
SUGGESTED EXPLANATIONS 

BY 

ERNEST BARKER 
Author of "Wheels Within Wheels,.,. "Tho Olorloa.s 

Appearing; 11 etc . 
..__ 







Twenty-One 

Difficult Texts 
in the Bible 

SUGGESTED EXPLANATIONS 

BY 

ERNEST BARKER 
Author of, "Wheels Within Wheels," "The Glorious Appearing," 

"The Shepherd Psalm and the Shepherd Discourse," 
"]"oseph a Type of Christ," etc. 

PIOKERING & INGLIS 

14 PATERNOSTER, ROW, LONDON, E.C.4 

229 BOTHWELL STREET, GLASGOW, C.2 





Index 
PAGE 

l�TRODUCTORY REMARKS, 7 

1. THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF REPENTANCE UNDER
CERTAIN CONDITIONS, Hebrews 6. 4-6, . . 9 

2. SINNING WILFULLY, Hebrews 10. 26 to 29, 14 

3. THEDESPISEDBI�THRIGHT, Hebrews 12. 16, 17, 20

4. THE DoG AND THE Sow, 2 Peter 2. 22, 22 

5. THE UNPARDONABLE SIN, Mark 3. 22 to 30, . . 25 

6. DOES GoD REPENT? Num. 23. 19; Jonah 3. 10,� 31

7. SALTED WITH FIRE, AND SALTED WITH SALT,
Mark 9. 49, . . . . 34 

8. THE MAMMON OF UNRIGHTEOUSNESS, Luke 16, 9, 37

9. REMITTING AND RETAINING SINS, John 20. 23; 40
10. THE SIN UNTO DEATH, 1 John 5. 16 and 17, . . 42

11. BORN OF Gon-CANNOT SIN, 1 John 3. 9, 45 
12. THE SACRIFICE AND SERVICE OF FAITH,

Philippians 2. 17, . . 50 

13. EATING THE FLESH-D;RINKING THE BLOOD,
John 6. 53, . . . . 52 

14. THE BRANCH CAST FORTH, John 15. 6, 55 

15. THE GREAT HOUSE AND THE VESSELS, 2
Timothy 2. 20, 58 

16. BAPTISED FOR THE DEAD, 1 Corinthians 15. 29, 61

17. THE APOSTLE AND PRIVATE JUDGMENT, 1 Corin-
thians 7. 6, 12, 25, and 40, . . . . . . 63 

18. CHRIST LEARNING OBEDIENCE, Hebrews 5. 8, 65 

19. CHRIST MADE PERFECT, Hebrews 5. 9 .. . . 67 

20. THE PARABLE OF THE LABOURERS, Matthew 20.
10 to 12, . • . . . • . . 68 

21. THE RocK AND THE KEYS, Matthew 16. 18, 19, 74





Introductory Remarks 

NOT a few of the Lord's people are greatly 
exercised as to the correct interpreta

tion of certain passages of Scripture. Indeed, 
many find themselves in so sad a case that 
they have lost all the jpy they ever had, 
mainly because of the uncertainty of the future. 

These unsettled believers have come to the 
conclusion (in many instances .wrongly) that 
some. of the most terrible verses in the Word 
of God have a special application to th�m 
personally, the inevitable result being a 
condition of perpetual fear, which in many 
cases amounts to positive terror. 

There is a sense in which all these per
plexing passages should make a definite 
appeal to us, in that they embody most 
solemn warnings, and to these warnings we 
should give the utmost heed. At the same 
time it is imperative that we "rightly divide 
the Word of truth" (2 Tim. 2. 15).

Seeing that to no one servant of God has 
be�n given the monopoly of interpretation, 
it should be clearly borne in mind that the 
writer merely suggests the explanation, leav
ing the reader to exercise his spiritual dis
cernment after a personal examination of the 
particular passages. E. B.





TWENTY-ONE DIFFICULT TEXTS 

Suggested Explanations 
By ERNEST BARKER. 

The Impossibility of Repentance 
under Certain Conditions 

"For it is impossible for those who 
were once enlightened, and have tasted 
of the heavenly g_ift, and were made par
takers of the Holy Ghost,- and have tasted 
the good Word of God, and the powers 
of the world to come ; if they shall fall 
aw9:y, to renew them again unto repent
ance; seeing they crucify to themselves 
the _Son of God afresh, and put Him to 
an open shame" (Heb. 6. 4-6). 

These verses have caused many believers 
sleepless nights and distressful days, which 
could not very well be otherwise if they appty 
to th-Ose wh-0 have been redeemed by the precious 

blood of Christ. We look in vain for a single· 
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ray of sunshine or a particle of comfort in 
the entire passage. The words remind us of 
the terrible statement recorded in Acts 
27. 20, "All hope that we shoulq. be saved
was then taken away."

Before venturing any interpretation of the 
passage, let it be stated most definitely that 
these words cannot apply to a genuine 
believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. This can 

. , 

easily be proved by carefully observing nine 
words : 'f It is impossible (v. 4) ... to renew 
them again unto repentance" (v. 6). Leaving 
out for the moment the words which inter
vene, these two statements clearly show the 
impossibility of the passage referring to a 
genuine believer. 

It is, of course, sadly p�ssible fqr a Christ
ian to backslide. PETER "went back" when 
he denied his Lord. DEMAS had already lost 
touch with Christ when he forsook the 
Apostle PAUL, and was unduly occuJ?ied with 
the affairs of this wot ld. In every period of 
the Church's history there have been those 
who did run well, but, through one cause· or 
another, were hindered in their spiritual 
progress. But (and this is a most important 
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"but") it is gloriously possible for such back
sliders to be restored. Were it not for this 

we should all have good reason to despair of 
our eternal welfare. 

In the passage under consideration, how

ever, we look in vain for the possibility of 

restoration. All is darkness, judgment, and 
death. The door of repentance is closed
AND CLOSED FOR EVER. 

The question automatically arises: To 
whom do these particular words refer? 

It has been suggested that the inspired 
writer is merely quoting a hypothetical case, 
the implication being that no such person 
ever existed, nor could exist. -The obvious 
objection to this suggested solution is the 
unsuitableness of. the language. In other 
words, the language which the writer -of the 
Epistle uses is far too definite to lend itself 
to such an interpretation. 

It is more than likely that the passage 

presents the instance of certain Jewish pro
fessors who travelled to the very edge of 

salvation without having definitely exercised 

a living faith in Christ, only to fall away �o 
completely as finally to abandon Him. alto .. 
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gether, crucifying Him to themselves afresh, 
and putting Him to an open shame. 

Now let us look ve�y briefly at some of the 
things which characterised those Jewish 
apostates. 

We are informed that "they were once 
en.lightened. " This implies that they were 
enlightened as to their condition before God; 
enlightened as to their need of Christ; en
lightened as to the necessity of a changed 
life, and yet, as we shall see presently, that 
changed life never became-an actual fact. 

We then read that they had: "tasted of the 
heavenly gift. " Notice carefully the verb 
"to taste. " Just as it is possible for a person 
to taste a thing without allowing it to enter 
into the system, so these people tasted of 
the heavenly gift without making that gift 
their personal possession. 

Then follows one of the most difficult 
statements of all: "And were made partakers 
of t"Ju3 Holij Spirit." The .word here translated 
"partaker"* indicates the possibility of 
"going along with" the Holy Spirit in His 
work of conviction and enlightenment, with-

• M,tochos, not kolno,io& ("partner") which is the more frequently uaed word.



THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF REPENTANCE 13 

out necessarily having the knowledge of 
Christ as Saviour and Lord. This is vastly 
different from a person who is indwelt by the 
Holy Spirit, because once this "indwelling" 
takes place that person must be eternally 
secure. 

The next statement is., "and have tasted the 
good Word of God. ,, Here again the verb
"to taste" is used, imply·ing that these pro
fessors had tasted the Word of God without 
that Word having become part and parcel 
of their experience. 

The category closes with the words, "and 
the powers of the world to come." And no 
doubt when these men came under the powers 
of the coming world, they, like Felix, 
trembled-and yet, notwithstanding all this, 
they sadly fell short of that per£ ect and 
�temal.salvation which is in Christ Jesus.

Concerning· these people, the Apostle says, 
"If they shall fall away, it is impossible to
renew them again unto repentance," im
plying that they had not merely refused 
Christ, but had completely renounced Him 
and His great sacrificial work, and by thus 
abandoning Him they had put Him to an 
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open shame, and had .even crucified Him 
to themselves afresh. 

Now let us· notice carefully verse 9: "But, 
belov�d, we are persuaded better things of 
you, and things that accompany salvation, 

though we thus speak. " This should prove 
a real comfort to all true believers. Those 
things which should accompany salvation 
were altogether lacking in the lives of these 
religious professors. THERE WAS NO REAL 
OUTWARD EVIDENCE THAT THEY HAD 

EXPERIENCED A DEFINITE CHANGE IN HEART 

AND LIFE. 

It is of the utmost importance that we who 
are redeemed by the precious blood of Christ 
should manifest our dignified estate by our 
devotion to the Lord Jesus, our love for His 
Word, our keenness in His delightful service, 
a real desire for direct communication with 
Himself, and a genuine affection for His 
people. 

Sinning Wilfully 

"For if we sin wilfully after that we 

have received the knowledge of the truth, 

there remaineth no more sacrifice for 
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sins, but a certain fearful looking for of 
judgment and fiery indignation which 
shall devour the adversaries. He that 
despised Moses' law died without mercy 
under two or three witnesses : of how 
much sorer punishment suppose ye shall 
he be thought worthy who hath trodden 
under foot the Son of God, and hath 
counted the blood of the covenant, where
with he was sanctified, an unholy thing-; 
and hath done despite to the Spirit of 
grace?" (Heb. 10. 26-29). 

These verses should always be studied in 
connection with those which we have already 
considered in chapter 6-they are really 
analogous passages. As in those verses there 
is• not the slightest ray of hope, so in these.

As that passage not unlikely refers to Jewish 
professors who came so near salvation, and 
yet fell short of it, so this. As those verses 
could not possibly be true of a genuine 
believer, so these. In that passage we noticed 
the terrible significance of the words, "It is 
impossible ... to renew them again unto 
repentance." In this let us observe the 
equally terrible phrase, "A certain fearful 
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looking for of judgment and fiery indigna
tion which shall devour the adversaries. " As 
in that chapter there are unmistakable evi
dences. of the truly born-again believer, 
so in this. 

Having thus cleared the ground, let us 
now look into these v:erses a little more 
closely. 

The expression, "If we sin wilfully," 

answers to the words, "If they sp.all fall away" 
in chapter 6, again signifying a complete and 
final abandonment of Christ, even though 
these_ persons had received fhe knowledge of 
the truth, which knowledge was evidently 
centred more in the head than in the heart. 

(The writer uses the pronoun "we" in order 
to emphasise-the solemn warning which these 
verses cpnvey. ) 

The words, "There remaineth no more 

sacrifice for sins," suggest that these pro
fessing Christians, after realising the . sig
nificance of the one sacrifice of Christ, de
liberately reverted to those Jewish sacrifices 
"which could never take away sins."" The 
inevitable result was JU'DGMENT both fearful 
and devastating. 
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Then follows the awe-inspiring comparison 
between law and grace, in the light, not of 
opportunity, ·but of responsibility and 
righteous retribution. The man who despised 
the Mosaic law died without mercy on the 
testimony of two or three human witnesses. 
"Of how much sorer punishment. " The dread: 
ful comparison here drawn will perhaps be 
more clearly comprehended if we lengthen 
the· sentence slightly: 'Of how much sorer 
punishment than of dying without mercy.' 
Could anything be more terrible? Could a 
darker picture\ possibly be drawn? Could a 
more dreadful comparison be imagined? 
No hope of escape can be interwoven between 
the�e p.Wful statements. And why? Because 
the person here depicted had actually "trod

den under foot the Son of God"-a most 
remarkable expression, the exact meaning 
of which is somewhat difficuJt to grasp. 
God has given His Son the highest place in 
glory, but this person had assigned to Him 
the place of contempt and utter worthless
ness. 

Moreover, this wicked renegade had 
"counted the blood of the covenant, wherewith 
B 
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he had been sanctified, an unholy thing." 
It is quite possible that this means he had 
been sanctified in a general sense, according 
to the words in chapter 13. 12: "Wherefore, 
Jesus also, that He might sanctify the people 

with His own blood, suffered without the 
gate. " Nothing can be. more sacred in the 
eye of God than the precious blood of His 
Son ; but the person in question had gone so 
far as to regard that blood of the coven�nt 
a thing unholy, common, and unclean. 

The third and last descriptive sentence is, 
"and hath done despite to the Spirit of grace. " 
This is the only time the term "Spirit of 
grace" .occurs in the Bible. The expression 
literally means that the person referred to 
had insulted the Holy Spirit, and having 
thus turned his back upon GRACE, there was 
nothing left but ETERNAL JUDGMENT. 

Both here and in chapter 6, "falling away" 
implies that form of apostasy which trans
forms one who has shown all the outward 
evidences of genuin�ness which men can 
appraise into not merely a backslider, but 
an. ADVERSARY of Christ. 

It is with a feeling of genuine relief that 
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we turn to verse 32 : "But call to remem
'brance the former days, in which, after ye were 
illuminated, ye endured a great fight of 
afflictions. " Here we see the great contrast 
between the real and the false. These be
lievers to whom the Epistle was addressed 
had shown the reality of their conversion by 
suffering acutely for their faith in Christ. 
In those early days of their spiritual history 
they had undergone tremendous persecution 
in their willingness to be made a gazing 
stock for Christ's sake, as well as in their 
willingness to be identified with their fellow
Christians who were similarly treated. 

We who truly belong to Christ may fre
quently be misunderstood, but if that mis
understanding be the result of faithfulness 
to the Lord, we need not be asp.amed, because 
"the Spirit of glory and of God resteth upon 
us, " and we can safely leave our future in 
His hands-. In any event the reality of our 
faith should be evidenced �y reproducing 
as far as possible that unique life lived by 
the Lord Jesus Christ who could say, referring 
to the Father, "I do always· those things tha.t 
please Him," 
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The Despised Birthright 

"Lest there be any ... profane person 
as Esau, who for one mors_el of meat sold 
his birthright. For ye know how that 
afterward, when he would have inherited 
the blessing, he was rejected, for he 
found no place of repentance,- though he 
sought it carefully with tears" (Heb. 
12. 16 and 17).

Here we have a further example of the 
many warnings which are scattered so plenti� 
fully throughout the Hebrews' Epistle. 
Esau was a profane person, and in this 
character he represents, not the true believer 
in Christ, but the apostate. Esau fooli�hly 
despised his birthright, upon which he 
placed so little value that he actually sold 
it for one morsel of meat. This is the only 
instance we have on record of a person strik
ing an unworthy bargain in respect of what 
was peihaps his greatest earthly privilege. 
Esau failed to realise the tremendous signi
ficance of his birthright. He was pre-emi
nently a man of carnal desires-one who 
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altogether failed to appreciate the gifts and 
purposes of God. 

The moment Esau despised his birthright 
he forfeited the blessing which that birth
right included, and it was only a question of 
time (the "afterward" of Heb. 12. 17) when 
that inevitable experience would be realised. 
In Genesis 27 we read the sad history of 
Jacob, who, encouraged by the wicked 
devices bf Rebekah his mother, subtly and 
treacherously steals the blessing which Isaac 
had reserved for Esau. A mor� painful 
exhibition of unmotherly behaviour it would 
be- difficult to imagine, and here we see a 
notable example of the enormous influence 
a mother has for good or for ill. 

Although it is quite true that Jacob secured 
the birthright by taking a mean advantage 
of his brother's weakness, it .is also true that 
Esau thought more of a mere morsel of 
pottage than he thought of his birthright. 
Although it is perfectly true that Jacob 
succeeded in stealing the blessing, if is also 
true that Esau had already forfeited that 
blessing as a result of his own folly. When 
he desired to inherit it, he was rejected. 
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He found no place of,repentance, though he 
sought it carefully with tears. 

That Esau's rejection cannot be the actual 

experience of a genuine believer in Christ 

must be patent to us all, if we bear in mind 

two important facts-
1. THE BELIEVER CAN NEVER SELL HIS

SPIRITUAL BIRTHRIGHT. That eternal life 

which we have in the Lord Jesus is so valuable 

{µat God has hidden it-and His hiding place 
is Christ. 

2. No BELIEVER CAN EVER BE FINALLY
REJECTED.· Not only is our life hid with 
Christ in God, but Christ Himself is our life
therefore, when He shall appear, we shall 
also appear with Him in glory because we are 
inseparably united to Him. 

The Dog and the Sow 

"But it is happened unto them accord
ing to the true proverb, The dog is turned 
to his own vomit again, and the sow to 
her wallowing in the mire" (2 Peter 2. 22). 

It is altogether unwise to examine a verse 
like this apart from its context. To have a 
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clear understanding of this passage it is 
necessary to read carefully the entire chapter 
when it will be found that the allusion is, 
not to those who have definitely trusted 
Christ as Saviour and Lord, but to false 

prophets, false teachers, and their followers
men in whom no abiding spiritual change 
had been wrought, but who were merely 
outward professors. 

There are indeed one or · two statements 
which are exceedingly puzzling. One of 
these is the expression in verse 1, CIEven 
denying the Lord that bought them." It is 
quite possible that this is explained by the 
fact that when the Lord Jesus suffered on the 
Cross He tasted death for every thing. He 
sold all that He had that He might purchase 
the field, i.e., the world, according to 
Hebrews 2. 9, and Matthew 13. 44. In this 
tremendous purchase these professors were no 
doubt included. 

Another awkward phrase occurs in verse 
20: "For if after they had escaped the pollu
tions of the wor Id through the know ledge of 
the Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. " I 
suggest that it was a superficial know ledge that 
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these men possessed rather than an inward 
knowledge of sins forgiven. When they 
therefore became re-entangled in the pollu
tions of the world, their latter end was worse 
than the beginning. Indeed, it had been 
better for them never to have known the way 
of righteousness, than, after having known 
it, to abandon it entirely. 

It is these men who are likened to the dog 
and to the sow. No true believer is ever thus 
likened. The dog is ever the dog, and the 
sow is ever·the sow-they cannot be anything 
else. Whatever happens, their characteris
tics remain unaltered. You may wash them, 
dress them in garments of si1k, feed them with 
the best of cream, c·are for them in. every way 
possible, and yet at the very first oppor
tunity they will resort to their old filthy 
habits, simply because there has been no 
inwar� change. 

It is by no means insignificant that the 

Lord Jesus mentions both these animals in 
Matthew 7. 6, "Give not that which is holy 
unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls 
before swine, lest they trample them under 
their feet, and turn again and rend you. " 
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Now, the Lord Jesus Christ refers to His 

loved ones as sheep-never as dogs or swine. 

The very suggestion of the latter titles sends 

a shudder through one. For us He laid down 

His precious life at Calvary. For us He arose 
triumpp.antly#f;rom the tomb. For us He ever 
lives to intercede, and for us He will soon 
return; when the greatest longing of His, 
heart shall be satisfied in having_ us in His 
holy presence throughout the eternal ages. 

New wine must be put into new bottles, 
and the new garments must be made of 
entirely new cloth. So shall it be seen that 
we are a "new creation" in Christ, old things 
having passed away, and all things having 
become new. 

The Unpardonable Sin 
Read MARK 3. 22-30. 

V. 22. "And the Scribes which came

down from Jerusalem said, He hath 

Beelzebub, and by the prince of the 

devils casteth He out devils." 

V. 28. "Verily I say unto you, All

manner of sin shall be forgiven unto 

the sons of men. " 
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V. 29. "But he that shall blaspheme
against the Holy Ghost hath never for
giveness, but is in danger of eternal 
damnation-. " 

Is it possible for a believer to commit the 
unpardonable sin ? The importance of this 
question cannot be over-estimated, because 
the answer d_etermines either the possibility 
or the impossibility of a child of God suffer
ing eternal judgment. All other sins may be 
forgiven, but for this particular sin there is 
no forgiveness. 

It is an extraordinary fact that there have 
existed a large number of genuine Christians 
who have arrived at the terrible conclusion 
that they have been guilty of this unpardon
able offence, and have consequently relin
quished all hope of ever reaching heaven. 
In many instances this has accompanied a 

prolonged period of nervous trouble. The 
enemy not infrequently takes advantage of 
physical weakness to instil into the minds of 
God's children all sorts of doubts and diffi
culties of a spiritual character. 

Now let us notice very carefully the passage 
under consideration. It is not at all im-
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probable that the result of our examination 
will be more satisfactory than some of us 
have ventured to anticipate. 

The religious authorities who came down 
from Jerusalem accused the Lord Jesus of 
casting out demons through Beelzebub, the 
prince of the. demons. Of all the accusations 
which were hurled in the teeth of the Son of 
God, this was by far the most serious. 
Demons are the emissaries of Satan, and 
emanate from the underworld. Therefore, 
in preferring this diabolical charge, these 
wicked scribes associated the Lord of Life 
and Glory with the powers of darkness. They 
would rather believe that He came from Hell 
than from Heaven. They went so far as to 
ascribe the work of the Holy Spirit to Satanic 
power. A greater lie than this it would be 
impossible for the human mind to invent. 

Now observe the masterly way in which 
the Lord Jesus refutes the accusation. First 
of all He shows the futility of the charge by 
asking the question: "How can Satan cast out 

Satan? " In other words, He said, "If 
demons are the emissaries of the evil one, 
and I am casting them out by Satanic power, 
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then clearly Satan is casting out himself, 
which is, to say the least, an absurd pro

position. " 
He then amplifies His answer by illustra

tions. "If a kingdom be divided against 
itself, that kingdom cannot stand. " This, of 

course, needs no interpretation. If one half 
of England were risen up against the other 
haJf, she would be bound to fall-no power 
on earth could prevent it. 

And what is- true of a kingdom is true of a 
house. If its occupants be divided into 
opposing parties, the inevitable result would 
be a terrific crash. 

Now bring all this to bear upon the· ques
tion: "How can Satan cast out Sa.tan?" If 
the Lord Jesus cast out demons by Satanic 
power, it implied not only that Satan was 
casting out himself, but also that he had risen 
up against himself-therefore he would most 
surely bring about his own end. 

The Lord Jesus then asserte'd that, far 
from casting out demons by Beelzebub, He 
Himself would shortly bind the strong man 
(Satan); enter into his house, an<;! spoil his 
goods. This tremendous work of spoiling 
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the strong �an' s house was accomplished at 
Calvary, when Christ, by means of His 
vicarious death, spoiled principalities and 
powers, and made a show of them openly, 
completely triumphing over them (Col. 2. 15). 

Then follows the definite statement that 
all sins and blasphemies may be forgiven, 
including even the brutal and inhuman treat
ment of the Saviour by His enemies at the 
Cross. But for blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit forgiveness is impossible, inasmuch as 
the offender is bound by "an eternal sin." 

This latter statement, in all its naked 
terribleneess, leads one to raise two questions 
which are of the utmost importance. The 
first is: What is it to blaspheme against the 
Holy Spirit? The answer to this question 
is given in verse 30: "Because they said, He 

hath an unclean spirit. " That is to say, 
because they charged Him with being asso
ciated with the underworld; because they 

would rather believe that He came from 
beneath instead of from above; because they 
ascribed the Holy Spirit's work to Satan. 

The second question is: Is it possible for 
a genuine believer in the Lord Jesus Christ 
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to commit this sin? The answer is an em
phatic, 'No.' Let those who think they 
have been guilty of it remind themselves in 
whom they originally trusted for their eter
nal salvation. Surely it was none other than 
the Sa vi our of sinners. Then let them ask 
themselves certain other questions : Is He 
still worthy of my confidence? Did He come 
from H·eaven? Is He what He ever claims 
to be, the Son of God? If the answer to these 
interrogations js "Yes" (as it assuredly must 
be), then that is proof positive that the 
unpardonable sin of blasphemy against the 
Holy Spirit has not been committed. No 
backslider harbours the suggestion that the 
Lord Jesus came from the underworld. How
ever far away from the Lord he may have 
travelled; however many years he may have 
been in a backsliding condition; there is still, 
hidden away in the deep recesses of his 
spiritual being, the sincere conviction that 
Christ Jesus came from Heaven. 

Before concluding this brief investigation 
We might call to mind that the Bible dis
tinctly says that if we believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, we are born of God (1 John 5. 1). 
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The Bible also states, just as distinctly, that 
no man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but 

by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12. 3). Therefore, 

if we can truly make this twofold confession 
that Jesus is the Christ, the sent One from 
God, and that He is the Lord, far from having 
committed the unpardonable sin, it is the 

Holy Spirit Himself w,ho enables us to make 
such a confession. 

So let us take courage, and may we never 
be ashamed to own Christ as our Lord, seeing 
that He is not ashamed to call us brethren. 

Does God Repent? 

"God is not a man that He should lie, 
neither the son of man that He should 
repent: hath He said, and shall He not 
do it? or hath He spoken, and shall He 
not make it good?" (Num. 23. 19). 

"And God saw their works, that they 
turned from their evil ways ; and God 
repented of the evil that He had said that 
He would do unto them, and He did it 
not" (Jonah 3. 10). 

Many believers have been greatly puzzled 
over the above passages, because the first 
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verse definitely states that God does n�t 

repent, and the second verse just as definitely 

that He did repent. We are asked: Can they 

both be true? and if so, can tµey be recon

ciled? 

It is important for us to remember that, 

owing to our limited understanding, God has 
to clothe His thoughts in language which can 
be understood by His creatures. When we 
are told that "God is not a man that He should. 

lie, neither the son of man that He should 

repent, " the declaration must mean that God 
never repents because He has done something 

He should not ·have done, or because He has 
said something He should not have said. 
God .can never make a mistake, and in this 
respect He is altogether unlike ourselves. 
We repent (or should repent) when we are 
conscious of having thought, said, or done 
anything which is incompatible with our 
dignified standing in Christ. But God can do 
no wrong act, think no wrong thought, say 
no wrong· word. This is the significance of 
Numbers 23. 19. 

But in His dealings with mankind, God 
reserves to Himself the right to change His 
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mind (which is the real definition of the 
word "repentan.ce"). Were it not for this, 
we should have found ourselves in a sad 
plight long since. 

God is love as well as righteous, and though 
it is perfectly true that He has said, "The 
soul that sinneth, it shall die," yet, if the 
sinner turn to Him, God must of necessity 
deal w1th him in mercy, and it is this dual 
principle of Divine righteousness and love 
which is emphasised in Jonah 3. 10. 

The wickedness of Nineveh was such that 
God commissioned His prophet to preach 
against it. The message Jonah had to 
deliver was as terrible as it was brief, "Yet 
forty days, and Nineveh shall be over
thrown. " The result of Jonah's preaching 
was that the entire city repented and cried 
to God for mercy. This exhibition of repen
tance was what God had been waiting to see. 

Directly the N inevites turned to God, He 
turned toward them, and reversed the judg
ment to untold blessing. 

A complete explanation of the apparent 
difficulty is unfolded in Jeremiah 18. 7 to 
10. If God should pronounce judgment

C 
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against a nation because of its evil, and that 
nation turn from its evil ways, then God has 
promised to bless that nation instead of 
executing the judgment He originally pro
nounced. If, on the other hand, God should 
promise good to a nation, and the people 
deliberately do evil in His sight, then God 
must send judgment instead of blessing. 
The first is because He is a God of infinite 
love. The second is because He is a God of 
inflexible righteousness. 

Thus we see that, instead of the two 
passages flatly contradicting each other, 
there is perfect agreement, as indeed there 
must be with all God's utterances. 

Salted with Fire and Salted 

with Salt 

"For every one shall be salted with 
fire; and every sacrifice shall be salted 
with salt" (Mark 9. 49). 

This is an exceedingly difficult verse. 

Many Bible students think that the entire 

verse is connected with the previous verses 

(from verse 43 onwards), thus making it 
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mean that the lost in Hell are those who ate 
both "salted with fire" and "salted with salt," 

implying thereby that the lost will be pre
served not only in the fire, but also by means 

of it. Their reason for suggest�g this inter
pretation is that any other meaning would 
necessarily change the force of the word 
"fire," and reverse the characters in the 
context from the lost to the saved. 

Other Bible students conclude that the 
entire verse refers to the words which im
mediately follow, thereby making the phrase 
"every one" to mean, "every follower of the 
Lord Jesus ; " and the "fire" with which the 
believer is salted to mean '� a fiery trial" 
wherewith to season him. They who ex
pound the passage on this hypothesis ref er 
for their authority to the Levitical law, in 
accordance with which the sacrifices were 
to be salted with salt (see Lev. 2. 13). 

If this be the correct interpretation, the 
verse would have to be paraphrased some
what as follows: "Every disciple of Mine 
shall have a fiery trial to undergo ; and every 
one-who would be found an odour of a sweet 
smell, .a sacrifice acceptable and well-pleas-
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ing to God must have such a salting, like 
unto the Levitical sacrifices. " 

Of course, we are not compelled to accept 
either of the above explanations. I suggest 

that the verse be cut into halves, and that the 
first half be connected with the preceding 
verses, and the latter half be connected with 
the last verse in the chapter. 

The co-ordinating conjunction "for" is 
decidedly linked with the terrible subject 
of eternal punishment, and certainly con
tains the idea of preservation. If this be so, 
we cannot wonder that the Lord Jesus 
emphasised so strongly the necessity of 
escaping from that fire which NEVER shall be 
quenched. 

The second half of the verse, "and every 

sacrifice shall be salted with salt," would 

appear to be connected with the last verse 
in the chapter, mainly because of the word 

"sacrifice. " It is difficult to see how any of 

the lost could be regarded as a sacrifice, 

though it is quite easy to see how the life of 

a believer could be regarded as such. In

deed, this obligation of living as a sacrifice 
to God is definitely enjoined in many places 
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in the Scriptures. If we have salt in our
selves, according to the injunction of the 
Lord Jesus, our lives will be purified, and we 
shall have no difficulty in being at peace 
with one another (see Col. 4. 6). 

The Mammon of Unrighteousness 

"And I say unto you, Make to your
selves friends of the mammon of un
righteousness ; that, when ye fail, they 
may receive you into everlasting habita
tions " (Luke 16. 9). 

Many have been, and are still, greatly 
puzzled as to the real meaning of this verse. 
Here again we must interpret the words in 
the light of their context. 

There are two qualities emphasised in the 
first part of this chapter, namely, wisdom

and faithfulness. When the unjust steward 
had been put out of office, he carefully con
sidered what was the best thing to do in the 
circumstances. Being unable to dig, and 
ashamed to beg (probably because he was too 
proud to do either), he resorted to an artifice 
which he concluded would bring him into 
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permanent favour with his lord's debtors. 
He therefore suggested to the first, who owed 
an hundred measures of oil, that he should 
reduce that number on his bill by fifty per 

cent. He then suggested to the second 
debtor, who owed an hundred measures of 
wheat, that he should reduce that number on 
his bill by twenty per cent. It is quite 
possible that the steward intended to make up 
the deficiency himself. Anyhow, the fact 
remains that the lord (i.e., the lord of the 
unjust steward) commended him because he 
had done wisely. 

Notice carefully that the steward was not 
commended for wasting his master's goods. 
Here we have an earthly master commending 
an earthly servant for his earthly wisdom, 
which is more clearly shown in the words 
which follow: "For the children of this world 
are wiser in their generation than the chil
dren of light. " 

This brings us to verse 9, where our Lord 
applies this principle of wisdom to the life 
of the believer. We are to make to our
selves friends by means of the mammon of 
unrighteousness. That is to say; we should 
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use thqse earthly blessings with which God 
has entrusted us (such as money, goods, 
time, etc.), with the primary object of 
making friends, and with the ultimate object 
of winning those friends to Christ. 

Then, when .. Ne fail-when we pass henc.e
those friends in whose salvation and blessing 
we have been instrumental, wil'l have the 
joy of receiving and welcoming us into the 
everlasting habitations, which can surely be 
none other than our eternal home. This 
desire to win others to the Saviour constitutes 
the highe$t of all wisdom, as we are reminded 
by the in�piring words, "He that winneth 
souls is wise. " To be welcomed in Heaven 
by Christ will be our greatest privilege, but 
to be welcomed by those whom we have won 
over to Him will constitute an additional 

privilege. 

Herein lies the need not only of wisdom, 
but also of faithfulness. We need to remem
ber that we are God's stewards, and we 
require all the grace He can bestow to enable 
us to live such lives as will be acceptable 
and well-pleasing to Him. 
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Remitting and Retaining Sins 

"Whose soever sins ye remit, they are 
remitted unto them; and whose soever 
sins ye retain; they are retained " (John 
20. 23).

This passage is one of great importance, 
and one which requires careful consideration. 
When the scribes said : "Who can forgive 
sins save God only? " (Mark 2. 7), they 
raised a question to which there can only be 
one answer, namely, "No one. " It is quite 
true that one man may forgive another for 
wrong done, but for sins committed against 
God (and all sins are primarily against Him), 
only God can grant forgiveness. 

The Lord Jesus had power on earth to 
forgive sins because He was God, and, let 
it be clearly remembered, He was the only 

man who ever stepped on this earth who 
could forgive sins. Therefore it is arrogant 
blasphemy for any so-called priest or minis
terial dignity to assume to do that which is 
the prerogative of God Himself in pro
nouncing absolution to his fellowman. 

Moreover, we sha:11- look in vain through-
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out the pages of the New Testament in our 

endeavour to find any one of the Apostles 
using such a phrase as: "I forgive thee all 

thy sins. " The utmost they could do was to 

introduce the sinner to the sinners' Saviour
then was forgiveness possible. One of the 
clearest examples of this is seen in Paul's 
memorable statement in Acts 13. 38: "Be 
it known unto you therefore, men and breth
ren, that through this Man is preached unto 
you the forgiveness of sins. " 

The foregoing remarks necessarily narrow 
the interpretation of the passage under con
sideration to one hypothesis. The words 
can only mean that those to whom the Lord 
spake in the upper room on that never-to-be
forgotten first day of the week were to be 
instrumental in the "remitting" of sins or 
the "retaining" of them. If, as a result of 

the presentation of Christ, men believed in 
Him, their sins were r�mitted. If the result 
of that presentation was that certain refused 
to accept Him, their sins were retained, not 
by the Apostles, but through the Apostles' 
preaching. 

Of course it is legitimate for any of God's 
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servants to tell an anxious soul that his sins 
are forgiven, on the distinct understanding 

that that individual has definitely placed his 

entire confidence in the Lord Jesus Christ, 

just as it is legitimate to tell a Christ-rejector 
that his sins are not forgiven, and never will 
be so long as he persists in maintaining that 
sad and dangerous attitude. But this is 
quite _different from assuming the direct 
power to forgive sins either on our own 
authority or as God's representatives. 

The Sin unto Death 

"If any man see his brother sin a sin 
which is not unto death, he shall ask, and 
he shall give him life for them that.sin not 
unto death. There is a sin unto death. 
I do not say that he shall pray for it. 
All unrighteousness is sin : and there is 
a sin not unto death" (1 Jo�n 5. 16, 17). 

The difficulty of this passage lies in its 
obscurity-there is so much that is left 
unsaid. It is one of those passages, the 
exact interpretation of which will probably 
remain uncertain for all time. 
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There are two particular sins mentioned
one which is not unto death, and one which 
is unto death, but in neither instance are we 
informed what the sin is. 

According to the context the words 
emphasise the importance of prayer under 
certain circumstances, whilst at the same 
time we see that there are other circum
stances in which prayer would be unavailing. 

The interpretation would appear to depend 
upon certain outstanding phrases, such as: 

1. _If any man see his brother sin a sin
which.is not unto death. 

2. He shall give him lije for them that sin
not unto death. 

3. There is a sin unto death.
4. There is a sin not unto death.

The conclusion is forced upon me that
both "the sin unto death" and "the sin not 
unto death" were sins of a particular character 
which resulted in a serious physical malady. 

A brother sees a fellow-believer sin thus 
grievously, but he has the spiritual discern
ment to know that death will not neces

sarily be the outcome. He then prays 
definitely and earnestly for the sinning 
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brother, and in answer to his fervent sup
plication, life (that is, I understand, physical 
life) is granted, and the erring brother is 
restored. 

A case somewhat similar is recorded in 
James 5. 15: "And the prayer of faith shall 
save the sick, and the Lord shall raise l)im 
up; and if he have committed sins, they 
shall be forgiven him, " the great diff�rence 
being that in this verse "sins" are mentioned 
(implying no doubt sins of a more or less 
general character), and the person in ques
tion may or may not have committed them, 
whereas in 1 John 5. 16 a particular "sin" 
is mentioned which has been definitely com
mitted. 

If it be doubted that the sin which is not 
unto death is quite distinct from other sins, 
the words in verse -17 will surely end all 
misgivings : "all unfighteousness is sin;,, 

that is to say that every unrighteous thought; 
every unrighteous word; every unrighteous 
act is sin, but, notwithstanding all this, 
"there is a sin not unto death. " 

On the other hand, the erring brother may 
commit a sin of such a character that God 
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decides to remove him from this world, not 

merely as an act of judgment, but also as an 
act of mercy. We have such a case recorded 
in 1 Cor. 5. 5, and the Apostle John informs 
us that in these circumstances prayer is of 
little avail. 

The entire passage shows that it is dread
fully possible for a child of God to commit 
either of these particular sins, and seeing that 
the Holy Spirit has not deemed it wise to 
record their exact names, it would serve no 
useful purpose to inquire further as to their 
identity. 

Born of God-Cannot Sin 

"Whosoever is born of God doth not 
commit sin; for his seed remaineth .in 

him : and he cannot sin, because he is 
born of God" (1 John 3. 9). 

Many young believers-and old believers, 
too-have been perplexed in regard to the 
somewhat peculiar wording of this verse. 
What does it really mean? Does it imply 
that as soon as a person becomes a child of 
God by faith in Christ Jesus he cannot sin 

henceforth? Or does it mean that there 
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arrives a definite period in the life of a 
Christian when he suddenly develops into a 
blissful state of sinlessness? If not, then 
what are we to understand by the words ? 

Our apprehension of the verse may become 
clearer if we remember certain outstanding 
characteristics of the entire Epistle. 

One of these distinguishing features is the 
undeviating character of God. The Apostle 
John begins by reminding us that "God is 
LIGHT, and in Him is no darkness at all" 
(chap. 1. 5). This important fundamental 
principle runs through the five chapters, 
and it is a truth which we should ever keep 
before us when studying any portion of the 
Epistle. There is no darkness in God at all. 

He glories in the light. He dwells in the 
light. He is light. Therefore, everything 
which pertains to darkness is not of God. 

It is quite true that, originally, God 
divided the light from the darkness, and 
called the darkness Night, in contrast to the 
Day; but Psalm 139. 12 informs us that 
with Him the night shineth as the day; yea, 
the darkness and the light are both alike 

to Him. 
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Further, it is because of this perfect and 
eternal attribute of light that God hates sin 
with an intense hatred, and absolutely refuses 
to allow it in His presence. We can sin 
a:gainst· the light, but we cannot sin in the 
light. Sin of any sort can only be com
mitted in the darkness. Hence the words, 
"Men loved darlmess rather than light, 
because th:eir deeds were evil. For every one 
that doeth evil hateth the light, neither 
come.th to the light lest his deeds should be 
exposed. But he that doeth truth cometh 
to the light, that his deeds may be made 
manifest, that. they are wrought in God." 

Another marked feature of the Epistle is 
the number of direct contrasts which the 
writer employs. Let us tabulate them thus: 

RIGHTEOUSNESS. SIN. 

LIGHT. DARKNESS. 

LIFE. DEATH. 

TRUTH. LIE. 

LOVE'. HATE 

CHILDREN OF CHILDREN OF 

GoD. THE DEVIL. 

All the items in the first column are of God, 
and a-11 in the second column are of the Devil. 
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There can be no fellowship between them. 
They ever have been deadly opponents, and 

they ever must be. 
This accounts for certain · expressions 

which are otherwise inexplicable, such as, 
"Whosoever sinneth hath not seen Him, 

neither known Him, " and "Whosoever doeth 
not righteousness is not of God, " and, in 
contradistinction, "Every one that doeth 
righteousness is born of Him. " 

If, as a Christian, I lie, or hate my brother, 
or act in an unrighteous way, to that extent 
I am not of God, neither have I known Him. 
On the other hand, if, as a Christian, I am 
truthful, and love my brother, and act 
righteously, to that extent I am of God, a�d 
have known Him. This is the unmistakable 
teaching of the first Epistle of John. 

What can all this mean but that in the 
believer there dwell two natures-the higher 
and the lower; the new and the old. 

Thus we arrive at our verse. "That which 

is born of God"-the higher nature-cannot 
sin, simply because God cannot sin. "His 

seed remaineth in him, " that is the very life 
of God, the divine nature, remains, and must 
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ever remain, in the truly converted perso.n; 
and it is impossible for that life to do, say, 

or think anything which is evil. The passage 

under consideration does not merely refer to 

the general conduct of the one who is born of 
God. It does not mean that the Christian 

lives an overcoming life, though he may fail 
now and then.- The words are "he cannot 

sin, because he is born of God. " 
The truth is repeated in chapter 5, verse 18, 

with the additional words, "he that is begotten 

of God keepeth himself, and that wicked one 

toucheth him not. " In our practical day-by
day life we are kept by the power of God 
(which, of. course, is essential), but that 
higher life which is in us is self-_preserving 
because it is of God, and, what is more, it 
is altogether outside the range of the wicked 
one. The Devil has no power, no jurisdiction, 
over this higher life which is in every one 
who is "born of God." 

The question naturally arises: If this be 
so, why are so many Christians robbed of 
victory? The answer is: Because of un

belief. If only we were to keep in touch with 
the risen Christ; if only we were to walk in 

D 
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the light, as He is in the light; if only we 
were to remember that "greater is He that is 
in us than he that is in the world," we should 
find in actual experience the truth of the 
words: "This is the victory that overcometh 
the world, EVEN OUR FAITH.,,

The Sacrifice and Service of 

Faith 

"Yea, and if I be offered upon the 
sacrifice and service of your faith, I joy 
and rejoice with you all" (Phil. 2. 17). 

The language of the ear lier part of this 
verse is, at first sight, a little strange, but 
it appears, stranger still when we see the force 
of the Greek: "Yea·, and if also I be poured 
jorJh upon the sacrifice and service of your 
faith." 

It is one of those verses which convey the 
thoroughness of Paul's devotion to his Lord, 

I 

and to his fellow-saints. The idea is that of 
a drink offering which was poured out upon 
certain sacrifices according to the divine 
appointment (see Exod, 29. 40, 41). 

The Apostle was willing to spend himself, 
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and to be spent, on behalf of the Philippian 
saints. He placed himself at their disposal. 
There was nothing he would not do for them 
if it lay in his power to do it. Self was 
effaced in his deep desire to be of service to 
those for whom Christ died. He would 
willingly go through fire or water if only he 
could draw them closer to their Saviour. 
His heart throbbed for them. 'His knees 
were hardened owing to his incessant suppli
cations on their behalf. His hands bore the 
indelible imprint of toil so that in preaching 
the Gospel he might, as far as possible, meet 
his own expenses. His feet were often sore 
as he travelled mile after mile along the 
dusty and uneven roads that he might show 
:tiis love by a personal visitation. His 
fingers must frequently have ached as he 
held the pen which conveyed to them the 
message of God. Indeed, one of his most 
conspicuous characteristics was his splendid 
unselfishness. 

His beautiful life was an acceptable 
sacrifice to God, and what was true of his life 
was also true of his magnificent martyrdom. 

This path of thorough devotion was a.ccom-
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panied by a joy which was immeasurable. 
"I joy and rejoice with you all." The height 
of his joy corresponded to the depth of his 
devotion, and as with him, .so with us. 

Eating the Flesh-Drinking 

the Blood 

"Then Jesus said unto them,, Verily, 
verily, I say unto you, except ye eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man

,. 
an� drink His 

blood, ye have no life in you" (John 6. 53). 

Let it be stated at once that this passage 

cannot refer to the Lord's Supper, and this 
for at least four reasons : 

1. Because the Lord's Supper was not
instituted until the same night in which the 
Lord Jesus was betrayed. 

2. Because when we keep that most sacred
of feasts we do not eat His flesh, nor drink 
His blood, but we partake of the elements 
in remembrance of Him in His death, accord
ing to Luke 22. 19 and 20, and 1 Corinthians 
11. 23 to 26. The bread is nothing but
bread, and the wine is nothing but wine.
No miraculous change of ariy sort takes
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place. It is a feast of remembrance in all its 
deep significance and charming simplicity. 

3. Because, acGording to the wording of
our verse, the possession of eternal life de
pends upon eating the flesh and drinking the 
blood of the Son of Man, whereas we do not 
partake of the Lord's Supper in order to gain 
eternal life, but we do so as those who already 
possess it. 

4. If the. possession of eternal life depends
upon eating His flesh and drinking His blood 
(which is so), artd if this be equivalent to 
the Lord's Supper (which is not so), then 
all who have believed in Him and have passed 
away without partaking of that feast are 
eternally lost. 

What our Lord was enforcing upon the 
mind of His audience was the tremendous 
truth that He came down from Heaven as 
the living bread. The bread which He came 
to give was His flesh, which, said He, "I 
will give for the life of the world. " This can 
only refer to His mighty sacrificial work on 
the Cross, when not only was His life given, 
but His precious blood was shed for the 
redemption of mankind. Therefore, the 
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eating of the flesh and the drinking of the 
blood of the Son of Man is an act of faith on 
the part of the sinner who possesses, even 
though he may not realise, the need of a 
higher life coming into his. In other words, 
it is placing absolute and unreserved con
fidence in Christ as the Saviour of sinful men. 
Surely this is what the Lord indicates when 
He says in verse 35, "He that cometh unto 
Me shall never hunger; and he that believeth 
on Me shall never thirst. " 

After thus coming to Him and enjoying 
complete satisfaction so far as salvation. is 
concerned, our privilege is to feed upon 
Christ continually by means of the Scrip
tures. So shall we be encouraged to kno'Y 
Him more fully, and to trust Him more 
implicitly. Thus His wondrous Cross, His 
triumphant resurrection, His glorious ascen
sion, and every other truth connected with 
His unique person and work will become 
increasingly valuable to us, whilst He Him
self will become increasingly fascinating to 
our spiritual vision. 
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The Branch Cast Forth 

"If a man abide not in Me, he is cast 
forth as a branch, and is withered ; and 
men gather them, and cast them into the 
fire, and they are burned" (John 15. 6). 

There are differences of judgment as to the 
correct -explanation of this text. 

Many Bible students are persuaded that 
the words have reference, not to the genuine 
believer in Christ, but to the professing 
Christian. This person may be engaged in 
so-called Christian service; he may attend 
practically every meeting of the local com
pany of Christians ; he may be on the manage
ment; he may even be a frequent attendant 
at, and partaker of, the Lord's Supper, and 
yet, notwithstanding all this outward show, 
1?-e is a mere formal, empty, heartless, mean
ingless professor. There has never been 
direct contact with Christ. The heart has 
never been really touched, nor the life trans
formed.. There has beyn no prominent evi
dence of the work of the Spirit of God in his 
soul. He is not a living branch in the living 
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Vine; consequently there is no genuine fruit 

manifested, though there is any amount of 

foliage. Such an one, spite of all his pro

fession, is cast off as a branch, withers, is 

finally rejected, and throughout eternity 

suffers the awful consequences of his hypo

crisy. This is one suggested interpretation. 
Other Bible students are equally per

suaded that the words refer to a true disciple 
of the Lord Jesus, one who was at one time 
abiding in the Vine,- and manifesting the 
various properties of the fruit of the Spirit 
in his life and walk. But, unfortunately, 
something has intervened between himself 
and his Lord. He has not the desire for the 
Scriptures he had at one time. His love to 
Christ has grown cold. His keenness in the 
service of God has lost its edge. The Master 
has no further use for Him, and so, having 
preached to others, he himself is disapproved 

as a servant, though not rejected as a child 

of God. 
The obvious objection to this interpreta

tion is the apparent lack of relationship 

between the first part of the verse and the 

last part. If a real disciple is here depicted, 
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how are we to understand the words, " ... and 
is withered; and men gather them, and cast 
them into the fire, and they are burned?" 

The objection is met and answered by regard
ing these w<;>rds as analogous .to 1 Corinthians 

3. 15, "If any man's work shall be burned,
he shall suffer loss ; but he himself shall be
saved; yet so as by fire."

But even now we are not out of the wood 
and in the open. At the judgment seat of 
Christ it will be the rubbish which we have 
built upon the.foundation that will be burned, 
but in John 15. 6 the useless branch is gathered 
and cast into the fire, implying the person 
himself, whoever he may be. It is quite 
true that in verse 2 of our chapter we read 
that the Father (who is mentioned as the 
Husbandman) removes every branch in the 
Vine that fails to bear fruit, but we mu.st 

remember that there are certain essential 
distinctions between the two verses, thus : 

Verse 2. "Every branch in Me that beareth 
not fruit. " 

Verse 6. "If any one abide not in Me. '' 
Verse 2. "He (the Husbandman) taketh 

away." 
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Verse 6. "Men gather them, and cast 

them into the fire." 
Having thus outlined the two schools of 

thought, the reader must decide which appeals 

to him as. being the more acceptable inter
pretation. For my part, I accept the first. 

The Great House and the 

Vessels 

"But iµ a great house there are not 

only vessels of gold and silver, but also 

of wood and of earth; and some to honour, 

and some to dishonour" (2 Tim. 2. 20). 

My reason for including this among the 
"difficult texts" is because the vessels of 

gold and silver are frequently taken to mean 
the vessels unto honour ; and those of wood 
and of earth to mean the vessels unto dis
honour. 

And not only so, but the words which 

immediately follow: "If any man therefore 
purge himself from THESE, he shall be a vessel 
unto honour," are said to imply that if a 

servant of the Lord desires to be a vessel 

unto honour, he must necessarily separate 
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himself from the vessels of wood and of earth. 
But the passage can scarcely bear this 

strain. God is sovereign, and He can, and 

does, use wooden and earthen vessels on one 
essential condition, namely, that they are 

clean. This is clearly proved by the apostolic 
assertion in 2 Corinthians 4. 7. "But we 
have this treasure (i.e., the ministry of the 
Gospel) in earthen vessels, that the excellency 
of the power may be of God, and not 0£ us. " 
Far from vessels of earth being dishonoured 
instruments, God has infinite delight in using 
them. 

An earthen vessel was used at Pentecost 
(PETER). Another was used in Samaria 
(PHILIP). Another was used in Jerusalem 
in the presence of the Sanhedrin (STEPHEN). 
And yet another was used on Mar' s Hill 
(PAUL), to say nothing of the many honoured 
vessels of earth mentioned in the Old 
Testament. 

And why does God deign to use such 
vessels? That He might make His mighty 
power known through the weak things of 
earth, and that all the glory might be His 
alone. 
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Dwelling upon earthen vessels, the mind 
almost instinctively reverts to the history 
of GIDEON. Each of his three hundred 
selected men was given an empty pitcher, and 
a torch was then placed inside each pitcher. 
Those pitchers soon became broken earthen
ware. This was done that the torches might 
flare in full face of the enemy, and soon "all 
the host ran, and cried, and fled" (Judges 
7. 21 ).

And so with us. When we realise our own
utter insignificance, and our entire depen
dence upon God, victory is certain. 

It is sadly possible that many a vessel of 
gold and silver has been placed on the high 
shelf of uselessness, simply because the 
inside was not so clean as it might have been. 

The question now remains as to the impli
cation of the demonstrative pronoun "these" 
in verse 21: "If any man purge himself from 

THESE. " I am convinced that it refers to 
things already mentioned in the chapter, 
things which mar the usefulness of the Lord's 
servant, such as striving about words to no 
profit (v. 14), profane and vain babbling 
(v. 16), and INIQUITY (v. 19). If a man 
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purge himself from these he shall indeed be 
an honoured vessel, sanctified, meet for the 
Master's use, and prepared unto every good 
work. 

Baptised for the Dead 

"Else what shall they do which are 
baptised for the dead, if the dead rise. 
not at all? Why are they then baptised 
for the dead?" (1 Cor. 15. 29). 

This is one of the most perplexing verses 
in the Pauline Epistles. 

In order to facilitate matters as far as 
possible, I will venture to give one or two 
suggestions. 

1. We must remember that there were
certain men in the Church of Corinth who 
refused to believe in the resurrection of the 
body (see v. 35). From the phraseology of our 
text it would appear that a practice obtained 
among these Corinthians of baptising a living 
person on behalf of a believer who had died 
unbaptised, and the Apostle, without neces
sarily sanctioning the practice, uses it as an 
argument against those who denied the 
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resurrection. It is as though he said: "Why 
do these people go out of their way to perform 
this act if the dead rise not ? " If such a 
practice did exist, it would, of course, form 
an argument of immense weight, in that those 
who practised it would be self-condemned. 

2. Another suggestion put forth is that in
many instances during the early history of 

· the Church Christians postponed their bap
tism until the closing days ·of their earthly
pilgrimage, and, altering the preposition
"for" to "over," the verse is made to mean
that these Christians would be gathered to the
dead immediately after baptism.

But this means of getting over the diffi
culty is exceedingly clumsy. There is no 
evidence in Scripture that the early Christ
ians delayed their baptism until their clos
ipg moments on earth. The evidence rather 
points the other way, that believers were 
baptised fairly soon after conversion. It is 
altogether unlikely, therefore, that the 
Apostle was referring to this. 

3. One other suggestion remains to be
mentioned. Certain students affirm that the 
preposition "for" should be translated "from" 
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thus making the question to read, "Why 
are they then baptised from the dead?,

, 

implying that, because these Christians had 
died with Christ, therefore they were baptised. 
But this surely is straining the passage 
altogether beyond its legitimate interpre
tation. 

My judgment is that the first suggestion 
is the correct one. 

The Apostle and Private 
Judgment 

"But I speak this by permission, and 
not of commandment. 

,, 
"But to the rest 

speak I, not the Lord. " "I have no com
mandment of the Lord ; yet I give my 
judgment. " "I think also that I have the 
Spirit of God" (1 Cor. 7. 6, 12, 25, 40). 

We who belong to Christ do well to remem
ber that the whole of the Word of God is 
insp_ired. If this were not so, our confidence 
would be rudely shaken. 

In the above statements Paul does not 
disclaim inspiration. There were occasions 
when he wrote by direct revelation and 
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commandment of the Lord. This is aptly 
exemplified in verse 10 of our chapter: "I 
command, yet not· I, but the Lord. " The 
revelations and commandments which he 
received from the Lord were binding in those 
days as indeed they are in these days, but 
there were occasions when the ,A.postle .felt 

. , 

constrained to make known his judgment 
upon certain matters, concerning which he 
had received no definite divine command. 
These four statements in 1 Corinthians 7 
are concrete examples. 

But we must not conclude that because 
there were times when Paul expressed his 
own judgment, that therefore he was not 
inspired to write as he did. Surely it was as 
easy for God to inspire His servant to express 
in writing his (Paul's) own personal con
viction, as it was for God to inspire him to 
communicate His Divine revelations. 

Whilst discussing this subject, I might 
point out that almost all these phrases in 

which the Apostle expressed his own views 
are in the two Epistles to the Corinthians. 

In verse 26 of our chapter he refers to. "the 

present distress," and it was due to this 
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present distress that he wrote as he did. That 
is to say, it was the loose conduct of the 
Corinthian believers which called forth these 
somewhat extraordinary passages. 

It is monstrous to affirm that this particular 
chapter proves that Paul encouraged celibacy. 
He wrote to the Corinthians in � way that was 
suitable to their spiritual (or rather un

spiritual) condition. These were quite ex
ceptional circumstances. 

There are other places where he definitely 
encourages the marriage tie, as in I Timothy 
5. 14: "I will therefore that the younger
women marry, bear children, guide the
b.ouse. " And there is also that magnificient
passage in Ephesians 5. 25 to 32, where the
matrimonial bond is set forth as signifying
the perfect oneness between Christ and the
Church.

Christ Learning Obedience 

'{Though He were a Son, yet learned 
He obedience by the things which He 
suffered" (Heb. 5. 8). 

Let us first of all say what this verse does 
not mean. It does not mean that the Lord 

E 
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Jesus was ever disobedient. He was always 
perfectly obedient to His Father's will, and 
this attitude of implicit obedience formed one 
of the most beautiful phases of His most 
beautiful life. Only He could say, "I do 
always those things that please Him,·" just 
as only He could say, "I have glorified Thee 
on the earth: I have :finished the work which 
Thou gavest Me to do." 

Neither does our text mean that apart 
from His _ sufferings He would have been 
lacking in obedience. 

The verse clearly implies that, as the 
Saviour of sinners, those sufferings were 
inevitable, and necessarily led Him along 
the path of perfect obedience. He was 
indeed God's Divine Son, nevertheless He 
learned His obedience, not from Hi� Sonship,· 
but from His sufferings. And, moreover, this 
obedience was essential to qualify Him to 
become our Saviour, ahd also our Great 
High Priest. 
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Christ made Perfect 

"And being made perfect, He became 
�Jie Author of eternal salvation unto all 
them that obey Him" (Heb. 5. 9). 

Here again it is needful for us rightly to 
divide the Word of Truth. Our text does 
not mean that the Lord Jesus was ever other
wise than perfect. As we review His life in 
the Gospels we see that in all His sayings, and 
in all His acts, He was the embodiment of 
perfection. 

Having said so much, we need not travel 
much farther to ascertain the meaning of 
our verse, especially seeing that what we have 
said, of Him as the Obedient One, is true of 
Him as the Perfect One, in that both of these 
characteristics were, and are, vitally con
nected with His sufferings. 

Just as His sufferings manifested His 
obedience, so, as a result of these sufferings, 
He has been made perfect as Saviour and 
High Priest. 

This most impressive adjective "perfect,; 
lll:ay be written in letters of gold before each 
of His glorious divine offices-Saviour, 
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Mediator, Shepherd, Example, Advocate, 
and High Priest. 

As a matter of fact the Lord Jesus now in 
Heaven occupies a position, �nd possesses 
a glory, which He could neither have occu
pied nor possessed apa)"t from His sacrifice 
on the Cross. 

The Parable of the Labourers 

"But when the first came, they sup
posed that they should have received 
more; and they likewise received every 
man a penny. And when they had re
ceived it, they murmured against the 
goodman of the house, saying, These 
last have wrought but one hour, and 
thou hast made them equal unto us, 
which have borne the burden and heat 
of the day;

, 
(Matt. 20. 10 to 12). 

The parable of th� labourers in the vine
yard, of which the above words form part, 
appears, at first sight, to teem with diffi-: 
culties, which is true of many others of our 
Lord's parables; but we may be greatly 
assisted in our understanding of them if we 
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remember that each parable had a particular 
end in view-a definite truth to enforce
and in many instances that distinct truth is 

unfolded in the closing words of the parable. 

There are also occasions when a parable 
is clearly linked with the words .which 
immediately precede it, of which an example 
is seen in this parable of the labourers, which 
stands in closest connection with the four 
closing verses of the previous chapter. It 
is really an amplification of the answer to 
Peter's question: "What shall we have 
there£ ore ? " 

Let us look into some of the details. The 
householder hired various labourers at vari
ous hours of the day. With those who were 
first hired a distinct agreement was made 
that they should receive a penny (7½d.) a 
day. Those who were -hired later in the day 
were informed that they would be paid 
what was r.ight. So far it is quite plain 
sailing, but now the difficulties begin to 
show themselves. 

At the end of the day the steward was 
commissioned to call the labourers, and to 
give them their hire, beginning from the last 
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unto· the first, when, strange to say, each 
man received a penny. This reversing of the 
order agrees with the important lesson which 
the Lord desired to enforce upon His hearers_, 
"So the first shall be last, and the last first" 

(v. 16). When those who were nrst hiraj 
came to rec�ive their wages, they supposed 

that they should have received more, but 
their supposition was without foundation, 
because they likewise received each man a 
penny. 

Like many present-day Christians, these 
men started grumbling. Their grievance 
was that, although they had borne the burden 
and heat of the day, they were treated 
exactly the same as the o�hers, some of whom 
had only put in an hour's work. 

But the householder reminded one of them 
(no doubt the "foreman grumbler") that no 
wrong had been done, inasmuch as he had 
originally agreed to accept a penny. He was 
then told to take what was his, and to go 
his way, whilst at the same time he was 
reminded of two things : 

1. It was perfectly lawful for the house
holder to do what he wished with his own, and, 
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2. That his eye was evil in that he expected
to receive more than the others, whereas the 
master out of the kindness of his heart treated 
the last the same as he treated the first. 

And now for the suggested interpretation. 
In the first place, it seems clear that the 
parable manifests the displeasure of the 
Jews (because of their pride both in them
selves and in their activities) at seeing the 
Gentiles, so long estranged, placed on the 
same footing, and granted equal privileges 
with themselves in the kingdom of God. 

Then the parable is designed to show that 
what the Lord promised Peter and his fellow
disciples as a result of their having forsaken 
all and followed Him (chap. 19. 28 to 30), 
would be true of all who would serve and 
follow Him, no matter how early or how late 
in life that service might begin. 

But there is also a practical application. 
The first-called labourers thought more 
about the wages they earned than the master 
they served. They were jealous of the others 
who received a similar sum, though these 
others had worked less hours. They mur
mured because they thought they had been 
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treated unjustly. They looked at the entire 

transaction through "an evil eye, " and. they 

overlooked the fact that it was their master's 
prerogative to act according to his own will. 

We must not conclude from this that there 
will be any grumbling in Heaven on the part 
of God's servants. There is far too much 
of that sort of thing on earth. But we may 
conclude this much that, so far as our service 
for God is concerned, whatever reward we 
may receive hereafter will be granted on a 
perfectly righteous basis, though if the motive 
which lies behind our service be pure-that 
is, if our service is prompted by the con
straining love of Christ-far from being 
unduly occupied with the ultimate reward, 
we shall marvel at the wonderful grace that 
enabled us to serve such a Master in any 

little measure. 
Paul enjoyed many years of active service 

for his Lord, but the dying thief was called 

at the eleventh hour. This dear man had 

only a few minutes in which to serve the 

Mas.ter, but how crowded were those few 
minutes! He truly outshone the disciples 
and all others in his clean-cut testimony to 
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Christ as the sinless Saviour of sinners. 

And the time will arrive when Paul and the 

dying thief will rejoice together, as each will 

receive his own reward from the hands of the 

righteous Judge "in that day." 

One other word remains to be said. If it 

were true that at the Judgment Seat of 

Christ each servant of God should receive 

exactly the same reward, there would not be 
the slightest cause for complaint, seeing that 
the best of God's servants are only unpro
fitable servants at the best. But the- Scrip
tures teach most clearly that each man shall 

receive his own reward according to his own 
labour. This reward will not be given upon 
a cold, formal, mathematical basis-not 

according to the number of hours, or days, 

or years, we have been engaged in Christian 

service-but it will be granted according to 
the measure of faithfulness with which that 

service has been accomplished. And, further, 

God is so infinitely gracious that for the 

tiniest bit of service done for Him the reward 
will be an hundredfold. 
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The Rock and the Keys 

"And I say unto thee, that thou art 

Pete�, and upon this rock I will build 

My Church ; and the gates of Hell shall 

not prevail against it. And I will give 
unto thee the keys of the kingdom of 
Heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt bind 
on earth shall be bound in Heaven; and 
whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth 
shall be loosed in Heaven" (Matt. 16. 
18, 19). 

It is scarcely necessary to say that the 
Church of Rome has pressed these words 
altogether beyond their legitimate inter
pretation. The Apostle Peter was indeed 
an outstanding character, and there were 

occ�sions when he outshone his contem
poraries in his clear and bold confession of 

Christ. But there were times when Peter 

failed, and failed badly-therefore people 

who are blessed with normal reasoning 

faculties ought to hesitate before they place 

unlimited faith in one who was by no means 

perfect. 

Reverting to the first passage, our Lord 
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had pressed upon His disciples the urgent 
question as to His unique personality. 
Simon Peter, without the slightest hesitation 
gave the memorable answer: "Thou art the 
Christ, the Son of the living God "-a truth 
which was revealed, not by flesh and blood, 
but by the Father Himself. Then follows 
the statement: "Thou art Peter, and upon 
this rock I will build My Church." 

Apart from the fact that the words "Peter" 
and "Rock" are quite distinct in the original 
language, it must be perfectly clear to every 
intelligent believer that the Lord would 
never have built His Church upon a certain 
individual, nor upon the mere verbal con
fession of that individual. The rock was 
undoubtedly Christ Himself, the Son of the 
living God. No other foundation could resist 
the tremendous forces described as "the gates 
of Hell." No other foundation would have 
proved adequate for the absolute confidence 
of the countless myriads of living souls of 
whom that Church is comprised. As the 
Apostle Paul states it so graphically in 1 
Corinthians 3. 11, "For other foundation 
can no man lay than that is la�d, which is 
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Jesus Christ." As a matter of fact Peter 
himself emphasises this very truth in 1 Peter 

2. 4 to 9.
The difficulties in the second passage

appertain to the term "keys, " and also to 
the power of "binding" and "loosing. " 

Let us observe that the "keys" were not 
the keys of the Church, but of the "kingdom 
of Heaven, " a phrase which implies the 
nominal ac_ceptance of Christianity, i.e., 

Christendom, as distinct from the "kingdom 
of God," which implies the unconditional 
acceptance of Christ Himself. 

The ''keys," therefore, -were first used by 

Peter at Pentecost when he preached the 
Gospel so clearly and faithfully. They were 
used by him afterwards in the house of 
Cornelius when he enunciated the same 
glorious theme. In this sense the "keys" 
were used by all the Apostles when Christ 
was proclaimed. 

The "binding" and "loosing" were con
sequent upon the use of the "keys," and I 
suggest that these expressions have to do 
with the acceptance of the Gospel on the one 
hand, or its rejection on the other. Peter 
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had the supreme joy of knowing that, as a 
result of his preaching at Pentecost, about 
three thousand souls turned to the Lord
united to Christ for eternity-and this act 
of "binding" on earth was ratified in Heaven. 
Those who rejected the message remained 
estranged from Christ, though God's servant, 
through his faithful declaration of the Gospel, 
completely exonerated hi�self; and this act 
of "loosing" on earth was likewise ratified 
in Heaven. 

In Matthew 18. 18 the same words are 
used with reference to the action of the 
Church in the matter of discipline. If an 
offending brother refuse to listen to the one 
against whom he has trespassed, the latter 
has to. take with him one or two more, that 
in the mouth of two or three witnesses every 
wo�d might be established. 1£ he ref�e to 
hear them, the matter has to be reported to 
the local Church in its corporate capacity. 
If he refuse to hear the Church, he has to be 
regarded as a publican and a heathen. Then 
follow the words: "Whatsoever ye (nomin
ative plural) shall bind on earth shall be 
bound in heaven; and whatsoever ye shall 
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loose on earth ·shall be loosed in Heaven." 
That is to say, that the action of the Church, 
either in receiving the off ending brother 
because· he repents, or in excommunicating 
him because he continues in a state of unre
pentance, �as the divine approval and rati
fication in Heaven. 

This, of course, does not imply that the 
decision of any local Church on disciplinary 
matters is therefore, infallible. For the 
decision to be a right one, those assembled 
must realise the seriousness of the words : 
"For where two or three are gathered together 
in My Name, there am I in the midst of 
them" (v. 20). They must likewise realise 
their dependence upon the Holy Spirit for 
guidance, and ever bear in mind that the 
Holy Spirit directs according to the principles 
laid down in the Scriptures. 
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