OUR PROBATION

Scriptural probation is the length of time between the moment of our baptism and the moment of death or the coming of Christ, whichever is the sooner. This is the length of time decided by an all-wise Father to ensure for each one of us adequate opportunity for preparation to make us acceptable children of God, not a moment too short, not a moment to long.  In the case of one young brother his probation lasted but a few days; in the case of many of our brethren and sisters there is more than sixty years of service.  Not only is the length of time decided by God, but equally decided are the trials and stresses in that time needed to prepare each one of us for the Kingdom. Just think on it.
For Job those trials were severe and exceedingly drastic; for David, those years of running from Saul with the accompanying hardships, were essential for his salvation.  For Joseph, in addition to many trials there was the injustice of an Egyptian prison.  This was ordained by a loving Father. For Paul trial after trial: 
"I will show him how great things he must suffer" - very little to enjoy - "for my name's sake".  
Suffering and trial was predetermined.
Now look at us. How we struggle against that principle when we seek to apply it. Consider the quality of faith which was so evident in all those examples from the Scriptures, such that they could say such things as: 
"Though he slay me, yet will I trust him" 
"You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good" 
Now look at ourselves.  Total and complete faith can remain undeveloped. Why? Because of our lack of full appreciation of the principle. It is essential for our eternal wellbeing that we recognise, clearly recognise, the hand of God in each of our trials and problems and seek to find the way to have total trust in Him, completely, throughout the length of our probation however long it might be.  Never to plead, as Paul did on three occasions, for a trial to be removed, but rather, seek to see in it the hand of a loving Father chastening us for our good.
We live, unfortunately, in a generation characterised by militancy and rebellion against all forms of discipline and authority.  Tradition is a dirty word. A very noisy and violent minority have taken control, causing the sea and the waves to roar as never before. It is inevitable that to a certain extent our ecclesial world, our fellowship, becomes affected. What is certain is that the sons and daughters of God must recognise that they are a firmly disciplined family with lives rigidly controlled by Divinely established principles. Not one of us dare do what is right in our own eyes, only what is written. The spirit of the commands of Christ must take complete precedence. Chapter 6 in Mark's record helps to force home these points.
For Jesus and his disciples every day brought them into contact with the uncontrolled passions of the flesh exhibited by men and women refusing to control themselves (just as in our day and age we see the same total lack of control and self discipline).  Can you see anything so unlovely as Herodias and her wretched daughter? So weak was Herod that he gave way to her cruelty, yet see the hand of God if you can in the record of Mark 6 and verse 23:  
"And he sware unto her, whatsoever thou shalt ask of me, I will give it thee, unto the half of my kingdom.  And she went forth, and said unto her mother. What shall I ask?  And she said the head of John the Baptist.  And she came in straightway with hast unto the king, and asked, saying, I will that thou give me by and by in a charger the head of John the Baptist. And the king was exceeding sorry;  yet for his oath's sake, and for their sakes which sat with him, he would not reject her.  And immediately the king sent an executioner, and commanded his head to be brought:  and he went and beheaded him in the prison.”
John Baptist's probation had come to a summary end.  That was his way to the Kingdom. Jesus did not turn away in disgust from these exhibitions in his day to day contact with the people.  He looked upon the crowds and saw them in the main as those who were going to an eternal grave and he used every minute of his 31/2 years service in attempts to redirect their steps. He had only pity for their so-called freedom and independence. Look at Mark6v3:

"And Jesus, when he came out, saw much people, and was moved with compassion toward them, because they were as sheep not having a shepherd:  and he began to teach them many things."
Now here, we hold, is an excellent basis for exhortation. These disciples chosen by Christ, were chosen to be his daily companions and they were being prepared by him for their eternal future as kings to reign with him in the Kingdom. They were to sit upon thrones judging and ruling over the twelve tribes of Israel, yet look at them. Ignorant and unlearned they were called, which meant that they were not men of letters. They were fearful; they all forsook him and fled.  Argumentative; they argued by the way as to which of them should be the greatest in the Kingdom. Look at them – they became future heirs of the Kingdom, so well did Christ do his work of preparation throughout those years with them.
You certainly would not have recognised them as being the future world rulers as they talked and worked with Jesus. Theirs was a hard life. There were no restaurants to ease their hunger; there were few resting places of comfort.   Look at Mark 6v verse 35:
"When the day was now far spent," - no knocking off at 5:30 and going home to a comfortable living - ''the disciples came unto him, and said, This is a desert place, and now the tine is far passed:  send them away, that they may go into the country round about, and into the villages, and buy themselves bread:  for they have nothing to eat." 
Sheep without a shepherd! In reality Christ was the perfect shepherd leading them, especially those disciples, unerringly to the Kingdom.  He did not spare them in their preparation. They were not spared the fears of a storm at sea during their probation.  Mark 6 verse 47 records:

“When even was come, the ship was in the midst of the sea, and he alone on the land, And he saw them toiling in rowing; for the wind was contrary unto them." 
Why?  Think of that command “Peace, be still”!
Christ could have stopped the movement of the waves and caused a calm, but he did not:
“About the fourth watch of the night he cometh unto them, walking upon the sea, and would have passed by them.”

He wanted faith. He wanted them to manifest faith in what he was doing for them.
Now look at ourselves. Can you see in your life the hand of God bringing you through trials and stresses to the Kingdom, or do we chafe?  Are we at times uncertain of the hand of God in our lives?  Would we seek, if we had our way to vary it, to go a different route?  Aching heads and muscles were their daily experience, and then for the most part violent deaths.  These are the facts of our scriptural probation. Although nearly two thousand years have passed since these Divine truths and principles were stated they are unaltered today.  Although our lives are immeasurably easier than theirs, we are still living probations designed to lead us to the Kingdom; that is, if we accept the care and the control of Christ as our Shepherd.  Probation before exaltation is a fact; it is not just a theory. Yet the brother or sister in trouble cannot always see it in that light.
Jesus did not pick - as he could have done - twelve men and make them instant king-priests. He did not select men and women at the snap of a finger, conferring on them eternal life, nor does he with us.  We are baptized. We commence, each one of us, our individual probation. Firstly they had to continue with him in his temptations. The whole of Scripture reveals and tells of God perfecting men and women in this way for their inclusion in His family.   He decides the resting places.  It is He who guides them through all dangers and He will take them eventually, in His wisdom, to the sheepfold.
Now some of those trials are extremely hard but quite deliberately imposed. 
Abraham was required to offer Isaac.   How he loved that boy.  He was the absolute apple of his eye.  Can you see him raising the knife to bring it down upon that boy, bound on the altar?  Yet came the command "Stay thine hand" and God provided the Lamb for sacrifice. But mostly for us it is in the problems of day to day living as children and servants that the conscious application of these principles has to be made. Apply the analogy of the sheep and the shepherd a little further. Firstly, there has to be complete and unqualified trust and faith in the Shepherd. David expresses it: 
"Show me thy ways, O Lord; teach me thy paths. Lead me in thy truth."
Now conjure up in your minds the picture of a flock of sheep, yourself as one of them.  Is there anything less aggressive than a flock of sheep?  You have only to clap your hands and they will run as far as they can.  Is there anything less able to direct its own ways, to look after itself, to care for itself?  A flock is totally dependent upon its shepherd for everything.  A lamb is meek.  Can you imagine a violent and an aggressive lamb which snapped and wants to bite?  It is unthinkable, stupid. Now, look, can you imagine a violent and an aggressive brother or sister of Christ who can say hurtful things and wound? Perhaps that is not quite so unthinkable but it should be. 

Again, the shepherd decides the route. The sheep have to go where he directs them. Can you imagine a lamb stopping to argue with the shepherd a point of view - Isn't that a better route?  It would be completely out of character.  But how often has a brother or sister forced a path away from that chosen by the Shepherd seeking as easier route. Possibly going even as far as to join the masses that are become as sheep without a shepherd. Or more frequently, how often have we grumbled at the path chosen for us by our Shepherd.  There have always been the vast majority without a shepherd.  The whole world is full of them, going nowhere except to an eternal grave. Their lives are aimless wanderings with no fold in view. But not us, the manner of our lives is predetermined, as we said. They may not appear different from the unenlightened, but they are.  Each twist and turn of the route is decided by God. Ours is a positive journey towards the Kingdom.  We are treading a path - and if you cannot see it then you are spiritually blind - you are breading a path towards the Kingdom. It is a mixture, in God's wisdom, of the pleasant and the unpleasant, possibly sometimes more unpleasant than pleasant, a mixture of prosperity and adversity, major hardships and trials. This is our route selected by God that in His wisdom, with our co-operation, will take us to the Kingdom. How foolish are we if we stop and argue!
It is quite possible to reject the guidance and desert the flock. Many think that the apparent green fields of those not in fellowship, or the apparent green fields of the world offer much better pastures than the sober traditional fields of our ecclesia’s.

Quite apart from the hidden dangers, this is a rejection of Christ as our Shepherd. We must see our lives as lives being guided by Christ.  Always at hand we must see the Shepherd, deciding the way, averting the dangers.  Possibly the saddest of truths is the fact that many try to "go it alone," try to fight impossible odds.  They get depressed, they get cast down and their strength fails them, unnecessarily so.  The Shepherd is willing to take all the strain, all the trial if we but cast our burdens upon him. We must be prepared to do this in faith.
If we can really and truly, each one of us, see our probation in this way then without doubt we shall eventually find our way to the Kingdom. We shall "dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.” God's defence of His sheep, singular and plural, individual and en masse, is awe-inspiring. There is nothing that He cannot do; there is no trial that He cannot ease.  It is all of Him.  A rod uplifted and the waters are parted open; a rock struck and the waters pour out to give drink. The valley of the shadow of death safely negotiated by our Shepherd.  Could anyone have been as alone as that boy David keeping his father's sheep? Behind every rock lurked a danger, the lion and the bear. These are matters of fact, God did not remove them, but He did give to David the support enabling him to overcome.
Now we need this trust if we are to survive the dangers of our probation. What does the future hold for us as individuals, as an ecclesia, and more particularly as a fellowship?  God alone knows.  We must put our faith and our trust in Him and continue to follow the Shepherd.  We must not and will not, go into the ways of the world to seek diversion. Here is the answer to all our problems arid trials. As we say, God knows the detailed route of each probation, for He ordained it.  The counterpart in our lives to the wild beasts, the poisonous feeding grounds are those things in the world which we should not taste, the worldly pleasures that ruin spiritual digestion.  
You find a brother or sister - and there are those - who is bored with the meetings, where the meetings fail to give them the excitement they need and they want something different from the 'traditional' and you will find a brother or sister who has gone away from the main body of the flock, seeking to 'go it alone,' coming very near to the world. You often find it is a brother or sister who gorges himself or herself on the poisonous plants of the world. 
Not that the ecclesia or fellowship is perfect, but it is the flock of God and we must stay amongst it, helping it, strengthening it, sustaining it.  When we question or diminish the standards of the Truth, we depart from it.  We can only be thankful to our Heavenly Father that He does not sigh with relief and write us off as bad debts, as so many black sheep. It is written:
“He restoreth my soul”

He brings me back, that is, to the paths of righteousness.  He spends much time and trouble searching for and recovering the wayward ones, but how much better it would have been if we had not in the first place been obstinate. 

We often hear it said that there is no harm in doing this or that, in wearing this or that, in going here or there; there is no real need to concentrate on study. 
The fleshpots of Egypt are a very real danger to each one of us. It is essential for us to keep in the body of the Truth, serving it, strengthening it, going with it, following the Shepherd to salvation.   The words of the hymn are relevant:

"Thy way, not mine, O Lord, However dark it be.” 
Our heads may be scratched and bleeding, but He is there to anoint us with oil, providing blessing at the right moment, indeed at times pouring out blessings, blessings that will finally take us into the house of God, not a structure of wood and stone, but of flesh and spirit.
This is the assurance that an appreciation of the reality of our probation should give to each one of us.  So let there be no doubt in our faith and in our trust about what is taking place in the lives of each one of us.  These emblems that we are now to take emphasise the assurance.  We do not need anything more. Christ died, there is no doubt about it. Thank God that he did.  There is no doubt that He rose again. Praise be to God!  He is now in God's eternal fold. So let it be with renewed determination that we take our places among those being led to similar glory.
(1985, C.P.)
