
  [image: ]



  
    [image: ]



    Author's Rights


    Published as an E-book


    by


    Austin-Sparks.Net


    Email: info@austin-sparks.net



    



    ISBN:978-1-927326-20-6


    



    



    In keeping with T. Austin-Sparks' wishes that what was freely received should be freely given and not sold for profit, and that his messages be reproduced word for word, we ask if you choose to share these messages with others, to please respect his wishes and offer them freely - free of any changes, free of any charge (except necessary distribution costs) and with this statement included.



    


  


  


  

  



  
    The Law of the Spirit of Life

  


  
    by T. Austin-Sparks


    Edited and supplied by the Golden Candlestick Trust.


  


  
    Contents


  


  
    Chapter 1 - The Remarkable Transformation from Defeat to Triumph

  


  
    Chapter 2 - The Inward Spirit of Life

  


  
    Chapter 3 - The Law of the Cross

  


  
    Chapter 4 - The Exalted Lord

  


  



  
    Chapter 1 - The Remarkable Transformation from Defeat to Triumph

  


  
    "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" (Rom. 8:2).


    When Simon Magus offered Peter money to possess the ability to confer the Holy Spirit, he was summarily reproved for having such mean and unworthy thoughts and ideas as to the person of the Spirit of God. None of us are in danger of meriting such a rebuke. Nevertheless, I think most of us have erred, and perhaps do err, in this respect that our ideas as to the Holy Spirit, our attitude toward Him, are very mean and very inadequate, and fall very far short of the divine reality. "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus". We want to hurry on and read the rest of the chapter. We want to read, "If God be for us, who can be against us?" But the key and the secret is verse two which you and I hurry over so quickly and so often.


    There could be no Romans 8 if there were no 'law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus'. I believe the apostle breathed a sigh of relief when he finished Romans 7. I am sure he did when he finished experiencing it, and when he looked back after those dark, unsatisfactory days of spiritual experience and wrote them down for the benefit of the Lord's people then and now. When he wrote the sorry history of a despairing struggle to do the will of God, I am sure it was with a sigh of relief that he, as it were, started chapter 8 and emerged out of a realm of disappointment and despair into a blessed, glorious, surpassing experience of triumph and blessing and victory, a full salvation. For that is what it is, an emergence out of a realm of disappointment and despair. Here is the secret of the emergence: the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus.


    All the experience of Romans 8 is to be traced back to that, and that means far more than the mere personal experience of a man enjoying full salvation, though thank God, it did mean that, for when we emerge from that struggle over our own personal need for God's deliverance, we come into a much vaster realm than we had ever thought possible.


    Until now it has all been so very personal. My sins, and my sin, and so on. Well, it had to be personal. The apostle saw to it that it became personal. All this airy talk about the whole creation, and the world, and the future, and mankind - that is all very well, but the moralists, the religionists and the philosophers are brought by the Spirit of God as well as the logic of the holy convicting power of His Word, down to their own personal condition. Never mind the world, where are you? Never mind the needs of mankind, what about your needs? And so the arrow of conviction makes it a personal matter and those who are so ready to talk about the nations, the world and mankind, find the Lord pointing to them and saying, "Who art thou that judgest, oh man? You are the one. You are the sinner." And most of us know only too well the experience of feeling as though in the whole world, we were the culpable, guilty, vile, miserable offender, and as though all the light of all the judgments were focussed upon us and our sins, for this had to be and the Lord sees to it that it becomes personal.


    And then you go further into the book. Thank God it is also personal in salvation. My sins, my pardon, my justification; and then the whole question of holiness arises and it is not now my sins, but my sin. It is me, and my need for sanctification and, praise God, my experience of sanctification that comes into view. My old life, such a shameful thing; my new life so full of promise. And then Romans 7 seems somehow to bring into concentrated expression this full personal exercise of the individual soul. I wonder how many there may be whose life history is found in Romans 7?


    It seems to me that the last verse which, in a way, seems strange after the cry of gratitude for deliverance has already gone forth, is a summing up of the whole position. The apostle says, "So then" (Rom. 7:25) this is not the last word, but it is the last word about that condition. So then I, in myself, me, this strange complex being, am serving the law of God with my mind, serving the law of sin with my flesh. Was he a Christian, or was he not a Christian? That is all very important: Christian or non-Christian? In myself that is what I am like. So this is all about myself.


    But when you come into Romans 8 you find, first of all, as to myself, there is a glorious deliverance. The law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus has made me free! Hallelujah, thank God for a personal salvation; it has made me free from the law of sin and death. But before we get very far into the chapter, we find that it is not only a question of my being made free, but that the context broadens until we are talking about the whole creation and a glorious emergence from a realm of disappointment and despair. For me, praise God, but not only for me, but for the whole creation because, the apostle says, the whole creation is groaning.


    The Groaning of the Creation


    When you were in Romans 7 you thought you were the only one groaning, and my, weren't you groaning, wanting to be delivered from this body of death, this pathetic, groping, miserable state of sinfulness. How you groaned! You groaned because of sin at the core of your being and it was spoiling your life and you groaned. The apostle says, "Listen, and look and take heed. The whole creation is groaning. There is sin at the heart of creation as well as in your heart. And this is the explanation."


    You can read all your volumes on history, the rising and falling of empires, the waxing and waning of dynasties, all the concentrated misery of the human race through the ages, not of the human race only but of the whole physical creation, and in one simple sentence you can get an explanation of it all. The law of sin and death is at the heart of it. There is something wrong. The whole creation is groaning and, thank God, if the groaning sinner of Romans 7 emerges into the glorying saint of Romans 8, the apostle says that is just a little foretaste or earnest of the fact that the whole groaning creation shall also emerge into Romans 8. In the widest, vastest, realms of God's creation, there shall go forth the same note of praise and relief: "I thank my God through Christ Jesus", it shall be delivered. The groaning turns to praise, and the secret is what we are going to talk about.


    The secret is "the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus". That is the secret of the deliverance. How this triumphant saint sings his doxology, praising and blessing the Lord! The darkness has passed; the light has come; everything is altered. Life is just one glorious experience of bliss, not because for him the world is different, but because in a sense, it does not matter what happens to the world; the secret is in himself by the Holy Spirit. In himself naturally he has the law of sin and death, but now in his very being, by the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, he has all the blessing, all the glory, all the triumph, all the love, of which this chapter speaks.


    The Cosmic Application


    Now I want you to try and think of Romans 8 not only in these personal terms, but in what I might call cosmic terms, in terms which affect the whole creation, and I am obliged to keep to the scriptural word. I cannot say, 'the universe', because that means everything, and we know there is that in this universe which does not wait in hope of the glory of God and will never see it. And so I keep to this term, creation.


    I think the apostle was speaking more specifically of the literal physical creation, but that would mean an empty world. It will be a full world of redeemed ones. But think of Romans 8 in world terms, in cosmic dimensions - what a wonderful world it will be! You come down the list: liberty, peace, life, righteousness, wisdom, led by the spirit of God, the favour and smile of heaven, pleasing God; God - pleased with the whole world, the glory, the hope, "all things working together for good", the triumph, the absence of all the shadows, no condemnation in this world, no separation, the love of God known and enjoyed. This will not be for a passing period, but for ever. Not only height, nor depth, nor things present, nor things to come, can ever change this state of absolute bliss and glory. Well, thank the Lord that is a better prospect than you read in the newspapers, though they try and work up a little optimism in them sometimes. It is true, Paul says, the creation has been subjected to vanity: corruption, frustration, and misery, but God has done that in hope.


    So, poor struggling, miserable, despairing saint in Romans 7, there is hope, there is a different kind of life which perhaps to you seems unattainable, but it is all so simple. "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" leads you right in, and so, poor struggling creation, groaning and despairing, God's word for you is not despair, but hope, and the way in, as we have said concerning individuals, is the way of the "law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus". What do I mean by that?


    Well, just look at the groaning again. The creation is groaning (8:22), but we see in verse 26, the Spirit Himself is groaning. We go back to verse 23 and we find that the redeemed saints are groaning. What is this? What is the creation waiting for? Well, waiting for the day when Romans 8 shall dawn. Yes, but what is coincident with that day, indeed more than coincident with it; what is the effective cause of it? What is this inarticulate groaning of the creation tending towards? It is written down here: the manifestation of the sons of God. What are we groaning for? Exactly the same thing described in another way - the adoption. So the whole creation waits for the consummation in the saints of that which takes place when the "law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus" begins to operate in us.


    Romans 8 then tells us, not merely of the experience of full salvation, but tells us also of the meaning of full salvation and this is precisely where we need to ask the Lord to give us light. The experience, if only personal, blessed as that may be, is failing of its purpose if it is not tending toward the Divine end which God has in view and that end is something big, much bigger than your or my experience of full salvation. That end is as large as God's creation. That end is in vast worldwide terms, and this poor saved sinner, struggling along to learn the secret of the victory, when he does emerge, finds that he has not only learned the secret of victory, but he has been brought into the secret of Divine purpose for the whole creation.


    Well, you say, he is still groaning. He groaned in Romans 7; he is still groaning in Romans 8, but it is a very different kind of groaning. There is no spirit, it is said, with groanings which cannot be uttered. Well, the groanings in Romans 7 could be uttered alright. Paul knew how to utter them and so do I and so do you! The pity of it is that the children of God spend the best part of their days still groaning with groanings that can be uttered and that ought to have been left behind long ago. These are the groanings of corruption.


    But when we turn to Romans 8, what does it say about this groaning world? It is groaning, travailing together in pain. This is a different kind of pain and suffering. The pain, the suffering, the groaning of corruption is one thing, but the groaning and the pain of birth, of production, is a very different thing. Surely the Spirit's groaning, and the church's groaning, are now not for themselves, not for sin, not the pangs of dissolution, but birth pangs, longing, aching, towards a great and glorious deliverance which shall be well worth the pain. This is not like the Romans 7 man groaning, that is a shameful thing. It is unproductive and, in many cases, if not always, it is unnecessary. But this is the ardent, urgent, reaching out in the midst of a glorious experience of the Lord for the full development and consummation of the manifestation in glory, of what God means by deliverance, and God means something big, as big as creation.


    That brings us to a very practical challenge. When you groan, when you pray, when you long and desire, when you are freed from preoccupation, and your heart spontaneously turns to thanks and praise, to words which express heart-longings, are they the groanings of Romans 7? Are they the groanings and longings about your own personal state and need, or are they the Spirit's unutterable desires for the manifestation of the glory of Christ? Put it this way, have you found the secret of personal deliverance which has set you free to devote yourself to the deliverance of the whole creation? "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus'. When that is reached, when that day dawns and that glory is seen, of course the world will be a wonderful world because Christ will fill all things. But Christ will only fill all things because, having begun at the heart, He has filled a people with Himself.


    And the creation has been waiting a long time, waiting in hope. It is an amazing picture which the apostle paints, daring almost beyond what we feel would be right to utter. While sinful men care nothing for the purpose of God, and while even saved men so often are careless or indifferent as to the great goal of salvation; while there is apathy and indifference everywhere, yet the whole creation goes on longing and groaning for that day. One thing is certain, that when the apostle speaks of the Spirit making intercession for the saints, he is not thinking in these little petty terms that so often preoccupy us in prayer. He is thinking of the great goal of redemption and these intercessions are groanings which cannot be uttered, that that day may be realised, and the only way of its hastening and of its accomplishment, is that the "law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" should find full expression in those who are the Lord's. That is the secret right at the heart of things. The Spirit, the Holy Spirit of God, is God's executive whenever a new creation is being brought into view.


    The New Creation


    You don't need me to remind you of the opening verses of the Bible when that creation (alas, so soon to be marred) was in view and came to its appointed beginning. The first thing said about it all was that "the Spirit of God breathed upon the face of the waters" and then judgment had to fall, and after the flood another creation, though in many senses the same, but we may say, a new creation emerged from the flood. You will remember that Noah's attitude towards it was governed by the dove, and where the dove was at home. Of course the raven was at home in the old creation, but the dove was not at home there. It was not until the new creation emerged from the waters of judgment and when the dove was at home there that Noah opened the ark and they came out. Well, sin was in that creation; the waters of judgment had not purged it after all, and the old creation continued until the blessed person of the Son of God appeared and brought in a new creation, new, not only in time but also in character. New, because different, and this time incorruptible, for when He came forth it was a new creation and the words that were spoken of Him from the very beginning of the process of incarnation, were that this one was begotten of the Holy Spirit. "How can this thing be", asked Mary and the answer was the Holy Spirit - a new creation by the Holy Spirit, and now in Christ.


    We share that blessed Life, but why do we share it? What is the Divine end and aim in calling us to share it? Well, it is literally and in the largest terms, a new creation. That is God's end: the earth. Oh, not another world; it is such a muddle. That is why people want to die because this world is such a muddle and this life such a problem, and the best thing to do is to get out of it all and go somewhere better. This is a human way of bettering yourself, but it is not God's way. God says that this same world, "This earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord. This is the hope that I set before you, not to shuffle out of your responsibilities and difficulties, but to see My mighty hand transforming everything". The earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea, and the final presentation of things shall be a new heaven and a new earth wherein dwells all righteousness. The secret will be exactly the same. The Spirit of Life is the secret.


    But how is the Spirit of God approaching this task? Well, we have read that. How can the world know the transforming power of the Spirit of God? Well, we have read that. A day, a moment, when the poor, convicted sinner of Romans 3, the poor, struggling saint of Romans 7, not one, but vast numbers of them, emerge out of their sin into Christ, out of the struggles of trying to please Christ, into the glorious liberty of a living Christ, then they shall all be transformed into His likeness. This is the manifestation of the sons of God: the adoption unto sonship. That is the secret.


    Now, you think of it as it is, both a challenge and an inspiration to you. Is this not something worth living for? Does not this altogether ennoble and dignify life for us? The thought not merely of finding for ourselves a blessing (there are plenty of blessings in Christ), but not merely that, but of being at the very heart of that which is the supreme blessing to the whole universe? That is what the Lord saved you and me for. We should realise that there is an eternal purpose and that the secret of this purpose, comprehensive and yet simple, is the "Spirit of life in Christ Jesus". He should have His full opportunity in our lives and then He will see to it all. It is His responsibility. He will do it, but He needs me; He needs the church redeemed by precious blood to reach that goal and that day. And that means that we need to be made aware, to be instructed as to the "law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" and then to be obedient to that law and that Spirit.


  


  
    Chapter 2 - The Inward Spirit of Life

  


  
    Reading: Romans 8:14-16,26,29.


    "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" (Rom. 8:2). That, we said, is the secret of the remarkable transformation in the experience of a man who in the first place is groaning, miserable, defeated, whose life is frustrated, who wants the will of God but cannot attain to it, and the man who is having a glorious time in spite of living in a world that hates him, that all the time threatens to ruin him, but who knows that his way is to be a triumphant one with the end being glory. This is the law of the Spirit of Life, and we are told that the secret of it all is a relationship with God, but that is not just some power committed to him.



    We often use the comparison of the filling of the empty vessels with oil, which is, from one aspect, a true expression of the power of God. But it is a very inadequate comparison to express what is happening to this man in Romans 8. He is not just being filled up with a power; he has, by the Spirit, come into a relationship. For him the Spirit is supremely the Spirit of Life, and so we read together, "The Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God". That is the secret and so the apostle says, "if children then heirs". The inheritance will be ours if we are children and if we grow up to come of age. And so that is what we are waiting for - our adoption. I do hope that when you read "adoption" you do not think in terms of poor little homeless orphans being taken into a family and told to call somebody Father and Mother who are not their father and mother. That is not what Scripture means by adoption; it is very far from it.


    The adoption for which we are waiting is the coming of age, the public recognition of those who are truly born in the family. And that is why we have said the secret is this: the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, not merely that He is the living Spirit, although I think that sometimes needs to be said. Some of the Lord's people think of the Spirit as some abstract power like electricity, or some other such power, forgetting that He is a Person with His own distinct personality within the Godhead; just as distinct as the Father and the Son. The apostle is not only saying that, but also that the Spirit is the effectual, vital link between ourselves and God in Christ, so the law that is in us is not merely the law of the Spirit in general, but it is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. When we have Him, we are true born children. Thank God for the great grace that has made us children of God. How greatly has the Father loved us. The child has all the potentialities of the Father's desires and purpose in him, but God's great concern is whether the child will grow up, reach maturity, come of age, and be able to enter into the inheritance.



    Whatever you may think about it, and however the church may neglect it, the apostle says this is a matter of vital importance. We may all be happy and joyful because we are children of God. We may proclaim, "Thank God we are born, let us go and see how many others can be born". Yet the apostle says that if we don't get beyond that, he would have us know that here in this world we are in the presence of a great cosmic yearning and longing, not just that men might be born, but that they might grow up and that the day of adoption, the day of the manifestation of the sons of God (not the children of God) might come. Of course, they are children of God, you cannot be a son without being a child; you have got to begin by being a child. I have no doubt that if we know nothing else of Romans 8, we do know this, that "the Spirit bears witness with our spirits that we are children of God". If you do not know it, it could happen now if you look to Him. And so we must be children to be sons.


    Growing to Maturity


    The question arises as to the possibility of being a child and never being a son. May I put it this way, that the great purpose that God has in our being born again, that for which He is yearning, that burden of unutterable prayer for the saints which is with the Spirit, is all to this end: that the day may arrive when the grown-up, come-of-age, mature sons of God are recognised by Him so that He may call the whole universe to take its relationship with Christ as centre because Christ is now the Firstborn among many brethren. The law of the Spirit of Life is all the time pressing to that. The Life will reach that end if it is given its way. And so the question arises in the church of God, not as to whether the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus is in the church, or is in the individuals (that is not the question; if we are born again that is a fact) but as to why the Spirit cannot reach His goal. It is because of the law of the Spirit of Life.


    That brings us to this whole question of law. The Bible says a lot about it, and Paul, especially in this letter, Paul wrote a great deal about the law. He not only speaks of the Mosaic law, he often passes from that to the general when he is speaking of works of law. But in almost every case in which law is mentioned in this letter, as elsewhere, the apostle is thinking and writing of what we think of naturally: of an outward, written code of conduct, a form of regulations as to behaviour. He says that however earnestly you study the Divine law and resolve to keep it, there is no way to sonship along that path. Mark you, it is not because there is anything lacking in the law; the law is holy, the law is good, and - surprisingly - the law is spiritual. You didn't think the law was spiritual, did you? You thought the law was the opposite of spiritual. The law is spiritual, but the law is no good to me because I am carnal. The apostle, in developing that together with the uselessness of the law comes to another phrase in which "law" is used in a different connection.



    Going through his bitter experience of Romans 7 and explaining about this law of God which is so holy, so high, but so unattainable, he says the trouble all the time is that there is in me another law, "I see a different law working in my members" (Rom. 7:23). Now, in this case he uses "law" in a different sense. It is not only different from the law of God and opposed to that, but he is talking now, not of a code, but of a new principle of operation that is working all the time. However many eccentric ideas it may seem to have and however many aspects of its movements may be discovered, it is working according to a fixed set of principles; there is a regularity and inevitability about its working. It is the law of sin, alas, and it is in me! This is not just some vague thing, it has quite definite ways of working, and so he calls it an inward law.



    Now, of course, there is or there could be a code of conduct, an outward, written law which corresponds to that inward law, which would be very different from that which you read in the Bible. It would, of course, be just the opposite. It would make pretty grim reading to read in writing what I am like, the explanation of the law which governs my conduct: "Thou shalt worship thyself; thou shalt serve thyself". Instead of God being the centre and love to God being the great regulation, self is the centre and love of self the outstanding statute in that code. But there is, or there could be, an outward law which corresponds to this inward principle which is all the time operating in me. I work according to a law (nobody has troubled to write it and I hope they never will, but it could be written, and after I saw it written I would repudiate it), yet in myself I do it because it works in me. Now you see what we are coming to. The apostle says the secret of the will of God is not in trying to observe that law as written outwardly, but discovering a blessed truth which is the opposite of that law of sin and death, and that is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus; the inward principle of action operating all the time according to fixed and regular ways so that it can be called a law.


    The Inward Law


    Now, that was the trouble with men when they saw that in the Person of Jesus Christ. They said, "It is not law abiding, it is lawless". That was the trouble when they saw it in the apostle, "This is antinomianism. You do not keep the Sabbath, and here is the code as to what you should do", and they could not understand that the life of the Lord Jesus was governed by law - not the outward law, although it corresponded in His case, and it will in ours in the measure in which the Spirit does govern our lives - but an inward law working all the time according to the Divine working. Some tried to find out what that law was. I suppose James, the brother of the Lord, tried. He was a righteous man, but it baffled him, it seemed to him to have no rules about it. And so in the case of the apostles, if you take up the book of the Acts and you try to establish a code of conduct that will explain their every action, you can't do it. It baffles analysis; it baffles any explanation according to principles which we understand, and so they said it is lawless. They did not understand - nor shall we understand unless the Lord shows it to us - that there is an inward law of the Spirit of Life.



    When the Spirit came to the disciples they didn't indulge in a series of disjointed, meaningless or impulsive actions, but they moved according to Divine law. They often didn't know the explanation, but they did know this: that there was with them a living Lord who was everything, to be obeyed instantly, and that He controlled their lives. Now that is the way to sonship. How the apostle laboured to show these people, and more particularly to show the Galatians that they could not attain to sonship by studying the Bible or going to meetings, or trying to get it all analysed and worked out, and saying they are going to do this to become a son. You cannot do it like that, but the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of sonship and is the secret of growing up. To be ready for that great day He must apply the law to our lives inwardly, the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus.



    May I give a warning to those who take it for granted that they are spiritual, and in their immaturity begin to do things and not to do them because they feel the Lord has told them to do something, or the Lord has not told them to do it. The law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, when we are perfectly spiritual people, will so lead us that we shall always do the will of God. But when we are not perfectly spiritual people, the Lord has to use safeguards, not because the Spirit cannot be trusted but because we cannot yet be trusted. Why was the letter to the Corinthians written with so many injunctions as to conduct, as to behaviour, as to this and that? Should not the Spirit of God have led those men unerringly? Yes, and He would have if they had been spiritual people, but since they were not spiritual people, certain things had to be said to them which, had they been spiritual, would have been unnecessary.



    The pity of it is that so much that is written in the Word is taken and made a new law, and "You must do it like this, and you must keep every detail of that, and if you do you will be according to God". And yet, when all the details have been thrashed out and somebody or other has decided what it really means in all the conflicting interpretations, and you are doing it according to what the Book says, somebody comes in among you and says, "My, isn't it dead? Where's the Life?" There is no Life when you are working on the basis of the law. The law for us is an inward Spirit of Life. Nevertheless, when we are not spiritual (and who of us will claim to be?) the Lord provides safeguards, not laws, but checks upon us. If we were perfectly spiritual people we should obey the Word of God even without reading it; spontaneously we should do the thing. We shouldn't have to say, "Now I ought to do that", but until we reach that stage, we must keep to the Bible, not as a basis of favour with God, but as a corrective and safeguard to spiritual guidance. If we were perfectly spiritual, we should always do our duty. By that I mean things that are not necessarily written down in so many words in Scripture, but even if they were not our duty in our home or our duty in our work, if we were perfectly spiritual we should do that. The strange thing is that some people claim to be spiritual and in their sense of the Lord's guidance ignore their duties and bring shame to the Name of the Lord by so doing. It is safer to check up your sense of the Spirit's guidance by duty and to give the Lord just that extra means of being sure that, after all, it is the Spirit and not what you think is the Spirit.



    If we were perfectly spiritual we should find that all our behaviour and our sense of guidance and of the Lord's will would find perfect harmony and corroboration among our fellow members in the church, and particularly among those who in any sense may represent the church. If we were perfectly spiritual, there would be no difficulty, but how many people who claim to be spiritual come into conflict with and contradict the mind of the Lord as found in His church? It is safer to remember that we are not so spiritual as we thought we were and to check up our sense of guidance with the witness in the church as to the will of God; thus always be ready to support our personal sense of things, for our safety as well as for His glory. These are provisions for the unspiritual, if you like to put it like that. Well, let us be humble and confess ourselves unspiritual and make use of the provision, never forgetting that the vital and final truth is that the sons of God are not led by the Word of God, or by the Word spoken, but by the Spirit of God. That is the ultimate truth, and when that ultimate truth is realised it will be found to harmonise with all the others. There is no contradiction with Him. The contradiction is with us because we are unspiritual.


    The Spirit of Life


    The law of the Spirit of Life. It is more Life that is needed and that means that the Spirit who gives Life must be more closely and attentively obeyed because He works according to laws. Those who reach sonship are not those who pray and pray, and by virtue of their great praying attain a thing (although we need to pray), but they are those who are all the time sensitive and susceptible and obedient to the laws of the Spirit of God. He will do the rest. He will bring us to sonship. He has in His own hands that great law of manifestation of the sons of God. He is the executor, the executive power, the living personal representative of the risen Christ and in Himself is all the ability and all the Life requisite for this great family of sons. Once again, let me say it: the Holy Spirit works according to laws although it may not look like it very often, and the way to move with Him to His goal is to go His way and not to try to make Him go our way. And going His way means obeying His laws.


    The law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus is an inward thing, an inward matter, an experience of the Spirit which is essentially a matter of Life, and Life is not on the circumference of the person, but at his very heart. The manifestation of Life is on the circumference, but the root is within.


    Now, here we trust the Lord may help us because there are so many misconceptions about the Holy Spirit. That which is essential, not only to our full salvation, but to the attaining of the full purpose of our salvation, is not merely some outward power, energy or ability that the Spirit may place upon us or commit to us, but is a matter of obedience deep in the centre of our being. It is a new Life which is different from ours: His Life, throne Life, kingdom Life.


    The question arises as to whether Romans 7 answers to the experience of the apostle after his conversion. If it does, surely it is a most striking thing to remember the circumstances of the apostle's initial reception of the Holy Spirit. Marvellous! Who of us has not wished to know what Saul of Tarsus knew when the scales fell from his eyes and he was baptised in the Name of the Lord? A marvellous committal of Divine power and wisdom filled and flooded his life. He was filled with the Holy Spirit, there is no doubt about that. Now, if Romans 7 represents something that happened after that day, it means that what Saul of Tarsus knew at the beginning was not the full experience of the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus spoken of in Romans 8. In other words, while the Spirit was mightily upon him and with him, he was not yet, in the deep, inward sense, a spiritual man. I am not competent to say whether Romans 7 represents his experience as a Christian, but I do know it represents the experience of many Christians, and therefore it can be the experience of a Christian. And we must not idealise and imagine things which are not true with regard to men filled with the Holy Spirit. We do not know much about the apostle Paul, though we get some hints. But take Peter, a man filled with the Holy Spirit as much as Paul was, and yet you remember there was a moment when Peter behaved very badly, and had to be reproved and humble himself. Do you think that he had sinned and the Holy Spirit had withdrawn His power? I do not; but I think that Peter was not then a spiritual man and in that particular point he did not obey the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, and what happened? Why, the same old Peter came out that he thought had been dead for years, dead in the sense of held under the dominion of Christ's death, but still capable of making a return if given the opportunity.


    Well, so much for the apostles. Take the Romans themselves. We know nothing of the beginning of the Roman church, but we have no reason to think that it was any different from the beginning of the Corinthian church, or the Ephesian church, or from any of the churches of that time. And if you read in Acts, or in the letter to the Corinthians, it is manifest that they began in a flood-tide of the Spirit, such a flood-tide that they were carried along by it and mighty expressions of Divine power were found among them. And yet the apostle wrote Romans 7 to the Romans and he did not waste time writing to the wrong people. He sought to lead them into Romans 8, which surely suggests he saw that it may be possible to be caught up in a mighty tide of the Spirit in a more outward way and not yet know in a deep inward way the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. Now, I am not saying that the Spirit was on them but not in them; I am making no distinctions, but I do say it is a dangerous thing for us to presume that a powerful or remarkable experience of the Spirit of God, in and of itself, makes us spiritual people.



    The Corinthians were having marvellous experiences of the manifestation of the power of the Spirit among them, and were greatly gifted, yet the apostle wrote to them, "Ye are carnal and I cannot write to you as spiritual". The law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus is a deep, inward matter. Of course, in our day many of us know nothing of these more sensational manifestations. Many of us know the peril of spiritual gifts... shall I put it this way: the perils of ministry. If at any time the Lord in His great grace can take us up and in some unusual way perhaps express His power through us, the danger is we take it for granted that we are spiritual people. It also works the other way, that sometimes we have a very bad time and think we are not spiritual people, but it has nothing to do with that. But, how perilous it is because God in His grace endues us with the power of His Spirit for some purpose, for us to take it for granted that we have reached the Divine end, or are reaching it. There are so many factors that will conspire, factors very often outside of ourselves, such as the very company in which we are, that can determine the power or otherwise of our ministry.



    If ever I am tempted to feel that the Lord is using me, that I am getting on spiritually, sometimes I remember Balaam - and sometimes I remember the ass too - Balaam spoke by the Spirit of the Lord, and yet he was not a spiritual man and God wasn't pleased with Balaam; but He had a purpose to be fulfilled and a word to be uttered. So mighty is He and so mighty is His Spirit that He could use whom He would. That is a very humbling thought. Oh, surely it is a sign of unspirituality in us all, that the thing we crave for, pray for, and delight in is somehow to wield a power, to be gifted with a gift, to feel that we are serving the Lord mightily! It is not that that will take us to the throne. It may take others to the throne and leave us behind; Balaam said wonderful things for Israel and got nothing but judgment for himself. Is not that why the apostle said that he was so careful lest having preached to others, heralded them on to the prize, he himself should be disqualified? A spirit-filled man and yet not a spiritual man; that may sound a contradiction, but I fear it is a possibility.


    Spiritual Gifts


    What, then, is the distinctiveness of the experience of the Holy Spirit in this age? It is not miraculous gifts. That was true of the Old Testament age, and I can match what you can give me in the New Testament of manifestations of the Spirit. Do not think the Holy Spirit only began His existence when Christ went up to glory and Pentecost came. The Spirit is eternal as Christ is, as God is. Do not think that the Spirit never came down to earth or was not in men before Christ. And so you go through your Old Testament here and there, with long intervals; nevertheless, you can find all the miracles, all the manifestations. You remember when Moses took the seventy elders up to the Lord they all prophesied as much as any in Corinth prophesied, and it was a miraculous thing. You remember when Saul, the king, caused a sensation and everybody said, "What... is Saul among the prophets?" Why did they say that? Because something happened to Saul which didn't happen to ordinary men, in a sensational and miraculous way. You have only to turn to the book of Judges to find mighty deeds being done, and it is specifically stated "by the Holy Spirit". Look at Samson, and again and again the Spirit of the Lord came upon him and mighty things were done. Would you say that Saul or Samson were spiritual men? No, but the Spirit was mightily upon them.


    We are healing, yes, and what is excluded in modern healing: raising from the dead. Spiritual healing always included raising someone from the dead. In the case of the Lord, and of Peter and Paul, they had miraculous powers of healing, which included raising from the dead. But this is not peculiar to the New Testament. There are also Elijah and Elisha, and our Lord Himself mentioned both those men in the synagogue at Capernaum. They were men marked out by God and by mighty wonders done by the Holy Spirit.


    And so we could go on praising the Lord. Look at the little cluster of people before Christ came and when He was first born: Elizabeth, Zacharias and Simeon. This is a height of spirituality in a soul-moving, stirring way to magnify and praise the Lord. That is not peculiar to this age. Simeon did that and so did Zacharias. "Oh then," you say, "You must grant me this: the special manifestation of the power of the Spirit is to be a mighty witness of Christ in great conviction." No, not even that. John the Baptist is pre-Pentecost, not typical of this age, and was there ever a greater witness in the power of the Holy Spirit, piercing men's hearts, cutting their consciences, causing them to cry out? There was never one who could point men to Christ, the Lamb of God, to prepare a way for the Lord as John the Baptist. No, if you are looking for these miraculous manifestations as being typical of this age you have made a big mistake. They are Old Testament experiences.



    The great feature of Pentecost as Peter explained it was that what had been isolated and temporary and limited in the Old Testament was now to become general. That was the great thing. Instead of just being one, and then years later another, and a long delay, and individuals, the promise is now "on them all". That is what Peter said: "on them all". Young and old, without distinction of age or sex, and no distinction of social condition. While Acts says, "My servants and My handmaidens", Joel (from whom the prophecy was taken) was speaking of servants and slaves and maidservants. Joel said the day will come when the Lord will not make these distinctions. The gift will be for all and the Holy Spirit be freely given to all who call upon the Name of the Lord and are saved. That is the great point about Pentecost, in that something new had happened. So it is not in that realm we must seek the specific nature of the Spirit of God in our age.


    Spiritual Knowledge


    Well, there was the Gospel age, and so far as men were concerned, the great feature of the Gospel age for the Lord's people was that they were being instructed and taught by the Spirit. Those with whom we are concerned were disciples. And while reading through the Gospels we are perhaps unduly interested in the miraculous things that happened, I think if you will ponder this you will agree with me that the weight of the effect of the experience of three and a half years of uninterrupted walking with the Lord for those disciples, was the tremendous amount of spiritual knowledge they accumulated, assuming that His miracles were but occasions for more teaching.



    We cannot regard the particular purpose of the Spirit's presence in this age as being miraculous manifestations, nor can we regard His presence as being particularly to teach us Divine truths about Christ. The disciples were not spiritual men and many of the lessons they were supposed to learn they didn't learn, but in three and a half years they accumulated a tremendous amount of information about Divine things. Many children of God today are quite satisfied with that. That is their idea of the Spirit's presence in the church: they have the Word and when they know it, they are "spiritual". Were the disciples spiritual at the end of three and a half years? Not only were they not spiritual, but they could not be spiritual, for the Spirit, in the sense of Acts 2, was not yet given. There was a sense in which they were taught by the Spirit, but it is quite clear from the discourse of our Lord Himself that He regarded them as greatly lacking something in spite of all their teaching. What then were they lacking? In other words, what is the peculiar significance of the purpose of the Spirit's working in our age? It is vital, living relationship with Jesus Christ in an inward way and that could not take place until Pentecost. Pentecost stood for something more than the outward, something more than the mental. It was a deep inward relationship of life with the Lord. They were children of God and by that, potentially sons of God, and so are we. That age has come in and we believers in Christ have that relationship with Him.


    And now you will notice what the goal is which we have described as sonship and adoption and manifestation. The goal is described in verse 29, that we might be "conformed to the image of His Son". Now God deals with realities and when He says "conformed to the image of His Son", He doesn't mean somebody who speaks something like Christ or does something like Christ, but He means the very image of Christ is in him. That is the goal of the Spirit's work so far as we are concerned. It can be on very simple terms, although sometimes very costly ones, which I will state in the simplest way: obedience to the laws of the Spirit. Now that needs a lot of explanation. It is in this that the children of God are lacking: in not knowing what the laws of the Spirit are. While they are enjoying something of a great deal of His presence in a personal way, they fail again and again to co-operate with Him, and often obstruct Him in His one declared purpose of bringing the children of God to sonship.


    When the church was in a bad way the apostle John, the only survivor of the apostolic band, was specially commissioned by the Lord for a ministry of recovery among them to that end. He wrote his epistle (which merits a good deal more study than it gets) to that end. He wrote his gospel, and the great burden of the gospel and the epistle is to show us the One in whom the Life was resident. I have spoken about the limitations in the gospel age; I mean in the disciples. But there was One here who in those three and a half years (or thirty-three and a half years) was working as the Son of God, in whom the Spirit was without measure, whose obedience to the law of the Spirit was instant. John tells us the Life was manifested. Eternal Life was what they saw in Jesus Christ, yet there was much more that they did not see; that is, eternal Life and that Life is now in the throne and is the key to the liberation and blessing of the whole universe. Christ shall be All and in all. It will be Romans 8 alright, because of that Life! There is nothing arbitrary about it. Neither God nor Satan could, if they would, deny the throne to Jesus Christ because His very character, His very Life is the throne Life. This Life is in His Son, but wonder of wonders, it is in us too!



    God has given to us eternal Life. It is not just something committed to our personal care. No, this Life is in His Son. "He that has the Son has the life." May God help us to know that Life is governed by law, and if that Life is to reach its full development in us, its laws must be obeyed. Sometimes through unwillingness or ignorance the people of God are disobeying the laws of the Spirit of Life, and that is delaying the manifestation of the sons of God.


    I cannot say anything about those laws at this point, but we can come to the Lord afresh, thanking Him for the infinite possibilities of glory in our relationship to Him. We are children of God destined to be sons, thanking Him that the process of bringing us to glory is all in the hands of the Holy Spirit. Thank God it is not in ours, for we would never get there. But recognising that He needs our co-operation, our obedience, our abstention from all obstruction, the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus will bring us to the liberty of the glory of the sons of God.


  


  
    Chapter 3 - The Law of the Cross

  


  
    We noticed in the previous chapter that this is not an outward law of commandments contained in ordinances, but a vital inward principle of action working; not in any haphazard way, but in fixed and regular ways which correspond to a law. We also said that, since we have the Spirit of Life in us, He who, having begun a good work, is obliged to perfect it. Our wisdom and our maturity lie in the direction of obedience to the law of the Spirit.


    We saw in Ezekiel that when everything lives and it is all glory because the river is in full flood, it is not just something that has happened casually. Ezekiel was taken right to the source and shown that that river has its principles, its laws and, speaking broadly, we may say they are threefold.


    There is the altar; that is the explanation of the river. There is the throne. It does not actually say in Ezekiel 47 that the throne is there, but in an earlier chapter, in Ezekiel 43:7, the Lord had said concerning that place: "Son of man, this is the place of My feet". You will recollect that in Revelation where the great spiritual reality of it all is finally demonstrated, the river of the water of Life flows from the throne of God and of the Lamb. And then, of course, there is the house. So, when we speak of the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, we may, for convenience, include in that law three lesser contributory laws. It is a threefold law: the law of the altar, the law of the throne, and the law of the house. When these laws are obeyed, the Spirit will see to it that we reach the day of the manifestation of the sons of God in glory.


    The Law of the Altar


    Now I want to talk about the first of them, that which corresponds to the altar. In each of the three we can find an Old Testament character peculiarly illustrative of the law. This first one, the law of the altar, can be illustrated by Abraham. And I will not call it the law of the altar any more, but call it now the law of resurrection; that includes the Cross, because it brings the true issue of the Cross into view. Yes, indeed, it is the Law of the Cross.



    The Holy Spirit came in His great fulness to the church, and comes to your life and mine on the basis of the Cross, but the Holy Spirit also leads to the Cross. The Lord Jesus Christ was here on earth as a Man full of the Spirit. The Spirit's direction, the Spirit's law in His life led Him to the cross. It looked as though that was a path of lessening and fading out. He began His ministry with the crowds and the multitudes, the signs and wonders, the popular response of the masses. But the disciples found, to their perplexity, that the course which the Lord Jesus deliberately took during the years of His ministry, led Him steadily, directly, undeviatingly, to the cross. And they thought, "What a pity!" - "Lord, that shall never be to Thee", said Peter, but it was so. Why did the Spirit do that? It was, of course, for your salvation and mine. But why did He do it peculiarly in relation to the Lord Jesus, who was so responsive to His gentle government? He did it because He was seeking enlargement; He was seeking resurrection.



    Speaking in purely human terms, what comparison could there possibly be between the life that the Lord Jesus, as a Man, was living in those little hamlets and byways of a very small country (even when the crowds were round Him, it was all very small and limited) what comparison could there be between that day and the day in which, in a thousand languages, in every continent, through the ages, God is known through Jesus Christ? Well, there is no comparison. The Lord Jesus, of course, being a Man of the Spirit, knew what the disciples did not know, and He Himself said, "I have a baptism to be baptised with, and how am I straitened until it be accomplished". He knew it and therefore was prepared to pay the price and so be guided by the Spirit to the cross. For the Cross is the law of the Spirit, but not as an end in itself, but rather as a means of new Life, fulness of Life.


    That is the law, and if you read Romans 8, this is exactly what the Holy Spirit does to us and with us, "If ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live" (v.13). There is a superficial attitude towards the Cross that assumes that, with one recognition of, and capitulation to the crucified Lord, everything is settled, and now it is no more Cross, but all Spirit - no more death, but just an easy life and glory, that the Spirit leads us away from the Cross. Oh no! He begins at the Cross, but He is always leading us back to it. It is one of His principles that from that death there might emerge the true Life. It is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, and the Life in Christ Jesus for us is always resurrection Life.


    Abraham is the great type of this law of the Spirit. In the Old Testament it does not say that Abraham was anointed, nor is there any particular reference made to the Holy Spirit in his case, but when we come over to the letter to the Galatians we find that in the thought of God, he is very much associated with the Holy Spirit. Christ is made a curse for us that on us may come the blessing of Abraham, that we might receive the promise of the Spirit, through faith. Abraham speaks to us of the promise. It is a significant word: "the promise of the Spirit". And he speaks to us of faith. For Abraham was a man who came to know at various stages of his life the practical power of the Cross, and each time his experience of the Cross brought him into a very enlarged and full experience of Life.


    You will remember how he began, how God appeared to him when he lived in Ur, and virtually said to him, "Abraham, I know who you are and what you are". We do not know what Abraham was, what position he held, but we may be sure that it was dear to him, just as what we are is always dear to us. God said to him, "Whatever you are, Abraham, and whatever you have, I want you to leave it. I want that to be finished. Get out! Get thee out". So the Cross, in the first place, as applied by the Holy Spirit, divides and severs us from the position that we hold here on the earth. We are not told in Genesis that there were any evil associations in Ur from which Abraham was to separate himself. Not until the end of the book of Joshua do we hear about the idolatry that was practised in those days. It is not that it is merely a deliverance from evil, a separation from that which is not right, but something far deeper than that. The Holy Spirit impresses upon us that His first law is that the cross has got to cut us clean away from the position that we hold here on the earth; that is a law of the Spirit. "Get thee out... So Abraham went out".



    Abraham was prepared to pay the price: to move from what he was and from what he held and had, from what, doubtless, was of value and interest to him - from that which constituted his life. He went a long way and he had a delayed journey, and then in the end, he came into the land which the Lord had promised him. But, perhaps to his surprise, and to our surprise if we had never read the story before, we would find that God never did what we might have expected Him to do. He took Abraham out of one home, but He did not give him another home. He took him from a great city, but gave him no city to come into. He said, "Get thee out... from your father's house and your country" to get out of one land, but He gave him no possession in the other.



    As Stephen impressed upon his hearers in Acts 7, nothing ever came to Abraham by way of possession, as a result of his coming out of Ur. What does that mean? Well, the letter to the Hebrews will tell us. Abraham learned that he was not to look for a city in Canaan, in Palestine; he was to look for a city in heaven. He was not to look for an exchange of possessions on earth, out of one earthly position into another earthly position, but he was lifted out from the earth and the life that he knew here. The riches and the glory that came to him were not in another earthly realm in another country, but in a realm which does not belong to earth, but belongs to heaven, although he lived and walked down here. That is a law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus.


    Now, much has been said about Abraham leaving his home, being willing to go at the Lord's call, not knowing where he was going. We can talk about Abraham, and quite enjoy talking about Abraham, but we are not here to talk about Abraham, except as it relates to us. What is this law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus? It is that the first thing that the Cross has to do once we belong to the Lord is to slay in us every desire, every craving for security, position and recognition here on earth. That is how it worked with Abraham, and that is how it works with you and me. It is a law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. That makes it sound, perhaps, rather a severe law. Well, in one sense, it was severe for Abraham: the land of his fathers, the associations, the friends, the interests, the position. Ur was no small city, but a very great, highly developed one. For all we know, Abraham may have had a good position in it; doubtless, he would enjoy the amenities and importance of being associated with it. From that point of view, Abraham lost a lot. But, just as in the case of the Lord Jesus, the path that seemed to lead downwards into ever greater limitation was the Spirit's way of bringing him into great fulness and abundance and glory.



    What a great man in the Scriptures is Abraham! What a tremendous thing that, when the apostle is writing to the Galatians, he can think of no greater description of the blessing, the fulness, the glory of the Holy Spirit, than to describe it as the blessing of Abraham; the promise of the Spirit through faith. And Abraham knew that from the first. The Cross may have come to him with a challenge, but when Abraham left Ur, he left it with the light of glory on his face. It was not because the Lord had come to him and said, "Look here, Abraham, this is a bad place you are in; there is a lot of compromise, there are a lot of unsatisfactory things here, this life is a disappointing life, this life is not right. You must get out of this". That is often the way we move, and we move from bad to worse on that basis. That is not the Cross. The God of glory appeared unto Abraham, and though the Cross struck deeply into his heart at what he had to leave, the glory shone on his face as he turned towards that to which he was going, "Get thee out; get thee out".


    No doubt they said in Abraham's day, as they have said ever since, "What a pity Abraham is leaving us! Abraham is getting out; what is he going to belong to now?" And if they get news from Palestine that he has joined another city over there, that is all right. But the news went from bad to worse: "He does not belong to anything. What has happened to poor Abraham?" What happened to the poor people who stayed in Ur? You don't hear anything more about them; they stayed there. Abraham was a man of faith. He did not just get out for getting out's sake. He got out to go on with the Lord, and it cost him to go on with the Lord. Some of us get out because things get so difficult, "Rotten place, Ur! We don't seem able to get on with anybody in Ur. I will get out; everybody is difficult, and I think I will get out." It is just the very opposite. If Abraham had felt like that about Ur, the Lord would probably have said, "Abraham, you stay there and live for Me there; and I will meet you there. That will be your Cross." Abraham did not want to go. It cost him everything to go, and it was the way of faith, the way of the Cross it is true, but also the way of resurrection.


    Application


    Now, how does this apply to us? I have made these remarks about getting out, and I think it is incumbent upon me, therefore, to continue upon this line. What really is represented to us by what Abraham did? I think it may mean, with many of us, the severing of earthly ties which have had real value, but which are now holding us to earth. But that is something which we must leave with the Lord. That is not the immediate lesson of Abraham's move. Abraham's move speaks to us, not of handing in our resignation anywhere, or leaving anything, but of getting clear from this earth in spirit: "Get out", the Lord says. What He meant, and what He means to us is, "Get lifted up to another realm". You may not move geographically; you may live and remain just where you are. In fact, you must do that until any movement that you make is an expression of a spiritual removal. You only hinder what the Lord is trying to do with you when you precipitate movement in this sphere as it were, horizontal movement out of one place into another, looking about to try and be like Abraham. You have missed the point. This getting out is a getting up and away and that is a costly thing; it is really costly.



    We have sometimes been very distressed that the Lord has not raised up - as we had expected - local assemblies on a large scale, to express His mind. I do not pretend to know why He has not, but one of the dangers which might have arisen if He had, would be that if people saw something a bit more scriptural, a bit more according to what they felt was the Lord and corresponded to the Lord's will, it would be to them but one more thing on this earth. They would be very glad to move out of the particular situations that they are in, which are unsatisfactory, to new ones that are much more satisfactory, but it would be a move on an earth level, and they would not be any different in themselves. Abraham not only went to another country; he became another man, and that is far more important. He did not set up an Ur in Palestine, he hadn't an inch of territory to call his own; he became a heavenly man. "A pilgrim and a stranger", is what the Bible calls him and others in Hebrews 11. What the law of the Spirit is working towards in every life that is yielded to Him is to reach this goal by means of leading us to the Cross, that it might do its work of severance from things as they are on the earth: what we are, and what we have as people down here.


    This may sound interesting, but it is so much easier to talk about it than to experience it. When we are in the hands of the Spirit it is not merely a crisis for us, as expressed in the life of Abraham, it is a lifelong law; the law of the Spirit of Life. If you take the position with the Lord that you want heavenly, and not earthly glory, the Lord, the devil, and sometimes the Lord's people will see to it that that matter is pressed home to you and it becomes a question: is it what you are, or who you are that matters, after all? And we all find how quick we are to respond, and how resentful we are at anything that sets us aside, that does not recognise us, that fails to give us our place. This work will go on all the time, if we are going on to glory, when this principle of being nothing and having nothing here on the earth is pressed in, deeper and ever deeper. If there is one thing I want the Lord to say, more than another, it is this: that the Cross is not merely an initial experience, but opens the way for the fulness of the Spirit in our lives. True as that may be, it is only half the truth. The Cross is an abiding rule and principle, which the Spirit is all the time bringing us back to, and is all the time calling for our surrender and acceptance in that respect. Spiritual growth is not one great crisis of acceptance of the Cross in a more or less theoretical and imaginary way, spiritual growth is the daily taking up of the Cross, the daily acceptance of the Lord's Word saying, "Nothing here, Abraham, you have got nothing here; you are nobody and you have nothing". And all the time Abraham said, "I do not care; I have the God of glory. I have nothing here, but I have everything". Why, we can hear the apostle Paul speaking! It is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus.


    How we need the Holy Spirit to help us co-operate with Him in this matter, to remember that every painful experience, every humiliation, every difficulty, everything that goes against the grain, is not just the difficulty of things, and it is not because the Lord does not love us. It is the Lord once again saying, "If you will take this Cross, I have the other side of it - a new resurrection morning for you. There is fulness of Life and power and glory this way". You say, "I do not like this way". No, it would not be the Cross if we liked it; or, rather, you would not be you if you liked the Cross. Our nature and the Cross are incompatible. We do not like it, and if we begin to look at it as merely that which threatens our lives and challenges our desires, we shall never get on with the Lord. I am afraid that some are not moving on with the Lord for that very reason. Oh, you would have other explanations, and yet you know that in six months, a year, two years or more you have not grown spiritually; you do not count more for the Lord than before... you are, perhaps, further away from the Lord. Why is this? You have believed on Him, the Spirit is in you; He is the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. You can quite sincerely say that you have not wandered away into sin, that you have not disobeyed the Lord in that sense, and yet you know, and it may be that others watching you and praying for you know, that yours is not a satisfactory spiritual life. The river may have got to the ankles, but it seems to get shallower again, rather than otherwise. It does not show any signs of flowing on to that full flood. Well, may not this be the reason? In some one matter that may be very clear to you, or perhaps in some little points that you could not recollect if you tried, the Lord has brought you up against this law of the Spirit, this Law of the Cross, or, as I prefer to call it, this Law of Resurrection. You know that resurrection can only come after death, and there is only one death that can lead us to resurrection, and that is the death of the Cross. This may be because of some matter - it may be very small - in some attitude or outlook in life, in the things of the Lord or the people of the Lord, or some challenge of the Lord which has hurt or annoyed you, and you have said "No", and you have felt right in saying no.


    When the God of glory withdrew from Ur and the light of a new day dawned, if Abraham had stopped to reason as the men of Ur reasoned, to think and feel as they all felt and thought around him, he would have said, "No, it is better here; I am not going". But he kept his eyes on the glory, and stopped his ears and closed his eyes to everything else; and so he came out, but you have not, because you have taken your eyes off the glory and have said, "Why should I?" And you have had a thousand arguments as to the position you hold and you can justify the way you have taken. Perhaps you can, but is it the way of the Spirit? Is it leading you on to greater fulness in the Spirit? Well no, you know it is not. Well then, the God of glory says there is only one way through for you, and that is to accept the Cross, to change your position, to stop arguing. Maybe you have a critical attitude towards the people of God, the testimony of the Lord, and because you have seen real or imaginary faults you have held aloof, and you have held your position and chosen your way. The Cross says to you, "You have got to relinquish that position; you have got to capitulate on that matter and you have got to say 'Yes' to the Lord." It is the law of the Spirit of Life, and the unsatisfactory spiritual state of a multitude of the people of God today can be traced back to this fact; not that they are in surroundings or associations that are unscriptural or unspiritual, but that they themselves have said "No" to the Lord when He has called them to follow Him in spirit, saying, "Get thee out".


    We say this and preach it, not in an earthly way, but from a spiritual, heavenly attitude - get out of yourself, get out of things as men see them, get out of this position of being tied down to earth and belonging to earth; get out of it! What will God give you? On the one hand, you can say God will give you nothing, as He gave Abraham nothing; on the other hand, you can say God will give you everything. Abraham has become the heir, and through his seed the inheritance has been realised. The blessings of Abraham are for those who obey the law of the Spirit, which is the law of the Cross. Well, this is the beginning. I have not hurried, because we are not trying to finish a particular set message, but to allow the Lord to speak.


    The Cross had many applications to Abraham. Leaving Ur was only the beginning. Abraham thought it was quite enough. He did not want any more; nor do we. But it will never end until we reach the glory, because it is a law of the spiritual life; it must be. And so they came into the land, and, no doubt, in many lesser ways Abraham was all the time learning this lesson and proving the Lord.


    The Cross in the Matter of Isaac


    But then the narrative focuses on to the more concentrated expression of the principle in the matter of the son that God promised to him, and Abraham had to learn that the Cross not only slew in him any personal ability to serve the Lord, but also any natural capacity for producing what God wanted and what God has promised.



    There was this matter of the son arising, of Isaac. That was the will of God for Abraham. It was the promise and yet we are told that for ten long years Abraham waited in vain. God did nothing. Well, that was the Cross all the time. God did nothing because He was seeking to impress on Abraham that when He did it, it was going to be all of Him, and if Abraham was under any misapprehension as to his ability to do the Lord's work, he had to realise this, learn his lesson, and be disillusioned. I wonder whether, perhaps, the time had almost come, for ten years is the time of testing and, as is so often the case, God's great thing was just round the corner. Anyhow, Abraham could not wait, and neither can any of us, for if there is one common mark of the natural man that seems to be found in us all, it is that the natural man cannot wait for God; he must do something.


    To go back to that matter that I have spoken of - the disappointment that God did not raise up in many places a local expression of His will, as we had hoped - I wonder whether, in quite a few instances, the reason has not been that some "Abraham" has gone out in the will of God, that that might be realised, and then could not wait for God to do it. At any rate, that is what happened in Abraham's case; he could not wait any longer. And then Sarah comes into the story, and she has a solution to offer, and Egypt is near at hand, providing a means for the realisation. And the result of that attempt to help God out of His difficulty provided God with one of the greatest difficulties that He has ever had in this world. And that is what we do when we try and help the Lord.


    We must not imagine that the birth of Ishmael was some moral lapse upon Abraham's part. It was nothing of the kind. It was nothing that, humanly, he had any reason to be ashamed of even as before God, in the circumstances in which he lived. There was no shame attached to the birth of Ishmael, except this greatest shame to a man who would be spiritual: that he has got in the Lord's way, that he has not waited for the Lord to do the thing absolutely and altogether. He listened to Sarah which he should not have done. Now, that is not saying anything wrong about Sarah. She is one of the most honoured women in the Bible. She is the only woman whose age is mentioned when she died; that, at least, is a peculiar position! There is nothing to be said against Sarah, nor against a man listening to his wife; there is a lot to be said for it. But the spiritual meaning is that Abraham listened and responded to that which was expressing natural ideas and emotions, and was not the voice of God. Because his was the responsibility, as Adam's had been in his day, he should have refused to accept that advice. It was very natural; it was done with the best of intentions. Sarah really wanted to be helpful to Abraham and there is always somebody who really wants to be helpful to you. They come along and say, "You have waited too long. Look! I will show you what to do, and you can reach the Lord's end." This business of waiting for the Lord is very unpractical, "Be a practical Christian and help the Lord a little" - that is the advice that Abraham got, and he fell into the trap. So do we so often, alas! And then Ishmael came.



    God would never accept Ishmael. It is seen as time goes on that Abraham is fond of Ishmael. You know, there are some things which we do in the flesh and we are glad when the Lord says, "Turn this out". We want to get rid of it. We realise that Ishmael was a blunder, and if the Lord will despatch it and its mother as far as possible, we shall be thankful. There are expressions of the natural life that are like that, but this is something far more spiritual and deep than that - Abraham loved Ishmael. It was a grievous thing to Abraham when the suggestion arose that Ishmael should leave the home. And when, on the very verge of the appearance of Isaac Abraham was communing with the Lord and had had the promise renewed to him once again after thirteen years, you find him saying, "Oh that Ishmael might live before Thee... I wish You would accept Ishmael!" The Lord never would. That was a great sorrow to Abraham, and it may be a sorrow to us who have tried to help the Lord. It is not a blunder, in our opinion, but something very dear that has been produced. We say, "Lord, if only You would accept this; if only this could have Your blessing..." but the Lord says "No". "But Lord, it was done after prayer! It was done with the best of intentions. It was done because the promise had to be realised." But the Lord still says, "No". "Well, Lord, there is nothing else possible now. It was impossible thirteen years ago; it is far more impossible now." The Lord says, "Never mind what you think about possible or impossible. Will you let go of your doubts and questions and abandon all your efforts and trust Me?"


    The word is recorded and written again and again by the apostle Paul, (and there seems to come a sense of awe over him as he writes) it is one of the most wonderful things in history: "Abraham believed God". His own body was as good as dead. The whole situation spoke of death; but God said "No", and He said, "I want you to take action, to do something which will express, once and for all, that this whole Ishmael principle is repudiated by you." And the Lord brought in the institution, the ordinance, of circumcision, and it was at the time when Abraham believed God. You cannot believe God and have something of the flesh in which you are still trusting. That circumcision meant the cutting off of a whole order of things, a whole life which can never fulfil the law of God; and so he did it. So strangely earthbound is man that the very thing which was to be the mark of the repudiation of all earthliness became, in the hands of the Judaizers, the hallmark of religion. That is how deceitful the human heart is. It turns the very things that were meant to lift us up to heaven and it makes them bind us down to earth. Baptism can do the same thing in our day, as circumcision did in Abraham's day.


    The whole point of miracles and manifestations of the power of the Lord in the early church, the whole point of them was to make people know that heaven was come upon them, and the very meaning of them was to lift them out of the earth. The whole point of them in our day seems to be to bend man back to earth, to keep the glory of the Lord away, instead of lifting man up to glory. It is the tragedy of the human heart that will turn anything, the holiest or the best thing, from heaven to earth, if it can.


    Well, Isaac was born, and in Isaac all the promises of God found realisation. It is not the end of the story, but it is the end of our consideration of it. Once more, do not go away thinking about Abraham. Let the Lord apply the lesson to you and to me. How ready we are to try and help the Lord to do His work, to provide for the Lord that which will meet His end! Indeed, the law of the Spirit is all the time, through all our lives, bringing us back to the place where we know we can do nothing, and where we accept the fact that we can do nothing. Instead of rebelling, resisting, striving, we must take up the position that Abraham took up: that God is the God of resurrection and that if the Cross, through Jesus Christ, smites me and places me in an impossible position in which all His promises and all the vision I have received seem most impossible, well, it is up to Him to get me out of that difficulty. But it is up to me to yield to Him. The law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, not the law of the spirit of death, thank God, it takes us from death, because death is the way through to Life.


    May the Lord lead us there, for His Name's sake.


  


  
    Chapter 4 - The Exalted Lord

  


  
    Reading: Joshua 5:13-15; 6:12-20; Rom. 8:22


    To some the Holy Spirit in the life may seem a difficult and almost unacceptable experience. To others it may seem important and desirable and yet marked by a good deal of strain and perplexity and effort. To the apostle Paul it meant Romans 8, and if you know your Bible at all, there is no need to say any more. Triumph all the way, blessing and glory. No more groaning, complaining, striving or worrying. "In all these things, whatever these things may be, we are more than conquerors through Him that loved us." That is the life in the Spirit, and together we have been seeing that once the Spirit of God is within us, the full realisation of the glory of God depends upon Him having His own way. That is not a capricious way, nor is it a way that need be unduly mysterious to us, for it is a way of a law, and we have been looking at the threefold law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus which provides us with the key to His having His full way, and bringing glory into us and bringing us to glory. The first of those laws, we said, was resurrection, the cross working in us the death of Christ that the life also of Jesus might be enjoyed by us and manifested in us. The second is, to use the language of Ezekiel, the throne. It is the exaltation of Christ. The Holy Spirit always leads us towards the great fact that Jesus Christ has ascended to the highest heaven and is enthroned. Of course, these laws interrelate, the resurrection and the ascension join together. The apostles only heard about the Holy Spirit before the resurrection. After that the Lord could make it seem more than a matter of promise, and He breathed upon them and said, "Receive ye the Holy Spirit." They were coming a lot nearer, so near that He could describe that symbolic act in terms of history by telling them "not many days hence"; not yet, but the resurrection had assured it. Then He ascended up on high to the throne which provided the occasion for that great fulness which we think of at Pentecost or Whitsun, the great day when the Holy Spirit came in fulness to the church.


    Life is always dependent upon those two facts. When Nicodemus came to the Lord Jesus, the Lord told him that he needed to be born again. Nicodemus had not come to discuss his own personal soul's need with Christ. He was not thinking of that; he had come to discuss a far bigger matter, the matter of the divine purpose in the kingdom, but the Lord Jesus unerringly put His finger on the secret. This is the secret of the divine purpose for you, whether your name is Nicodemus, or whatever it is. This is the way to that kingdom of full glory of which the Word speaks in promise: "Ye must be born again". It is by the Holy Spirit being in you, born of the Spirit. Now, if Nicodemus had taken that word wrongly he would immediately have begun to be exercised inwardly about himself, by trying to be born again. But the Lord Jesus did not finish the discourse with that, although we often do. He went on speaking in language which Nicodemus was well able to understand, Old Testament pictorial language. In the wilderness there were men who, in the purpose of God, were chosen for glory. So far as the divine calling was concerned they were meant to be in the kingdom, and yet there they were, lying around and groaning in death and agonies. Sin had done its work; the curse was in them. What hope of the glory of God? What hope of survival even, let alone of the realisation of the divine purpose? Well might they also cry, "Oh, wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me from this body of death?" Well might they cry also, "I thank my God through Jesus Christ", for the cry went forth, "Look not at yourself, not at one another, not at man at all, look on the serpent lifted up", and as soon as they looked they lived.


    What is the relationship between the objective vision of a serpent lifted up and the inward experience of life? Well, it is a picture of how the Spirit comes into our hearts and how we are born again. You are never born again by trying to be born again. The law of the Spirit, from the first moment and right through to the end, operates in the measure in which I look, not at myself to see if I am alive, or to see if I am growing spiritually, or if I am a little better than I was last week. That will soon produce the law of sin and death. I in myself am back in Romans 7 as soon as I come down on to that ground. No, not what I am at all, but the lifted-up Son of God. In the first place lifted up to die, for the serpent spoke of the crucified Christ, but we know it is the crucified One who is on the throne. The Lamb is in the midst of the throne.


    And so what I was saying in the previous chapter merges into this message. It is according to the crucified, risen, and now exalted Lord and in relation to Him that the Spirit works. And so, while it is necessary to talk about ourselves in order to allow the Lord to search us, the Holy Spirit is free to do His work and will do it in the measure in which we do not pay undue attention to ourselves, but co-operate with Him by looking away unto Jesus. Look through the book of the Acts to find the secret of that great day. You do not find that Peter and the others said, "Men and brethren, this is the result of ten days of prayer. We have been praying - that is why this has happened." They did not say, "Men and brethren, we have studied the Word of God, and we have realised and understood all the theories and doctrine of the Holy Spirit, and that is why this has happened." No, they had a simpler explanation than that: "Jesus Christ is on the throne - that is why this has happened. God has highly exalted Him. This same Jesus whom ye crucified God has made Him both Lord and Christ". And so if we gather together to study the Lord's Word from time to time, to seek to gain new light upon the truths concerning the Holy Spirit, we never will fall into this danger of imagining that when we know all about it we shall have it, for that is an error. When we know Him we shall have the Holy Spirit, and in the measure in which we increase in the knowledge of Him, so shall we find the Spirit continuing His blessed work in us.


    Now we are going on to talk of matters that relate particularly to the Christian, but I would be lacking in my responsibility if I did not mention at this point that you know whether you are thanking God through Jesus Christ, or whether you are saying, "Oh, wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me?" You know; none of us know. You can have a smile on your face and be cheerful while you are inwardly groaning about your sin, but you know in your own heart whether you are thanking God for Jesus Christ or whether, like those Israelites in the wilderness, you have been bitten by the serpent. You too are constitutionally unable to do the will of God, for you are in yourself, as we all are; wanting it perhaps, but not doing it. Well, if this is your state I have only one word to say to you, but if you can receive it, it will be everything. The only word that a poor stammering, unprepared local preacher could say, when a young man called Spurgeon, went into a Methodist church one Sunday morning, was, "Look unto Me and be ye saved". Look to the Lord crucified for your sins, raised for your justification, look to Him. You won't have to bring about the new birth, it will happen, and you too may go on with us in this life which we veritably believe will find us in the very throne to which our Lord has gone before for us. That is the purpose of God in convicting you of your sin, in bringing you here and making you concerned about spiritual things; not only to relieve your conscience, but that one day the exalted Christ in the throne of God, when He has His redeemed with Him, shall also have you and me.


    The Exaltation of Christ


    Now we turn more specifically to this matter of the Spirit's law concerning the exaltation of Christ, for these great matters are not merely the prelude to the experience or merely the condition of knowing the Spirit, they are the constant abiding laws of the Spirit. We begin at the cross, although the Spirit will see to it that we keep to the cross all the way to glory. We begin with the exalted Christ, recognising and bowing to His Lordship, but if we want to go on, we shall find that the Holy Spirit will keep us checked up all the time on this matter. It is a law, and it is a law that we have to obey in order to provide Him with the co-operation that He needs. When we were considering the cross and resurrection and the need for faith, we had before us as a great exemplar, a living type: Abraham, a man of the Spirit. Now we have another man, most notably a man of the Spirit, and it is Joshua. I think perhaps Joshua may help us to understand how it is that the Holy Spirit will always keep us to this law, the law of the risen Christ. As the cross and resurrection demand faith, illustrated by Abraham, so the exaltation and ascendant position in the throne of the Lord Jesus requires submission. That is our side; not of course without faith's submission, the obedience of faith.


    Where do we find Joshua begins, so far as the Word of God is concerned? You remember after Israel emerged from Egypt and began their life with God, one or two incidents took place, and then in a place called Rephidim they had their first battle. Amalek came out to fight them, and you will equally remember that the secret in that struggle was not the skill, the effort, or the endurance of those who were in the plain, but the sustained hands of Moses, who in the mount held up his hands to God in faith. We have often been helped in intercession and prayer by realising that the conflict among people and things that are visible is really decided in the invisible realm of the unseen. The experience at Rephidim was not meant to teach Moses a lesson, though we can learn the lesson, it was meant to teach Joshua a lesson. Joshua now appears as the one placed at the head of the fighting host in the plain. When in the end the victory was won, the enemy defeated, the Lord said to Moses, "Write this for a memorial in a book and rehearse it in the ears of Joshua" (Ex. 17:14). He is the man that needs to learn the lesson. He learns that his conflict, his struggle here in the realm of things seen is really decided in the realm of the unseen. Thank God, though Moses may get tired, we have an untiring Intercessor at the right hand of God. Write it in a book, the Lord says, let Joshua learn this lesson; it is the first lesson and it is fundamental. Joshua is the man of the Spirit. Joshua is the man who sets before us the life in the energies of the power of God. This is a law of the Spirit. The Spirit is working mightily in the man down here on earth because up there in the glory the authority of God is sustained by His chosen Representative. Actually, it did not depend upon Joshua's apprehension of the fact, but on the fact itself. In our case the fact does not change. The battle with him ebbed and flowed in the measure in which the hands were upheld or flagged.


    With us there is no flagging in the glory, but the battle down here depends upon our faith's apprehension of that. We have a deeper lesson to learn than Joshua. Our lesson is this: not by might, nor by power, but by the Spirit of the Lord. The Spirit of the Lord depends upon the exalted Christ. The more we see Him, keep Him well in view, the more we shall be like Joshua, conquering in the name of the Lord. The Lordship of Christ is a law of the Spirit. We have to keep that in view, not as a mere matter of doctrine, but as a practical exercise of faith. You may be grappling with a foe. Joshua, you may be struggling, striving and thinking that it depends upon you, when really it does not depend upon you at all, but upon the man in the mountain. We, too, may struggle and grapple because we forget that the Lord is there. We spiritually take our eyes off Him, and then for us it is as though the hands flagged; then we find we are getting the worst of it. There are many servants of the Lord who have had great experiences of the power of the Spirit, who come up against situations which are too much for them, and they are getting the worst of it. They wonder why the Lord is not with them. Why is this too much for them? Why haven't they the power they used to have? Because they have their eyes on the conflict or on themselves or even on the Holy Spirit when they should have their eyes on the risen, exalted Christ. He is the secret.


    Examples in the Old Testament


    Well, we must look briefly at these Old Testament stories. There came another experience to Joshua which is of great importance. You know, we have a wonderful sense of the Lordship of the Lord and the tremendous position and authority that that gives to us. We grasp something of the secret of the risen Christ in His power and authority, and then so often we are betrayed into an attitude of mind which makes us feel we have something in ourselves, as though we were somebody. One of the lessons that Joshua had to learn, which the Spirit will take good care that we learn, is that this ascendency is all of grace. When God was providing such wonderful things for His people while Moses was in the mount - those very people brought out of Egypt and treated so graciously, the object of such love on the part of God - sinned grievously. They sinned against the light, they sinned against love (and there is no greater sin than that) and they knew they had sinned. Moses came down to them and challenged them about their sin and had to tell them that they could go on with their journey. God would lead them into the land, but it would have to be by the hand of an angel, He would not go with them; and conviction came to their hearts. They had sinned away the love of God. They had grieved away the very presence of the Lord, and they were in very great distress. The pillar of cloud had been with them, but now the Lord said no more. They had been led and guided, but the Lord said no more. The Lord said "I will send an angel, but I am not going to be with you".


    Moses interceded for them, as perhaps no man had ever interceded before, with something of the very spirit of Calvary in his prayer, and no doubt the almighty, gracious God, with His eyes already on Calvary, undertook to forgive His people. They did not have a tabernacle in those days, but Moses used to put a tent outside the camp and go out there and meet with the Lord. The cloud would come down to the tent, and Moses would talk with the Lord. Then it says while they were all mourning and stricken in conscience because of their sin, Moses went up into the tent and all Israel came to watch. The people rose up and every man stood at his tent door watching Moses until he had gone into the tent. What were they looking for? They were looking to see if the cloud would come down, if, after all, God would have mercy upon them, miserable sinners that they were. They did not dare to hope that God would have mercy upon them again, and yet they hoped against hope. Is it possible that there is a depth of mercy that, in spite of our sin, God may yet condescend to come? Moses slowly made his way through that great encampment to the tent, "and it came to pass when Moses entered into the tent the pillar of cloud descended, and all the people saw the pillar of cloud stand at the door of the tent, and all the people rose up and worshipped, every man at his tent door" (Ex. 33:9,10).


    Probably there had never been worship in the camp of Israel like there was that morning: the worship of pardoned sinners. Now here is the significant part. It says in the next verse, "Moses turned again into the camp, but his minister Joshua, the son of Nun, a young man, departed not out of the tent". All the people worshipped God for His great grace, but they soon forgot about it. However, Joshua stayed in the place of grace; Joshua remained in it. Joshua had a continual awareness that this great commission, life, and inheritance had almost been forfeited, that they did not deserve it, that there was no good thing in them, but that the God who might well have rejected them had in mercy forgiven them. And this is what made Joshua a man of the Spirit, and men of the Spirit are like that. They do not easily forget the grace of God; they abide in the tent. Joshua stayed in the place where the grace of God in its supreme manifestation had been found.



    The Lordship of Christ is never that hard, technical, doctrinal thing. You know you have met it in people who are terribly strong about the authority of the name of the Lord. The Holy Spirit is strong, but when He speaks to our hearts about it, it is always to remind us what undeserving sinners we are. The grace of God is the supreme mark. The throne has a rainbow round it for us. We rejoice in the throne, but we know very well there would be no throne for us if there were no rainbow, and the Spirit will see to it that we are always reminded of that. If our apprehension of the exaltation of Christ is a spiritual one it will never puff us up. We will never feel what wonderful people we are, how much we know and how much we can do. We shall always feel, as Joshua must have felt in that day: how unspeakable the grace of God is, "Depth of mercy, can it be, mercy still reserved for me?" Yes, thank God, it can be, and the Holy Spirit will fill our hearts always with His own joy and peace, with the love of the Lord on that basis.


    Then we come to the passage which we read together. Joshua is captain of the Lord's host and by now he has had forty year's experience. We often think of Moses being prepared for forty long years in the desert for his great task before he met the Lord in the burning bush. Well, that is a true principle. Now Joshua is going to meet the same Lord, after having had forty years of experience. He is a man with a sense of responsibility, with a sense of divine commission, with a sense of a purpose and a ministry, which is very important, but not without its perils. Joshua could only think now in terms of people that were for him or against him. He did not mind if they were against him; even if they had a drawn sword in their hand, he was ready for them. And so he came to this one, "Art thou for us or for our adversaries?" And the answer he got was like a blow between the eyes. "Is the Lord on my side? Is the Lord going to deliver by me? Here am I taking up the work of the Lord. Here am I with my ministry. Here am I giving myself wholeheartedly to do all His will. I have seen the vision of the inheritance, I am ready to go in and ready to lead others in. Is the Lord with me?" The Lord says, "No, you are not the leader here, I am." What a blow! Not that Joshua was in a wrong way conceited, but, like us all, he was in danger of losing sight of the ascended Lord. That is a peril of maturity as well as immaturity. The Holy Spirit is not content with the fact that forty years ago Joshua learned a lesson, although it lasted him a lifetime, and He is not content that so many years ago, or even months ago, you learned a lesson. You cannot live on the basis of that lesson. The Holy Spirit brings Joshua back again to that principle. No, Joshua, it is not whether the Lord is with you or not, but it is whether you realise that the Lord is going on, and you can go on with Him. You are not the Captain, He is the Captain. Well, Joshua was a man of the Spirit, so there was no argument, but he fell on the ground and worshipped.


    Accepting Correction from the Lord


    That is all right; that is how I want it to be, but I wonder whether we are so ready to do that when the Lord meets with us. The Lord strikes us a blow. We realise that unintentionally we have taken too much into our own hands. We are leading on the hosts of the Lord and taking it for granted that the Lord will be with us because we mean well for Him. The Lord stands across our path with a drawn sword in His hand. What is our response? Do we fall on the ground and worship and say, "That is all right, that is how we want it"? It is the law of spiritual growth. It is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. You remember how that happened to Peter. It had not been forty years, but quite a few years since his wonderful experience which had emerged from his vision of the exalted Christ at Pentecost. When the issue arose of his going to Caesarea to preach to the Gentiles, he too was smitten to the ground, and the Lord had to say to him, "Look here, Peter, I am Lord here, not you. You think you know how to run my church. You think you know how to interpret My word. You think you know all about it. I am Lord here, Peter." Peter found it more difficult than Joshua, but he capitulated. He was a man of the Spirit and so he obeyed. He went with an old message with new power to Caesarea, "He is Lord of all, not because we saw it at Pentecost, but because it has happened to me, and it has happened to me today". That is when the power of spiritual testimony comes in: when it is up-to-date, when it is living.


    May I revert to Romans 7? The apostle says, "I thank my God through Jesus Christ". It sounds a very incomplete sentence and a very incomplete answer to the question, "Who shall deliver me?" He does not say, "I thank my God Jesus Christ delivered me years ago" - although I think he could have done and it would have been the truth. He does not say, "I thank my God Jesus Christ will deliver me." The Spirit of God is the eternal Spirit, and His time is today, now, always. And so the apostle Paul says, "Whatever you can say of yesterday or tomorrow, I know right now, I thank my God through Jesus Christ. It is an up-to-date, present experience that the risen Lord is so mighty that He can deliver even me by the power of His Spirit working in me."


    "Take thy shoes from off thy feet." That is exactly what the Lord said to Moses forty years before. Now He says it to Joshua. I do not know what it means except that it called for a positive act of humbling and committal. You see, it is all very well for Moses at the bush to say it is the Lord; it is all very well for Joshua to fall on his face and say the Lord is Lord. That is what we do. We go to a meeting, and it is like the burning bush, and we say, "I see the Lord is Lord." Or it is like the Captain of the Lord's host with a drawn sword stopping us on the way, and we say, "Yes, I see the Lord is Lord", and we go out and we are just the same as we were before. Now, on each of these occasions the Lord said to Moses and to Joshua, "Well, if I am Lord, do something about it; take your shoes off". It may only be a symbolic act, but it was an act, and the trouble with us is that we have aspirations without acts. We want a thing to be, but we do not act upon it. So if this means nothing else, it means that Joshua, recognising the supremacy of the authority of the Captain of the Lord's host, did something about it and put himself in the way of true obedience.


    We understand the challenge, and this is really only the beginning of the message, though for the moment it will have to be the end. The book of Joshua is a book of war, and yet it is a book of the fulness of the Holy Spirit. It is the book of the exalted, almighty Lord, and yet it is a book of conflict. Read the book of the Acts and you get the explanation of that. Yes, get a real vision of the exalted Lord and you find you are in a conflict. The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus delivers me from all that inner conflict which is such a disgrace to the name of the Lord, and which mars the testimony of so many Christians. Don't think of conflict in the realm of Romans 7, that question, "Do I love the Lord; am I His or am I not?" That is not the conflict, that is a disgraceful experience of Romans 7 from which the apostle begged to be delivered once for all, and he found the secret of deliverance through Jesus Christ. It is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus. So do not think you are in the conflict, if that is where you are, you are in the mud. The Lord can lift you out. Believe that if you will look away to the risen Lord, that is the secret of victory for you, and it is also the secret of this other victory. Romans 8 is heaven. It is bliss, glory, but not heaven in an armchair; it is heaven in a battle, heaven in your soul, while everything is the opposite round about. "In all these things", not when we get out of all these things. That will be a wonderful day when "in all these things we are more than conquerors".


    The Lordship of the Lord


    That is the story of Joshua. Of course, the trouble came when among them there was something which was a contradiction to the Lordship of the Lord. The Lord said concerning Jericho that everything was to be for Him, wholly devoted to Him, but Achan wanted just a little bit for himself. That was a blatant contradiction of the Lordship of the Lord and brought defeat. That was a lie to the Holy Spirit. You remember in Acts that Ananias and Sapphira lied to the Holy Spirit. It is always a lie to the Holy Spirit when we dispute the Lordship of the Lord, because He is always insisting that Jesus Christ is Lord of all. Everything is for Him, and as soon as we claim a little bit for ourselves we lie to the Holy Spirit and the victory is turned to defeat. Apart from that with Achan, and when that was purged away, it is one long story of triumph. Jericho was only the beginning of a great experience of what God can do.



    Now notice about Jericho that they did not have to go round looking for it. It stood right across their pathway. Spiritual conflict is not the exercise of those who have nothing better to do, so they go and look for something to make a spiritual matter for warring or working up a row with the devil. No, that is not spiritual conflict, but if you go on as they went on and face the purpose of God over Jordan, with Christ in view, in full authority, you will find that right across the path is the concentrated expression of Satan's resistance. Later on the Lord explained to Joshua why this was. Only one lot of people made peace with them. The rest never tried to. The Israelites did not have to look for the enemies; the enemies came looking for them, and the Lord meant it like that so that they should be defeated and Israel be victorious. The book is a book of triumph, not because they were clever, but because the Lord fought their battles. Jericho, if it is a concentrated expression of the devil's power, is also a concentrated expression of what God can do. They did nothing but go round and round asserting that the Lord is Lord. There was nothing to show for it, but He is Lord. Nothing seems to be happening, but He is Lord. The Lord in His time will overthrow it. Seven days they went round. One of those must have been a Sabbath, the Jews say the seventh day, for on that day they went round seven times, and the day which speaks of rest from man's labour - no fighting, no effort on their part - was the day on which God put forth His mighty power and overthrew the power of the enemy.



    Well, what is this Romans 8 business? What is this life like? That is what it is like. You have to go seven days, and you may feel rather a fool while you are doing it, and you may look a fool to other people, but when God's time comes even Jericho falls and you march straight in. It is the law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus, but you must keep the law, and the law is Christ exalted. He is the leader; bow to Him and take your shoes from off your feet. It was where the battle of Jericho was actually won when Joshua capitulated to the Lord. And your battle will be won, and the church's battle will be won on this basis of the capitulation of men of the Spirit to the absolute Lordship of the Lord.


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
From the Online Library on

Austin-Sparks.Net

The I:a of th
Spirit of Life

T. Austin-Sparks





OEBPS/Images/logo.png
m Austin-Sparks.Net





