SEEKING THE LORD
"The Lord is good unto them that wait for him, to the soul that seeketh him.  It is good that a man should both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of the Lord." 
Those words were written by the prophet Jeremiah whose Divine messages are profitable for considering by way of exhortation.  They are words that have found their application and fulfilment amongst the servants of God in all ages, not the least in three characters whom  we will think about this morning, David, Jeremiah himself, and above all, Jesus, whom we meet to remember.
We maybe can recall David's reaction to the news of the death of Saul and his words of approbation for those men of Jabesh-Gilead who at peril to themselves had retrieved the body of Saul and given him an honourable burial. Twice David had refused the opportunity to avenge himself of Saul by killing him, and even now, following the death of Saul, when David knew that he was to be the successor to the throne, he made no forceful attempt to push the matter in his own favour, rather quietly waiting for that which God had promise.
It was not that David was naturally inactive and of a placid disposition, or stoically unconcerned at the incidence of adversity in his circumstance. So these words and actions were those of a man of faith.  In the letter to the Hebrews David is mentioned as one of the outstanding examples of faith. With David, as with Abraham before him, it was all-sufficient that God had promised and that God is always able and willing, in His own good time, to fulfil that which He has promised.  In the closing words of Psalm 27 David gives expression to his own confident faith, commending the same to all - including ourselves in these last days: 
"I had fainted, unless I had ' believed to see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait on the Lord: be of good courage, and He shall strengthen thine heart: wait, I say, on the Lord."

Those words are anything but empty pious platitudes.  They are expressive of the guiding principles of faithful men and women, men and women of God in all ages, not the least in the present time. To wait for the Lord is not to sit back with folded arms in the expectation that God will do all that is needful, but equally to wait for Him is not to get busy and active merely according to our own ideas and our own inclinations without regard, or with only partial regard, to what God has spoken and promised and commanded.
This is a point that is illustrated in the contrast that lay between David and Saul.  Saul in many respects began to reign well, but soon he proved to be rash, impulsive, headstrong, over-confident, impatient of that restraint which is entailed in the policy of waiting for God, waiting upon the Lord. With David on the other hand the all important factor in any decision making was, ‘what is the mind of the Lord?’ Accordingly we read that his first move on receiving news of the death of Saul was to enquire of the Lord, David “inquired of the Lord, saying, shall I go up into any of the cities of Judah?”
In contrast to that, it was one of the matters held by the Lord against Saul that he "inquired not of the Lord." In Chronicles it is written: 
“So Saul died for his transgression which he committed against the Lord, even against the word of the Lord, which he kept not, and also for asking counsel of one that had a familiar spirit, to inquire of it;  and inquired not of the Lord." 
Yet in the closing chapter of the 1st book of Samuel, chapter 28, we are told Saul did in fact inquire of the Lord, and apparently it was only after his inability to obtain an answer that he resorted to the witch of Endor. The record tells that "when Saul inquired of the Lord, the Lord answered him not, neither by dream, nor by Urim, nor by prophet."

There is an answer to this seeming paradox and it is an answer which also brings a lesson for us.  Two different Hebrew words are used here, shaal and darash. The first of these words refers to any kind of enquiry of a more or less casual nature, but darash has something much more intense about it.  It comes from a root meaning to tread or to frequent.  Saul's initial enquiry of the Lord appears to have been according to the first-mentioned of these, the Hebrew word shaal, that is to say, nothing very earnest or intense about it, but when in Chronicles we read of Saul's final rejection by the Lord and that it was because he enquired not, in this case the word used is much more intensive in its meaning.  It means a much more intensive form of enquiry, ‘darash’.
Earnest enquiry of the Lord was not Saul's general policy. There was not any of that frequenting and habitual treading, so to speak, in the counsel of the Lord.  In the 1st Psalm blessing and happiness are pronounced towards the man who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly nor stands in the way of sinners, but towards him whose delight is in the law of the Lord, in which he meditates day and night.  The whole picture of the godly man and woman given by this Psalm is of one who frequents and who treads habitually in those channels where the counsel of the Lord is to be found, and who purposely avoids all influences of a contrary kind. 
The counsel of the Lord is not to be had by casual and occasional interest after the manner of Saul, he asked of the Lord indeed but only, it seems, almost as a last despairing resort.  To enquire of the Lord was not his normal procedure.  Accordingly, not receiving any immediate answer from God, Saul did not persevere, he did not "wait for him" or "wait upon him". Apparently Saul had learned nothing from his previous rebuke from the Lord through Samuel and so he soon grew weary of his asking of the Lord and actually sought himself a witch of whom to enquire.  Even Saul, to his credit, had cut off out of the land witches and necromancers but now he betook himself to the

witch of Endor.  It is almost as though one of us were to seek unto a Roman Catholic priest for counsel and guidance!
The apostle and Jesus himself spoke more than once of the need to persevere in the matter of drawing nigh unto God, not only when seemingly in desperate straits but as a matter of consistent policy in experiences of whatever kind, evil and otherwise. With Saul in his asking of God there had been no perseverance, none of that continuing instant in prayer, of which the apostle wrote, in his consultation of the Almighty for help and guidance. Such casual and occasional enquiry as that is regarded, according to the inspired record, as no enquiry at all.  "He inquired not of the Lord".
There have been many occasions in Scripture when God, instead of speaking readily and instantly, has chosen to remain silent. He did so at the instant when Adam and Eve were about to commit the first transgression. The Lord did not then intervene with a stern reminder of what he had already told them and warned them.  He did not restrain Moses with a word of caution before, as the Scripture puts it, "he spake inadvisedly with his lips". Neither on the other hand, did the Lord intervene, so far as we can tell from the record, when Jesus was tempted in the wilderness.
The frequent silence of God in past ages, when at various times He had been known to speak by prophets and other means, this silence of God on certain occasions is for mortal man a test.  Saul was put to one final test by the silence of God when Saul made his less than earnest enquiry.  Adam and Eve were put to the test in the Garden of Eden by the Divine silence at the moment of temptation. Jesus himself was left with complete freedom to obey or to disobey at the time of testing. So the fact that Saul received no answer when he enquired of the Lord was his opportunity, had he but seen it, for self-examination, even self-abasement and repentance, to remove if possible the reason for the apparent Divine disapproval.
Saul was dealing with a God whose mercy knows no limits when men turn to Him in truth, in repentance, and with the determination to seek afresh to do that which is right. We have only to remember the Divine reaction to the repentance shown by the two kings Ahab and Manasseh in order to see that no man can ever say that he has reached a point when it is futile to turn to the Lord in repentance. These gives us in these days ground for confidence and hope, provided we are prepared to undertake that frequenting and habitual treading in the counsel of the Lord and in those channels where that counsel may be found.
We are placed, amongst a world in which people in general do as Saul did individually. They do that which is right every man in his own eyes. We need something far better than that. We are provided with something better than that, but it does call for something more than casual interest.  It is an all engrossing way of life, not just an outward compliance with a certain Christadelphian norm.
These are facts which lead us when before this memorial table to undertake that deep, necessary self-examination, with candour, with humility, and yet certainly not with any feelings of futility.  So long as probation is extended and continued week after week, month after month, year after year, for so long do we have opportunity to repent of those faults that are brought to mind by earnest, enlightened self-examination. The continued silence of God now is for us, as it has been for others in the past, a test; and more than that, an opportunity to partake more than a little of the disposition and the mind of David.  His well known words in Psalm 16 apply in the fullest sense to Christ and yet they do express to an appreciable degree his own mind also, David's mind:  
"I have set the Lord always before me:  because he is at my right hand, I shall not be moved."
That, supremely was Jesus, but in appreciable degree it was David also, and all those faithful ones whose example is set before us in the letter to the Hebrews; in the case of Moses, "as seeing him who is invisible", setting the Lord always before them.

In fellowship at this table we seek the fellowship of our absent Lord, whose mind was expressed in those words. We also express by implication our fellowship with David, and with all who by their obedient faith put God first. We see in their daily circumstances the hand of God for their final good, they having obtained a good report through faith.  That is a position to which we, every one of us, have been called.  In a very real sense we are called to fellowship with such men as David, Jeremiah and all the prophets, as it is written: 
"Take, my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience. 
Patience, perseverance, steadfastness under adverse circumstances, these were quite foreign to the nature of Saul.  Yet in this he was no worse than the great majority of mankind. We can quite easily find ourselves doing exactly that. His was simply the mind of mortal flesh when devoid of faith and trust in God.  David, and in perfection Jesus, exhibited the mind that can be ours and to which each one of us has been called because it can be ours:

"The Lord is good unto them that wait for him, to the soul that seeketh him. It is good that a man should both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of the Lord."

Such was the mind also of Jeremiah and the contrast between him and Israel was akin to that between Saul and David. The measure and the extent of Jeremiah's enquiring of the Lord were expressed in his words: 
"Thy words were found, and I did eat them; and thy word was unto me the joy and rejoicing of mine heart:  for I am called by thy name, O Lord God of hosts." 
Truly he lived in a day when the word of God had been found, rediscovered. Jeremiah was contemporary with Josiah during whose reign, in the course of re-establishing the worship of God and preparing the temple afresh for that purpose, a copy of the Law was found.  We too are living in these last times of the Gentiles and here, in a sense, the words of God have been found, the Truth has been re-presented, re-stated, re-established from the Scriptures for the salvation of all who are willing in these last times to partake of that word, to metaphorically eat it and to make it the joy and the rejoicing of the heart.
Few things are easier, perhaps, than to convince others, to convince even ourselves, that we are doing exactly that, but the question we have to answer in self-examination is, does the measure of our interest in these things, expressed in our whole mode of life, compare with that shown by Jeremiah or by David?  
It is so easy to get into the way of thought prevalent in the world, with its approval of woolly thinking, liberal-minded do-gooders. It is easy to get into the way of thinking that so long as we are doing no obvious harm, all is therefore certain to be well in the day of account.  The extent of interest for the Truth, interest for the Scriptures themselves, for those solid writings that have been provided by faithful brethren of former times, these are all the measure of the genuineness of our enquiry of the Lord, whether it is to be like that of David and Jeremiah or something more casual and leisurely like Saul and like Israel in the time of Jeremiah.
It was no small part of the difficulties encountered by Jeremiah that he had to remonstrate with a people who considered themselves to be walking acceptably before the Lord. The same prophet wrote that:

"The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked:  who can know it?" 
To which are added the words: 
"I the Lord search the heart; I try the reins, even to give every man according to his ways, and according to his doings."
Again we have, in spite of the sternness of those words, strong encouragement.  It is within the ability of every one of us, and indeed our duty, to gain the approval of which those words give a clear hint. God is silent now as He was to Saul; He has always been silent to those whose approach to Him is less than wholehearted. Yet on the other hand we have the words of Isaiah, words which could not possibly be more encouraging, being as they are written by inspiration from the Almighty Himself: 
“Thou meetest him that rejoiceth and worketh righteousness, those that remember thee in thy ways.”
Israel flattered themselves, and it was no more than self-flattery, that they were doing just this. The lamentable and doleful picture presented by Jeremiah was due entirely to the fact:

"Judah hath not turned unto me with her whole heart, but feignedly, saith the Lord" 
This clearly was a repetition of the attitude of Saul. They had their form of worship and were persuaded that this could be interpreted and seen as the true worship of the Lord, to whom they had but feignedly professed to turn and thus Jeremiah records their worship of the heavenly bodies, the host of heaven, whom says Jeremiah:

“they have loved, and whom they have served and after whom they have walked, and whom they have sought and whom they have worshipped" 
Here again is that Hebrew word darash (sought), an earnest, wholehearted seeking of the kind that should have been directed to God. Well again, this can so easily be the picture of ourselves, not in Baal-worship or in the worship of the host of heaven, but in following equally confidently the dictates of our own minds, as did Saul. 
The prophets, Jesus Himself and the apostles in so many ways found themselves involved in sharp contention almost continually, rebuking the wilfully rebellious, gently leading and guiding others.  It comes out on almost every page of Jeremiah's prophecy.  We see it likewise almost all the time between Jesus and nearly all his contemporaries with whom he conversed, a long 31/2 years of enduring and contending with the contradictions of sinners against himself, guiding and instructing those with a genuine desire to enquire in that intensive form implied by the Hebrew word ‘darash’, enquiring as to the right way, like David of old.  And all the time Jesus was burdened with this mortal nature, the inheritance for the time being of all the sons of Adam, “tempted in all points as we are, yet without sin.”
In Mathews gospel record have a hint as to his own feelings at the experience of this defiled, sin cursed nature that he bore:

"And, behold, one came and said unto him, Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life? And he said unto him, Why callest thou me good? There is none good but one, that is, God." Matthew 19:16

Can we not see the Lord’s own awareness of the burden of the frail Adamic nature of which he was a partaker, the continual need to do battle against it? And even though in that battle he was completely and perfectly successful it was still, even for him, a battle; it was not easy because Jesus was the Son of God.
We are familiar with the continuation of that conversation between Jesus and this obviously earnest minded enquirer and the way in which it led eventually to the question as to what the disciples should have as their reward for having left all to follow him. The reply came:

“Every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or land's, for my name's sake, shall receive an hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life.” Matthew 19:29

These words speak of the need for getting the priorities right, of putting the things of this present life, necessary though many of them may be, into their rightful subordinate place. Anxiety as to what we shall have for our supposedly faithful service, and as to how soon we shall have it, all such anxiety is unnecessary.  All those things are in the control of an all-wise Father in heaven.
Following the death of Saul, David might well have supposed that after all that he had endured he was entitled now to take the throne that God had promised him, but no, as we have noted, he enquired of the Lord and presently he was enthroned in Hebron, but still by no means over all Israel.

For another 71/2 years he still waited the pleasure of the Almighty, rebuking by word and by example the plotting, the intrigue and the bloodshed practised by such men as those sons of Zeruiah. For the man of faith there is not the slightest need to plot and scheme, or to resort to the tactics of this present world in order to gain what God has promised to give.

All these matters exhibit principles which are valid today for each one of us, whatever our environment or circumstances may be in the appointment and the wisdom of God. Trial and hardship are not there in order that we might find therein, as did Saul, excuse and justification for disobedient action. That was the way of Saul. The converse was true of David, of Jeremiah, and above all of Jesus himself. 
It is of no use to say, I know that what I am doing is not as it should be but there is this and that extenuating circumstance! Saul argued in that way. We profess to serve and to wait for a loving Heavenly Father, of whom the apostle wrote:

“God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able." 
That is the assurance of the Almighty, whatever our circumstances may be, and He is faithful.  God is faithful to what He has said and promised. What then are we? Are we also faithful, as demonstrated in our response and reaction to those difficulties and trials which are fully controlled and overruled by Him for our final good according to His gracious promise?
May we then, in view of all these thoughts, take to ourselves afresh the assurance of these words of the hymn:
"Sing, pray, and keep His ways unswerving,

   So do thine own part faithfully,

And trust His word; though undeserving, 
   Thou yet shalt find it good for thee."
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