DISCIPLES OF CHRIST
Let us remind ourselves of the truth that we are disciples of Christ, called just as literally and truly as were those whom he selected from his generation, of whom we have read this morning; called to follow him, to be companions together, our lives governed and ruled by those commands that he has placed on record. When Jesus selected men from his generation to be his disciples, he made deliberate choice from the poor and insignificant class of the Jews, men who were unlettered, uncultured, and unknown of their fellow men. They were representatives of widely different occupations and interests. There were fishermen, a tax gatherer, and Simon Zelotes, one of a dangerous fanatical group opposed to all Roman authority. These 12 were to be far more than the mere companions of Christ; they were to be companions of each other, called to be his witnesses, taking over after his death the full responsibility of preaching the gospel in the face of the fiercest opposition. Such is the nature of our call.

Before making his selection we read how he spent all night in prayer to his heavenly Father. There is nothing haphazard or done on the spur of the moment, in the purpose of God, and especially is that so in the selection of his children. The call is of God who knows the end from the beginning of all his creation - how much more of those his sons and daughters. They had much to learn in those few months that lay ahead of them. They had habits and characteristics which they were called upon to discipline and overcome. Such is the nature of our call. All our habits, all our characteristics, after be disciplined to the commands of Christ, not unwillingly, but with pleasure. To help them these disciples had the complete confidence and friendship of the Son of God. He believed in them and gave them that assurance and strength that they needed. He shared with them the work that was to be done. They became co-labourers with him in that tremendous task of affecting salvation. He trusted them, and in the main they justified his faith in them. They had to be educated in the principles of discipleship. They had to learn to root out all pride and to replace it with genuine humility. They had to learn complete self discipline, and a willingness to serve in any capacity that the truth might call upon them to do.

Consider by way of exhortation, the daily association of the disciples together. Consider the companionship and fellowship of Matthew, the Roman hireling, and Simon, the fanatical hater of Rome. These, as the others, found common fellowship in their following of Christ. Such is the nature of our selection, of our call to bind ourselves together in fellowship, with that common end and common aim - a faithful and successful following of Christ. Turn to Luke 6 and read from v.12, and may we emphasise once again the exhortation of this first:
"And it came to pass in those days, that he went out into a mountain to pray, and continued all night in prayer to God. And when it was day, he called unto him his disciples; and of them he chose twelve, whom also he named apostles." 
Such too was our call; as it is written, no man can come unto Christ except the father which hath sent him draw them. Known to God were all our beginnings, as are all our endings. The first thing Jesus did was to teach the disciples those rules of life which from then on were to dictate all their words and their actions. At once we are struck by the High standard of behaviour they demand. Here is no ordinary set of rules governing a body of men and women. Qualities are required that are certainly not natural to any man or woman. To be poor in spirit, mournful, meek, to hunger and thirst after righteousness were characteristics unknown in Greek and Roman society. Even the Jewish nation who professed to know God, certainly did not practise such virtues. One has only to consider how the Pharisees set such a bad example in this respect. But now, having selected his associates, Jesus teaches them a code of conduct that was revolutionary and that he himself would daily practice among them as the Son of God and their brother.

We further read Luke 6v20: 
“And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said, blessed be ye poor; for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are ye that hunger now; for ye shall be filled. Blessed be ye that weep now; for ye shall laugh." 
These traits were common among the disciple class of those days. They knew not frequently where to lay their heads, they knew not where the next meal was coming from, and they had very little joy in the natural sense in their lives. They were poor, but theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Then Christ goes on to those characteristics that should follow their following of him:

"Blessed are ye, when men shall hate you, and when they shall separate you from their company, and shall reproach you, and cast out your name as evil, for the Son of man's sake. Rejoice ye in that day, and Leap for joy; for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for in the like manner did their fathers unto the prophets." 
Those things were to come upon his disciples. They were to feel the intense hatred, the fanatical hatred, of their own brethren, as well as to be persecuted and put to death at the hands of the Roman and authorities; and Jesus taught them how to rejoice in this tribulation. Surely the exhortation does not need any emphasis to each one of us. The things that we must expect in this life we should learn to praise and thank God for, and then to learn in all humility to suffer, anything that our heavenly Father sees fit to bring upon us:

"But I say unto you which hear, Love your enemies, do good to them which hate you, bless them that curse you, and pray for them which despitefully use you." Luke 6v27

What a wonderful characteristic that is to have inculcated by God through Christ, to learn to love those that hate us, not only by word but from the heart, to be able not to feel antagonistically toward any that we know have no regard for us, but from the heart to love them and genuinely seek their well-being. How difficult that is to follow. How difficult it is to seek to do good to those that hate to us, to utter a blessing upon those that curse us, to utter a prayer for those that despitefully use us.
"Give to every man that asketh of thee, and of him that taketh away thy goods ask them not again." 
This teaches the principle of ownership, that we are only sojourners and pilgrims in this life that now is; everything we have is of God, every blessing, every talent has been given us of our heavenly Father for us to use in his service and to hold lightly against the day of Christ's coming. Again Christ says: "And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise." Luke 6v31 
Here is the second great commandment. We know the things that we like, we know of the affection and regard that we would like to have from our heavenly Father, from Christ, and from our brethren and sisters; and that we must show to them. 
"But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and ye shall be the children of the highest; for he is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil." Luke 6v35

How true that is. If God can show such kindness to those who are not deserving of the least of his blessings, how much more should we. Jesus forbids his disciples to resist evil. Have we learnt that principal? Does it operate in our lives that from the heart we seek not to resist that evil that comes upon us from all directions? They were not to keep anger against any, and how important is that command. Let not the sun go down upon your wrath. We are never to seek rest in sleep with feelings of anger against any, especially those of our brethren and sisters. 
Our forgiveness, in other words, our hope of life, depends upon it, for God will not forgive us if we hold anger against any. They were not to require their just rights against any; they were not to seek to obtain even that which was theirs by right, and they were to discipline all their natural desires to a life of godliness. By obeying such commands they would become separate and distinguished from amongst their generation, and that was the object of the commands; just as surely as the law of Moses separated the Jews from the nation's around them, so the disciples of Christ by their practice of the commands were to become separate. 
The world encourages self defence, it praises patriotism, and requires justice from the hands of one's fellow man. Any earthly leader would allow for such natural feelings. But the commands of Christ were not given as moral maxims for the control of the world or for the regulation of those in the world. Their inconvenience and their hardness were tests deliberately imposed by God upon his children to prove their acceptability to be future king of priests, and their worthiness to be permanent associates of his son Jesus, in that age when these characteristics required of them should govern the whole of God's creation. 
A man or woman is best tested by difficult things. How did God prove the faith of Abraham, or Jacob, of Joseph and of David; think of their lives and see these principles as they apply to us. These commands were designed for the servants of God to test their obedience to the limit; pride, wilfulness, had to be rooted out; humbleness and self-discipline had to take their place. Obedience was demanded, simple and unquestioned, and the commands were to be kept because the word of God through Christ required it: 
"And why call ye me, lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say? Whosoever cometh to me, and hear my sayings, and doeth them, I'll show you to whom he is like…." Luke 6v46

 Apply that to ourselves. If in Our lives any of the commands of Christ have their operation and we have opposed them or sought a way round them because they are hard, then we have failed all. Down through the years these rules of discipleship have not changed. Men and women are being selected to share the honour and glory of reigning with Christ, but they must first develop godliness in their probations, by faith and conscious obedience to all the commands; faith in God, faith in his promises through Christ, and obedience to the rules he has set out. It is not sufficient merely to refrain from doing the things he has forbidden; that is the negative side. There is also the positive, things to be done, abundance of mercy to be shown to all. That must spring from the heart, a heart that is quick to take pity, that is full of generous thoughts; and a genuine returning of good for evil, anonymous alms giving, cheerfully and eagerly giving as unto the Lord and because we love our brethren and sisters.

Then there has to be a patient endurance of any trials and afflictions, and we are told how those trials and afflictions can be patiently and faithfully born, because we realise that there are only for a short while. We are told to contemplate the promise of the perfection of divine nature which has been promised us. Then we are commanded to make no undue provision for the future, we are not to have any anxiety for the future, for - who knows? - there may be no future in that time allotted by God to the kingdoms of men.

It should be emphasised that these commands did not apply and do not apply to the world that is in darkness. Conscious and deliberate acceptance of and obedience to all the commands of Christ were required only of those whom God has called to be the associates of his son and to be his children. Turn to 1John 2v3 where we read: 
"Hereby we do know that we know him, if we keep his Commandments. He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his Commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him….. he that saith he is in the light" 
That phrase was used of the disciples when Christ called them - "Ye are the light of the world"
"he that saith he is in the light, and hateth his brother, is in darkness even until now. He that loveth his brother abideth in the light, and there is none occasion of stumbling in him." 
Hereby we know therefore if we are in the light and are true disciples of Christ; if we keep his commands to the limit of our abilities and capabilities.
The very description of the saints as the light of the world and as the salt of the earth, condemns the world as being in darkness and corrupt - that is without salt. Those in the world are the inheritors of the world that now is. The kingdoms of the world have all their rulers and regulations, and it is theirs to possess until the day appointed when Christ and the saints shall take the kingdom and possess it. Then these rules and regulations which we have sought to inculcate into our very natures will make us worthy associates to reign with Christ on his throne.

Can we not see therefore the need and importance of all the commandments of Christ, and particularly those that we find it most difficult to keep; those that we fail to keep so often? We must never oppose them, but seek forgiveness in earnest repentance, and press on in an earnest endeavour to keep that particular command. These commands of Christ are working out for us in our lives, our salvation, and as we keep them we are helping our brethren and sisters to do likewise; and the realisation of this truth will enable us with God's help and blessing to succeed as disciples of Christ. 
It is important that we should regard ourselves as disciples, brethren and sisters of Christ, called and selected after the most careful forethought to be the children of God; individually as a man and as a woman. We must recognise that truth.

Now we know that the return of Jesus is very near, and these disciples who knew him so well will soon be reunited to him as he promised them. They all died in faith not having received the promise, but they were so assured of it that they were obedient to the limit of all their talents. They failed, but they rose above their failings. How is it with us. Let each one of us look at ourselves; and what do we see? 
· Is it a faithful and eager disciple of Christ, willingly obedient of all the commands that have been written? 
· Or is it a half hearted and lukewarm brother or sister in Christ ready to complain at the narrowness of the way, and seeking to avoid those commands that hurt and conflict with our desires? 
One day soon will see an end to our probations, one day in the very near future we shall be standing before Christ for his approval. It is therefore what we are saying now, and doing and thinking now that is important. Then, if we want strength and encouragement to succeed we are commanded to look to the joy that has been set before us, contemplating the return of Christ, the change of these bodies, all their vileness and filthiness swallowed up in the glorious nature of the divine, possessors of the very nature of God himself. That is the promise, to be a Son of God in truth, in reality, alive to die no more, able to serve God and his creation to perfection.

That is the promise that he has promised us if only we are faithful and obey his commands.
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