SELF EXAMINATION
One of the many, many, frustrating things, weaknesses of human nature is that the more familiar it becomes with a thing the less impression that object makes.   And this weakness affects us particularly in our life in the truth because our life is dominated by familiar things and familiar people   Three or four times a day we give thanks, at least twice a day we commune with God in prayer.  Daily we read the Scriptures, every few days we meet together to study them together, and once a week each Sunday morning we meet for our memorial meeting.

Change is stimulating, especially if we are young. I am sure that if we were meeting in a new hall for the first time it would be new, refreshing, bringing increased concentration, and forging interest and new bonds between us.  But as time goes on, after a few weeks then we would feel as if we had always been there, it would have become familiar and common place.
Each Sunday we meet together in obedience to the express command, of our Lord, and yet the very repetition week in week out throughout our probation dulls our appreciation of its full significance.   Everything associated with this breaking of bread is repetitive, especially in those acts immediately connected with the partaking of the emblems.   In the reading introducing the emblems, in the words used in the giving of thanks, or by the presiding brother in distributing the emblems, in the hymn following the partaking of them, here we have constant repetition. 
This is largely unavoidable, though we need not use so many stereo-typed phrases and expressions as sometimes we do.   But the sad thing is that what we are doing and what we are saying gradually lose their influence.   And this  is probably particularly true of that chapter with which more often than not the presiding brother introduces the emblems.   
"For I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you, that the Lord Jesus the same night in which he was betrayed took bread:  And when he had given thanks, he brake it and said, Take, eat:  this is my body, which is broken for you:  this do in remembrance of me.   After the same manner also he took the cup, when he had supped, saying, this cup is the new testament in my blood:  this do ye as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me.  For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord's death till he come.  'Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.   But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup." (1 Corinthians 11v23/28).

How well do those words register?  How rigorously do we examine ourselves?  Now of course such self examination is certainly not to be confined to those few minutes during which the emblems circulate.   All through the readings, the word of exhortation, we should be turning the spotlight of the Word on our hearts and minds and way of life.   Exhorting brethren often suggest that the proper time for self examination is in fact before the meeting.   But of course it should be a daily exercise. As we read the daily portions, but above all as we confess our faults at the end of the day.   And yet there is a particular appropriateness in examining ourselves as we pass these emblems one to another.   We are remembering Christ, his love, his suffering, his sacrifice, his example; we are remembering the mercy and the grace extended to each one of us through God's Son.   We are remembering Christ's resurrection, and reminding ourselves that like as He was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we also should walk in newness of life.

We have known brethren and sisters adopt various practical measures to help them to grapple with self examination on such an occasion as this. Some have turned to one of the practical chapters of the letters of the apostle Paul.   Others have taken out a copy of Brother Roberts booklet "The Commandments of Christ" and read a section of that.   There are still ecclesia’s  that read one such command with a proof passage every Sunday at a certain stage in this memorial service.   Many brethren used to keep copies of this booklet on their mantelpieces, or by their bedside, and read one command or group of commands each day.
The trouble is again that all such regular habits can if we are not careful tend in time to become meaningless.   They ought not, need not, but that is our nature. And whereas an older generation might have persisted in a habit, just because it was a habit, the modern generation are not made that way.  But surely the answer lies, not in rejecting those forms and habits as meaningless, but in putting meaning into them, by our own attitude towards them, and this requires effort, considerable effort and concentration.
A simple example is to be found in our practice of daily reading the Word, reading as we do according the Bible Companion is a long established habit which marks us out from all other communities and provides a strong bond of fellowship between us.   But more than that, it provides regular contact with that Word which alone can make us wise unto salvation and develop in us the mind of the Spirit.   But as brethren often remind us, this can become just a habit.  And under modern circumstances those who allow it to become a mere habit very soon drop it, and once we cease to have daily contact with the mind of the Spirit in the Word, we must give up all hope of developing the mind of the Spirit ourselves. The only answer is to take steps to revive our flagging interest.

How often we say to our friends "We believe the Bible to be the wholly inspired and infallible Word of God", it’s so easy to say it yet how often by our very lack of concentration and interest we effectively deny that claim.   How many of us can repeat such words as those in the 119th Psalm as we often do in some of our hymns?  “O how love I thy law! it is my meditation all the day.” How many of us can repeat such words without some qualms of conscience? 
So this leads us back to this question of self examination.   Brother Roberts has an excellent exhortation on this subject.   It’s in the old volume of Further Seasons of Comfort, towards the end, and we quote from it.  He said:

"We may take the interval since our last breaking of bread as the basis of this process of self examination.   We have had a six days battle - six days of experience common to man in his present evil state - six days of mortal occupation mixed with care and watchfulness and endurance.  Those six days are all gone, never to return; and we are here to look back upon them and sit in judgment upon them.   How do they look? Each man must make the survey for himself.   There will come a moment when the whole of our life will lie in the rear in the same way.   There will come a gathering much larger and very different from this, when the aspect and character of the past will be the very question for consideration, as affecting the standing and destiny of thousands upon thousands there assembled in the presence of the presiding brother into whose hands God has committed all judgment.   The present occasion differs from that in this, that while on that occasion, the account will be closed the die cast, and the review serviceable only for a decision, on this occasion the review may be useful in helping us to change the position of the account if need be."

Now this theme of self examination was suggested by thoughts coming from the letter of James.  The letter is almost entirely a practical one.  His words form an excellent basis for self examination.   
Indeed the words we read in the Epistle of James stress the importance of effective self examination, so now we would like to turn to that letter of James, and concentrate our thoughts on a few aspects of it.  Looking then at chapter 1, very read familiar words in v22:

 "But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.   For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass:  For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was.   But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed."   
Now those words will bear repetition from a modern paraphrase:

"Don't, I beg you, merely hear the message but put it into practice. The man who simply hears and does nothing about it, is like a man catching a reflection of his face in a mirror.   He sees himself it is true, but he goes on with whatever he was doing without the slightest recollection of what he saw in the mirror.   But the man who looks into the perfect mirror of God's law, the law of liberty, and makes a habit of so doing, is not a man who sees and forgets. He puts the law into practice and he wins true happiness.”
Now there is plenty in this letter of James which should give rise to earnest self examination.  The important thing is to really search our hearts. Not in a vague, general sort of way, but looking at particular aspects of our life, really concentrating on details. You know we often confess our sins in a rather vague, almost complacent sort of way.   We often do those things displeasing in Thy sight" the words slip very easily from our lips.   What things have we done displeasing in God's sight? We ought to know what things we have done.   We ought to know what we are doing which is displeasing to God and we ought to be doing something about it.  Vague generalisations will be no good when we stand before our Judge. 'He has told us "Every idle-word that men shall speak they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment."   We all have a remarkable capacity for sweeping under the carpet things we do not want to see and do not want to do anything about.   But there will come a day when the corner of that carpet will be lifted and then there will be more than our blushes to hide.  We must all appear, as the Revised Version says "We must all be made manifest". Paul wrote "before the judgment of Christ. That everyone may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad."
So we turn to this letter of James, as we have said it is a practical letter, a great deal about works and our attitude to practical matters. But there is also a lot about faith, faith considered as the basis of works.   For example in that 1st chapter again verse 5:

"If any of you lack wisdom, let him .ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not;  and it shall be given him.   But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering.  For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed.  For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing of the Lord. A double minded man is unstable in all his ways."
We may recall that recorded in the book of Joshua is the complaint of the Manassites that the inheritance allotted to them by Joshua was too small.  Bluntly Joshua told them if they set about conquering the whole of the portion allotted to them they would have plenty of land. "But" said the Manassites, "well they have chariots of iron, what can we do about that?   Joshua had no time for such weakness, “Thou art a great people" he said "and hast great power for thou shalt drive out the Canaanites though they have chariots of iron and though they be strong." The only, reason that the Manassites thought that they could not overcome the Canaanites was because they lacked faith. We are reminded of those words of Jesus:

"If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed ye shall say unto this mountain be ye removed and cast into the sea' and it shall obey you."

This is essentially what James is here asking us to show. This sort of faith in prayer and in action.   In chapter 2 he says in effect that just to believe the Truth, that is not real faith. That belief must affect our lives, as it affected the lives of those examples of faith of whom we read in the letter to the Hebrews Chapter 11.  Now James appeals to examples of two of these who were faithful, a man and a woman, a Jew and a Gentile, Abraham and Rahab.

Abraham staked his son's life on his faith, Rahab her own life. What they did depended on their faith. Through their faith they were justified, (James 2v21, 25):

· “Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?”  
· “Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, and had sent them out another way?"   
There was no wavering, no double mindedness about these examples of faith and works.   Their faith enabled them to pursue a course which would have been unthinkable without that faith.   Well, dear brethren and sisters, do we have that sort of faith?  Or are we fearful, are we unsure of ourselves, do we want a foot in both camps, present and the future, the truth and the world.   When our faith is challenged, when we are called upon to make sacrifices for the sake of our faith, when we have to choose between self-sacrificing service and our own desires and convenience when faced with a difficult task, a mountain to be removed, how well does our faith stand that test?  Willingness to make an effort and to make sacrifices is an essential test of our faith.
In modern life it is not difficult to live a life of mere lip service to our faith, wrapped up in our little lives, our homes, our possessions, our careers, our families and our friends. It is easy to lose the desire for faith to be expressed in humble and willing service and for the carnal mind to take over.

Those two examples of faith, both Jew and Gentile, showed their faith by their works. Their minds were centred upon spiritual matters.  In the same way, whether afflicted or at ease, we also must be spiritually minded, demonstrating faith by our works. Look at James chapter 5 and verse 13:

"Is any among you afflicted?  Let him pray.   Is any merry?  Let him sing psalms.   Is any sick among you?  Let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord:  and the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.  Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed, the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much."   
Here, brethren and sisters is a standard of spiritual mindedness, in thought and in action, which probably very few of us approach.

And so we could go on. There is no room for complacency on the part of any one of us.   We all have our blind spots.   How true are those words of Jesus:

"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye, and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye.   How can you say to your brother 'Let me take the --speck out of your eye when all the time there is a plank in your own."

So brethren and sisters we take the emblems each week in memory of our absent Lord, let us really take note of those familiar words of the apostle which we quoted at the beginning:

"As often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup ye do shew the Lord's death until he come.  Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread and drink this cup of the Lord unworthily shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord,   But let a man examine himself and so let him eat of that bread and drink of that cup."
As we do so, brethren and sisters, honestly and in faith there is absolutely nothing to be afraid of.  The past truly repented of will be forgiven through the cleansing power of all that is symbolized by these emblems.  Of that there cannot be the shadow of doubt, and the future is ours. Brother Roberts says:

"The six days to come are ours in a certain sense." 
To a certain extent we have the making of them, what is the decision of wisdom in the case but to redeem the time because the days are evil.   If we can see that the future is going to call for greater effort, greater sacrifice, greater diligence then why should we be afraid? The counsel of Jesus is "Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness."  
If our faith is strong enough we can move mountains and look forward to the time when God will take away all weakness and we shall rejoice in the ability to please Him in all our ways.

To conclude then with some words of Brother Roberts:  "What if the path is narrow and the discipline severe? Is not the country beyond broad and beautiful?  Is not the freedom for which the discipline is preparing us great, glorious and everlasting? In many senses, we can say with Paul:

“The sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us.”
(1980, ET)
