TESTING AND TRIAL
The scriptures teach us quite clearly that one of the features of our call to the divine service is that there is a time of testing and trial before that time of exaltation. We can range over the whole of the scriptures if need be to find that this is so. We can go back to the time of Abraham and we see that a promise was made to him that he should have a seed and we see how long he had to wait ere that promises came. So much so that he himself said when Ishmael was born: “O that Ishmael might live before thee.”

But God's said, No in due time for the seed would come. We think forward to the time of  Joseph and see him sold by his brethren, and for 13 years he was in Egypt before he stood before Pharaoh and received exultation in the land, and another nine years went by before he saw his brethren bow down before him. We come to the time of David and see him fleeing from Saul, his life in jeopardy, and yet resting in the promise of God who had said to him that the kingdom would be his; and although Saul's life was on two occasions placed in his hand, yet he would not lift his hand against the Lord’s anointed. We remember our paramount example the Lord Jesus Christ. I suppose every Sunday morning as we meet together in this way, we remember that his life was a life of a trial intensified in the days of his ministry and brought to a crisis in the last few days, and this we remember when we partake of the bread and wine. Coming into the New Testament scriptures we have this morning read the chapter which brings before us the trials and difficulties which beset the apostle Paul. Verse after verse brings before us the difficulties he faced, and after listing them all he says: “Beside those things that are without, that cometh to me daily, the care of all the churches.” And so, or true it is, that following that pattern we must expect somewhat of the same thing and it is written, “Through much tribulation we shall enter the Kingdom of God.”

And yet, if we'd dwelt only on that side of our walk in the truth perhaps we would be apt to get disheartened, and indeed we suppose some other brethren and sisters have been really dejected over the continual opposition they have a had to face. So then we might do well to remind ourselves that there is another side to the truth which we can rejoice in. Again we can quote the scriptures to aid us in realising that this was so also in the lives of the faithful ones. They enjoyed, with their trials and difficulties, times of blessing, they had comfort; and we also can think upon the things that comfort us and help us, and which will enable us to ride successfully the trials and difficulties, knowing that that is only one aspect of the truths walk, and that it is not always trial and difficulty.

Psalm 118 speaks to us of the other side of the matter. It opens with the fact that we should give thanks unto the Lord, and it closes on the same note. Then the psalmist tells us why we should give thanks unto the Lord, and that is because he is good and his mercy endurance for ever. The psalmist is very insistent upon this. We notice that the first four verses reiterate the fact that God's mercy endureth for ever:

 “ O give thanks to the Lord; for He is good; because his mercy endure for ever. Let Israel now say, that His mercy endureth for ever. Let the house of Aaron now say, that his mercy in endureth forever. Let them that fear the Lord say, that His mercy endureth for ever.” 
Perhaps we do well if we sometimes pause and think the things we should thank God for which are of his mercy and which we receive of his goodness. The blessings are innumerable. We are all here this morning in a measure of health and strength, and some indeed with considerable vigor; why? We can say perhaps we have given to us food, clothing, shelter and protection, and we can say that most of these things are also given to the people's outside who do not thank God for them, in the main. They talk of the laws of nature; but we know that these things come because God is behind them all; God is good and his mercy endureth for ever. 
Our master said that God makes His sun to rise on the just and the unjust, and the apostle Paul speaking of similar things says: 
“Never the less he left not Himself without witness in that He did good, and gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with joy and gladness.” 
So every thing we have day by day comes from God, of His mercy and of His goodness, and we do well to thank Him for these things. Do we ever think that it could be so different if God were not just and merciful, for the waywardness of man justifies the severest measures, and indeed some will be taken in due time that they may recognise there is a God that rules in the earth. But this could be so even in these days, and why is it not? Because God's goodness and mercy endures. We can go back to the days of Noah, and we remember that having come forth from the ark and been instructed to start a new generation, he offered an offering unto the Lord, and “The Lord smelled a sweet savour, and said….. while the earth remaineth, sunshine and harvest and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.” So the season's come in their course and give us from the ground those good things we can enjoy, and it is all of God's mercy and of his goodness. We say it could be so very different.
Then the Psalmist goes on to give us particular examples. “Let Israel now say, that his mercy endureth for ever”, and indeed of all peoples Israel could have said so. They could have looked back to the days of their bondage in Egypt, and how they were brought forth by God under the hand of Moses. They could recall the fact that their fathers were brought through the wilderness and sustained therein for forty years. They could see that in accordance with the divine promise they were in the land and the nation's driven out before them; and they could see in David a king reigning over them, a man after God's own heart. They had much to thank God for, and yet they deteriorated and fell away from the standard set before them, and the time came when because of their wickedness the scripture tells us there was no remedy and God had to deliver them up. But even then His goodness and Mercy followed them.


Then we come to the v.4 and read: 
“Let them now that fear the Lord say, that His mercy endurance for ever.” 
We might well say that here we can particularly take the verse unto ourselves. The fall of Israel meant that God's love and goodness and mercy has been extended onto us in the call of the truth. We have each before us the wonderful hope of the gift of immortality in the day of Christ's return, and of being allowed to partake of all their blessings and goodness which God has laid up for them that love and serve Him. That is the hope before us, made possible by the work of Christ. What there is more in it than that. It is not only that we have that hope, but the fact that having that hope enables us to look at our life in such an manner that we can see it is not merely a journey, but that there is an end in view, not a purposeless life like that of the people of the world, but purposeful, and even the difficulties that come upon us are there in order that if rightly met they can even help also to attain the glorious end in view. 
There are many blessings we have in these days in the truth. The word we can read quietly by ourselves or collectively with one another; there are various meetings and activities we can engage in, and these are all God's mercy and goodness. We also mention the fact that we have very many earnest and faithful brethren and sisters, who are ready to help us along the road to the Kingdom, and for them we should give thanks. So the psalm reminds us to look at things from this angle, in order that we may see it is not all difficulty now, but that there are blessings of which we partake day by day. How shall we show that we are appreciative of these blessings? Surely by trying to overcome the difficulties; and how shall we do that? By recognising first of all that we are the servants of God, He is working with us, and that finally things will have worked together for our good. 
In the manner of life we live, we should remember and endeavour to show that we have been called by Him and that we should follow Christ and obey the commands given to us in the word of truth. And if there are difficulties and trials we can take to ourselves these verses which come before us v.6: 
“The Lord is on my side; I will not fear; what can man do unto me? The Lord taketh my part with them that help me; therefore shall I see my desire upon them that hate me. It is better to trust in the Lord than to put confidence in men. It is better to trust in the Lord than to put confidence in Princes.” 
It may be that the major application of some of these verses is yet in that the future, but there is a time now for us to believe that it is better to trust in the Lord, and if we are wise we shall do that, and not trust in man. If we do not trust in the Lord now, we shall have no opportunity of doing so in the future when Christ returns. So we are invited to put our faith and trust in him, but that does not mean we shall have no trials. On the other hand we know that if we keep the faith bright and pure before us, we shall never be overcome by the difficulties which we may have to face; rather, may the experience cause also to realise that we should hold some of the things of this world lightly and not tightly if we are to please God and walk before Him acceptably. 
The psalmist brings before us that which is shown to us in other parts of the word, that there is a day coming when it all finishes, and when the end promised in the verses will be fulfilled, and so we can walk in expectation of that fact. So in v.24 the psalmist, looking forward to that glad time, exclaimed it in terms of joy: 
“This is the day which the Lord hath made; we will rejoice and be glad in it.” 
The apostle Paul writes some similar words; he speaks about our light affliction which is but for a moment, worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory. While we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen, a temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal. Now we do not see the day of the Lord, but it will come, and then in the day of his coming we can rejoice and be glad in it. The preceding verses had an incipient fulfilment in the days of Christ. 
Jesus speaks in the Gospel record of Matthew and takes some of these verses and applies them to himself. “The stone which the builders rejected is become the head stone of the corner. This is the Lord's doing; it is marvellous in our eyes.” We have seen truly that in that the purpose of God that has been accomplished in the fact that Christ died and rose again; but the people without do not see him revealed as the head stone of the corner. We can see it by the eye of faith, but in due time everyone will see it when the spiritual temple is erected in the earth and Christ is seen as the head stone of the corner. Christ has something else to say about the stone in the Gospel record of Matthew, when he applies the scriptures unto himself Chap 21v 42: 
“Jesus said unto them, did ye never read in the scriptures, the stone which the builders rejected, the same is become the head of the corner; this is the Lord's doing, and it is marvellous in our eyes? Therefore say I unto you, the kingdom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof. And whosoever shall fall on this stone shall be broken; but on whomsoever it shall fall, it will grind him to powder.” 
So Jesus was rejected, but that rejection by his own countrymen opened the way of salvation unto us.


Then thinking of v44 our minds go forward to the future, and we read in psalm 118v10: 
“All nations compassed me about; but in the name of the Lord will I destroy them. They compassed me about yea they compassed me about, but in the name of the Lord I will destroy them. They compassed me about like bees; they are quenched as the fire of thorns; for in the name of the Lord I will destroy them.” 
Christ will return, not to be rejected again, but as the one who will establish his kingdom upon it the earth and rule in authority and power. Then the purpose of God will be fulfilled in the earth, and Christ revealed as king and the head stone of the corner. It will help us now if we can keep these things in mind, and realise that our life is directed towards one end, that we may gain a place in the kingdom. Yet perhaps we are apt to think as we read these verses, that they seem rather remote. It is all very well to talk about keeping the faith pure and the hope bright, but it is a difficult matter to put into operation; and in the things we have to face day after day we cannot always bring the various scriptures to mind which would show us that we are doing right to walk in this or that way. The things of this life weigh so heavily upon us; can we not get some practical help which will really allow us to bring to mind the more, the things we should do and the way in which we should walk? 
We think there is much practical help given to us in the scriptures, and particularly in the example of our Lord and Master. He was very practical when he had to refuse the claims of the people when they would take him and make him a king; and he was practical later on when he was apprehended by the rulers and the wicked people, and taken and crucified and slain. This was very practical, but let us not forget that it was equally practical when Christ rose from the dead; this same Jesus who went into the tomb, rose again. The apostle Peter was very practical; he tells us in his epistle of the way in which we should walk because we are a special people called unto God to show forth His praises and to show to the people around us that we have indeed been called by a particular one for a particular purpose. So in 1 Peter 2, the apostle says in v.4: 
“To whom coming as onto a living stone, disallowed indeed of men, but chosen of God and precious. Ye also, as lively stones, are built a spiritual house, and holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ. Wherefore also it is contained in the scripture, Behold, I laid in Zion a chief corner stone, elect, precious; and he that believeth on him shall not be confounded. Unto you therefore which believe he is precious; but unto them which be disobedient, the stone which the builders disallowed, the same is made the head of the corner. And a Stone of stumbling, and a Rock of offence, even to them which stumble at the word, being disobedient; where unto also they were appointed” 
And now we have the emphasis to ourselves
“But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should show forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light; which in time past were not a people but are now the people of God; which had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy.” 
How are we going to show that we are indeed the people of God? Well, the apostle brings some very practical things before us: 
“Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul.” 
Then he goes on to speak of the different things we have to abstain from and other things which we have to do; and in this way we are showing that we do appreciate the mercy of our father who has called us unto Himself. It is very easy to read these verses but not so easy to put them into practice. For example, v.13: “Submit yourself to every ordinance of man for the Lord's sake; whether it be to the King, as Supreme; or unto governors, as unto them that are sent by him for the punishment of evil doers and for the praise of them that do well.” We may be ready to submit to some of the ordinances, but perhaps in the payment of some of their dues we are not so ready to submit. It may be that even in the Brotherhood, as in the world, some may think they are justified in escaping some of these dues; but we are told to submit to them. v.17: “Honour all men, love the brother hood, fear God, honour the King.”


In thinking on that these things we realise how, by brushing shoulders with people in the world day by day, it is easy to forget some of these practical things as to how we should walk, and we can bring it into the brotherhood some of the ideas which are promulgated by those outside, so that there is little of the love shown which should be shown by brethren of Christ. The apostle goes on to show that it will affect our service to those in authority over us: 
“Servants, be subject to your master's with all fear; not only to the good and gentle, but also the froward. For this is thankworthy, if a man for conscience toward God endure grief, suffering wrongfully.” 
Some may say - that is all very well, but if you had my governor and had to work as I do in my job, you would not say that. No, it is not so easy, but the apostle says we are to do it, and he tells why. “For even here unto were you called; because Christ also suffered for us….” That is and exhortation which is surely unanswerable. Why must we do it? Because Christ died for us. We must do the things which are enjoined upon us in the word if the truth means anything to us. And if the apostle chooses a matter like service to our masters in the world, then what should be our service to one another, who are all called by the same loving father to the same purpose and with the same hope before us, that we might all attain the Kingdom and reap the promised blessings and rewards and enjoy them together. 
What should be our attitude and service toward one another? We have to be like God. God is good and merciful, and His love has been exercised toward the children of men and particularly to us in these days. So we must try to show the goodness which God has shown to us, and to exercise the mercy which God also has shown to us, at all times trying to love our brethren with a pure heart fervently in doing everything we can to help them along the road to the kingdom; and if there be difficulties and trouble in the way, and we ask why should we do this and that?

Surely the answer is, because Jesus died for us - that is why we should do it.

(1959, JDW)







