life for their faithfulness, and an eternal security with Him. What an example and encouragement it is for saints today, "Be thou faithful". Some of us will never be asked to suffer imprisonment, scourgings, confiscation of our goods, or martyrdom, as did many of those early believers, but it behoves us nevertheless to be faithful to Him whom we love and at all costs to avoid those things which would call for His censure.


  PERGAMOS – UNHOLY MARRIAGE - Rev.2.12-17


  If the letter to Smyrna is sad reading that to Pergamos is equally sad, but for a very different reason. How subtly does Satan change his strategy and his tactics in his attacks on the testimony. It was as a roaring lion that he assailed the assembly at Smyrna but his fierce assault seemed only to strengthen the resolve of those saints. To Pergamos he comes rather as an angel of light, fostering friendship and fellowship with the world around. Ominously, the Lord approaches this assembly with a sharp two-edged sword, in judgment, but again, true to His character, He will first look for that which is commendable. After that He will censure. Again, in His omniscience He says, "I know", and His knowledge is infallible.


  He knew their works at Pergamos, and He knew that most of them were faithful to Him even though their city was a veritable stronghold of Satan. Satan’s throne was there. There were temples, palaces and universities of paganism. Pergamos has been called the Capital City of Corruption. It was a city of wealth, fashion and mystery, famous for learning, refinement, medicine and science, with a library boasting 200,000 volumes, second only to Alexandria in Egypt. Satan ruled among the populace where they lived and it was to their credit that in such an environment the assembly had held fast the Name of the Lord Jesus and had not denied His faith. That they dwelt where Satan had his throne was a gracious consideration of the Lord and not a complaint as some suggest. Pergamos was their home and at home they must bear testimony to their Saviour. Like the beloved Polycarp of Smyrna they had refused to say "Caesar is Lord". They had maintained their allegiance to Christ, saying "Jesus is Lord". The fidelity of the saints was the more commendable too in that they had remained loyal to Christ even in days of the martyrdom of faithful witnesses like Antipas in their very midst.


  Then there follows the sad "But". The Lord did have a few things against them. They had among them those who held the doctrine of Balaam, who, although he could not curse the people of God counselled Balak to arrange an unholy intermingling of the men of Israel with the daughters of Moab. This resulted in an idolatrous worshipping of Baal with an ensuing plague and judgment from the Lord in which 24,000 Israelites were slain, Num.25.1-9. Sadly, the assembly at Pergamos was harbouring some who similarly held such liaising with the world around.


  Then again, whereas in Ephesus the saints were commendably intolerant of the deeds of the Nicolaitanes, here in Pergamos those deeds had become doctrine and this was being taught along with the doctrine of Balaam. It was a mingling with the world and its ways and an erosion of the line of demarcation between the people of God and the heathen around them.


  These teachers of error must be dealt with, and again, as in Ephesus, the Lord calls upon the saints to repent for condoning the evil which was in their midst. He reminds them of the sharp sword which He bears and threatens that if things remain unchanged He will come unto them suddenly and wield that sword against the false teachers. Note that He does not say "I will fight against thee" but "I will fight against them" 2.16. His controversy was with the Balaamites and the Nicolaitanes but His complaint was against the assembly for tolerating these. In what particular way the Lord would execute His judgment on them is not stated but it was indeed a threat not to be ignored. It may even be a physical judgment. They would perhaps remember that the angel of the Lord with drawn sword had confronted Balaam in his ungodly mission and that eventually Balaam himself had been slain with the sword, Num.22.23; 31.8. It was a solemn warning that even if there were things in the assembly to be commended they must not be complacent for there were things that He must censure too. Complacency is never good. We need to be ever on our guard, always alert to dangers seen and unseen.


  THYATIRA – THE DEPTHS OF SATAN - Rev 2.18-29


  He Who says "I know" now reveals just what He knows about the saints in Thyatira. There was so much to commend that once again one might wonder if there could be anything at all requiring censure. How much good can at times exist alongside that which is positively evil! He knew their works, their love, their service, their faith, their patient endurance, and their latter works to be more than the first. There had actually been an increase in their labour for Him and the Lord recognises and commends all that they were, and all that they were doing, for Him.


  In Thyatira there was love, both for Christ and for each other, and wherever such love is evident in any assembly He will commend it. Their service too, their ministry, would, like their love, be for Him and for one another. In their faith they had not wavered. There was a constancy in their trust in Him, and in patience they endured, persevering with a steadfast continuance in testimony for Him. All these virtues the Lord graciously acknowledges and commends, again mentioning the abounding nature of their works.


  Then follows the sad "notwithstanding". It is the same word as the "nevertheless" in the letter to Ephesus, v.4, and the "but" in the letter to Pergamos, v.14. There was so much to commend in Thyatira, but this could not offset or cancel the need for censure. He who writes to them is the Son of God, and in His Divine omniscience He has eyes like a flame of fire which can discern what ordinary men can not see. Nothing can be hidden from Him. His feet too, are like burnished brass, symbols of activity in judgment when that is necessary. He has the knowledge and authority to execute that judgment when it is needed.


  The Lord’s complaint against them was that they were tolerating the evil influence of a woman "Jezebel" in their midst. Who this woman was, or whether this was indeed her real name, we cannot tell, but whoever she was she bore the character of Jezebel of old. That Jezebel was the wife of King Ahab and the daughter of Ethbaal, King of Tyre and Zidon, 1 Kgs.16.31. She was an evil, unprincipled woman who corrupted Israel by introducing the worship of Baal alongside the worship of Jehovah, intending doubtless that this idolatrous system should eventually displace the worship of Jehovah altogether. Jezebel was an idolatress, a persecutor, a thief, a murderess, a liar and a hypocrite, intent on seducing the people of God and ruining their testimony for Him.


  Jezebel in Thyatira was likewise a woman of dominant personality. Was she, as some think, the wife of some prominent brother in the assembly? She may well have been. Whether the fornication which she was promoting was actual immorality or perhaps an unholy fellowshipping with demon worshippers and idolaters, is of little account. It was evil; it was abominable that such a woman should be tolerated in the assembly. Of what real value was all that which the Lord had commended if the good name of the assembly and the lives of the saints were slowly being corrupted by the evil influence of this obnoxious woman? It was a serious error to tolerate her.


  She was "teaching" too! How wrong it was for a woman to teach at all in the assembly, but this woman was teaching gross evil, posing as a prophetess. Was it her loud dominant manner? Was it her overbearing personality? Or was it her subtle deceitful appeal to the flesh? Whatever, some were being influenced by her presence and the assembly was indeed in grievous error by tolerating her. However, it seems to be a principle that if His people do not judge, then God Himself will judge. This happened in Corinth with the result that many were weak and sickly among them and some had died, 1 Cor.11.30. If there was no repentance the Lord would deal with this woman and with her children, those whom she had produced by her evil teaching. His judgment on them would be a salutary lesson to others and all the churches would know that their Lord was truly omniscient, searching the hearts and testing the motives of all men


  Conniving with idol worship and with immorality was a most sad and solemn condition in Thyatira. Such evil practices were indeed "the depths of Satan". But there was a remnant, the rest in Thyatira, those who had not been influenced by the evil. These must hold fast to the truth until the Lord would come, v.25. Is this the first reference to the Rapture of the Church, the Coming of the Lord, in these letters? If so, what an incentive! He was coming, and while they waited for Him they must be loyal and true to Him, holding fast to all that they knew to be truth. The same exhortation remains pertinent today. Eventually He will judge the evil, and the evil-doers, and will vindicate those who in the midst of evil have lived true to Him. Let us strive for His commendation and dread anything that would call for His censure.


  SARDIS – LIFELESS PROFESSION - Rev.3.1-6


  There is little if anything to commend in the assembly at Sardis. The Lord knew their works, and He knew that there were a few in the assembly who had remained undefiled. He does not elaborate or enlarge when he says, "I know thy works". Would the very indeterminate nature of the expression cause them to think, "What does He really know? What is there to know? What have we done for Him?" If He were to say to my assembly "I know thy works," would we not examine our service and try to assess in all honesty just what there is in it for Him?


  What He did know was that their works were not complete; they were not up to standard. The commentator Adam Clarke assesses the situation very aptly when he writes, "They performed duties of all kinds, but no duty completely. They were constantly beginning, but never brought any thing to a proper end. Their resolutions were languid, their strength feeble, and their light dim. They probably maintained their reputation before men, but their works were not perfect before God." Was there preaching without power? Outward form? Externalities? A semblance of truth which did not really affect the lives and testimonies of those in the assembly?


  What perhaps exacerbated the condition of things at Sardis was that there were infinite resources at their disposal and there was no excuse for their apparent barrenness. He Who wrote to them had the seven spirits of God and the seven stars; He possessed plenitude of spiritual power and He also had sovereign control of His servants. Had they but availed themselves of all that He was, things could have been so different at Sardis. What salutary lessons for assemblies today!


  These saints had a name, a reputation that they lived, but it was a name only for as far as effective testimony was concerned they were dead. It was a lifeless profession and in the assembly as a whole there was indeed very little to be commended. Those few individuals in the assembly who had remained true to the Lord would not be forgotten. He will readily commend and encourage these but will exhort the assembly to better things.


  They must be watchful. They must watch their thoughts and words, their affections and their actions. They had been lethargic. They had been careless and inattentive, like one asleep. It was imperative that they awake and strengthen whatever elements of good profession remained lest these should die also. Recovery could be accomplished in any assembly by revival of gospel interest and attention to sound ministry of the Word of God. Such activity would establish those who might be wavering in the assembly and would strengthen the flagging testimony.


  The Lord encourages them to remember how they had at first received the message of pardon and peace. They should call to mind the joy and zeal of those earlier days when they first heard the glad tidings. Remembering the gladness of those days would surely produce repentance for their present deadness and cause them to hold fast what they had and return again to that former joy.


  The alternative was both sad and serious. If they did not repent the Lord would come upon them unexpectedly and suddenly as a thief. This is not His Coming to the air for His saints. It is not His coming for them but His coming upon them. It is a coming in judicial and governmental judgment on the assembly but it is so solemn that the Lord uses the same metaphor as that which in the days of His ministry He had used to teach the suddenness of His return in power and glory as the Son of Man in judgment upon the nations. "But know this, that if the goodman of the house had known in what watch the thief would come, he would have watched, and would not have suffered his house to be broken up" Mt.12.43; Lk.12.39. In what particular way He would come upon Sardis is not clear but even this very lack of clarity about the nature of the threatened judgment should have aroused these saints from their lethargy. Failure to repent could well mean the removal of their lampstand.


  But, as has already been mentioned briefly, there were a few in Sardis who had given their Lord pleasure. What a lovely tribute He pays to them when He says, "They are worthy!" He appreciated their faithfulness to Him. He commends them and promises a bright reward when their days of pilgrimage and testimony were finished. They had kept their garments white and they would one day walk in white with Him whose garments were white and glistering on the Mount of Transfiguration. How good it would have been if the commendation of the few could have been that of the whole assembly, but sadly it was not so in the assembly in Sardis. There was but a remnant.


  We must ask, humbly and sincerely, if there is anything to commend in the assembly of which I form a part, or are there just, as He says, "A few names?" If we could with all honesty appraise our condition and then recognise that the resources which were there for Sardis are available to us too, things might be different. There could be a revival of both affection and activity for Him and a determination to live for His pleasure.


  PHILADELPHIA – BROTHERLY LOVE - Rev.3.7-13


  If, in the assembly at Sardis, there was a lack of commendation, here in the assembly at Philadelphia there is nothing to censure. Perhaps this should be modified by saying that, as in the case of Smyrna, if there was anything which required correction, this was not the time for such, and the Lord graciously withholds any reference to failure.


  The letter opens with the familiar words "I know". The Saviour knew their works at Philadelphia and He knew their weakness. They had a little strength. This may mean that they were small in number, but more probably it may mean that compared with the power of the pagan society in which they lived they were but a poor and despised company. The Lord graciously takes notice of this and accordingly sets before them an open door of opportunity for service which no man could shut. He is on their side! He who wrote to them was holy and true and He had the key of David. Holiness and truth were what characterised Him and He desired the same from His saints. He was sovereign too and in that sovereignty He could order circumstances for His willing people. He will make a way for them in their testimony for Him and He recognises just how faithful these saints have been.


  Philadelphia means "brotherly love" and in this spirit of love they had kept His Word. They had been obedient to His will. They had not denied His Name. They had been true to His Person. They had apparently known the opposition of the local Jews who were, in their hatred of Christ, but a synagogue of Satan, just as was the case in Smyrna, 2.9. The Lord would Himself deal with these at the appropriate time and cause them to know that He loved those who loved Him.


  Meanwhile they must continue in the patient endurance which had already characterised them. In their weakness they had persevered in constant obedience to the Word of Christ and for this He commends them and gives His promise that He will keep them in every trial.


  For their encouragement, He was coming! As He had exhorted the remnant in Thyatira so now He exhorts Philadelphia, "Hold that fast which thou hast" 2.25. They would one day wear a victor’s crown and they should guard this jealously. If this crown may be, as some think, a crown of present testimony, then the exhortation is still important; they should carefully maintain what they have for His glory. The Saviour would reward their fidelity and steadfastness and one day they would be as pillars in the temple, inscribed with His Name in the City of God. Like Jachin and Boaz, pillars in the porch of Solomon’s temple, 2 Chron.3.17, they would have a place of prominence in the New Jerusalem. There was a coming day of glory for the overcomer and from their present weakness the saints at Philadelphia could look forward with joy.


  What a happy assembly is that which has His commendation, His encouragement and His promise, with no censure. May we too anticipate the day of His return, living daily in the hope of His coming and with the prospect of glory with Him forever. Such anticipation would, as the hymn says, "nerve our faint endeavour" and enable us, even in weakness, to serve Him faithfully.


  LAODICEA – NEITHER HOT NOR COLD! - Rev 3.14-22


  The name Laodicea has become a synonym for lukewarmness. Of the seven assemblies addressed in Revelation chapters 2 and 3 only Laodicea and Ephesus are mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament and there is an interesting observation in the Epistle to the Colossians where Paul writes, "And when this epistle is read among you, cause that it be read also in the church of the Laodiceans; and that ye likewise read the epistle from Laodicea" Col.4.16. Since many of Paul’s epistles would be encyclicals it is very possible that the letter which the Colossians were to receive "from" Laodicea could well have been the Epistle to the Ephesians which had been sent from Ephesus to Laodicea for the assembly there to read, and that they were also to have the Epistle to the Colossians sent to them. If only they had given heed would not the teaching of these two letters, to Ephesus and Colosse, have preserved the Laodiceans from their nauseating lukewarm condition? And would the same not apply to assemblies of the present day? Occupation with the Christ of those two epistles and a zeal for His glory would surely be the antidote to careless conditions such as prevailed in Laodicea. See Paul’s expressed concern for Laodicea in Col.2.1-2 "I would that ye knew what great conflict I have for you, and for them at Laodicea … that their hearts may be comforted, being knit together in love, and unto all riches of the full assurance of understanding." O that their hearts had responded to the desire of the apostle.


  What an immediate rebuke to the Laodiceans to know that He Who now addressed them was the faithful and true witness? He had lived in the same world as they but throughout the years of His sojourn He had been the "Amen" to all that God had said and desired, unchanging in His fidelity and faithfulness to the God of Truth whom He served. His life and witness should have been an encouragement to them but instead it would be a rebuke as they contrasted their own witness with His.


  Was there anything which the Lord could commend in this assembly? He knew their works but He does not elaborate and we are left to conclude that there was a half-heartedness in all that they did. They were neither cold nor hot, and both of these words are interesting. The first implies that they were not icily cold or chilly, but the second means that they were not fervently hot. They were lukewarm, tepid, neither one thing or the other, and their condition was indeed so nauseating that the Lord threatens to spue them out of His mouth. "Spue" (Gk.emeo; Strong 1692) is found only here in the New Testament. It is the word from which is derived the English word "emetic". Their condition was sickening, a profession with no conviction, a service with no zeal, a complacency which was tantamount to duplicity. There was formality, self-sufficiency, spiritual sloth, and like a weather vane they could move with the prevailing wind in any direction.


  The Laodiceans boasted that they were rich, but did not know that they were really poor. Did the very blessing of material riches occasion their independence and pride? They claimed to have need of nothing and in their vanity they failed to recognise that in reality their need was very great indeed. There was a sad mingling of ignorance and arrogance in the claim that they needed nothing. In the Lord’s eyes they were pathetic. They were pitiable. It was a deplorable condition and they were blind to it. Morally naked they were too, when they should have been clothed with the beauty of holiness and garments of purity like those saints in Philadelphia who had kept themselves undefiled from the world, 3.4.


  It was not that there was no provision for them, for all that they needed was in Christ. He had riches for their poverty. He had the cure for their blindness. He had white garments to cover their shame. He had the answer to all their need if only they could but recognise that need and return to Him.


  So the Lord has counselled them and now He will appeal, but His appeal is to the individual saint who was willing to hear. "If any man hear my voice." This does not mean that assembly testimony will at any time be superseded by, or replaced by, individual testimony, as some suggest, but the Saviour’s appeal is to the individual in the assembly so that an individual believer by his godly influence in the assembly may indeed help to recover the assembly to better conditions. To such a responsive heart the Lord promises sweet fellowship now, and in the future a share with Him in the glory of His kingdom. Sadly, it would seem that there was no recovery of the assembly in Laodicea for as far as we know there is now nothing for God in the ruins of the town that once was the wealthy and flourishing Laodicea, now known as Eski Hissar, "the old castle".


  It is touching in the extreme to find the Lord patiently and graciously standing knocking at the door of His assembly. There seems to be nothing to commend in this assembly. There has been much to censure. Yet He still pleads for a place in their midst. How is it with my assembly?


  SUMMARY – CENSURE OR COMMENDATION?


  With what Divine wisdom have these seven assemblies been chosen for our learning. The letters to them are rich in lessons for us. They are full of warnings and encouragements, of instruction and direction for our testimony. The poor world in which we live is gloomy and dark. It needs the light which golden lamps can give but sadly there is so much that can dim that light and bring the Lord’s disapproval. When the Saviour was here on earth He said, "As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world" Jn.9.5. He is now no longer in the world but says to His people, "Ye are the light of the world" Matt.5.14. On His last evening on earth He prayed, "And now I am no more in the world, but these are in the world, and I come to Thee. Holy Father, keep through Thine own name those whom thou hast given Me, that they may be one, as We are" Jn.17.11. He has left us here that we might, in some measure, carry on the ministry which He began, bringing light to a world in darkness, and His prayer is that we might be preserved in that ministry.


  Individually we must shine as lights in the world, Phil.2.15, but it His declared mind, and the Scriptural pattern, that we should each be part of a local company, gathered to His Name and bearing light for Him in collective testimony. Every golden lamp, precious to Him, has the privilege and responsibility to bear that light and it should be the endeavour of all so to shine as to have our Lord’s commendation. May we avoid everything and anything that would dim the light and call for His censure. The churches are indeed "The glory of Christ" 2 Cor.8.23.
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