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““ Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst
of them.”—Matthew xviii. 20,

" 'WE have in the verses preceding the text a mention of the first church-
meeting of which I remember to have found mention in the New Testa-
ment. The Saviour declares of his assembled people, « Verily I say
unto you, whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven's
and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” A
few believers, gathered out of the world, have met in the name of the
Lord Jesus, to attend to the affairs of his household here below. It is
a case of discipline. A brother has trespassed against another brother.
The offended one has sought him out privately, and by personal expos-
tulation has endeavoured to bring him to a better mind; but he has
failed. He has then taken with him two or three brethren of the
church, and they have together pleaded with the offender that he would
do that which is right ; but he is obstinate : even in the presence of two
or three witnesses he persists in his trespass, and refuses to be won over
by kindly entreaty. It only remains that they shall tell it to the
church. The church is grieved; it hears the case patiently, and waits
upon God in prayer. It asks guidance, and, at last, finding that there
is mo help for it, removes the member of the body who is not in true
sympathy with the rest, and is acting as if he had not the life of God
in him. This being done, according to Christ’s rule—justly, impar-
tially, lovingly, with prayer—that which is done by a few men and
women assembled here below, is registered in the court above. What
they have bound on earth is bound in heaven. What they have loosed
on earth is also loosed in heaven. It is a happy privilege when they
can loose the bound one. When repentance is expressed, when the
backslider is restored, when the church has reason to believe that the
work of the Spirit is truly in the heart of the offender, then the bond
is loosed on earth, and itis also loosed in heaven. The meetings of
God’s servants for the necessary discipline of the church are not trifling
meetings, but there is a divine power in them, since what they do is
done in the name of Jesus Christ their Lord. Oh, that church-meetings
were more generally looked at in this solemn light !
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Next, we are introduced to the prayer-meeting : in the nineteenth
verse we read, “ Again I say unto you, that if two of you,” Zwo of you,
“ghall agree on earth as touching anything that they shall ask, it shall
be done for them of my Father which is in heaven.” It is a very little
meeting, it could not be smaller to be a meeting at all. There are only
two there, but they are two praying men, and two believers. They are
two of the Lord’s own servants, whose great concern is his kingdom ;
they are two earnest persons who very greatly desire the prosperity of
the church. They are two of kindred spirit, agreeing in love to God
and the truth, and they have talked over the matter, and considered it,
and they feel moved by the Spirit of God to unite their supplications
about one important subject. "Will they meet together and pray in vain ?
As they are only two, will not the meeting fail to count with God?
Assuredly not; the Lord Jesus Christ has aforehand left them this
gracious promise, that if they shall agree on earth touching anything
that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of his Father which is in
ﬁeaven: they are only two, but this suffices to secure them the promised

earing.

Perhaps the exact petition which they offer may not apparently be
answered. Remember that God often hears the prayer of our prayers,
and answers fhat rather than our prayers themselves; by which I mean,
that there is an inner soul within true prayer which is the quickening
life of true supplication. The body of prayer may die, but the soul of
prayer lives and abides for ever. If I am asked what my inmost heart
prays for, I should reply, The heart of my prayer is— The will of the
Lord be done.” Is not this the essence, quintessence, and extract of
the prayer by which our Saviour taught us how to pray? He bade us
say, “Thy will be done in earth as it is in heaven.” Is not this the
finale of his own prayers, the entreaty of his passion, his deepest and
yet his highest pleading, “ Nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt” ?
Now we want the will of the Lord to be done: we do not desire it to
remain as a secret decree, but actually to be fulfilled; and it is ours, as
it were, with the finger of prayer, to turn the folded leaves one by one,
and exhibit them to the light of fact, so that the purpose of .God may
become an accomplished thing in answer to the prayer of his people.
Mean we anything more than this by our prayers ? 1 think that, when
well instructed, this is neither more nor less than what we intend, and if
it be really so, and we come together, delighting ourselves in the Lord,
he will most certainly give us the desire of our hearts. When we come
together with our wills sanctified into the likeness of the divine will,
then our prayer succeeds, till it becomes no presumption even if we dare
to say with Luther in one of his bold prayers, ¢ Oh, my Lord, let my
will be done this time!” He ventured to speak thus because he felt sure
that his will must be in accordance with the divine will. Only there do
you stand on solid ground; only there may you plead without any
reserve for special blessings.

The prayer-meeting is not a farce, no waste of time, no mere pious
amusement. Some in these times think so, but such shall be lightly
esteemed. Surely they know not the omnipotence that lies in the pleas
of God’s people. The Lord has taken the keys of his royal treasury,
and put them into the hand of faith. He has taken his sword from
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the scabbard, and given it into the hand of the man mighty in prayer,
He seems at times to have placed his sovereign sceptre in the hand of
prayer. ““Ask me concerning things to come: concerning my sons,
command ye me,” He permits us to speak with such boldness and
daring that we overcome heaven by prayer, and dare to say to the
covenant angel, “ I will not let thee go except thou bless me.” If one
Jacob can prevail over a wrestling angel, what can two do? What a
victory would come to two who joined in the same wrestling! ¢ One of
you shall chase a thousand, and two put ten thousand to flight.” There
is an accumulated power in united supplication: two do not only
double the force, but multiply it tenfold. How soon the gate of mercy
opens when two are knocking! God grant to each one of us a praying
partner ; when John pulls the oar of prayer let James join him in the
hearty tug. Better still, may we always believe in our Father’s presénce
ab our prayer-meetings, so that we may find the words of Jesus true
when he says, “It shall be done for them of my Father which is in
heaven.”

Now, thirdly, we come to a promise which includes every meeting of
any sort or kind which is for Christ’s glory. So long as it is a sacred
meeting of saintly men and women for the purposes of devotion or
service—for the purposes of prayer or praise, or whatever else may be
most suitable for the occasion, here is the promise for them—“ For
where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in
the midst of them.” This sanctions the church-meeting, this prospers
the prayer-meeting. Overshadowing every gracious assembly of the
chosen we see the great Shepherd of the sheep, who here expressly says,
“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in
the midst of them.”

Now, first, we shall mention with regard to these meetings, matfers
not essential ; then, secondly, we shall carefully mention ¢ matter most
essential; and, thirdly, we shall dwell upon an assurance most encouraging.

1. TFirst, let us speak of MATTERS NOT ESSENTIAL.

At the outset, we know that numbers are not essential, for *“ where
two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I.” It is
very important in a large church that there should be large gatherings
for prayer, for it would be an evidence of a slighting of the ordinance
of united supplication if a fair proportion of the members did not come
together for that holy and blessed exercise. But, still, where that cannot
be—where the church itself is small—where, for divers reasons which
we need not here recapitulate, it is not possible for many to gather
together—it is a very encouraging circumstance that numbers are not
essential to success in prayer. Where two or three are gathered to-
gether.” The number is mentioned, I suppose, because that is about
the smallest number that could make a congregation. We can hardly
call it-a congregation where the minister has to say, « Dearly beloved
Roger, the Scripture moveth us in divers places,” as we have heard
was once done by a clergyman: truly it was an assembly of two, and
80 was within the number, and under the circumstances might find the
Lord present. But two 6ut of a large church would have been a
wretched sign of decline, If two were all that met out of a great
church it would be a sadly little company, and the blessing might be
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withheld. Two or three are meationed, not to encourage absence, but
to cheer the faithful few who do not forget the assembling of themselves
together, ag the manner of some is.

Still, the number has this advantage, that it is the readiest congrega-
tion to be gathered. It is not difficult to make up two or three. A
husband and wife: there are two. A husband and wife and a child :
there are three. Or there may be two unmarried sisters, or a widow
and child: two can be easily made up. Where there are no children,
there may be a husband and a wife and a servant: and these are three.
‘Where there is no wife, perhaps there are two brothers, or a brother and
a sister, or perhaps three sisters; and where there is no relation, but a
man lives alone, it is not impossible, surely, in the most deserted
region for him to find one other or two others with whom he can meet.
It is a very handy congregation, because it can meet in a bedroom ; it
can meet in a kitchen ; it can meet in a closet : it can meet anywhere,
for it is so small. It is also easily hidden away ; in persecuting times
two or three could get together in a corner, a cave, a cellar, or a
garret. For the matter of that, two or three may be in prison together,
and they can pray in one narrow cell; or they can do what Latimer
and Ridley did when they stood back to back at the stake, and lifted up
their hearts asoneman. That was brave praying, when the two bishops
stood to burn with devotion as well as to burn with fire for Christ’s
sake. I am sure that Jesus was in the midst of them when they met
upon the faggots. Two people may meet in the street or in the field;
they can get together in the corner of an omnibus or a train, and unite
their supplications.

Two or three make a congregation which is among the small things,
but who shall dare despise what God has blessed? I commend to you
the frequent practice of praying by twos and threes. There was a
minister who had a little society which he called the ¢“Aaron and Hur
Society.” It consisted of two—one to hold up his right hand, and one
to bold up his left, while, like Moses, he was on the mount pleading
for Isracl. We want this institution multiplied to any extent. We want
the twos and threes as well as the one separately praying, and then a
blessing will come. But numbers are not important at all; we need
say no more about them except this,—I like to note that the text puts
it “two or three,” for, as one remarks, that is much better than ¢ three
ortwo.,” For if “three or two’ are gathered together, they are getting
smaller; but if it be “two or three,” they are evidently upon the
increase. If they have only increased from two to three, they have
advanced fifty per cent., and that is something. If this congregation
were to do that, where should we all be able to meet on the Sabbath?
On week nights T would encourage you to try to increase till we fill the
upper gallery as well as the rest of the building. “Two or three.” It
is a growing congregation: but still numbers are not essential to good
speed in prayer.

Next, the rank of the people is not important. Does it say, “ Where
two or three ministers are gathered together in my name”? By no
means, Ministers may expect the Lord to be in the midst of them, but
they have no special promise as ministers: they must come before the
Lord as plain believers., The ““two or three ” may be unable to utter






