SELF SACRIFICE
There are three qualities before us in our readings for today, qualities which at first seem to be unrelated but which upon reflection are seen to be inseparable the one from the other, and all three to be essential to the life of the servant of God.  The qualities we have in mind are firstly, faith in the future promised by God; secondly, trust in Him for His care and provision in the present; and thirdly, denial of self in the present that we might find full satisfaction in the future which God has promised.

These three characteristics of the true servant of God cannot be disassociated.  Faith is the first essential, and it is of course this quality which is especially set before us in the lives of the patriarchs as recorded in Genesis.   Faith in God’s promises for the future, must lead us to trust Him for the present, that He will so help and guide us in our ways that we may at last attain to that which He has promised.  In the following words of Jesus we find expressed another quality which we shall consider this morning: 
"If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me."

Denial of self:  sacrifice of one's present desires.  This has always been a characteristic of the servant of God. It is demanded by God, both as a discipline and as an expression of faith and trust in Him.  Only faith in the future and trust in the present can sustain the life of self-denial required by God.   Denial of self is an expression of love for others; above all, of love for God, and of our determination to trust in Him rather than in ourselves. To seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness must mean necessarily a willingness to forego many of the desires of the present.

We shall only be completely willing to do this if we have absolute faith in the future and perfect trust in God for all necessary things for the present. Now, these are qualities found only in the servant of God. They are conspicuously lacking in the world at large.  These are qualities that we see fully expressed in men like Isaac, Jacob, David, and of course, our Master himself. But they are completely absent from the life and character of such men as Ishmael and Esau.

Consider Ishmael for a moment or two.  We are told very little about him in the Scriptures, but what we are told shows quite clearly how differently the line of Ishmael developed from the line of Isaac, and the way in which these two lines developed was on the one hand an expression of faith in the future and self denial for the present, and on the other hand lack of faith and concentration on present self satisfaction.  The contrast in the way of life of these two men, Ishmael and Isaac, and their immediate descendants is very noticeable. This contrast is emphasised by Paul's comment in that beautiful chapter on faith.  Of Abraham he wrote: 
“By faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country, dwelling in tabernacles" (or, as it would be better rendered, simply tents) “dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise.”
Their manner of life in continuing to dwell in tents bore outward testimony to the fact that they were fully persuaded of the promises, had "embraced them, and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims upon the earth."

Now by contrast if we read the record in Genesis Ch. 25, we see the development of Ishmael's descendants.  Genesis 25v12: 
"Now these are the generations of Ishmael, Abraham's son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah's handmaid, bare unto Abraham:  and these are the names of the sons of Ishmael, by their names...”

And then we read the names.  Then verse 16:
“These are the sons of Ishmael, and these are their names, by their towns, and by their castles; twelve princes according to their nations.  And these are the years of the life of Ishmael, an hundred and thirty and seven years:  and he gave up the spirit and died; and was gathered unto his people." 
And that, for Ishmael, was the end. He had his reward in this life, his towns, his castles and his princes.
Isaac and Jacob dwelt in tents, sojourners in a strange land, or literally, a land not their own, looking to the future for a city of God’s providing.

It is not without significance that a similar contrast is made between Esau and Jacob.  Jacob, we are told, was a plain man, dwelling in tents.  Later on in this Genesis record we read of the dukes of Edom, dukes amongst the immediate descendants of Esau.  In the 1st book of Chronicles we are given a list of the kings that reigned in the land of Edom, and we are told that they reigned there over the descendants of Esau before any king reigned over the children of Israel.

Whilst, then, Ishmael and Esau developed into highly organised communities with riches and power, possessions and towns, castles and cities, the men of faith witnessed to their faith by dwelling in tents as sojourners and pilgrims.  The apostle in Hebrews Ch. 11 particularly emphasised that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob could have had cities, they could even have returned to that city of Ur that they left, but no, they were prepared to deny themselves in this life, looking for a city in the future, “a city whose builder and maker is God.”  So in this way did their faith in the future, express itself in their self-denial for the present.

Those lacking in this faith could not see the need for such self-denial.  This was clearly emphasised in Esau; firstly, in the despising of his birthright:  that same chapter of Genesis, chapter 25v29:

“And Jacob sod pottage:  and Esau said to Jacob, feed me, I pray thee, with that same red pottage;  for I am faint: therefore was his name  called Edom.  And Jacob said sell me this day thy birthright.  And Esau said, Behold, I am at the point to die; and what profit shall this birthright do to me?"

These words do not necessarily mean that he was in the last stages of hunger and about to die. What they mean is that he was continually in danger of death; by his life as a hunter he was always in danger of death.  He had no faith in the future and so he could say of this birthright: "What profit shall this do to me?"

“And Jacob said, Swear to me this day; and he sware unto him: and he sold his birthright unto Jacob.  Then Jacob gave Esau bread and pottage of lentils; and he did eat and drink, and rose up, and went his way:  thus Esau despised his birthright.”  
This birthright was only of value to one who had faith in the promises of God.  Esau had no such faith.  He wanted satisfaction in the present.  His willingness to exchange the birthright for food to satisfy his immediate hunger was symptomatic of his whole attitude.  He found satisfaction in his hunting, he took pleasure in his skill and his strength, he rejoiced in his vigorous health and the delights of the field and the food that it provided. The promise of future satisfaction meant nothing to him.  He grasped at the present and willingly let the future go.

You know, sometimes commentators on these verses in Genesis paint a picture of a stricken Esau at death's door through lack of food and drink, forced by a hard, grasping Jacob to relinquish his birthright.   But the comment of Scripture is all we need, “Thus Esau despised his birthright.” Whatever his circumstances, had he had the necessary faith and trust, Esau would have held fast to the promise of God incorporated in that birthright, and would not have considered relinquishing that promise at any price, but lacking faith, he was not prepared to deny himself; he wanted immediate satisfaction.

In the end Jacob and Esau obtained what they wanted. Jacob received the blessing, carrying with it the promise he so greatly desired, and Esau received the blessing of prosperity in this life. Jacob also was promised prosperity in this life, but he only attained it after very much testing of his trust and faith in God, and even then it was not very long lasting.
We find the difference between these two men, Esau and Jacob, further emphasised in their choice of wives.  Look at the next chapter in Genesis, chapter 26v34: 
“And Esau was forty years old when he took to wife Judith the daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Bashemath the daughter of Elon the Hittite:  which were a grief of mind unto Isaac and to Rebekah.”
Lacking faith in the calling of God, he could see no need to be separate from other nations, no need to deny, himself a wife from those nations.  Having no spiritual aspirations, he was content to find a wife who appealed to his natural mind only.  He considered only the pleasing of himself, and in his faithless self-seeking he caused great grief of mind to his parents.  Undoubtedly Isaac and Rebekah had clearly shown their mind with regard to the-choice of a partner by their sons.  Jacob had respect for the divinely revealed principles, but Esau had not.  Jacob was prepared to deny himself until God showed him the way to a partner approved by Him. Esau was not prepared to wait.  Even when he did try to please his parents in this matter, he showed his complete lack of faith and lack of spiritual perception by taking to wife a daughter of Ishmael. How significant that choice was.  Naturally, of course, Ishmael was a descendant of Abraham; to Esau that was perfectly all right; but spiritually Ishmael was of the world.  It was no better taking a wife from the descendants of Ishmael than to take a wife from the Hittites.

We have the record a few pages further on, Genesis 28v6:
“When Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob, and sent him away to Padan-aram, to take him a wife from thence;  and that as he blessed him he gave him a charge, saying, Thou shalt not take a wife of the daughters of Canaan;  and that Jacob obeyed his father and his mother, and was gone to Padan-aram;  and Esau seeing that the daughters of Canaan pleased not Isaac his father;  then went Esau unto Ishmael, and took unto the wives which he had Mahalath the daughter of Ishmael Abraham's son, the sister of Nebajoth, to be his wife." 
We feel that nothing could show more clearly that Esau was merely a natural man, and as the apostle Paul wrote: “The natural man receiveth not the things of God.”  Esau was completely blind to spiritual truth.  Faith in God's promises, separation, self-denial; these were matters of which he had no appreciation whatsoever.  He was, as described by the Spirit through the apostle, “a profane person.”
We are surrounded by men and women of the Esau class, with no spiritual perception whatsoever, completely unable to appreciate what faith in God means, still less able to perceive the demands which that faith makes upon those who have it.  They have no understanding of the reasons for our determination to keep separate and to deny ourselves in this life.  Let us not let this lack of appreciation by which we are surrounded in any way weaken our faith, or our resolve to uphold the way of life which must necessarily result from that faith which we have.  We have a birthright.  “As many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ ... And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.”   It would be a terrible thing if, when the books were opened, it were recorded of any one of us that he or she had despised that birthright.  Some have; some are; let us watch ourselves.
Here then we have two men. On the one hand Esau, a man of the world, intent in the main on merely pleasing himself, doing just what came naturally;  on the other hand Jacob, a man to whom the promise of God meant everything, making active efforts to obtain that promise and to show respect to the laws of God by denying himself. As we further read about the life of Jacob in later chapters of Genesis, we see that inevitably this denial of self compelled him to put his trust completely in God for all necessary provision. Compelled to leave home with nothing, he was dependent upon God for the provision of a wife, for children, goods and flocks. All these things God gave him despite the efforts of men like Laban to deprive him of them.
Not that Jacob did not make what efforts he thought wise, but he was the first to recognise that but for the hand of God his own efforts would have been useless.  God fully vindicated the trust which Jacob placed in Him. Moving forward in time we see that this was also David's experience, and our thoughts can turn to Psalm 31. It is one of those Psalms that is full of the most beautiful expressions of complete confidence in God.  Let us just select a few verses and read them Psalm 31v1:

“In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust; let me never be ashamed: deliver me in thy righteousness.  Bow down thine ear to me; deliver me speedily:  be thou my strong rock, for an house of defence to save me.  For thou art my rock and my fortress; therefore for thy name's sake lead me and guide me.”

Verse 13: 
“For I have heard the slander of many:  fear was on every side:  while they took counsel together against me, they devised to take away my life.  But I trusted in thee, O Lord:  I said, Thou art my God.” 
Verse 19: 
“Oh how great is thy goodness, which thou hast laid up for them that fear thee;  which thou hast wrought for them that trust in thee before the sons of men'  Thou shalt hide them in the secret of thy presence from the pride of man:  thou shalt keep them secretly in a pavilion from the strife of tongues.”
We cannot be sure as to the period of David's life to which these words belong.  First impressions might suggest that they were written during his persecution by Saul, but a closer study reveals that the feelings expressed are more those which we might have expected David to experience later in his life, and especially as he was forced to flee from Absalom.  In particular we notice his consciousness of sin.  Verse 10:
“For my life is spent with grief, and my years with sighing:  my strength faileth because of mine iniquity, and my bones are consumed.”

The verse seems to suggest an experience towardsthe end of his life when he felt that his sufferings and difficulties were the results of his own transgression. Verse 11 also seems to be particularly applicable to this period of time when he was, as we know, betrayed by his friends and close acquaintances.

It was because of his sin and his relations with Bathsheba that all this trouble arose later in his life from his own family circle, and it seems that here David reveals his recognition of this fact.  Yet at the same time, though appreciating that under these particular circumstances his sufferings were a direct consequence of his sin, brought upon him by God because by that sin he had caused the enemies of God to blaspheme, yet still he knew that he could trust God implicitly to carry him through even such sufferings as these. Verse 15: 
“My times are in thy hand:  deliver me from the hand of mine enemies, and from them that persecute me.  Make thy face to shine upon thy servant:  save me for thy mercies' sake.”
Surely we must find such reflections as these both encouraging and sobering.  It is surely encouraging to think that even if we bring sorrow and suffering on ourselves by our own foolishness, we can still trust in God to be with us and sustain us, provided we are truly repentant.  He may not relieve us of such sufferings; He may even accentuate them as He did with David; but still we can lean on Him, and perhaps, according to His wisdom, He will deliver us as He delivered David.  But whether we are delivered or not, our frame of mind can only be that expressed by Job: “Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him.”
It is sobering to reflect that these sufferings of David's later life came upon him because he sought to satisfy himself contrary to divine law.  It is particularly sad when we reflect on the self-denial and the self-control which he displayed in his early life. On several occasions, for example when Saul was pursuing him, David could have had the satisfaction of seeing his enemy prostrate at his feet, but he denied himself and trusted in God to deliver him in His own time. Yet later in life, when in the comparative ease and luxury of his palace, he gave way to his natural desires and satisfied himself in flagrant disregard of the law of God.

It is noticeable that God through Nathan reminded David of all that He had done for him during his lifetime:

“Thus saith the Lord God of Israel, I anointed thee king over Israel, and I delivered thee out of the hand of Saul;  and I gave thee thy master's house, and thy master's wives into thy bosom, and gave thee the house of Israel and of Judah;  and if that had been too little, I would moreover have given unto thee such and such things.  Wherefore hast thou despised the commandment of the Lord, to do evil in his sight?"  
Whilst David had trusted in God for the provision of his needs, God had never failed him. There was no need for him to seek to satisfy himself in this way.  God said, after all He had given him, “if that had been too little, I would moreover have given unto thee such and such things.”
This is the foolish part about self-seeking on the part of the servant of God.  He cannot possibly obtain more than God can give him, by whatever means he seeks it, whether legitimate or otherwise.  God can give or take away in a moment, and He will give or take away according to our highest need.  It behoves us to trust in Him and concentrate our thoughts and energies, not on pleasing ourselves in this life, but on pleasing Him and looking to the life that is to come.
Well, what does the outworking of these principles mean in practice?  It means, firstly, that we can confidently look to the future for complete satisfaction, the only way we shall ever find that satisfaction.  Looking to the future we are not obsessed with the present.  We make all necessary provisions as Jacob did when he was given the opportunity, but we recognise that we must be prepared to deny ourselves.  We seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and that seeking must involve sacrifice, sacrifice of interests, time, of position, of money, of energy and of pleasures, but we willingly make those sacrifices because we trust God to provide all that is necessary for the present, and for the future all that our hearts could desire.
Two verses seem to sum up cur reflections this morning.  The first is the verse we quoted earlier from our chapter in Matthew:
“If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.”

And the second, words also spoken by Jesus:
“Ye which have followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sit in the throne of his glory, ye also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.  And every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my Name's sake (there is the self-denial) shall receive an hundredfold (there is God's provision for the present), and shall inherit everlasting life” (perfect satisfaction in the future.)
Before our thoughts turn finally to the perfect exemplification of these principles in the One we are to remember, we feel a few thoughts on their application to our ecclesial life will not be out of place.
Sometimes it is only with increasing difficulty that the necessary brethren can be found to carry out the various duties of the Ecclesia, and especially the vital work of preparing the hall for the meetings, ensuring that everything is in order for the meetings to go forward smoothly, reverently, and without distraction.  The proportion of active brethren in some meetings is decreasing.  At the same time demands on time and energy are increasing.  There may be the elderly and infirm that need support and possibly transport to the Sunday morning meeting.  The demands of pastoral and other work in the service of the Truth are continually increasing.  Many brethren and sisters for their greater comfort and to find more pleasant surroundings for everyday life move some distance away from the meetings and must necessarily travel long and time consuming journeys.  There can only be one remedy and that is a willingness on the part of all brethren to be prepared to sacrifice even more time and energy in the service of the Ecclesia’s; and perhaps even more important, a willingness on the part of our sisters to make further sacrifices to help and to encourage the brethren to carry out their duties.
If we consider only the Sunday morning duties, simply rising half-an-hour or an hour earlier can make a tremendous difference to the amount that we can do.   If we find it hard, then perhaps we should consider sacrificing some of the interests and activities of the day before.  Older brethren who have relinquished duties for various reasons might well consider coming forward again.  Perhaps some of us might consider sacrificing a little pride to carry out the more mundane but absolutely vital duties within Ecclesia’s.

God has according to His will enabled us to continue meeting in our Ecclesia. He has enabled us to meet in a clean, pleasant hall, and given the opportunity of inviting the stranger into pleasant surroundings to hear the Word of God. It is for each one of us to now make the necessary sacrifices to show that we appreciate the privilege we have in being members of an ecclesia.  Let us not leave it to others; neither let us look at those who we think are not pulling their weight and say: 'Why should we do this, that and the other, when others are not doing it?'  Sad to say, not all in an Ecclesia appreciate or rise to their responsibilities.  Let us each one look to ourselves.  Probably we have all made some sacrifice to put the extra in the collection to pay our way.  Let us now be prepared to sacrifice that extra time and energy which will ensure the continual smooth running of our Ecclesia, to the spiritual benefit of every one of us.
Finally, if we need an incentive, and of course we do need an incentive, then surely we have it in the example of the One we remember now. Jesus said:

“If any man will come after me let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.” 
“If any man will come after me”, Jesus has gone before; he has led the way and set the example.  If we find ourselves reluctant to make sacrifices, surely we cannot really appreciate the significance of these emblems of which we are now to partake. Jesus gave all he had; he had no possessions; he gave his time, his energy, his health and his strength, and finally his life.  What shall we say when we stand before him if we have held back?

It was Jesus faith and trust in God which enabled him to make the sacrifice that he did.  He trusted in God.  “For the joy set before him he endured the cross.”  Let us then, each one of us, accept his invitation to come after him, for:

“Whosoever will save his life shall lose it:  and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it ... ..For the Son of man shall come in the glory of his Father with his angels; and then shall he reward every man according to his works.”
(14th Jan 1968, E.T.)
