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    Chapter 1 - "We Faint Not"

  


  
    The keynote to our occupation at this time is in that second letter to the Corinthians in chapter 2 [4]: "Therefore seeing we have this ministry, even as we obtained mercy, we faint not."


    This second letter to the Corinthians is all about the ministry of the church. You'll notice the apostle puts it in the plural, and he is not only speaking about himself and Timothy and other fellow workers separated unto the gospel, but as we shall see, he means himself and the believers whom he is addressing. That comes very clearly from place to place, that it is, in his mind, the ministry of the Lord's people, the ministry of the church, which is just the aggregate of all born-again and Holy Spirit-indwelt people of God. Notice that is what he says in chapter 1 as you read it, "have anointed us with you." It is the church's anointing unto the service of the Lord, and that is what we're going to be occupied with. You'll have to underline that as we go on.


    Let me say concerning this particular letter, the Lord has been leading me again into it more deeply than ever recently. It is the richest and the most valuable document in the New Testament on Divine service - I think there is no other book that is so rich in its content on this matter of the service of the people of God. Probably before we are through you will agree with that if you don't already recognise it.


    This letter is the testament of Christ's greatest servant as to what the service of the Lord means and did mean in his own case. Paul was a representation of the church in every way, he did not only see the church mentally, doctrinally, the church was himself, in very being, in very life. The truth of the church came out of him as well as into him. It proceeded from his own inner history with God and in that very real sense, he was the embodiment of the church and the truth of the church. And therefore, if the church is the ministering vessel of Christ in this dispensation to the world and in the world, the apostle Paul, in a very full and deep way, embodied the principle of service, of ministry. Later in this letter, he will speak about our being workers together with God, and if ever there was a man who was a worker together with God, it was this man. But, you see, the point is that it was not just Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, in the sense of being a personal unit. It was Paul as the compass of all the meaning of the church's service.


    We know and understand that when we see the Lord Jesus - we really see Him - we see God; we see what God is like, we come to the knowledge and understanding of God in Christ. That comes into the letters as we shall see, but when we see His greatest servant, we see what the service of God means, we come to understand what the church's ministry really is. And that is why I said that this letter is, in a peculiar way, the testament of this great or greatest of the servants of the Lord Jesus. That is, it is not a treatise. It is not an argument on doctrine. There's very little doctrine in this letter in a systematic or in a technical sense, there's any amount of doctrine, but it's not called doctrine. It's not talked about as doctrine, it's called: experience. And it was not intended to be a letter, an epistle, or a document setting forth the doctrine of Christ and of Christianity. It was the outpouring of a man's heart from his experience as a servant of God to the Lord's people, with the intent to show the Lord's people what the service of the Lord really is. Do you grasp that? That is the nature of this letter. It is not a treatise at all on some theme of the gospel. It hardly deals with doctrine in that sense. It is so altogether practical from beginning to end, from the very first words (and you will see that in a moment) from the very first words right to the end, it is so practical that if we stay with it, even parts of a sentence, we are challenged. We are challenged, we are faced up with practical issues as to the meaning of our being for Christ in this world; what it means that we, being related to the Lord Jesus, are here on this earth. We're challenged, I say, all the way through on that question, so completely practical is this letter.


    Now, before we can proceed into the letter, we must make another note. You will find that this letter is probably - yes, not probably but actually, more autobiographical than any other letter that Paul wrote. There's a lot of autobiography in the letter to the Galatians, but not half so much as in this letter. The man is talking about his own experiences all the way through, either by definite statement or by implication. There are numerous things here, which if we only knew it, are related to what happened to the apostle Paul. Of course there are plenty of things mentioned as such and many others not said exactly to be that, but so clearly, when you come to closely study, so clearly related to his own experience.


    So, from the first half sentence to the end of the letter, speaking out of his own experience as a servant of the Lord, he is showing us the way of service: what we may expect, what service really is. I say, he's saying it out from his own heart, what he himself not only had gone through, but was still going through. This is clear if you'll dwell long enough and quietly enough with it from the very first words of the letter. You heard them, look at them again. And this is a specimen of what I'm saying about the whole letter, "Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus through the will of God, and Timothy, our brother, with all the saints which are in the whole of Achaia." You say, "Well, that's his way of introducing his letter. He always had an introduction to his letter, not always in the same form, but this is the one for this particular occasion, this letter, so he just opens up. This is his kind of prelude to the letter." Well, it is that, but it is much more than that, much more than that.


    We've got to look at this "prelude" as we may call it, because there are two implications here which are really the introduction to the whole letter. That is, the whole letter is implied in these two things. There's an implication here in a two-fold way: "Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus through the will of God." "Now, you Corinthians hear that? Listen to that, take that. You Corinthians have been saying..." (and this is what you'll find elsewhere) "he's not a true apostle. He never did personally see Jesus Christ. He's a fake apostle, making claims for himself which cannot be supported. He never saw Jesus in the flesh. He was not one of the chosen twelve by the Lord Jesus. He has come into apostleship by the back door!" Oh, these Corinthians had said worse things than that about him, as you'll see presently, that's one of them, one of them. "Paul, no he's not a true apostle. Jesus never called Paul in the flesh. We know Peter and we know John. And we know the others who Jesus called and said, 'Follow Me' but Paul was never one of them!" Of course, we know, we know the rest, don't we? About the Lord meeting him and his meeting the Lord on the way to Damascus. We know, but these Judaizers who had crept into Corinth to try to discredit this man in every possible way, had captured a large and influential group in Corinth who would have Peter, who would have Apollos, but they would not have Paul. "Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God."


    By the Will of God


    You know, dear friends, that might not help you very much where the apostle Paul is concerned, but it's a tremendous strength in principle if we know in our own a hearts with true assurance, that where we are, we are by the will of God. What we are in is by the will of God, our position is because of the will of God, that where we live is the will of God for us, for the time being at any rate. And where we meet with the Lord's people, that is the will of God for us. And what we are doing in this life we know to be God's will for us. You know, that's a tremendous strength.


    This man could not have gone through all that he had to meet, not only in Corinth but everywhere, if he had not that inner heart assurance and confidence and certainty that what he was in, what he was doing, was not of his own choice, but by the will of God. It's a tremendous strength, isn't it? And that was the strength of this man. We, as we go on, shall see how that was borne out. Yes, it was of God right enough.


    We haven't any difficulty over Paul as to the will of God in that man's life, but here, you see, he is taking up the challenge right at the beginning of the letter, the challenge that's got to be met right through, right through, and answering it on this ground: "I am where I am with the assurance that it is God's doing. I am what I am because God has made me this. It is God who stands behind my life, my ministry". Now, that is the first, you see, the very first thing about workers together with God - workers together with God, the service of the Lord's people. If we are where we are because we know it's the will of God, we've got a great strength for testimony, for life, where we are. They had said otherwise. This is his affirmation which is, through many, many centuries, borne out as true.


    But then they had said, "This man is an autocrat. He's a law unto himself. He's seeking to make a name for himself. He's seeking to gather people around him, that he shall be their lord. This man is of an independent nature and disposition." They had said this. His answer? What is it? "And Timothy, the brother, and all the saints which are in Achaia." "No, no, I'm no isolated unit. I'm no independent member. I am not just seeking a name for myself, a following for myself. Timothy, the brother, ask Timothy. All the saints in Achaia - ask them!" And here, another principle of ministry is at once introduced, because remember, all the way along this letter is the letter of ministry, of service, the work of the Lord, and everything here is a principle of that service. And this is: you cannot, you cannot serve the Lord in isolation, in detachment, in independence. You must be a part of the Body of Christ, the church, you must be labouring in fellowship with the Lord's people. You must not be a detached law unto yourself.


    This principle of fellowship is essential to effective testimony. That is why the enemy is so concerned to isolate, divide, separate, and cut us off or make us run away and isolate ourselves. This drive is always on us. Perhaps more than once you have felt like the psalmist, "Oh, for the wings of a dove, I'd fly away and be at rest." Would you? You wouldn't, if you have ever really become an organic part of the Body of Christ. You, too, would want to fly back again. And you ask any of those servants of God who by reason of force of circumstances have been cut off, if it is not the deepest longing of their hearts to be brought back again into the fellowship, which now means more to them than ever it did when they had it.


    There's something here in relatedness which is vital to our testimony, our ministry: relatedness in spirit, relatedness in heart. "Paul, a sent one of Jesus Christ and Timothy and all the saints" this is an answer, you see, to something: a charge laid against him being autocratic and personally, dominatingly isolated from fellowship. Well, of course, it was a lie. We know it. But you know, at that time when things were in their infancy, these activities of the evil one and the evil people - especially these pursuers of the apostle everywhere - these activities were very real. And the servant of God was not insensitive to these things, and while he did not seek to vindicate himself, he did feel it to be incumbent upon him to state very emphatically that the opposite to these charges was the real truth.


    Now, you see, you haven't got into the letter. We've only got to the first two statements in what you call the introduction. Ah, but that is the key to which the whole letter will be tuned. Now, you see, we're going to come on this again and again in different ways, but it's all what we may expect if we are really committed to this tremendous business of being God's fellow workers.


    Now, Paul was suffering very keenly from the cruel reproaches, especially, especially in Corinth. Suffering intensely. And at that point, noting that, we move into the letter. And this first chapter (as it is marked out, for it really shouldn't be isolated, but the first part of it) what are the words that are dominant here? Sufferings and consolation. Aren't they? Put your mark under them. How often: sufferings, suffering, suffering and consolation and consolations. You could say very, very rightly, that this is the subject. This is really what is uppermost in his mind.


    Sufferings and Consolation


    The first thing that meets us in this letter of the ministry of God's people is that the service of the Lord has its roots in, and its fruits by, suffering. He says here, "All our afflictions." All our afflictions! "The sufferings of Christ which abound unto us, are abundant in our experience". Now, dear friends, if we haven't settled it, sooner or later we shall have to settle it, and find grace to overcome our murmuring and our complaining about the sufferings which we have as Christians. It takes us a long time to do that. What we shall have to settle early in this matter (and that's why it's in the beginning of the letter) what we shall have to settle is the inevitability of afflictions if we're going to mean anything to the Lord at all, if the Lord is going to have anything by us of value. That is the meaning of service and ministry.


    Don't think of that word ministry as something official. Just rule that right out. Don't think of the pastor, the minister, a ministerial class and profession. This language is phraseology which has crept into the service of God, and is all so false and misleading when people say, "I'm going into the ministry." I remember a man who had been very much in ministry, very much in ministry, continually ministering here, there, and everywhere. And, I think, used of the Lord. I think he was in that for about thirty years. One day I was walking along at the Keswick convention and I met him, and he'd got a clerical collar on. I'd never seen it before, and he saw my eyebrows go up, and he said, "You see, brother, I've gone into the ministry." Well, you want to vomit! It's horrible, isn't it? [It's taken them in.] I'm not talking about that sort of thing. I'm talking about what the Lord gets from our lives, that's our ministry, that's being a worker together with God. What He is getting! It's that.


    And let me say it again, on the authority of so many and so much, but on this representative man's authority - the authority of his whole life - for any value to the Lord, there's going to be suffering. Make no mistake about it. And if you and I seek to avoid it, keep out of its way, refuse it, rebel against it, we are cutting the very artery of spiritual service and value. We haven't got where this man got to (and I'm not saying that I have; don't think that for a moment) but I trust we are moving in that direction, where at the end, after all that is in this second letter to the Corinthians, all in all, when you come to read it is about his sufferings, his sufferings.


    And all that came into that man's life at the end of it, at the end of it when he's in prison and the executioner's axe is seen: "That I may know Him and the fellowship of His suffering." After all [that]? And so we haven't got there, but why could he say that? Still at the end, to know the fellowship of His suffering? Because he had learned that all the values came along that line, all the values that he had, all that he had come to see of his calling in Christ for time and for eternity, had come to him through the sufferings of Christ being shared.


    We may shrink from even saying things like that. Yet what I'm saying is this, dear friends, this explains a lot, doesn't it? It explains a lot of experience. But the point for the moment is that for any value at all to the Lord, afflictions are inevitable. Without inviting them, they'll come. Without putting ourselves in the way of them, we shall be there, sharing the "afflictions of Christ" as the apostle calls them here.


    These things, brought upon this apostle, which caused him such acute suffering, were aimed at him; not to bring him down from a recognised, exalted position, because they were not accepting any exalted position on his part. Indeed, quite the opposite. But they were thrust upon him with the intention of showing what a poor man he was. They were trying to make him see what a poor, contemptible, little man he was. Hold that for a minute, hold that. He would have agreed with them on that, thoroughly! And again and again said as much. One of the sufferings will be that people find out our faults and make a lot of them.


    Our Imperfections


    And you know, dear friends, there has never yet been a fruitful servant of the Lord who was faultless. Abraham had his faults, and you're amazed that so great a man could have his faults written in the eternal record of God's ways and God's work and God's service. He did the same thing twice over: lied to save his own skin. You'd have thought that after the first time and what he suffered from it, he'd never do that again, and then he went and did it again. That's Abraham. It's in the scripture and the Bible hasn't been written to cover over these things.


    Moses, was he faultless? Great and grand things are said about him. Moses, the servant of the Lord, but we could stay, couldn't we, and put our finger upon the faults; grievous and glaring faults in Moses. His crowning fault deprived him of his life's ambition to go over into the land. The Lord said, "Don't speak to Me anything more about it. Because, because..." Moses.


    David? Oh dear, David. Not a pleasant story, is it? The faults of David. Isaiah, a wonderful prophet, yet a wonderful prophet and wonderfully used, a prince amongst prophets, crying, "Woe is me. I am undone. I'm a man of unclean lips." And so you go on through the Old Testament and into the New, and what about these called disciples? We could spend a lot of time, couldn't we, on their faults, and put in the record. And on. No. Here are the chief of the servants of the Lord through the ages: men of faults. We never think, or we should never think, of any of them being infallible, not even the apostle Paul. No.


    These people, you see, took hold of those faults to make them the ground of discrediting the man altogether. But where is the consolation in that? Where do we find comfort in that? The Lord, as Martin Luther said, knows a great deal more than the devil does about our faults. He knows us, He knew us before He called us, knew all about us and knows all about us. Yes, all our faults that other people don't even see and He knows all those that they do see and make such a lot of, but that does not necessarily put us out of that wonderful position of being workers together with God. It did not in the case of any of those I mentioned. They were such. But! But God.


    And as we go on into this letter we shall see more of that very thing. But here it is, you see, these people wanted to make the faults of this dear man the ground on which he himself should be thoroughly discouraged and should despair because of what he was in himself, and for discrediting him before all others. And no man knew better than Paul did, how faulty he was. No, with Paul it was a continual marvel and wonder that ever the Lord looked in his direction to make him His servant. He said, "who was before a persecutor, injurious, a blasphemer" and He looked on such a one and made him a servant. The marvel, the marvel of God's grace and mercy in allowing us - nay, more than that - taking action to bring us into fellowship with Himself, in His service. No one need be discouraged by their faults!


    Now, you see, I said we're challenged all the way along, and once more, once more the battle of usefulness to the Lord is on in this, in this particular respect: that we are made conscious - we are conscious and we are made conscious all the way along - and the more we seek to be of use to the Lord, the more committed to the Lord we are, the more abandoned to His interests, the more, the more we shall find discouragement in our own ourselves. Yes. The nearer to utter and final despair we shall get, if we look at ourselves. When we started, of course, when we started in the Lord's service - well, I don't know what we thought about ourselves that I can remember. It's 60 years ago since I started preaching and, well, I did it very boldly and baldly and strongly, and as I think of it now, I don't think I had very much sense of what a poor specimen I was. I was rejoicing in the Lord's work, of course, and so on, but about myself - I wasn't very much bothered about myself. And after all that time, I tell you, dear friends, that this very day I could most easily give up because of a consciousness, the overwhelming consciousness of the worthlessness of this vessel.


    Well, that was Paul in principle. He, he didn't have anything, any argument against this kind of charge, "Paul, you're no good. You're no good. You're a bad lot. You're a worthless fellow. Look at this and that and that, that you did; it shows what kind of a man you are really, underneath." He doesn't stand up for himself on that ground. What he does say is "in me, that is, in my flesh, dwelleth no good thing. You're perfectly right and more right than you know you are. If you knew the whole truth, you'd have a lot more to say against me and rightly so." But: "Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus by the will of God." The will of God transcends all this other because the will of God is the will of infinite grace, infinite mercy. God has not chosen us for what we are in ourselves. No "who is sufficient for these things" he will cry in a minute, "our sufficiency is of God who hath made us sufficient to be able ministers of the New Covenant". Not what we are, but what He is.


    Now, I have only started. And I was going to speak about the sufferings of the apostle in their two realms but time is gone. I've been talking to you already three-quarters of an hour or more, and if I go on, it'll be as long again or more. But perhaps this helps us at the beginning. It opens a window, it says: if we're going to be any use to the Lord, we shall meet these kinds of afflictions to begin with. We shall meet the afflictions and the sufferings of those who by any means try to discredit us, take the heart out of us, by enlarging upon, magnifying, or underlining our own imperfections and thoughts, who will even lay the charge at our door that we are false, that we have no right to be what we are claiming to be.


    And this, dear friends, is all I'm going to say now, this is the way, this repeated, repeated, reiterated word: suffering. Suffering is the introduction to the service of the Lord, and it says to us so strongly that for any value, real spiritual value to the Lord, will come out of suffering. And that is how, as we shall see presently, we have got to react to our sufferings. It's a deep and hard lesson - it is - to react in the right way to our sufferings, how to view them, how to deal with them, how to handle them. There's a lot, a lot of real battle in that realm to get us properly adjusted to the inevitable.


    Our flesh cries out for relief. Yes, I have prayed a few times, "Oh, Lord, give me some respite. Give me a period of calm waters. Let me off the fight for a bit." Well, not yet. Not yet. But there is another compensation, and we haven't got that far: the consolations, what the consolations are. I'm not going to hint at them now, what the consolations are. I will say this, that they will not always, if ever, be the Lord coming along and saying, "Dear man, dear woman, don't worry, be quite comforted, just go on. I'm with you." I don't find it comes that way. Like it? I would like it. Oh, I have often said, "Oh, for Daniel's experience. Oh, that it might be said to me, 'Oh man greatly beloved.'" Said by an archangel from Heaven. Wouldn't that be grand? Well, I'd call that consolation, wouldn't you? But no, it doesn't seem to come that way for us, but there are consolations and I'll keep you guessing for the time being, because they want more time than we have.


    Now, I said I opened a window, you look through, and what you will see is just this: that in real usefulness and value to the Lord we're going to have a hard time in the flesh, but there are going to be compensations in the spirit. And those compensations are really much more, much more to the heart. They are compensations indeed. They will make us say, "Well, if the suffering means this, alright. The sufferings... it's alright, it's alright. It's worth it. It's worth it." There we must leave it. It's not very far into the letter, is it? But, you see, we've got all day tomorrow and Monday. Shall we pray?


  


  
    Chapter 2 - "The Fellowship of His Sufferings"

  


  
    The key words to our time of fellowship in these days is in the second letter to the Corinthians, chapter 6, verse 1: "And working together with Him," "Workers together with God." And chapter 4, verse 1, "Therefore having this ministry..." and we have intimated that the message at this time relates to the ministry of the Lord's people, that is, the ministry of the church, whether it be the church in general or the church in local communions. It is the ministry to which the Lord's people, both individually and collectively, are called.


    You will remember that in another letter this same writer spoke about the gifts given by the ascended Lord in the church, "some apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the perfecting of the saints unto the work of the ministry". The end of all the Divine activities now, is that the church shall be a ministering instrument and vessel of the ascended Lord.


    Of course, we have to get our minds clear and adjusted over that word "ministry", for it does not only mean (and very largely it does not mean at all) going about with a Bible in your hand and giving addresses anywhere. That may be a form of ministry some have, but ministry is a very comprehensive thing, and if I were to put it into a phrase, I should say this: it's the influence and effect of the Lord's people being here in this world. And that effect and influence can be in very many different ways - what we amount to for the Lord by being here, what the world knows by our being here, and what other believers know by our being here. And we are not, in a spiritual sense at any rate, nonentities - people who don't exist - that's the meaning of that word: nonentities, no existence. In the Lord Jesus we are not to be as though we did not exist. Very much to the contrary, that we do very much exist, and it ought to be realised that we exist - not as in our own self-importance or self-sufficiency, but just being here in our relationship with the Lord Jesus.


    Now, that is a general statement or definition of ministry. It may work out in particular ways, but this is the ministry of the church. You know, to be here, to be in Deal, or to be in any other place where you may be related to the Lord's people by the will of God, to be there as not non entities but as entities - living entities - is in itself something without any preaching; without any platform. The apostle said in two connections (and I believe it was true in more than the two) that through them - through them - the Word sounded out into all the region. And that was true of the Lord Jesus. His fame went out throughout all the region. Something was taken note of. People knew that they existed.


    God forbid that we should be in any place and people not know of our existence in a spiritual way. Now you know what I mean when I'm talking about the ministry of the church, and having said that, I hope it's got home, and that you are meeting the challenge, because I said yesterday right at the beginning, this letter, this second letter, is so practical that we have to meet a challenge from the very beginning to the end, because it is the letter of ministry. I think we shall learn a lot about the nature of the ministry as we go on, but it is the great challenge to the spiritual effectiveness of the Lord's people as being in this world.


    Now, in Corinth, in Corinth had come about a state of things spiritually where they'd lost their testimony in the world - their ministry to the world had become neutralised, overshadowed, and they were no longer a spiritual power in that great city until something happened between the two letters (to that we shall come again) and then a second or a third letter it may have been, then this letter could be written on the whole matter of ministry.


    Well, now we remind ourselves of the content of this first chapter again. We ought to read it all, but there isn't time to do that. I had a feeling last night that you would want to go home and read the chapter again very carefully. If you didn't, well, I suggest that you do repeatedly read this first chapter because it is the essence and summary of all that follows. All that is in the whole letter to the end, is in some way implied or touched upon in this first chapter. And we spent our first hour on this first feature of ministry, because this chapter is so full of this word: suffering. Suffering and the sufferings, accompanied by the consolation. And we summed it all up by saying that there is no real effectual ministry or testimony that does not spring out of suffering of some kind, in some way.


    The Sufferings of Christ


    Now, that very phrase "the suffering of Christ" has more in it than a phrase. Contemplate the sufferings of Christ. I don't mean the crucifixion, I don't even mean the nails in hands and feet, the thorns on His head. These are the sufferings that are made so much of, for instance, in Rome and in other realms. That is not what we refer to. You know, some very terrible things have been said about that. I remember at the beginning of the First World War hearing a famous preacher from America preach in the city temple in London and he said, "Many a British soldier has put up a better show than Jesus Christ did when He was crucified" - dwelling (if that were true, I doubt that it's true) dwelling wholly upon the physical aspect of things. If you do, well, you might make comparisons like that. However, that is not the meaning of the sufferings of Christ. They went deeper than that and no man in all history, soldier or other, has ever touched the real sufferings of Christ, those vicarious, representative sufferings of God-forsakenness in full consciousness.


    Well, we'll leave that, but this phrase the sufferings of Christ - what immensely fruitful sufferings they were. No suffering, individual or cumulative, no suffering has ever born the fruit that His sufferings have born. We're here this morning dwelling upon the fruit of His suffering. All our limited, our microscopic apprehension of the meaning of His shed blood, His broken body, however small it is, makes us individuals feel: oh, how immensely efficacious and virtuous were His sufferings. If only my soul has been redeemed and saved and secured unto eternal glory for ever and ever, those sufferings were not in vain. They were great sufferings. No man could ever do that. And when you gather a great multitude which no man can number, ten thousand times ten thousand and thousands of thousands - language beggared to comprehend - to see them standing in the virtue of the Blood of the Lamb, the fruit of His sufferings, His sufferings were fruitful. Now, that is the point here. The apostle is saying that he, he was privileged to share the sufferings of Christ, and the church, even the church at Corinth - the church at Corinth: "as the sufferings of Christ abound unto us". What is the point? That the values - the values - of suffering may be produced. The wine from the winepress should give new Life, minister Life.


    My point here is, as you know, the emphasis here, is upon this thing, not the sufferings in themselves, but the value, the profit, the gain of those sufferings, the fruit of those sufferings. That's what the apostle is talking about. And of course the letter itself is set right in that, as we shall see in a minute.


    Well, for these few minutes we can dwell upon the afflictions of Christ, or the sufferings of Christ, which abound unto His people for the sake of their ministry, to make us effectual and fruitful in ministration to others - the effect of our lives. I think we have to bow our heads in shame that so often - more often than not - our sufferings are allowed to turn us in upon ourselves and make us miserable in look and appearance, and heavy in our contact with other people - just the reverse of ministering Life. Is that true? Well, if we do bow before that, if we go down before that charge, let us realise that that is why the Lord is speaking to us at this time about this matter; to try to help us to get on our feet and take another view of the sufferings - the afflictions of Christ which abound unto us - and see that in the Lord's meaning and intention (seeing it is in union with Himself, in His intention) it is that our ministry, our testimony, our influence here in this world should be a fruitful one and a more fruitful one.


    Now the apostle introduces right at the heart of this opening part of his letter, he introduces a great experience through which he had passed in this way. "I would not have you ignorant of the things which befell us in Asia." Verse 8, read it again: "We would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning our affliction which befell us in Asia, that we were weighed down exceedingly beyond our power, in so much that we despaired even of life." Why, Paul, you are saying something! You, you - you despaired? "Yea, verily it is. We ourselves have had the sentence of death within us."


    Now, I said this first chapter is a kind of summary of the whole. If you go on through the letter, you'll come on a great deal more like that, to which we may refer at some other point, but he'll list, tabulate, the many, many sufferings that came into his life. And how many and how terrible they were! But here he introduces the whole range of suffering with this one instance and incident in Asia. This is suffering, you know, this is intense suffering, is it not? "Weighed down, exceedingly, in excess, beyond our power". Perhaps some of you at some time have had to say to the Lord, "It's beyond me, Lord, beyond my power, it's beyond my measure of grace. I just cannot stand any more." Well, that was Paul. "It's beyond our power in so much that we despaired even of life. We had the sentence, it was as though we heard the sentence passed; it is death. The end has come." Now mark, that's only half the verse, but that's the setting of what follows. And a mighty, mighty word is the next one. "We had the sentence of death within ourselves." There are few mightier words than the next one: "That", that means: in order that. All this, all this... can it be? Yes. All this that, with a definite object, a definite purpose, a definite meaning in it all: "That we should not trust in ourselves, but in God who raiseth the dead." Well, there wasn't much left to trust in anyway, was there? And then the great turn over, round the corner, which you thought in our modern language was round the bend - round the corner: "But God who raiseth the dead".


    What then was the Divine thought and object in these afflictions of Christ, so deep and so terrible? What was He working toward, what was He meaning at this time? And the context is so tremendously impressive. For to answer the question first: it was all intended by the Lord to bring into a new knowledge of the power of His resurrection. That's where your ministry is going to take its rise and have its fruit. A new knowledge in our own selves, as we have known in our selves the sentence of death, to know in ourselves in a new way, in a new measure God who raiseth the dead.


    You can put all the eleven disciples right into this. When Christ had died, that for them, was the sentence of death within themselves and they were scattered. And if there was one more than another amongst them who would say, "I had the sentence of death in myself," it was Peter. It's almost a worn-out threadbare statement and idea, but there's a depth in it that would keep us from making it light and familiar. "Go to My disciples and Peter...". It doesn't want much imagination to find there that group, the one sent to go to the disciples, the one arriving amongst the group and saying, "I've a message from the Lord, He's alive! I have a message from the Lord to you. He's told Me to come to speak to you, and Peter, He especially mentioned you!" And what about Peter? "He mentioned me? He mentioned me? Are you speaking the truth? Do you mean it? He really picked me out and said that you were to say it to me as well as in a general way, you were to make it personal to me?" Aha, that was, of course, in the Lord's knowledge, very necessary for poor Peter. As I've said, if ever a man felt the sentence of death in himself, it was Peter at that time. They were all there, all there and all ministry was impossible until that moment. There'd be no New Testament, no New Testament, no book of the Acts, and nothing at all of a New Testament, until they knew that He was risen and knew it in themselves! The New Testament, you see, springs out of the resurrection, is based upon it; the message to the world was that. All ministry springs from, first the sentence of death, and then the knowledge of Him in the power of His resurrection.


    And this is not just history of long ago. This is something which is continuous repeated again and again in the history of the church and of individual Christians. For it's in this letter, you know, the apostle will speak about that, "That the life of Jesus may be manifested in our mortal flesh, always bearing about the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of the Lord Jesus should also be manifested". Always, always, everywhere, repeatedly. Well, Paul had known the risen Lord in a mighty way at the beginning of his Christian life, but this is long after, in Asia. And I think we would be right in saying it's gone more deeply than ever in Asia.


    Have I said enough or too much to say that the fruit of the afflictions of Christ for testimony, for ministry, for influence, for effect, for impact, for making us significant amongst men in this world, the fruit of the afflictions of Christ is that we are the embodiment of the power of His resurrection. That when we have more than once come to the place where every thing said, "It's the end, this is the end", we're still here and going on. That's happened many times. Now, you're familiar with words like that, but this is, this is the very thing isn't it? It's real. It's practical indeed, so that all ministry comes out of resurrection and is the fruit of suffering.


    Did not the Lord say this in a parable (which could only really be understood after His resurrection, at the coming of the Holy Spirit) about the vine and the branches? I think we dwell a lot upon the vine, and rightly so, and upon the branches and rightly so, but let us dwell a little more upon the vine dresser and the knife in his hand. Watch him. Now, here is this thing, spreading itself, showing itself in every way, growing perhaps in its beauty and glory, and then the knife comes down. Off comes this and off comes that. This and that and another thing is shed. Branches bereft of one thing after another until it's cut right back to the very quick, and it's bleeding at every point. Well, that is the truth about vine dressing, isn't it? If you go where the vines are and see the preparation for the next, the next yield of the grapes when the dresser has done, you wonder if ever anything will survive at all, if there's a future for that vine! It's cut back and down, so much has been taken away. That is the principle you see here: cut, bleeding, suffering, and anguish, stripped, bereft. This thing and that thing, which was our glory, which was our life - taken. And the Lord Jesus said, "That" - this word again - "that it may bring forth more fruit and better fruit." No more need be said.


    Now, to keep to reality (and we must keep to reality) because I last night said there's this other word:


    Consolation.


    Consolation - which is running parallel all the time with the sufferings, with the afflictions - is it not the greatest consolation when we come into a new experience of the power of His resurrection? Is there anything better than that? When we had despair and gone beyond our measure and then find that that's not the end, after all, but it's not only just survival and going on in our existence, but there's something more, something fuller, something richer.


    Now, I said the setting of this is itself the great illumination. Read the first letter to the Corinthians. There is no document in the Bible so terrible as that letter - and there are some terrible ones. Terrible here because of all that they had had: the two years' ministry of the apostle Paul, day and night with them. All that such a man had to give them for two years, concentrated. And apparently, a very real experience with wonderful activities and operations of the Holy Spirit and gifts of the Spirit. And after the two years the apostle leaving them for four or five years. And then away up there some household slaves, Christian slaves, arrive - they of the household of Chloe - and tell the apostle what's happened in Corinth. The awful spiritual decline, break down. It's an awful state of things. "It is declared unto me," he says, "by them of the household of Chloe that..." and then he goes on unfolding the story. This, "There are divisions among you. Some of you go to the worldly courts to fight out your case against your own brethren in the church, to get your rights". And on he goes until he reaches the deepest depths, "And there is even, even incest amongst you and the church condones it." This man goes down, for Paul loved Corinth. He loved Corinth, that is, the church. He said with tears day and night, he was drawn out on their behalf and he had this report. Terrible, devastating to the man.


    He called Timothy. He said, "Timothy, away to Corinth, hurry off to Corinth to see if this is all true, to see if it's at all true, and do what you can to straighten it out, to put it right". And Timothy reported, "It's all true, and I'm afraid it's worse than has been reported." "Well then, Apollos, you go. Titus, you go. Perhaps Timothy, they don't take sufficient notice of him, being young. You go, see what you can do." And the report was just as bad as anything. And Paul at that time left Ephesus and went to Troas and told Timothy to meet him there, in the hope that Timothy would have some kind of better, better account to give. He went to Troas, he said "A door was open to me in Troas to preach the word, but I had no rest in my spirit because I found not Timothy". Timothy had been delayed, not arrived. The man's heart was breaking and he had to leave an open door for the gospel and go into Macedonia. But the report was confirmed, and he wrote his first letter. What a letter it is.


    And then, as many believe, he wrote a second (I can't confirm that, of course, prove it) which was lost. If that is true, I think that was in the Providence of God that it was lost. For it must have been a devastating letter if the things in the second letter, this second one here, really apply to his letter. And, of course, terrible things resulted. He smashed them up completely with that second letter if it was written. Well, I'm glad it doesn't exist in the New Testament. But then something did happen. Oh, yes, it went home and you notice how in the second letter he speaks: "Oh, what repentance, what tears, what brokenness, what humbling of yourselves, what apologising, what seeking forgiveness". Yes, death, and the corner turned. This is the consolation he is speaking about now: resurrection in Corinth. And while all the things that had happened were not cured - as this letter will show, there's still some of them, nevertheless the situation, the general situation, has turned, and the power of the resurrection has come in. The apostle here is saying, "Yes, you have been where I've been. We have gone through it together, to despair, beyond our endurance, the sentence of death; we've all been in it together. But you and I are now together in the power of His resurrection; God who raiseth up the dead."


    You see the very practical setting and background of this teaching. And from that time the apostle will open up the whole matter of ministry. He could never have done that before with Corinth! Ministry? No, never for such a church, in such a state, it was all, all gone. But now, as I have said, the most wonderful document on the church's ministry, the church's ministry, is the second letter (so called) to the Corinthians. And what a letter it is on ministry. We haven't got there, we're only at the beginning so far, but I trust we are able to draw something from this.


    Many of the Lord's people are knowing great suffering. The fellowship of His sufferings, the afflictions of Christ, deep trials. Perhaps not in the same form as the apostle Paul, or even the Corinthian church, but we're in days when the Lord's people are knowing a great heaviness of trial, of faith, of going through deep waters, often perplexed, pressed, pursued, cast down, sometimes to despair. Let us take the Lord's Word to heart. He doesn't mean all this to be the end. His meaning inside of it all is: that: "That, not trusting in ourselves we should trust in God who raiseth the dead".


  


  
    Chapter 3 - "Seeing We Have This Ministry"

  


  
    Will you now please turn to the Word in the second letter to the Corinthians at chapter 3: "Are we beginning again to commend ourselves? Or need we, as do some, epistles of commendation to you or from you? Ye are our epistle, written in our hearts, known and read of all men; being made manifest that ye are an epistle of Christ ministered by us, written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God, not in tables of stone, but in tables that are hearts of flesh.


    "And such confidence have we through Christ to God-ward. Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to account anything as from ourselves; but our sufficiency is from God, who also made us sufficient as ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life.


    "But if the ministration of death, written and engraved on stones came with glory, so that the children of Israel could not look steadfastly upon the face of Moses for the glory of his face; which glory was passing away, how shall not rather the ministration of the spirit be with glory? For if the ministration of condemnation is glory, much rather doth the ministration of righteousness exceed in glory. For verily that which hath been made glorious hath not been made glorious in this respect, by reason of the glory that surpasseth. For if that which passeth away was with glory, much more that which remaineth is in glory.


    "Having therefore such a hope, we use great boldness of speech and are not as Moses, who put a veil upon his face that the children of Israel should not look steadfastly on the end of that which was passing away. But their minds were hardened; for until this very day, at the reading of the old covenant, the same veil remaineth unlifted, which veil is done away in Christ. But unto this day whensoever Moses is read, a veil lieth upon the heart; but whensoever it shall turn to the Lord, the veil is taken away.


    "Now, the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. But we all with unveiled face, reflecting as a mirror the glory of the Lord, are transformed into the same image from glory to glory even as from the Lord the Spirit. Therefore, seeing we have this ministry..."


    As we have been seeing, this whole second letter to the Corinthians has to do with the matter of the ministry of the Lord's people. You will have noticed in this chapter that word ministration and ministry used repeatedly. It's the whole question and matter of ministering, ministering Christ. And you will also have noticed that this ministry is the ministry of glory. That word can be underlined, for it occurs so many times here in this part of the letter. It is the ministry of glory, which is the ministry entrusted to the Lord's people. But that is a statement, it may not help you very far, as it is so stated. We need to get inside of this section to see what that really means.


    It's a very full section, this chapter three and part of chapter four. Indeed it goes right on and it has to be divided into its several phases. And we will this afternoon just look at and consider the first of these phases in what we may call:


    The Contrasted Ministry.


    That is, the contrast between the ministry of Moses and the ministry of Christ, or the ministry of the Spirit. And the apostle here in his very full and rich knowledge of the Old Testament, which was his only Bible, takes a great deal from the Old Testament in this letter. And here in this matter of ministry, as he begins to get more deeply and fully into it, he lifts this Old Testament incident out and makes it the ground of explaining the real nature of the New Testament ministry, the ministry of the New Testament church.


    This incident of Moses going up into the mountain and into the presence of God, and receiving the law for the people of God, and coming down from the mountain with the radiance of God's presence and God's glory upon his face. And as he came down to the camp, that glory was so strong that the people could not - it says it twice: steadfastly look on his face. They took a glance. They couldn't hold their eyes in the direction of Moses. They could not endure it. It says, "They could not look steadfastly upon the face of Moses because of the glory".


    And so, when Moses entered upon the ministry of preaching and expounding the Word of God, because the people were unable to look, he put a veil over his face, and from behind the veil he read the Word of God. Paul takes hold of that and, oh, how he uses the principle that is there to these Corinthians. He uses it in the first letter and he uses it here by way of explanation, by way of showing what true ministry is for the church. And he, the apostle, gathers this all up in this comprehensive statement: the veil still rests upon their hearts. To this day - to this day - after the centuries since that incident, right up to now, the veil still rests upon their heart.


    Now, without dealing with all the details that Paul mentions about the incident (and it's not all easy to understand) let us get right to the principle that is here. Because, you see, what Paul means or shows to be meant by this veil, is something more than just the literal thing. It touches upon a very deep and real thing in human life, because that veil it's carried over into the New Testament into the gospels and it's carried out to Corinth and is found in Corinth. The veil is represented by all the types and the symbols and the forms and all the means employed by God in the Old Testament as means of representing spiritual realities, spiritual truth, but not being such themselves.


    These figures and types and symbols of the Old Testament with which we are so familiar, which God employed, are just the Old Testament parables holding the same principle as the parables of the Lord Jesus. And you know, the disciples said to Jesus after His long discourse on the parables, "Why do You always speak to them in parables? Why do You always speak to them in parables?" And He said, "It is not given to them to know the mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven. It is not given to them to know the mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven."


    What lies behind the veil of symbols and types and figures and forms and outward expressions of God's thought? What lies behind the meaning of things? The real spiritual meaning of things. And there are two worlds between the things and their meaning. That's just as true in Christianity as in Judaism - two different worlds between things. Say it, state it, present it objectively, between them and what they really mean as the spiritual thoughts of God. And so the apostle gives us a collection of negatives, do you notice? Look again, yes. "Not! Not! Not!" he says three times. "Not with ink, not on stone, not the letter". They're the veil. They're the veil: ink, stone, letter - the veil. And he says, "Not that now, not that now, that's not the thing, but, but, but..." what? Not ink, but the Spirit of the living God. All the difference. Not stone tables, but hearts which are hearts of flesh. Not the letter, the verbal statement, but the Spirit.


    Tremendous contrasts! And these are the contrasts in that ministry of Moses and the ministry of believers in this dispensation. It's a contrasted ministry with a great difference. When it comes to the Spirit, the veil is taken away - symbols are gone, finished with, served their purpose, led us to no real end. Types? Yes, all right, types, figures, very interesting and you will still spend many days and hours on the tabernacle in the wilderness and all such things, you know. Very interesting, almost fascinating. Figures, types, symbols, forms, all that Old Testament system and economy, when it turns to the Spirit it is gone. It's "not, not, not". Now what is it? The Spirit of the living God doing something inside, which it never did then. None of those things did anything inside, did they? No. No symbol, no type, no form ever did anything inwardly. But now he turns to the Spirit, the Spirit of the living God, and from the outside enters in, and by the entering in, the ministry of the glory begins.


    Really, there was little or no glory, you know, in all that performance and paraphernalia and what-not in all the Old Testament system. It was something done, something carried out, a daily routine, something gone through, almost with monotony, through week after week and year after year, and decade after decade. Repetition, repetition, repetition. And so far as ultimate effect is concerned: vain repetition. Vain repetition and what the New Testament calls "dead works". All those, yes, dead works. That is, they never meant real Life.


    It's changed over now. A tremendous change has taken place with the Spirit of the living God. And now, not dead works, not monotonous routine in religious ritual and ordinances, but now: real Life. The livingness of things. Everything lives, everything lives. And it is the livingness which is the glory. You look into your New Testament and you'll find those two things are linked together: glory and Life, Life and glory. You come to the end of your New Testament, the end of the Book of the Revelation, you find these two things again in representation, in principle, are represented - the New Jerusalem, the Holy City coming down from God out of heaven, having the glory of God in the midst of the street thereof and on either side the Tree of Life, the river of the Water of Life and the Tree of Life. You see, Life and glory are the ultimate things.


    The glory is by the Life and the Life is the glory, and that's the ministry. It's not some radiance that lights upon us, countenance or otherwise. Even though the inner life does make a difference even in those matters, doesn't it? But that is not the point. The glory is the livingness of the church. The livingness of believers. They are not just ritualists, they are not just ceremonialists, they are not just sacramentarians. They are living ones, and their presence is the great contrast between Life and death.


    A Challenge


    I said the book is full of challenges. It is, it's so practical. The test and proof that we have this ministry is that we, like the Lord Jesus when He was here, we are a contrast to the dead conditions around us - in people and things. Isn't it sad that so many Christians, professing Christians and some perhaps really saved Christians, are so little of contrast to their environment and to their surroundings, and to the people of the world because, because they are toying with and flirting with things of the world, and their contrast is dissolved. Now, that's exactly what happened at Corinth in the first instance, during those four or five years after the apostle left them. They lost their testimony in the world, their impact upon the world. The world had made its own inroads into the church as you know from the first letter and the first chapters: glorying in worldly wisdom, glorying in the world's ideas of power, and so on. Because the world had made its inroads into their lives, they had lost their impact upon the world, the registration of livingness. In a sense that livingness is found nowhere else.


    You see, because, because during so many centuries, what are called the Dark Ages and medievalism, the church lost her power, her light, her impact. A very great deal today in order to recover that is by means of introducing things which are called "life" which are not Life at all. Life! Life! They know that it's Life that's wanted, that's needed and so it's another kind of life; it's not true Life.


    The true Life of Jesus Christ needs no pluses. It does not need entertainments and worldly attractions and a hundred and one things to try and give an impression of Life. It does not need it. If the Lord Jesus is really present then the power of the Holy Spirit and the Word of the Lord is present in richness - the veil is removed so that the testimony of His Life is in evidence - people will know it. And if they are seeking, they'll know where to go for it and they'll be there. I do not believe that it is necessary to have all these other substitutes for Life in order to fill a place with people. Not at all.


    Well, you see, it's the ministry or ministration of Life which is the glory and which is the true ministry of the Lord's people and of the companies of the Lord's people, and should be of the church universal.


    The Veil Removed


    Christ present, Christ unveiled in the power of the Holy Spirit. That is what Paul is saying. And two things will result from that. We shall be changed. We shall be changed. We Christians shall be changed. Not as by conversion now, we're Christians, but from glory to glory. We had a bit of it. Our Christian lives started with glory. It did, didn't it? Oh, what a sad thing it is that we Christians find ourselves singing, whether we realise what we're singing or not:


    Where is the blessedness I knew

    When first I sought the Lord

    Where is the soul's refreshing dew

    Of Jesus and His Word

    O return, Holy Dove, return.


    You sing it. Has the original glory really gone to be entreated to return? Well, we had it. The Corinthians had it. And the Dove seemed to have flown. What we're reading now is the return. And he's saying there was glory. There is a glory which is the lot of a true child of God, but there can be from glory to glory! "We beholding are being changed into the same image from glory to glory."


    So the ministry is a matter of going on, isn't it? Not starting and stopping, having and losing. The ministry's power calls for a going on, and that in the contemplation of the Lord and by the aid of the Holy Spirit. That's another phase which we'll leave till later. Here we're simply stating what the Word of God through the apostle is telling us, as to the nature of our ministry.


    Now just a word, a further word, on this matter of the veil and the removal of the veil. We've indicated certain things that it means, but what does it mean inclusively? Well, the presence of the veil speaks loudly, audibly, strongly of spiritual incapacity - limitation of spiritual capacity. Doesn't it? They could not look steadfastly. They could not. There was an embargo, there was a limitation, there was a lack of capacity for looking, for seeing.


    Now, Paul says, "unto this day" - that was not only true of Israel in the wilderness at Sinai, that was true of Israel in the days of the Lord Jesus. And sadly, something to take note of, it was true of the disciples in the days of His flesh. Did He not say, "I have many things to say unto you but you cannot bear them now"? How be it, how be it? "That will not always exist when He the Spirit of Truth has come, but now... oh, I have so much that I would like to say, so much that would be for your good, so much of heavenly value. I have many things to say, but you cannot bear them." Isn't that limited capacity? That's terrible! The Lord has so much more than ever we have seen to show us. However much we have seen or received, the limit has not been reached by any means. The Lord groaned because of that limitation imposed upon Him by their lack of capacity, and He cried, "I came to scatter fire on the earth, but how am I straitened until it be accomplished, oh, that it were already accomplished". He's only saying, in effect and meaning, "Oh, that these limitations of capacity in My men were removed. What a great thing it will be when I am able to give them all that I've got and they can take it!"


    Now, here in Corinth you have the exact situation again. First letter: here is Paul groaning and groaning under this, this straitness. And he says, "I could not speak to you as unto spiritual but as unto carnal. I fed you with milk not with meat for ye are not yet able." Same words, same clause. Whether Paul wrote the letter to the Hebrews or not, we'll not argue, but there you have the same thing in chapter 4: "When by reason of the time you ought to be teachers, you have need that someone teach you the rudiments. Time is long past for you to be taught rudiments, you ought to be teaching yourself. But it's not so. You even now, after all, have need for someone to teach you the rudiments." He cries, "Let us go on, not laying again the foundation of first principles, the first principles. Let us go on to full growth." You see this question of limitation of spiritual capacity. That's the principle of the veil: the capacity for seeing not things but their meaning, not the letter but the meaning of the letter.


    Many, many Christians have had this experience, they know the letter, they know the verbal statements of the Bible, they've heard them said again and again, preached again and again, they've read them, these things. And then the day has come and like a flash, their eyes have been opened, "My, I never saw that before and now it's all alive!" When your Bible, the whole Bible, gets like that, you know, it's very wonderful, isn't it? The veil is our limited spiritual capacity for comprehending and grasping the real meaning of the Lord in the things that He has said, and given us; their intrinsic values. When we get those, my, there's something that happens to us, we are liberated! It is where the Spirit of the Lord is, or where the Lord is, the Spirit has liberty. There's a liberation which comes by suddenly seeing what you never saw to be the meaning of that before. Do you know what I'm talking about? It is very true. Very true.


    Spiritual Capacity


    Well, the Corinthians in the first instance were not able, were not able. They hadn't got the capacity, he said, "I could not speak to you as unto spiritual". In this letter there's a wonderful unveiling of the hidden meaning of things. He's using the Old Testament, but he's not just preaching it as Old Testament, he's giving us the meaning: the meaning of the veil and the meaning of the removal of the veil. And a lot of other things are going to follow from the Old Testament in which he gives us the meaning of the veil removed: capacity created and enlarged.


    And what a challenge this is to the ministerial life, isn't it? For he is saying, "This... we have this ministry. This is the ministry of something that has been made real in our own hearts". As real as things were to that man born blind when the Lord gave him his sight. He could say, "I was blind but now I see." What a new world was opened to him. And you know, you can argue with anybody like that as long as you like. Even the scribes and the Pharisees would come and argue with him, but you cannot undo that. And you cannot move him from that. The last argument is not whether your theology or interpretation is the final word, my experience with the Lord is the final word - what the Lord has done in my life. That's the final word, and that is my testimony. That is my ministry.


    Oh, that all preaching were of that kind, born out of something done within. Now, you see, you don't have to go to college and be ordained for this! You don't have to have a society to make a minister of you. You don't have to put on any special kind of dress. You're a minister in very truth. You can't help being a minister. You may, through many a discouragement and a hard time say, "I'll not minister again." But you'll be ministering again before very long. Don't make any mistake about it. You'll be at it again. It will be like the one who said, "While I'm used the fire burned, the fire burned. Then I opened my mouth and spake." You can't help it if it's like this.


    Well, this sounds very simple again and elementary, but do we not need such words today? And do we not really need enlargement of spiritual capacity? We do! We do. If we will come the Lord's way, we'll have it. And that is why the apostle in the Spirit introduced this whole matter of ministry with the afflictions of Christ. They're the words he used, "the sufferings of Christ, the afflictions of Christ". He was saying, in other words, in more words, if you go the way of the Cross, you'll come the way of enlargement of spiritual capacity. The Cross in its work has a wonderful way of breaking us open, of removing barriers, of giving us or leading us to an open heaven if we will come this way which we call 'the Way of the Cross'. That's the way of spiritual capacity.


    Of course we can put that to the test. We know quite well, very well, that those who've never suffered, or suffered very little, haven't got much to give. They haven't got much to say to us and we always know it. We always know it. But we do know that if there's anything that is of real value to us, that comes from some deep experience, that comes through a vessel of some experience of the Cross.


    Well, I think we'll leave it there for the present. We'll have some more things here that the apostle tells us. What is the nature of the ministry? This is the ministry which is the ministry of the glory. It's the ministry of a created and enlarged spiritual capacity for grasping meanings, spiritual meanings, the inner thoughts of God, that they become Life to us, Life in us, and Life through us to others.


  


  
    Chapter 4 - "Living Epistles"

  


  
    In the second letter to the Corinthians, we read a few verses from the seventeenth verse of the second chapter. Second chapter at verse 17:


    "That we are not as many, making merchandise of the Word of God, but as of sincerity, but as of God, in the sight of God speak we in Christ. Are we beginning again to commend ourselves? Or need we, as do some, letters of commendation to you or from you? Ye are our epistle, written in our hearts, known and read of all men; being made manifest that ye are an epistle of Christ ministered by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not in tables of stone but in tables that are hearts of flesh.


    "And such confidence have we through Christ to God-ward. Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to account anything as from ourselves; but our sufficiency is from God, who also made us sufficient as ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life.


    "If the ministration of death, written and engraved on stones came with glory, so that the children of Israel could not look steadfastly upon the face of Moses for the glory of his face, which glory was passing away, how shall not rather the ministration of the Spirit be with glory?"


    This is another phase in this whole letter and document relating to the ministry of the church. And we are going to dwell this evening upon this further phase concerning these living epistles and letters of commendation in which we shall, if we do not immediately, see something of the nature of the ministry of the Lord's people. Not the ministry to the Lord's people at the moment, but the ministry of the Lord's people.


    When we commenced this consideration, we pointed out that right through the letter there are many indications of the sufferings and adversities which had come upon the apostle Paul from this church in Corinth; at least from a section of it. It's very difficult to believe that the whole church was like this, but a section is referred to. We don't know how large it was, but it was large and serious enough for him to take so much account of it as to write at least these two considerable letters, for they both have to do with that attitude which had arisen against himself.


    It is not at all certain that Peter ever went to Corinth, and the fact that there was a "Peter section" in Corinth, is rather illuminating, I think. It's a key to the situation. We have no knowledge whatever of Peter having ever been to Corinth, and yet there was that group there in the church which said: "We are of Peter". I think it indicates the work of the Judaizers who followed Paul wherever he went - to every church, every assembly of believers which had come into being through his ministry - following him to discredit him in the church. A wretched business, a miserable, contemptible life work. But there it was. And we know it was a fact in other churches like Galatia and elsewhere, definitely referred to. And the fact is that this, this "Peter element" seems to point to the work of the Judaizers, because Peter was the apostle to the circumcision, that is, to the Jews. And while Peter would not have agreed with them, with this group, this Peter group, at all, there it was. They were there and they had influence. They, this Judaizing faction, had influenced these people saying, "Now, you see, Peter, Peter was the first and great apostle, he was the great spokesman on the day of Pentecost, and he, well, Peter is the big man, and the man at the beginning. And Peter, see, is the apostle to the Jews and here this man Paul has repudiated that realm, the Jews, and gone to the Gentiles. He's come here!" The Gentiles - you see the word? See what had happened. And this leaven, this evil leaven, had leavened the church at Corinth. And therefore, there was amongst these believers this wretched, this miserable, contemptible activity of discrediting the apostle Paul and his ministry.


    And one of the lines, quite evidently, that they took and adopted was this: "Did Paul ever bring you letters of commendation from the church at Jerusalem? Have you ever seen his certificate of ministry which was given to him by Jerusalem?" Jerusalem, not Antioch. They couldn't have said it about Antioch, but Jerusalem is the place for the Jewish element, you see. "Have you ever seen his certificate, have you ever seen his letter of commendation? Did he ever come, having in his hand something from Jerusalem to establish his bona fides as an apostle? Of course not, you've never seen such a thing, because he hasn't got one. Jerusalem hasn't given him authority. Jerusalem hasn't accredited his apostleship. Jerusalem has not ordained him to the ministry. He has no letters of commendation. He has no certificates of his authority."


    Well, the apostle had met that. It had cut him like the many others things which we've not mentioned, but which are indicated in this letter, cut him very deeply. He suffered very acutely because, you see, after all, this church, they all owed everything of Christ, to him. It was he who had suffered for them. It was he who had day and night ministered amongst them for two years. It was he who had given his life for them, and he naturally - because he was human and because of his devotion, spiritual devotion - he naturally felt this kind of thing very acutely.


    So he answers it, "Need we as some do, as some do, letters of commendation?" I think there was a bit of sarcasm in what there was in that: "As some do..." but I'll leave that to you to work out. "As some do... Need we? Need we letters of commendation? Do we really, do you need a certificate of our apostleship? Is that the ground of our credit - a piece of paper? Is that our credit? Ye, ye are our letters of commendation. Look at yourself! Who was it led you to Christ? How did you come to know the Lord Jesus? Who was His instrument bringing you into salvation?" It was not Peter. It was not Apollos. He didn't answer it, he only asked the question and left them to answer it. "Look at yourselves and look at your beginning, look at what you have of Christ and know of Christ, and what Christ means to you, and then answer the question in your own heart: how did it come to you? "Need we documentary evidence? You are the documentary evidence, you are an epistle. And not an epistle of us." Note: be careful, "not of ourselves, we're not sufficient of ourselves." No, he's discounting himself; although an instrument, a vessel, a means used. He discounts himself and says "An epistle of Christ. You are not representatives of Paul and his teaching - propagandists of the truth that he propagates. You are not just members of a clique and a group: Pauline. You are epistles of Christ, epistles of Christ". That's the only credential. That is the true certificate.


    Men make a great deal of these other things, you know. The official support from Jerusalem, wherever that may be: the ordination by men, the certificate of ordination. They make a lot of these things, but there's something without which all these things go for nothing, and mean nothing. They give us no credit, no standing, no right, no authority. The only true certificate is that people look at us and read Christ. Epistles of Christ. Read Christ. Don't read somebody's teaching. Don't read some man's name. We may have a vast amount of teaching, we may have it all, from all the years and all the conferences, but if in looking at us people do not read Christ, it goes for nothing. Just remember that. People we live with, do they read Christ? Are they able to discern Christ, decipher Christ in our lives? People we work with? This is our ministry, you see.


    Ministry is not in the hall and gathering on the Lord's day or at special times, the ministry is in our home - that's where we can be read most clearly. Be read; it is in our business place. It is wherever we are. Wherever we are, that's the place of our ministry as the church and its members. And the ministry is that we are read, and make no mistake about it, we are read. People who live with us are reading us, people with whom we work are reading us, summing us up, taking account of us, passing their mental judgments upon us. And what is it? What is it? Are we difficult people to live with, to work with, awkward, cantankerous? See? Or do they read Christ? "Epistles of Christ," says Paul.


    I think it's very probable that Paul had in his mind not only these tables of stone upon which the Lord wrote the law and gave to Moses, but there was something with which Paul was quite familiar, which has only come to light in recent years. I remember, I suppose some forty years ago, perhaps more, I came into possession of a book by Dr. Deichmann, a great German scholar, and it was called From Egyptian Rubbish Heaps [The author of this book was James Hope Moulton, published in 1917]. It was a discovery that excavations had made, and it became the basis of a great deal of new information as to life and its ways in the ancient world.


    From Egyptian rubbish heaps there had been some excavating and as they threw up the earth from beneath, they threw up a great amount of broken earthenware, pieces of earthenware. And they saw that there was writing on the earthenware, on these pieces of earthenware: writing. And when they came to decipher the writing, they found that they were parts of letters. And when they put these pieces together, they were whole letters. And they were letters of Greek work, and of Roman work. And they began, "Unto the most excellent, so-and-so" and then some kind of nice word, not in New Testament language, but something like this: "blessings be upon you" from, well, one of the gods. "Unto the most excellent, the blessing of the gods be upon you, may you be found in happiness and in peace". Well, we are with Paul aren't we, at once, in the opening of his letters! Exactly like that, it was a formula of correspondence in those times. And these bits of broken earthenware, crockery, were called in their language, the ostraka. Ostraka. And our English word ostracism comes from that Greek word ostraka - thrown out, discarded bits of earthenware. I think Paul had this in mind when he was writing here. Yes, discarded, thrown out (may I use another word?) pitched out. Bits of mere earthenware, but not dead china, earthenware, crockery - living epistles, thrown out, discredited, put on the rubbish heap by you, but epistles of Christ.


    Very often those two things go together on the part of the world, and perhaps many Christians, like the Corinthians, are discredited, dishonoured, cast aside, put on the rubbish heap, refuse, but epistles of Christ. Such a thing can happen, you see, to epistles of Christ. That happened, actually happened to the apostle Paul in Corinth: discredited, false apostle, without credentials, dishonoured there. "He can write bold letters. His letters are bold, but his personal presence is mean and despicable. His preaching, when we compare his preaching to some of our Greek orators, it can't stand up!" He acknowledged it: "My speech and my preaching is not with enticing words of man's wisdom. All right, you say what you like about my preaching, discredit it. My person, I know all about my physical infirmities and I know my physical presence doesn't impress you very much and you can say what you like about that and it could be quite true...". And all the other things that they said, and there are many of them recorded. But, dear friends, today, today, what about this ostraka ostracized man, what about it? Is he an epistle of Christ? Is he a living epistle?


    You'll notice that this is set in the context of the veil which Moses put over his face and the two things said in connection with that veil are these: the glory which was passing, passing, fading and the glory which remains, abides. Contrasted ministry: the transient, the passing - the abiding, the permanent. I suggest to you that Paul belongs to the latter category: the permanent, the abiding, because a ministry of Christ.


    Well, this is challenging, isn't it? I don't know that it's necessary to say a lot more. This is, this finds us out, it shows us just what the ministry of the church is. But there's another thing here, because this is all of a piece. If you go back to chapter 1, chapter 1 at verse 21, you have this: "Now He that stablisheth us with you in Christ" - the word is really into Christ - "stablisheth us with you into Christ and anointed us, is God."


    An Anointed Vessel


    Now, everybody here, I should think, knows the meaning of the anointing in the Bible. Kings were anointed, priests were anointed, some prophets were anointed. But the anointing, which was the symbol of the coming of the Holy Spirit upon that one, the anointing was always in relation to some ministry. It was not just having the Holy Spirit, but it was the positive aspect of the Holy Spirit in Divine expression. If it was a king, it was for kingship, for authority, for rule. If it was a priest, it was for mediation, it was his service, his work; so with such prophets as were anointed. It was always the active side.


    And do you notice? Immediately Jesus had been anointed of the Holy Spirit, He went forth to His ministry. First His ministry was challenged in the wilderness by the devil. And then He returned from the wilderness in the power of the Spirit, came to Nazareth, and He was in His life ministry. The anointing was that: the practical, active aspect of the life of a man of God. "And hath anointed us." See, with you, the joint anointing of the church. Anointed. This just means the fact that the Holy Spirit has come to us, dear friends, and carries with it the fact of an activity in our lives in ministering Christ, in ministering Christ, in showing Christ, in expressing Christ, in making Christ known. The Holy Spirit, if He's with us at all, is with us on that line: the enablement, and the wisdom, and the power, the endurance, the effectiveness, the fruitfulness - all by the Spirit.


    Notice the apostle speaks much about the Spirit here at the beginning of the letter: "Where the Spirit is Lord..." or "Where the Spirit of the Lord is, is liberty" and so on and "hath anointed us". It all goes into this great matter of our ministry. We are not sufficient of ourselves. Not sufficient of ourselves. We have no sufficiencies. But "He hath anointed us" and that's the sufficiency.


    It's a wonderful thing, wonderful thing. It takes me right back to the beginning of my ministry where I first had a responsibility for a company of the Lord's people, a company of people where I had become, as the language is, "their pastor". But, you know, it was present with me so much there, "I haven't got the ability, I am not fit - fitted in any way for this work but there's the Holy Spirit equal to it all. I can count on the Holy Spirit". And from that first until this day, I believe that it's just been that. On one side the deep consciousness that we are not sufficient of ourselves. On the other, there's the anointing. There's the anointing, we can always fall back on the Holy Spirit. I wouldn't be speaking to you so strongly about our ministry if I couldn't say this to you, that the weakest, foolish, most inefficient naturally, can count upon the Holy Spirit. And to keep to our point: the Holy Spirit's object is to manifest Christ, to make the impression of Christ by our being present.


    There I'm going to stop for the present. That is another aspect of our ministry: living epistles. How, how is the gospel to spread? How is the world to know? Well, the apostle doesn't say here anything about, or very much about, our going out here and there and everywhere talking, preaching. It may come into it for some. But what he does say is "read and known of ALL men." That's how the gospel grows! That's how the world knows, that people are able to read Christ where we are. We should go to prayer in our hearts I'm sure, and on our knees more and more: "Lord, fulfill this ministry, make me a certificate of Christ. Make me a living letter of commendation of Christ, an epistle of Christ, we pray".


  


  
    Chapter 5 - "With Unveiled Face"

  


  
    We read a few verses. Again, familiar - they're familiar to us because they have been before us several times already. In the second letter to the Corinthians and chapter... I want to read just the last verse of chapter 3: "But we all with unveiled face, reflecting as a mirror the glory of the Lord, are transformed into the same image from glory to glory, even as from the Lord the Spirit. Therefore, seeing we have this ministry, even as we obtained mercy, we faint not: but we have renounced the hidden things of shame, not walking in craftiness, nor handling the Word of God deceitfully; but by the manifestation of the truth, commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God. And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled in them that are perishing, in whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of the unbelieving, that the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God, should not dawn upon them. For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake. Seeing it is God that said 'light shall shine out of darkness' who shined in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ."


    Now in these hours which we have been spending, and are still spending together, we have been brought again to a recognition of the ministry, the service of the people of God, of the church universally and locally, and individually - the ministry to which we are called. "We have," says the apostle, "this ministry."


    And we, as we go on, we add and add and add to this ministry the many things that are said about it - seeing it from its various standpoints and in its various aspects, as we have been doing - seeing what this ministry which is given to us and to which we individually, as well as collectively, are called. As we get on - by no means to the end, but as we get on, it becomes necessary and very important that we should focus it all upon its main and its supreme issue.


    If now, after all that has been said in this time spent, we were asked to put into a brief phrase what this ministry is, I wonder what we should say? I wonder how you would sum up all this that has been said and define this clause here, this: "having this ministry." If we can only get hold of that concisely and precisely and be able to see clearly and grasp what this ministry really is and go away with that, not a whole lot of teaching, things said, but the issue of it all, what does it really amount to? What are we committed to, perhaps more deeply than ever? What is going to characterise us as some of those called to this ministry? What is going to characterise us henceforth in a new and much more positive way? Can we put it into a phrase?


    Now, it's not difficult to find in these first four chapters of this second letter to the Corinthians, I remind you that it is mentioned no fewer than fourteen times from the end of chapter 3 into chapter 4, and mentioned by one word. I'm sure you will realise that this is the heart of the thing. If, in just a few verses, quite a few verses from verse 8 of chapter 3 to verse 2 of chapter 4; fourteen times this whole letter's purpose and object is put into one word. And that word is: glory. Now, just put a ring around it if you like. Henceforth you've got the key to the letter, but you've got more than that, you've got the key to all that "this ministry" committed to us, really means. It is nothing other and nothing less than the glory of the Lord Jesus.


    It would be a long, but very fruitful study, to take that word and to carry it right through the letter, back into the first letter and through, into, and through the second letter and see what it means, what the glory of the Lord Jesus really does mean. What it is set over against, how it solves all the problems, how it becomes the dynamic and the all-governing concern of the people of God.


    The Glory of the Lord Jesus


    That's the test of everything. It's the test of behaviour; that takes us back into the first letter, doesn't it? The behaviour which was so unworthy of the Lord Jesus, the conduct of those Corinthians after the apostle had left them, left them to themselves without his presence and present power and influence, left them for four years or more. How their level fell. The spiritual life declined, and all that came in that is so shameful, reproachful; unworthy of Christ. The glory of Christ stands over against all behaviour and conduct: what we do and how we live and so much more which is not for the present my occupation. I want to come right to this whole question, this whole matter of the glory as the governing thing in the active life and presence of the people of God in this world. We've said some things about it already, how it works out, as you know; having commenced with a very full recognition of the fact that if the glory of the Lord Jesus is the very object for which the Lord's people are here in this age, it's a costly way. We noticed all that the apostle said right at the beginning of this letter about the afflictions of Christ, the sufferings of Christ abounding unto us, and how real they were in his own experience - the costliness of standing for the glory of the Lord Jesus.


    Now, for time's sake, let us come to this fourth chapter. In these first six verses we have these well-known words, "Seeing it is God who said, 'Let light be.'" Literally, that is what is here: "God, who said, 'Let light be.'" Now, presently the apostle will refer to a new creation. This is what is at the back of his mind, "God who said, 'Let light be,' shined into our hearts to give the light of the glory of God." Shined into our hearts the light of the glory in the face of Jesus Christ who is the image of God.


    The glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ, is now in our hearts. We have already dwelt considerably upon the light upon the face of Moses when he came down from the mount and when he stood before the people to read the Word of God, and the veil that he had to put on because they could not look steadfastly at his face. The apostle says in effect, and this is what he's meaning, "The light of the glory of God was on the face of Moses, but it could not enter into the heart of people then. They had not the capacity or the ability to receive it into their heart, but the light in the face of Jesus Christ - the same glory of God now in the face of Jesus Christ, the veil is taken away, and has entered into our hearts". It's got inside. That's the change in the dispensation. What was all external and objective has now become inward, has shined in or into our hearts. God said, "Let light be." In the first creation: outward, objective; in the new creation: inward, shined into our hearts.


    Let's pause for a moment with this way in which the apostle puts it. It's a figurative way. We have to get our mentalities adjusted over many of these things. We, of course, naturally and immediately get mental pictures when it says, "the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ," we quite naturally, instinctively think of a countenance and go to His face. But that is not what the apostle is talking about. He's only using it as a figure. This same word is translated in another way in this letter twice and it is otherwise translated: person. You'll find that in verse 11 of chapter 1: "Ye also helping together on our behalf by your supplication that for the gift bestowed upon us by means of many, thanks may be given by many persons on our behalf." And that word persons there is the same word in the Greek as face in chapter 4. Then you have the same thing again in chapter 8; chapter 8 and verse 24: "Show ye therefore unto them in the face of the churches the proof of your love." The same word "in the face of the churches." You know what that means, not the physical faces of people in the churches, it means before the people themselves - people themselves. So this word face just means the person of Jesus Christ, "The light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the person of Jesus Christ", that He is the personal image, embodiment, impress of the glory of God.


    You know that in Hebrews chapter 1 that is exactly how it begins, "The express image, or impress, of the Divine glory..." and it is not the shining face as such that the apostle is speaking about now. Although, may the Lord give us more shining faces, that doesn't excuse us - excuse our miserable faces. Lord, have mercy on us for our faces, but the apostle is saying here, "Jesus Christ is the personal embodiment and expression of the glory of God, and He has been revealed in our hearts". It is the revelation of what Jesus Christ really is and means; His significance in God's universe, that has been revealed in our hearts. In our hearts! The apostle based his whole life or his whole life and ministry upon this: "It pleased God to reveal His Son in me." We come to the part of the outshining of the glory on the way to Damascus, he's saying, "It didn't stay outside, it got inside! And in that light as I contemplated Jesus of Nazareth, I saw how different He was from what I had thought and believed Him to be of old, beforehand as I persecuted Him. I saw Him, who He is, what He is. When I saw Him, I saw the effulgence of the Divine glory in a man. In a man."


    Christ was the image and representation of God manifest, manifest to faith. I think it's rather a wonderful thing, an impressive thing. You know, we think that we have got a lot of light now about the Lord Jesus; a tremendous amount of light about the Lord Jesus. And perhaps we think or imagine that all that we know now is new since He was here in this world. Nothing of the kind! All that we know now, and all that ever we shall know, or the people of God will know about the Lord Jesus after His ascension, was true of Him when He was here. It was all there: who He was, what he was, what His significance was, what was vested in Him. Everything of eternity was there in the man called Jesus of Nazareth. Nothing has been added to Him. He hasn't been enlarged and increased. It was all there.


    John was able to say, "we beheld His glory" when He was here! "Glory as of the only begotten of the Father. Full of grace and truth." It was all there, but no one saw it unless it was revealed to them by the Father. And when that happened, even in the days of His flesh, it was an amazement to those who had the revelation.


    When He asked His disciples, "Who do you say, who do you say that I am?" and Peter by inspiration, revelation, illumination by Divine act said, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God." Jesus said, "Blessed art thou, Simon son of Jonah. Flesh and blood did not reveal that to you." I think Peter himself was as astonished as anybody that he had said that! But you see, it was acts of Divine illumination. Remember the two on the Emmaus road. Jesus joined them. But it distinctly says that, "their eyes were holden that they should not know Him." Then at a given moment their eyes were opened and they saw Him. And what a difference that made! And their return journey and their exclamations when they arrived back in Jerusalem; their eyes were opened.


    It was all there, everything was there in Him, but no one saw it until God gave them the ability to see. That, of course, is something that challenges us. We shall come on to that probably again in a few minutes. It's like that. "God, who said, 'Let light be,' has shined into our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory."


    What is This Ministry?


    It is the result, the result of a Divine fiat - something that God has done in us. In every one of us God has done something which is on the same principle as when this earth was without form and void and darkness was over the face of the deep, and the Word of God was proclaimed: "Let light be!" And there was light; a Divine fiat; an act of the Word of God. Now Paul says, "On the same principle, something has happened to us." Something has happened to us! That happening has come from God into our lives and that is the basis of our testimony, of the church's ministry. Would to God the church were living in the good of it, the whole church, that that were actually true of the whole church. Of course there's the professing church, and there's the real church. But this is the vocation committed to the people of God in this dispensation: to reflect the glory of Christ from our inward being. The mirror is the mirror of our renewed, regenerated spirit. Reflecting the glory - that's the word here, isn't it? Reflecting the glory: that's the ministry.


    Now, I want to pause here. While not wanting to multiply words, I do feel we must really be very clear and practical. When we first come to the Lord, when this thing first happens, put it how you will, use whatever form of explanation you may about being converted or born again, or whatever it is. The thing, when that thing happens, there is the breaking into us of the glory and the glory does shine out, doesn't it? Wasn't it a wonderful thing to you when the Lord Jesus, the Lord of Glory came into your heart? Wasn't it wonderful? Of course it was, with all of us. It was wonderful.


    My, when that happened to me, I was preaching in the open air five nights a week and the other nights, well, they were in preparation for the rest. Week after week, any opportunity to testify to the Lord Jesus and I can see it now, it was just like that, it was all so wonderful. Gathered around was a whole group of young men who had come into the same experience. And what a glory time it was. We were called "the glory boys"! Glory... it's true, but that isn't what I'm wanting to get at.


    We come into experiences of trial, adversity, and suffering, and the apostle is talking much about the sufferings of Christ which abound unto us. And the danger is, as it took place in Corinth, that we should lose the glory. We should lose the glory - that's our peril. In difficulties, adversities, and trials, things don't go as we'd like them to go. Things become quite difficult for us. And don't you, dear Christian friends, put a divide between your secular life and your spiritual life and say, "Well, you see, these things happened to me, they're part of my job in this world, the work that I'm going, the place where I'm having to work. That's one thing. My Christian life, well, that's in another realm...". Don't do that! Don't do that for a moment. You will find that the assault upon the glory is made more by evil powers than by people. Oh, the people may be the difficult ones, the awkward ones, ones that give you a bad time, it may all be in that human realm, you think, but don't forget, that if you have been called into fellowship with God's Son, you have been called into the ministry of the glory. And there's nothing, there is nothing in all your life and our life which the enemy will not take hold of to becloud that glory, to rob Him of the glory in us. It can be physical or circumstantial or whatever it is, there's something more than the ordinary happenings and circumstances of human life. Remember that.


    All the young Christians need to be reminded of that. We older ones are not ignorant of his devices. We know quite well that the simplest thing in ordinary daily life, as we think, can be a trick of the devil; trick of the devil, that when that telephone rang at that moment, it was the most inopportune moment that it could be, but it related to something: we were in prayer, getting hold of the Lord. Interruptions! There's something more than the thing, the thing that goes wrong. Oh, there are, Paul says, hosts of wicked spirits, hosts of them. You can't count them. They're everywhere. We don't want to get our eyes on them, but we do want to note this: that they are after the glory. Their whole attention is focused upon the glory of the Lord Jesus.


    Now you can see from some things we've already said, but if you read this letter, this second letter to the Corinthians again, you can see that by a whole host of incidents in this man's life, Paul's life, the reactions of this group, this influential, powerful group in Corinth to him personally: discrediting him, defaming him, detracting from his ministry, trying to expose his weaknesses, his physical disabilities and saying, "His personal presence is contemptible, and his speech, his speech is contemptible". All these things about him. And then all the other list of things that he gives us: chapter 6, chapter 12. What a lot of things there were. All against. He knew what he was talking when he spoke of hosts of wicked spirits. In the shipwreck and the many shipwrecks to which he refers and all these other things, these forces of evil were out to destroy the ministry of the glory of Christ in and through this man. That's the meaning of it: they're after the glory. They knew very well that God had shined into the heart of this man, that the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus was in this heart. Therefore, he is a marked man, for the glory in him is marked. A terrific battle, is the battle of the glory.


    That is why in using this word or term the veil, the veil, he's used it about Israel. The veil was over their face, and is over their face even to this day, they cannot, they cannot receive the glory, they cannot see the glory. Using that phrase the veil, he takes it up in another connection: "If our gospel be hid, it is veiled in them that believe not, in whom the god of this world hath blinded lest the light of the glory should shine into them." And that is why the Lord Jesus was so particularly interested in blind people. He seems to have had a particular interest in blind people. No blind person ever failed to have His sympathy, interest, and help. And all that He did for the deaf and dumb and everyone else (I'm not saying He wasn't interested in them) it seems that the instances which stand out most fully in His activities when here, are those in relation to blind people. And you know quite well that the giving of sight to the blind - the man born blind - is in the context of: "I am the light of the world. I am the light of the world".


    This seeing, you see, this seeing faculty, is a Divinely given thing, for the sake of the glory. Oh, dear friends, this is so challenging to me and to you. The challenge comes here. I don't want to make it difficult, but if I make it difficult for you, I'm making it equally difficult for myself. The challenge comes here. That which we have of truth, of teaching, of what we call technically "light" (and we have a lot) we have a tremendous amount of teaching (that's only another word, you know, for the word doctrine, choose which you like) teaching, doctrine - a tremendous amount. There is an immense amount of light. Light... given to the church. Many of us have come into that realm, large degrees of truth and teaching. Now the challenge is here: how much of that really becomes the outshining of His glory? Can we stand up to that? Because, you see, the very principle of in-shining is that the light of the glory of God should be in our hearts and should be reflected. To put that in a practical way: how much, when we have finished our course, be it shorter or longer, will people be able to say, "Thank God for that man, for that woman, because really through him, through her, I came into a living knowledge of the Lord Jesus. In some fuller way perhaps or at the beginning, that the glory of God in the face of Jesus came into my life as reflected by the mirror of that man and that woman." That's the test of all our teaching!


    Now, I say, we've got so much of it and yet we deny it in our behaviour and our presence. There's so much that contradicts, isn't there? And here we are having meeting after meeting, hour after hour, piling up the teaching. The test of it all is not going to be that we have a lot more of what is technically called light. The test of our being here in these times, this very hour and its value, is going to be: will people be able to see the Lord Jesus and the glorious Lord Jesus more? Will they?


    You see, this is exactly what the apostle was getting at with these Corinthians. Theirs had been a shameful contradiction of the gospel in their behaviour and their character in almost every way in that first letter; there was a contradiction of the glory. And now he is coming back with the second letter and being on the positive side. He was, so to speak, on the negative, but Lord have mercy upon us if the first letter to the Corinthians is negative, it's a sledgehammer, isn't it? And a sledgehammer isn't a negative thing, you know. But it was on the negative side of correction, correction, correction. Showing the wrong, pointing it out. "I could not speak to you as unto spiritual but as unto carnal." Now having dealt with a thing like that - judged it - he now turns over to the positive side. He says in effect, "Now, really Corinthians, the only justification of our existence as the people of God is that the glory of Jesus Christ is shining out from us, has come into us, and is being seen and known around us where we are."


    Clear your mental pictures of the glory of Jesus Christ, sometimes it is just in our quiet, patient endurance, whereas other people would begin to show their resentment and their bad temper and react to what is done and what is put on them in a sulky way, a disagreeable way, with a vengeful spirit. You're down under it - quiet, steady, humble, patience, endurance, suffering wrong rather than doing wrong. That's the glory of Jesus. You know Peter brings that right out, doesn't he, in his letter: "If ye suffer for well doing... This is grace with God." This is grace. And what is grace but the glory of God? Yes.


    Well, you're putting up with a lot this afternoon, aren't you? But we really do want these times to have a practical outcome, don't we? Not to go away and say, "We had some meetings at Easter and the subject was so and so and the speaker was So and so. We had a happy time and got a lot of light...". Oh, God save us from just that, repeated through the years again and again. No, it's got to be this: that the light has got to get inside, and then there's to be a seeing in that light of the glory of the Lord Jesus.


    The Glory of the Lord Jesus


    Now, Paul will go on in a minute about the new creation. And he will say that if any man be in Christ there is a new creation brought about by this Divine fiat. God said, "Let light be." The result in any man, or down to being very personal, individual: if any man be in Christ, on this principle, God said, "Let light be in that heart" there is a new creation. It's the same fiat for a spiritual new creation as for the former material creation.


    Now, of all the things that belong to that new creation, there's only one that I'm going to mention now. It is this: when God at the beginning over the chaos and darkness of the unformed world said "let light be" and there was light, the coming of the light was only the beginning of a process. It started something. It was not an end it itself. It did not come and there remain like that, just the existence and presence of light. It set things going and because of the presence of the light, out of the chaos there came form, order, fruitfulness. In like manner, when the light shines into our hearts, the light of God shines into our hearts in the face of Jesus Christ, in the person of Jesus Christ, it's the beginning of a formation, a constituting of a Divine order in our lives.


    Now, that's easy for me to talk to you, it doesn't apply to you, but don't you feel there's some gap somewhere, some gap, some lack when somebody professes to accept Christ and there's all those disorderly messes in their life? I won't even mention them, outward things and other things, their behaviour - these things do not disappear, they do not change. They bring their disorderliness over into Christianity. There's a lot of disorderliness, isn't there, in what is called the Christian life. There's something lacking. There's a gap somewhere. It may be that they have not been properly taught, the foundation has not been properly laid so that they've been made to understand what the Christian life really is. That is, it is a new creation where old things are passed away.


    What are these old things that are brought over? Old things have passed away. We're told all has become new. Now what I am saying, whether it applies to you in that particular respect or not: behaviour, appearance, and all that sort of thing - it is not the glory of Christ at all. Not the glory of Christ.


    I was told some time ago of something that had happened at the Keswick Convention where a servant of the Lord was there, walking along the street and saw a girl coming toward her in a mini-skirt and a lot less in other things than is modest. Hair? Well, you know all about it. And on her a placard, a text. Wearing a text. I forget what the words were, something about the Lord Jesus, coming to the Lord Jesus. It was this. This dear servant of the Lord saw this poor child coming along like this. Her heart ached. She felt ill, and so she spoke to the girl. "Do you really feel that this commends your Master? Do you really think that this is to the glory of the Lord Jesus? You evidently profess to be His. You want to show the world, but do you really think that this will convey a right impression of the Lord Jesus?" The girl - her face dropped, "I never thought about it. It never occurred to me! No one ever said anything to me." Well, the work was done. The girl went and changed, and it was put all right. But you see what I mean. Now, it doesn't apply to any of you, but the principle is this: that there are lots of old things that have got to go when Jesus is revealed in the heart. They're incompatible with the Lord Jesus. They're a contradiction to Him, and if we really do see the Lord Jesus, not in those things that I've hinted at, but in many other ways, we'll be putting things right, you know. We will shed many old things. We cannot - the point is we cannot really see the Lord Jesus and go on in any way that contradicts Him. That's the message of this letter.


    And after all our teaching the test arises: have we seen? Is it evident? Is it evident, for this reflecting as a mirror the glory - is it evident that we have seen Him? Not seeing truth, teaching. Is it evident in our home, that something has happened in us? In our place of work, not only - and sometimes not at all by our preaching, by carrying a Bible in our hand, but by us, ourselves, our very presence there - is it evident that something has been done by God in us? That is what we're here for as companies of the Lord's people, as well as individuals. Having this ministry, we have renounced the things of dishonesty, that are not honestly in keeping with Christ, we've renounced them, not walking in craftiness, or literally "not making merchandise" of the Word of God, using Divine things for our own gain and interest, not handling the Word of God deceitfully. A contradiction. "But commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God." It is testing. It is challenging.


    Now, you've had to put up with a lot. And I've really been fighting to get to the heart of this thing. So I tell you quite frankly, friends, that I'm ministering all over the world to so many, and I get very tired of ministering. Very tired of ministering. I often wish the Lord would spare me more ministry for this reason: that there does seem to be such a gap between their knowledge of Bible truth and the measure of the expression of Christ in them. You can have all this truth, as it is called, this light, as it is termed, and meet so much that is un-Christlike; un-Christlike in the people who have it all! They can be cruel, can be hard, exacting; like these Corinthians. What Paul suffered from them and they had the truth! He spent two whole years day and night pouring himself out to that church in Corinth.


    Well, I hope you're suffering this, not taking it other than with the grace of God. Shall we pray.
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