
Changed into His Likeness 

by WATCHMAN NEE  

We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his 

likeness from one degree of glory to another. **** 2 Corinthians 3,18, RSV  
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PREFACE 

This book originated in a series of addresses given by Nee To-sheng of Foochow in the 

early months of 1940 to Chinese Christians meeting at Hardoon Road, Shanghai. I am 

greatly indebted to a friend whose notes, taken down in English at the time, have made it 

possible to reproduce his talks in the present form with no more than essential literary 

tidying-up. The author starts with a practical exposition of the patriarchal story, designed 

to offer by analogy a solution of our own problems of Christian faith and walk by 

pointing again to the sufficiency of God in Christ in the face of human failure. Some 

readers may feel they have heard much of this before, and be tempted to exclaim, Yes, 

but does it honestly work out in practice? It is a joy therefore to move into his important 

final chapters, where, with telling flashes of insight, he educes from the same exposition 

an impressive example of the real and radical transformation God in fact brings about in 

the man or woman truly committed to Him. These chapters are, I believe, a valuable 

contribution to the understanding of God's ways with all His own. Scripture quotations in 

the text of this book follow the English Revised Version of 1885. London 1967.  

ANGUS I. KINNEAR  

Proceed to the First Chapter 

CHAPTER ONE  

THREE SIGNIFICANT MEN  

WHEN in the Old Testament God sets out to secure a people wholly delivered from 

bondage and separated to Himself in a unique way, and when in order to do so He 

appears first to Moses at the burning bush, it is remarkable that He identifies Himself by 

a three-fold designation. `I am the God of thy father, the God of Abraham, the God of 

Isaac, `and the God of Jacob' (Exodus 3. 6). And when a little later God sends Moses to 

the Israelites to announce His intention to them, the same three-fold expression comes as 

a kind of refrain through His pronouncement. `Thus shalt thou say unto the children of 

Israel, The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 

God of Jacob, hath sent me unto you: this is my name for ever, and this is my memorial 

unto all generations. Go, and gather the elders of Israel together, and say unto them, The 

Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, hath appeared 

unto me' (verses 15, 16).  

Now we should surely not be wrong in asking ourselves, Why this triple refrain? 

Especially so since the Lord Jesus Himself uses the same expression in a passage which 

occurs in each of the first three Gospels. `As touching the resurrection of the dead, have 

ye not read that which was spoken unto you by God, saying, I am the God of Abraham, 



and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob? God is not the God of the dead, but of the 

living' (Matthew 22. 31, 32). Why is it, we would like to know, that God employs this 

three-fold expression when He identifies Himself to mankind? What is the significance 

for us, His children, of these three recurring names?  

The apostle Paul assures us that what is contained in scripture was written for our 

learning, and here is something which is brought to our attention in both the Old and New 

Testaments. This suggests that in both the old dispensation and the new God is working 

to one identical principle. In the old God appeared to Moses with the intention of calling 

Israel out of Egypt to become His chosen people. In the new Jesus appeared in 

resurrection to the nucleus of a new people of His choice. If now it is true that we who 

have been saved by His grace are of that people, may we not confidently expect therefore 

that with us He is working to the same principle?  

Again, what does God mean when He speaks today of `Israel'? Is there a larger meaning 

in the term than appears on the surface? For answer let us look at the end of Paul's letter 

to the Galatians, where he writes of the new creation in which there is neither Jew nor 

Greek (6. 15), but where all find their common ground in the Cross of Christ. Desiring 

peace and mercy for all who are Christ's, Paul uses of them the remarkable expression, 

`the Israel of God'. I tell you, we who believe in the Lord Jesus are the Israel of God, one 

with all the true Israel, not a separate people.  

But further, if God has chosen us to be His own, then we are right to ask ourselves what 

history we must pass through under His hand to constitute us such a people of God. 

Surely it is as we study the lives and experiences of these three significant men that the 

answer to that question will be given to us. For Abraham, Isaac and Jacob hold a special 

status in the providence of God and one not held by any others. Theirs is the privilege of 

leading us all to God in a unique way.  

Let us go back to the beginning. As we know all too well, Adam yielded to the 

temptation to doubt God's love, and so fell from his high destiny and came under 

condemnation and death. In the course which he had taken all his generations followed 

him-except Noah. Noah, the exception, was a righteous man and blameless. Noah found 

grace in the eyes of the Lord.  

Yet Noah was one and alone; and we are given no clue as to how God dealt with him to 

bring him to the place where he`walked with God'. He was righteous, but we are not told 

whether God specially chose him, nor how He handled him in order to make him 

righteous. In this particular matter therefore Noah has nothing to teach us, though of 

course there are many other lessons for us in his story.  

But it is when we come to Abraham that we encounter the first example of a man chosen 

by God. Abraham was an idolater-but God chose him. `Your fathers dwelt of old time 

beyond the River, even Terah, the father of Abraham, and the father of Nahor: and they 

served other gods. And I took your father Abraham from beyond the River, and led him 

throughout all the land of Canaan, and multiplied his seed' (Joshua 24. 2, 3). Yes, God 



chose this idol-worshipper, laid hold of him, and said, `He is mine.' According to His will 

He chose him, Today all God's people are like that. They have responded to His love, 

they have tasted His salvation, and now they find themselves His chosen. God possesses 

a people whose startingpoint is His choice of them.  

Of course Abraham was not yet a nation, nor was Isaac. Nor indeed was Jacob, until he 

became Israel. But when Israel was called out of Egypt, then ac last God had a people for 

His own possession. Thus God's people may be said to have had two beginnings: 

Abraham the man, and Israel the nation. First came the individual men of faith. When 

these had opened the way, then there followed the kingdom of Israel in its fullness. God's 

dealings with Abraham and with his son and grandson made possible all that came after. 

So the nation, we may say, is founded upon these pioneers. Without them there would be 

no Israel. Ultimately it is the combined experience of these three that accounts for the 

course followed by God's people on earth.  

Do you wonder at the special position given to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? Surely it has 

something to do with the fact that God's name, God's character, is bound up with them. 

He as their God. When speaking to man God so identifies Himself again and again. We 

have seen too that Jesus names them as evidence of the resurrection. Furthermore in Luke 

13. 28 He says, 'Ye shall see Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the 

kingdom of God.' Once again it is just these three who are singled out by name. 

Everything turns on them. Why do they have this position?  

Historically they had it because, as we have said, God wanted a people. Today they have 

it because God's present aim is precisely that-to take out from among the nations a people 

for His name (Acts 15. 14). And that people's history begins with Abraham because God 

begins with Abraham. God worked in that man's life because he was to have a special 

experience to transmit to them, and of course the same is true also of Isaac and of Jacob. 

With each man God moved to the same goal, namely, to mediate to His people through 

him a unique experience of Himself.  

Moreover, while it is a fact that God began the creation of a people with Abraham, yet He 

did not of course possess that people until Jacob's history was completed and the twelve 

tribes were in view. What the three of them went through therefore must together be the 

spiritual experience of all God's chosen. The history of just one or two out of the three is 

not enough. Nothing one-sided will meet the divine requirements. We should not content 

ourselves with a merely partial enjoyment. As the Israel of God we must have, in 

however small a measure, the full experience of them all. It is the intention of God that 

all His true people should say of themselves, `He is to me the God of Abraham, and of 

Isaac, and of Jacob.' Let us not stop short of this. No doubt Ishmael could call Him `the 

God of Abraham', but that will not do. Esau could go further and say `the God of 

Abraham and of Isaac', but that too is insufficient. Spiritual experience is not summed up 

in Abraham and Isaac. Jacob's name must be included as well. To the true Israel He is the 

God of all their fathers.  



Many of God's children say, `I have a lack; I am conscious of a need; yet I am unable to 

define what it is I need.' At some point in our history many of us seek from God a 

`second blessing', often with little clear idea of what the content of such a blessing may 

be. Let me tell you that it includes not one thing merely but three. In the pages that follow 

we shall seek to set forth from the history of these three patriarchs what is the nature of 

the threefold blessing God has for His people.  

God is the true Originator, from whom all His new creation springs. We might fittingly 

borrow here the words of the Lord Jesus, who said, `My Father worketh hitherto, and I 

work.' This is a lesson we have all to learn; that we can originate nothing. God alone is 

the one who begins everything (Genesis I. r ; r Peter I. 3-5). Though this touches our 

pride, yet the day we really see this as a fact is a day of happiness for us. It means that, 

where eternal values are concerned, we have recognized that all is from God.  

Abraham was not a bit like Noah. Noah, it seems, stood out as righteous in clear 

distinction from all those around him. Abraham on the other hand was just like his 

neighbours, an idolater. Amid such circumstances God chose him. Abraham had no 

beginning of his own. God took the initiative. Nothing is more precious than the 

sovereignty of God. Abraham never thought of Canaan as his goal. He went out, not 

knowing whither he was bound, but in response to a call of God.  

Blessed is the man who doesn't know! This man even moved house `not knowing 

whither'. When we really understand that God is the Originator of all that matters in life, 

we no longer have such cocksureness about what we are going to do. We gladly say, `If 

the Lord wills.'  

Even Abraham's son came from God; he had to be given in a unique way. Nothing that 

originated from Abraham himself, including his other son Ishmael, could serve God's 

purpose. He learned that God was the Father, the Source, the Fount of everything. 

Without Him there is nothing at all. Unless God does a thing, we can do nothing. 

Learning this lesson, we begin to be `the people of God'.  

Isaac is pre-eminently the son. He illustrates in a remarkable way the work of God in 

Christ. This is made very clear for us by the apostle Paul in Galatians, where Isaac, the 

heir, is said to have been born `after the Spirit', and where we who are Christ's are called 

`Abraham's seed, heirs according to promise' (4. 29; 3. 29). `When the fulness of the time 

came, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, that he might redeem 

them which were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons. And because 

ye are sons, God sent forth the spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father' (4. 

4-6).  

Abraham is distinguished by what he did, by the great movements which started with 

him. Jacob is notable for the much suffering he passed through. Between these two great 

men stands Isaac, a very ordinary man, with nothing special about him except his 

ordinariness. As you read the Genesis narrative you cannot find any great feature by 

which Isaac is distinguished. Look at the following facts. Abraham, we are told, amassed 



much wealth; not so Isaac. Isaac only received the inheritance, he did nothing for it, 

nothing to bring it into being. What in fact did he do? We are told that he dug certain 

wells, but when we look at the story in Genesis 26 it appears at once that he only 

unstopped those which his father had previously dug and which had been filled up with 

earth.  

What, then, is the lesson which Isaac teaches us? It is this, that we have nothing which we 

were not given. If nothing was by my own originating, then equally surely nothing is by 

my own attaining. As Paul puts it: `What hast thou that thou didst not receive? Abraham's 

experience is very precious to us, teaching us that God is our Father, the source to us of 

everything. But Abraham's experience without Isaac's is not enough. God is also the Son, 

the Giver. We all know that forgiveness of sins is a gift that must be received. So also is 

victory over sin. We have nothing of ourselves that is not fundamentally God's gift to us. 

So we find that to Isaac God promised precisely what He had already given to Abraham 

(Genesis 26. 3-5).  

Isaac was born into wealth. We do not progress, we do not advance into wealth: we are 

born into it. This is true of every spiritual experience we have as Christians. For example, 

`The law of the spirit of life' which `made me free from the law of sin and of death', is 

something which I possess in Christ Jesus, not in myself. It is not mine as something I 

have attained; it is what I have received. It is like the miracle of life which keeps the birds 

in the air in defiance of gravity. It is designed to deliver us from sin and death; and it is 

God's gift to us. But how many of us Christians really know its secret? No wonder the 

sparrows think we have no heavenly Father like they have! Yet to be wealthy when you 

have been born into wealth is surely no problem.  

We have said that the principle of Isaac's life is the principle of receiving. This can be 

seen in the difference between the wives of these three men. Except that she was 

Abraham's half-sister, we do not know who Sarah was nor where she came from. We 

know only that he brought her out of Ur of the Chaldees with him. Jacob was a man who 

bargained for everything; he even bargained for his wife. He made his own choice. Isaac 

never even saw Rebekah before she was chosen. His father said who she must be, chose 

her, sent for her, paid for her dowry. In his role as son, Isaac received everything. And 

we, before God, possess nothing that is not His endowment.  

So we come to Jacob. He presents us with another significant principle in God's dealings 

with His children. Many of us can see that God is the source of everything. We accept in 

theory at least that we have to receive everything from Him. Why then is it that so many 

of us do not take the gift, but go on struggling for it? The answer is that the Jacob 

principle, the principle of natural strength, so dominates us. We are so sure that we shall 

achieve God's end by our efforts.  

This is why no teaching on victory over sin, no doctrine of sanctification is complete 

which does not deal radically with the strength of our nature. Without this essential the 

results they produce are transient only.  



We who are Christ's are heirs according to promise, but the inheritance we receive in the 

Son, and the road which God wants us to walk in enjoyment of that inheritance-these 

depend upon the touch of God on our natural strength. Jacob was a most clever, able 

man. There was nothing he could not do. He cheated his own brother, deceived his father 

and contrived to relieve his uncle of all his possessions. But this cleverness, this talent for 

self-advancement had no place in the will and plan of God for him.  

It must all be brought to naught, and the experiences of Jacob by which this was 

accomplished well illustrate the disciplinary work of the Holy Spirit.  

Everything Jacob set his hand to went wrong, even from his birth. When the twins were 

born, we are told that Jacob's hand was found to be holding his brother's heel; 

nevertheless he was not born the elder son. He sought by guile to secure the birthright, 

but it was he who in fact had to leave home and flee. He had set his heart on Rachel as a 

bride, but he found himself first of all married to Leah. He set out eventually from 

Paddan-aram with much wealth, most of it gained by questionable means, but he had to 

be prepared to give it all away to his brother Esau on the journey home in order to save 

his own life. Here is the discipline of the Spirit. God's hand is in judgment upon 

everything Jacob does while relying upon his own craftiness. People who are specially 

clever have to learn, if necessary through suffering, that it is not by the wisdom of men 

that we live, but by God.  

Jacob learned one great lesson. He was on the eve of losing everything, all he had 

accumulated, all he had worked for. He could think of a way of meeting man, and he 

devised a plan that he hoped would appease Esau and at least save his own skin. But then 

he met God. He met God, and was lamed. God had touched Jacob himself. Up to that day 

he had been Jacob, `the supplanter'. From that day on he was Israel, `a prince with God'. 

This was the beginning of the kingdom. We are not overstating the facts when we say 

that he was a different man from that day forward. He who had deceived others was 

himself now deceived by others, even by his own sons. The old, crafty Jacob would 

easily have seen through their deception. The new Jacob was completely taken in. He 

believed them, and wept, saying: `It is my son's coat; an evil beast has devoured him; 

Joseph is without doubt torn in pieces.'  

This, the breaking of the strength of nature, is the point to which all God's people must 

come. `Jacob was left alone; and there wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the 

day.' We may get along well enough in the dark, but the light of God is our undoing. We 

are finished. This is the discipline of the Spirit.  

Abraham saw God as Father. He proved Him to be the Source of all things. Isaac 

received the inheritance as a son. It is a blessed thing to have a gift bestowed upon us by 

God. Yet even what we receive we may seize upon and spoil. Jacob attempted to do this, 

and was only saved from the consequences by having his natural strength undone. There 

must be a day in our experience when this happens. The characteristic of those who truly 

know God is that they have no faith in their own competence, no reliance upon 



themselves. When Jacob learned this lesson, then in truth there began to be an Israel of 

God.  

Let me say something to reassure you. God is not expecting to find those who are 

naturally `born good', and who therefore have no need for His dealings with them. He 

knows well that they are not to be found. He chooses ordinary folk like you and me, who 

are willing to receive from Him His gift of grace, and who are willing also to submit to 

this discipline in order that the gift should not be abused. Abraham displays the purpose 

of God in His choice of us sinners. Isaac shows us the life of God made available to us in 

the gift of His Son. Jacob sets forth the ways of God in the Holy Spirit's handling of us to 

conserve and expand what we have received. He cuts short our old, self-willed nature, to 

make way for our new nature in Christ to work in willing co-operation with God. Thus 

the Spirit moves to attain God's ends by His own means. This is the goal of all God's 

dealings with His own.  

Proceed to the next Chapter, - Return to the Contents Page  

ABRAHAM: The Divine Choice  

CHAPTER TWO  

THE STARTING-POINT OF RECOVERY  

We begin with Abraham because the divine plan of redemption begins with Abraham. 

When we open our New Testament the first words we read are these: `The book of the 

generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.' Immediately the 

genealogy begins: `Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judah 

and his brethren.' There can be no doubt, then, about Abraham's importance. Moreover, 

of all the Old Testament characters his is the name most frequently on the lips of the Lord 

Jesus. `Before Abraham was, I am,' Jesus says. `Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my 

day; and he saw it, and was glad' (John 8. 56, 58).  

Everything began with Abraham; he is the starting-point of everything in redemption and 

in the purpose of God. The apostle Paul tells us that Abraham is `the father of all them 

that believe' (Romans 4. 11). Not Adam but Abraham; for Adam is the starting-point only 

of human sin. From his day onward sin reigned.  

Among the men who succeeded Adam there were, of course, those who shone as lights in 

the increasing darkness of those days. Abel was good; he offered sacrifices according to 

God's will, but he offered for himself alone. He was not specially chosen or prepared in 

relation to the purpose of God. Enoch, too, was simply an individual in his walk with 

God, and Noah was the same. None of these three was specially chosen by God in 

relation to the recovery of what was lost by Adam.  

Abel, Enoch, Noah, all three worshipped God. Abraham did not; he worshipped idols. 

Things had gone from bad to worse, until the men in Ur of the Chaldees and in all the 



other cities around them were idolaters. And Abraham and Nahor and their father Terah 

were no different: `they served other gods' (Joshua 24. 2). By himself Abraham was not 

morally the equal of any of those three men who went before him, Noah, Enoch or Abel. 

By nature he was on the same level as Adam after his fall, or as Cain. Yet he was the 

startingpoint for divine recovery.  

Through none of those who preceded Abraham did God set Himself to deal with the 

situation created by sin. Abraham was the first through whom He did this.  

Between Adam and Abraham, God worked with men as individuals. In Abraham God 

went further, and began to deal with the question of racial sin. God's whole movement to 

undo the consequences of the Fall began with him.  

Redemption is completed and perfected in Christ, but redemption began with Abraham. 

Christ is the centre and the heart of God's redemptive purpose. Christ is the mid-point of 

the line of recovery, of which the kingdom of God in fullness is the end and Abraham is 

the startingpoint. For Abraham was not called and chosen for his own sake but for the 

sake of his descendants. He was called to be God's vessel in dealing with a tragic 

situation, not to receive something just for himself. To receive grace, and to transmit 

grace, are two different things.  

When man fell, God took no immediate action. In Noah's day He judged the world, but 

He made no move yet to redeem it. Not until Abraham did He begin to deal with the 

situation at its heart. Abraham was called so that through him God might deal with the 

whole terrible problem of sin.  

Right at the outset of God's call to Abraham we can see His aim clearly stated. `Now the 

Lord said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy 

father's house, unto the land that I will shew thee: and I will make of thee a great nation, 

and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and be thou a blessing: and I will bless 

them that bless thee, and him that curseth thee will I curse: and in thee shall all the 

families of the earth be blessed' (Genesis 12. 1-3). Abraham was called to an inheritance, 

and this is a question of land. He was called also to be a great nation, and this is a 

question of people. Through him all the nations were to be blessed, and this surely 

indicates the moral sphere of his call.  

All God's work for His people is connected with a land. If they were faithful, they 

possessed it; if not, they lost it. From that land all enemies would be cast out, and they 

were to occupy it for God. `The land' is the central thought of the Old Testament. God 

wants a land for His own. It is not a question of the earth. In the Fall God lost the earth. 

Nor is it a question of heaven. Of course, there was never a problem about heaven. One 

day it will certainly be a question of recovery of the earth. God wants the whole earth 

back, and that will be accomplished in the fullness of His kingdom. Before that day, 

however, God wants a land. He wants that upon which He can take His stand as His very 

own. The land is His. It is at least one place where God can reveal Himself, can be heard 

and seen and can give to men His laws. First He has the land, then He will have the earth.  



Today God still has `a land' in the earth, although it is not in one whole piece. In the past 

it was the territory and the whole kingdom of Israel. Now it is the Church, wherever the 

Church is in local expression-in Antioch, in Thessalonica, in Ephesus. It is still `the land', 

because the Body of Christ stands there. God's work of recovery begins with the land. 

Therefore every believer can stand for God and for His will in the place where he lives 

and works. He can occupy that piece of territory and hold it for God.  

The recovery of the whole earth is based on the recovery of those portions now. As long 

as the people of God were in the land, God was `the possessor of heaven and earth'. 

When they lost the land, He was called `the God of heaven' only. When Melchizedek met 

Abraham after the battle of the kings, Abraham was already in the land. He could 

therefore say to the king of Sodom, `I have lift up mine hand unto the Lord, God Most 

High, possessor of heaven and earth' (Genesis 14. 22). But the time came when Israel lost 

the land, and then Nehemiah writes, `I fasted and prayed before the God of heaven' 

(Nehemiah 1. 4). Because they have let the land go, therefore the earth is lost to God.  

Thus the land is not an end in itself; it stands for the whole earth. God is thinking 

ultimately in large terms. `Blessed are the meek,' says Jesus, `for they shall inherit the 

earth.' This earth of ours, which will come back to God in fullness at the end of this age, 

is being won back now by the meek. Just as in the Old Testament the land of Israel was a 

sort of token of God's claim upon the whole earth, so the different portions where His 

children stand for Him now are a token of His sovereign right to the whole earth today. 

God wants us not only to preach the Gospel and to edify and build up His Church, He 

wants us especially to stand on this earth for Him.  

The New Testament parallel to `the land' is the expression we find in the Gospels: `the 

kingdom (or rule) of heaven'. The land was the sphere upon this earth in which God's writ 

ran, the place where His power was effective. When the New Testament speaks of the 

kingdom of heaven it has in view just such a sphere in the earth today where the rule of 

God is effective. The question today is, does heaven reign already in the Church? It 

certainly does not anywhere else.  

I think we will agree that this is more than an individual matter. It calls for God's children 

in a given place to stand together subject to His rule, so that through them His rule 

becomes an effective thing there. It is not only a question of the preaching of the Gospel 

but also of the presence of the kingdom. The Gospel of grace is for the salvation of 

sinners. The Gospel of the kingdom is intended to bring back to God the earth which is 

His by right. Unless our work affects the earth in this way, it is falling short of God's 

purpose.  

God used much time to establish Abraham in the land of promise. As soon as Abraham 

left it a little way, to go to Egypt or to go to Gerar, he was in moral defeat. We 

spiritualize these things and draw from them lessons about Abraham's personal walk with 

God, but in doing this we may overlook something important. It is this, that God wanted 

the land because God wants the earth.  



Then secondly, Abraham's call was not only a question of a land but also of a people. `I 

will make of thee a great nation.' That was God's motive in calling this man to Himself 

from among a world of idolaters.  

Conditions had greatly changed since Adam's day. Adam was judged and punished, and 

as we have said, he was not thereafter concerned with the earth as a whole. The only 

demand made upon his generation was for individual godliness. They either sought after 

God or they did not. With the generation of Noah, however, something different is 

introduced, namely, a law (Genesis 9. 3-6). Men were given the opportunity of 

cooperating together under a law of God, or of course could choose to do so apart from 

Him. From that time man became part of an organization. Babel is the great result of 

mankind's organizing itself, and from this ultimately comes Babylon, the counterfeit of 

the Body of Christ. Then, at the beginning of the world as we now know it, God chose 

out Abraham with a view to securing for Himself a people.  

In Adam's time, and in Noah's, God dealt with the whole world. All humanity left Eden in 

Adam. In the Flood the whole world came under judgment. These were the disastrous 

results of the Fall. Now we come to the time of Abraham and God is going to begin a 

work that will undo the effects of that Fall. How will He do this? He is not going to 

sweep the whole world back to Himself, willy-nilly. He will work to secure a people 

through whom He can win the world. Abraham is the beginning of the choice of God, and 

he was called not only to lay claim for Him to a land but also to secure for Him a people.  

The greater part of the Old Testament is taken up with the record of God's people on the 

earth. Have we realized what it means to say that God has a people on earth? Suppose we 

belong to a business house having widespread overseas interests. How confidently we 

say, `We have a man in Tokyo, or in Manilla,' meaning a representative in that place. 

That is just what God has in His people on the earth, and that is how He would speak of 

them. Immediately Israel turned from God to idols they lost their position as the people of 

God-and God lost His people. `The land doth commit great whoredom, departing from 

the Lord .... Call his name Lo-ammi: for ye are not my people, and I will not be your 

God' (Hosea 1. 2, 9). They might commit other sins, and then they were a sinning people, 

but still the people of God. When, however, they fell into idolatry they were no longer 

His people. He had to repudiate them.  

The nation of Israel was to be a witness to God, a people who enshrined God's presence. 

Where Israel was, Jehovah was. When their foes came against them it was God they 

encountered. To deal with them they must deal with God. While Israel were true to God 

they held a unique position, apart from and superior to the other nations. That was gone 

as soon as they yielded to idolatry. Where God has a people now, He has a witness: 

where He has no people, He has no witness.  

The call of Abraham has a special character, unique in the Old Testament. There was 

nothing quite like it, for this was God's first great reaction to the Fall. It was the 

beginning of His answer to the problem of sin. Abraham was to reveal God as the 

Redeemer who calls men out of a world of idolatry to faith in Himself.  



What is the Church today? She is the people of God, or in the words of Acts 15. 14, `a 

people for his name'. As God once committed His purpose to Abraham so today He has 

committed everything to His Church.  

It is not enough therefore just to preach the Gospel for individual salvation. That must be 

done, and every one of us must seek to win men individually out of the world to faith in 

Jesus Christ; but let us understand the motive behind such work. It is not just that the 

sinner should be saved and should arrive at a place of security and contentment. God 

wants a people for Himself, who will confess Him before men. Every born-again child of 

God must be taught to take His place in that witnessing people. For God does not deal 

directly with the nations today, but through the Church which is His Body. It is to take 

our share in the task that we have been called, and God desires that we should find our 

place there.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

CALL AND RESPONSE  

THE divine activities in this age can be shown to have two great aspects, the direct work 

of God according to His eternal purpose, and His remedial work of redemption. In the 

revelation of Scripture these two interlock. We may distinguish between them, but we 

cannot separate them. God's work of recovery contains both a remedy for sin and a 

reaffirmation of His eternal purpose for man.  

Even when God is dealing with the first step of justification He has the goal always in 

view. That is why we are told in Galatians 3. 8 that the scripture, `foreseeing that God 

would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel before hand unto Abraham, 

saying, In thee shall all the nations be blessed'.  

Abraham was the first man to receive the call of God. He was called because he was 

chosen; the call implies the choice. And he was chosen for no other reason than that God 

was pleased to choose him.  

In the Book of Genesis God makes three beginnings, with Adam and his creation, with 

Noah after the Flood, and with Abraham at the time of his call. Noah was sent forth into 

the new world which he was appointed to govern. His generation saw the beginning of 

organized social life, of law between man and man. God's legislation through Noah was 

designed to give that new world a moral character, from which, however, it turned away.  

Abraham's task was a different one. He was not called either to administer or to legislate 

for the nations of this world; indeed, he was to turn his back on the world. He already had 

a country of his own, but it was his only to leave. He had a kindred-to leave. He had a 

home-to leave. He looked for the city which has foundations (Hebrews 11. 10); he 

himself had no city. He was a pilgrim. Unlike Noah, he was to establish and to improve 



nothing. Noah had a task to do, to establish order and to give divine instruction to the 

world. Abraham in his life gave nothing to the world. He was a pilgrim, called to pass 

through it. His links were essentially with heaven.  

Abraham was called out of the world. `By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to 

go out unto a place which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not 

knowing whither he went' (Hebrews 11. 8). There is no call except to come out.  

Abraham was at home in the world with its established order, its advanced culture, its 

justifiable pride of attainment, and he was called to come out of that world to fulfil the 

purpose of God. That is the divine calling. There had been nothing wrong with Noah's 

way of dealing directly with the world in order to improve it; it had been God's appointed 

way for Noah. But when it led nowhere, and when accordingly God set Himself to His 

long term task of recovery, He began with the call to Abraham, not now to improve the 

world but to come out of it.  

Today God's principle of working is that of Abraham, not of Noah. At Ur of the Chaldees 

it was not that God had forgotten the world but that He was going to deal with it through 

Abraham, and no longer directly. Through this one man He would deal with the whole 

world. Abraham was the vessel into which God's wisdom and power and grace were now 

deposited, in order that through him God might open the door of blessing to all men.  

How then, we may ask ourselves, should one chosen as God's vessel for so great a task 

know His God? For the responsibility resting upon this one man was tremendous. To use 

man's finite way of speaking, the whole plan of God, the whole divine will and purpose 

for man, depended on Abraham. It stood or fell with him. Need we wonder, then, that 

Abraham had to go through so much trial and testing in order to bring him to know God, 

so that men could speak of `the God of Abraham', and so that God could call Himself by 

that name without moral violation?  

Abraham, we saw, is the father of all them that believe. This is an interesting expression, 

for it shows us that all spiritual principle is based on birth, not on preaching. Men are not 

changed by listening to some doctrine or by following a course of instructive teaching. 

They are changed by birth. First God chose one man who believed, and from him were 

born the many. When you meet a man who believes and who is saved, you become aware 

that he has something you have not got. That something is not just information; it is life. 

He has been born again. God has planted living seed in the soil of his heart. Have we this 

living seed in us? If we have, then we must give birth to others. Paul spoke of his sons in 

the faith. He was their spiritual father, not merely their preacher or counsellor.  

The nations are blessed through Abraham, not because they hear a new doctrine but 

because they have received a new life. The new Jerusalem will witness the perfection of 

that blessing of the nations. It was Abraham's privilege to begin it.  



Abraham's story falls naturally into two parts: his call (Genesis 11-14) in which the land 

is the central theme; and his posterity (Genesis 15-24) in which of course Isaac figures 

predominantly. We begin with the first of these.  

We shall best understand the call of Abraham if we see it in its proper setting. `The God 

of glory appeared unto our father Abraham, when he was in Mesopotamia, before he 

dwelt in Haran' (Acts 7. 2). Nimrod the mighty rebel had established his kingdom in 

Babel. His subjects had set up their great tower in the land of Shinar, and they had been 

scattered. The nations everywhere had not only forgotten God but, as we have seen, were 

idolaters. The whole world worshipped false gods, and Abraham's family was no 

exception. In this Abraham was very different from Abel and Enoch and Noah. They 

seem to have been men of backbone, strikingly different from all those around them. 

They stood out against the stream and refused to be dragged along by it. Not so Abraham. 

He was indistinguishable from those around him. Were they idolaters? So was he. Why, 

after all, should he be any different?  

The work of God started with such a man. Clearly then it was not in him, in his upright 

character or in his moral determination that lay the source of his choice, but in God. Of 

His own will God chose him. Abraham learnt the meaning of the fatherhood of God. This 

was a vital lesson. If Abraham had not been just the same as all the rest, then after his call 

he could have looked back and based his new circumstances on some fundamental 

difference in himself. But he was not different. The difference lay in God, not in 

Abraham.  

Learn to recognize God's sovereignty. Learn to rejoice in God's pleasure. This was 

Abraham's first lesson, namely that God, not himself, was the Source. Our salvation is 

entirely from God; there is no reason in us at all why He should save us. And if this is 

true of our salvation it is true of all that follows from it. If the source of our life is in God, 

so also is everything else. Nothing starts from us.  

From Acts chapter 7 we learn that Abraham was called by God while he was yet in Ur of 

the Chaldees, before he came to Haran. In his first words before the Jews' council 

Stephen begins from this fact. `Brethren and fathers, hearken. The God of glory appeared 

unto our father Abraham. Then came he . . . and dwelt in Haran.' That was enough. The 

.man who sees that glory knows he must respond. He cannot do otherwise. Stephen 

himself was in a tight corner when he said these words; but at the end of his terrible 

experience we are told (verse 55) that being full of the Holy Ghost he looked up 

stedfastly into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of 

God. He who appeared to Abraham at the beginning and He whom Stephen saw at the 

end were one and the same God of glory. In the final issue, what is an extra stone or two 

to one who sees the glory of God?  

Both the call of Abraham and the reason for his response lay in God. Once behold the 

God of glory and you must believe, you cannot do otherwise. Thus it was by faith - faith 

in the God of glory - that Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to go out.  



But, you say, my faith is too small. I could never have faith like Abraham's!  

This is where Genesis chapter 11 comes to our help. If it were not for Stephen's words in 

Acts we should never know that God had called Abraham while he was still in Ur of the 

Chaldees. If we only had the account given to us in Genesis we would get a different 

impression. In Genesis 11.31 we read: `And Terah took Abram his son, and Lot the son 

of Haran, his son's son, and Sarai his daughter in law, his son Abram's wife; and they 

went forth with them from Ur of the Chaldees, to go into the land of Canaan; and they 

came unto Haran, and dwelt there.' It seems clear that the events described in this verse 

follow after the call spoken of in Acts 7.2 and Hebrews 11. 8. He had heard the call and 

believedyet Terah, we are told, took him out. That was the size of Abraham's faith at the 

beginning. He left his country, but he only left part of his kindred and none of his father's 

house. It was his father who led him forth. We do not know how it happened, but the one 

who was not called became the one who led out, and the one called out became the 

follower.  

Noah took his family into the ark with him, his wife, his sons and his sons' wives, all of 

them. He was told to do so; and what he did was right, for the situation there was 

different. The ark typifies salvation, and salvation is designed to embrace every 

individual man. The more there are who come into Christ by faith, the happier we ought 

to be. But Abraham's bringing with him (or accompanying) his parents and their 

grandson Lot, was wrong. For here it was not a matter of amassing individuals for 

salvation. Abraham was called to be himself a chosen vessel in relation to God's purpose, 

a purpose designed to bring blessing to all the families of the earth. There was no way of 

taking with him into this purpose others who were not so chosen. Abraham believed, but 

his understanding was faulty and therefore his faith was deficient. In other words, he was 

not an exceptional believer; he was just like us!  

In the event Abraham was taken by his father only a part of the way to Canaan; then the 

movement stopped. `They came unto Haran, and dwelt there.' He had heard God's call, 

but he did not appreciate the goal to which that call was leading, and so he saw no reason 

to pay such a price of loneliness. This explains why we murmur when God deals with us. 

Remember again, this is not the history of how a man was saved but how he became a 

vessel unto honour. A valuable vessel or a well-finished tool cannot be created without a 

high price being paid. Only poor quality goods can be produced cheaply. Let us not 

misunderstand God's dealings with us. Through Abraham God wanted to introduce a 

whole new economy in His relations with man, but Abraham did not yet appreciate this 

fact. Nor do we know what God wants to do with us. If He uses special trials and testings 

it is surely for a special purpose. If our hope is truly in God, there is no need for us to ask 

why.  

So Abraham `came out of the land of the Chaldeans and dwelt in Haran'. He thought it 

quite sufficient to go only half-way. Yet the time in Haran was time wasted. Terah means 

`delay', `duration'. The years of Terah's life ran out and they were years in which God did 

nothing.  



Then, when Abraham was already seventy-five years old, there came to him God's 

second call. `Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's. 

house, unto the land that I will show thee' (Genesis 12. I). Abraham had shown himself 

less than thorough in his obedience so far, but God, praise His name! did not let go His 

hold upon this man. `From thence, when his father was dead, God removed him into this 

land, wherein ye now dwell' (Acts 7. 4). With tears we thank God for that. In Haran 

everything comes to a standstill, but nothing is more precious than the divine persistence. 

That is why we are Christians today; that is why we continue. God's patient persistence 

with Abraham brought him to Canaan. Do not let us be ashamed to admit that in this life 

of call and response, nothing is of ourselves, all is of God. We would stay on in Haran for 

ever, but the divine perseverance would not let go of us. What amazing grace, that 

Abraham could still become `the father of all them that believe', even after the wasted 

years at Haran!  

`And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother's son, and all their substance that 

they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went forth to go 

into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came' (Genesis 12. 5). God had 

said, `Come into the land which I shall shew thee' (Acts 7. 3), and now at last he arrived. 

Abraham's coming into the land was of great significance. It was not a question of his 

owning a piece of territory, for in fact he owned none, but of the power of God taking 

possession of the whole land of Canaan. And where God's power took possession, there 

Abraham had his inheritance.  

And so it is with us today; for this is the point, that our inheritance is the ground we take 

and hold for God now. We are called of God to a given situation, to maintain there the 

sovereign rule of heaven, and where the kingdom of heaven is thus effective, there is our 

inheritance. This is the sorrow of our day, that God's people do not know how to maintain 

God's power on the earth. They know individual salvation, but they do not know the 

government of God. And yet our inheritance is bound up with this; we cannot separate 

our inheritance from God's power. Unless God's rule is established and His enemies are 

overthrown, we have no inheritance. Remember Samson's riddle: `Out of the eater came 

forth meat, and out of the strong came forth sweetness' (Judges 14. 14). It is when the 

lion is slain that we discover the honey.  

The kingdom of heaven means that, on the one hand, God is King. Despite all appearance 

to the contrary, He has dominion on the earth. And on the other hand it means that He is 

ours. This God is our God for ever and ever. Do we know what it is to affirm this fact 

today, by faith, here in the place where He has set us?  

`And Abram passed through the land unto the place of Shechem, unto the oak of Moreh. 

And the Canaanite was then in the land' (12. 6). These place-names are interesting. 

Shechem means `a shoulder', and may contain the idea of obedience. Moreh means `a 

teacher' and suggests understanding and knowledge. How striking it is that these two 

ideas should be brought together here in the record, for Jesus Himself said, `If any man 

willeth to do his will, he shall know' (John 7. 17). All knowledge is the outcome of 



obedience; everything else is just information. It is when we do His will that we see His 

will. Abraham had arrived in the land, and now he began to know why.  

For here the Lord appeared to him, assuring him that he was on the right road. `Unto thy 

seed will I give this land,' He said. This entire land, no less, was his inheritance. Now for 

the first time we are told that Abraham sacrificed, building an altar to the Lord who had 

appeared to him. These altars are altars of burnt offering, not of sin offering. They 

represent Abraham's- total committal of himself to God. A man cannot do that until he 

has first seen Him. But as was true of Abraham, to see Him once is enough. It draws out 

from us everything we have.  

Abraham did not come to rest at Shechem. `He removed from thence unto the mountain 

on the east of Bethel, and pitched his tent, having Bethel on the west and Ai on the east: 

and there he builded an altar unto the Lord, and called upon the name of the Lord' (12. 8). 

Here is a second altar. Abraham built the first on his arrival in Canaan, when he saw God, 

understood, and gave himself. The second he built in the place where he pitched his tent, 

the place which he made his dwelling place. In doing so he confessed that God had 

brought him to rest here.  

After his visit to Egypt he came back to this second altar. This was the place where God 

wanted him to be. It was a token of the eventual accomplishment of all God's purpose.  

His tent was pitched between Bethel and Ai. Again the two place-names are significant. 

Bethel means `the house of God'; Ai means `a heap of ruins'. His dwelling lay between 

them, with Bethel to the west and Ai to the east. Remember that later on in Israel's history 

the tabernacle of the testimony opened eastwards, so that a man entering it faced west. 

Here at Abraham's dwelling place if a man faced towards the house of God his back was 

towards a heap of ruins.  

This has a lesson for us. Ai reminds us that the old creation is under judgment. Bethel, 

not Ai, is the place where Abraham dwells (13. 3), the place where through him the 

power of God will be felt throughout the land. And Bethel is the house of God, or in New 

Testament terms, the Church, the Body of Christ. Individuals cannot bring to bear upon 

the earth the sovereign rule of heaven; only the Body, the fellowship of believers in 

Christ, can do this. But to come to this we must leave behind us that heap of ruins! We 

bring the kingdom of heaven into this earth only when our natural strength has been 

brought to nought at the Cross and we are living by the common life of the one new man 

in Christ. This is the witness of Canaan.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE COMMITTED LIFE  



THROUGH the period from Adam to Abraham God spoke to men. We are not told, 

however, that He appeared to them. His first appearance was to Abraham in 

Mesopotamia (Acts 7. 2). God was there laying claim to a man. This was a fresh move on 

His part; and here in Canaan is another. In the Flood God had judged the whole world; 

He had not touched and claimed any land for Himself. But now in Abraham He has got 

the man of His choice in the land of His choice, and so now He appears to him here.  

At the time when this man was called out of Ur of the Chaldees, the state of things in the 

world as a whole had become so bad it could not well have been worse. Through the long 

years only Enoch had been translated. Out of the disaster of the Flood one family alone 

had been saved alive. Now in Abraham's world things were no better. The ark had not 

failed, but the family who were saved had done so. The outcome of that generation was 

the conspiracy at Babel, and then world-wide idolatry.  

But God was not defeated. He had not failed, however much it might seem as though He 

had. After all this, He-the God of glory-revealed Himself. For He is Omega as well as 

Alpha. He outlasts and transcends all human failure. Nothing is more stable, more 

enduring than the glory of God. Man's glory fades and fails; His is unfailing and 

unfading. There is no way of thwarting God. He cannot be defeated. After two thousand 

years of the world's sin (or however long the period may have been) He is revealed as 

still the God of glory! There is always new hope in Him.  

Abraham was the first friend of God. He had a share in God's thoughts. God not only 

revealed Himself to Abraham but also shared His plans with him, made known to him 

His intentions. `I am not going to work a sudden miracle from heaven; I shall work 

through you.'  

This astounding plan of God's must have been most difficult for Abraham to grasp. For 

us it is not too difficult to understand the fact of personal salvation, to appreciate that God 

has come so far at so great a cost to rescue us in our state of extreme need; but when it 

comes to the matter of God's purpose, our finite minds are just not big enough to grasp it. 

So here we find that God not only showed Himself to Abraham but also spoke to him in 

clear terms. He told Abraham explicitly what He was going to do.  

Nor is it easy to forget God's saving grace when once we have received it; but it is quite 

easy to lose again the vision of God's eternal purpose. We experience no difficulty at all 

in losing sight of what God wants us to do! Just a little overwork-indeed we might say, 

just a little extra work for God is all too capable of diverting our eyes from that ultimate 

vision. That is why God not only appeared again to Abraham but also spoke to him again. 

Praise Him, He often does that!  

For Abraham had seen the vision and, however belatedly, had obeyed the call. God was 

determined now that he should not lose sight of the hope of His calling. Therefore at 

Shechem He appeared to him for the second time, and spoke to him once more. And the 

message was brief and to the point. `Unto thy seed will I give this land.'  



The promise was for the land. For the earth had been lost; that was the problem. Right 

down to our day, `the whole world lieth in the evil one' (1 John 5. 19). Now God had 

begun His movement to deal with this problem. He was claiming first of all a land 

wherein to fulfil His will. Secondly, in that land He wanted a people, for a witness.  

Witness is not the dissemination of what is already general knowledge. We do not 

witness to what everybody already knows, but to what only a few know of the truth. This 

is the meaning of witness, and because of conditions generally in the then world, God 

wanted within it a witness-a land and a people of His own. Afterwards, through them, He 

would bring the good tidings of His sovereign rule to the whole earth and all the nations.  

It is when we see Abraham's call that we see something of the Church's responsibility, for 

we are Abraham's seed, heirs according to promise (Galatians 3. 29). Our commission is 

the same as his. Unclouded fellowship and faithful preaching and beautiful Christian 

lives are not enough. There must be witness. The Church is a golden candlestick, not an 

ornamental vase. Nor is it enough that it should be of gold; it must be a candlestick. The 

light of God must shine forth from it.  

In Canaan Abraham went through three tests and he built three altars. As we have seen, 

the first altar was in Shechem (Genesis 12.7) and the second at Bethel (12.8; 13.4). Then 

he went south to Egypt, fell into sin, and at length returned again to Bethel.  

The third altar he built was at Hebron (13. 18). These are the three special points of 

Canaan in God's eyes. Each was sanctified by an altar. What they are, Canaan is. God has 

no use for a place where there is no altar. `I will give you this land Shechem, Bethel, 

Hebron.' They are Canaan. Let us look at them now more closely.  

The name Shechem, we have said, means a shoulder. It is the place of greatest strength, 

for that is the meaning of `shoulder' in Hebrew. Canaan is not only a land of plenty and of 

milk-and-honey sweetness; it is the place of God's own strength, the place of victory, 

where enemies are cast out and and kept out. Its strength is a living strength. The well of 

Sychar is in Shechem, the type of the power of the living Christ in His people. The Lord's 

own life is manifest there, and none go away empty. `Whosoever drinketh of the water 

that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall become in 

him a well of water springing up unto eternal life' (John 4. 14). Those who are always 

empty, always thirsty, always seeking for this or that, never satisfied, are weak, and of 

little use to God. It is the satisfied who are strong, and God has made provision that we 

should all be satisfied. He offers us such satisfaction in His Son that we are able to say, `I 

want nothing, I need nothing for myself.' That is strength. Is it not true that our greatest 

weakness as Christians arises from within, because we are unsatisfied, or dissatisfied? 

Shechem and the land of Canaan imply satisfaction, full and complete, and that means 

strength. Neither the world nor the powers of darkness can find an entry there.  

Moreh, we have said, means knowledge. Knowledge is the fruit of strength. For Moreh 

was the name of an oak tree or terebinth in Shechem, and a tree grows out of the earth 

upon which it stands. Knowledge comes from, and is the fruit of, strength and 



satisfaction, not of doctrine. The weakness of today's knowledge is that it is mere 

information. Without the strength of the Lord satisfying us and producing knowledge, we 

have no knowledge at all. The vessel God wants for His work is not prepared by hearing 

a lot of things, but by seeing and receiving and being satisfied. Its understanding is based 

on the life of Christ within, not on information about Him. We must beware of just 

passing on to others what we hear. No matter how precious or profound the teaching may 

be, we are not to be disseminators of information. In this respect people with good 

memories can be most dangerous. To prattle on about divine things will achieve nothing, 

and may take us far from the will of God. God's power on earth cannot be maintained by 

what we hear but only by our knowledge of Him. What must characterize the Christian 

Church is what we know within us. God deliver us from a merely intellectual Gospel!  

Why was Bethel necessary as well as Shechem? Because in spite of Shechem, in spite of 

their knowledge of life in Christ and their satisfaction with that life, men are still 

independent and individualistic. And God does not want a heap but a house. God is a God 

of order, and in God's purpose there must be the order of the Body of Christ. Christ as a 

Son must be over His house, whose house are we (Hebrews 3. 6).  

There is much in the world that goes by the name of the house of God. The great historic 

Churches and denominations all claim that title. We would all agree that the Roman 

Catholic Church is a false house, based on a wrong principle of authority and built largely 

of dead bricks and not of living stones. The Protestant Church, in as far as it is 

evangelical, has more life. In it are many living stones, but they are individual and not 

united. Liberty of conscience is its speciality. There is much splendid material, but it is 

not built into a house.  

But quietly, in many places and largely unseen, God is raising up a vessel which is truly 

His house. It consists not of single outstanding individuals, whether great in preaching or 

revival or anything else, but in humble men and women who have been welded into one 

by the Cross. Shechem must become Bethel. God must deliver us from the whole 

principle of individualism. He must save us from wanting to be outstanding individual 

Christians, and somehow make us one in His house. For it is the house of God that is His 

witness in the earth. Everyone knows how difficult it is for Christians to live together! 

When by the grace of God it happens, and continues to happen, even hell takes notice.  

But let us be careful. Is God's house a principle to be followed, or a life to be lived? Is it 

something to copy, or something to be? It would be easy, having seen the value of life 

together, to determine at all costs to apply the principles by which it should work. But 

this would not achieve the result. We must have the life of the Body, the shared life of 

Christ that comes from Him as Head, before we can abide by its principles. They cannot 

just be learned.  

Then how is this shared life attained? Our tent must be pitched, as we have seen already, 

between Ai and Bethel, between the heap and the house. On the one hand there is the 

house of God, the testimony to God's authority and rule in the earth. On the other hand 

there is the heap of ruins, the ruin of our hopes and our ambitions, our expectations and 



our self-esteem. Only if our back is to this are we facing that. This is both a geographical 

and a spiritual fact. Only if we have accepted God's judgment upon the old creation as 

final are we facing towards what is represented by Bethel. When our flesh, our natural 

strength, has been dealt with, then, and only then, do we fit into God's house naturally 

and without effort. We are as living stones, just the right size and shape for the place He 

has for us. Otherwise, however much we try to fit ourselves in, we just belong on the 

heap.  

Many of us, alas, have little idea of what it means to have our natural strength judged and 

dealt with. Rather do we boast about it. `I feel this.' `I look at it that way.' `In my humble 

opinion . . .' Secretly we glory in our opinions and in our difference from and 

independence of others, and we never really recognize this as outright defeat. Those who 

have not seen themselves by nature judged and cast upon that heap of ruins have not 

found their place in the Church, nor heard the voice of God there. May God have mercy 

on us when we dare to think that the Church of God is wrong and we are right. It is not 

just His people that we are repudiating in doing so, but God Himself, who pleases to 

reveal Himself among them.  

Oh, you say, all this talk about our old nature being dealt with at the Cross of Christ is 

excellent, but it is rather negative. Now tell us the positive side! Let me reply quite 

simply that the positive side is just a matter of life-spontaneous, miraculous life. The 

child who is born does not have to worry where his life comes from; he just lives it quite 

naturally. The believer who is born again does not have to puzzle out how his new life 

works. It comes from Christ, he has it, he rejoices in it, and quite naturally and 

spontaneously he lives it. And the believer who has seen that the life of Christ is a shared 

life of which all His own partake-he is in just the same position. He accepts the fact and 

thanks God, and the life flows. There is an altar at Bethel, and God receives what is 

offered, namely, our acceptance of Christ as our shared life. We may in our folly depart 

into Egypt, but God will bring us back there.  

The principles of life together will follow. Abraham moved on to Hebron, and there built 

his third altar. Hebron means `a league'. In New Testament terms we could substitute the 

word `fellowship', and certainly it is in fellowship together that the fact of the shared life 

of Christians is put to the proof. Bethel represents the life in the Body of Christ; Hebron 

represents the principle of living that life. The first must precede the second, and there is 

no way of getting to Hebron but through Bethel. You cannot take a group of men and put 

God's principles of fellowship into it. Fellowship in Christ is a quite natural, effortless 

thing because it stems from the fact of the living Body of Christ, and there is therefore no 

need to plan or organize it. It flows spontaneously when our hearts are, as was 

Abraham's, `unto the Lord'.  

It is a matter of experience that we cannot go on indefinitely, nor can we witness 

effectively, without fellowship. God often brings the most spiritually mature people up 

against a blank wall in order to teach them this. They reach an impasse, something they 

cannot deal with alone. Then they discover the absolute necessity of fellowship with 

others in Christ, and learn the practical values of the corporate life. But when once this is 



known there is a new fruitfulness. At Hebron Abraham dwelt by the terebinths of Mamre. 

Mamre means `firmness' or `vigour'. When, like Abraham, the people of God are firmly 

established here, then indeed they have a witness. The events that immediately follow 

show how mighty was Abraham's witness to the world once he had come to Hebron.  

The linking factor in these three places is Abraham's `altar unto the Lord'. At the altar, in 

principle, God accepts only Christ. We, in making our own `living sacrifice' (Romans 

12.1), affirm that we accept Christ for ourselves, and accordingly God can receive us in 

Him. Because we have each abandoned any expectation in our self, and are looking to 

His Son Jesus Christ for everything, God accepts completely what we offer. Upon that 

basis, together we witness.  

Proceed to the next Chapter, - Return to the Contents Page  

CHAPTER FIVE  

THE MAN IN THE LAND  

Fellowship is something we should highly prize because God prizes it highly. If there is 

life in me, and not merely pretence, and if the same is true of my fellow believers, then 

however simple they may be, when I meet them I should encounter life in them, and 

encountering it I should appreciate it. We must learn to value our fellow Christians and 

not engage in fault-finding or in exposing their weaknesses. For did not Jesus Himself 

show infinite patience with men, suffering much at their hands? Even His own disciples 

often put His self-restraint severely to the test.  

As the Son over God's house, the Lord Jesus not only offers us strength and knowledge; 

He has set us also an example of submission and restraint. He was ever the Son, learning 

obedience to His Father by the things which He suffered; and He was ever the Servant, 

who, when He was reviled, reviled not again; when He suffered, He threatened not 

(Hebrews 5. 8; 1 Peter 2. 23).  

In relation to the land of Canaan which was to be Israel's inheritance, Abraham was put to 

the test on three separate occasions. For he was a very ordinary man, just like you and 

me, whom God had selected and set apart for this special task, and his faith was no 

greater than ours. So the tests he went through brought him discipline at the hands of very 

varied kinds of people, and they are just the kind of experiences we go through.  

Abraham's first test occurred not long after his arrival in Canaan, and soon after he had 

sacrificed at Bethel. He journeyed on towards the south, and when conditions became 

difficult through famine he arrived at length in Egypt. There he found himself in an 

embarrassing situation, and there he sinned in practising deception, with the result that he 

was severely rebuked by Pharaoh. He, a believer, was taken to task by a man of the 

world!  



This test really turned on the question of the land. How truly did Abraham want `this 

land' (12.7)? God had given it to him, but he had not yet realized the importance of 

keeping it, of staying on there. For him it was to be `the land of thy sojournings', and as 

such, his everlasting possession (17. 8). Yet Abraham had not yet come to value it. God 

had still to establish him there. It is one thing to have the fullness of God as a gift, but 

quite another to be established in it.  

In Egypt Abraham learned that there was no land like the land of Canaan. In Canaan he 

had had no need to side-step danger by the exercise of his wits and at the cost of rebuke 

by an unbeliever. Here in Egypt he found himself doing just that, and knew he had only 

himself to blame. He had landed himself in this trouble and he saw the wrong of it. He 

accepted the rebuff, even at the hands of a pagan monarch, and as quickly as possible he 

returned to Bethel.  

Abraham had learned his first lesson, namely, that the land was precious. Now his second 

test arrived, and it was of a different character. Lot was still with him-Lot who had come 

as a kind of passenger on this journey of faith, and who would, after his death, leave 

behind him two of Israel's worst enemies. Here in Canaan Abraham and his nephew had 

begun to prosper, and soon the land was not big enough to support their combined flocks 

and herds. Because of the prevailing congestion, their servants began to fight.  

In the matter of leaving his kindred, Abraham had never fully obeyed. He still held on to 

Lot. Now at last it became clear that through Lot God was disciplining him. He came to 

see that God's purpose concerned him alone, and did not include Lot. We can lead men 

into salvation. We cannot lead them into the calling and the service of God, for this is a 

personal thing. Abraham recognized this, and now at length proposed to Lot that their 

ways should part.  

But we have just seen that Abraham had already learned his first lesson, which was that 

to him this land was of priceless worth. Surely then, if it was so precious, it ought to be 

held on to. Should he not keep it for himself, and send Lot back to Haran? No, he would 

give this younger man every chance to find the way of God for himself. So he showed 

him the whole land and offered him his choice.  

Thus, on the one hand Abraham perfected his obedience in separating from his nephew; 

on the other he learned not to maintain his rights to the land by selfish, grasping methods. 

He was not to hold on to it for personal ends. The land was God's, not his.  

Here is a most important lesson. We must learn to trust God to keep for us what He gives 

us, and must never seek to possess it by wordly means. Because we stand upon the earth 

for God, we are not therefore to become earthly. This land was God's gift to Abraham. To 

know this fact, and yet, knowing it, to let it all go and leave the outcome to God - this is 

the work of the Cross in a man.  

Lot chose the richest portion, and Abraham let him have it without demur, but it left 

Abraham still dwelling in the highlands of Canaan. Lot had not usurped his inheritance, 



for in the outcome the Plain was divinely excluded from it. Those who know God have 

no need to protect their rights. Because they believe in Him, they learn to bear the Cross 

daily and to rely upon Him for the outcome.  

Abraham had advanced to this point in obedience and selfrestraint, and now at this 

juncture God spoke to him again. `The Lord said unto Abram, after that Lot was 

separated from him, Lift up now thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art, 

northward and southward and eastward and westward: for all the land which thou seest, 

to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever. And I will make thy seed as the dust of the 

earth: so that if a man can number the dust of the earth, then shall thy seed also be 

numbered. Arise, walk through the land in the length of it and in the breadth of it; for 

unto thee will I give it' (13. 14-17). Abraham had obeyed in the matter of Lot, and once 

again God established him in the land with not one whit of the promised territory 

diminished. It always pays to put things back into God's hands, for our battle is spiritual 

and not carnal. What God gives, He gives. There is no need to protect it ourselves. If we 

grip a thing tightly, we lose it. Not until we seem to have lost it altogether do we really 

have it.  

With this test passed, God had a basis in Abraham for fellowship, and as we saw, 

Abraham moved his tent and came and dwelt at Hebron. He came without harbouring any 

reproach in his heart for Lot. It would be easy to let Lot go, but nevertheless to hope his 

conscience would trouble him. It might have seemed fitting, and even necessary, to say at 

least, `God will judge you.' We may reach the point of letting go of the land, but still not 

find it easy to let our brother go without rebuking him. Yet God required such a humble 

spirit if Abraham was to come to Hebron, with all that Hebron means. He is perfect in 

His dealings with His own.  

Abraham's third test, and the last connected with the land itself, is of course the battle of 

the kings. Sodom, where Lot now dwelt, was raided, and Lot himself was carried off. 

Abraham went at once, with all his tiny forces, to his nephew's rescue.  

How tempting it would have been to say, `You should have known! It is your own fault.' 

But even after Lot's departure, and his selfish and disastrous choice of Sodom as a 

dwelling place, he is still to Abraham a 'brother' (14. 14). Abraham was a true overcomer; 

he had conquered himself first of all. In him was no selfish individualism. He was still in 

Hebron, the place of fellowship, and all were his brothers-even Lot who lived for nothing 

and no one but himself. Only those standing in the position represented by Hebron can, 

like Abraham, wage spiritual warfare.  

Lot was not changed at all as a result of being rescued from the kings; he went right back 

to Sodom. But victory was not a question of whether or not a change was wrought in Lot, 

but of the overthrow of those kings. Their power was broken that was what mattered. We 

are not to worry about whether the brethren are `improved' by the experience, so long as 

the enemy is defeated. That man in trouble is a brother; I love him in the Lord; however 

much he may in the past have injured me, I will still love and pray for him, and I will 



help him now. Here for the first time the character of Abraham really shines forth. May 

God teach us the lesson that he displays.  

For it is so easy to conquer, and in conquering to rescue others, and having done so to be 

proud or self-righteous about it. `Didn't I tell you so!' we say sourly, or we look around 

for some reward, some congratulation, some coveted honour. So it is not surprising that 

this test includes another, a subsidiary one.  

On his return from the discomfiture of the raiders, Abraham was met by the king of 

Sodom himself, who came out to him offering a very generous reward, namely, all the 

goods recovered. But Abraham had already learned that his resources lay elsewhere. His 

benefactor was in heaven. He maintained his clear stand therefore that, apart from God, 

no one could give him anything. This shows what a truly great thing God had done in 

him. We may stand in the position God has given, and know that none can hurt us; but do 

we believe that none could help us either, unless God sends them? Abraham had 

demonstrated the one; now he confidently affirmed the other. `I have lift up mine hand 

unto the Lord, God Most High, possessor of heaven and earth, that I will not take a thread 

nor a shoelatchet nor aught that is thine, lest thou shouldest say, I have made Abram rich' 

(14. 22, 23).  

That title, `God Most High, possessor of heaven and earth', is most striking in this setting, 

and especially its last two words. It has just previously been used for the first time on the 

lips of Melchizedek, king of Salem. Now it is Abraham's testimony. The earth is the 

Lord's. Melchizedek had forestalled the king of Sodom and had come out to meet 

Abraham, not on the mountain but in the valley-the place of testing. He had come to him 

with bread and wine, the bread of heaven (John 6) and the new wine of the kingdom 

(John 2). These represent our complete satisfaction with Christ Himself, and Abraham 

met the king of Sodom as a satisfied man. Earth was under the curse, and Sodom itself 

might be earth's darkest place, but Abraham could proclaim God as possessor of heaven 

and earth. God had got a man in the land. This was what made it possible.  

That tremendous fact brings to a conclusion this section of the story in which the land is 

in question. At the risk of his life Abraham had overcome the invading kings and had 

rescued Lot. Thereupon his real motives had been put to the test. You cannot stand and 

fight for God if there is one scrap of worldly scheming or planning or ambition left in 

you. It is only when the world has lost its power to touch you that you can do this. To 

have yielded to the king of Sodom would have been a greater moral overthrow than to 

have failed to go out after the kings. But for Abraham the question was already settled, 

and God had His man where He needed him. Abraham in the land could begin to claim 

the earth for God.  

No wonder God speaks to Abraham again. `After these things the word of the Lord came 

unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great 

reward.' He speaks to comfort and reassure Abraham. Why is this necessary for such an 

outstanding man of faith? Because Abraham was still a man, and his victory was a human 

one, not a superhuman one. Immediately after receiving the bread and wine it may have 



seemed to him easy to refuse the reward offered by the king of Sodom. Home again, 

however, away from the excitement of the great occasion, he would begin to think of the 

many enemies he might have made. Whenever God says `Fear not' it is because there is 

cause for fear. `I am thy shield.' None can touch you. `I am thy reward' and `reward' here 

is not an object but a title of God Himself. Yes, I am enough. All you have lost you have 

in me - and more!  

But Abraham came back with a reply. `My problem is not as simple as that! Lord, don't 

You understand? It is not just that I fear those kings, or grudge that reward. It is the 

question of a son. Nothing is any use unless I have a son.' One can sense Abraham's 

agony of heart in his double appeal to the Lord. 'Abram said, O Lord God, what wilt thou 

give me, seeing I go childless, and he that shall be possessor of my house is this Eliezer 

of Damascus? And Abram said, Behold, to me thou hast given no seed: and lo, one born 

in my house is mine heir' (15. 2-3).  

Did not God know that Abraham wanted a son? Of course He did; but there is something 

very significant here. For God wants you and me to be in a true sense His friends, to enter 

into His thoughts, to ask Him intelligently for that which He longs to give. Abraham 

knew that God's plan on earth could not be accomplished unless he himself had a son. He 

must have an heir by birth and not by purchase, a son and not a servant. God had shown 

him this, and now he in turn told God what must be.done! This is friendship.  

God answered him with a very firm assurance. `He that shall come forth out of thine own 

loins shall be thine heir.' He brought him out under the sky and He said, `Look now 

toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to tell them. So shall thy seed be.' And 

now we are told, `He believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness' 

(15. 6). Here is the first direct mention of faith.  

It is, we saw, a fundamental fact that God's purpose is fulfilled only through those who 

are born of God. God wants a company of those who have looked towards heaven and 

believed, but He is content to begin with one. Abraham had been shown the fullness of 

the Lord's purpose and his heart had responded. In him God had His beginning.  

Now once more God affirmed that His purpose with Abraham was in relation to the land. 

`I am the Lord that brought thee out of Ur of the Chaldees, to give thee this land to inherit 

it.' And Abraham came back with the question: `O Lord God, whereby shall I know that I 

shall inherit it?' (15. 7-8). It was not unbelief; he wanted to understand more, and on our 

behalf he was asking the way to the inheritance. There follows the incident of Abraham's 

vigil over the offering, and his vision during a deep sleep. The essence of God's answer 

was that Abraham's inheritance was where God's power operated. The way was the 

pathway of the Cross, the way of death. The sacrificial animals were to be divided. The 

recovery of the earth depended upon the laying down of a life. We cannot over-

emphasize the Cross of Christ. For Him it meant the laying down of His own life on our 

behalf, and until the Cross has worked in us too, and our lives have been laid down, we 

cannot stand victorious in the land. We cannot be soldiers of the Cross unless the Cross 

has first done its work in us.  



In the work of God it is not sufficient for us as young people to be zealous, to be good 

preachers of the gospel and to know our Bibles well. God wants clean vessels, not big or 

clever or efficient instruments. God wants purity, not mixture (compare James 3. 8-12). 

The messages God can use through His servants are not the impressive, specially 

prepared ones, but those that spring from and are backed by a life that is pure. For this we 

must know the values of the Cross. It is the death of Christ working in a man's life that 

produces such purity of spirit. And purity brings light.  

Abraham experienced `a horror of great darkness' (15. 12). When we see the holy purpose 

to which we are called, and then look upon ourselves, we too are utterly undone. Recall 

Peter's dismay when he saw the catch of fishes. Falling down at Jesus' knees, `Depart 

from me,' he cried `for I am a sinful man, O Lord!' (Luke 5. 8). To know as a fact that the 

work is too sacred for me to touch-that is the beginning of my usefulness. The road 

thither may be a road through death, but it is a road with Christ, and it leads to `great 

substance' (Genesis 15.14).  
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CHAPTER SIX  

THE HEIR AND THE PROOF OF TIME 

BY the time we reach chapter 15 of Genesis a new idea has come into the forefront of the 

narrative. The land is still in view, with all that that signifies of God's claim to have a 

kingdom on the earth, but from now onwards attention centres on the son, expressed in 

the term `thy seed'. Abraham's problem, seeing he is childless, is, Who is to inherit this 

land? `Behold, to me thou hast given no seed: and lo, one born in my house is mine heir.!  

'This man shall not be thine heir,' replied the Lord. `He that shall come forth out of thine 

own loins shall be thine heir. Look now toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able 

to tell them: so shall thy seed be.' And then it is said of Abraham that `he believed in the 

Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness.'  

Now when we come to the letter to the Galatians and this passage is dealt with, the 

apostle Paul makes the point that God speaks of 'thy seed', using a singular noun. The 

promises were to Abraham and his seed. `He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as 

of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ' (Galatians 3. 16). The promise pointed not only 

to Isaac but to Jesus Christ. The one son, Isaac, is the heir, yes, but in the long term it is 

Christ who is to have the land. He alone has the strength to take and keep it for God. He 

is the One who does God's work of recovery. This gives an altogether deeper meaning to 

the promise to Abraham of an heir, for when the fulness of the time came, God sent forth 

his Son' (Galatians 4. 4). Without Him the whole plan would collapse.  

Nevertheless it is also true that Abraham's seed are to be countless as the stars. `For ye 

are all sons of God, through faith, in Christ Jesus. And if ye are Christ's, then are ye 

Abraham's seed, heirs according to promise' (Galatians 3: 26, 29). Today, we who believe 



owe everything to Christ; and yet in another sense we stand in the position of Abraham. 

As His Church we are called of God to bring Christ into His inheritance in the land. The 

question with Abraham was, Could he become God's vessel to bring in Isaac? And it is 

the same question today: Can the Church become God's vessel to bring Christ into His 

place? The Church counts for nothing in herself, save as a vessel to bring in Christ. God's 

purpose is in the Son.  

But how, we ask ourselves, can we become such a vessel, to give God's Son the 

opportunity to display His power in the great work of recovery? Abraham, we find, 

underwent three further tests, this time in relation to his own son, to prepare him for this 

very task. In these three lie the answers to that question. We shall look now at the first of 

them.  

In relation to the son, Abraham's first test was the test of time. As we have seen in 

Genesis 15: 4, God had promised him an heir. The time went by. Abraham, we are told, 

had believed; but he was not superhuman, and his faith was still in process of developing.  

At the age of eighty-five he had been in the land for ten years (16: 3). He felt it was time 

his son arrived, if he was going to have one at all. So he adopted Sarah's suggestion, and 

took her handmaid, Hagar, to be a second wife. Hagar's son was born when Abraham was 

eighty-six.  

What he did not know was that God had planned for him to have a son by Sarah when he 

himself was one hundred. Instead he had Ishmael fourteen years earlier. So we can say 

that Abraham was defeated in his first test. He had not seen that to exercise faith is to 

cease striving. He believed, but he thought he must help God, and that in taking Hagar he 

was ensuring that her child should be the fulfilment of God's promise. There were many 

things he knew he could not do, but surely he could do this, for this was what God 

wanted!  

What Abraham overlooked was that this matter of the son went deeper than the mere 

question of his having one. What was vital was from whom the son came, Who gave 

him? It is not a question of whether we are active or not, but of who originates the actions 

and whose power is behind them.  

Unless Abraham's son was God's gift, what use was he to God? Is it wrong to help 

people? No, but we need to be sure that the help they receive is help from God. Is it 

wrong to preach the Good News? Certainly not! But the question is, who is doing it? Is 

the word preached God's word? God does not only want right things done; He wants us to 

be the medium of right things that He is doing. The source of the action, not just the 

activity itself, is the important thing. A thing may even be God's will, just as it was 

certainly God's will that Abraham should have a son; nevertheless what matters is who is 

doing that will.  

All Abraham got for his efforts was Ishmael. True, Abraham was intended to be a father; 

but this meant essentially that he was to discover the meaning of the word `father' by 



learning the fundamental lesson that everything comes from God as Father. Only so 

would he himself be worthy to be the father of them that believe. The source is 

everything because it is the source that gets the credit. What I do, I get credit for; after all, 

it is I who did it! So after a piece of service, however fruitful, the ultimate question is not, 

`What are the results? but, `Lord, who has done this?-You or I? No matter how expertly 

we may do it, we shall invite not praise but rebuke from God. Purity or otherwise in our 

work depends on how much of God and how much of ourselves there is in it. If we are 

truly God's servants we know perfectly well that we get no peace or joy from what we 

have done by striving. When He quietly puts us aside, we praise Him because what has 

been done is something we have had no part in. The origin was God Himself.  

I am afraid this is not a popular thing to speak of. Preach to stir men to more 

evangelizing, more activity, more sacrifice, and they will listen and agree. But talk about 

the worthlessness of our work for God, even when it is not sinfully but well done, and we 

meet disapproval and misunderstanding. Yet this is the central point in service. Whether 

we can bring in Christ to be God's vessel of recovery depends on whether we can get out 

of the way to make room for Him. Nothing good work, service, preaching the Word, even 

doing His will -can satisfy His heart if we are the source of it. Only what He does in us 

and through us can satisfy Him.  

We watch a child making models out of mud. He may have real imagination and produce 

some quite recognizable models, but we say, `They are nothing but mud. It is only 

childish play.' Yet the difference between that child and ourselves is very trifling 

compared with the difference between ourselves and God. He is God. We are men. He 

uses us-and rejoices to use us-as His instruments, but that is all. He uses us.  

In Galatians the apostle Paul draws an interesting parallel with this passage. Hagar, he 

says, represents `the Law'. The Ten Commandments are of course ten things that God 

requires. In Abraham too we have a marl seeking to give God what He requires. He has 

set out to please God. Yet those who do so, Paul says, put themselves under a curse 

(Galatians 3. 10) The only effect therefore of Abraham's good works is that Ishmael is 

born `of the flesh' (4. 29).  

God had said that the son should be Sarah's. Isaac was the child of promise (4. 23), a 

work of God's grace. And grace is God working instead of me. When God worked, Isaac 

was born `after the Spirit'. At eighty-six Abraham's natural strength had been still there. 

Atone hundred `his body was as good as dead' (Romans 4. 19). There was no longer any 

way for him to have a son naturally. Then Isaac came. We too need to reckon ourselves 

dead before we can believe fully in the God who gives life to the dead. Abraham was 

shown that he himself was not the father, the source, of anything. God waits until we 

have reached an end of ourselves, and then Isaac comes. There is something of the 

atmosphere of Genesis 1 here. There is no other chapter in the Bible like that one. `God 

saw everything that he had made, and it was very good.'  

With Isaac it was altogether a matter of time-God's time. We often think it would be good 

if we could start work for Him sooner, but when we know Him, we know what it is to 



wait for God's time. It is Isaac, not Ishmael, who is the one to fulfil God's purpose and 

maintain His witness in the earth. Not only was Ishmael valueless to God; none have so 

injured God's people and their witness, or so fought against God Himself, as has Ishmael. 

To try to help God can be to injure His work.  

There may be many Ishmaels, but there is only one Isaac. We can bring Ishmael on to the 

scene at any time; there is only one time for IsaacGod's time. Shall we decide to wait for 

Isaac, or shall we determine to have Ishmael in his place? Any time is convenient for 

Ishmael.  

For God to have complete dominion over us means coming to the extreme end of 

ourselves. And yet to know that God has spoken through us Himself, even once, is better 

than a lifetime of our own service. Don't compare yourself with others. Recognize one 

thing only, the difference between man's work and God's. It is a question of source, and it 

is a question of time. If God sets us aside even for three months, we cannot bear it. Yet 

Abraham had to wait for his son fifteen years.  

Before Abraham was eighty-five his faith was far from perfect. Yet we read that he 

exercised this deficient faith: `He believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for 

righteousness' (Genesis 15. 6). Praise God, he was justified by faith! It is sufficient just to 

believe. But in the fifteen years that followed he learnt some tremendous lessons, and 

how he glorified God when at length the impossible happened and Isaac was given! Paul 

says that when Isaac was conceived, Abraham already considered himself `dead' 

(Romans 4. 19). He had given up! The more utter the impossibility of doing a thing 

ourselves, the more glory we give to Him who does it. And what God does is always 

`very good'.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

THE COVENANT OF GRACE  

One striking feature marks the thirteen years that followed Ishmael's birth. Throughout 

them all God did not speak to Abraham. His record is empty. What we have done on our 

own, God leaves us to get on with; He does not speak. But when Abraham was `dead'-dry 

and old, and could no longer have a son if he wanted one - then, God spoke to him.  

The starting-point of all our progress is in God's gracious call; not in our desires. 

Abraham had not repented. Rather, Ishmael was growing yearly more precious to him. 

He had not realized his wrong, nor sought after God. From our standpoint, measuring him 

by all we have said so far, there was not much hope for him. But his hope was not 

dependent on whether he wanted God but on the fact that God wanted him. God was still 

at work on him; He had not let him go. If God wants a man, that man cannot escape His 

hand. How we need to learn to commit ourselves to the hand of the Almighty God!  



So, after these years, God spoke to Abraham again. `When Abram was ninety years old 

and nine, the Lord appeared to Abram, and said unto him, I am God Almighty; walk 

before me, and be thou perfect' (Genesis 17: 1). For the first time He uses the title El 

Shaddai, `God Almighty'. Abraham knew God had power and was almighty, but he did 

not know Him as all-mighty. God said, `Learn this, and be perfect,' that is to say, without 

mixture. The perfect are unmixed in everything; they are even perfectly weak, letting the 

Almighty do it all!  

Now God made a covenant with Abraham. God wanted a people who should spring from 

Him, and He defines in the terms of the covenant where they must stand in order to be 

such a people. `I will make my covenant between me and thee, and will multiply thee 

exceedingly. Behold, my covenant is with thee, and thou shalt be the father of a multitude 

of nations. And I will establish my covenant between me and thee and thy seed after thee 

throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto thee and to thy 

seed after thee' (17: 2, 4, 7).  

The sign of the covenant was circumcision. They were to be a people with no confidence 

in the flesh. They must not only be born, and called forth, by Him; they must bear in their 

flesh His sign. To be born, and to be bought with a price, is not enough. God has 

redeemed us, and begotten us again, but we are still not in the position of God's people, 

maintaining His witness in the earth, fulfilling His purpose, unless there is effective in us 

what is meant by circumcision. 'Ye shall be circumcised,' runs the command, `and it shall 

be a token of a covenant betwixt me and you.' And it continues: `The uncircumcised male 

. . . shall be cut off from his people; he hath broken my covenant' (17: 11, 14). Note 

carefully that those not circumcised were not therefore exterminated (like the people of 

Canaan). For this is not a question of salvation but of witness only. Their name was `cut 

off'. In other words, we may be redeemed and possess new life, but if we do not 

recognize the Cross of Christ as dealing with the flesh in us, we have no name as His 

witnesses.  

What, then, is circumcision? The apostle Paul tells us that in Christ 'ye were also 

circumcised with a circumcision not made with hands, in the putting off of the body of 

the flesh, in the circumcision of Christ' (Colossians 2:11). Elsewhere he says, `we are the 

circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God, and glory in Christ Jesus, and have no 

confidence in the flesh' (Philippians 3. 3). And then he goes onto catalogue the various 

grounds he had previously felt himself to have for such confidence. They turn out to be 

things in no way sinful or wrong in themselves. His racial purity, his strict religious 

upbringing, his sincere zeal for God-these things were not sinful at all. They were simply 

grounds for natural pride. But `they that are in the flesh cannot please God' (Romans 8. 

8). The trouble today is that we do not recognize this. Romans chapter 7 is Paul's 

description of one who is doing his best to please God in the flesh, and it is one big 

`cannot'. 

Sin in a man is comparatively easy to deal with. But when it comes to having a part in 

God's work of recovery, the trouble arises with the flesh that wants to please God. It is 

here that the Cross of Christ comes to our aid. It undermines our self-confidence, so that, 



for example, we can no longer speak as dogmatically as we did, but it gives us a 

wonderful confidence in God.  

It is as though God said to Abraham, `What you need is faith and not works. You tried 

thirteen years ago; but I promised, not in order that you should bring it about but because 

I intended to bring it about.' Circumcision was the sign of that. It is to be a sign, for all 

generations of His children, that they know that in the flesh they are helpless. 

A sign is a peculiarity. We see it, and by it we recognize a person. What is the distinctive 

mark of our Christian life before men? Is it wisdom, or honesty? Is it love, or eloquence 

in the Word of God? No; the feature that distinguishes the people of God is their lack of 

an overweening self-confidence. Alas, it is a feature hard to find. As young Christians we 

know everything: salvation, the fullness of the Spirit, the will of God! We are quite sure 

we know God's plan for us. But where is the fear and the trembling? Where is the 

uncertainty that knows it may well be mistaken, and that leans-yes leans-on God? 

In chapter 15 we read of Abraham that he believed. Now, in chapter 17, the fulfilment of 

the promise is near; yet it seems that Abraham's faith has dwindled. We are told that he 

fell on his face and laughed (17: 17). It was probably the only position in which he dare 

laugh! For him and Sarah to have a son now was ridiculous. After all he was a man of a 

hundred. He had heard nothing like it. His early faith had been true faith, but even that 

had had an element of self-confidence in it, and now even his faith was dead! He had not 

back-slidden. This was part of God's work in him. The Father of the faithful had to lose 

his faith! For it had been a mixed faith-in God and in Abraham.  

God was bringing about in Abraham a new quality of faith. That laugh was not a laugh at 

God, but a laugh at himself. `Without being weakened in faith he considered his own 

body now as good as dead (he being about a hundred years old), and the deadness of 

Sarah's womb: yea, looking unto the promise of God, he wavered not through unbelief, 

but waxed strong through faith, giving glory to God, and being fully assured that, what he 

had promised, he was able also to perform. Wherefore also it was reckoned unto him for 

righteousness' (Romans 4: 19-22). This is true faith. When we are defeated and God does 

not speak, He is leading us to the end of, ourselves and to a complete confidence in Him. 

There is no substitute for that. We try to help God out, and inflate our faith, and make 

long prayers, but nothing happens. There is prayer which shows no self-confidence, 

which cries out in the midst of doubt and fear: `I don't know whether it is any use or not 

to do so, but I believe!' God can use faith that is exercised in the midst of extreme doubt, 

faith as small as a grain of mustard seed. 

With the matter of circumcision settled we move into chapter 18 and find Abraham in the 

most privileged position of a friend of God. This is quite the most remarkable chapter in 

the Old Testament. Abraham is still in Mamre, the place of fullness. Three men come to 

him, and one of them is God in human form. This occurs in no other place in the Old 

Testament. God appeared, not as before in glory, but walking, bringing two angels. 

Abraham recognized Him and addressed Him as `my Lord'. He received the three of them 

as guests, inviting them to rest and wash and eat. This was fellowship and intercourse 



with God of a new order. As the latter part of the chapter shows, Abraham was taken into 

the divine counsels to have a part in them. He was God's friend.  

They talked of Abraham's son, yet to be given. Now it was Sarah that broke into laughter. 

With Abraham the question was already settled. It was this that had qualified him to be 

God's friend. The story of Sodom works itself out, and after that a strange thing happens. 

Abraham is subjected to his second test with regard to his son. This takes place at Gerar 

in the land of the Philistines. Here Abraham comes to dwell, and as he did before in 

Egypt, he tells a lie to Abimelech king of Gerar. After chapter 18 and Abraham's 

fellowship with God, this is difficult to understand.  

But there is a difference here from the incident in chapter 12. For when Abimelech 

rebukes him, Abraham explains why he did it. It was a thing they had planned together 

back in Mesopotamia. `We thought God wanted us to move about in this land. We 

thought you were idolaters, and we were afraid, so we made this plan.' The thing had not 

originated in Egypt: it only came to the surface there. It had its roots in Mesopotamia, and 

now here in Gerar it crops up again. Abraham is put to shame. He has to learn that Sarah 

cannot be separated from him. In Mesopotamia he had thought she could.  

Abraham represents faith; Sarah represents grace. It is impossible to separate them. If the 

one is gone the other is useless. Here was one more treacherous thing that had to be 

rooted out before Isaac could be given. Faith that does not rest on God's grace is 

valueless. You cannot sacrifice Sarah.  

For Sarah's sake the whole of Abimelech's house was punished (20: 17). Abraham was 

required to pray for them. It cannot possibly have been an easy thing to do. The women 

of Gerar were barren. How could he pray for them when his own wife had the same 

trouble? For other things, yes; but how for this?  

But he did not ask that question. Now he had completely overcome the fears and 

questions and doubts that had had their root in Mesopotamia. `My wife is God's affair, 

and so are theirs. I have no confidence except in God.' The lurking fear had been dragged 

out into the light of day, and slain. He was free to pray for others. He did not pray for 

Sarah, for now he had no need to. Immediately after this Isaac was conceived. `The Lord 

visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did unto Sarah as he had spoken. And Sarah 

conceived, and bare Abraham a son in his old age, at the set time of which God had 

spoken to him. And Abraham called the name of his son that was born unto him, whom 

Sarah bare to him, Isaac' (Genesis 21. 1-3).  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

THE GIFTS, OR THE GIVER?  



ABRAHAM had learned that God is Father. This it was that made possible his prayer for 

Abimelech's household. He knew that neither their troubles nor Sarah's hindered God in 

the least. He knew that ultimately fruitfulness depended neither on them nor on himself. 

It was God's gift. He could not have prayed for the people of Gerar if he had still been 

nursing hopes in himself in regard to his own need. He prayed a costly prayer, and the 

price of it was a complete abandonment of himself. It was a prayer God would answer 

immediately.  

To know God in the closest relationship of `our Father' is one thing. To know Him as 

God the Father, the Source and Originator of everything, is something more. Abraham 

had learned that nothing could hinder and nothing could help God. He is almighty.  

We read now that Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian mocking, and that she said to 

Abraham `Cast out this bondwoman and her son; for the son of this bondwoman shall not 

be heir with my son, even with Isaac'. This appears like human jealousy merely, but God 

was speaking through Sarah. This is clear from Galatians 4. 30. Ultimately only one son 

can fulfil God's purpose, namely Christ.  

Ishmael represents Adam, the man of the flesh. In him we are in bondage, and Paul says 

`With freedom did Christ set us free: stand fast therefore, and be not entangled again in a 

yoke of bondage' (Galatians 5. I). How, then, are we to act towards the flesh?  

Notice first that Ishmael was not cast out until after Isaac was born and weaned. It is no 

use preaching against the flesh to unbelievers. They are flesh, and they possess nothing 

else! There must be an Isaac, a new birth. When Isaac came into his position and was 

recognized as the son, then Ishmael was cast out. It is Christ dwelling in us who sets us 

free. `Walk by the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lust of the flesh. They that are of 

Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with the passions and the lusts thereof' (Galatians 5. 

16, 24). 

Now at last God's way with Abraham was complete. We come to chapter 22, and it is 

God's glory that here He could still test His servant. `It came to pass after these things 

that God did prove Abraham.' How many of us can stand being tested yet again, when all 

the lessons have already been learned?  

What God now demanded of Abraham was nothing less than the outright sacrifice of his 

son. The Old Testament story emphasizes the emotional crisis this was for Abraham 

personally. `Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest, even Isaac, and get thee 

into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering.'  

But-it is in the New Testament that we are shown the real costliness of this demand. Far 

more than mere human feelings were at issue. `By faith Abraham, being tried, offered up 

Isaac: yea, he that had gladly received the promises was offering up his only begotten 

son; even he to whom it was said, In Isaac shall thy seed be called: accounting that God is 

able to raise up, even from the dead; from whence he did also in a parable receive him 

back' (Hebrews 11. 17-19). Isaac was the son God had promised, the hope of his 



posterity. That was the thing at stake, namely, God's matchless purpose of love. The son 

was not merely a personal matter to Abraham. If this heir of the promise died, upon 

whom hung the entire plan of God, then what remained?  

Thus it was that this third test came to Abraham, not as an individual but as a vessel of 

the divine purpose. For all the fullness of promise was settled upon Isaac. To sacrifice 

him was to sacrifice the covenant word of God. The very witness to God in the nations 

turned upon this lad, and he was to be given up!  

'Ishmael was mine. To turn him out is reasonable; I respect that. But Isaac-he is not, in 

that sense, mine. He came by promise, entirely from God. I did not even ask for him; God 

gave him. Now He wants me to give him back! And He is not even taking him naturally 

by death; I must sacrifice him. In the first place I didn't want him for I had Ishmael; so 

why give him? Having so wonderfully given him, why not leave him? But to give him, 

and then to ask for him back? It is not reasonable!'  

Once again Abraham must know God as Father. Isaac truly was from God. There was no 

problem there. The problem now was with Abraham's concern with Isaac. We must not 

become tied up possessively with God's gifts. Abraham had learned that God was Father 

in the birth of Isaac; he must learn that God is still Father after his birth. We often 

recognize it before Isaac comes, but when we look at Isaac-we cannot do without Isaac!  

The question is, is it still God who occupies our vision, or Isaac? Before Isaac's birth, the 

two were one. Now they have become two representing two claims upon our attention. 

We think, that now Isaac is come, God's work is done and everything turns upon him. But 

God's promise is still with Himself, not with His gift.  

Isaac can stand for many things. He represents many gifts of God's grace. Before God 

gives them, our hands are empty. Afterwards they are full. Sometimes God reaches out 

His hand to take ours in fellowship. Then we need an empty hand to put into His. But 

when we have received His gifts and are nursing them to ourselves, our hands are full, 

and when God puts out His hand we have no empty hand for Him. We can dwell on His 

gifts at the neglect of Him. Often we forget that our experience is not for our life-long 

use. Our source of life is God, not our experience. We hold on to the experience and 

forget God is Father. Let go the gift and the experience, and hold on to God. Isaac can be 

done without, but God is eternal.  

But as we have said, this matter of Isaac goes deeper. It is concerned with more than 

individual matters-with God's gift to us personally and with our personal experiences of 

Him. Isaac was intimately linked with God's will. In fact Abraham might have been led to 

feel that Isaac in fact represented God's will and therefore must be held on to for that 

reason. But at the risk of seeming to press this matter excessively we must affirm that the 

will of God is not bound up with any Isaac but with God Himself.  

It will help us if we compare together two chapters in the New Testament, Luke 22 and 

John 18, which helpfully illumine this passage. In the Garden of Gethsemane Jesus knelt 



and prayed saying, `Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not 

my will, but thine, be done' (Luke 22. q 2). This request of His that the cup might pass 

from Him does not represent fear of the Cross. We cannot doubt our Lord's courage. If 

martyrs have gladly died for Him through the ages, certainly their Lord did not fear 

crucifixion.  

But there is a distinction here between what Jesus called the cup and the will. The cup 

was surely the work that God had sent Him to do, and this included the Cross. The will 

was something lying behind that, in the heart of God Himself. The cup in this passage is 

just one work - redemption. Jesus knew He had come for that work, even before He left 

heaven. Yet He had not become so bound to it that He could not let it go. There was an `if 

possible' in it, and of course there were real human reasons why some other alternative 

might be welcome, if God so willed. But for Him there was no `if possible' about God's 

will; that must be done, `possible' or not. Right up to the night before His crucifixion, 

Jesus never thought, `I must be crucified at all costs,' but only, `I must do the will of Him 

that sent me.' The one is subsidiary and might possibly be changed; the other, the will of 

God, is something in God Himself, and must be done. Important-nay, vital as the Cross 

most certainly was, the Lord Jesus had not grasped it to Himself. All that mattered to Him 

was the Father's will, and the decision of how that will should be fulfilled remained in the 

Father's hands, not His.  

So the cup represents the work, and the will represents God Himself. We are concerned 

with God Himself, not with the thing He wants us to do. With Christ the will of God was 

an ever-present thing, ever to be done. He was not even tied up to a single point in that 

will, such as the crucifixion. But when it was clear to Him that without any question the 

Cross was in the will of God for Him, then with equal positiveness He said to Peter-and 

notice that these words follow the previous ones-`The cup which the Father hath given 

me, shall I not drink it? (John 18. 11). Jesus puts first things first, the Father's will before 

the work that that will involves.  

How perverse we are! Until Isaac comes we are like Abraham; we do not want him. But 

once Isaac has been given we cannot do without him, and we must hold on to him. First 

we oppose Isaac; then we possess him. That is what man is! And that is what Moriah 

deals with. It was Abraham's last test.  

Do we love the work God has given us to do at the expense of the Giver of it? Or is our 

fellowship with God the same, whether He gives or whether He withdraws our Isaac? 

Only as it is so can what Isaac represents be maintained upon the earth. Praise God, 

Abraham did not murmur at all. He did not even use the word `sacrifice'. He said, `I and 

the lad will go yonder; and we will worship, and come again to you' (Genesis 22. 5). This 

experience really was worship to him.  

Then it was that God could give Isaac back. The possessive bond was already broken. 

The attitude of Abraham's heart was, `I dare not think too much of Isaac. I don't know 

what God is going to do with him.'  



But out of this experience there came a further thing for Abraham; he discovered that 

God was not only the God of creation but also of resurrection. Hebrews 11:19 tells us that 

he accounted `that God is able to raise up, even from the dead; from whence he did also 

in a parable receive him back'. In this also he knew God as Father, and for this too he was 

reckoned righteous. `Was not Abraham our father justified by works, in that he offered up 

Isaac his son upon the altar? Thou seest that faith wrought with his works, and by works 

was faith made perfect; and the scripture was fulfilled which saith, And Abraham 

believed God, and it was reckoned unto him for righteousness; and he was called the 

friend of God' (James 2. 21-23). Everything that is really of value to us, even the work 

God gives us, and even our knowledge of God's will, must go through death to 

resurrection. In resurrection we know it to be something so miraculously of God that we 

can never again take it possessively into our hands. Resurrection puts it out of our reach. 

Isaac is born in my home, but he dwells in God's. He is not mine, I cannot hold him. God 

has become everything. This accords with the opening words of God's promise to 

Abraham there in the mount. `By myself have I sworn, saith the Lord' (22. 26). There is 

nothing greater than that.  

The fully developed promise that follows is very wonderful. `Because thou hast done this 

thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son: . . . in blessing I will bless thee, and 

in multiplying I will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is 

upon the sea shore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies; and in thy seed 

shall all the nations of the earth be blessed; because thou hast obeyed my voice.' 

Abraham's call was firstly for the land, secondly for the people of God, and now, thirdly, 

for all `the nations of the earth'. 

Through deep experience Abraham has come to know God, not just as the Giver of gifts 

but as the Father, the Source of everything. It was this that qualified him to be the father 

of them that believe. It was this that fitted him to be God's vessel in the divine 

programme of recovery.  
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CHAPTER NINE  

THE WEALTH OF THE CHILD OF GOD  

THE sacrifice of Isaac is the believer's deepest lesson. It puts to us very straightly the 

question, Is our hope and expectation still in God, or is it in God and the Isaac we are 

holding on to? Or, worse still, is our hope in our Isaac only? After all, only God can fulfil 

His own purpose. When I was without Isaac, I looked to God. With Isaac, I still look to 

God just the same.  

Abraham had come not only into the land but into the heart of God. He had become 

God's vessel, through whom God could do His work of recovery. This was no mere 

matter of justification by faith but of the man who was justified. God had secured the 

man He wanted.  



Abraham's experience is God's standard in dealing with His people. Today God wants not 

only an Abraham but a corporate vessel. So Abraham's experience must be that of each 

individual, not only as such but also as a member of one body. For us all, His purpose is 

that we should together be Abraham's seed.  

Ah, we may say, Abraham's experience is wonderful, only I am no Abraham. In Genesis 

22 Abraham shines. After all these years I've never shone! Abraham is God's model 

vessel, certainly, but how can I ever arrive where Abraham did? God fulfilled His 

purpose in Abraham. Can He possibly do so in me?  

Remember what we said at the beginning. God is not only the God of Abraham but also 

of Isaac and Jacob. This should serve to remind us at least that Abraham does not stand 

alone, complete and sufficient in himself as God's vessel for the fulfilment of His 

purpose. Isaac and Jacob were also needed along with him. Moreover, if we are to take 

our part in that purpose, we must know not only the God of Abraham but also the God of 

Isaac and of Jacob. We must have the experience of these two also, and as we look at 

their experience we shall find our questions begin to be answered. Abraham is the 

standard, it is true, but between him and the kingdom of Israel there are these other two. 

The corporate vessel is secured through the witness of all three. When God is the God of 

Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob, and when His people know Him as that, then the 

kingdom comes.  

Abraham was the father par excellence. He had to learn to know God as Originator, but 

the peculiarity of God's work upon him was that it made him original in more senses than 

one. He was a true forefather in that he was a pioneer. He was the first man in Scripture 

to forsake everything; to `cross over' to Canaan and so be designated a Hebrew; to have 

intimate fellowship with God as man to man; to beget an heir at one hundred years of 

age; to reject his own natural son in favour -of God's miraculous gift; and then to 

sacrifice that gift at God's behest.  

But if Abraham was the father, immediately we see Isaac as a figure of Christ the Son. 

No history so typifies Christ as does that of Isaac. Constituted the heir by divine promise, 

he was born, not after the flesh but after the spirit (Galatians 4: 29). Apart from Christ 

there was no other of whom this was said. Let us briefly recount some other ways in 

which Isaac may be a type of Christ. To Sarah, Isaac was Abraham's only true son, the 

beloved (Hebrews 11. 17). Laid by his father on the altar, he was received back as from 

the dead to be to him the risen one. After Sarah herself died and her `age of grace' was 

past, Isaac's bride, a figure of the Church, was brought to him from a far country. Yet she 

came to him as the Church of God's will, not brought in from without but born from 

within, for Rebekah and Isaac were of one blood, one family, as are Christ and His own. 

Moreover, Isaac really did occupy his inheritance. Abraham at one point went down into 

Egypt and Jacob returned to Mesopotamia, but Isaac was born, lived and died in Canaan. 

This is the Son who `is in heaven', who never left His Father's bosom.  

So in remarkable detail Isaac is a type of Christ. But leaving aside his typical 

significance, we must look now at the practical lessons to be learned from his experience. 



His is in fact the most ordinary experience in the Old Testament. He was a man 

seemingly without distinctive character, and in this respect is just the opposite of 

Abraham. Abraham did many things that no one else had done. Isaac did nothing that 

another had not already done.  

Ishmael mocked Isaac-and Isaac said nothing. He took no initiative. He followed his 

father to Moriah and there allowed himself to be laid on the altar-without uttering a word. 

What his father did, he accepted. He merely asked one question; no more.  

Even about his own marriage he had nothing to say. He knew nothing of the woman, and 

was not even consulted by his father about her choice. From the human standpoint 

everything he did was passive, negative. To us he is the son `doing nothing of himself' 

(John 5. 19.).  

At sixty Isaac himself had two sons. Abraham had had to take action in respect of his 

children; he had had to cast out his eldest son. Isaac did nothing of the kind; nor was he 

asked to lay his son on the altar. Everything was difficult for Abraham; everything was 

straightforward for Isaac. He could not even sin with originality; his sin at Gerah was a 

replica of his father's! Three wells were dug by Abraham; Isaac simply reopened them. 

When Abimelech went to see Abraham, Abraham rebuked him for damage done to the 

wells. When he went to make a covenant with Isaac, Isaac only asked him why his 

servants had done such damage; he gave him no rebuke.  

In his old age Isaac at last did have his own ideas about blessing his sons. He wanted to 

bless Esau. But God would not let him do something his father had not done; he too had 

to bless the younger son! In the end, even the tomb in which Isaac was laid was the one 

provided by his father.  

In a sense Isaac is the complement of Abraham. Abraham embodies God's plan, God's 

standard. Isaac represents God's life, God's power. To see Abraham by himself, without 

the help of Isaac, is hard for us. Many see God's demands, and they cannot compass 

them, because they have not seen His provision. They see the standard, but not the life 

that satisfies that standard. Isaac gives us a picture of the life.  

To Isaac Abraham gave all that he had (Genesis 24.36; 25. 5). Isaac did not have to 

labour, to toil, to spend time in order to get it. All was bestowed upon him. Abraham 

attained, through long trials; Isaac inherited, in a single outright gift. Of all that he 

received, nothing was his own work. He did not even have to travel to reach Canaan as 

his father did; he was born there. 

So much for his relationship with his father. When we look at his relationship with God 

we find the same thing. The promise to Isaac in Genesis 26. 2-5 is exactly the same 

promise as is given to Abraham, and contains the words `I will establish the oath which I 

swear unto Abraham thy father'. There was nothing new in it that was not promised to 

Abraham already. And its fulfilment was stated to be `because Abraham obeyed my 

voice, and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes and my laws'. Again when 



the Lord appears to Isaac at Beersheba, He speaks of Himself as `the God of Abraham 

thy father' and assures him that `I am with thee, and will bless thee, and multiply thy seed 

for my servant Abraham's sake' (26. 24). All was bestowed upon Isaac because he was 

Abraham's son.  

This fact of bestowal and acceptance is the great characteristic of Isaac. The God of Isaac 

is God the Giver. He is the God who comes out to us. We must know Him in this way as 

well as knowing Him as Father. If we only know Him as the God of Abraham there is no 

approach to Him. As the God of Isaac He comes to us and gives us everything in His Son. 

None can go forward and attain to God's purpose unless he knows how to receive in this 

way. Romans chapter 7 offers us a picture of the man who has not yet found the God of 

Isaac. He is for ever under the law, and cries constantly: `To will is present with me, but 

to do that which is good is not.' He has not seen that everything is offered to him in 

Christ, nor how full that provision is. The secret is receiving, not doing. The way through 

is not by the exercise of the will but by the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus 

(Romans 8. 2). We know what the God of Abraham wants-we can't help knowing-but we 

don't know how to get there until we have found the God of Isaac. Victory, life, salvation, 

all is bestowed, not attained. When you are born into a wealthy home, it is very difficult 

to be poor! You are rich; you were born that way.  

We never worked for our salvation, gradually scaling the heights until we attained to it. 

The Lord sought and saved us. Victory over sin is the same; it is received, not worked 

for. Oh, may we learn to praise God that He has provided for us such bounty in Christ!  

Peter says that we `have escaped' from the corruption that is in the world (2 Peter z. 4). 

He does not say that we `are able to' escape, or that we `hope to' escape, but that we have 

already done so. This is the God of Isaac. What God has done, we receive and enjoy. We 

are not constantly waiting, hoping, anxiously seeking for it. We are born into the home; 

we have it all. Inheritance is ours.  

Let us get quite clear what the life of the believer is. It is not: `from here to there'. It is: 

`from there to here'. It starts in God. As Paul says, it is the parents who lay up for the 

children and not the other way round (2 Corinthians 12. 14).  

Some of us force ourselves to do things we don't want to do and to live a life we cannot 

in fact live, and think that in making this effort we are being Christians. That is very far 

removed from what Isaac was. The Christian life is lived when I receive the life of Christ 

within me as a gift, to live by that life. It is the nature of the life of Christ not to love the 

world but to be distinct from it, and to value prayer and the Word and communion with 

God. These are not things I do naturally; by nature I have to force myself to do them.  

But God has provided another nature, and He wants me to benefit from the provision He 

has made.  

The only question Isaac asked was, `Where is the lamb? The answer is full of meaning: 

`God will provide himself the lamb.' That is the life of Isaac. We ask, and the answer is 



always the same: `God himself will provide.' So Abraham called the place of resurrection 

:Jehovah-jireh'. Everything that is demanded, God Himself gives: that is the experience 

of Isaac. In Abraham God sets up a standard; in Isaac He shows us His storehouse. 

Strength, life, grace from God, all are ours to receive that we may measure up to the 

divine standard of a vessel for testimony.  

We have looked at Abraham and Isaac; we must look for a moment at Isaac and Jacob, 

for Isaac lies between the two. In the comparisons just now before us, we have seen what 

God is giving to us. But we cannot stay there; we must also ask what it is that God is 

securing in us. We know that Christ is all. But in us there is a rival to Christ, namely, our 

own strength of nature. That too must find its answer, and when we have dealt with Isaac, 

that answer will be the theme of our final chapters.  

Isaac received everything, and by his very passivity sets forth God's bountiful grace. 

Jacob lost everything, and in his trials exemplifies the rigors of God's chastening hand. In 

Isaac God ministers to us the triumphant resurrection life of Christ. In Jacob we see the 

other side of the coin; for God is compelled, for Christ's sake, to apply to us the discipline 

of the Spirit. The life of nature in us is being reduced progressively to its zero, that Christ 

may be fully displayed. God's work in Jacob will in fact be to make room for the God of 

Isaac.  
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CHAPTER TEN  

THE STATUS OF AN HEIR  

The distinctive feature of true Christianity is that it compels people to receive. The letter 

to the Galatians draws a close parallel between ourselves and Isaac, and shows that we 

are people who receive just as he did. We are heirs (3. 29; 4. 7). We partake of the 

promises (3. 22; 4. 28). There is an inheritance in view, and we enter into that inheritance 

(3. 18; 4. 30 f.). In all these things we are at the receiving end.  

Ishmael was born into slavery. His mother was a bondwoman and he shared her status. 

Slavery was his inheritance. But Isaac, because of the status of his mother, was born to 

freedom. In New Testament terms Sarah represents grace, just as Hagar represents law (4. 

24 f . ). Grace means that salvation is a free gift of God, for which we do not work. He 

does it all.  

In Paul's letter to the Romans he makes it clear that the sinner depends on grace for his 

salvation. In these chapters of Galatians he shows us that the believer depends equally 

upon grace for his continuation in the Christian life. We never did anything, or gave God 

anything, for our salvation. Now we are to go on in the same way, not making even faith 

something that we do but looking trustfully to His grace and continuing to receive. For 

Christ has prepared for us everything.  



There are two sides to Christ's work expressed in two simple statements. Firstly, you and 

I are in Christ. Secondly, Christ is in you and in me. Every fruit of our union with Christ 

is governed by these two statements of what God has done. The Lord Jesus Himself puts 

this in a concise sentence which says: `Abide in me, and I in you' (John 15. 4).  

By virtue of our position in Christ we benefit from all the accomplished facts of His 

history: His life on earth, His death and resurrection, and His session at God's right hand. 

All His work becomes ours, all that He has already done and that is covered by the 

statement, `It is finished.' By virtue of the further fact that Christ is in us, we become 

partakers of His life. All His power, all that He can do now, all that He is today, becomes 

ours. Both these aspects of our union with Him are included in our inheritance; if we 

want to enter into all our inheritance, then we must see them both. If we only know that 

we are in Christ, we are passive and weak. If we only know that Christ is in us, life is 

uphill and something is missing. Neither is sufficient alone. Both are gifts already given 

to us to provide for our life, our future, our standing before God, our practical holiness-

everything.  

God begins by giving us a new position so that we have a new start. He does this by 

placing us in Christ. If I am down at the bottom of a horrible pit, then I continue there 

with no way of getting out of it, until God lifts me out and puts me upon a rock. That is 

what He has done for us in Christ. By placing us in Him He has settled all our past, just 

as by placing the life of Christ within us He has given us all we need for the present and 

for the entire future. The two sides are necessary to deliver us out of our agonized 

striving to attain, and into that place of rest where all is from God.  

How we need that new start in Christ! We are sinners in God's sight and we need 

deliverance and a new standing before God. We shall never have it in ourselves.  

I belong to the race of Adam, and I have only Adam in me. Not only is my conduct bad 

but I am bad. The man himself is wrong and not merely his actions.  

As young Christians we take a long time to learn this. Only after bitter experience does it 

dawn on us that it is no mere question of dropped goods but of the faultiness of the bag 

containing them. If we find one thing after another is dropping out of our pockets, we 

eventually give up putting them back in there. We feel around instead to see if perchance 

the pocket has a hole in it! It is the unfailing recurrence of our sins of hasty speech, quick 

temper, avid self-seeking and so on, that, even when we know God's forgiveness, exposes 

the fact that the trouble is within ourselves.  

The apostle Paul makes this clear in the first section of Romans where, down to the 

beginning of chapter 5, he shows us how man's conduct is wrong, and how the cure for 

this is God's forgiveness through the precious Blood of Christ. Then in the second 

section, down to chapter 8, he shows us how the man himself is wrong and must be dealt 

with. What is the remedy here? It is one thing only: for that man himself to die.  



God does not say `the soul that sins must get his sins cleansed'; He says `the soul that sins 

must die'. `He that hath died,' says Paul, `is justified from sin' (Romans 6. 7). There is no 

other remedy. In the sight of God we must die.  

But what sort of salvation would be ours if we were to end there? There is the need for a 

resurrection to new life, and a new start. We must not only die in God's eyes, we must 

rise again. But surely, too, there must be a new position. I must not only live but I must 

live for God; and He is in heaven, so I must ascend there. Thus there must be a death, a 

resurrection and an ascension before the trouble I have inherited from Adam is reversed.  

How can this possibly be? How can I die, and be raised, and ascend to where God is? The 

simple answer is that I cannot. Man may seek this kind of death, but he can never attain 

it. He may seek resurrection, and all he achieves is a grave. He may seek heaven, but he 

finds himself earthbound. To escape from the inheritance of Adam and from sin's reign is 

an insuperable problem.  

There is indeed only one solution, and this is clearly stated in 1 Corinthians 1. 30. The 

Chinese version of the statement is: `That you are in Christ Jesus, is of God.' This is a 

most important affirmation. It is God's work that has placed me in Christ Jesus. It is 

nothing that I have done or could ever do. And everything for my salvation stems from 

the fact that God has done it.  

You have seen this illustration before, but I will repeat it. I have a bus ticket here, and I 

put it into the pages of this book. Now I put the book into the fire and burn it. What 

happens to the ticket? Or I throw the book into the river. What about the ticket? Or again, 

I make the book up into a parcel, and take it to the Post Office and mail it to Europe. 

Where is the ticket now? You can answer each question with absolute assurance; and yet 

it is a fact that, once it was in the book, I did nothing more with the ticket as such. I did 

not send the ticket to Europe, I sent the book. Because the ticket is in the book, where the 

book goes the ticket must go. It has a part in everything that happens to the book. When I 

tell you what has happened to the book, you do not have to stop and think what has 

happened to the thing that is included in the book.  

We have been placed into Christ. When Christ was put to death, we died in Him, because 

we are in Him (Romans 6. 6). Moreover, the work of God did not stop there, for the Lord 

Jesus rose and ascended to His right hand. But because we are in Christ Jesus, we also 

were made alive with Him, and raised, and seated with Him in the heavenly places 

(Ephesians 2. 5 f.). We have a new standing in the presence of God, and it is not 

something to which we attained but something which is ours because we are in Christ. 

These facts, which are historically true of Him, become real also in our experience.  

It is important to realize that scripture makes our death, resurrection and ascension to be 

`given' historic facts in Christ. The fact that our old man `vas crucified with Him is 

something we know (Romans 6. 6). Unless we have cause to reckon ourselves not to be 

`in Christ', we cannot say that these facts are untrue. They follow logically from what 

God has done in the initial step of our salvation.  



I canot sufficiently emphasize that this is the first element in our inheritance in Christ. 

Our death in Christ Jesus, and the freedom from sin which goes with that death, are not 

doctrine but inheritance. They are not things that I have to do but gifts that I have 

received. However hard I try, I shall only prove to myself that by striving it does not 

work. But if I see that God has worked, and that that `old man' who has been such a 

problem was crucified long ago, then I shall know what it is to walk in newness of life.  

Here I must share with you my own experience. Thirteen years ago I came to the point 

where I knew that there was a lack somewhere in my life. Sin was defeating me, and I 

saw that something was fundamentally wrong. I asked God to show me what was the 

meaning of the expression, `I have been crucified with Christ.' For some months I prayed 

earnestly and read the Scriptures, seeking light. It became increasingly clear to me that, 

when speaking to us of this subject, God nowhere says, `You must be,' but always, `You 

have been.' Yet in view of my constant failures this just did not seem possible, unless I 

was to be dishonest with myself. I almost turned to the conclusion that only dishonest 

people could make such statements.  

Then one morning I came in my reading to 1 Corinthians 1. 30. `You are in Christ Jesus,' 

it said. I looked at it again. `That you are in Christ Jesus, is God's doing!' It was amazing 

! Then if Christ died, and that is a certain fact, and if God put me into Him, then I must 

have died too. All at once I saw. I cannot tell you what a wonderful discovery that was.  

The trouble with us today is that we think crucifixion with Christ is an experience we 

have somehow to attain. It is not. It is something God has done, and we have only to 

receive it. The whole difference lies here: Is the Cross a doctrine to be grasped and then 

applied? Or, Is it a revelation which God flashes upon my heart? It is quite possible, as I 

have proved, to know and preach the doctrine of the Cross without seeing the wonderful 

fact.  

All God has done, He has done first of all to Christ, and only then to us because we are in 

Christ. God does nothing directly upon us. Apart from and outside of Christ, God has no 

work of grace. Here is the preciousness of 1 Corinthians 1. 30. God has not only given us 

Christ but Christ's experience; not only what He can do but what He has already done. 

From His death onwards, all that He has is ours. This is the divine provision that Isaac 

illustrates to us.  

But we must not stop there. We have seen the fact of Christ, of all that He has already 

done in the past which we now have in Him, and which settled our own past because we 

are in Christ. But the other side of the coin is this, that Christ is in us, not for the past but 

for today and for all the future. His life is given to us, so that now He, exalted in heaven, 

is our life-power. I, in Him, have received His finished work. He, in me, gives me His 

power.  

How can we be victorious, righteous, holy? First we must understand clearly that God has 

not constituted Christ our Example to be copied. He is not giving us His strength to help 

us imitate Christ. He has not even planted Christ within us to help us to be Christ-like. 



Galatians 2. 20 is not our standard for record-breaking endeavour. It is not a high aim to 

be aspired to through long seeking and patient progress. No, it is not God's aim at all, but 

God's method. When Paul says, `Yet no longer I, but Christ liveth in me,' he is showing 

us how only Christ satisfies God's heart. This is the life that gives God satisfaction in the 

believer, and there is no substitute. `Not I, but Christ,' means Christ instead of me. When 

Paul uses these words he is not claiming to have attained something his readers have not 

yet reached to. He is defining the Christian life. The Christian life is the Christ life. Christ 

in me has become my life, and is living my life instead of me. It is not even that I trust 

Him as a separate, sufficient act. No, God gives Him to be my life.  

Moreover, in that new life there is a law-the law that determines what that life is like in 

expression. It is not just that a life is present in me, for if this were all, I would then have 

to hold tightly on to it. No, there is a law of that life (Romans 8. 2) and that law looks 

after itself.  

When we put a book on a table, we do not always need carefully and precisely to place it 

right down on the table's surface. We can let it go, just as we can drop a piece of paper 

into a wastepaper basket. The law of gravity is working, and it ensures that the book will 

fall into place. Without the law of gravity we would have to be more careful, or it might 

go up instead of down. But the law takes care of it, and we do not have to. Just so, we do 

not need to look after the law of life in Christ Jesus; the law will look after us!  

Often we find something in the Christian life difficult, and so we turn to God for help. 

Really that is wrong. We are trying to use the life, instead of letting the life use us. Let 

go, and the law will operate, and the life itself will work. Say to God, `I cannot do it, but 

Your life in me can and will. I am putting my trust in You.' There is not even needindeed 

there is seldom the time---consciously to exert faith in this matter. There is a law, and a 

law must always work; we have only to rest in it. Like Isaac, we have everything done for 

us by the Father.  

It is just here that the second half of 1 Corinthians 1. 30 is so splendid. `Christ Jesus was 

made unto us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption.' 

This means that my righteousness and yours is not a quality or a virtue; indeed it is not a 

thing at all-but a living Person. My holiness is not a condition of life but a Person. My 

redemption is not a hope but Christ in me, the hope of glory. Yes, Christ in me, and 

Christ in you-this is all we need.  

The daily life of the Christian is summed up in the word `receive'. Every challenging 

thing that God demands of me long-suffering, meekness, humility, goodness, holiness, 

joyis not something I am, or something I do, or some virtue I acquire or attain to. It is 

Christ in me. Each is the manifestation of Him. Let Him be revealed, naturally and 

spontaneously, and that is enough.  

`He is made unto us . . .' If He were our Justifier, Sanctifier, Redeemer, we could 

understand. But it does not say He does these things. It uses abstract nouns: He is these 



things. Christ in us meets every demand of God, and every demand of the circumstances 

around us.  

It is not in us to be humble, nor shall we find it helps to trust in the power of Christ to 

make us humble. Christ is humble, naturally-that is, by His very nature-and He is made 

our humility, for Christ is our all. Even faith and trust and obedience, if we regard them 

as virtues by which we attain, will prove ineffective. It is not that I trust His Word, 

therefore I can be longsuffering. It is that Christ is long suffering, and, praise God, Christ 

is in me! Once again, this is Isaac, natural, simple, spontaneous, trusting implicitly and 

without question, because the Father has made absolutely sufficient provision.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN  

THE NEW LIFE INDWELLING  

It is only through knowing God first as the God of Isaac that we can move on to know 

Him as the God of Jacob. Unless we know our inheritance as something already secured 

and settled in Christ and given to us by God, we have no foundation for going on. To be 

brought under the discipline of the Spirit, without first knowing that assurance of a work 

of God already done in Christ, would be a terrible thing.  

At the risk of labouring the point, let me say again: all that Christ has done, and all that 

we have in Him, is already ours. As children of God we are already in Christ; we are one 

with Him. We don't hope to be; it is already done. The only question is, do we really 

believe God's Word when we read it?  

We have been crucified and buried and raised and seated together with Christ. If His 

death is past, so is ours. No man can say that Christ's death is future; then how can ours 

be? Ours is one hundred per cent as complete and finished as His; not ninety-nine per 

cent! Not all the sin and weakness in the world can alter that fact; sin is another question 

entirely.  

Before we see this, we long to die in order to escape from sinning. When, however, we 

see that we have already died in Christ, our outlook on both sin and death is completely 

changed. It is not prayerful people but praising ones who reach the way of holiness-those 

who see, and who seeing believe, and who believing praise.  

Many of us read Romans 6. 11: `Even so reckon ye also yourselves to be dead unto sin, 

but alive unto God in Christ Jesus.' Oh! we exclaim, I have tried that. I have tried to 

reckon myself dead to sin, but I always find I have sinned before I have had time to get 

the reckoning done!  

But what is reckoning? Here is a five-dollar note in my wallet. I reckon I have five 

dollars, for the simple reason that I have it here. What use would be reckoning if I didn't 



have it? Reckoning means book-keeping, keeping accounts. And common sense tells us 

that accounts must bear a direct relation to the cash in the till.  

God commands us to reckon ourselves dead because we are dead, and for no other 

reason. `Our old man was crucified with him' (6. 6), and we know this. Therefore we are 

told to count upon it. The fact of the death comes before our reckoning on it, not the other 

way round. That is the difference between victory and defeat. The money is in my wallet, 

whether I reckon it is there or not; and I am dead with Christ, whether I reckon upon the 

fact or not. On the cross of Christ, God included me in Him, and so I have been crucified.  

Let me repeat that. It is not that I identify myself with Christ; it is that God has included 

me in Him. He has already done it. This is something that can come to us with a flash of 

new- understanding. Just as once God opened our eyes to see our sins laid upon Christ, so 

again He must open our eyes to see our own selves in Christ. And this is something He 

delights to do. Suddenly we see with a flash of insight that all that Christ has already 

done has become ours. Thus union with Christ in death disposes of our whole unhappy 

past.  

But this negative value to us of the finished work of Christ in respect of the old way of 

life is matched by a positive value to us of His living person in respect of the new. God 

comes with this further revelation to my heart, that Christ is in me. Christ is my Life, 

fighting for me, triumphing on my behalf, doing what He wants to do in me, and doing it 

now.  

It is not that I have strength through Him to seek humility, meekness, holiness. He is all 

that in me; for He is my Life. The Christian has not a lot of odds and ends of virtues; 

indeed, he has no virtues; he just has Christ. The question is again, do we believe God's 

Word? Do we believe 1 Corinthians 1. 30?  

Oh yes, we know we should have victory, so when we meet with a temptation we take 

great care, and we watch, and we pray. We feel it is our duty to fight against that thing, 

and to reject it, so we make up our minds not to do so, exerting our wills to the utmost. 

But that is not our victory. Christ is our victory. We do not need willpower and 

determination to resist the tempter. We look to Him who is our life. `Lord, this is Your 

affair; I count on You. The victory is Yours, and You, not I, shall have the credit.' So 

often we gain a kind of victory, and everyone knows about it! We achieved it ourselves; 

but communion is broken and there is no peace.  

Many of us live in constant fear of temptation. We know just how much we can stand, 

but alas, we have not discovered how much Christ can stand. `I can stand temptation up 

to a point, but beyond that point, I am done for.' If two children cry, the mother can stand 

it, but if more than two cry together, under she goes. Yet it is not really a matter of 

whether two children cry, or three. It is all a question of whether I am getting the victory 

or Christ. If it is I, then I can stand two only. If Christ, it won't matter if twenty cry at 

once! To be carried through by Christ is to be left wondering afterwards how it 

happened!  



This, too, is a matter that God delights to bring to us with a new flash of understanding. 

Suddenly one day we see that Christ is our life (Colossians 3. 4). That day everything is 

changed.  

There is a day when we see ourselves in Christ. After that, nothing can make us see 

ourselves outside of Him. It alters everything. Then also there is a day when we see that 

Christ within us is our life. That too alters our whole outlook. They may be different days 

with an interval between, or both may come together. But we must have both; and when 

we do, then we begin to know Christ's fullness, and to marvel that we have been so stupid 

hitherto as to remain poor in God's storehouse. Ours is the God of Isaac. We are entering 

into God's inheritance.  

It is now that we can begin to look at the difference between the God of Isaac and the 

God of Jacob. Isaac, as we have said, speaks to us of God's impartation to us of Christ, 

whereas Jacob illustrates our disciplinary schooling by the Holy Spirit. Isaac reminds us 

of Gods gifts made over to us absolutely, a reminder that gives us wonderful confidence 

and assurance. Jacob, on the other hand, draws our attention to the Spirit's inward 

working upon us to form Christ within, a working whose costliness draws forth rather our 

fear and trembling. Isaac is able to witness to victory in Christ. Jacob causes us to know 

our own extreme weakness and uselessness. In Isaac we boldly proclaim that sin is 

beneath our feet; yet in Jacob we tremblingly confess that as long as we live we may fall 

again. Isaac assures us that Christ's fullness is ours, so that we may confidently praise 

Him. Jacob recalls our attention from Christ to the Christian, to our deficient and 

inadequate selves.  

The contrasts we have adduced above represent two experiences that run parallel 

throughout Scripture and are integral to our Christian life. The trouble is that we are apt 

to give our attention to one of the two only. There are, on the one hand, some very strong, 

almost extreme words in Scripture. `God . . . always leadeth us in triumph.' `Sin shall not 

have dominion over you.' `To me to live is Christ.' `I can do all things through Christ.' 

They are bold, strong, almost boastful affirmations. Yet the same people who say these 

things must also say: `I was with you in weakness, and in fear, and in much trembling.' `I 

am chief of sinners.' (Note there the present tense in the Greek. `We have no hope in 

ourselves.' `The blood of Jesus his Son cleanseth us from all sin.' `If we say that we have 

no sin, we deceive ourselves.' `We also are weak in him.' `When I am weak, then am I 

strong.' `Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my weaknesses.'  

So we see another kind of Christian, utterly weak, sinful, trembling. We see another kind 

of Christian life, altogether lacking in self-confidence. These two together, Isaac with his 

confidence in Christ, and Jacob with his self-knowledge, are the life of the Christian.  

It is because we only see one side of this that there are so many divergencies among those 

who preach the victorious life. We must know Christ's fullness, but we must also know 

our own corruption. These are things we must see, and these are what the God of Jacob 

shows us through the schooling of the Spirit, until we reach the place where we really 

know ourselves. In too many of us there is a departmental knowledge of God. We know 



the Fatherhood of God, but not the positiveness of Christ. Or we know this, but lack the 

brokenness of the Spirit. Some know the God of Jacob without knowing the God of Isaac; 

they see their own weakness, but do not know Christ's strength. No wonder they feel 

depressed about it! If we want a full knowledge of God we must know Him in all of these 

three ways, and even then we shall find that we are constantly making further progress! 
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CHAPTER TWELVE  

PRECIOUS STONES  

The lessons taught to us from the life of Jacob concern the Holy Spirit's discipline of the 

Christian. It is this that makes room in our lives for Christ to reveal Himself. This 

discipline is concerned not with our old man and his sinfulness but with our natural 

strength, the strength of self. Before we are saved they are as one, and we cannot 

distinguish between them; but in the Christian they are clearly distinguished in Scripture.  

At his creation in the Garden of Eden, Adam had by nature a distinct self-conscious 

personality, but he had no sin, no `old man'. He possessed free will, which made it 

possible for him to act on his own account, so that self was already therebut not sin.  

Natural strength is what we receive from the hand of God as Creator. Spiritual strength is 

what we receive from God in grace. At our birth we receive wisdom, skill, intellect, 

eloquence, feelings, consciousness, and all these go to make up our personality as man-

apart from sin. But after Adam's fall he changed. Sin had come in and taken control of 

him. Now not only was he a natural man: the `old man' also was there in him, under the 

dominion of sin, loving to sin. Before he sinned Adam was a natural man. After he sinned 

he was the old man.  

We must be cautious about drawing parallels between ourselves and the Lord Jesus in His 

incarnation, but we can say with assurance that He had no old man, because He was free 

from sin. Nevertheless He had a self; He possessed natural strength. Yet not once, in the 

smallest degree, did He ever abuse it. That is the difference. It is not that He did not 

possess personality and individualism-everyone must have these but that He did not 

choose to live by Himself. `I can of myself do nothing' (John 5. 30). This was His 

estimate of the worthlessness of natural human effort apart from God. We can understand 

therefore why He went on to say of our spiritual fruitfulness: `Apart from me ye can do 

nothing' (15. 5).  

Unlike Him, we ourselves possess an old man, sold under sin. It is he that must be put out 

of the way, and as we saw, God has already done this on the Cross in Christ. But that is 

only the beginning of God's problem with us, for there is still our natural man to be dealt 

with. We not only sin in the sight of God; we do a whole lot of things with the best 

intention of pleasing God that are mistimed and misdirected and fail altogether to satisfy 

Him. Take the man who is always indiscriminately broadcasting all he knows about 



spiritual things. That is not the old man but the natural man at work. To speak of spiritual 

things is not sin, but the natural man is doing it out of his own zeal and not because the 

Lord wants it.  

The natural life is just that, doing what we want and not what God wants. We may do 

many quite good things, building quite an impressive edifice on the foundation that is 

Jesus Christ. Nevertheless God calls them wood, hay and stubble (I Corinthians 3. 12). 

Such materials are not refuse but represent things done by man. True, the man is doing 

God's work of building; yet the work is judged. It is not a question of whether the 

workmanship is good or bad, but of who is doing the work.  

The difference between the natural man and the old man is a basic one. God has given us 

His Son. When we enter into Him and He into us, what happens? One day we receive 

Him as our Saviour and Lord, and quickly discover that our old man was dealt with once 

and for all in His Cross (Romans 6. 6). God made no effort to patch him up or improve 

him, but crucified him outright in Christ, finishing him for good. Therein the question of 

sin was settled. To know this is of the greatest importance. In God's eyes the old man had 

to die. Then our eyes are opened and the truth dawns on us that he is already dead in 

Christ; and that Christ Himself is our new life, indwelling, empowering, becoming to us 

everything. This is a tremendous discovery.  

But along with this new life indwelling, there remains within us the natural man, the 

good, honest, worthy human nature that wants to please God. It is this that God 

encounters in Jacob.  

God's dealings with Jacob as a man concern the question of his fulfilling the divine will. 

Jacob was interested in this above all, not in sinning. He knew that God had said of 

himself and his brother, `the elder shall serve the younger' (Genesis 25. 23). Accordingly 

he set himself to achieve this. He used human means to reach the divine end, for he was 

set on spiritual things and on fulfilling God's will. He only made the fundamental mistake 

of setting about it in his own way.  

God not only hates man's sin; He has no room for the natural man. Not merely did our 

Lord Jesus never sin; He never depended upon Himself to do good-indeed to do anything 

at all. God's dealings with our natural man are designed to bring us to the place that 

Christ Himself chose to take. By nature we are so strong, so able to think and plan and 

do, and God must bring us to the place of weakness, the place where we cannot think or 

plan or do apart from Him.  

As we have just said, nothing is ever done to the old man; he died in Christ. Something, 

however, is done to the natural man. He is not patched up, it is true; he is weakened. He 

is progressively incapacitated. Step by step the Spirit weakens our natural life until at 

length, by a last drastic divine touch, we are as dead before Him. But for what? To show 

us what? To lead us whither?  



We saw that `I in Christ' leads to `Christ in me', the outward fact leading to an inward 

fact, both of them accomplished acts of God. In the same way the progressive discipline 

of the Spirit through outward circumstances leads to a formation of Christ within us by 

the Spirit (Galatians 4. 19) so that we live a life that is in a new sense derived from Him.  

In the figure of Isaac we have Christ imparted to us so that, in the words of Galatians 2. 

20, it is `no longer I, but Christ liveth in me'. In the figure of Jacob we have Christ being 

wrought in us, so that `that life which I now live in the flesh I live in faith, the faith which 

is in the Son of God'. It is the Holy Spirit's work to form Christ in us in this latter way. 

God deals with the natural man that Christ may be inwrought in us, so that we manifest 

the fruit of the Spirit (5. 22).  

Hebrews 12. 5-11 speaks of the loving chastening of the Lord. God, who is the Father of 

our spirits, deals with us as sons; and He does so to our profit, that we may be partakers 

of His holiness. Thus is clearly different from I Corinthians I. 30, where it is made plain 

that Christ is holiness. Here in Hebrews 12, through trial and suffering, I come to be a 

partaker of His holiness. Thus is something constructive. Something is being wrought in 

me. Grievous suffering is yielding peaceable fruit-fruit that is produced by the Spirit of 

God, effortlessly.  

What do I mean by that? Let us take the example we have used already. Our human 

nature delights to expose its spiritual experiences. We prattle on about what the Lord has 

taught us of deliverance from sin (I am not here referring to witness, that is a different 

matter) and then the thing we claimed had been finally dealt with in us happens again! 

We are shattered. And this recurs-until spontaneously we learn not to prattle any more. 

We do not decide not to talk; we just don't talk. We have learned through suffering.  

Here, in this small lesson, we have a tiny particle of what is meant by the term `Christ 

inwrought'. In this small degree of self-restraint the character of Christ has become in 

practice ours. The Spirit is developing in us a new character.  

The items listed in Galatians 5. 22-23 under the heading of `the fruit of the Spirit' are not 

virtues that the Spirit gives us; they are the natural, spontaneous fruit of the new 

character. The good tree is bearing good fruit, just as when a peach and a pear tree are 

planted side by side in the same kind of soil and given the same care and water and 

nourishment and sunshine, but each of them bears its own distinctive fruit. These out 

ward things are absorbed by each, and by each they are changed into their own fruit. Just 

so the sunshine of Christ's own life is transmuted in us into something that is 

recognizably our own.  

What God wants today is first that we should know Christ as our life, and in addition, that 

the Spirit should work Christ into us, to become our characters. Few enough of us know 

what is meant by the impartation of Christ. Fewer still, alas, know the formation of Christ 

by the Spirit. Yet this is the whole object of God's dealing with us by chastening.  



When we meet some aged saint who has gone through long years of discipline and 

perhaps suffering under the hand of God, we encounter a depth of spiritual measure, a 

Christ-likeness, which displays how really and deeply Christ has been wrought into them. 

('This is something the young lack, for of course such formation takes time.) Not only 

their life but the warp and woof of their character becomes Christ. It is, we may say, the 

Spirit's manufacture.  

Some of us are naturally so capable, able to do anything. Others of us are impetuous, 

ready at once to act for God, impatient of delay. Peter was one such. God did not improve 

him but touched and weakened him, and then worked Christ into him. So, later on, we 

encounter in Peter not only a new life but a new man. Paul, too, was one who had had 

Christ wrought into him through the testings of time. `I have learned,' says he, `in 

whatsoever state I am, therein to be content' (Philippians 4. 11), and the context refers to 

physical want. Through such experience, which took time, there was a progressive but a 

quite definite change in his character. And this is what we ourselves need: not only 

exchanged lives, where it is no longer I but Christ, but changed lives. Of course we 

cannot have the second without the first, but God does indeed want the second; He does 

want a real transformation in us.  

There was a real transformation in Paul, not just a doctrinal one. In 1 Corinthians 7 there 

are some verses where Paul speaks for himself, expressing a purely personal opinion. 

`But this I say by way of permission, not of commandment' (7. 6). `But to the rest say I, 

not the Lord' (7. 12). Who dares to speak like that? Yet God puts it into His Word. `But I 

give my judgement, as one that hath obtained mercy of the Lord to be faithful' (7. 25). 

There has been the formation of Christ in him, and what such a one says is valuable in the 

sight of God, even though it be his own words. Paul was a vessel for God's words, for he 

could also say `I give charge, yea not I, but the Lord' (7. 10), but in these other instances 

he speaks on the ground of God's dealing with him and his oneness of heart with God, 

and thus God can confirm it. Only one who has known the formation of the Spirit can 

say, as Paul does, `be ye imitators of me, even as I also am of Christ' (1 Corinthians 11:1 

). If another man said this we should regard him as dangerously proud, but we are forced 

to acknowledge the power of God in those in whom the Spirit has wrought His formative 

work.  

And this formative work is basic to Christianity. The command of Jesus in Matthew 28. 

19 is: `Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all the nations.' The believer receives 

salvation, but this is not enough, this is not the end. The disciple learns, and his life is 

worked upon by training and discipline. This is the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  

This matter of the quality of life is expressed in figurative language at the beginning, in 

the middle, and at the end of the Bible. In Genesis 2: 12 we read, `The gold of that land is 

good; there is bdellium and the onyx stone.' In 1 Corinthians 3. 12 Paul tells us `if any 

man buildeth on the foundation gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay, stubble; each man's 

work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it is revealed in fire'. 

And in Revelation 21. 19-21 we read that `the foundations of the wall of the city were 



adorned with all manner of precious stones; . . . and the twelve gates were twelve pearls; . 

. . and the street of the city was pure gold, as it were transparent glass.'  

God's purpose for mankind is not just gold but precious stones. Gold surely represents 

that which is of God, which proceeds from the Father. Silver stands for the redemption 

that is in Christ, His free gift of grace. Precious stones are the work of the Spirit. Stones 

are not elements they are compounds. They are formed through fire, then cut. This is a 

figure of the Spirit's discipline; through much suffering, difficulty, sorrow, through stress 

of circumstances, we are made into gem-stones. In the new Jerusalem there is no mention 

of silver at all; all has become precious stones.  

God is looking for a vessel for the meeting of His need and the carrying out of His 

wondrous purpose. Such a vessel must know the God of Abraham, that all is from Him 

alone gold. It must know the God of Isaac, that all is His gift in Christ-silver. It must 

know too the God of Jacob, the Spirit's dealing with the natural man that works Christ 

into the being -precious stones.  
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN  

HIS OWN MEDICINE  

When we begin to look at Jacob the man, we discover how strikingly his history is like 

our own. Before God has begun to deal with us we are inclined to take a rather superior 

attitude to Jacob, and judge him as self-willed and irresponsible. But when we begin to 

recognize the flesh in ourselves and our own weakness and sinfulness and self-will, then 

it is that we see Jacob in ourselves. And when we come to the last seventeen years of his 

life, and watch his words and his whole demeanour, we must praise God's grace in the 

man. It is hard to find any in the Old Testament with an end like his. It can move us to 

tears to see how wondrously God has worked in him and how grace has led him to a 

place of usefulness. A seemingly hopeless man has been made into a most useful vessel 

for God's purpose.  

Yet the whole of this fruitfulness in Jacob was the result of God's discipline of him. God 

touched his natural strength, and as a result he became in due course a vessel unto 

honour. It is as the Spirit disciplines us that He works Christ into us; they are not two 

separate works. The life of Christ is wrought into the character of the disciple, and fruit is 

born naturally, spontaneously. So we have much to learn from Jacob.  

We can recognize four stages in Jacob's life. First, the man Jacob as he was (Genesis 25-

27). Secondly, his testing and discipline through circumstances (28-31). Thirdly, the 

dislocation of his natural life (32-36). Fourthly, the `peaceable fruit' (37-50).  

We begin by looking at the character of Jacob the man. By natural instinct Jacob was a 

fighter from birth (Genesis 25.22-26).How different he was from Isaac! Isaac did 



nothing; he accepted and received everything. Jacob from beginning to end is a schemer, 

clever, wily, confident that he can do anything. How is God going to bring such a man to 

the place of being a vessel for His purpose?  

It was not just that what he did was wrong; he himself, from before his birth, was a man 

unsuitable to God by nature. Oh yes, He desired the will of God. He wanted Esau to hold 

back and allow him, Jacob, to be the eldest; and when that did not happen he would use 

every device, every stratagem to make good the disadvantage. That was Jacob! Of what 

use to God was such a man?  

We cannot give a rational answer to that question. Only the grace of God can account for 

His choice of this one. `For the children being not yet born, neither having done anything 

good or bad, that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of works, but 

of him that calleth, it was said unto (Rebekah), The elder shall serve the younger. Even as 

it is written, Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated' (Romans 9. 11 -13). The election of God is 

the only explanation; there is no other. God wanted to choose a man. We must believe in 

the choice of God. If He has begun a good work in us He will not leave it half done. He is 

the First and the Last. The work He has started to do in us He will finish. If we trust to 

the election of God, we can rest in Him.  

If you are inclined to say, `I am so difficult for God to deal with,' then put your trust in 

Jacob's God. Jacob did not choose God first; God chose Jacob. Before his birth He chose 

him, and the same is true of us. Recognize God's elective grace, and we shall be freed 

from anxiety.  

It was the will of God that Jacob should rule. Jacob had discovered that. He learned of 

God's plan and recognized its true importance, and that it involved him and not his 

brother. He saw God's election and God's purpose, but he wanted to make sure of it for 

himself. So in their youth, when Esau returned one day from hunting, Jacob bargained 

with him for his birthright. `Let me be the elder, and you shall be the younger,' he 

declared (Genesis 25. 29-34). His motive was right, but he used his own wits to get what 

God fully intended to give him.  

Then in chapter 27 Jacob cheated his father in order to secure his father's blessing. We 

can, of course, see Jacob's problem. Isaac had sent Esau to hunt, with a view to giving 

him his blessing. If that happened, and Esau received the blessing of the first-born, then 

what about God's promise? Jacob had seen the design behind that promise, and so he saw 

the danger too. He must somehow contrive that God's will should be done. From his point 

of view he was quite right, but his was the reasoning of the natural man. Each thing Jacob 

did, we find, was designed to accomplish God's will. He showed, however, that he could 

not wait for God's time and look to God to do it but must himself devise measures to 

bring about what it appeared as though God could not do.  

Our natural man uses human strength and ingenuity to compass the will of God. If God's 

throne seems in danger of falling, out goes our hand to steady it. `Something must be 

done!' we exclaim. That is Jacob, the able, scheming, clever, natural man. But the result 



of his efforts was only that Esau felt himself cheated and determined to kill him, and 

Jacob had to leave home.  

Not only does man's uncleanness render him unfit, and therefore powerless, to do God's 

will; man's very best is equally powerless. No matter how perfect the heart's intentions 

may be, if it is man using his natural strength to do it, the result is failure. Jacob had not 

learned to know and quietly to wait for the God who says, `I will work, and who shall 

hinder it? (Isaiah 43. 13). He was God's choice, God wanted him, but he knew neither 

God nor himself. The blessing he attained by cheating, he failed truly to realize. All he 

received was God's discipline. Clever people get a lot of that!  

Through discipline God gave him the blessing he had cheated to obtain. Already at 

Bethel, before he had even left the land, his life of discipline began (Genesis 28. 10-22). 

God spoke to him in a dream. He could not speak to Jacob directly while he was trusting 

to his own plans.  

But now look what God says to Jacob! `I am the Lord, the God of Abraham thy father, 

and the God of Isaac: the land whereon thou liest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed; 

and thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and thou shalt spread abroad to the west, 

and to the east, and to the north, and to the south: and in thee and in thy seed shall all the 

families of the earth be blessed' (28. 13-14). It would not surprise us if God had said these 

words at the end of Jacob's life, but here they are at the very outset! The whole blessing is 

presented to him, even while he is still his natural, contriving, crafty self. How is this 

possible? Surely only because God knew Himself. He had great confidence in what He 

Himself would do. He knew that this Jacob, so committed to Him, could not escape His 

hands, and sooner or later would become His vessel unto honour. `I will give it,' God 

said. There was nothing for Jacob to do. How wonderful that God is a God of such 

confidence! He knows He can carry out His own plans.  

We might well think such a downright statement of intention rather risky when dealing 

with a man like Jacob. But the end was already certain; God's plans always are. For God's 

expectation is in Himself, never in us. Oh that we might learn the undefeatedness of God!  

Then we should notice also, at Bethel, that in spite of Jacob's spiritual condition, God has 

not one word of rebuke for him. We should certainly have had! Yet God made no 

mention of what had happened. He knew all about Jacob and his deceit and his subtle 

contriving. Here was this man, determined to reach his goal, no matter what means he 

used to get there, and God knew he was like that. But for that very reason, God did not 

rebuke him. It would have been no use; he was like that, he could not change, and God 

did not tell him to. God knew that Jacob was in His hands; and what Jacob could not do, 

God Himself could.  

Twenty-one years later when Jacob came back to Bethel, he was a different man, and 

God knew this would be so. What is not accomplished in ten years, will be in twenty. At 

the end of that time God is still holy. He has not forgotten, and He never approved of 

Jacob's action. Jacob was foolish, but God had His plans. Time would work them out.  



This promise to Jacob was greater and went further than that given to either Abraham or 

Isaac. `Behold, I am with thee, and will keep thee whithersoever thou goest, and will 

bring thee again into this land; for I will not leave thee, until I have done that which I 

have spoken to thee of (28. 15). Praise God for this extra promise given to Jacob! It was 

unconditional. There was no `if you . . . then I . . .'. Whatever Jacob was like by nature, 

God had a plan; He would have His way. He has a way to His goal for even the most 

hopeless of us. He cannot be defeated. There is no means of bringing God to a halt half-

way there.  

From Bethel onward Jacob was in God's hand, and twenty years of discipline wrought the 

change in him. But here, at the outset of his journey, he as yet did not know the meaning 

of the promise. This revelation to Jacob in a dream had not changed him one bit. To look 

at him only draws from us the exclamation: `Lord, your work is indeed so perfect, but 

how poor the material you have to work upon!'  

From verses 16 and 17 it seems that, on waking, Jacob had forgotten what God had said, 

and was only afraid because he had slept at the Gate of Heaven. The promise was 

secondary. He was afraid of God. And the house of God is indeed a terrifying place to 

those in whom the flesh has not been dealt with. The house of God has the power of God, 

God's order, holiness, righteousness, revealed in it. It is justly to be feared if the flesh is 

still proud and active.  

Then Jacob spoke to God. `And Jacob vowed a vow, saying, if God will be with me, and 

will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on, so 

that I come again to my father's house in peace, then shall the Lord be my God, and this 

stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God's house' (20-21). What a contrast this 

is to God's unqualified words to him. Jacob says, `If . . . if . . . if . . . then.' We see here 

what Jacob's desires were, namely, food and clothing. He had lost sight of God's purpose. 

But surely here we can already detect God's discipline. For he was young, the beloved of 

his mother; and now he was alone, knowing nothing of his future. Even in this situation 

his chastening had begun. He wanted food and clothing, and to return to his home! `And 

of all that thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth unto thee' (28. 22). That is Jacob! 

If you give me all this, then I will give you a tenth! He wanted to do business, even with 

God. Everything for him was on a commercial basis.  

Yet this was also Bethel. Although Jacob could not rise to God's promise, yet from that 

time, to Jacob He was the God of Bethel. A great impression was made on Jacob there.  

Now Jacob comes to Haran, and in Genesis 29. 9 - 11 we read how Rachel was the first 

one of his relations to meet him. Again we see God's discipline at work, for the first thing 

he did was to weep. She awoke in him memories of his past, and of the way he had come. 

Before he left home he had been hard; there had been plenty of ways of keeping himself 

from tears. It is those who have no way out of their situation who weep. Jacob's course 

had led him from riches to poverty. Again God had touched and chastened him.  



For one whole month Jacob was a guest in his relatives' home (29. 14). After that Laban 

said to him, `Because thou art my brother, shouldest thou therefore serve me for nought? 

Tell me, what shall thy wages be? (verse 15). Yet verse 14 contains no suggestion that 

Jacob had been serving Laban! His host was announcing a change of status.  

The fact is, both Laban and Jacob had commercial minds. The natural man and the 

worldly man are one in this. On Jacob there were a lot of sharp corners to be rubbed off, 

and whereas Esau could not rub him, Laban certainly could. There is plenty of friction 

when two of the same kind meet and live together! First it had been, `my bone and my 

flesh'. Now it is, `You work and I will pay you.' It was a polite way of saying, `You can't 

live here for nothing!'  

In his own home Jacob had been the son; all was his. Now Jacob was a servant, a cattle-

man, and his uncle was a harsh task master. Once more God's chastening hand was at 

work.  

But there was still more to come. Jacob served Laban seven years for the hand of his 

daughter Rachel, his first love, and then Laban cheated him! He gave him Leah instead. It 

is always very bitter to have to take your own medicine! So Jacob served another seven 

years-fourteen years in all for Laban's two daughters. He went out to keep the sheep, and 

Laban changed his wages ten times. Thus Jacob was put through the fires of discipline, 

tested and tried, but with the hand of God always upon him. For God had promised to 

bring Jacob back home.  

Laban could scheme and plan as well as Jacob; indeed, even Jacob had difficulty in 

getting the better of him. Yet somehow he managed it. He schemed long and carefully to 

increase his own flock and to enhance his wealth at the expense of his uncle, and in his 

scheming he makes it quite clear that he has not changed one bit!  

Yet Jacob acknowledged the hand of God. Though through all the years he had not 

mentioned God's name, yet at last, with the birth of Joseph, he bethought himself of home 

and sought to return (30. 25). But now he could not get away! He was in fact compelled 

to stay on with such a man as Laban for twenty long years.  

What God's hand does is right. Circumstances are His appointment for our good. They 

are calculated to undermine and weaken the specially strong points of our nature. It may 

not take Him as much as twenty years to do this, or it may take longer. Yet God knows 

what He is doing. We see this clearly at the end of Jacob's life. Earlier he had inspired 

little affection in anyone, for everyone had to serve his ends; yet at the last he became 

gentle and lovable.  

`Now for a little while, if need be, ye have been put to grief in manifold temptations, that 

the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold that perishes though it is proved by 

fire, might be found unto praise and glory and honour at the revelation of Jesus Christ' (1 

Peter 1. 6-7). There is nothing accidental in the life of the believer. It is all measured out 



to us. We may not welcome the discipline, but it is designed in the end to make us 

partakers of His holiness.  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN  

THE DIVINE WOUNDING  

Issac's life was peaceful, with no strivings. Jacob's way was Issac's long struggle 

throughout. For Isaac everything went easily; Jacob found even the simplest things 

presenting difficulties. God is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, all three; so we 

cannot have Isaac without Jacob, nor, praise God, Jacob without Isaac.  

We ourselves are in the position of both. From the Lord's side we are rich, complete in 

Christ. Yet because of our own natural strength, God's hand has a chastening and 

formative work to do upon us. We cannot escape the discipline, but equally surely we 

shall never be without the absolute fullness of divine bestowal. If there is a difference in 

the discipline it is because some of us have more of Jacob to be dealt with than do others. 

That is all!  

Proverbs 13. 15 tells us that, `the way of transgressors is hard', that is, tough or rugged. 

Jacob's way was like that because he was like that. The hard, rugged self in Jacob 

required a lot of time for God to deal with it, and many of us will be little use unless God 

has taken that time to handle us. Jacob was a usurper and a cheat. God will not let such a 

man escape.  

Some ask why God spent so much time on Jacob, as though it were an easy thing to deal 

with any man! To receive, as Isaac received, is something done in a minute. We enter 

into the inheritance immediately our hearts respond with a Thank - you to what God 

reveals. But Jacob's difficulty is a lifelong thing. As long as we live, our natural strength 

pursues us. It is always being dealt with by God, though there is a time when this is 

specially true.  

Those who do not know themselves do not know Jacob. We need to be aware how the 

flesh always takes care of itself, cheating others to do soand being cheated-if we are 

going to understand this man. For with all God's dealings with him in Laban's home, still 

Jacob was largely unchanged. Cheating, scheming, planning, were still in his character.  

But as we have seen, after twenty years and with the birth of Joseph, Jacob bethought 

himself of home (30. 25). Then it was that for the first time in Haran God spoke to him. 

`Return unto the land of thy fathers, and to thy kindred; and I will be with thee.' `I am the 

God of Bethel, where thou anointedst a pillar, where thou vowedst a vow unto me: now 

arise, get thee out from this land, and return unto the land of thy nativity' (31. 3, 13). So 

Jacob prepared himself to go.  



But Laban was not likely to let him go easily. In spite of everything, God had blessed 

Laban for Jacob's sake. So Jacob left secretly, and Laban followed him. But it was God 

who had sent Jacob back, and God protected him. At God's time He sets us free. When 

the testing has accomplished its purpose, God lets us go, and no man, not even Laban, 

can keep us.  

When Laban eventually caught up with Jacob they made a covenant together. Laban was 

respectful and he swore by the God of Abraham and of Nahor. Jacob swore, however, by 

the God of his father Isaac (31. 51-53). He bore witness to the fact that God's promise 

was according to God's choice.  

Then Jacob offered a sacrifice (31. 54). Laban had none. Something surely had happened 

to Jacob. When he went out first it was his mother who sent him. Now God sends him 

home, and he goes. He has learned to recognize God's voice. Discipline had not changed 

him much, but he had at least advanced into wanting God. In his early years he had 

wanted only God's purpose, because it fitted in with his desires. He wanted God's will, 

but not God Himself. Now at last he had some desire for Him. He had heard His voice, 

and now he sacrificed.  

`And Laban departed, and returned unto his place. And Jacob went on his way, and the 

angels of God met him. And Jacob said when he saw them, This is God's host: and he 

called the name of that place Mahanaim' (31. 55 - 32. 2). Jacob had left Laban, having 

been protected from him by God. Now angels met him. God had opened Jacob's eyes to 

see that just as He had delivered Him from Laban, so He would deliver him from 

everyone else. The name Mahanaim means `two companies'. Not you alone, Jacob, one 

company-but always God's company with you. It was not that the angels had just arrived, 

but that Jacob's eyes were at last opened to see them. `Fear not: for they that be with us 

are more than they that be with them. And Elisha prayed and said, Lord, I pray thee, open 

his eyes, that he may see. And the Lord opened the eyes of the young man; and he saw: 

and behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire round about Elisha' (2 

Kings 6. 16, 17).  

At this point we may well ask, Could all the conditions possibly be more favourable for 

Jacob? He had God's command, God's promise, God's protection, and now a vision of the 

angels with him. Surely this was enough to make anyone trust God! But Jacob was still 

Jacob. God's grace does not alter the flesh. So in the following verses he sends a very 

lowly, flattering message to his brother Esau. `My lord . . . thy servant . . .' he says (32. 3, 

4). He had already forgotten God's call and His grace and His protection. He thought his 

own specious words could somehow change Esau. That was Jacob still, just the same as 

he ever was!  

But Esau started out to meet him with four hundred men. What did that mean? Good or 

bad? It struck dismay in Jacob's heart. Clever people have many worries; schemers pile 

up troubles for themselves. Those who think and contrive, and do not trust and believe, 

find themselves like Jacob, `greatly afraid' and `distressed' (32. 7).  



Jacob's one problem, as always, was what to do! But, trust him, he still had plans! God 

had sent him now to Canaan, so he could not flee back to Mesopotamia. Yet he dare not 

let God look after the results of his obedience. How many of us obey God by the front 

door, and make preparations to retreat by the back! Jacob tried both to obey God and at 

the same time to escape his brother.  

In his fear and distress, we are told that Jacob `divided the people that was with him, and 

the flocks, and the herds, and the camels, into two companies' (32. 7). Here we find the 

same word mahanaim that occurred in verse 2. Jacob has substituted his Mahanaim for 

God's. There had been one earthly company and one heavenly one, but he divided his 

earthly company into two ! So, perhaps, he would impress his brother, who would 

scarcely have eyes for the unseen!  

Now in verses 9-12 we have Jacob's first real prayer. He has made some progress, though 

it has not yet reached a high level. In his early years it was all scheming and bargaining, 

and no prayer. Now it is both scheming and prayer. Yet if we pray we need not scheme. 

If we scheme there is often no meaning in our prayer. But Jacob still did both; on the one 

hand he trusted God, on the other hand he did the work himself! To trust God completely 

would be too reckless, for suppose God's words fell empty to the ground! How like us he 

was! Of course I am a Christian, so I must trust God; but to trust Him fully and 

completely is taking too great a risk.  

So Jacob elaborated his plans (32. 13-18). Remember, this man had just prayed! This 

stratagem, however, was to be his masterpiece. Of course he knew his brother, that he 

was a hunter, so he truly faced the most dangerous crisis of his life. Never before had he 

expended so much thought and effort as he put into this. After all, more than his 

possessions, his very life itself depended on the outcome.  

But Jacob was equal to the situation. He who had been through all these years of God's 

discipline could still summon the wits to produce an answer. In a series of mollifying 

gestures he would let everything go if necessary to Esau, and so at least save his skin. It 

was a great scheme, the best he had ever made. Moreover, he believed in his own plans 

and trusted to them-and yet he had prayed! He looked to God and made the most 

elaborate preparations.  

It was on that night that God met him. There had never been a night when he was more 

afraid. On previous occasions it did not so much matter whether he succeeded or not. 

This time it was a matter of life and death to him. He had used all his wits, all his 

strength, to meet a most difficult situation, and everything hung on the outcome.  

All the others had passed on across the ford. Remaining behind on this side, `Jacob was 

left alone' (32. 24). Here at Peniel God met him face to face. `There wrestled a man with 

him until the breaking of the day.' Now it was that Jacob put forth his utmost strength.  

It was not Jacob who wrestled, but God who came and wrestled with him, to bring about 

his utter surrender. The object of wrestling is to force a man down until he is unable to 



move, so that he yields to the victor. Yet of God it is said that even here, `He prevailed 

not' (v. 25). Jacob possessed tremendous natural strength. Many of us know all too well 

what this means. We can still do so well ourselves; we employ all sorts of natural skills 

for our self-protection. It is as if God were defeated.  

Defeat is defeat. When you or I are defeated it means `I cannot', `I yield'. Yet being as we 

are, we have another try. God may overthrow our plans again and again, but we don't 

admit defeat, we do not give up. We just think we have not planned well enough, and the 

next time we must do better. `Is any thing too hard for the Lord? the angel had exclaimed 

to Abraham (18-14). But it is almost as if we say to the Lord, `Is anything too hard for 

me?'!  

One day we must acknowledge defeat, confessing that we know nothing at all and can do 

nothing at all. Jacob had not come there, and still thought he knew Esau! For this last step 

therefore, something more than discipline was necessary. Discipline brought him as far as 

Peniel, and it brings us to the place where God can touch us fundamentally. But beware 

of boasting of God's disciplinary dealings, for until the question of our natural strength is 

finally settled, this kind of talk can only increase our pride.  

Wrestling illustrates God's method of dealing with us. It is finally to weaken us so that we 

cannot rise. God has His way of doing this with each of us. Jacob was stronger than most, 

but God conquered. Had He used other means it might have meant a further twenty years. 

But when Jacob would not yield, God `touched him'. With a touch He did what great 

strength would not do.  

The thigh is the strongest part of the body, a fitting type of our point of greatest natural 

strength. There must come a day when God dislocates that thigh, totally undermining and 

undoing our strength of nature. Your strong point and mine may be quite different from 

Jacob's. Ambition, boasting, emotion, self-love-each of us has his own, but for each of us 

this dislocating work is a definite crisis of experience.  

With some of us, as we said, the trouble is a readiness to expose spiritual things. In all 

our work and life and conduct, the fruits are brought out on the surface and displayed. 

Exposure is in such a case the nerve-centre of our natural strength, and God must touch 

that. Self is dominant there. People's mistakes vary, and many of us have never seen 

where our nerve-centre is. But generally all our mistakes spring from one inner principle, 

and when all symptoms point to one disease, that is our `thigh'. May God open our eyes 

to see the nerve-centre of our natural strength, for when that is touched, then there will be 

fruitfulness.  

One touch-and Jacob was lamed. He could no longer wrestle; he was powerless. Dawn 

came, and he said to God, `I will not let thee go.' But when any member, even a finger, is 

dislocated, the whole body is put out of action. Speaking physically, if God had wanted to 

go, He could perfectly well have gone off and left Jacob there. Jacob could not possibly 

have held Him.  



But now that Jacob was truly weak the Wrestler could not leave him. For Jacob depended 

on Him. It is when our thigh has been touched that we can hold God the closest. We are 

strongest when we are weakest (2 Corinthians 12. 10). From man's standpoint this looks 

impossible, but it is divine fact. It is small faith that accomplishes great things. `I cannot 

hold thee, but I can plead with thee! I can scarcely even pray, yet I can plead. I have no 

faith, yet I believe!'  

With an abundance of natural strength we are useless to God. With no strength at all, we 

can hold on to Him. God's response to Jacob was amazing. 'Thy name shall be called no 

more Jacob, but Israel: for thou hast striven with God and with men, and hast prevailed' 

(32. 28). Ten years experience looked like defeat for Jacob, but God said he had 

prevailed. This is what happens when we surrender, beaten, at God's feet.  

`And Jacob asked him, and said, Tell me, I pray thee, thy name. And he said, Wherefore 

is it that thou dost ask after my name? And he blessed him there.' Jacob wanted to know 

who had done this, but he was not told. Jacob did not know who the Wrestler was when 

He came, and he knew no more when: He went. He just knew that his own name had 

been changed-and that he limped! This is the only time in Scripture when God declined 

to reveal His name to a servant of His.  

Those touched by God do not know what has happened. When it really takes place, we 

don't know what it is. That is why it is so difficult to define, for God does not want us to 

wait for an experience. If we do we shall not get it. God wants our eye fixed on Him, not 

on experiences. Jacob only knew that somehow God had met him, and that now he was 

crippled. The limp is the evidence, not merely the witness of the lips. We are to look to 

God to do the work in His own way and time. The result will be evident in us, and there 

will be no need to talk about it.  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

THE FACE OF GOD 

There is one very striking peculiarity about the history of Jacob, namely, that God never 

preached to him, He only gave him promises. 

Jacob was a man who stuck at nothing to accomplish his ends. What should we do with 

such a man? Surely at least we should exhort him a little, preach to him about his failings. 

Yet from beginning to end, God never once gave him one such word of rebuke or 

exhortation. Both Pharaoh and Abimelech reproved Abraham; Abimelech again rebuked 

Isaac; yet nothing like that happened to Jacob. But God worked. Without stopping to 

exhort or to explain, God disciplined him. 

And God encouraged Jacob. The first time at Bethel God promised, `Behold, I am with 

thee.' And He was! He led him. The natural strength cannot be changed by doctrine; we 



can be delivered from it only by God's chastening, step by step, until it is broken. And if 

God did not stay with us in this, we should certainly never go through with it. Jacob 

never longed to make progress; he never wanted to be spiritual, or to follow the example 

of Abraham and Isaac. God Himself sought him out and stayed with him and dealt with 

him over those long years, until at last at Peniel, when Jacob had produced his 

masterpiece of selfexpression, God brought him to his knees and he yielded the mastery. 

God did every bit of it. We can well afford to trust the discipline of the Spirit. 

We have God's words in plenty, but we forget His discipline. We think that to hear sound 

doctrine is the only means of grace; but if we are His, the Spirit disciplines us all the time 

just as He did Jacob. He prepares for us a host of different circumstances just with this 

one object. Everything in our lives is directed by Him to this end, to bring us to the place 

of Israel. God is an acting God. He will never let us go. Everything the believer meets is 

measured to him by God. The chastening we experience is for our profit. 

If we are His, then however bad material we are, God follows us. He is more tenacious 

than we are. We would need to be greater than God before we could prevent Him doing 

His work. While we are only men, natural men, God will have His way. While Jacob is 

there, however bad, God will pursue His goal of an Israel. Trust His tenaciousness, count 

on His invincibility. Look to Him, and in His time and His way, He will finish the work. 

There is a further ground of encouragement. We do not have to know what work is 

needed, or what is going on, in order that God may do the work He has set Himself to do. 

True, the most pitiable people are those who are wrong and do not know it, for darkness 

is added to their wrong. But we may be the most pitiable people, and still God will take 

us in hand. Jacob, as we saw, was up against the most difficult situation in his life. His 

wives, his children, his possessions, himself-all things which were most precious to him, 

were in danger. Other people's things had never mattered to him; now, however, it was 

his own that were at stake, so he made the most detailed and careful plan. 

Jacob did not know that he was exposing the nerve-centre of his strength. Esau had been 

brought on to the scene again by God so that that strength of nature might be fully 

discovered and exposed. It is God who leads us to it, bringing about circumstances in 

which we discover ourselves. 

The whole meaning of Peniel is here. Our natural life has a life principle, which 

ordinarily we do not recognize. God may take pains to point it out to us, but we do not 

see it at all until we come to a place like Jacob's Mahanaim, when God brings into 

jeopardy the thing we have been most proud of. That pride is the thing God hates. The 

revelation of that natural strength kills what it reveals. Is there something we secretly 

boast of? Something we are very careful of because it represents Our greatest 

achievement, the best feature of ourselves? When God touches that, we are too ashamed 

to live. God's touch brings not only weakness but shame. 

Peniel is `the face of God'. `I have seen God face to face,' said Jacob, `and my life is 

preserved' (32. 30). God uses light to expose to us the true situation, and that is what 



brings us down to the ground. The light exposes what is the true spring and motive of our 

life. God in mercy must bring us there, where we see that all we have boasted of and 

gloried in is shame. 

Remember, God is dealing with what we really are by nature, and at Peniel He begins His 

work. For there, in the light of God, we must be as we are, we cannot pretend. Pretence is 

not Christianity. We may very much want to be different, but what we are by nature, we 

are. Nothing hinders God more than pretending it is otherwise. The more `humble' some 

people are, the more one wishes they would show a little pride, because that would give 

God a chance to get on with the work. For it is never our pretence, but only God's touch 

that brings about the transformation. If the work is to be done by me, it will get me 

nowhere. From being `natural' I shall merely become unnatural. But if the work is God's 

work, the change wrought by Him has a definite purpose and direction. From Jacob He 

changes us to Israel. 

Many of us do not know what has happened at Peniel until later on. We don't know quite 

how or when it happened, but things are inconvenient; it hurts to run! It is the peculiarity 

of the touch of God that we cannot now do the things we used to like doing. In speech, 

for example, we used to be confident, but now we are hesitant and uncomfortable. With 

Paul we say, `I was with you in weakness, and in fear, and in much trembling. And my 

speech and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration 

of the Spirit and of power' (I Corinthians 2. 3-4). We go and we serve God, and we speak 

because God wants the task done, and not because, as once we did, we find enjoyment or 

gratification or comfort in doing it. We shall do the work, but fundamentally it will be 

God who does it, and not us. 

Peniel is God's new start; it is not perfection. There for the first time Jacob was named 

Israel; yet after that he was still called Jacob very often. There was much that lacked in 

him, which may be the reason why God did not tell him His own Name there. Peniel is a 

turning point. Abraham's road had led to Shechem and on from there to Bethel and 

Hebron. These, as we have seen, were places characteristic of the land. It was after Peniel 

that God led Jacob over Abraham's road. 

Yet even after Peniel Jacob went on with his plans. If we know ourselves, we shall not 

blame him. To change in a night is not an earthly thing, it requires the work of heaven; 

but the fact is that after Peniel Jacob's strength had gone. We easily call a halt to Jacob, 

but we do not so easily stop ourselves. Let us not interpret the Bible by theory, but see it 

in the light of experience. Yes, Jacob went right on pursuing the course he had been 

following before God met him. 

When he met Esau, he discovered that he had wasted his time! 'Esau ran to meet him, and 

embraced him, and fell on his neck, and kissed him' (33. 4). All the crafty and calculating 

preparation had been to no purpose. Esau was ready to be reconciled. 

It is good to notice the conversation that follows. `And Esau said, I have enough; my 

brother, let that thou hast be thine. And Jacob said, Nay, I pray thee, if now I have found 



grace in thy sight, then receive my present at my hand: forasmuch as I have seen thy face, 

as one seeth the face of God, and thou wast pleased with me' (33. 9-10). Jacob's form of 

address to his brother may seem unduly flattering, but we should not regard this as simply 

a bit more of Jacob's scheming, however much there may have been of pretence in his 

humility. There was fact here also. `I have seen thy face as one that seeth the face of 

God.' Those we have wronged will always represent God to us. When we meet them, we 

meet God; and we are judged, unless the thing is settled. How deep were the lessons God 

was teaching Jacob through this encounter with Esau. 

`So Esau returned that day on his way unto Seir. And Jacob journeyed to Succoth, and 

built him a house, and made booths for his cattle: therefore the name of the place is called 

Succoth. And Jacob came in peace to the city of Shechem, which is in the land of 

Canaan, when he came from Paddan-aram; and encamped before the city. And he bought 

the parcel of ground, where he had spread his tent, at the hand of the children of Hamor, 

Shechem's father, for a hundred pieces of money. And he erected there an altar, and 

called it El-elohe-Israel' (33. 16-20). Jacob did now what neither Abraham nor Isaac had 

done: he built a house and he bought land. He left his tent! But he also built an altar, to 

God, the God of Israel. He was not yet perfect, had not yet reached Bethel; and whereas 

God had set his fathers in tents, he had built a house. Yet he had advanced. There was 

trouble in Shechem. God would not leave him at peace, but let him meet very bad trouble 

(chapter 34) which would never have occurred had he not settled in Shechem. His very 

name became offensive to the inhabitants, and his whole household was put into 

jeopardy. 

Then at last Jacob was sent by God to Bethel. `And God said unto Jacob, Arise, go up to 

Bethel, and dwell there: and make there an altar unto God, who appeared unto thee when 

thou fleddest from the face of Esau thy brother' (35. 1). There at Bethel God completed 

His work, for nothing could touch Jacob's heart like Bethel. It was the place where his 

long experience had begun. 

Bethel is God's house, the place where divine power is manifested through the Body of 

Christ. It is a place into which we dare not bring anything that is not of God. `Put away 

the strange gods that are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your garments: 

and let us arise, and go up to Bethel; and I will make there an altar unto God, who 

answered me in the day of my distress, and was with me in the way which I went' (35. 2-

3). 

As we saw in the life of Abraham, Shechem represents strength, the strength of Christ 

with us to deal with everything. That strength is ours to prepare us for entering into God's 

house; for when we arrive there, holiness will not be merely personal but corporate. In 

the Body of Christ, all is of God. 

`And he built there an altar, and called the place El-beth-el', that is, the God of Bethel. At 

Shechem He was the God of Israel; now He is the God of Bethel. Jacob had moved on 

from individualism to relatedness in the Body. God wanted a house, a people, for a 



vessel. He cannot fulfil His purpose without a corporate witness. In the Church God is the 

God of Bethel, not just my God. 

`And God appeared unto Jacob again, when he came from Paddanaram, and blessed him. 

And God said unto him, Thy name is Jacob: thy name shall not be called any more Jacob, 

but Israel shall be thy name: and he called his name Israel' (35. 9-10). God appeared, and 

not in a dream this time. He came at Bethel to confirm and complete what Peniel had 

begun. Jacob was no longer the rascal, the usurper-he was God's prince. That which 

begins when we see the light of God is completed in the house of God. 

At Bethel God addressed Jacob with the words, `I am God Almighty.' It was the same 

address that He had used to Abraham. `I am no longer concerned merely to expose your 

helplessness, I am here to affirm my might.' God can speak like this to Jacob because 

now He has a vessel according to His heart. 

Again Jacob set up a pillar at Bethel (5. 14) and this time he did something he did not do 

before: he poured over it a drink offering, typifying joy. The first time he came to this 

place it was `a dreadful place' and he only feared. Now he rejoiced. And now the way 

was opened for him to go forward to Hebron. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

THE PEACEABLE FRUIT 

It is now time to glance over the latter part of Jacob's history and see the evidences of the 

fruitfulness in him of all this inward discipline by the Spirit of God. Already when Jacob 

met Esau he was different. We find him uncertain, hesitant, not quite knowing what to 

do, though clearly he still has in him a good deal of his old nature. Genesis 33. 4 tells us 

that he wept. Jacob did not weep easily. People with plenty of plans do not; but Peniel 

had already weakened him. 

At Peniel Jacob's name was changed, and as we have just seen, the same thing was 

repeated at Bethel. Between the two there was a period of weakness and confusion, and 

this often happens after God has once touched us. We have to learn to walk gently and 

very carefully with God, and the lesson is not easy. Peniel therefore represents weakness, 

whereas Bethel stands for cleanness and purity with no mixture at all. Moving from 

Peniel to Bethel we pass through a strange town, Shechem. We are weakened, and we do 

not know quite where we are, nor whether if we move again we shall go wrong once 

more. But praise God, His work has begun, and the foundation has been laid. There is no 

way now of not being a cripple! 

We shall always be learning, but at some point we shall each learn that fundamental 

lesson, after which nothing can be the same again. From that point there begins a 

knowledge of God beyond anything we have ever dreamed. With it we enter upon a new 



experience of the life of the Body, drawing us together with all His own. This is a setting 

in which the fruit of the Holy Spirit's inward working readily manifests itself. Thus from 

Bethel we are told that `Jacob came unto Isaac his father to Mamre, to Kiriath-arba (the 

same is Hebron), where Abraham and Isaac sojourned' (35. 27). Hebron represents 

fellowship, mutuality, the place where nothing can be done individually and in isolation. 

Until the flesh has been dealt with we do not value fellowship. We find it easy and 

natural to go it alone. But now we find the significance of being `together'. 

Fellowship means among other things that we are ready to receive of Christ from others. 

Other believers minister Christ to me, and I am ready to receive. This may be an 

important lesson, for some are born teachers who are always preaching to others and have 

no use at all for receiving from anyone else. If I am like that, I surely need to meet my 

Peniel. Then only can I come to Bethel and Hebron. But when we have come there, we 

know in our hearts that we cannot live without others, that alone by ourselves we have no 

place, no ground to stand upon. The Body is a divine fact. Just as no member of our body 

can live without all the rest, just as the eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need of thee, 

or again the head to the feet, I have no need of you, so is the body of Christ a sphere of 

interdependence. How significant, then, when Jacob at length reached Hebron and was 

restored to the fellowship of his home! 

This is not to say that Jacob no longer needed God's discipline after Peniel. He did, and 

he got it. At Shechem he was put in fear of his life (34. 30). At Bethel Rebekah's nurse 

Deborah died (35. 8). On the way to Bethlehem his beloved Rachel herself was taken 

from him (35. 19). At Eder Jacob had more trouble with his sons, this time with Reuben 

(35. 22). He reached Hebron to find his mother already dead, and here at length Isaac 

himself ended his days (35. 29). God was disciplining Jacob, working in him a new 

character, changing him into a different person. 

From Genesis 37 onwards is Jacob's brightest period. During these remaining thirty years 

he is full of grace. We need not consider his last days as days of decline; they were 

certainly not that, and compare quite favourably with those of Peter and Paul and John. In 

the Old Testament it is Solomon whose last days are days of declension, but these should 

not be taken as the experience of others. David's end was better even than his beginning, 

for he was planning and preparing for the building of the Temple. In the same way, Jacob 

in his last days became gracious and lovable. Comparing his end with that of Abraham 

and Isaac we cannot fail to see that his is the best. They faded away, as it were, whereas 

Jacob bore fruit. God revealed Himself in this unpromising man. 

From Genesis 37, that is from the time Joseph was seventeen, Jacob retired into the 

background. Before that he had always been on the go, always active, as though he had 

an internal combustion engine driving him! He always had some project on hand, and 

always seemed to have reserves of strength to carry it out. From the day of his birth you 

could not stop him doing and talking, you could not arrest his perpetual busy-ness. 

But when he reached Hebron, he retired. Sometimes he came forward to speak or to act, 

but it was just sometimes. He had nothing any longer driving him to this incessant doing. 



Seeing what Jacob-was-for remember, he was himself quite unable to let off the pressure-

this was a most remarkable thing. But Jacob no", is a very lovely character. He is quietly, 

blessedly fruitful. 

Isaac is a type of Christ; but Jacob is a type of the natural man. So Jacob must stop his 

incessant driving. The Isaac side, the spiritual strength, must go on, but the natural 

strength must come to a halt. Now Jacob is in the background; there is no other place 

suitable for him. The movement of the flesh has to cease when God has dealt with it. 

Jacob, the cheat, the schemer, lived for himself and cared nothing about others. There 

was no love expressed in him. But from the time Deborah died, he experienced all sorts 

of family sorrows and troubles. All those he had loved died. At Hebron he was left with 

nothing. Even his own eldest son had wronged him. Joseph was the only one left. 

But Jacob had begun to be loving. He had ripened and mellowed. He was anxious about 

his sons, afraid of trouble for them, concerned for their welfare. He wanted to know how 

they fared, and so he sent Joseph to inquire. 

Then Joseph also disappeared, and Jacob had every reason to think he was dead. `It is my 

son's coat,' he said, `an evil beast hath devoured him: Joseph is without doubt torn in 

pieces' (37. 33). Gradually everything he had loved had gone from him, and now this last 

link with Rachel was broken. `And all his sons and all his daughters rose up to comfort 

him; but he refused to be comforted; and he said, For I will go down to the grave to my 

son mourning. And his father wept for him.' No other verse in Jacob's history is so 

poignant as this one. 

Thirteen years passed by. Joseph had already reached the place of power in Egypt. Again 

Jacob met with trouble. This time it was famine, and all his `wealth was in cattle! So now 

his material wealth drained away. 

There was just one loved possession left, `the youngest' (42. 13) who had grown up to 

take the place of Joseph and who remained with his father. Only little Benjamin was left 

to Jacob. He `was more precious than all the others, but even he was not like Joseph who 

seas lost. When it came to the second time that his sons must go to Egypt to buy food, 

Simeon was already held in prison there as a hostage, and they could not go again 

without taking Benjamin with them. Can we not read the pathos in Jacob's words: `Me 

have ye bereaved of my children: Joseph is not, and Simeon is not, and ye will take 

Benjamin away: all these things are against me'? (42. 36). Here was a man `who had 

lived under the discipline of God's hand, changed now, into a gentle, deeply feeling 

parent. 

But the time came when Benjamin, his last treasure, had to go. And it is here, in Genesis 

43, that Jacob comes into his name of Israel. `And their father Israel said unto them, If it 

be so now, do this; take the choice fruits of the land in your vessels, and carry down the 

man a present, a little balm, and a little honey, spicery and myrrh, nuts and almonds: and 

take double money in your hand; and the money that was returned in the mouth of your 



sacks carry again in your hand; peradventure it was an oversight: take also your brother, 

and arise, go again unto the man' (43. 11-13). Here was a man, weak and uncertain in 

himself, who could listen to the counsel of his sons. In these proposals he displays, 

surely, not the stratagems of the past, but the courtesy and kindness of maturity and 

experience. `And God Almighty give you mercy before the man, that he may release unto 

you your other brother and Benjamin.' Now, for the first time, Jacob speaks like this, 

using the name he learned at Bethel. How different he is! How God has stripped him of 

his confidence. `If I be bereaved of my children, I am bereaved,' he cries, but yet he 

hopes that God will have mercy. Knowing ourselves, and looking at Jacob with that 

inward knowledge, we realize what God has done. Jacob has not yet reached his highest 

peak, the seventeen years in Egypt. Here there is still discipline, but there is evident 

fruitfulness. 

His sons returned at length with news of Joseph. `Joseph is alive, and he is ruler over all 

the land of Egypt' (45. 26). Again he is Israel. Had it been twenty years earlier, Jacob 

would have cursed his sons for deceiving him all this time. But not now, now he is 

mature; now his meekness shines forth. `And Israel said, It is enough; Joseph my son is 

yet alive: I will go and see him before I die.' He had learned deep lessons. 

But though his father-heart longed to go to Joseph, yet he feared (46. 1). Abraham had 

gone into Egypt and had sinned. Isaac had been on his way thither and had been 

forbidden to go. Could he, even for Joseph's sake, go down into Egypt now? His natural 

love for his son must not be allowed to interfere with God's purpose. 

So he stopped half-way-and here for the first time Jacob really shines. He came to 

Beersheba, and offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac. He laid his all on the 

altar. `To go, or not to go? The decision is Thine, for I am Thine.' This was his attitude to 

God. 

And God answered him. `I am God, the God of thy father: fear not to go down into 

Egypt; for I will there make of thee a great nation: I will go down with thee into Egypt; 

and I will also surely bring thee up again: and Joseph shall put his hand upon thine eyes' 

(46. 34). That `fear not' shows us Jacob's fear; thank God for it! It shows us too the reality 

of God's work upon him; for in this hesitation he proves that he had gone further than 

either Abraham or Isaac. God did not have to stop him at Beersheba. Jacob himself 

stopped, and took his stand upon the basis of the altar. In these verses we see a different 

man entirely. Spiritual principles are ruling him now; he cannot just please himself. 

So they came at last to Egypt. `And Joseph brought in Jacob his father, and set him 

before Pharaoh: and Jacob blessed Pharaoh. And Pharaoh said unto Jacob, How many are 

the days of the years of thy life? And Jacob said unto Pharaoh, The days of the years of 

my pilgrimage are an hundred and thirty years: few and evil have been the days of the 

years of my life, and they have not attained unto the days of the years of the life of my 

fathers in the days of their pilgrimage: And Jacob blessed Pharaoh, and went out from the 

presence of Pharaoh' (Genesis 4-7. 7-10). 



What a picture this is! Where can we find a better? Who is this Jacob after all? Even 

Joseph was less than Pharaoh in the kingdom, and Jacob himself was in fact no more than 

a refugee! He was dependent upon Pharaoh for his very survival. 

Pharaoh was his benefactor. Years ago Jacob had called Esau `lord'. But now? Now he 

blessed Pharaoh. `Without any dispute the less is blessed of the greater' (Hebrews 7. 7), 

and Jacob knew he was the greater. For Jacob was now living in a different world, a 

world where he stood before God. Pharaoh king of Egypt was the greatest monarch in the 

earth at that time. No nation in the world was stronger than Egypt, so we would hardly 

blame Jacob if he had taken a servile attitude before him. But all the old false humility 

had gone, and he stood on his new ground and blessed Pharaoh. In just such a way Paul 

dared to express his wishes for the spiritual good of king Agrippa (Acts 26. 29). `I would 

to God, that . . . not thou only but also all that hear me this day, might become such as I 

am, except these bonds.' My fetters apart, my happiness is greater than yours-yes, even 

yours O king! 

`Few and bitter have been the days of my pilgrimage.' Jacob felt things. He honestly felt 

now that his life had not approached that of his fathers. Again he blessed Pharaoh, and 

then quietly went out from his presence. How likeable this old man has become! It would 

have been very easy for him now to have secured some glory for himself out of Joseph's 

position. But he did not seek this. He remained in the background, and that is where we 

must look for him now, for we cannot find him in the foreground. The Jacob of long ago 

would have grasped at this chance of prominence and fame, and there is no telling what 

he might have made out of it. But now he is no longer Jacob; he is Israel. His very 

unobtrusiveness is the mark of God's great work in him, and is his greatest value to God. 

There remain seventeen years of his life, in which nothing much seems to happen, but he 

goes on advancing and shining ever more brightly. May God give to every one of us such 

an end. 

`And the time drew near that Israel must die: and he called his son Joseph, and said unto 

him, if now I have found grace in thy sight, put, I pray thee, thy hand under my thigh, and 

deal kindly and truly with me; bury me not, I pray thee, in Egypt: but when I sleep with 

my fathers, thou shalt carry me out of Egypt, and bury me in their burying-place' (47. 29, 

30). This is very notable indeed. There is no word from Jacob about how he should live 

in Egypt; only of how he should be buried! His death and burial were connected with the 

promise, the land, the covenant and the kingdom. He cared nothing about the things he 

saw around him; only about these that lay in the unseen. The old Jacob had been hard and 

severe. He had rebuked even Joseph for his dreams (37. 10). Now, thirty years later, he 

says to his own son, `I pray thee, if now I have found grace in thy sight . . .' There was 

not even a command here, but an altogether new mellowness. `And Joseph said, I will do 

as thou hast said. And he said, Swear unto me: and he sware unto him. And Israel bowed 

himself upon the bed's head.' In the New Testament it states that he `worshipped, leaning 

upon the top of his staff' (Hebrews 11. 21). He was still a cripple, and he was still a 

pilgrim. 



We have now an old man's memories, but it is very striking to note what in fact Jacob 

remembered. `God Almighty appeared unto me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and blessed 

me' (48. 3). `And as for me, when I came from Paddan, Rachel died by me in the land of 

Canaan in the way, when there was still some way to come unto Ephrath: and I buried her 

there in the way to Ephrath (the same is Bethlehem)' (48.7) He remembers his bond with 

God Almighty; and he remembers his sorrows, that one he so greatly loved should have - 

died before reaching their destination: this was Jacob now, towards God, and towards 

men. 

There follows the blessing of Joseph's sons. `Israel stretched out his right hand, and laid it 

upon Ephraim's head, who was the younger, and his left hand upon Manasseh's head, 

guiding his hands wittingly; for Manasseh was the firstborn.' When Joseph protested, and 

thinking his father mistaken, tried to remove his hand from Ephraim's head to 

Manasseh's, Jacob refused to be corrected. `I know it, my son, I know it,' he assured him. 

Here once again we see him going beyond his father Isaac. What Isaac did in blessing the 

younger son he did in ignorance, not knowing what he was doing; but here Jacob 

certainly knew what he was at. Both men were blind, but Isaac was blind inwardly. Jacob 

certainly was not; his spiritual insight overcame the weakness of his body. `His younger 

brother shall be greater than he, and his seed shall become a multitude of nations.' 

We come at last to the long prophecy concerning the sons of Jacob in Genesis 49. For 

Jacob was a prophet who had acquired a true insight into God's purposes. In this he was 

more than either Abraham or Isaac. But what a price he paid for this prophecy! For he 

was compelled to refer to his children's past, and how he must have seen himself in them! 

This gave him a sympathy, an understanding, altogether different from the old Jacob. At 

Shechem there had been a bitterness in his words to Simeon and Levi: 'Ye have troubled 

me, to make me stink among the inhabitants of the land, among the Canaanites and the 

Perizzites : and, I being few in number, they will gather themselves together against me 

and smite me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house' (34. 30). Now in verses 5-7 of 

chapter 49 this personal vindictiveness has gone, and it is the sin which concerns him. `O 

my soul, come not thou into their council; unto their assembly, my glory, be not thou 

united.' His motives had been purified through entering into God's suffering over sin. And 

look too at his expression of trust, after he had described the future rebellion of Dan: `I 

have waited for thy salvation, O Lord!' (49. 18). 

At his beginning Jacob had been an utterly hopeless case. But Scripture tells us his story 

from his birth right through to his death, and to our amazement we find that unpromising 

man transformed into God's Israel. By the end of Jacob's life the kingdom was already 

there in the person of this prince with God. If God could make such a vessel out of Jacob, 

surely he has a plan for us. 

In Galatians 6.16 Paul uses the expression `the Israel of God' for the whole of God's 

people, showing that Israel was herself a type of the church. `The God of Abraham, and 

of Isaac, and of Jacob, the God of our fathers, hath glorified his servant Jesus,' 

proclaimed Peter, and went on to declare what miracles of divine grace should be 

accomplished through His Name. Yes, God wants His people, all of us, to know Him as 



the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, all three. He longs to see us motivated by a 

Father's initiatives, wealthy with the Son's riches, and really transformed by the patient 

nurture of the Spirit. For through us He has a work to complete, a great purpose for 

mankind to bring to fulfilment. End 


