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GOD’S LONGING FOR A HOME
 
Revelation 21:2-3—And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of the heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice out of the heaven, saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God [is] with men, and he shall tabernacle with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, their God.
 
Let us pray:
Lord, we do praise and thank Thee that Thou hast gathered us together before Thee. We worship Thee. As we stand before Thee, Lord, what dost Thou have to say to us? Speak, Thy servants heareth. We commit this time totally over to You. May Thy Holy Spirit take charge. Speak to us that we may follow Thee. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 
Thank God for gathering us together, and the theme for this time is: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men.” I was given the assignment of sharing with you a general outline of this subject. So many of the things that I will say you have probably heard already; but the Bible says, “God speaks once and twice;” so probably He will use this to encourage all of us. 
“Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men.” This is a voice that came down from heaven, and whenever you see the word behold in the Bible God wants us to pay special attention. There is something of importance and God wants every one of us to hear it.
 
God’s Purpose Before the Foundation of the World
“Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men.” What a tremendous statement this is! If we understand this statement we will see that this is the fulfillment of God’s eternal purpose. Even before the foundation of the world God had a purpose, and this is the purpose that God has purposed before the foundation of the world: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men.” In spite of all the difficulties and the failures of man, God never fails, and eventually what God has purposed before the foundation of the world will be fully realized. And for this we bow ourselves in worship. There is nothing for us to boast of because it is all of God. It is His doing, and we are the vessels of His mercy. Therefore, it ought to draw from us thanksgiving and praise. And with this attitude we can approach this subject.
 
God Created the Heavens and the Earth
Now in order to give an outline of this statement we have to go back to the very beginning even before the foundation of the world. When you open the Bible, the first word you hear is: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). That was the beginning of the heavens and the earth. We do not know how long ago it was, but one thing we do know: when God creates He never does anything half done or unfinished. When He created, itis created; it is done. So we know that in the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, it was done according to His will, and no will is as perfect as God’s.
 
The Angels Were Created in the Former World
The Bible tells us that in the former world God created, and the highest of His creation at that time were the angels because human beings were not there yet. And the Bible tells us in Job: “When God laid the foundation of the world, the morning stars sang together and the sons of God sang in worship” (see Job 38:7). In other words, the sons of God are the angels that God had created and they were there to worship God. And the first and foremost of the angels that were created was Lucifer, the brilliant star. Of course, we know these things from the Word of God because in Ezekiel 28 when God was speaking of the king of Tyre, it was a description that fit no human being.
 
Lucifer, the Foremost Angel
Ezekiel 28:11-18: “And the word of Jehovah came unto me, saying, Son of man, take up a lamentation upon the king of Tyre, and say unto him, Thus saith the Lord Jehovah: Thou, who sealest up the measure of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty, thou wast in Eden, the garden of God. Every precious stone was thy covering: the sardius, the topaz, and the diamond, the chrysolite, the onyx, and the jasper, the sapphire, the carbuncle, and the emerald, and gold. The workmanship of thy tambours and of thy pipes was in thee: in the day that thou wast created were they prepared. Thou wast the anointed covering cherub, (I believe by now we know what this means because in the ark and the mercy seat we find there are cherubim that cover the mercy seat.) and I had set thee [so]: thou wast upon the holy mountain of God; thou didst walk up and down in the midst of stones of fire. Thou wast perfect in thy ways, from the day that thou wast created (so this is a description of the archangel Lucifer), till unrighteousness was found in thee. By the abundance of thy traffic they filled the midst of thee with violence, and thou hast sinned; therefore have I cast thee as profane from the mountain of God, and have destroyed thee, O covering cherub, from the midst of the stones of fire. Thy heart was lifted up because of thy beauty; thou hast corrupted thy wisdom by reason of thy brightness: I have cast thee to the ground, I have laid thee before kings, that they may behold thee.” 
In Isaiah 14, speaking about the king of Babylon, suddenly in verse 12 it mentions something that is beyond what any human being could be, and it even mentions the name of that fallen angel, Lucifer. 
“How art thou fallen from heaven, Lucifer, son of the morning! Thou art cut down to the ground, that didst prostrate the nations! And thou that didst say in thy heart, I will ascend into the heavens, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit upon the mount of assembly, in the recesses of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High: none the less art thou brought down to Sheol, to the recesses of the pit” (vv. 12- 15).
 
Lucifer Fell and was Driven Out of the Third Heaven
So this is the story of the former heavens and earth, and here we find Lucifer, the brilliant star.However,becauseofhistalentsandallthepowerthatGodhadgivenhim,hewas corrupted. He was not satisfied with the way God had created him. He wanted to take the place of the Son of God, and because of this he was punished and driven out of the third heaven. And probably at that time the earth was under his control, and after he fell, the earth was in ruin. This is what we find in Genesis 1:2: “And the earth had become waste and void.” The earth was filled with water and it had lost its purpose. We do not know how long this existed, but we call it the “ice age.” Nevertheless, whatever God had purposed in His heart He never gave up. No matter what happened God always overruled.
 
God Creates Again
We find in Genesis how the Spirit of God brooded over the face of the deep. In other words, God was going to restore the earth to be habitable, and He used six days to do this work. Why did God do that? He wanted to create man. Why did He want to create man? How did He create man? It is really amazing that when God created all things, He spoke a word and it was done; but this is not the way He created man. First, He had this thought within that He wanted to create man according to His own image and likeness.
 
Man Created in the Image of God
What does the word image mean? Probably we will think it speaks of the outward form, but actually the word image means an inward quality. God wanted to create man in His own image which means His character would be in them. And in Genesis 2 we find the creation of man. First of all God used the mother earth to form a body, and then He breathed into its nostrils. The breath of God became the spirit of man. And the Bible says, “The man became a living soul.” In other words, the breath of God formed the spirit of man, and then He touched the body of man and produced another element called the soul. So the Bible says that man became a living soul. But in our Chinese Bible it is more than that. It says, “Man becomes a living soul with a spirit.” So man is made up of spirit, soul and body. God is Spirit; therefore, how can we communicate with God except we have a spirit? 
Many years ago when the Russian cosmonaut went into space and came back, he said, “There is no God; I have gone into space and looked around; I did not see God.” This is ridiculous! How can human eyes see God because God is Spirit? We have to use our spirit to contact God the Spirit. So thank God, He made man with a spirit, soul and body.
 
Man was Put in the Garden to Till and Guard
Then God put man in the garden of Eden to enjoy all the fruit trees. In the midst of the garden there was the tree of Life which symbolized the life of God. Even though God had given man life it was only a human life, and because God had created man with a spirit He wanted to put His own life in the spirit of man. What a glorious thought God had concerning man! He wants us to have His own life that we may have communication with Him and grow in His stature and be a tabernacle for Him. This is the original thought of God.
Then God put man in the garden of Eden. All the fruit trees in that garden were for the food of human bodies and in the midst of the garden was the tree of life which represented God’s own life that He was offering to man. But by the side of that tree of life was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and many people say it was a bad tree. Do you think God would plant a bad tree in the garden of Eden? Because we know the story we think it is a bad tree; but actually it is a better tree than all the others, except the tree of life, because it is the food of the soul. The tree of life is the food of the spirit. God put these two ways before man. One is whether you want to eat the tree of life and live by His life for Him and for His glory, or whether you want to choose the tree of the knowledge of good and evil to develop your soul which will make you proud of yourself, independent of God, and even declare yourself as God. So these two ways are always put before man. 
God put man in the garden with a purpose. It was not just eating and drinking, but God wanted him to till the garden and guard it. He wanted to use man to maintain the things that He had created, and also to guard the garden. Why is it so? Because outside the garden there was the enemy, Lucifer, the rebellious angel. He was seeking a way to enter into the garden to tempt man; so it was the duty of man to guard the garden because it was without walls and man was to be that wall. How powerful man was created! He could guard the big garden, but God wanted to use man to defeat His enemy. For God to use His breath to put Satan to death was an easy thing, but He would get no glory from it. It would be like a big man beating a little child. What is the glory of it? But for the glory of God, God wanted to use one a little lower than the angels to beat the enemy, and it is for the glory of God.
 
Man Failed in Their Duty and Was Driven Out of the Garden
From the very beginning God created man with a purpose. On the one hand He wanted to dwellamongmen;ontheotherhandHewantedtousemantodefeatHisenemy.But unfortunately, they did not do their duty. They did not guard the garden which allowed the enemy to come in. And we know that the husband and wife are supposed to be together, but somehowtheywereseparated.AsaresultEvewastemptedby theenemytolookatthe forbidden tree, and man failed. Man may fail but God never fails.
So God had to punish man. They were chased out of the garden; yet God made provision for them. We who are the descendants of Adam and Eve have inherited their character. No matter how good we may feel about ourselves, we are all sinners in the eyes of God. Nevertheless, God’s thought concerning man is so noble. According to human history, in spite of the sinful nature of man, God has again and again tried to restore man to what he should be.
 
The History of Israel and Their Failure
God used Abraham for His purpose. He commanded him to leave Ur of Chaldea and his home and go to the place that God had called him to. By faith Abraham believed, and he followed the Lord. He had his ups and downs, but God continued to lead his way. Out of Abraham God raised up a family and out of that family God raised up a nation. God used Moses to lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. He brought them to the border of Canaan and yet they did not believe God. They refused to go in, so they had to wander in the wilderness for thirty-eight years. 
And what is the story of those forty years in the wilderness? God had already commanded them to build a tabernacle for Him because He wanted to dwell with them. God is holy, but they were unholy, and God could not dwell in them, so He commanded them to build a tabernacle for Him. We see how eager God was to dwell among His people and be a blessing to them. But their human condition was such that again and again they rebelled against God and wandered in the wilderness for forty years.
Outwardly they carried the tabernacle of God, butin Acts, chapter 7, the testimony of Stephen tells us where their hearts were: “But God turned and delivered them up to serve the host of heaven; as it is written in [the] book of the prophets, Have ye offered me victims and sacrifices forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel? Yea, ye took up the tent of Moloch, and the star of [your] god Remphan, the forms which ye made to do homage to them; and I will transport you beyond Babylon” (vv. 42-43).
Even in the wilderness when they were under discipline, they did not turn totally to God. Nevertheless, again by the grace and mercy of God, He led them into the Promised Land. But even in the Promised Landwe find in the book of Judges the conclusion of the Holy Spirit concerning the hundreds of years under the judges. God said, “Everyone does what is right in his own eyes; there is no king among them.” 
In spite of such conditions, God, in His mercy, still worked upon them and raised up David, a man according to God’s heart who shall do all His will. In spite of the failures of David, yet God raised him up because his heart was towards God. David also had a heart for a place for the ark of God because it represented the presence of God at that time, and when he became king he moved the ark of God to Jerusalem. He also had a heart to build God a house, and God was pleasedwithhisdesire.Butbecausehehadshedsomuchbloodhewouldhavebeen a misrepresentation, so God said, “Your son will build My house.” And when Solomon was raised up, he built the temple.
 
God’s Longing to Dwell Among His People
Through the history of the children of Israel we can see that God’s heart was to dwell among men. This was a great longing in His heart. In spite of man’s condition He tried again and again to live among men, but unfortunately man’s condition was such that eventually the nation of Israel was taken into captivity by Babylon. Jerusalem was destroyed and the temple in Jerusalem was destroyed. From that time onward during those seventy years of captivity God was never called the God of the heavens and the earth. He was only called the God of the heavens because He had no testimony upon this earth. What a tragedy it was!
But after seventy years, in His mercy God allowed the Persian king Cyrus to permit the children of Israel to go back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. We would think that all Israel would rise up and return, but no, only a remnant responded. The reason was that during the time of captivity the children of Israel were allowed to live peacefully, build their own houses and build up their businesses. Otherwise, why would they want to go back to Jerusalem? It was a ruined city surrounded by the enemy, and the people, thinking of themselves, would rather stay in Babylon in captivity. Only a remnant whose spirit was stirred by God were willing to forsake everything and go back to a ruined city to rebuild the temple of God in order for God to have a name upon this earth. So they went back and in spite of many difficulties they built the temple. That is the story we find in the Old Testament.
 
God Has Left the History of Israel as a Warning to the Church
When we hear such history, what is our inward reaction? Will it somehow affect our own condition? How often we think of ourselves more than thinking of the testimony of God! How we think of our own family instead of the house of God! I think the past history of Israel should cause us to reflect on our condition and the condition of the church. I believe God has left this history to remind us that naturally we are no better than the Israel of old. However, God’s purpose never changes; it is still His desire to dwell among His people. And by the grace of God we may be the people who have a heart for Him like David, that we may think of His tabernacle, that we are willing to give up everything for that tabernacle, that it may soon be completed. So God said, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with man.” 
 
Let us pray: 
Dear Lord, we pray that somehow we may see Thy heart. How long we have thought only of ourselves! We have neglected the glorious purpose You have concerning us. Thou hast created us with a purpose. Lord, we are not here for ourselves; we are here for Thee. May Thy love continue to constrain us. As we think of what happened to the children of Israel, may we not go the same way. By Thy grace may we be a people who return to Thee to build the house of God that Thou mayst be satisfied. Do not allow us to be satisfied before Thou art satisfied. Oh dear Lord, have mercy upon us; we ask in Thy name. Amen.
 

THE CHURCH IS THE TABERNACLE OF GOD 
 
John 1:14—And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us (and we have contemplated his glory, a glory as of an only-begotten with a father), full of grace and truth.
 
John 2:13-22—And the Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. And he found in the temple the sellers of oxen and sheep and doves, and the money-changers sitting; and, having made a scourge of cords, he cast [them] all out of the temple, both the sheep and the oxen; and he poured out the change of the money-changers, and overturned the tables, and said tothesellersofdoves,Takethesethingshence;makenotmyFather’shouseahouseof merchandise. [And] his disciples remembered that it is written, The zeal of thy house devours me. The Jews therefore answered and said to him, What sign shewest thou to us, that thou doest these things? Jesus answered and said to them, Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up. The Jews therefore said, Forty and six years was this temple building, and thou wilt raise it up in three days? But he spoke of the temple of his body. When therefore he was raised from among [the] dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this, and believed the scripture and the word which Jesus had spoken.
 
Shall we pray:
Dear Lord, we want to thank Thee for gathering us together. We thank Thee for being with us, and we believe Thou art here with us. We do realize that we are standing on holy ground. We give this time totally over to Thee and may Thou speakest to each and every one of us. We thank Thee because Thou knowest each one of us and may Thou speak a personal word to each of us. We want Thee to be glorified in the midst of Thy own people. May our gathering together here hasten Thy return. Our hearts long for Thee. Come, Lord Jesus, come. We ask in Thy name. Amen.

Thank God for gathering us together. How good it will be if this will be the day of His return. This is really our hope. It is the cry of our heart: Come, Lord Jesus. We thank the Lord because He knows us. So again and again we find He gives us opportunities. He wants to see us with a joyous heart. And of course we want to see Him with joy also. So we believe as we gather here it is just another opportunity for us to be prepared for His return when we shall see His face and find that He is smiling at us. So this is really the hope of our gathering together.
 
God of the Heavens
We have mentioned how the children of Israel rebelled against God and were eventually taken captive to Babylon. It was really a very sad scene, but God is love and in spite ofHis people’s failure, His heart was still towards them. Therefore, after seventy years of captivity God, in His mercy, allowed them to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. During the time of that seventy years of captivity God was never mentioned as the God of the heavens and of the earth. He was only mentioned as the God of the heavens because on earth He had no testimony. His people had failed Him. But after seventy years of captivity God, in His great mercy, used Cyrus to allow His people to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple.
 
Rebuilding the Temple
If this had happened to us what would be our reaction? Probably, we would all rise up and return because this had been our hope through the seventy years. But unfortunately, the children of Israel were content to remain in the land of captivity because they were well treated and given certain liberties. They were able to build their own houses, to develop their own businesses, and they were very successful. So when the decree was given, only a remnant returned. These people were stirred by the Spirit of God. They loved God more than anything else and were willing to leave everything behind, travel back to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple of God. Why was it so important to rebuild the temple? Because it was through the temple that God would have a name upon the earth. So even in great difficulties they finally rebuilt the temple and all the temple services were restored.
However, we know the weakness of man. After a good beginning, gradually the people began to fall back. Because of the difficulties some of them even returned to Babylon, and even those who remained in Judea began to mix with the natives; they even began to worship their gods. So God’s people again and again rebelled against God. For this reason, after the last time the voice of God challenged them in Malachi, He was silent for four hundred years.
 
John the Baptist
Our God is the God who speaks. It is His delight to reveal Himself to His own, but the condition of the people will shut His mouth. Think of that! Four hundred long years God was silent, not because He did not want to speak to His people, but because of their condition. But no matter how man fails, God cannot fail. So after four hundred years, suddenly God began to speak. John the Baptist came out of the wilderness and he proclaimed: “Repent, for the kingdom of the heavens has drawn nigh.” He was the forerunner of the Lord Jesus Christ. After the failure of man, God in His great mercy, sent His only begotten Son into the world to become a Man to accomplish all that God had planned for man. The Bible tells us the Word became flesh. He was the eternal Word, and yet He became a Man full of grace and truth. 
When our Lord Jesus was on earth, we find that three times the heavens were opened. After being shut for four hundred years, suddenly the heavens were opened and the voice spoke: “This is My beloved Son in whom I am well pleased. Hear Him.”
 
The Lord Jesus Was Governed by the Father’s Will
When the Lord Jesus was on earth, His whole life was governed by the Father’s will. Even though as a Man He had His own will, yet He never followed it; He followed the will of the Father. He said, “I cannot do anything by myself.” Humanly speaking, He was able but He refused to do anything. Whatever He did, He did according to the Father’s will. He even said, “I cannot say anything unless I hear what the Father has said.” And He said, “My time is not My own; I have to wait upon the Father.” Throughout His whole life He denied Himself. If there has ever been anyone on earth who did not need to deny Himself, it was our Lord Jesus. Yet He did deny Himself and lived a life totally by God. This is what man ought to be. So in Him we see a typical man, the man that God is after.
 
Jesus Took on the Image of a Bondman
In Philippians 2 we find a description of His life on earth. “For let this mind be in you which [was] also in Christ Jesus; who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God” (vv. 5-6). The form here does not refer to outward form; it is an image; it refers to the inner quality. Because He is God He has all the qualities of God and that was not something to be grasped at. 
When we read this word, it reminds us that there was one who grasped at the form of God. There was one who was created, yet he wanted to be equal with God, and that was the fallen angel, Lucifer. But so far as our Lord Jesus is concerned, it is His right because that is what He is. It all belongs to Him because He and the Father are one. Whatever is the quality of the Father is His quality; nothing less, nothing more, because He and the Father are one.
Then we find He took an action: “but emptied Himself” (v. 7a). Sometimes we talk about emptying, but how much do we have to empty? Probably we have to empty our sins and our transgressions,butwereallyhave nothing to empty.However,ourLordJesus,whoisGod Himself, has all the fullness of the Godhead dwelling in Him bodily. He had so much to empty. But we must remember one thing: In spite of all the emptying of Himself, He could not empty His godliness. He is God, and that is something He could not empty. However, He emptied all the glory and honor, all the worship and power; it is indeed the greatest emptying.
And He took a bondman’s form. Again, this form is image; it is the inward quality. When He was born as a man, He took a bondman’s heart inwardly. Before God He was One who had no rights because He had given all rights to God. His inward sense was a bondman’s heart. 
In God’s original idea this is what man should have been. God created man with such glory, but He wanted him to have a bondman’s heart in order to serve God’s purpose. But man wanted to be independent, and be his own lord, his own god. That was the failure of man and still is. 
When our Lord Jesus came into this world, He took a bondman’s heart; He gave up His own rights to God. He was willing to be obedient to God His Father. Outwardly, He took on a man’s fashion, but inwardly He had a bondman’s heart. This is the original idea of man in God’s plan. Outwardly, we are men, but inwardly we are bondmen. We are here not to do our own will or exercise our own right. The cry of the world is “my right.” But the man of God’s heart is one who does not want his own right; he wants God to have every right over him; and that is exactly the life of our Lord Jesus.
 
The Lord Jesus Humbled Himself to the Death of the Cross
“Having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself, becoming obedient even unto death, and that the death of the cross” (v. 8). 
This is the man after God’s own heart, the man that God has created. And we know that everything concerning man has been fulfilled in God’s heart in Jesus. For our sake He went to the cross to bear our sin in His body, and when He was dying, He said: “It is finished.” Everything is done; salvation is provided. This was the life of our Lord Jesus as Man. He demonstrated to us what God’s man should be; but He not only demonstrated this life to us, He has also provided a salvation to enable us to follow Him so that His life will be our life, His manner of life will be our manner of life. This is the salvation that He has provided for us.
 
The Lord Jesus Came into this World to Seek His Bride
Why did our Lord Jesus come into this world the first time? If we read the book of Luke we may think that He came into this world to seek and to save the lost; but in the Gospel of John he shows us the inner meaning of His coming. We are told He came into this world as a Bridegroom seeking for His bride. But while He was on earth according to the records of the four gospels it seems as if all He met were those who were sick, blind, lame, crippled, and dead. These people could not be His bride, and nowhere could He find her. So He had to prepare a people for His bride, and that is the reason He saved us. Even to the very last of His ministry He told us why He came into this world.
When the children of Israel rejected Him He retreated to the border of Caesarea-Philippi which was a Gentile city. He was forced to retreat, but for the first time He told us why He came into this world. He said, “I will build my church upon this rock, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” (see Matthew 16:18). This was at the time of His rejection by the nation of Israel, and He asked His disciples, “Who do men say that I am?” Of course, the disciples had heard many criticisms about our Lord, but the only things they related to the Lord were the good ones. “YouareJohntheBaptistreturnedtolife;YouareElijah;YouaretheprophetthatGod prophesied in Deuteronomy.” Everything was rosy and good.
 
Whom Do You Say that I Am?
If you are Chinese and people say to you that you are like Confucius what would be your reaction? Oh, you would say, “I dare not say so because I am not worthy.” And even the disciples gave the Lord Jesus the best of what people said, but our Lord was not satisfied. So He asked His disciples: “You have been with me for three years; you should know Me better. Whom do you say that I am?” Thank God for Peter. He said, “You are the Christ, the Son of God. So far as who You are, You are the Son of God; so far as Your work is concerned, You are the Christ. You are sent by God for a special mission.” Because of this our Lord began to reveal why He came into this world: “I will build My church and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” Out of the massive rock, which refers to the Lord Himself, comes the little stone which refers to Peter. Upon this rock referstoPeter’sconfessionofourLord:“YouaretheChrist,theSonofGod.”Thisisthe foundation.
 
Solomon’s Temple had No Ark
When our Lord was on earth, the temple had been rebuilt, but of course, that temple could not be compared with the temple built by Solomon. King Herod tried to enlarge the temple area and beautified it with gifts of gold and precious stones. So the second temple at that time was a glorious building. You remember when the Lord Jesus was leaving the temple how His disciples pointed to the temple and said: “What a temple that is!” It was the glory of the nation of Israel with all the temple services going on. But there was something lacking in that temple; there was no ark. There was the altar, the lampstand, the table of showbread, the altar of incense, yet in the holiest of all, it was empty; there was no ark. If there was no ark there was no presence of God. You can have everything religious, but it is all outward; there is nothing real in it. God was not there. Where was God? God was with Jesus Christ.
 
Jesus Is the Temple of God
So at that time the Lord Jesus was the real temple of God. When the Lord Jesus came to Jerusalem, what did He find in the temple? He found in the temple area there were those who were selling animals and the money changers. Why was it so? When the children of Israel came to the temple, they had to buy sheep, or oxen, and this had to be approved by the priest. If a person tried to bring a goat or lamb from afar, the priest might not approve it, so it could not be offered; all the animals had to be approved by the priests. And if you wanted to pay the temple tax it had to be the temple money. Outwardly, for the convenience of the people, in the temple area there were those who sold these animals which had been preapproved, and the money changers were ready to change the people’s money so they could buy an animal. Outwardly, it was for convenience, but actually it was a good business and very profitable for the priests as well as to the merchants. People came to the temple without noticing these things, but the Lord Jesus saw what was really going on. And in the beginning of the Lord’s ministry He cleansed the temple by overturning the tables and throwing out the animals. He said, “You have made My Father’s house a house of merchandise.” Then towards the end of His ministry, when He entered into Jerusalem for the last time, He went to the temple and the same thing was happening, even worse than before. And the Lord said, “This is a house of prayer for all nations and you have made it a robber’s den.” 
So throughout His life, in the beginning of His ministry as well as at the end, He tried to cleanse the temple, but they refused. The temple that outwardly appeared to be God’s house actually was a robber’s den. 
Where is the tabernacle of God on earth? It is in our Lord Jesus. So when they challenged Him, He said, “If you destroy this temple, in three days I will raise it up.” And the Jews said, “This temple has been built for forty-six years and it is still not finished.” How can you destroy and build it in three days? But the Lord was speaking of His own body, for if they destroyed His body He would be raised on the third day. And after He was resurrected His disciples recalled it.
 
The Lord Jesus Prepares the Way to Build the Church
When the Lord Jesus was on earth, He was the real tabernacle of God. Not only was He the tabernacle Himself but He was preparing the way to build the church as the tabernacle of God, and that will bring us into the book of Acts.
After the Lord ascended to heaven, one hundred and twenty responded to His command: “Return to Jerusalem and wait for the power on high.” These hundred and twenty gathered together to give themselves to prayer and waited for the blessing from above. And thank God, on the day of Pentecost they heard a loud breathing, like the breathing of a person. It was God who was breathing. His breath filled the house and tongues of fire fell upon their heads, and they began to speak of the glory of God. On the very same day three thousand were added.
 
The Early Church Persevered in the Teaching and Fellowship of the Apostles
What was the manner of life for these three thousand, one hundred and twenty believers? We find in Acts 2:42 that they all continued or persevered in the teaching and fellowship of the apostles in breaking of bread and prayers. Apostles is in plural number, but the teaching and fellowship are in singular number. In other words, even though there were twelve apostles and each one had his own emphasis, yet their teaching was one because what they had received from the Lord they taught. They did not have their own teaching; they only taught what they were taught of the Lord. Not only that, they had only one fellowship. Peter did not have his fellowship; James did not have his fellowship; there was only the fellowship of the Lord Jesus.
 
The Church is Expressed Especially by Two Things
So they continued on together and this was expressed especially by two things. One was the breaking of bread. In Christianity today the breaking of bread has been neglected, but in the early church the breaking of bread, which was the remembering of the Lord, was the foundation of their church life. The other one was their coming together to pray. Today, we find that the breaking of bread is only being done occasionally, and very few people attend church prayer. But at that time this was their life, and God blessed them. They had a glorious beginning, and within thirty some years the gospel had been preached to the end of the world which at that time was Rome. It was true they had problems, but thank God, if a problem is solved according to God’s will it is a blessing. Today, we are afraid of problems. But if we can bring our problems to the Lord and they are solved according to the will of God, it is a blessing to the church. For example, when the food for those Hellenistic widows had been neglected, it was a problem. But it was solved when the seven people who were chosen to take care of the food were all Hellenistic Jews except probably the last one. The Hebrew Jews were willing to elect all the Hellenistic Jews to do this work. There was nothing selfish there; it was all for the glory of God. The church began to grow and within thirty some years it had reached Rome. It had a glorious beginning.
 
The End of the First Century
However, by the end of the first century, of the twelve apostles, the only one still living was John, and he was serving in Asia Minor. But he was sent to the island Patmos because of the Word of God and the testimony of Jesus. And on the Lord’s day he was in the Spirit and he saw a vision. He saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of them he saw One like the Son of Man. It was a vision of the heavenly ministry of the Lord Jesus. Because John was the one closest to the Lord and knew Him more than anybody else when He was on earth, he was given a vision of the heavenly ministry of the Lord. 
I remember a story of an elderly sister. She wanted to be baptized, and at that time if anyone wanted to be baptized he had to be questioned by the elders. So when the elders questioned her, they asked her this question: “What is the Lord doing in heaven?” She thought for a while, and then said, “The Lord in heaven is looking down upon me and trying to find fault with me.” Of course she did not pass.
The Lord is in heaven as our great High Priest ministering to us, and not only to each one of us, He is also ministering to the church at large. Here we see the Lord ministering to the seven churches in Asia Minor. These were the churches that John ministered to before he was exiled; yet the Lord Himself was ministering to the churches. What was the Lord looking for? He was looking for Himself.
Again I remember a story, and it is a real one. A. J. Gordon was a great servant of the Lord. He ministered in the Boston area and was greatly used by the Lord. Once he dreamed that he was in a meeting, and he was sitting at the front looking out at the congregation. He saw a strange person come in looking for a seat, and finally he was given a seat near the front. Somehow that strange person attracted A. J. Gordon. So when he stood up to preach, he looked at him and wondered what he would think of his sermon. What will that strange person think of our pipe organ? What will that stranger think of our choir? Before he finished his sermon he said to himself, I have to meet that strange person. And usually after the sermon the pastor will go to the door and greet everybody. However, when he arrived at the door, the stranger was already gone. So he asked the usher, “Who is that strange person?” And the usher said, “Don’t you know Him? He is Jesus.” And you know what happened? The pipe organ was gone, the choir was gone; everything changed, and he became a servant of God greatly used by God. “When Jesus comes to church.” Do you think it is a strange thing? This is what it ought to be. If our Lord Jesus is not here why should we meet? We are gathering unto His name, and He is ministering to His church.
 
The Church in the Second Century
In the second century of church history the church was greatly persecuted. During this time there is the famous storyofPolycarp, the bishop of Smyrna. When there was persecution, brothers and sisters begged him to escape and hide himself. He did not want to do that, but they begged him so much that he went to another village; but somehow the soldiers found him. One day they came to the door and he asked them to come in. He treated them with a feast and then he said, “Give me an hour; I want to pray.” So he went to his room to pray and he prayed for two hours. Then he came out and let them take him. When he was brought to the proconsul, he saw that Polycarp was such an old man that he had pity on him. And he said, “If you will only worship the emperor you will be free; but he said, “I have served the Lord for eighty-six years; He has never done any wrong to me. How can I deny His name?” So he was pushed down from the carriage and was to be burned.
During the second and third centuries many of God’s people were martyred. I cannot give you all the stories because there are so many, but thank God there were those who were faithful to the end.
 
The Church in the Fourth Century
In the fourth century Constantine the Great accepted Christianity as a lawful religion, and he encouraged his soldiers to be baptized. If they were willing to be baptized they would be given money and clothing; so in order to please the emperor and to get money, of course, many of the soldierswerebaptized.Asaresult,Christianitybecameverypopular,butthosewhowere baptized knew nothing about salvation, so how could they serve God? Therefore, they had to train some people to do special so-called divine work, and Christianity began to falter.
 
The Church in the Sixth Century
When you come to the sixth century, the Roman Catholic Church was officially established, and from the sixth century to the sixteenth century it is known as the “Dark Ages” because Christianity had lost its spirit. People did not even know how to be saved. The priests said that you had to accumulate merits, and if you had enough merits when you died you could go to heaven. If you did not have enough merits you had to go to Purgatory. But there were a few saints who had more merits than they needed, so if you prayed to them they would share some of their merits, and it would diminish your days in Purgatory. Also the Roman Catholic Church wanted to build St. Peter’s Cathedral, and they needed money, so they sent people out to sell indulgences. When your money entered into the box, your relative would rise out of Purgatory. Now that was the sixteenth century, and that was one of the reasons for the Reformation. We do praiseandthanktheLordthatinthesixteenthcenturyGodraisedupsomepeoplewho proclaimed salvation by grace. They also demanded an open Bible because at that time it was locked. The common people were not allowed to read the Bible, but during the Reformation God raised up Martin Luther, John Calvin, Zwingli, and other reformers who said, “We want an open Bible.”Andtheyalsoinsisteduponsalvationbygrace.Thatwasthebeginningofthe Reformation.
 
The Church in the Seventeenth Century
In the seventeenth century in the Protestant area there were the Pietists. They were people who wanted to really get close to the Lord, and one of them was George Fox whom God used to begin the Friends Society. There were others also who were famous Pietists. Of course, in the Catholic Church there was also a reaction, and among those was Madame Guyon.
 
The Church in the Eighteenth Century
In the eighteenth century there was a brother by the name of Zinzendorf who began the Moravian movement. And out of that movement people were sent throughout the world to preach the gospel. They even sold themselves as slaves in order to preach to the slaves. They began the twenty-four hour prayer meeting which continued on for a hundred years. Then there were John Wesley and George Whitefield and the beginning of the Methodist Church.
 
The Church in the Nineteenth Century
In the nineteenth century, we find the Brethren Movement. It was a great movement in which many laid down their titles and called each other brother.
 
The Church in the Twentieth Century
We believe God began the recovery work beginning with the sixteenth century and when we come to the twentieth century, God raised up a number of brothers in China who were greatly used by the Lord. For instance, in the north there was Wang Ming-Dao and John Sung who was the greatest evangelist in China. I knew him very well. And then there was Watchman Nee. All of these were raised up in China. In England there was T. Austin Sparks who began to preach the eternal purpose of God. In India there was Bakht Singh, and the gospel was spread throughout India.
 
The Church in the Twenty-first Century
Now we are in the twenty-first century. I believe that this time is probably not for spiritual giants but for God’s people to learn how to be united in one body, that the body of Christ might be completed. Then, of course, there is the coming of the Lord. 
 
Shall we pray: 
Dear Lord, it is the prayer of our hearts that You will come quickly; Thy people are waiting for Thee. In Thy name. Amen.
 

THE OVERCOMERS
 
Revelation 19:6-10—And I heard as a voice of a great crowd, and as a voice of many waters, and as a voice of strong thunders, saying, Hallelujah, for [the] Lord our God the Almighty has taken to himself kingly power. Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready. And it was given to her that she should be clothed in fine linen, bright [and] pure; for the fine linen is the righteousnesses of the saints. And he says to me, Write, Blessed [are] they who are called to the supper of the marriage of the Lamb. And he says to me, These are the true words of God. And I fell before his feet to do him homage. And he says to me, See [thou do it] not. I am thy fellow-bondman, and [the fellow-bondman] of thy brethren who have the testimony of Jesus. Do homage to God. For the spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus. 
 
Revelation 21:1-5—And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea exists no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of the heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice out of heaven, saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God [is] with men, and he shall tabernacle with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, their God. And he shall wipe away every tear from their eyes; and death shall not exist any more, nor grief, nor cry, nor distress shall exist any more, for the former things have passed away. And he that sat on the throne said, Behold, I make all things new. And he says [to me], Write, for these words are true and faithful.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, we want to thank Thee for all Thy mercies that Thou hast bestowed upon us in the past few days. We thank Thee especially for the Lord’s Table. We praise and thank Thee because Thou hast brought us to Thy very presence. Thou hast done so much for us. Thou hast gained our hearts, and we just bow and worship Thee. Before we depart we are going to hear Thy Word once again. Lord, speak, Thy servants heareth. May Thy name be honored and glorified. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 
What Happens When the Church Fails?
Once our dear brother Sparks asked brother Watchman Nee a question: “What is the most difficult thing in the Bible to be fulfilled?” The answer of our brother Nee was Ephesians 5:27: “That he might present the church to himself glorious, having no spot, or wrinkle, or any of such things; but that it might be holy and blameless.” If we know ourselves I think we will agree that this is the most difficult thing in the Bible to be realized. With man it is impossible and that includeseveryoneofus.ButwithGodnothingisimpossible;therefore,GodhasHisown strategy. God knows how to fulfill His Word and make us His tabernacle that He may dwell with us.
Butwhenwereadchurchhistory,wefindthatthechurchhasfailedagainandagain throughout the twenty centuries even with all the mercy and grace that God has given to her. But thank God He has a strategy. What is it? The strategy of God is the overcomers. In the book of Revelation, chapters 2 and 3, the letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor end with one word: “He that overcomes let him hear the voice of the Spirit.” He that overcomes … So throughout the centuries, in spite of the failure of the church, He has been calling for overcomers. Those letters to the seven churches in Asia were written towards the end of the first century, and the Spirit says, “He that overcomes.” The Lord has been calling for overcomers from the first century onward, and thank God, by His grace there have been those who responded to Him.
We find this in Revelation 7 because in the second part of that chapter we read: “After these things I saw, and lo, a great crowd, which no one could number, out of every nation and tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne, and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palm branches in their hands. And they cry with a loud voice, saying, Salvation to our God who sits upon the throne, and to the Lamb. And all the angels stood around the throne, and theelders,andthefourlivingcreatures,andfellbeforethethroneupontheirfaces,and worshipped God, saying, Amen: Blessing, and glory, and wisdom, and thanksgiving, and honour and power, and strength, to our God, to the ages of ages. Amen. And one of the elders answered, saying to me, These who are clothed with white robes, who are they, and whence came they? And I said to him, My Lord, thou knowest. And he said to me, These are they who came out of the great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and have made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore are they before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple, and he that sits upon the throne shall spread his tabernacle over them. They shall not hunger any more, neither shall they thirst any more, nor shall the sun at all fall on them, nor any burning heat; because the Lamb which is in the midst of the throne shall shepherd them, and shall lead them to fountains of waters of life, and God shall wipe away every tear from their eyes” (vv. 9- 17). 
A numberless crowd all robed in white took palm branches in their hands. Who are these people? These are ones who came out of the great tribulation, but this is not the great tribulation of three and a half years. This great tribulation refers to the saints throughout the centuries who have been passing through great trials. That is the reason we find a countless crowd mentioned here. In other words, throughout the centuries, in spite of the failure of the church in general, by the grace of God there were overcomers; there were those who responded to God.
Again we have to explain what an overcomer is. Do not think that the overcomers are extraordinarily good Christians. Overcomers are people like us, yet they understand the blood of the Lamb and they are faithful to the Lord. It is the grace of God that makes them overcomers. Throughout the centuries, in spite of the great tribulation of the enemy attacking them, there have been overcomers throughout the ages.
 
The Manchild
In chapter 12 we are told about a vision of a woman. This woman represents the church at the end time and she is with child and in birth pains. There is also another vision of a red dragon which refers to Satan. The red dragon was waiting before that woman, but he was not interested in her; he was interested in the manchild who is in the womb of that woman. Why? Because so far as the church is concerned, she has failed and will do him no harm. May we say that the church is almost in the hands of the enemy. So his interest was not in the woman but in the womb of the woman because he knows that this manchild will be his end.
Thank God, when the manchild is born, he is immediately raptured to the third heaven to the throneofGod.NowIknowtherearemanydifferentinterpretations,butwhateveryour interpretation may be, the Scriptures say that when this manchild is born, he is immediately taken up to the third heaven. Of course, we know that after Jesus was born He lived on this earth for thirty-three and half years. So it cannot refer to our Lord Jesus. So who is this manchild?
As we continue to read on in chapter 12:11 it says, “They have overcome him by reason of the blood of the Lamb, and by reason of the word of their testimony, and have not loved their life even unto death.” 
So this manchild is a collective term; it includes all the overcomers at the coming of the Lord. When this manchild was born, he was taken up to the third heaven. Now we know that the air above the earth is where the headquarters of the enemy of God is; therefore, whoever can go through his headquarters to heaven means they have overcome the enemy. They are the ones who will be the welcoming party to the coming of the Lord.
 
The Days of Noah
This takes us back to Matthew 24: “But as the days of Noe, so also shall be the coming of the Son of man. For as they were in the days which were before the flood, eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day on which Noe entered into the ark, and they knew not till the flood came and took all away; thus also shall be the coming of the Son of man” (vv. 37- 39). 
Here the Lord Jesus mentioned His coming and the word coming in Greek is “parousia’ and those who understand Greek tell us that parousia means “the presence.” Today the Lord Jesus is not present so far as His body is concerned. Even though in spirit He is present with us, yet in His body He is not present, but one day He will be present. Furthermore, they tell us that presence does not mean one time, one event. It tells us of a period of time and a series of events. So in the Bible we discover that the prophecies before the coming of the Lord have all been fulfilled. There are still prophecies to be fulfilled at the coming of the Lord and afterwards, but all the prophecies before His coming have all been fulfilled. So we are not waiting to see what events will happen. But there is one event that will tell us that His coming is here because He said His coming is like in the days of Noah—people eat and drink, marry and are given to marriage. And we know that suddenly the flood came upon the earth and Noah entered into the ark.
 
The Days of Lot
And in the Gospel of Luke, chapter 17, we are told that the coming of the Lord is like the days of Lot. When Lot came out of Sodom, fire and sulfur came down from heaven. And in Matthew 24 it says, “Then two shall be in the field, one is taken, and one is left; two [women] grinding at the mill, one is taken and one is left” (v. 40). Luke 17 tells us: “In that night there shall be two [men] upon one bed; one shall be seized and the other shall be let go” (v. 34). This is not telling us there are six people; there are only two. The earth is round; therefore, when the Lord shall come, some people are sleeping; one is taken and one is left; so do not fear to go to bed. Two women are grinding, and that is morning; one is taken and one is left. Two men are working, and that is daytime because the earth is round. So when the Lord is coming, in some places it is morning, in other places it is noontime, and in other places it is night, but in every place one is taken and one is left.
 
The Sign of the Lord’s Coming
The Lord said, “The sign is His coming like a thief.” Now when the thief comes to your house, will he blow a trumpet and say I am coming? Will he come and steal your garbage? Of course not! It seems as if the thief always comes when you are unprepared, and he will take the best of your possessions. So the one who is taken is the best; the one who is left has failed. But we say the number of the church is twelve, for instance, twelve apostles. Where are the other ten? In Matthew 25 there are ten virgins and it says five are wise and five are foolish. When the Lord delayed His coming, they all went to sleep, and the sleep here is death. So the ten refers to the Christians throughout the centuries, from the first century up to now, who have died. But thank God, at the coming of the Lord they will be raised.
The first sign of the coming of the Lord is when suddenly throughout the world some people disappear because they have been taken to the throne. After they are taken to the throne the Bible tells us that immediately Michael and his angels fight Satan and his followers, and they will be thrown upon the earth. In other words, the air is cleared for the Lord and the overcomers to come down from the throne to the air which will not be seen. The coming of the Lord is in the same way as His departure.
In Acts 1 we find that when the Lord ascended from Mount Olives to heaven, the disciples saw Him going up, “And having said these things he was taken up, they beholding [him], and a cloud received him out of their sight” (v. 9). In other words, the disciples saw Him leaving the Mount of Olives going up, up until a cloud took Him. They could not see Him anymore, but He was still going up until He reached the third heaven. How do we know He reached the third heaven? Pentecost is the proof that He had reached the throne; therefore He was anointed as the High Priest and the oil began to fall down which was Pentecost. But He could not be seen.
 
The Leaving of the Lord was in Two Parts
The ascension of the Lord Jesus was in two parts. The first part was from the Mount of Olives to the cloud—visible. The second part was from the cloud to the throne which was invisible. Even though the disciples could not see Him after the cloud covered Him, yet they were still looking upward. Then in verses 10-11 it says, “And as they were gazing into heaven, as he was going, behold, also two men stood by them in white clothing, who also said, Men of Galilee, why do ye stand looking into heaven? This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, shall thus come in the manner in which ye have beheld him going into heaven.”
 
The Lord’s Return Will be in Two Parts
In other words, the way the Lord left earth to go to heaven will be the way He will come back from heaven to earth, and it will be in two parts. When He left, the first part was visible, the second part was invisible. But when He comes back it will be the reverse. The first part will be invisible because He comes like a thief, and a thief always comes as invisible. But the Bible says that in the second part He will come like lightening, and it will flash from the East to the West; everybody will see it. So the one thing that we are waiting for is that suddenly some believers will disappear all over the world, and this is the sign of His coming. 
We do not know when the Lord will return, but we are living at the time when He may return at any moment. Suddenly, the best are gone; but are you ready?
 
How to Overcome
 
Know the Preciousness of the Blood of Jesus
In Revelation 12 we discover how they overcame. “And they have overcome him by reason of the blood of the Lamb, and by reason of the word of their testimony, and have not loved their life even unto death” (v. 11). Overcomers are not someone special but those who know the preciousness of the blood of the Lord Jesus. Thank God, we all have experienced the cleansing of the blood of the Lord Jesus, but do you know that we need His blood every moment? The closer one lives to the Lord, the more he needs the cleansing of the blood. And we are told that even the tears of our repentance need the blood.
Do we treasure the blood of the Lamb? Do we live daily, hourly, momentarily under the blood of the Lamb? How we need our Lord Jesus! We cannot live even for a second without Him. We need His blood to cleanse us from time to time that we may stand before God and our communing with God will not be interrupted. Whenever the Holy Spirit shows us wherein we have sinned, let us repent and claim the blood of the Lord Jesus. When Satan tries to accuse us, if we try to reason with him, we will fail. The only way to overcome him is to claim the blood of the Lord.
One time Satan accused Martin Luther and showed him a scroll. It was written inside and out with the sins of Martin Luther, and Satan laughed at Martin Luther and said: “These are your sins. How do you dare do the work of Reformation?” And Martin Luther took up a pen and wrote over the scroll, “The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses from all sin,” and Satan fled. So it is by the blood of the Lamb, and there is nothing for us to boast of. We are as sinful as anybody else, yet we thank God and trust in His blood.
 
Because of the Word of Their Testimony
Secondly, “because of the word of their testimony.” They have the testimony of Jesus and when they say “Jesus is Lord” there is power. There is a funny story in the book of Acts. When Paul was in Ephesus, there were seven sons of Sceva, the high priest, and they were trying to cast out demons. When they saw Paul cast out demons in the name of the Lord Jesus so successfully, they tried to do the same thing, and they said, “We cast you out in the name of Jesus that Paul preached.” And the demon said, “Jesus I know, Paul I am acquainted with, but who are you?” And the demons leaped upon them and overpowered them, and they fled away. 
So the word of your testimony must be true; you must be what you testify. If you live under the name of the Lord Jesus, when you use His name, it is powerful, and Satan will flee. But if you do not live in Christ your word has no power.
 
They Loved Not Their Life Even Unto Death
Thirdly, “they loved not their life even unto death.” This life is soul-life. They are willing to lay down their soul-life and let the life of Christ take over. And these are the secrets of victory. 
So we see how the Lord Jesus is welcomed by this group of overcomers. And when the air is cleared He and these overcomers will come down from the throne to the air and Satan will be thrown upon this earth. That is the beginning of the three and half years of great tribulation. If Satan is here on this earth, what will it be like? It is the great tribulation.
But let us look at a different side of this. We have mentioned that one is taken and one is left. What will happen to the one left? He will go through the great tribulation, but what is this to Christians? Even if he has to go through the great tribulation it is God giving him a second chance. As he goes through the great tribulation and refuses to bow down to the beast, he can still become an overcomer. So even during the great tribulation overcomers will be coming out. This is in chapter 15: “And I saw as a glass sea, mingled with fire, and those that had gained the victory over the beast, and over its image, and over the number of its name, standing upon the glass sea, having harps of God” (v. 2). 
After the three years and a half our Lord Jesus will come down with His overcomers from the air to the Mount of Olives and it will be divided into two which opens the way for the Jews who are left in Jerusalem to flee from persecution. Before His coming down from the air at the end of the great tribulation, all those who have died in Christ and all those who are still living will all be raptured to the air—not to the third heaven. This is in I Thessalonians 4, where we read of the voice of the archangel and the trumpet of God, and they will all be raptured to the air. The whole church will be gathered in the presence of the Lord.
If you permit me to say that there are a number of hymns that talk about the coming of the Lord and they say, “When the trumpet blows, then the Lord shall come,” but to us Christians it is a little too late. However, that was the belief in former ages.
 
The Judgment Seat of Christ
While all the Christians are gathered together in the air, the judgment seat of Christ takes place. For instance, Romans 14 and II Corinthians 5 mention about the judgment seat of Christ. We as Christians will not be present at the great white throne Judgment. One day the Lord will set up the great white throne and He will judge all who died; that is a governmental judgment. It decides whether people have eternal life or eternal death. Thank God we will not go before the great white throne because our Lord Jesus has been judged for us on the cross. Nevertheless, that does not mean Christians will not be judged. We will be judged, but it is not a governmental judgment; it is a family judgment.
One day the whole family will be gathered at the bema, the judgment seat of Christ. I think it is difficult for modern people to understand this. I came from a large family and in those days it was the custom for four generations to live under one roof. And once in a while there would be a family time. All the members of the family would be gathered together in a room, and the head of the family would be sitting on a lifted place called bema. If you are not one of the family you could not be there.
One day all the members of the family of God will be gathered to the judgment seat of Christ. And during that time, if you have done something that brought glory to the family, you will be praised and even rewarded. If you have done something that brings shame to the family you will be disciplined; but it does not mean you are no longer a child of God. 
Today, in this country we despise discipline; but without discipline you will not grow up. Our heavenly Father loves us; therefore He disciplines. So if you refuse to be disciplined by God today and you want to be free, one day at the judgment seat of Christ you will be disciplined, and that is what the Bible says in Matthew 25. In the parable of the ten virgins five of them had extra oil; so they were able to rekindle their torch and welcome the Bridegroom and go into the marriage feast. But when the five foolish virgins rose up to welcome the Bridegroom, they did not have extra oil because they were not disciplined, so the door was closed (vv. 1-13). In the case of the bondman who hid his talent the Lord said to cast him into outer darkness where there shall be weeping and the gnashing of teeth (vv. 14-30). In other words, those who are not disciplined today will be disciplined during the millennial age. Many brothers and sisters want to know where, but I am not going to tell you.
When the judgment seat of Christ was going on in the air, the seven vials of God’s wrath are poured down on the earth. After that the Lord will come down from the air with the overcomers to the earth. And before the millennial time begins there will be the judgment of the nations— the goats and the sheep (see Matthew 25:31-46). The sheep nations will go into the millennium as the people, the nations of the world. But the goat nations will be destroyed. And then there will be the millennium.
 
The Two Marriages
At the end of the Bible there are two mentions of marriage—one in chapter 19 and the other in chapters21-22. Time-wise they are a thousand years apart. Chapter19tells us thatthis marriageisthebeginningofthemillenniumage,butinchapters21and22itisafterthe millennium is over and eternity begins. These two marriages are called the marriage of the Lamb, but the components are different.
 
The Bride of the Lamb
Who is the bride of the Lamb in chapter 19? “Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready. And it was given to her that she should be clothed in fine linen, bright [and] pure; for the fine linen is the righteousnesses of the saints” (vv. 7-8). 
This is the first mention of the marriage of the Lamb. Who is the bride? The bride is those who have been given to be clothed in fine linen, bright and pure, for the fine linen is the righteousnesses of the saints. Thank God, as we believed in the Lord Jesus we are clothed with Christ. He is our righteousness and because we are clothed with Christ therefore we can stand before God. We cannot stand before God in our dirty clothes. We have to be clothed with Christ as our righteousness so that we can stand before God. But to be the bride we need another garment, and that is the righteousnesses of the saints. Christ is our righteousness, and because He is righteous, therefore we must be righteous. In our daily life we need to be righteous so that we may be clothed with the garment of righteousnesses.
In Psalm 45 we are told about this marriage. “All glorious is the king’s daughter within; her clothing is of wrought gold” (v. 13). This is the bride, and her clothing is of wrought gold. Gold in the Scripture represents the nature of God; so in other words, she is clothed with wrought gold. God made Christ our righteousness, but to be the bride she needs to have another garment. 
“She shall be brought unto the king in raiment of embroidery; the virgins behind her, her companions, shall be brought in unto thee” (v. 14). Here we see the raiment of embroidery. In other words, the Holy Spirit is working in our lives, and stitch by stitch He will wrought within us the righteousness of Christ that we may be like Him. This is the embroidered garment. This is the raiment that is called the righteousnesses of the saints.
We find this also in the first epistle of John who tells us that because He is righteous we also need to be righteous. We follow His footsteps, and if we do that we will have the wedding garment. This bride is composed of the overcomers of all the ages.
 
This Marriage Includes the Whole Church
InRevelation,chapters21and22tellusthatthis bride isthenew Jerusalem andthe foundation is the names of the twelve apostles, that is to say it includes the church. The whole church will be there; but the gates have the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. In other words, this bride is composed of all the works of God throughout the ages both in the Old Testament and New Testament time. Nothing of the Lord will be lost. Everything that God has done will be there. So this is the gathering up of all the works of God with mankind throughout the ages, and this new Jerusalem will be the tabernacle of God with men. 
So this is the glorious plan of God. 
 
Let us pray: 
Dear Lord, we do want to thank Thee for all Thy goodness to us. Who are we that Thou hast done so much for us? We do confess how often we have misunderstood Thee. We rebelled against Thee and yet Thou hast loved us to the uttermost. It is all Thy doing and we are here to worship Thee. May Thy name be honored and highly exalted. As we return to our different places make us vessels and instruments in Thy hand that the testimony of Jesus may be uplifted, that we may be those who in a sense hasten Thy return. Oh dear Lord, come quickly. Our hearts are before Thee. We ask in Thy name. Amen. 
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