




THE PREPARED VESSEL

Matthew 3:1-6, 11-12—Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For this is the one referred to by Isaiah the prophet when he said, "THE VOICE OF ONE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, MAKE READY THE WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT!” Now John himself had a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey. Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea and all the district around the Jordan; and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they confessed their sins… As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.
Revelation 1:9-20—I, John, your brother and fellow partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like the sound of a trumpet, saying, "Write in a book what you see, and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.” Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking with me. And having turned I saw seven golden lampstands; and in the middle of the lampstands I saw one like a son of man, clothed in a robe reaching to the feet, and girded across His chest with a golden sash. His head and His hair were white like white wool, like snow; and His eyes were like a flame of fire. His feet were like burnished bronze, when it has been made to glow in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of many waters. In His right hand He held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and His face was like the sun shining in its strength. When I saw Him, I fell at His feet like a dead man. And He placed His right hand on me, saying, "Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades. Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things. As for the mystery of the seven stars which you saw in My right hand, and the seven golden lampstands: the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.”
Let’s pray:

Our Father, we come to this last message meeting together before we sum up everything and gather together tomorrow in worship unto the Lamb of God. We ask, Lord, even in this last hour that You will speak by Your Spirit to the church. We thank You, Lord, that You have spoken clearly this week. We thank You that You have been touching, convicting, encouraging, and reviving us. We thank You for the work that is being done that is deeper than we can even understand. We just want to come and ask that You will add something more during this time. Give us hunger to know more of Your will for us. We come and depend upon the Holy Spirit to illumine our hearts, to quicken us to respond, and to give us understanding of this preparation that we are in. Lord, we want to commit this time, our meeting, the hearers, and the speaker into Your hand and pray that Thy will will be done and Thy kingdom will come on earth as it is in heaven. We pray in Jesus’ precious name. Amen.
We have been talking about vessel preparation: “prepare ye the way of the Lord.” This vessel that is being prepared is specifically the church. In Revelation we can see our Lord Jesus—the great high priest—personally standing in the midst of His church, observing each individual church, and looking for the fire that He has placed on the lampstand. We know that this is God’s wonderful grace to us. As individuals He is looking for those who consecrate themselves as living sacrifices. His fire falls on such consecration. 

The Fire of Love Meets the Fire of Life
We see as well that the Lord is preparing a corporate vessel—the church. The symbol of that living relationship to the Lord is the lampstand and so we see the Lord inspecting each one from church to church. Without fire, the church has only furniture. As the temple of the living God, we can have all kinds of altars, tables of showbread, and altars of worship, but if that fire is not there, where is the life? The Lord has placed that fire upon the church beginning on the day of Pentecost, and He has continued to send the fire down upon the church as it holds forth its lampstand. 
In these days of preparation we can hear the Lord in the book of Revelation speaking His last word: “I am coming quickly.” As our Lord comes among us, He looks at each of the individual assemblies that are represented here and searches for that fire. Is there a fire on the lampstand? Is there that fire of His life? And is there the fire in us as individuals—just thorn bushes—even as Moses had the fire of God in him? We can never separate this combination. We cannot talk about the church having the fire in the lampstand if we as brothers and sisters do not have the fire of God upon us. These things go hand in hand. It is the fire of love meeting the fire of life there on the altar of the church. How we need this fire of the indwelling life of God!
I do not know exactly who came up with the design for the Methodist church. Every church has its logo. The Methodist church logo, which can be seen on the monument where Fetter Lane used to be, is a fire. That is what the Anglican Church or the Christians thought of John Wesley, Charles Wesley, George Whitefield, and those brothers who had the flame of God in them. They were called Enthusiasts because this fire burned so bright as they met, preached, and served the Lord. 

Now here we are at the end of these last days, and the Lord is coming. How He loves His church! He comes to every assembly—these seven represent every assembly—and He is looking for the fire. He wants to come back, but the lampstand must be in its place.
The church is to bear the fire of the testimony. Throughout the Bible we are told of some of the servants of God upon whom the fire fell, and then down through church history how the fire was poured out again from heaven upon some assembly of people consecrated as a living sacrifice onto the Lord. What a wonderful picture this is! Now I want to talk about the fire of God in the lampstand. 
That fire is first love, zeal, life, and power. We know that when that fire falls, there are all kinds of enthusiastic manifestations like when a husband and wife are newly married. But when a couple has been married for a long time, where is the fire? There is fire; but with time, the fire deepens and is expressed in different ways. But the love is just as strong. 

The Fire Produces Reality
When we observe the fire in the lampstand of the church down through the years, we see that the fire has a further effect which prepares it for the Lord’s second coming. Not only is it a fire of love and representative of life itself, but it has further significance in the word of God. If the fire on the lampstand burns brightly, that assembly will come into a measure of truth because that light is life and truth. There is the reality that comes from that light shining in the midst. 

In Paul’s brief definition of the church in I Timothy 3, he calls the church the pillar and foundation of reality. The church that bears the lampstand—that light burning and the church walking in the light—produces a reality that is precious to the Lord. We might even say that we can tell there is the lampstand of testimony in the midst of an assembly when it is coming into a reality that is setting them free. There is something wonderful about this reality that the Lord wants to bring His assemblies into, and we see it in the church where that light is burning brightly.
When you travel to different assemblies around the world, you see them at all levels of reality. Sometimes you find churches that have religion but not much reality—religious heat but not the light of truth. And in such places there are all kinds of affectations.  The minister, especially, tries to act differently from a common human being. His vocabulary is strange, and the way he purses his lips when he prays is a little strained. People may act especially nice but it is all a kind of religious show. The pastor speaks about victory and tries to convince everybody he lives on a higher plane. However, if you stay there long enough, you begin to see the reality. There is a lot of hypocrisy and a lot of people playing games.

In some assemblies it is not reality that you touch, but naturalness, because it is completely worldly and carnal. Everybody may be friendly, but each one is doing what they want. There is no sense of a flame upon them burning reality into their lives. They are just themselves. When you meet a group like that, you just do not know quite what to say. They are friendly enough, but of course, those who do not like them have already left. Living by their natural life they just say what they want to say. No one seems to submit to anyone, so it is a kind of free-for-all. Now let us see what the Lord is looking for as reality in His church.
The Assembly Traveling in the Wilderness
I think of the phrase “assembly in the wilderness” that we find in the book of Acts, referring to Israel as it went from station to station through the wilderness. Walking through the wilderness with the saints is a pretty realistic ordeal. There is a lot of dust and hot days, and a great deal of rubbing shoulders with the other tribes who have gotten into your pathway. There is much discomfort at times. Real life is real life, and it tests you as you are walking along.

It is interesting to me that this assembly going through the wilderness was something that brought fear into the hearts of Balak, Balaam and the Moabites. They looked down at this large group of Israelites moving through their land, and they saw mere human beings. As they looked down from the mountains, perhaps they could see that there were women and children and goats on the outskirts. It was a normal looking group except for some things that were very different. They were more orderly than you usually see when a mob of people is going through the wilderness. They were actually lined up and marching in a sort of formation. In the middle of the formation, there was a bunch of guys dressed in a special way and carrying some furniture—what they realized must be the holy relics of this group. Then they would hear a trumpet sound, and everybody would stop, and suddenly tents were pitched. Then they would hear a trumpet sound again, tents were folded up, and they were on the way. But of course, the thing that terrified the king of Moab was the cloud and fire of God that was over this group. There was a reality there that testified that God was with them. 
How the Lord is longing for assemblies where people who visit say, “The Lord is here!”— because the fire is there and the reality of His presence. There is something ordered. There is something being led by an unseen Head. This is the reality that we see when that fire burns in the lampstand.
The Fire Produces Holiness
A second thing that is produced by that fire in the lampstand is an increasing holiness. That fire in the lampstand is an exposing, purifying, and a separating fire. Fire is always a symbol of holiness. How the Lord loves holiness! Jesus, the glorious High Priest, is looking among those seven churches for the fire in the lampstand. Surely He is looking for holiness among His people! 

John the Baptist said that when Jesus comes He will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Immediately he goes on to say that the winnowing fork is in His hand. The fire that the Holy Spirit places upon our lives is a sanctifying fire. The assembly that has the testimony of Jesus burning in its midst is one that is going through a process of sanctifying, separation, purifying, and glory. Paul was so jealous because he had betrothed the Corinthians to the Bridegroom as a pure virgin. And when the church has the flame of the life of Jesus in its midst, the church is also jealous for her Lord. Oh, for holy jealousy that we would actually be jealous for the Lord to be hallowed and glorified in our lives, and in the midst of our assembling together. If that flame can abide in the assembly, it has the effect of holiness among the people. Praise God! It is not exactly like there are ten steps to holiness. If we abide in His light and life, that indwelling life produces holiness in His people. Oh, how beautiful that holiness must be! We know from so many portions in the Bible how much God loves holiness. It is beautiful to God. He talks about the beauty of holy women, the beauty of holiness, and beauty of worship. God loves beauty and holiness.

How our Lord is longing for His bride to be holy! It is like the picture of Rebecca coming down towards Isaac seated on that camel. She was adorned with all kinds of jewelry, which of course, all came from Abraham and Isaac. The servant had prepared her by telling her stories of how rich and wonderful his master was. She was absolutely sold by the time she had made the journey, wearing the beautiful garments. When she saw Isaac, she veiled herself, but she could not hide the fire in her eyes. Oh, how the Lord is looking for fire in His bride’s eyes and the garments of holiness that He has provided by the Holy Spirit! What a wonderful wedding day that will be!
The Fire Produces Prayer and Communion
A third thing that is produced by the abiding fire in the lampstand and the testimony of Jesus in our midst is a life of prayer and communion. We sang that wonderful song by Margaret Barber: “Keep the incense burning.” Leviticus tells us that not only were they to set up the lampstand and put the oil in it but it was to be a perpetual light day and night in the holy place. That light was never to go out. That prayer and communion between God and man, which is mediated by Jesus the light, is a prayer life. It speaks of that wonderful and deep communion that the church knows under the light that never goes out. We learn to commune with our Lord; we learn to pray in Him. Our prayers become deeper as that light goes deeper into our soul. It is still that light of life and that fire of love. Now it is brought deeper into our lives with groanings, yearnings, travailings, and longings too deep to be expressed in the weakness of our vocabulary. Nevertheless, the Lord understands that fire as the church is able to bear it. How wonderful is the assembly or the vessel that has learned the preciousness of the fire of love expressed in prayer’s  perpetual flame.
The Picture of a Vessel Prepared for the Lord
I want to look in the Scriptures at a prepared vessel ready for the Lord’s return, having these qualities that we have just mentioned. Where is that prepared vessel? If you heard my first message on John the Baptist, you might think such a prepared vessel looks like a tough prophet wearing clothes that are way out of the period of dress, who speaks with a loud voice, who is a vegetarian, who is a loner. We say, “Ah, there is the vessel that is ready to bring the Lord back.” No, that is not what I want to point out; although John the Baptist is a beautiful picture of one who pointed away from himself to the Lord. 

If you heard my second message, you may think this prepared vessel is some kind of soldier—an old veteran, a rugged soldier—with wounds on him, limping around, and yet he cannot be held down—kind of like old Caleb: “Well, I am old, but I saw this beautiful mountain with giants living there. Please let me go. Please let me fight.” We say, “Ah, yes, this is a vessel ready for the Lord’s return—one has to be a rugged soldier. Never give up or complain.” That was the picture I portrayed, but that is not the vessel I want to show you.
The Church of Philadelphia
The vessel that typifies one ready for the Lord’s return is in Revelation chapter 3, the church of Philadelphia. It does not seem very extraordinary, and some of you may be let down a bit. But let us listen as the Lord Jesus speaks and looks at the fire in their lampstand.
In Revelation 3 we are told: “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this: ‘I know your deeds. Behold, I have put before you an open door which no one can shut, because you have a little power, and have kept My word, and have not denied My name. Behold, I will cause those of the synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—I will make them come and bow down at your feet, and make them know that I have loved you. Because you have kept the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth. I am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, so that no one will take your crown. He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar in the temple of My God, and he will not go out from it anymore; and I will write on him the name of My God, and the name of the city of My God, the new Jerusalem, which comes down out of heaven from My God, and My new name. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches’” (3:7-13).

This is the church of Philadelphia, which is not a great church. We do not know of any great preachers from this assembly. We do not know of any great deeds that they did. Neither do we know much about their history other than they were devastated by an earthquake in the first century A.D. Not much is really known. 

However, listen to what Jesus says to this church. First of all, He does not tell them to repent nor does He rebuke them. Along with the church of Smyrna, these two churches received no rebuke. Notice also that He said that they had basically already done what was necessary to obtain a crown. You notice that in verse 11: “I am coming quickly, hold fast to what you have so that no one will take your crown.” They obviously had something precious, and basically, it was the guarantee of a crown if they held on. Then the Lord speaks to them a special word. He said, “I am coming quickly.” He had said he was coming quickly to the church in Sardis but to them it was a warning: “If you do not wake up, I am going to come like a thief.” But to these people, He said, “I am coming quickly. Hold on. I am coming quickly.” What a wonderful encouragement to this group!

Was the fire of God in the lampstand in Philadelphia? There is no mention specifically made as to the condition of the lampstand. We know, of course, that the church in Philadelphia was a real church in time. There was nobody perfect in this assembly, nor was the church perfect. Sometimes we get to such a level of expectation that we think the Lord is demanding perfection, but He is demanding absoluteness—a fire. 

The Church of Philadelphia Knows a Holy God
Does Philadelphia have this fire in their lampstand? Well, I say, “Yes.” Why do I say that? If you notice in each of the seven churches as Jesus speaks to them, He introduces Himself in relation to the condition of the church. To one, He comes as flaming eyes, to another He comes with the two-edged sword. But notice the introduction of Himself here in this Scripture: “He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David” (v. 7a). This means that the church knows a holy God because they have entered into a measure of holiness. They know Him who is true because they have entered into a measure of reality. It is a sad thing to say but, today, the Lord cannot come and say to many who call themselves churches: “He who is holy is speaking to you.” There is a profanity and commonness to so much of the church today that the Lord cannot come in this revelation. They do not understand a holy God. Evidently, the brothers and sisters in Philadelphia understood who the holy God is because they had respected Him who is holy, and He can come to them with this identity. What a wonderful thought!
He who is holy—the sanctifying work or the fire of His holiness is known in the church. Oh, that God would be able to recover holiness in His people again—true uniqueness, separateness, cleanness, holy jealously. That flame must have been burning in the midst of Philadelphia for Him to be able to say, “He who is holy is speaking to you.”
The Church of Philadelphia Entered into Reality
Then He says, “He who is true.” This means that to some degree there has been progress in the church of Philadelphia in terms of reality. The truth is setting them free. They are entering into a reality as to who they are in Christ. They are fellowshipping in the light, and it is bringing them into reality.
I remember when my three kids were just early teenagers. There was a small group of people meeting in New York, maybe fifteen or so, but they had a dear older sister who was quite the vision of holiness. She was single, had her hair braided up, and was pretty unusual. My boys had not really seen many people like this before, and my wife invited her out to dinner one night when we were living in Long Island. When my boys sat down, there she was. We had our prayer and then began to eat. This sister was so real that she disarmed all three of my boys, which was not easy to do. She started asking them about things from sports and their interests. She was a math teacher herself, and when they brought up math, she really started charging into things. They were just blown away. Here was a sister who looked different—maybe like John the Baptist’s mother or something like that. God bless her. She was a fine woman, and she had such a reality in her. They did not touch religiousness though she was a holy woman; they touched reality. One thing about teenagers is that they may not be able to know quite what is going on, but they can sense reality if they touch it. They could tell immediately that this person was for real.
The Lord Jesus can come to the church in Philadelphia and say, “He who is true,” because there was something of reality in them that He could fellowship with in relation to truth. 
The Key to the Church of Philadelphia
I think right here in Rev. 3:8 we see the key to the church of Philadelphia. They knew the reality of this that Jesus said to them. This is not a belittling nor is it a magnifying. He says, “You have little strength” and they knew it. They did not take it as a rebuke although they wished they had more strength. But they had a proper - a true - estimate of who they were. If in the light of God we ever come to this humbling reality that we have little strength, we will find a reaction in us that is spiritual—and that is to lay hold of our Lord to be our strength.
The Church of Philadelphia Keeps the Word of God
Revelation 3:8 says this: “I know your deeds. Behold, I have put before you an open door which no one can shut, because you have a little strength, and have kept My word, and have not denied My name.”
Now because they had little strength, they were spending it by keeping His word. It means more than just knowing His word or having Bible studies. It means they were obeying His word—not merely some special emphasis or part of His word; they were obeying and holding the whole council of God despite their little strength. They had to depend on the Lord. 
The Church of Philadelphia did not Deny His Name
Secondly, He says, “You have not denied My name.” We may think that is a small matter but our Lord Jesus takes that very seriously. Despite the fact they had little strength, they had not denied His name.
In the historical view of these seven churches, the church in Philadelphia prophetically speaks of the church that came about in what the Lord recovered among the Brethren. 

The Brethren
In Great Britain in the 1820s, God began to open up the word of God to some brothers and sisters in a few locations and they eventually found one another. This was something from the Lord. He poured out the fire of illumination upon the word of God to these brothers and sisters—some who were of noble station and importance and others who were just plain, ordinary, common daily workers. The Lord began to reveal the truth of His word and recovered some precious truths that you and I know today and take for granted. But it was learned and discovered in those times. 

It was the Brethren who brought before us this whole matter of the second coming of Christ which had become so muddled in the church. There were various understandings, and many believers had no idea what it was really all about. The Brethren began to take both the New Testament and Old Testament seriously, and they found a connection to God’s purpose for Israel and the church. They began to see things that had not been seen for centuries because God was recovering the truth of His word to them. They began to see the simplicity of body life and gathering together in simple ways. They saw that the Bible spoke about making disciples in the world; therefore they began to go out in faith missions. They felt called to go and they went without any support umbrella, association, or anything like that. 

It was said that in the 1830‘s or 40’s if you happened into one of their reading meetings, you would find common workers, doctors, and lawyers who had come in to have tea. Afterwards, they would open the Bible, and sometimes somebody might lead, and soon one could palpably sense the Holy Spirit opening the Scriptures before the people. There are numbers of testimonies of vicars and ministers of the Anglican confession, who walked into those reading meetings and, as the Bible was read and discussed, many would walk out and leave soon resign their positions. They had seen something, there was a profound fire of the word of God over these people. They could not get enough of it. When you sat in one of those meetings, it was just as likely that a revelation from God would come from a cobbler as a doctor. They kept the word of God. They studied it; they held it; and they cherished it. 

But right along with that, knowing their little strength, they also could not deny His name. We are not sure what that means, but at least for the Brethren, it was very clear to them that it meant that they could no longer fellowship in any kind of assembly or meeting where there was any name than the Lord Jesus’. They felt that any “denominating”—which just means naming a group—was not pleasing to the Lord. They felt it was divisive. They said, “We will meet in Broad Street chapel,” which was typical of what they called their meeting places. When they were asked: “What group are you?”, they would answer, “We are just brothers and sisters gathering together.” They did not call themselves Brethren; other people gave them that name. They were just Christians. And that was the whole point— they welcomed all Christians who came to meet with them. 

Anybody who was saved could break bread with them. We might say, “Oh, yeah, we all know that.” However, in 1820 there was nobody who broke bread together simply as Christians. You had to go before the board, become a member, go through the class, and so on. Then you still could not take communion in a neighboring church—only in your church. Suddenly they saw the truth and said: “No, the Lord’s table is for anybody.” 

This became the scandal of scandals—any brother would break the bread and hand it out. All other churches felt that somebody had to come down from the apostle Peter himself, in the apostolic succession, and be an ordained minister in order to break the bread and pass the cup. It was a scandal throughout Great Britain. 

In their desire to be one body of Christ, a number of them, who were already ordained ministers, gave up their ordinations and simply became brothers. J.N. Darby was an ordained minister who left it all, giving up his career and comfortable living. He became an itinerant minister, a simple brother, going from place to place to gatherings of just brothers and sisters. 

And I expect it was just as dramatic and scandalous when lords, barons, and ladies met together with carpenters and housemaids to eat, break bread, pray and worship. That was unknown. Many times their Bible readings enabled people from other groups to hear the Word. Of course nobody was allowed to go to a Brethren Meeting hall if they were part of any denominational group. In other words, no Baptist could go to the Broad Street Chapel. But if Lady so and so who had a beautiful estate just outside of town, would open her drawing room on Wednesday nights for tea, anyone could come. People would come from miles around for tea. There was no easier way to bribe people to come than to offer them food. Christians from all denominations and all confessions came together for tea thinking what is wrong with that? Then there would be a little Bible study; what could be the harm?  And the Lord touched many. 

These brothers and sisters kept the word of God and did not deny His name. They paid a great price because they were considered heretics and were spoken against in pulpits across the land. Only after years did they become respected because they changed the way Christians understood the Bible. What a tremendous moment! And what a picture of this little church of Philadelphia! We do not know how big they were; it was not necessarily small or big.
But they had determined to keep the word of God with all their heart. Isn’t that precious? Just think of an assembly that says we are going to keep the word of God. “Oh Lord, tell us what You want us to do. If You give us a command, we will do it by Your enabling; but we want to keep the whole word of God. And Lord, we do not want to deny Your name. Oh God, help us, prevent us from doing something that is not pleasing, that does not represent the Lord Jesus in a respectable way. We do not want anything to do with that.” So this group bore the testimony of Jesus.
Holding the Key of David
There is another thing that is mentioned here. Jesus refers to Himself as “He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one shuts, and who shuts and no one opens, says this: ‘I know your deeds, and I have put before you an open door which no one can shut’” (v. 8a).

Now there is a lot of speculation about the meaning of holding the key of David and what the doors are. There are many interpretations that say this is means an open door of service; therefore, go out and witness and take the opportunities to start new churches. But I think it is a lot more than that. It had to do with serving the Lord because He says, “I know Your works; behold, I have opened before you a door.” Some people who hold the historical view this gives us of the Brethren say that this was the moment in church history when the door was open for worldwide missions, and this door has remained open, and will remain open, until the Lord Jesus comes back. These are interesting interpretations. But I think there is something greater here, something more wonderful, something that this assembly of Philadelphia had discovered. In their little strength, they had discovered the One who holds the key in kingdom prayer. This to me is a statement of the fact. The Lord Himself said: “I hold the key of David.” This is Messianic and relates to kingdom matters. The Lord is saying, “I have opened the door of the kingdom and there is now an open heaven over you. If you bind and loose, I will bind and loose. Thus, you will do things that have kingdom significance.”
This is in such contrast to the churches today. The church today is busier than ever. There are so many things going on. I have visited some churches who have a schedule of what is going on during the week and it looks like a booklet. There are so many projects, missions, buses, opportunities, trips, and all kind of things going on. What are they doing in the kingdom? Are they doing anything that we would say is counting and preparing the way for the King to return? 

The Synagogue of Satan Could not Quench the Fire
We read that this little church is dealing with a synagogue of Satan that sounds overwhelmingly more powerful than this little assembly. But somehow this synagogue of Satan of liars and hypocrites has not been able to quench the fire of the testimony in Philadelphia. They have been able to go on and be faithful despite persecution. They had been able to pray and see the Lord do tremendous things. It is absolutely amazing! Perhaps one day we will have a nice videotape session when we get together with the Lord and see the great things that have happened on this earth by two or three praying through an open heaven and affecting kingdoms on earth. There are not only governments that are changed through prayer but also physical and weather related things that have been greatly affected by the prayers of the saints. However, there has to be an open heaven and some who in weakness have discovered the key of David and served the kingdom through Him.
One of the most tremendous miraculous outpourings that could possibly happen could happen today if we realized our little strength and started praying kingdom prayers, laying hold of Him who has the key of David. When He opens the door, nobody shuts. When He shuts, nobody opens. We are completely under His will. Do we hear Philadelphia saying, “Open the door”? No, they say, “Lord, open the door.” If the Lord says, “No,” they say, “Amen, Lord, keep the door shut.” We, on the other hand, want to kick down doors if they do not open. And there are some doors the Lord has left open that we want to shut and erect all kind of barriers around, but it will not do any good. Here is this little church who knows they have little strength and have learned this lesson about who holds the key of David, about kingdom access, kingdom praying, and kingdom largeness. There may be groups today who have won three hundred people to Jesus Christ—they made decisions and raised their hands. But if the church in Philadelphia finds three people and makes disciples out of them, that is kingdom work, that is something that will last and prepare the bride. We would be wrong if we assessed everything by the size of things rather than by their significance. 
If I remember correctly, one time Mother Theresa was asked by a reporter: “How can you do such great works?” She just laughed and said, “We can do no great things; only small things with great love.” To me, this speaks of that right kind of humility that realizes without Him we are nothing, and yet we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us. When I hear some brothers and sisters have been praying that the Lord would close down a pornographic shop across the street from the assembly and the Lord does it, isn’t that amazing? It is having that sense of what the Lord wants and then declaring and joining with Him in this kingdom process. Wouldn’t that make all of the difference in our prayer meetings? When we make such a list, by the time we get through the list, we are exhausted just from hearing all of the problems, and we have nothing left. Or when we begin to pray we try not to forget anything because our memory is weak. But suppose we were to gather together and could see the Lord working in the midst and doing amazing things? This was the church in Philadelphia.
Two Promises to Those Who Overcome
Then the Lord promises two things to whoever in Philadelphia holds fast and overcomes. He says in my own words: “I am going to take you little strengths and make you pillars in the temple of My God. That is what I am looking for—those who are looking for Me, those who are of little strength.” Perhaps—though I doubt this could really have happened—but can’t you almost imagine the church of Laodicea saying, “Philadelphia has no ministry. They have a little bunch of people, and most of them are just work-a-day people.” And the Lord says, “These little strengths are going to be the pillars in the house of My God.”

Also, you sense your weakness and you say, “Lord, please, we do not want to deny Your name. Everything we do we want to be pleasing to you.” Wouldn’t you love to see a church that does not want anything that the Lord does not want—nothing coming in that is from the world, any idea untested and unprayed about - no crazy things getting into the church with no sense of discernment. Here is a group that has a sense of discernment. They are saying, “Lord, please we do not want to deny Your name, but we lack wisdom. Lord, please give us sensitivity of spirit when something comes in that You do not want in.” What does the Lord say to these brothers and sisters who faithfully carry on with this kind of heart not to deny His name? “I am going to paste My name all over you. I am going to paste My Father's name on you and My name on you and the name of the new Jerusalem on you. You are going to carry My name because you have not denied My name when you were tempted and could so easily have done so.” How wonderful!

The Lord is Looking for a Prepared Vessel 
Here is a vessel that is ready for the Lord’s return and to whom the Lord can say, “I come quickly. Hold on.” Now what can we say? The Lord is looking for a vessel to prepare the way for His return. He is looking at every assembly of His. He sees their works and commends them; He also rebukes them for things. The Lord loves the whole church—everyone who is born again. And the Lord calls the whole church to prepare for His coming. 

As I read the book of Revelation, chapters 2 and 3, I do not sense the Lord sharply rebuking His people. I sense the Lord trying to win them even at the last hour, warning them of what they are losing—the fire that is about to go out: “I am going to remove the lampstand. You are asleep. Why are you holding to the doctrines of this and that instead of holding to Me as your Head?” The Lord speaks to His whole church. The Lord loves His whole church. But I see in these two chapters a reality. There are only some who are listening and some who seem to have the heart to pay the price to prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. The Lord takes the offering of those who are willing to pay the price—that remnant of those who are willing to overcome. May it be that He takes that offering on behalf of the whole! I have to believe that these overcomers who are faithful are thinking of the Lord and perhaps even thinking more of others than themselves. Somebody who loves the Lord and wants to keep the fire burning. They want to be conformed to holiness and to a reality that knows the truth of who they are in Christ. They want to continue to bear that flame with patience until the Lord’s return. Here is an assembly that wants the Lord to come back. Nevertheless, He knows that everybody does not hear, so He says, “Listen to what the Spirit is saying.” Are you willing?
We see in the story of John the Baptist that he was a voice that prepared a people for Jesus when He came. The overcomer has this role in a sense. Oh, that there might be some people who love the Lord so much and who abide before His flame to such a degree that when the church begins to awaken with a great shaking, they will see what the Lord wants and come into it. There must be on this earth those who bear the testimony of Jesus in these last days. There must be those who are faithful for the sake of our Lord Jesus. I am constrained to believe that some of you are here this week because the Lord wants you to be such a lover, such a fire, that others can see what the Lord wants. 
We do not know what is going to come in these last days. We know that those who overcome will be rewarded for their faithfulness. We do not know exactly what will happen to those who have been lazy, sleeping, or who miss the boat. All we know is that we have been warned enough to say, “I do not want to be there.” But will we be faithful?
Keep the Incense Burning
It comes back to this: is that flame in your heart? Has it gone out? There are a number of people who have known the Lord for a number of years. I am sure that you will remember when the flame was burning brightly. Has the flame gone out or has it gone deeper? Is the flame still smoldering even though you have created wreckage out of your life? Is there still a flame? Is there incense burning on the altar fire? Sometimes people who have known the flame have gotten so discouraged. If you look around at the situation today, it can seem hopeless, and some have given into that discouragement. Some people retire from pursuing but I think that flame is still down inside. I wonder if the Lord is not trying to fan that flame alive again by the Holy Spirit in order for us to be faithful to the end in these last days. 

Hold Fast to What You Have
Notice what He says even to the church in Philadelphia that is bearing the testimony and has received no rebuke: “Hold fast to that which you have that your crown may not be stolen from you.” These are human beings and they are imperfect but they are holding fast to the Lord. What will we do in this day?
I know I have been privileged to see the Lord in some wonderful and glorious ways. I am old enough to have experienced the charismatic outpouring. I saw it, and it was from God. I was touched. I could never be the same even to this day because that fire fell on me. I remember that fire sometimes burning out of control in my life because at that time I knew nothing about church life, order, or holiness. I just knew, “Yeah, Jesus.” But then I happened to be at one of these conferences where our brothers were teaching and the Lord touched me. Suddenly I felt the flame constricting me because I began to realize that the flame included holiness. These were all new thoughts to me. But I am so thankful for the grace of God that allowed me to see, touch, and to know in my day the reality of God moving and opening the heavens. 

May the Heavens be Rent in These Last Days
Many of you know that my prayer as I get older is that the Lord will again touch this earth once more—either by coming back or by rekindling the hearts of His children with the reality of His fire. There is now a whole generation of people younger than myself who have never seen and never known; they have only heard with the hearing of the ear. But I wonder how that flame will come, how that outpouring will be seen, how the heavens will be rent? Will it be some huge earthquake, wind, or fire? Or could it be that the Lord will touch again those faithful vessels—those Zachariases and Elizabeths who have been around so long and have almost given up hope. Could it be that it will be through those older ones who are praying and longing with an indwelling fire that the Lord will come down and give birth to a John the Baptist and raise up a generation of those who love the Lord with all their heart, mind, soul, and strength?—those who can say, “I have heard the Lord and seen the Lord” and be the voice in these last days. 

I do not know what is going to happen. I cannot predict. The Lord is very sovereign in all of this business, but I sure am praying that the Lord will rend the heavens and speak again with such a voice that our hearts would flame again, become a fire for Him, with willing hearts to be all that He wants us to be. You are never too old to be all that He wants you to be. It is that fire in you that makes you like Moses, just as young at one hundred and twenty as he was at eighty. What happened to those forty years? The flame kept him. What an amazing testimony! That flame and fire in our lives keeps us going in these days! 

Keep the incense burning. May the Lord see and have mercy upon us. If we know our little strength and we see what needs to be done, can we pray those kingdom prayers and see the heavens opened and the Lord do an amazing work in these last days? Oh, may it be that He would prepare the whole church. I have to leave that with His magnificent sovereignty. I have to ask the Lord to prepare me, and I hope you have that same kind of heart.

Lord, prepare the way of the Lord through our lives and through our hearts. Burn Your life into us: a life of love, power, holiness, reality, and prayer. May the Lord do that even as He did in the church of Philadelphia—a corporate vessel with a flame. Oh, what a precious treasure that would be. Lord, we come to you and we thank You for all the words that we heard this week. We know that much has been rehearsed that we have heard before. We come to You and we sense the end drawing nearer and nearer. We want to see a flame again. Oh Lord, there are many flameouts, but we are not talking about that. We are talking about an assembly under the fire of God. Oh Lord, will you do that work back home where we live? If we are just a natural bunch of people, make us into people who understand our little strength and our need for the Lord by the work of the cross. If our assemblies are full of religious heat, oh Lord, do burn out that heat and give us light, life, and reality. Breathe upon us by the Holy Spirit. 
Oh Lord, we are sometimes so stifled and so set in our ways, but we are so thankful for every shaking that comes along in our lives that makes us realize that You mean business with us. Oh Lord, do have mercy upon us. Hear our prayers in our little strength, Lord. We do not have the strength to cause something to happen by human flesh. We know that all such will not last. But Lord, You can touch and You can move, You can raise up, and You can find a testimony in an assembly that glorifies Your name. Oh, may that work be done in these last days. May You find  lights all over this nation and indeed all over this world with such a flame that You have to come back. Your holy bride is ready and waiting. Lord, I believe the time is nearer than we think and perhaps you are just waiting for that last flame before You come. Thy will be done, Thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven.

