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In view of 

The Urgency of the Hour

WHAT MANNER OF PERSONS OUGHT YE TO BE?

The text of the Conference is: “See then that ye walk carefully, not as fools, but as wise, redeeming the time, because the days are evil.”  Ephesians 5:15 - 16

First, I want to say that, indeed, this is an urgent hour...for us.  God never has an urgent need, nor any kind of emergency.  We do, but not God.  He is as fully in control as He ever has been.  He is still the All-Mighty One; the Unchanging One; the All-Knowing, All-Wise God.  He still sits on the throne of the universe and the earth is His footstool. We face political pressures; God senses none. We are under economic duress; God’s wealth has not diminished by a quarter of a percentage point.  Our world is crazy with violence, obnoxious with evil, hampered by godless potentates, but God is Secure, Serene, and all we need.

But in view of the urgency of the hour, as it concerns you and me, and the ministry God has given us...  Peter looks at these latter days, views the coming conflagration, and asks us...“What manner of persons ought ye to be in all holy conversation and godliness?”  (ll Peter 3:11)

Another way of saying that is:  “What holy and pious lives you ought to lead.”

And, “What kind of person ought each of you to be in consecrated and holy behavior and devout and godly qualities.”

Peter speaks here of the coming of the Lord, and, as always in Scripture, insists that ethical behavior and holy hearts are the only adequate preparation for meeting times of urgency, and for the Lord’s appearing.  Our manner of life is to be holy, and we are to be marked by piety.  In verses 14 - 16 in this same chapter, after again referring to the cataclysmic and urgent nature of the last days, he notes that, ‘seeing (we) look for such things, be diligent that (we) may be found of Him in peace, without spot, and blameless.”  

“Be diligent,” “do your utmost, to be found of Him in peace, so that you may meet Him without terror, being sprinkled with His blood and sanctified by His Spirit.”  We should expect to meet our Lord without moral and spiritual defilement, and in sincerity, without blemish or defect.

So our manner of living in an hour of urgency is to be marked by the distinct effects of the power of God in our lives.  For us to live in a holy way, to be pious, to be morally pure, are qualities impossible for the natural man to attain. But it is not beyond the grace and power of God.

***

That the day in which we live is marked by urgency, I doubt anyone would dispute.   Our world is teetering on the edge of emergency in almost any level of human life you might choose...economic, social, public health, violence, famine, government, academic; but, principally, and of utmost importance for those of us in ministry, our great preoccupation and burden is the urgency of the hour on the level of biblical spirituality.  The absence, or the waning, of vital godliness constitutes the gravest of dangers to the welfare of the planet.

Of religions, we have hundreds; of gods, there are thousands; of interpretations of Christianity there are many.  And yet, to seek people who know God in personal experience, and who are daily living  out the principles of God’s Word is a search which often yields little.

And yet, vital godliness is the one greatest element the world needs, and the church often has seemingly has little to offer.  Vital godliness is light shining into the shadows of corruption and crime. 

Vital godliness is the city set on a hill that cannot be hid.  Vital godliness is the salt which flavors an otherwise unappetizing earthly scene.  The absence of the power of God through the church is the factor which allows evil to flourish, without restraint.  

The challenge to “Redeem the Time, for the Days are evil,” is a challenge that requires us to “walk circumspectly...looking about us, step by step; walk cautiously, being aware of the dangers.”

To “redeem the time,” necessitates a wisdom beyond our human abilities; “don’t be fools,” exhorts Paul, “but understand what the will of the Lord is.”  Without Divine assistance, without the help of the Holy Spirit, we will never grasp what the will of God really is.  

A part of that will of God is stated in verse 18, where we are clearly admonished to “be filled with the Spirit.”  In this case, the Bible is its own best commentary - The challenge is to “Understand what the will of the Lord is.”  And what is that will?  God wants His servants and His people to be filled with the Spirit.  Jesus had said earlier, “If you as earthly parents know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him?”
  In John, chapter 7, the Lord Jesus makes another compelling statement about the Holy Spirit: “If any man thirst, let him come unto Me, and drink. He that believeth on Me, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water.”  And then to further explain this statement, He says, “But this He spake of the Spirit, which they that believe on Him should receive.”  (Vss. 37 - 39) 

  No lesser equipment than the filling of the Holy Spirit will be sufficient to help us to meet the urgency of the hour that is ours. Oh, my brethren, may God put His urgency upon us... “Be filled with the Spirit.”  “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled.”  Matthew 5:6

  The Spirit of God is not called the “Holy” Spirit by mistake.  The Spirit is Holy, the Father is Holy, Christ is Holy.  To be “holy” is more than being “set apart.” Holiness has a moral quality, a moral imperative.  Holiness indicates purity, and cleanliness.  Whenever the Holy Spirit takes up residence in a human heart...a heart humble enough to have confessed and repented of sins; a heart hungry enough to have invited Jesus in...the Holy Spirit changes everything from the life once lived.

  Paul’s comment in ll Corinthians 5:17 is clear enough that “if any man be in Christ Jesus, he is a new creature/creation.”  The old life...the pattern of sinful behavior is taken away, and a new pattern instituted: “...all things become new.”  Only the power of the Holy Spirit can make that change.  And if we will walk in the light, and allow the Holy Spirit freedom to work in our hearts, He will be continuously cleansing  us, and leading  us on to deeper depths of His grace. 

  In Peter’s second epistle, the apostle clearly marks out the last days, or as we have called them - Urgent Days.  

  One of the signs of the latter days (according to Peter’s epistle) is the presence of scoffers; those who walk after their own desires with no thought of the omnipotence of God, no thought of His omniscience, no thought of coming judgment.  Even though God has distinctly promised a day of grace and mercy, they are willingly ignorant of His promise.  So they chide us who believe the Bible, and who seek out sinners for salvation; those who believe the Lord is coming but that He delays His coming in His own time.  These are the mockers who say, “Where is the promise of His coming?  In all these years, nothing has changed; everything continues on as always” But to us His servants He says, “...Beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing, that one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day..The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some men count slackness, but is longsuffering to usward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.”  ll Peter 3:8, 9. 

 Paul’s description of the urgency of our day is stunning; listen to his words in l Timothy 3: “The Spirit speaketh expressly that in the latter days some shall depart from the faith.” They had faith, but they left it; 

(Does that happen here? Oh, how burdened and sad my heart is to see those who one time shared a platform with me, who prayed and preached and sang; but today they don’t want to come near me, and they don’t want me to come near them. They have departed from the faith.) 

anyone who has been in the Christian faith and determines to walk away sears his conscience.  Like someone who works with his hands to the point they become hard and calloused; he no longer feels the pain he one time felt.  And so when we turn away from faith, our conscience is hardened and we no longer feel the sting of conscience as we used to.  No longer does the Holy Spirit’s voice trouble us as it one time did.  Satan has taken the conscience that was once godly and sensitive to spiritual truth, and he has branded it as “his.”  Satan’s brand makes the conscience insensitive to right and wrong.  (Incidentally, someone has said that if we can over-ride the voice of conscience, it won’t be long until we over-ride the voice of the Holy Spirit.)  

  This is a very real danger to all of us, for if you remember the apostle’s words in the book of Hebrews, chapter 5, you will note that when he speaks about those Hebrew Christians he says he has many things to tell them about Christ, but they are not yet able to bear the truth; for their ears are dull of hearing.  He says, you have been believers long enough that you “ought to be teaching others, but rather you have need that someone teach you again what are the first principles of the doctrine of Christ.  Instead of being mature believers able to eat spiritual meat you have regressed into babyhood and are drinking milk.”  

But to those of full age, of spiritual maturity, spiritual meat is in the diet.  And who are the spiritually mature? “Those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil.”  Those with seared consciences cannot exercise themselves to discern what is good and what is evil.

  So when we begin to back away from truth; when we are no longer hungry for a good spiritual diet; when we begin to doubt the trustworthiness of this book; that’s when we begin to quit exercising our abilities of discernment of right and wrong, opening the door to Satan to brand our conscience with his own mark.

  In “departing from the faith,” Paul notes that they begin to listen to demonic deceptions and lying spirits which results in them living hypocritical lives.  Oh the tragedy of a life lived with a mask on.  My understanding of a sociopath is one who never takes his mask off.  People become accustomed to seeing the mask, and don’t think of what may be hiding underneath.  Brethren, in times of urgency - well, really, anytime - in these dangerous times, we need to live in sincerity, honesty, and openness with God and with each other.  A sign of the last days is widespread hypocrisy, and believing a lie.  

  In chapter 3 of Paul’s second epistle to Timothy, he takes up the theme of the last days again.  “This know also that in the last days perilous times (dangerous times) shall come...”   

 The dangerous times of which Paul speaks are identified by such things as men loving their own selves; they will be covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy. There follows a rather lengthy list of signs of the last days that is disturbing.  Paul wraps up the descriptive phrases with this notation: they will be “ever learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.” They will “have a form of godliness but will deny the power thereof.” 
  In writing to the Thessalonians he notes that the day of Christ will not come “except there come a falling away first.”  Jesus Himself affirms this tragedy when He notes: “Because iniquity shall abound, the love of many will wax cold.”  When we begin to waver from our steadfastness; when we begin to walk away from our first love; when we no longer believe and teach the things that were important to us in our earlier ministry, then, in a sense, we are contributing to the peril of the last days...we are a part of the great falling away.
So when the theme of this conference comes to mind, we can see just how true it is. And we can make, thus far, the following observations.

  1.   These are times of extreme spiritual urgency.  There is emergency everywhere and in every phase of human life, but our primary interest is in the urgency that exists in the church world, in the spiritual sphere.

  2.  God doesn’t have any emergency, though we do

  3.  God’s prescription for those of us who minister to Him in these days is that we who “bear the vessels of the Lord’s house, (are to) be clean.”
  Isaiah’s experience, as related in the 6th chapter of his prophecy, is instructive.  He faced a crucial time in his life.  The earthly king on whom he had depended, and whom he loved, had been taken away by death.  Isaiah goes to the Lord’s house to wait before God; to be quiet in God’s presence, to see if He could find help in the hour of his urgent need.

  While before the Lord, he records his personal experience: “I saw the Lord.”  Oh my brethren, how we need that fresh revelation from heaven, a new vision of God, even as Isaiah saw Him, “high and lifted up.”  One of the terrible losses we have suffered in our day is that our vision of God has been clouded by so many other things that have crept into our lives.  Our concepts of God are so low that it is no wonder that life is lived on such a low level.  Dr. Tozer comments: “It is impossible to keep our moral practices sound and our inward attitudes right while our idea of God is erroneous or inadequate.”

  As far as we know, at the time of his vision, Isaiah was a good man; if the first 5 chapters of his prophecy were written previous to chapter 6, we know that he was already hearing from God, and that he was faithfully proclaiming the Divine message.  At the time of his vision, we see that he knew where to go for help: to the house of the Lord, where the Lord’s “train filled the temple.”   And yet, divorced  from his support system that he had found in king Uzziah, and alone with God in the temple, Isaiah claims, “I saw the Lord,” and the vision struck him with conviction.

  Dear brethren, how I need, and how we need, to truly see the Lord.  To see Him as did John in Revelation chapter 1; when John turned to see the source of the voice that had spoken, He saw the same Lord as Isaiah had seen, and it sent John to his face in brokenness, reverence, and worship.  John had been in the “inner circle” of the disciples of Jesus; John was the beloved disciple, the disciple who Jesus loved; John had leaned on Jesus at the last supper; John was the first of the disciples to believe as he looked inside the empty tomb.  John had a long and faithful ministry.  He eventually wrote five books of the New Testament. Now he finds himself on the Isle of Patmos for the Word of God (I take that to mean that his obedience to the Word of God put him in trouble with the civil authorities,) and for the Testimony of Jesus Christ (which I take to mean that he couldn’t keep still about the Lord even if it cost him something to speak.)  

  This man John, who describes himself as our brother and companion in tribulation, and our companion in the kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ; this man John, when he sees the resurrected Christ, he is so astounded that he falls at His feet as dead.  

  The lack of reverence and worship in some of our assemblies is a terrible evidence that the real presence of Christ has been lost.

  So when the effect of Isaiah’s vision is revealed to us, we find the prophet with his heart and soul bared in the majestic presence of God.  And what the presence of God discovered in his soul was a need, a need deeper than his prophetic calling, a need that went further than his position as counsellor to the king.

  When his spiritual vision saw the brightness of the Lord’s glory, and saw the heavenly scene with its seraphim crying one to another, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Hosts: the whole earth is full of His glory;”   as the heavenly beings cried with loud voices, the very posts of the doors shook with the majesty of the moment, and the smoke of the Divine presence, the very glory cloud, filled  the house, even as the glory filled the Tabernacle in the wilderness, and as the glory filled Solomon’s temple on the day of its dedication.

  The prophet’s reaction is instructive.  In view of this scene, Isaiah responded by praying; and his prayer is weighty...”Woe is me,” he cried.   This was a cry from his heart.  There is no boasting here; there is no resting in his calling to be a prophet; he makes no reference to his high standing in the court of Uzziah.  Rather, he cries out almost in despair: “Woe is me.”   His distress is caused because the Divine light has penetrated to the depths of his being and what he sees there is not too good. (I wonder what the glaring light of the glory world might discover here today.) Later when the seraphim brings God’s cleansing to the prophet, he says that the fire from off the altar has taken away his “iniquity, and (his) sin is purged.”   

  Wherever the uncleanness may be found in our lives, remember its root is deeper than our lips (how we speak), or our hands (what we do), or our feet (where we go); there is an inner need that only the touch of the fire of God can cleanse.  Obviously, from this story, God does not want His prophets to be speaking through unclean lips; those unclean lips are simply indicators of a deep heart need that needs cleansed. But if we will allow Him, God will take a live coal from off the altar and will cleanse our hearts from the plague of sin.  

***

  The life of holiness and purity and cleansing is of such importance that Jesus says, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” (Matthew 5:8).  The writer to the Hebrews notes in chapter 12 and vs. 14, that “without holiness, no man shall see the Lord.”
  The Psalmist expressed the same thing when he poses the question: “Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord, and who shall stand in His holy place?”  He answers the question with these words, “He that hath clean hands and a pure heart.”  Psalm 24:3 & 4a

  The mighty David, convicted of his gross sin against his nation, his home and family, against Uriah, against Bathsheba, confesses his sin (as we all must do), and asks God for forgiveness and pardon; but he goes further and asks the Lord for cleansing: “Wash me thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin...Purge me...and I shall be clean, wash me and I shall be whiter than snow...Create in me a clean heart, Oh God.”  Psalm 51:2, 7, 10. 

  What is David’s hope, and what is our hope, that God will hear and respond to such a heart-rending cry?  Vs. 17.  “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, Thou wilt not despise.”  What ever need I may have; what ever need you may have: God always responds to the poor in spirit, to humility of heart.     No sinner was ever saved without humility; no backslider was ever restored without a humble spirit; no prayer was ever answered without the petitioner confessing his or her utter dependence upon God.

  You have experienced revival.  Every scriptural revival starts with God’s people humbling themselves and praying, and confessing their need.  I am challenged by reading the story of the revivals in Korea and Wales, a hundred years ago.  I love to read the story of the revival in the Hebrides Islands of about 60 years ago. And the story of the revival God granted you here more than 40 years is much the same:  a time of humbling, a time of confessing need, and then God hears from heaven and sends the Holy Spirit in revival fire.  

  Perhaps no verse more clearly outlines the connection between our humility and brokenness, and God’s response, than Isaiah 57:15: “For thus saith the High and Lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, Whose name is Holy; I dwell in the high and holy place, with him also that is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite ones.”

I don’t think anyone would dispute that God Himself is holy; we pray “Our Father, which art in heaven, hallowed or holy be thy name.”  But too few take note of God’s imperative in l Peter 2, vss. 15 and 16, “But as He which hath called you is holy, so be ye holy in all manner of conduct.  Because it is written, ‘Be ye holy, for I am holy’”.

  Let’s conclude by noting how God purposes to cleanse us and make us holy. There are a number of instruments listed in the Bible which God declares to be cleansing agents.  

  The Word: “Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way?  By taking heed thereto according to Thy Word.” Psa. 119:9

  And Jesus said, “Now ye are clean through the Word which I have spoken unto you.” John 15:3

  “Give attention to reading,” the great apostle urged his spiritual son Timothy, (l Timothy 4:13).  And no reading is as important and urgent as our reading and loving and studying and living the Word of God. The Word of God received into our minds and hearts has a cleansing effect.

  The Blood: “The blood of Jesus Christ, His Son, cleanseth us from all sin.” l John 1:7.  If you think you have a stain of sin in your life that is too deep, remember, “His blood has gone deeper than the stain of sin.”

  And God Himself is seen as an instrument of cleansing as we read in vs. 9 of that same chapter, “He is faithful and just ..to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

  The Holy Spirit: Our God is a “consuming fire.”  And when Peter talks about what happened at Pentecost with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the waiting disciples, he writes that God gave them the Holy Ghost...”purifying their hearts by faith.” Acts 15:8, 9.

  Love: true love is a powerful force.  When we love our husband, or love our wife, as we should, that love for our companion forces out any illicit love.  Jesus gives so much emphasis to the power of love; and John follows suit telling us that love for God in our hearts forces disobedience from the throne, because, as Jesus comments: “If ye love me, keep my commandments.”

  This love of God is poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, (Romans 5:5) and is that perfect love of which Paul speaks in l Corinthians 13.  Without that love of God we are nothing, only sounding brass and tinkling cymbals. (I Corinthians 13:1)  The holiness of which we have been speaking can be summed up in the words of Jesus, “loving God with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength - nothing more, and nothing less.”  When God’s perfect love floods our heart there is no room for the love of the world, or the love of self.

  And when we are not filled with that love, “shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost” (Romans 5:5), then we run the danger of spiritual shipwreck on the shores of “forms of godliness” that have no power and are sometimes rigid with legalism; or a liberalism that knows nothing of the power of a transformed life.

  You are interested in holiness?  Then let love be the objective of your seeking.  “More love.”  Not a false love that allows for less obedience but rather a true love that calls us to more and more joyful obedience.  Not a love that is so spiritualized that is has no practical application.  I don’t know that we can ever go astray if in sincerity we seek God for more of His love.

  When pure love is the motivation of our hearts then we will experience Scriptural holiness in all its beauty.

***

Addendum, depending on time.

  The point being: in our natural state, we are born with a propensity for evil; it is not your parents’ fault; it is Adam’s crime against humanity that still curses us today.  That tendency to rebel against God, that tendency to sin, is native to us. And that inward tendency eventually leads us to actual sin.  That sin must be forgiven and will be forgiven by God in response to our confession of sin, and our repentance, that is turning from our sin and to God.  

 In the act of being pardoned there is a cleansing that takes place. The stain of our committed sins is cleansed away, and those sins are cast away from us and behind God’s back never to be remembered against us.  We sometimes call that initial sanctification.  We turn from sin to God; we turn from iniquity to righteousness, and in that experience we are initially cleansed; and according to l John, as long we walk in the light as He is in the light...the blood of Jesus Christ is continuously cleansing us.  

  When the light of God shines on our pathway, God will reveal that He wants to lead us higher and deeper in His grace.  God initiates every good thing that happens in the relationship between Him and us; God initiates, but we must respond to His call. When He calls us to holiness of heart and life, we must not back away, but rather respond to His voice.  If today, you sense an inward longing, an urging from  God to rise to a higher level of Christian living, don’t disregard that voice, but rather respond with joy to His call.

  The call is likely to be something like the words of Romans 12:1. Paul writes to the Roman believers for whom he has penned the first 11 chapters.  “I beseech you, I beg you, by the mercies of God (as expressed in the first 11 chapters) that ye present your bodies (from head to foot, all that you have and all you are) a living sacrifice (you see, a sinner does not have a “living” sacrifice to offer; he is dead in trespasses and sins.  But as believers we have been raised to new life; we have something “live” to offer to God), (it is the wonderful old story that God loves us so much that He wants us to be with Him in deepest communion.  So He asks us to “take up our cross” and follow Him to Calvary.  There we die to our own plans, ambitions, wishes; there we covenant with God, not to deny ourselves some “thing” but deny self the right to govern our lives, and to enthrone Jesus as King of kings in our hearts and lives.)  holy (set apart from sin and to God; cleansed from moral impurity), which is acceptable unto God, and is to us our only reasonable service, the only reasonable thing we can do with God’s call to entire surrender, complete dedication, and to make of ourselves a living sacrifice to Him.

