Are You Carrying God or Being Carried By God?

Isaiah 46:1-7

 “ARE YOU CARRYING GOD, OR BEING CARRIED BY GOD?”

(Isaiah 46:1-7)

“Bel boweth down, Nebo stoopeth, their idols were upon the beasts, and upon the cattle: your carriages were heavy loaden; they are a burden to the to the weary beast.  They stoop, they bow down together; they could not deliver the burden, but themselves are gone into captivity.  Hearken unto me, O house of Jacob, and all the remnant of the house of Israel, which are borne by me from the belly, which are carried from the womb.  And even to your old age I am he; and even to hoar hairs will I carry  you: I have made, and I will bear; even I will carry, and will deliver you.  To whom will ye liken me, and make me equal, and compare me, that we may be like?  They lavish gold out of the bag, and weigh silver in the balance, and hire a goldsmith; and he maketh it a god: they fall down, yea, they worship.  They bear him upon the shoulder, they carry him, and set him in his place, and he standeth; from his place shall he not remove: yea, one shall cry unto him, yea, one shall cry unto him, yet can he not answer, nor save him out of his trouble.”


Israel was in Babylonian captivity when these words were written.  However, Cyrus and the Persians would soon overcome the Babylonians and take them captive, and the Israelites with them.  The two names mentioned in verse one of our text are the names of two principal Babylonian gods, “Bel” and “Nebo.”  There are several possible backgrounds to this passage: 


First, the passage may describe a religious processional in Babylon.  Bel and Nebo, the Babylonian gods, are being transported through the streets on beasts of burden.  The irony of the passage is that this kind of god becomes “a burden to the weary beast” that is forced to carry it.  


Second, the passage may describe the Chaldean or Babylonian refugees fleeing before the Persian invaders, carrying their gods with them as they retreat.  


Third, the passage might describe Cyrus and the Persians carrying away the Babylonian gods after they have overrun the land.  Whatever the background, the message remains vivid and vital.  


Remember that the historical setting is the later Babylonian period.  Of the seven kings of the last Babylonian dynasty, four had names which began with “Nebo,” and two which began with “Bel.”  You will find during this period the names of these Babylonian leaders: Nabonidus, Nebuchadnezzar, Nebuzaradan, and Nabopolassar.  It is easily seen that these names begin with the name of the god “Nebo.”  You will also be familiar with the names of Belshazzar and Belteshazzar because of Biblical history.  These names begin with the name of the god “Bel.”  Many of the Biblical kings had the names of their chief gods in their own names.  “Bel” is the Babylonian word for “lord;” it is a different form of the more familiar word “Baal.”  “Nebo” is the name of the Babylonian god of learning.  It should be apparent to us that when the leaders of a nation preface their personal names with the names of their gods, they are very serious about their religion!


This text presents a vivid contrast that is relevant in any age.  In the first part of our text, we have the ironic picture of people carrying gods which they have made with their own hands.  In the last part, there is the picture of the living God carrying His people.  Two kinds of religion may be seen here—the only two kinds of religion that man has ever known.  One is tragic, the other is true.  Let’s examine them.




      I.  A  PEOPLE CARRYING THEIR GODS


First, the text presents the tragic picture of a people carrying their gods.  “Their idols were upon the beasts, and upon the cattle: your carriages were heavy laden; they are a burden to the weary beast.”  Verse six reveals that these gods are hand-made out of gold and silver.  “They lavish gold out of the bag, and weigh silver in the balance, and hire a goldsmith, and he maketh it a god: they fall down, yea, they worship.”  Don’t miss the implication of this passage: Men spare no expense on false gods!  However, when man worships natural gods or gods of his own making, there eventually comes a practical moment of truth.  These gods not only cannot assist their worshipers, they must be carried by their worshipers!  


The first time I visited the nation of Brazil, I was climbing the high mountain above Rio where the Christ-statue stands.  The climb is quite strenuous.  As we were climbing, a Brazilian said wistfully, “It’s true.  The saints always help you—when you’re going down the stairs!”  That is, they can’t help you when you need it most!  This is a fixed rule with false gods: False gods will always fail their worshipers when they have most need of them.  


The false god cannot move; it must be carried.  A person who makes his god must carry the god he has made.  “They bear him upon the shoulder, they carry him, and set him in his place, and he standeth; from his place shall he not remove.” This god cannot go anywhere without being carried, and even if carried, he cannot do anything.  “One shall cry unto him, yet can he not answer, and save him out of his trouble.”  After a while this becomes exceedingly tiring.  


The larger meaning of this text is shocking in its relevance.  You see, every human being lives every moment in reference to God, even if he refuses to live in proper relationship with Him.  I repeat, everything a human being does is done in reference to God, with regard to God.  A lost man is never independent of God; he only acts and thinks so.  His “independence” is sin, and his repentance must be directed toward God (Acts 20:21), against whom he has sinned.


Every lost person on earth is carrying God!  If God does not carry an individual, that individual must carry God!  If the lost person is flippant, glib or indifferent about life, the burden will not seem heavy.  But if the person is serious about life, the burden becomes unbearable.  


A sad (even tragic) example of a God-carrier is television magnate Ted Turner.  Most people who are exposed only to his bitter denunciations of the Christian faith do not know “the rest of the story.”  When he was still in school, Mr. Turner was devoutly religious, a spiritual model among his schoolmates, actively leading a prayer group and planning to serve as a foreign missionary.  Then personal disaster struck him: His sister died of leukemia, and his father committed suicide.  Turner’s “faith” collapsed.


Today, it seems that Mr. Turner can hardly open his mouth without revealing the pressure that bears heavily upon him.  His speech seems to be a vicious protest against his inability to escape God.  In a speech in Dallas before the nation’s broadcasters, he referred to Christianity as “a religion for losers.”  He then turned his attention uncomfortably to the Cross of Christ, declaring that Christ should not have bothered dying on the Cross.  “I don’t want anybody to die for me,” he declared.  “I’ve had a few drinks and a few girlfriends, and if that’s gonna put me in hell, then so be it.”  If Mr. Turner doesn’t want Jesus “bothering” to die for him, why does he bother about Jesus?  Why do atheists protest so loudly if God doesn’t exist?  Why do they not merely ignore Him?  They remind me of a man standing in the middle of a desert at noon—and trying to hide from his own shadow!  He can’t get rid of it, so he tries to ignore it.  But he finds that he must admit its presence to evade it or ignore it!  The truth is that such people are forced to carry God, even if they deny His existence or try to ignore it.


One of the greatest Christian missionaries to the Islamic world was a man named Samuel Zwemer.  When Zwemer was a senior student at Hope College in Michigan, a missionary statesman named Robert Wilder came to speak one day in the college chapel service.  He placed a large metronome before the student body.  The pointer moved quickly across a world map, clicked and moved back to its beginning point again.  Wilder made this tragic announcement, “Every time the metronome clicks, three people die in our world without Christ.”  The service touched Samuel Zwemer deeply, and after it was concluded, he went to his dorm room alone, knelt on his knees and prayed, “Oh, God, put me in the hardest place on earth, and let me live to tell the people there about Jesus.”  


Sometime later, Zwemer arrived on the island of Bahrein in the Persian Gulf (yes, the same island that was often in the Gulf War news).  He began to publish Gospel tracts in the Arabic language and was arrested several times for distributing them on the streets.  While there, his two young daughters died within several weeks of each other.  He finally secured permission to bury them there—provided he would dig his own grave.  He place their bodies in graves that were side by side, and between them, he erected a cross with an arrow pointing down the shaft of the cross.  On the cross-bar, the inscribed the words, “Worthy is the Lamb Who was slain to receive riches.”  He had sacrificed some of his “riches” in coming to this island, but his ministry was still without fruit.  


Finally, a mission society offered to sponsor him if he would move to Cairo and print Arabic tracts for the entire Islamic world.  He responded to the call and moved to Cairo.  Sometime after arrival, a professor at Cairo University asked him to come and lecture in his class, giving him some freedom in choosing his subject.  In his lecture, Zwemer presented the message of Christianity by distributing one of his Gospel tracts to each student in the class.  As he talked about the tract, the professor read it.  After reading it, the professor became so angry that he tore the tract to bits and stormed around the room, forcibly taking the tracts out of the hands of the students and tearing them to pieces.  


However, the student at the back of the class had received the leftover copies.  When the professor started through the room, angrily regathering Mr. Zwemer’s Gospel tracts from the class members, this young man hid one of the tracts in his pocket and meekly surrendered all the rest.  When he left the class, he slipped into an empty classroom and read the tract.  That night, the student called Samuel Zwemer, and the student became Zwemer’s first Gospel convert in the Arab world.  What triggered his response?  “When I saw the anger of the professor, I thought, ‘If his religion is right, why does he have to become so angry in defense of it?’”  This is a classic example of a religious person carrying God!  And the size and weight of his burden was crushing!  


But even more tragic is the fact that many of the Lord’s people carry God also.  These are the Christians who take their faith very, very seriously, but their daily lives are full of friction, frustration, anxiety, tension, stress, strain, inner dis-ease, complaint, clamor, protest, argument, and unresolved questions.  Dear Christian, if you are one who has “cycled through” this kind of carnality, rest assured that you are not alone!  Many, many Christians have experienced this frustrating reality in their lives.


We can look into the unusual depths of our brief text in Isaiah 46 and discover why even our Christian commitment and “service” may eventually take us “into captivity.”  How many Christians are in a captivity worse than that of the children of Israel in Babylon—because of the seriousness and intensity of their apparent devotion to Christ!  The text presents a vivid picture of utter exhaustion and weariness, and this picture is reproduced in the lives of many Christian servants.    


In a splendid book entitled The God of All Comfort, Hannah Smith said, “I was once talking on the subject of religion with an intelligent agnostic, whom I very much wished to influence, and after listening to me politely for a little while, he said, ‘Well, madam, all I have to say is this.  If you Christians want to make us agnostics inclined to look into your religion, you must try to be more comfortable in the possession of it yourselves.  The Christians I meet seem to me to be the very most uncomfortable people anywhere around.  They seem to carry their religion as a man carries a headache.  He does not want to get rid of his head, but at the same time it is very uncomfortable to have it.  And I for one do not care to have that sort of religion.’”  A point well taken!  The agnostic was talking about the large number of Christians who are carrying God instead of being carried by Him—and the crushing weight has made them perfectly miserable!  


Because I am in an itinerant Bible-Conference ministry, I go into many, many churches.  I have been in numerous churches which have large numbers of conspicuous God-carriers in them.  Complainers were in evidence everywhere, and negative reactions were made about anything and everything.  And I must sadly confess that I have probably added my own efforts at carrying God to theirs in many instances.


I have been reminded again and again of the story of the man who went to his psychiatrist with a  problem.  He explained, “I have different dreams on alternate nights.  One night I dream about a teepee, and the next night I dream about a wigwam.  Teepee and wigwam, teepee and wigwam, on and on.”  He expected some psychoanalytical diagnosis and a helpful prescription.  Instead, the psychiatrist said, “Sir, your problem is really very simple.  Your problem is your two tents!”  This is the problem with increasing numbers of people today.  They are simply too tense!  And unhappily, large numbers of them are Christians.  They have never come to the “faith-rest” experience or lifestyle.  Thus, they are simply too tense.  They are carrying God instead of letting God carry them.


In an old edition of Billy Graham’s Decision magazine, I came upon a powerful picture of a grimacing, stooping man with an entire church building (identified by steeple and stained glass windows) on his back.  The man is dressed in a business suit.  In the accompanying article, the man is identified as the pastor of an evangelical church.  In my mind, I simply replaced the church building on the man’s back  by God Himself (though I had no adequate image for God), and saw this man as an example of the kind of person who is pictured in our text.  In his regular daily life, he is burdened by the weight of a heavy God upon his back.  He is carrying God!


There is one more powerful insight to be drawn from the text.  Any time a Christian is “stressed out” by his Christian service, he has created an idol.  The idol may be his service or his devotion, but it is too heavy to carry, and it never contributes any power or pleasure to his life.  The “beasts of burden” which are used to carry these idols may be the believer’s mind, or the believer’s commitment, or the believer’s effort, or the believer’s “service.”  Indeed, the believer may even turn God Himself into a dumb and dead idol which must be carried!


Now, there is one thing we must admit: If the God of the Bible is real, He is too big to carry!  If you attempt to carry the God of the Bible, He will break you down!  If a person is carrying God, I cannot blame him if he stands up and “gets God off His back.”  


Dear Christian, be objectively candid and completely honest for a moment.  Is your faith more of a load to you, or more of a lift?  Is it more of a burden, or more of a blessing? Is it more of a pressure (whether mild or major), or more of a  pleasure?  Is it more of a frustration to you, or more of a fulfilment to you?  Is it more of a practical farce to you, or more of a powerful force to you?  Is it more like a set of weights, or more like a pair of wings to you?  The answer to these questions may best be seen by examining the spiritual productivity of your life — are you on a self-survival course as a Christian, or are you impacting the world as Jesus charged us to do?  And are you happy and fulfilled as God uses you to impact the world?  Are you simply living a personal-piety brand of Christianity (or a mere institutional kind which allows great personal comfort but never impacts the world), or are you an ignition-point for Gospel advance in many places?  One part of each of these questions exemplifies a God-carrying kind of life, while the other demonstrates a life which God is carrying.  This is the first picture in the text, the tragic picture of a people carrying their god(s).




          II.  A PEOPLE CARRIED BY GOD


The second picture in the text is a triumphant one, the picture of a people being carried by the true God.  Verses three and four record the triumph: “Hearken unto me, O house of Jacob, which are borne by Me from the belly, which are carried from the womb: And even to your old age I am he; and even to white hairs will I carry you: I have made, and I will bear; even I will carry you, and will deliver you.”  A good recent paraphrase of the Old Testament may help us to see the truth more clearly.  The Living Bible says, “I have created you and cared for you since you were born.  I will be your God through all your lifetime, yes, even when your hair is white with age.  I made you and I will care for you.  I will carry you along and be your Savior.”  Isaiah 63:9 echoes the same truth: “In all their affliction He was afflicted, and He personally saved them.  In His love and pity He redeemed them and lifted them up and carried them through all the years.”  If this is stated in Christian terms, it sounds like this: Everything is in Jesus, and Jesus is in me.  He did not come into me to be a silent partner within me, but rather to make all His Personal resources available to me—to carry me from within.  Like a Divine Transport, He is willing and able to carry me along in His Life and His Purpose.  And after all, this is the very meaning of the Christian message.





 1.  The Production of Scripture


First, this is the secret of the production of Scripture.  The Bible came into existence, by its own testimony, by God carrying His people.  Let’s examine in a thorough manner the one passage of the Bible that declares this truth.


Perhaps the most definitive and exhaustive statement in the Bible of the origin of Scripture is found in II Peter 1:20-21.  A word-by-word analysis of these verses would prove “profitable for doctrine” at this point.  “Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation.  For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.”  “Knowing this first” means that this is of first, or primary, importance.  The phrase, “no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation,” has been variously understood.  The question (and it is of extreme importance) is, Does this sentence refer to the original production of the Bible, or does it refer to our present perception, understanding, and interpretation of the Bible?  The key is the verb.  The King James Version says, “is.”  “No prophecy is of any private interpretation.”  But the word “is” is an inadequate translation.  The Greek word is ginetai, which means “come to be” or “has its source” or “comes to pass.”  The New International Version is accurate in translating, “For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man.”  The volition of man did not originate the Bible; it came from the initiative and creative activity of the Lord Almighty!  


The word translated “interpretation” is another commanding word of this passage.  It is the original word epiluseos.  It means “to untie, to unloose, to release, to unfold, to unravel, to disclose.”  The noun occurs in the New Testament only here.  The verb form of the same word is used twice in the New Testament, once in Mark’s Gospel, where it means to unravel the mystery of a parable, and once in the Acts of the Apostles, where it means to solve a problem.  So the sentence could read, “No prophecy of Scripture has its source in any private disclosure.”  The next sentence of the text (vs. 21) echoes the negative of vs. 20 and then adds the positive side: “For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man.”  The verb “came” is a form of the verb translated “moved” later in the same verse.  So it literally reads, “The prophecy was not brought into being at any time by the will of man.”


The last sentence of verse 21 may well be the most important sentence in Scripture in declaring the truth about the origin of the Bible as God’s Word: “But holy men of God spake as moved by the Holy Ghost.”  Again, we will labor the words and seek the most absolute accuracy in meaning.  Note that God used “men” in transmitting the truth of Scripture.  This, coupled with an awareness of the unique personality which showed in the writings of each human author, greatly weakens in my view any concept of mechanical dictation in producing the Bible.  Some teach that God used the writers as totally passive secretaries, but this is hardly substantiated by a careful appraisal of Scripture.  In the Bible, John comes across as the mystic that he is; Paul writes as a systematic theologian with a fantastic devotional capacity; and Luke shows the concurrence of the skilled historian and the medical doctor.  Their personalities are not over-ruled, though they are overwhelmed by the process of inspiration.  The writers were “men”,  not mechanical tools.  They may have been instruments, but they were not automatons.


Then, our sentence needs a slight adjustment in translation for the sake of accuracy.  The text does not literally say, “Holy men of God spoke.”  It rather says, “Men spoke from God.”  Note that massive word, “from.”  It means right out of God, right out of the very depths of Deity!  Men spoke  out of God!  Their speech was born in God; it was God-caused, God-driven, God-controlled.  Friends, we must be very, very careful about our treatment of the Bible!


Perhaps the most monumental word in II Peter 1:21 is the word, “moved.”  It comes from the word fero, which means “to bear along,” or “to carry along.”  “Men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Ghost.”  This word is highly picturesque.  It is the same word used twice in Acts 27 (verses 15-17), which records the story of the great storm at sea which struck the ship which was transporting the Apostle Paul to his trial before the Caesar in Rome.  The ship was struck by “a tempestuous wind,” and we read: “And when the ship was caught, and could not bear up into the wind, we let her drive.  And running under a certain island which is called Clauda, we had much work to come by the boat: Which when they had taken up, they used helps, undergirding the ship; and, fearing lest they should fall into the quicksand, struck sail, and so were driven.”  The words “drive” and “were driven” translate the same Greek root.  “We let her continue to be carried along.”  “And they continued to be carried along.”  This is the same word used in our text.


This word is also used in the description of Pentecost in Acts 2:2.  “Suddenly there was a sound from heaven as being borne along by a violent wind.”  So “men spoke from God, being carried along,” driven by the Holy Spirit as Paul’s ship was driven by the wind.  Moses, Elijah, Micah, Amos, Matthew, Mark, Paul, Peter, and the others, were all wind-swept children of God, driven by mysterious currents which they could never explain.


A solid illustration at this point might break the heavy spell of heavy interpretation.  I have been privileged to visit Athens, Greece, on two occasions.  The second time, our tour group was assigned a brilliant female guide who gave marvelous explanations of the history and geography of that famed spot, but she was devoid of understanding of any spiritual significance.  In her lecture from  the Acropolis, she pointed away to the Acro-Corinth jutting up into the sky in the distance, and she identified the Bay of Salamis lying shimmering in the sun.  She explained that one of the most decisive naval battles of history had been fought in that nearby bay.  It was the battle between the Persians and the Greeks that wrested world supremacy from the hands of the Persians and placed it firmly in the grip of Greece.  Also, it secured our civilization for Western culture instead of Eastern and Oriental influence.  But even more important for a Christian is the fact that the Battle of Salamis forms a part of the background of the book of Esther in the Bible.  As our guide described the importance of the Greek victory, my mind struggled to remember something I had read about that battle.  I came home and began a bit of research.  This is what I found.


Herodotus, the father of ancient history, has a graphic description of the tactic the Greeks employed in surprisingly gaining victory at the Battle of Salamis.  They built some small, sleek warships known as “triremes,” noted for their three tiers of short oars.  The narrowness of the boats and the large number of oars enabled them to move very rapidly in the water.  The Greeks also equipped the pointed prow of the boats with sharp metal blades, which made the front of the boat like a sharp cutting knife.  When they entered the battle, they maneuvered rapidly around the larger, wider, and much slower Persian warships.  Sailing in the opposite direction, they quickly pressed in close to the hulls of the enemy ships and sheered off the oars that propelled the Persian boats.  When one side of the sets of oars was gone, the big boats went in circles, and the Greeks then sheered away the remaining oars with relative ease.  With their oars gone, the boats were carried along by the winds and the prevailing currents.  This is a picture of the word that is used in defining the role of the Holy Spirit in originating the Bible: “Men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  So the secret of the production of the Bible is in God carrying His people.  





     2.  The Putting Away of Sin

Also, a “carrying God” is the Biblical secret of the putting away of sin.  In John 1:29, John the Baptist introduced Jesus with the words, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.”  The verb that is used means “to pick up and carry away.”  I John 3:5 adds, “You know that He was manifested to take away our sins, and in Him is no sin.”  I Peter 2:24 says that Jesus “carried our sins in His own body on the Tree.”  So our sins were only put away when a Divine Person carried them.  And that transaction never becomes personal and real to us until we surrender ourselves and our sins to Him. 


Archbishop William Temple was right when he said, “The only thing we contribute to our salvation is a load of sin.”  


Imagine a person carrying the garbage out of his house in a large garbage bag.  Instead of placing it in the garbage can, however, to be carried off, he carries it around on his back.  You can imagine how quickly that bag would become a serious burden to him and a serious blight to others.  And suppose that he adds every day’s new accumulation of garbage to his load.  The garbage collectors will not pick up the garbage unless it is put in the garbage can at the appropriate place.  The man can fuss, complain, feel neglected and mistreated all he wants, but until he takes his garbage off his back and puts is in the can, the collectors are powerless to remove it.  Do you see the point?  For us, the garbage represents our sins.  The “appropriate place” is Calvary, and the appropriate Person is Jesus.  You must place yourself and your sins into Christ’s hands as surely as that person must put that garbage sack into the garbage can.  Then, just as the garbage collectors take that garbage away to dispose of it, Christ will take your sins away.  


In John Bunyan’s classic Christian allegory, Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan pictures the pilgrim, the man who is about to become a Christian, leaving the City of Destruction with a book in his hand and a heavy, heavy burden on his back.  The message of the book (the Bible) has made him aware of the heaviness of the burden, the staggering burden of sin.  The pilgrim groans and sighs and staggers and stumbles under the weight of that burden until it falls off when he kneels at the foot of a cross on a hill and places his faith in a crucified Saviour.  Even so, all men carry an invisible but real burden of sin and guilt, and whatever men may think or say, that burden cannot be removed except at the foot of the Cross of Jesus Christ.  Your sins are either on you, or they are on Jesus Christ; there is simply no other possibility.  If you continue to carry your own sins, then you must suffer for your sins.  But if you place them on Jesus Christ, His sin-bearing death on the Cross is reckoned to your benefit, and you are set free of the burden of sin.  


Gert Behanna was a wealthy, over-privileged, Waldorf Astoria-raised hothouse flower.  She married three times and divorced three times.  She was an alcoholic, on drugs, and suicidal.  One day, when she was in her 50s, she was at a dinner party in Connecticut, sitting next to a couple of new Christians, Tom and Blanche Page.  During dinner, in an attempt to shock these Christians, she told her life’s story, how bad she was, what a mess she was.  When she finally wound down, Tom, an advertising executive, turned to her and said, “Gert, you’ve had a rough life.  Why don’t you just turn it over to the Lord?”  Gert was indignant.  “What?  You mean like asking a redcap to take my bags?”  “Exactly,” Tom quietly replied.  Gert considered the whole concept disgusting.


The next day she returned to her home in Lake Forest, Illinois, relieved to be rid of these strange people.  But Tom and Blanche wrote to her, sent her some books, and added that they were praying for her.  In a matter of days, she found herself kneeling beside her bed saying, “Lord, take all the bags I’ve been carrying, my life, the whole thing,” and He did.  Gert Behanna went on to write The Late Liz, a book about her life that sold a million copies.  She spent her remaining years as an evangelist for Christ.  She had learned the secret of salvation—to entrust herself and her sins to Christ, and trust Him to take her sins away and begin to carry her!


A “carrying God” is the Biblical secret of the putting away of sin.





3.  The Personalizing of Salvation  


Third, God carrying His people is the secret of the personalizing of salvation.  The Apostle Paul gave his personal testimony in these words: “I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that He is able to keep that which I have committed unto Him against that day” (I Timothy 1:12).  The word translated “committed” is a banking term which means “to make a deposit.”  Paul sees his salvation as a deposit made into Christ’s hands.  A deposit is a full release into someone else’s care.  What was the deposited item?  Paul’s life, His soul, His eternal destiny!  Paul must have seen great guarantees of perfect security in order to make such a deposit, and indeed he did.  He placed everything he was into Christ’s keeping, trusting Him to safeguard his deposit perfectly.  And He did!


Even here, we must be very careful in seeking to understand God’s gracious salvation of guilty sinners.  In a great poetic expression in Psalm 40, the psalmist said, “I waited patiently for the Lord, and He inclined His ear unto me, and heard my cry.  He brought me up out of an horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet on a rock, and established my goings.  And He hath put a new song in my mouth, even praise unto our God.”  As I have said elsewhere, there are five movements pictured here: (1) He brought me up.  (2) He cleaned me up.  (3) He set me up.  (4) He held me up.  (5) He tuned me up.  Without the first one, the others could not happen.  He brought me up!  Give careful attention to that sentence.  He didn’t merely reach down and extract me from the horrible pit and miry clay.  He didn’t simply pull me out.  No, he came down to where I was, attached me to Himself, and went back up Himself to the position of safety and security—taking me with Him!  This is the nature of God’s salvation of sinners.  It required complete identification on His part with the sinners He would save, and it required complete identification on our part with the Saviour Who would save us.  And this two-way identification is precisely what happens in our salvation.  


The picture of a Saviour carrying those He would save is vividly presented in one of Jesus’ greatest parables—the parable about “lost things” in Luke 15.  A part of this parable is the picture of one lost sheep pitifully displaced in a wilderness.  The shepherd who suffers the loss goes out alone and seeks the lost sheep “until he finds it.”  Then comes the incredibly vivid picture of Divine salvation as presented in this part of the parable.  “When he hath found it, he layeth it on his shoulders, rejoicing.  And when he cometh home, he calleth together his friends and neighbors, saying unto them, Rejoice with me; for I have found my sheep which was lost.”  What a glorious picture of God’s great salvation of lost sinners! 


All of the initiative in the saving of the sheep was taken by the shepherd, none by the sheep.  Did the sheep seek the shepherd?  No, the shepherd sought the sheep!  Did the sheep travel any of the distance between it and the shepherd?  No, all the distance was crossed by the shepherd!  Did the sheep leap up into the shepherd’s arms?  No, the shepherd lifted it up!  There are two things involved in the sheep’s salvation once the shepherd has arrived.  One is the shepherd’s hands, and the other is the shepherd’s shoulders.  Incidentally, the word is plural, “shoulders” (verse 5), and this tells us volumes about God’s salvation!  This Shepherd’s hands have never mishandled a single sinner.  You are “in good hands with this Almighty Shepherd!”  And this Shepherd’s shoulders have never sagged under the weight of a single trusting sinner.


There are five movements of the Shepherd in behalf of the lost sheep in the story, and each provides a great insight into the salvation which Jesus secures for sinners.


First, the Shepherd goes to the sheep.  “The Son of Man has come to seek and save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10).


Second, the Shepherd reaches down and lays hold of the sheep.  Jesus the Shepherd reaches down to us through the powerful work of the Holy Spirit, and arrests us by His grace and power.  He “apprehends” us (Philippians 3:12) with two long arms, the long arm of His Law and the other long arm of His Love.


Third, the Shepherd lifts the sheep.  Jesus lifts us up to association and identification with Himself.  “He brought me up,” said the Psalmist (Psalm 40).  The word “brought” means that He came down into my situation, identified me with Himself, and took me back up with Him.


Fourth, the Shepherd places the sheep on His shoulders.  Friends, it is absolutely critical that we understand and emphasize this part of the story.  Again, note that the word is “shoulders,” and that it is plural.  The usual picture that is painted of this story shows the shepherd in a pleasant pastoral scene, surrounded by other sheep, and carrying the sheep in his bosom.  This is not what God’s Word says!  “He layeth it on his shoulders,” Jesus said.  Not one shoulder, but both shoulders.  He put the sheep around his neck like a giant collar, and “wore” it all the way home.  Then, obviously, the fifth movement is that the shepherd carried it all the way home (verse 6).  “When (not if) he cometh home.” 


See if you can imagine the scene in your mind.  The shepherd has found the sheep.  Now, he follows the only procedure that will guarantee the sheep’s recovery.  He turns the sheep upside-down, bottom-side up, on its back.  Thus, the four legs the sheep normally walks on are disqualified thereafter—all the way home!  He encloses its two hind legs in one of his powerful hands, and its two front legs in his other powerful hand, picks it up, shifts its weight onto his strong body, swings it over his head, and places its full weight upon his shoulders, wearing it like a giant collar.  Its head is beside one ear, and its tail beside the other.  Do you see the picture?  Now, if the sheep gets off and gets away, whose fault is it?  Why, it’s the shepherd’s fault!  It is perfectly guaranteed that if the sheep could get away, it would stray and get lost again.  To prevent that, the shepherd follows the only saving procedure.  If the shepherd follows any other course, the sheep only has probation, not salvation But the shepherd’s procedure secures full, complete, permanent salvation for the sheep.   

So the principle of God carrying His people is the secret of the personalizing of salvation.





       4.  Problems Being Solved


Fourth, God carrying His people is the secret of problems being solved in the Christian life.  The best way to solve the many problems that arise in the Christian life is to turn them over to God and cooperate with Him.  Psalm 55:22 says, “Cast thy burden upon the Lord, and He shall sustain thee.”  The word “cast” is an energetic word, and many a Christian has found this to be the right word.  Many problems are of such a clinging nature that no casual act will put them upon the Lord.  They must be wrenched loose from our lives by a strong act of faith and flung upon Him in an almost violent act.  When we do so, He will not only carry the burden we release to Him, He will carry us as well.  I Peter 5:7 says, “Casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for you.”  One modern paraphrase daringly says, “God is carrying a torch for you.”  This is the picture of a God who loves us so much that He makes Himself available as the “catch-all” of all of our worries and cares.  But we must take these cares in hand and deliberately cast them totally upon Him.  


A roofer was teaching his young son the roofing trade.  They were up on the steep roof of a house, replacing the old roof.  Because the roof was so steep, they were wearing shoes with spikes in the heels to hold them in place on the roof.  However, the father noticed that the son was carefully tip-toeing around on the roof, not using the spikes at all.  The father said, “Son, don’t be afraid to use what you have.  Those shoes are designed to hold you in place on a roof like this.  But they can only hold you in place if you put your full weight on them.  The more weight you put on them, the more security they will give you.”  Faith in God is like that.  Faith is the resting of your total weight -- all of your cares and concerns — on Jesus Christ.  And you will find that the more weight you put on Him, the more certainty He will give you.  


God carrying His people is the secret of problems being solved in the Christian life.





  5.  The Performance of Service


Finally, God carrying His people is the secret of the performance of service.  It is easy to become completely exhausted in Christian service.  Having begun the Christian life by a miracle of God’s grace, we soon begin to think that we must serve God out of our own dedication.  Saved by grace, we try to serve by self-effort.  We need to learn that we serve by God carrying us as certainly as we were saved by God carrying us.  


One of my all-time favorite leisure books is the child’s fantasy story by C. S. Lewis entitled The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.  It is Book One in the series called The Chronicles of Narnia.  This is the book in the series that presents the Gospel story of death and resurrection.  The hero of the books, a Christ-figure, is a giant, strong, demanding, gracious lion named Aslan.  Because of the sin of one of the young characters in the book, the lion gives himself to die to settle the demands of the law.  The children in the story are absolutely devastated by the lion’s death.  However, a short time later, all is changed because the lion comes back from the dead.  The comparisons between the child’s story and the Gospel are exact and revealing.  


However, the story is not complete when the lion rises from the dead.  After he has proven himself to be alive and real after his resurrection, “Then he said, ‘We have a long journey to go. You must ride on me.’  And he crouched down and the children climbed onto his warm, golden back and Susan sat first holding on tightly to his mane and Lucy sat behind holding on tightly to Susan.  And with a great heave he rose underneath them and then shot off, faster than any horse could go.  That ride was perhaps the most wonderful thing that happened to them in Narnia.  Imagine that you are going about twice as fast as the fastest race-horse, but on a mount that doesn’t need to be guided and never grows tired.  He rushes on and on, never missing his footing, never hesitating, threading his way with perfect skill ... ” Beginning with these marvelous words, Lewis pictures the lion carrying the children to a final mop-up victory over the house of evil which has been shattered by his death and resurrection.  What an incredible picture of the accomplishment of our Saviour, and the service we are to render in this age.  Throughout this period of history, we are to enter the strong man’s (Satan’s) house and spoil his goods (snatch the souls of men from his domain and his control).  If we are to do this, we must be carried.  So the Son of God comes into us with the intention of carrying us from within to every needed victory.   


You see, God carried the writers of Scripture from within.  God carries us and our sins from beneath.  God carries our spirits from within.  God carries our problems from beneath.  God carries us in service from within.  However it occurs, the Living God wants to carry His people.

Years ago, I visited New York City for two weeks, and was privileged to see many of the sights of the city.  On one sight-seeing trip, we made our way down Fifth Avenue.  The RCA building stands on Fifth Avenue.  In front of the building stands the gigantic statue of a perfectly proportioned, mightily muscled Atlas, with the world resting on his shoulders.  Though Atlas is powerfully built, he is straining under the weight of the world, hardly able to stand.  He reminded me of the person who is “trying to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.”  He reminded me of the sinner (or the saint) who is carrying God.  


However, just a few steps away, across the street, stands the famed St. Patrick’s Cathedral.  If you go inside and down the aisle and make a turn, you can go behind the altar of St. Patrick’s. There you will find a shrine of the young boy Jesus.  He appears to be about eight or nine years old.  Though He appears small and frail, He is holding His hand open, and the whole world, planet earth, is resting in the palm of His hand.  What a contrast!  A contrast of capabilities between those who would “carry” the world, and a contrast of courses we may follow.  Only Jesus, the one Who made it, is big enough to carry the world.  If He can carry the world, He surely can carry us.  But we have a choice.  We can try to carry the world on our shoulders—but if we do, we need not wonder why life is a succession of stresses and strains.  Or we can turn it over to Him and discover what His Word means when it says, “The eternal God is our refuge, and underneath (underneath!) are the everlasting arms” (Deuteronomy 33:25).  


The great hymn “How Firm a Foundation” gives an authentic description of God. 

Even down to old age all My people shall prove

My sovereign, eternal, unchangeable love,        

And when white hairs shall their temples adorn, 

Like lambs they shall still in My bosom be borne.

The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose     

I will not, I will not desert to his foes,     
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake.    
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