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THE ETERNAL PURPOSE OF GOD
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Colossians 3:11—Wherein there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman; but Christ is everything, and in all.
 
Ephesians—1:9‐10—Having made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure which he purposed in himself for the administration of the fulness of times; to head up all things in the Christ, the things in the heavens and the things upon the earth.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, as we gather here we do realize that we are standing on holy ground. We praise and thank Thee for Thy precious promise, that where two or three are gathered unto My name, there will I be in their midst. Dear Lord, we are gathered here in Thy name and we believe that Thou art here with us. Lord, we will remove our shoes and stand on the ground of Thy bondslaves and say, “Lord, what dost Thou have to say to us? Speak, Thy servants heareth.” May Thy will be done on earth in our midst as in heaven. May Thou be glorified. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 
We do thank the Lord for gathering us together. Every time God gives us such an opportunity I feel that it is the longsuffering and the mercy of God. I believe we all feel that our Lord is coming soon. As a matter of fact, He can come at any moment. How good it would be if He should come now! But because we are not prepared to see Him, therefore He still gives us further opportunity to be ready. He wants every one of us to be well‐prepared for Him. He wants us to see Him face to face without shame. So we are most grateful to the Lord, and our prayer is that we will not miss the opportunity. Hopefully, each and every one of us will be ready and open to the Lord so that what He has purposed even before the foundation of the world for each one may be fully realized. It is not for us alone but it is more for Him.
I believe we all know the theme which is taken from Colossians 3:11: “Christ is all and in all.” Now we know that this verse refers to the church; that is to say, Christ is everything and in all to His church. But we know from the Word of God that it is more than just to the church. Of course, it is important that the church should experience Christ as all and in all; but this is for the whole universe. So we would like to begin with the eternal purpose of God.
 
DELIVERED FROM SELF‐CENTEREDNESS
 
Maybe we have all heard of this term: the eternal purpose of God. So what does it have to do with us? When we believe in the Lord Jesus, we are not thinking of the eternal purpose of God; we are thinking of ourselves. As a matter of fact, when we believe in the Lord Jesus, it is for selfish reasons. But thank God, He is so gracious and merciful even if we are self‐centered. We want to be saved in order that we may go to heaven, so that our sins may be forgiven, and we will not go to hell. It is all selfish, but God condescends Himself to our level. He is willing to save even selfish people such we are.
However, even after we are saved and living a Christian life, we are still self‐ centered. We consider ourselves as the center of the universe; everything is for us. God is for us; Christ is for us; we are the center. We are self‐centered people. Therefore, for this reason we are not concerned with the eternal purpose of God. We need to be delivered from self‐centeredness to Christ‐centeredness or God‐ consciousness.
“In the beginning God …” God is the beginning of everything, and the Scripture tells us in Ephesians 1: “Having made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure which he purposed in himself for the administration of the fullness of times; to head up all things in the Christ” (vv. 9‐10a).
 
THE MYSTERY OF GOD’S WILL
 
There is such a thing called: “the mystery of His will.” God’s will is the greatest in the universe, and when He made up His will, it was according to His good pleasure. There is something that pleases God so much that it is the center of His heart and according to His good pleasure. Even before the foundation of the world, when there was nothing but God Himself, God made a will, and it pleased Him so much. And everything that God has done afterwards is according to that will. It governs all of God’s actions—in His creation, in His redemption, and in His recovery work. Everything is according to His will. So we can see how important it is. If there is anything that is not within His will it does not count before God. Whatever He does is according to His will for the accomplishment of His will. And it is God’s will that governs the universe, all of His actions, and every one of us. We can see from this just how important the eternal will of God is.
 
ALL THINGS WILL BE SUMMED UP IN CHRIST
 
Now to put it very simply, this eternal will of God is this: He wants to head up all things in Christ. In the heart of God there is only one Person, and that Person is His beloved Son, and out of His love for His beloved Son He will do all things. This is the reason for His creation, and this is the reason for His redemption; He wants His Son to be all and in all. In Darby’s version it reads: “To head up all things in Christ.” Everything will be headed up in Christ. In another version it says, “God will gather up all things in Christ.” Or “He will sum up all things in Christ.”
 
LOVE SUMS UP ALL THE COMMANDMENTS
 
Now what does it mean to “sum up all things in Christ”? I will use an illustration out of Romans 13. Here the apostle Paul is talking about the commandments of God: “Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Thou shalt not be greedy. Thou shalt not think of other people’s things.” But as we read the Old Testament we find not only the Ten Commandments but many statutes and ordinances. Nevertheless, whatever they are, they are all summed up in one word—love. Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” Behind all these commandments the principle that governs them is love; therefore, love sums up all these commandments. If you love you will not kill, if you love you will not commit adultery, if you love you will not be greedy. So love is the summing up of all the commandments.
 
GOD’S ETERNAL PURPOSE GOVERNS EVERYTHING
 
In the same manner Christ sums up all things, not only the things in the heavens but all things on earth, and even the things beneath the earth. There is no exception. Christ is the governing principle of all things, even God’s work. If it is Christ it is worthwhile before God. If it is not Christ it will be of no concern to God. So this is the reason we find that the eternal purpose of God governs everything. If we are related to the eternal purpose of God, then it will be accepted by God. If we are not related in our actions or thoughts in our daily life with the eternal purpose of God, then in the sight of God it is evil and it will be rejected. In the Sermon on the Mount we find that the Lord Jesus used an illustration. One day people will come to the Lord and say, “We have preached in Your name; we have performed miracles in Your name; we have cast out demons in Your name.” But the Lord Jesus will say, “I do not know you; that is to say, I do not approve of you. You are evil in the sight of God” (see Matthew 7:21‐23). So this is how important the eternal purpose of God is.
 
A PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE OF THE ETERNAL PURPOSE OF GOD
 
I remember by the grace of God when He saved me in 1930, His love filled my heart, and I did have a desire to serve Him. I was in high school at the time and some of the students came together and organized all kinds of religious meetings. We organized bands going to villages to preach, and whenever the church had any activity we were in the front line, trying to draw people into the building to hear the gospel. We were on fire for the Lord. But even though we were serving God according to our will we thought it was what God wanted, and we did it for Him. Nevertheless, we were still self‐centered.
In 1935 I joined work with brother Watchman Nee, and for several years I traveled around China. We preached the gospel, people got saved, and we gathered them together. There were four things that we emphasized. Number one was baptism. When people got saved, they needed to be baptized by immersion. Number two was the breaking of bread. We need to remember the Lord. Number three was that the sisters had to have head coverings. And number four was that we needed to leave the denomination and be one. These were the four important things we did. And of course, after God’s people were gathered together we would study the Bible with them.
After I had done that for a number of years I felt spiritually weary and thought if this was all then there was nothing. But thank God that He moves in a mysterious way, His wonder to perform. I was in Singapore when the Second World War started and I was stranded there. At the very last minute God opened a way for me to escape, and it was just marvelous. There was a coastal liner wanting to flee to Rangoon, and since that was my plan to go from Singapore to Rangoon and then take the Burma Road that had just been opened to Interior China I wanted to travel on it. But then the war broke out and I was stranded, but in a marvelous way at the last minute God got me out.
It was December 30, 1941, and Singapore was beginning to be surrounded. But at 4:00 o’clock a small boat was leaving Singapore with over a hundred Chinese on it. The pier was burning and we had no protection of any kind. But thank God that there were a few brothers and sisters in that boat. So we prayed every day and God took us out. That evening the British and the Americans evacuated their women and children and they had a convoy with warships. But one of the ships was sunk and we were just a single boat standing by itself going to Rangoon. But on the third day the captain announced that we could not go there because Rangoon had fallen into Japanese hands. Now where would we go? Before we boarded the boat we had signed a paper that they could let us off anywhere in the world and we would be responsible. Finally, the captain announced we were going to Madras, India.
Oh, what marvelous work God does! After ten days we arrived in Madras but were not allowed to land. After two days of negotiations we were able to land, and there I met a sister in the Lord whom I had heard of before. Her name was Lady Ogle, and she belonged to nobility. Her father was a millionaire and her husband was a titled soldier. They both died and she was left alone in Italy in a marble palace where she lived. But every year she would go back to England to attend a famous Keswick Convention. Nevertheless, she felt life was meaningless. She had all the money but what was life? Even though she was a Christian, yet she felt life was meaningless.
One year she went back to England, and before the Keswick Convention there was a Swanwick Convention founded by Mrs. Penn‐Lewis. Lady Ogle went there and heard a young man speaking of the eternal purpose of God, and suddenly her eyes were opened. She realized that life did have meaning whereas formerly she thought life was meaningless. She had everything, but what was that? Now her horizon was widened. She knew God’s purpose, and she would live for God’s purpose.
At that time she went to India. She bought a few houses in the best resort places and set them up with English gardens, servants and maids. Her ministry was that every summer she would invite God’s servants to come and rest, and she would serve them. And by the providence of God I went to her place and spent two and a half months. During the quiet time God began to speak to me and reveal the eternal purpose of God. He began to show me that Christ is everything. I had already been preaching for years but I was at my end. Suddenly the horizon was opened and I had a ministry. God changed me completely. There is no limit to Christ.
So let us see that the eternal purpose of God is not just a theological term. The eternal purpose of God is most practical and affects our whole life. So do not consider the eternal purpose of God as something remote, something good to talk about but not practical or real or living. We will discover that it touches the very fiber of our living. We need to know God’s eternal purpose. Then we will be delivered from our self‐centeredness into Christ‐centeredness.
 
OUTSIDE OF GOD’S WILL
 
Brothers and sisters, are we still self‐centered? Are we thinking of ourselves as the center of the universe? Does everything start with us and end with us? Christ is for me, God is for me, everybody is for me. If this is what you think, then you are outside the eternal purpose of God and you are outside of God; therefore, your life will be a waste. No matter how good it is, if it is not God’s will, if it is not related to God’s eternal purpose, it has no eternal value. So if we would live with eternal value we need to see that Christ is everything and in all. This must be an experience. It should not be just a theory to think and talk about. This should be practiced in every day life. It affects us today, tomorrow and forever. So let us see how important the eternal purpose of God is.
Do you think that you are in the center of God’s heart? No, it is Christ who is the center of God’s heart. Who do you see at the heart of God? No one!—but His beloved Son. Everything is for His Son; everything is to be summed up in Christ Jesus, and that is the work of God through all these centuries.
 
ALL CREATION IS CREATED IN HIM, BY HIM, FOR HIM
 
We find in Colossians 1:16 that God created the universe, and everything was created in Him, that is in Christ Jesus. What does this mean? He is like an architect. He designed everything out of His nature and character, and then He created everything. So everything is created in Him, and everything is created by Him. He is not only an architect, He is also the engineer. And everything is created for Him; He is the owner of everything. And He is before all creation, and the whole creation is gathered together in Him. This is what creation is.
We know that in the beginning all creation praised and glorified Him. All creation expressed Him and manifested His character. Not only that, He tells us that He is all in all to His church, the body of Christ. He is not only the beginning but He is everything to the church. And when the universe disintegrated because of sin He is the one who restored everything and reconciled all things to the fullness of God. This is the eternal purpose of God, and this is the mystery of God’s will.
In the Bible we are told of another mystery. It is called the mystery of lawlessness (see II Thessalonians 2:7). Why is it called a mystery? A mystery is something hidden and it needs to be revealed. Our God is the God who reveals Himself, and in Galatians 1 we find Paul saying, “It pleases God to reveal His Son in me.” So our God is the revealer. How we need to depend upon Him! We cannot depend upon our wisdom and our knowledge for anything, especially spiritual things, no matter how knowledgeable or how wise we are. The Lord Jesus said in Matthew 11: “Father, You have hidden these things from the prudent and the wise, and You have revealed them to babes” (see v. 25). Before God we need to be like babes—not childish but child‐like. That is to say, we acknowledge that we know nothing and we depend upon His revelation. So may the Lord give to all of us the spirit of wisdom and revelation to the full knowledge of God.
It is not enough just to know spiritual things in our mind. As a matter of fact, if we only know spiritual things in our mind it condemns us. It does not save us; we need to receive the spirit of wisdom and revelation from God. And thank God He is One who reveals Himself. He is One who loves to reveal His Son in us.
 
THE MYSTERY OF LAWLESSNESS
 
When you go to visit a family that has a new baby, the first thing the parents do is show forth their baby. Now our God is like that. He has a Son and it is His good pleasure to show forth His Son. But unfortunately, we find there is another mystery, and it is the mystery of lawlessness which was here even before man. In the original creation the highest created beings were angels, and they were called morning stars. There was one morning star who was created with such perfection, wisdom, talent and position because he was the anointed cherubim. He was very close to God, and he was probably the one who led the angels in worshiping God. However, because of his beauty and talents he began to have pride within himself. He did something he was not supposed to do; he began to think of himself. He was supposed to think of God and lead the other angels to worship God, but he became self‐centered.
 
THE FALL OF LUCIFER, THE BRILLIANT STAR
 
We find in Isaiah 14 that God was speaking about the king of Babylon, but suddenly there came a few words that cannot be applied to any person, not even the king of Babylon. And the Bible says, “Lucifer, the brilliant star,” but somehow he became self‐centered. Five times he spoke of himself: “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit on the mount of assembly; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like God” (see vv. 12‐14 NASV). And because of his self‐centeredness he was driven out from the throne of God. That was the beginning of lawlessness and the beginning of Satan. He turned himself into the adversary of God because of his self‐centeredness.
In Ezekiel 28 you find another instance where God is talking about Tyre. Suddenly the description is given that does not fit with any king, and it is that same Lucifer. And because of his wisdom and beauty he became self‐centered and an adversary of God. This is the spirit of lawlessness.
 
ONE CREATED LOWER THAN THE ANGELS TO DEFEAT GOD’S ENEMY
 
How will God react to that? As a matter of fact, for God to annihilate this archangel would be an easy thing. He could speak a word and it would be done. His breath could kill that archangel, but that will not give God glory. It would be just like a grown‐up trying to beat a baby. There is no glory in that. So what is God’s strategy? It is to create one lower than the angel to defeat His enemy, and that is the reason why man was created. Thus we are not created without a purpose.
 
MAN’S MISSION
 
Why did God create man in such a unique way? He had never created anything like man whom He created in His own image according to His own likeness. Why is it so? Why is man so special? It is because God has a purpose for man. He wants to use man, who is a little lower than the angels, to defeat His enemy. So we have a mission. God created us with a mission and it is to defeat His enemy. How can we do that? In ourselves we are lower than the angels. How can we defeat one higher than us, wiser than us, and mightier than us? There is a way; it is by receiving God’s life in us because in our own life we are always defeated. But with the life of Christ in us, with the life of God in us, we are able to defeat the enemy. Adam, the first man, failed, and all in Adam failed, but God sent the second Man, who is Christ, His own Son. He emptied Himself and came into this world to take up the form of a man with a slave heart; that is to say, His whole life was to deny Himself and submit to God. The enemy tried to draw Him out but He never yielded to temptation. He was obedient to His Father unto death, even the death of the cross. The Lord Jesus said: “It is finished!” The work is done and the enemy is defeated. Then He gave His own life to us, and by that life we are to defeat the enemy.
Brothers and sisters, this is our mission. So we can see how important it is that we are not only saved but how we need to live by the life of Christ in us. Unfortunately, we are still self‐centered. We rely upon ourselves, even though it might be with good intention. But we are doomed to fail. So it is wise if we really surrender ourselves to the Lord and allow His life to take charge of us. Then all the works of the enemy will be defeated in our life and we will grow in spiritual life and really be a sanctified church to God.
 
GOD’S STANDARD OF JUDGMENT
 
So here I am just laying a foundation to say that it is God’s will that we be in the eternal purpose of God. Only that life is worthwhile. One day when we stand before the judgment seat of Christ, this will be the standard of judgment. Is it Christ or is it you? Do not consider this as a theological idea. There is nothing more practical than the eternal purpose of God. May our life be connected with the eternal purpose of God every day. Then when we see Him, we shall see His smiling face. So may the Lord have mercy upon us.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, we do pray for a spirit of wisdom and revelation. We realize that without Thy revelation we can never understand Thy purpose. Our horizon will just be limited to ourselves. Oh dear Lord, for Thine own sake we do pray that Thou wilt enlarge our horizon, deliver us out of ourselves and fill us with Christ so that we may truly testify that Christ is all and in all to the glory of God and to accomplish God’s purpose. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 

THE EXPERIENCE OF CHRIST ALL AND IN ALL
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Colossians 1:15‐23—Who [the Lord Jesus] is image of the invisible God, firstborn of all creation; because by [in] him [in the original it is in Him] were created all things, the things in the heavens and the things upon the earth, the visible and the invisible, whether thrones, or lordships, or principalities, or authorities: all things have been created by him and for him. And he is before all, and all things subsist together by him. And he is the head of the body, the assembly [the church]; who is the beginning, firstborn from among the dead, that he might have the first place in all things: for in him all the fullness of the Godhead was pleased to dwell, and by him to reconcile all things to itself, having made peace by the blood of his cross—by him, whether the things on the earth or the things in the heavens. And you, who once were alienated and enemies in mind by wicked works, yet now has it reconciled in the body of his flesh through death; to present you holy and unblamable and irreproachable before it, if indeed ye abide in the faith founded and firm, and not moved away from the hope of the glad tidings, which ye have heard, which have been proclaimed in the whole creation which is under heaven, of which I Paul became minister.
 
Colossians 2:9‐10a—For in him [Christ] dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; and ye are complete in him.
 
Colossians 3:11—Wherein there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman; but Christ is everything [all things], and in all.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, as we gather here our hearts are full of gratitude. Thou hast been good to us; Thou hast led us to this time. We praise and thank Thee for Thy presence with us, for in Thy presence is fullness of joy. We rejoice in the fact that Thy heart is towards us because Thou dost want us to be brought into the fullness of Thy own Son. Thou dost want us to be the fullness of Thy Son. So dear Lord, as we gather here we do ask Thee to enlarge our capacity. Thou knowest that our capacity is very, very limited. Thou art the unlimited God, and it is Thy good pleasure that we may experience the fullness of Thy Son. So Lord, enlarge our capacity that we may be able to see Thee in a fuller way. And this is not to please ourselves; this is to please Thee. We commit this time into Thy hand and we look to Thee to bless us. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 
ALL THINGS WILL REFLECT GOD’S SON
 
We are considering this theme—Christ is all and in all. We do hope this is not just a slogan among us but that by the grace of God we may experience the fullness of Christ. Before the foundation of the world God made a wonderful, glorious will, and it was made according to His good pleasure. This is something that pleases Him very much, and out of that will He began to create, to redeem, and to reconcile all things back to Christ. He wants to sum up or gather up all things in Christ Jesus. We may put it another way: He wants to see that everything reflects His beloved Son. His Son characterizes everything and is the principle behind everything. Now why is it so? It is because the Bible tells us: “All the fullness of the Godhead dwells in His Son bodily.”
 
THE FULLNESS OF THE GODHEAD
 
Who can fathom the fullness of the Godhead? When we think of God’s love, can we measure it? When we think of God’s righteousness, who can understand it fully? When we think of God’s holiness, it is beyond our understanding. When we think of God’s power, it is immeasurable. And we can go on and on because our God is infinite. He is infinite in love, in holiness, in righteousness, in power and authority. This is the fullness of the Godhead, and it dwells in His beloved Son; but we cannot comprehend the fullness that is in Christ Jesus. And thank God that He gave His Son to us. When you come to God and ask for anything, if it is not asking for something of His Son, God says, “I have nothing to give.” This is the fullness of the Godhead that dwells in Christ bodily, and it is the will of God that we should be complete in Him. So this is why the eternal purpose of God is so essential. It is the only way that God will deal with us. It is only as we are in God’s will that it can be counted for eternity. Otherwise, everything is vanity and vanity. You may get the whole world and be outside of Christ. It is absolutely nothing before God. Your life is a waste; it is outside of God’s will.
So this eternal purpose of God is not just a beautiful thought. It is more than a noble idea. It is real; it is true; it is living; it is eternal, and it governs everything. It governs your life and mine; it means either death or eternal life. This is how important the eternal purpose of God is to us. I hope every one of us will ask ourselves one question: Do I live today in the eternal purpose of God? Or am I outside of that will? That will not only determines the kind of life we are living today; it will also determine our eternal destiny. So this is how essential that Christ is everything and in all.
 
THE EXPERIENTIAL SIDE OF CHRIST ALL AND IN ALL
 
Now we would like to fellowship together on the meaning of Christ being all and in all. We do not want to approach it from the theological standpoint although truth is basic. If it is outside of truth it is outside of God. But on the basis of that eternal truth we would like to approach it from the experiential side with the truth behind us. In other words, we do not want to approach it from the objective truth; we want to approach it from the experiential side. In other words, how can we enter into this experience of having Christ all and in all to us?
What is the experience of a Christian life? On what basis is that life? How do we know that we are growing in spiritual life? Now we know that God is not only truth, He is also love. Truth is what He is; love is what He lives. So we would like to see how we can experience Christ all and in all in our daily life. To put it in another way, in I Corinthians 8 it talks about knowledge and love, and it says, “We know, (for we all have knowledge: knowledge puffs up, but love edifies. If any one think he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought to know it. But if any one love God, he is known of him)” (1b‐3).
 
TWO KINDS OF KNOWLEDGE
 
There are two kinds of knowledge. One kind is what we will call mental knowledge. Basically, it comes from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Of course, among all the knowledge in the world there is none higher than moral knowledge or ethics. But such knowledge comes from our soul. Such knowledge is gathered together from outside. It makes us knowledgeable, but oftentimes the more knowledgeable we are the more proud we are. Such knowledge puffs us up, but love edifies. Love will really bring us into what God has made for us.
 
ALL ARE REBELS BEFORE GOD
 
So we would like to approach this matter of Christ all and in all from the side of love. We all know that we were once sinners. We were rebels before God, but because of the mercy of God, in His great love He has loved us. We were like the prodigal son. He wanted his father’s property but not his father. He had no love for his father, only his property. He took the property that was assigned to him and went to a far country to enjoy it. But he enjoyed himself in such a way that he wasted all his property. And providentially, there was a famine and he had nothing to eat. So he went to a good man and asked him for help, and he told him he could watch the swine. But he was so hungry that he tried to eat what the swine was eating, and then he woke up.
 
GOD KISSES OUR STIFF NECK
 
Brothers and sisters, this is your picture and mine. We do not wake up until we suffer. But thank God the son woke up and went back to his father. After the son left home the father thought of him every day. Not only did he think of him, but he would go to the door looking for his son. And then the prodigal son returned home, and we know that the first thing the father did was to kiss his neck to soften it because he was a stiff‐necked person. This is our past history. We were all stiff‐necked, but the love of God kissed us and softened us, and this is how our Christian life began.
After our neck has been kissed, what will we do? Was this enough? Did we think: “Now I can enjoy the Father’s prosperity; now I will not be in lack.” No, every one who has had his neck kissed will have in his heart a desire to know the Father. There is supernaturally naturally a love to know Him more, to be closer to Him.
 
THE VIRGIN LONGS FOR HER BRIDEGROOM
 
When King Solomon wrote the Song of Songs, he told how a virgin longed for her bridegroom and prayed: “Kiss me with the kisses of your mouth.” The Bible never calls people in the world virgins because in the sight of God people in the world are adulterers and adulteresses. Only those who are saved by grace are called virgins. Just as the apostle Paul said, “I have engaged you as chaste virgins to Christ.”
We are all virgins in the sight of God. And the heart of a virgin is to know her lover more, and not only to have a kiss on the neck but an even closer kiss—mouth to mouth because His love is better than wine. His name is like ointment poured forth. Every believer has a heart for the Lord. If you do not have a heart for the Lord you are not a believer. Your belief is probably just mental. You are not really saved by grace. Every one who is saved by grace, the life within them creates a life of love, and supernaturally naturally we love the Lord, and we will love to be close to Him. We want to know His character and do things to please Him. It is a supernaturally natural thing, and it is the proof of our salvation. And because there is such a longing towards the Lord, of course our Lord will respond to us.
 
THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE FLOCK
 
But this virgin discovered one thing. As she began to have a closer walk with the Lord her brothers took notice of her and said if you really loved the Lord you took care of these flocks and did this work. They wanted her to keep their vineyards and neglect hers, and because of all these works she was black. Nevertheless, she told the Lord, “I am black but inside I am really lovely. Where do you keep Your flock at noontime? I do not want to stay with the flocks of Your companions. I want to be in the flock that You shepherd.” And because of her desire for the Lord He said, “If you want to find where I am, look for the footsteps of my flock.”
Throughout the centuries God has left the footsteps of His flock, and there you can find Him. This virgin so longed for the Lord Himself, and He began to work in her life. It is just like the apostle Paul said in Philippians 3: “to know Him.” Our Christian life begins with “to know Him.” We want to know Him; we want to understand His nature and His character; we want to be closer to Him; we want to be like Him. And this is what God has put in our hearts. So from the very beginning of our Christian life God has already put this standard in us—Christ all and in all to us. Otherwise, where does this desire come from? This life that has been given to us is the life of Christ, and this life has to grow until we are matured in Christ Jesus, until Christ is all and in all to us. It is not just something we have heard. It is something implanted in each of our hearts, and we are to follow this inward way of life. Then we will grow in Christ—all and in all to us.
Unfortunately, today Christians are being led into an outward way of life, being taught of this and taught of that. In other words, we fall back into the Old Covenant of law, and it is a painful life and full of failure. But there is something already implanted in us. If we can follow that inward way of life then we will grow spiritually because love edifies.
 
THE CROSS AS THE WAY OF LIFE
 
Then we find as this virgin began to have a closer life with the Lord she began to realize the cross of our Lord Jesus. As the apostle Paul says to the Corinthians: “I know nothing among you but Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (see I Corinthians 2:2). We know that in the crucifixion of our Lord Jesus, the cross is not only something that our Lord has done for us but the cross is the way of life God has ordained for us.
We must deny ourselves, take up the cross and follow the Lord.
 
KNOWING THE CROSS
 
So this virgin began to know something of the cross. But we know that when one begins to know the cross, he or she begins to look more into self. So we find that she was in the cleft of the rock, and she had a deeper knowledge of the Lord. She was willing to walk the way of the cross, but she became so inward that the Lord had to draw her out. In other words, to know Him she must follow the power of His resurrection. So during that period of her life with the Lord we find her saying in chapter 2 of Song of Songs: “My beloved is mine and I am His” (v. 16). In other words, the beloved is mine. I am still the center, but I also know I am His. It is more of self and less of Christ.
This is the danger of knowing the cross. Unconsciously, we think more of ourselves: “I am enough!”—instead of thinking more of the Lord. So we find in the story in Song of Songs, the Lord was trying to draw her out to bring her to the place of resurrection. At first she could not follow until she realized it seemed as if she had lost the Lord. Then she rose up and followed the Lord.
Thus, in the pathway of love we begin with the cross. From the cross we enter into knowing the power of His resurrection, and it is only then that you gradually become more and more like Him. Then in the Song of Songs, chapter 6, she says, “I am my beloved and my beloved is mine” (v. 3). Here we find the degree is changed. Instead of herself being first, Christ is first; but He is also mine. So it is more of Christ and less of self.
But as she continued to grow in this life of love you find she was conformed to the death of Christ. The stature of Christ began to increase in her life, and it grew until the time when she could say in chapter 7: “I am my beloved and his desire is towards me” (v. 10). Now it is all of Christ and none of self. So this is the way of love and this is the way we enter into Christ all and in all to us.
 
THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF OUR LIFE ON EARTH
 
We would like to apply this to various aspects of our life. Generally speaking, our life on earth is composed of four dimensions. Number one is personal life; number two is family life; number three is social life; and number four is church life. So generally, we find the way we live on this earth has these four dimensions.
 
Personal Life
First is the personal life—how Christ is all and in all in our personal life. Can we say before the Lord, so far as our personal life is concerned, that Christ is all and in all to us? There is a good example of this, and it is F. B. Meyer who was a famous minister. When he was young, he was a pastor in Leicester, and some Cambridge graduates visited him. One was C. T. Studd who was the cricketer in England. At that time there were seven Cambridge graduates going to China as missionaries, and before they went to China they traveled around England, Scotland, and so forth.
 
F. B. Meyer
C. T. Studd and another fellow graduate stayed with F. B. Meyer when he was in Leicester, and it was very cold. Early in the morning F. B. Meyer noticed that the light in C. T. Studd’s room was on. So as the host he was a little concerned that something was wrong, but it was too early to knock on the door. He waited and waited and noticed that the light was still on. Finally, he could not wait any longer and he knocked on the door. He heard a voice saying to come in. So he went into the room and saw C. T. Studd wrapped up in a rug because it was cold, reading the Bible. So F. B. Meyer said, “You are up early .” And C. T. Studd said, “I love the Lord, and I am searching the Scriptures. I want to find His commands that I may obey Him.”
When we are searching the Scriptures, we are looking for promises, not commands. And people get so lazy. They have a promise box and just pick a promise for the day. But C. T. Studd was different. He searched the Scriptures for God’s commandments that he may obey. So F. B. Meyer said, “You have something I do not have. What is the secret?”
And C. T. Studd said, “Have you consecrated yourself to God?” Now to ask a pastor such a question was an insult.
F. B. Meyer said, “Of course, I have consecrated myself.”
But C. T. Studd said, “Have you gone to the Lord and handed over your life, one point after another to Him?”
And F. B. Meyer said, “I have not done that.”
So C. T. Studd said, “Go and do it.”
F. B. Meyer went to his room and tried to hand over one point after another to the Lord. He had a bundle of keys to all the rooms of his life but he kept for himself one little key to a small room. The Lord stretched out His hand and he gave the bundle of keys to the Lord. And the Lord shook His head, no. F. B. Meyer said, “I have just kept a small key. If You allow me to keep it I will serve You with double effort.” The Lord would not bargain with him. And this is the word the Lord spoke to him: “If I am not Lord of all, I am not Lord at all.” The Lord began to turn away, and out of his desperation F. B. Meyer cried out: “Make me willing to be willing. I am not willing but make me willing to be willing.” And the Lord turned back and took that little key. God began to search him in every area of his life, and he later was greatly used. Brothers and sisters, how about our lives?
 
Watchman Nee
Here is another story and it is about Watchman Nee. He was saved when he was nineteen. After he was saved he really had a heart for the Lord, and he tried to preach to his fellow students. But he did it in such a way that his fellow students began to avoid him. When they saw him coming, they said, “The preacher is coming,” and they went the other way. One day he met a missionary, Miss Groves. (I know her.) Miss Groves asked him, “How many people have been saved since you believed in the Lord?” And he said, “None; but I have done my duty.” So Miss Groves asked him: “Have you ever prayed for them?” He said, “Never.” And she said, “You had better pray for them first.” So he put the names of these fellow students in his book, and he began to pray for them every day, and within a short time many were saved.
One day as he was going to preach, his heart was turned to Psalm 73:25: “Whom have I in the heavens? and there is none upon earth I desire beside Thee.” He wanted to preach that message but to be honest before God he had to say, “Lord, I cannot do that. I can say, Whom do I have in the heavens?” But I cannot say, “There is none upon earth that I desire beside Thee.” And it was because he loved a lady. They grew up together and had a kind of understanding that one day they would be united in one. After he was saved he tried to convince the lady to be saved, but he could talk with her about anything except the Lord. She refused to believe in the Lord. So the Lord began to work in his life until one day the love of Christ constrained him and he said, “Lord, if you allow me to have her I am willing to go to Tibet.” But the Lord said, “No.” Finally, he was so constrained by the love of Christ that he gave that lady up. Then he changed his clothes, took the paste, and went out to the streets and put up gospel posters. That was his farewell to her. But there is a good ending to this story. A number of years later that lady got saved. She was the queen in Yan Jing University, but the Lord saved her, and eventually gave her back to him. That was Charity.
Is Christ all and in all in your life? Do you love Him more than anything else? Sooner or later the Spirit of Christ will prove your life. Our God is a jealous God; He will not allow us to have anything in our lives higher than Him. He wants to deliver us from everything that is not of Him so that He can fill us with Himself. In our personal life is He all and in all to us? You do not need to search yourself; the Holy Spirit in you will do the work, and when He is doing that work in you, He will give you the love of Christ to so constrain you that you are able to overcome.
 
Family Life
The second area of our life is family life. Thank God for the family. The Bible tells us that His salvation is for the family. You remember in Acts 16 when Paul and Silas were in Philippi. They were put in jail and at midnight they prayed and praised God. The earth quaked and all the doors in the jail were opened. When the jailer woke up, he thought all the prisoners had escaped, so he tried to kill himself. And Paul said, “We are all here.” So he went to Paul and Silas and said, “How can I be saved?” And Paul said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you shall be saved and your family.” In other words, if you believe you will be saved, but God will also give you the family. If you are faithful God will give the whole family to you. So the Bible tells us that there is household salvation. Sometimes our family members are not saved, and it is either because we do not have a good testimony or we do not pray before the Lord. If we have faith God will honor it.
I think one thing we lack very much in our modern families is the family altar because everybody is so busy. When I was a boy, my father gathered us seven children every day before supper for a family altar. He would read from the Bible and we would all kneel down and he would pray for us. I can never forget that. Today we neglect the family altar. I do hope that we will restore it. A family who prays together will be united together.
We remember Joshua in chapter 24 when he told the children of Israel: “As for me and my house we will serve the Lord.” Neither can I forget Hudson Taylor’s family, because for generations they served the Lord. So I hope that our family life will really allow Christ to be all and in all. When I came to this country, I discovered that Christians in this country emphasized the family very much. In China in my day we emphasized church life very much. We had meetings almost every night, and we neglected our family. But in this country they looked to the family as everything, and it affected their spiritual life. So maybe we need a balance here. Let our family life grow by God. As for me and my house we will serve the Lord.
 
Social Life
Then there is the social life. We find in John 17 that the Lord taught us about our relationship with this world. We are in the world but not of the world. We are separated from the world, yet the Lord sends us back to the world to be a testimony to Him. So it is very important that we know our relationship with the world. Love not the world or the things of the world. If you love the world the love of the Father is not in you, and yet we have a commission to the world. We are to testify to them of our Lord Jesus.
 
Church Life
Finally, of course, there is church life. Church life is important. God has gathered us together that we may be built up together as the body of Christ. So you find in Hebrews 10:25: “Do not forsake the gathering of the saints.” We should not be individualistic. We need God and we need one another. We need to gather together, encourage one another, and build up one another until the fullness of Christ is revealed. So Christ all and in all is not just a truth; God wants us to experience it, and He will do it. So may we open ourselves to Him, and let the Spirit within us lead us that we may really grow in Christ and allow Him to be all and in all.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, we want to thank Thee for Thy wonderful will for us. Thou dost not want us to be anything less than what Thou want us to be. And Thou hast made every provision for us. Teach us how to cast ourselves upon Thee and allow Thee to lead us on until Christ be all and in all to us to the praise of God. We ask in Thy name. Amen.
 

THE CHURCH — THE FULLNESS OF CHRIST
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I am reminded of something that happened in 1727. A group of believers were meeting together for the Lord’s Table. They were refugees who had come from different backgrounds. They loved the Lord so much, and they had been persecuted for it. So they fled to Bavaria to the estate of Count Zinzendorf, but they could not agree with one another. However, on that particular Lord’s Day as they gathered at the Lord’s Table, the love of God came upon them and they were so constrained by God’s love that they completely melted down. They embraced one another, crying over one another, and confessing their sins and transgressions. The Spirit of God came upon that group and they were joined together in one.
Out of that time came the famous Moravian movement. They maintained a twenty‐four hour prayer meeting that lasted for a hundred years. One out of every four of them went out as a missionary. They went to the most difficult places to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ carrying their own trades as they went. They loved the Lord so much that some of them sold themselves as slaves in order to win slaves and spread the gospel among them. This Moravian movement began with the Lord’s Table. So it is my earnest prayer that as we partake of the Lord’s Table that God will fill us with His love that we may be so joined in one that we will go out and proclaim our Lord Jesus.
 
Ephesians 1:22‐23—God has put all things under his feet [the feet of our Lord Jesus], and gave him to be head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.
 
Colossians 3:11—Wherein there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman; but Christ is everything [all things], and in all.
 
Let’s have a word of pray:
Dear Lord, as we gather here our hearts are full of gratitude, seeing what Thou hast done for us. Oh dear Lord, how we desire to give ourselves totally to Thee and allow Thy purpose to be fulfilled in each one of us, that we may not only be the vessel of Thy fullness but we may also be Thy instrument to fulfill Thy eternal purpose. We pray that whatever needs to be done further in our lives will be done this morning. May Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven, Thy kingdom come and Thy name be hallowed. We ask in Thy precious name. Amen.
 
There is nothing more important than the eternal purpose of God because it governs everything. It not only governs all the works of God throughout the ages but it also governs our whole life. This is how important the eternal purpose of God is. Therefore, I hope that it is not just a theme to us but it may be our very life and testimony. Life is meaningless unless we live in the eternal purpose of God.
We have mentioned that in our individual lives Christ may be all and in all to us. But we must remember that God is infinite and we are so limited. The fullness of God is so full that it cannot be contained in one person. It has to be contained in a body. So that is why we find in Ephesians 1 that God has made His Son Christ head over all things to the church.
 
THE ETERNAL WILL OF GOD IS THE CHURCH
 
What is the church? It is the body of Christ, the fullness of Him who fills all and in all. So it takes the whole body not only to contain the fullness of God but also to express the fullness of God. However, when sin entered into man, we were born as an individual; we became individualistic. We consider ourselves as the center of everything, and even after we are saved that self‐centeredness is still in us. It is the way we live our Christian life. Everything revolves around us. It is in opposition to God’s eternal purpose, and that is the reason the Holy Spirit has to use the cross to work in our lives to put self to death and allow Christ to be all and in all to us. So in the eternal will of God what He has in His mind is the church, His body.
 
SEEKING THE LOST
 
When we think of the gospel of Jesus Christ, probably our concept is limited by the gospel of Luke because there we find that our Lord Jesus came into this world to seek and to save the lost (see 19:10). Therefore, we see this as the reason for the coming of the Lord to this earth. But in God’s providence, of the four gospels, the first one that is placed before us is Matthew’s Gospel. This will show us why our Lord Jesus came into the world in the first place. But as we read this gospel probably it will surprise you to see that as the Lord Jesus was traveling around, seeking for something, He met the blind, the lame, the deaf, and even the dead everywhere He went. Because He met all these defects, therefore the work of the Lord Jesus was first to seek and to save the lost.
 
THE FIRST MENTION OF THE CHURCH BY THE LORD
 
Why does He want to save the lost? Is it just for our own profit? Is there anything that is within His heart? I often think that if we could see into the heart of God there would be only one Person—His own beloved Son. But when we look into the heart of our Lord Jesus, we see the church. He loved the church and gave Himself for it. But this is very strange because when our Lord was on earth, He only mentioned the word church twice. The first time was when He was rejected by the Jews, and He retreated to the border of Caesarea‐Philippi, a Gentile city. At that time He asked His disciples a question: “Who do men say that I the Son of Man am?” Now of course, His disciples had heard a lot of talk about their Master but to please Him they would not tell Him all the evil reports. So they gave Him the best reports. Some say, “You are John the Baptist coming to life; You are Elijah the great prophet; You are Jeremiah the weeping prophet; You are one of the prophets; or You are the prophet prophesied by Moses because he had prophesied that one day God would raise up among them a prophet and whoever did not listen to Him would perish. They did indeed give Him all the good reports. Surely, there can be nothing better than that.
 
PETER’S REVELATION OF THE SON OF GOD
 
Now if we were to look into our Chinese background and someone told you that you are like Confucius, that would be the best comment/compliment. Probably you would say, “No, I am not worthy of that.” But strange to say, even with all these good reports about the Lord Jesus He was not satisfied. So He turned to His disciples, those who had been with Him for over three years, and asked them: “Now who do you say that I am?” And thank God that Simon Peter said: “You are the Christ the Son of the living God.” So far as Your office, Your mission, Your work is concerned, You are the Christ, the One sent by God for a special mission. And so far as Your Person is concerned, You are the Son of God.”
 
THE CHURCH IS BUILT UPON THE ROCK
 
And then the Lord Jesus said to Peter: “Simon Bar‐jona, you are blessed because this is not something shown to you by flesh. It is the heavenly Father who has revealed it to you; thou art Peter” (see Matthew 16:17‐18). He was Simon but because of his confession that he believed in the Lord Jesus, a change came into his life. He became Peter—a small stone. Formerly, he was Simon—just dust—but now he was Peter. A new element had come into his life; he had received the life of the Lord Jesus. As a result of that he had become a living stone, and the Lord Jesus said, “You are Peter; I will build My church upon this rock.” That is the massive rock, and it is the confession of Jesus Christ. That massive Rock is none other than the Lord Himself because He is the Rock of ages, and Peter is just a little stone, a piece out of that massive Rock.
In I Peter 2 it says that when we come to the Lord Jesus, we become living stones. There is a change that has come into our lives. You are Peter, a small stone, and you are out of this massive Rock, and I will build people such as you on My Rock. I will build My church upon this Rock. You will be material and I will be the builder. And the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it. Why is it so? Because the church the Lord Jesus builds becomes the target of the gates of hades. God will build His church, and as His church is being built it will defeat all the works of the enemy of God. This is the strategy of God. Hence, whatever God builds, the enemy cannot overthrow. So this is the first mention of the word church.
 
THE SECOND MENTION OF THE CHURCH BY THE LORD
 
In Matthew 18 we find the second time He mentions the word church. He said, “If your brother sins against you, what do you do?” Do you repay with an eye for an eye? No, you just bear it. If you offend me and I endure it and do not avenge myself, I will think this is a very nice attitude. But our Lord Jesus said, “No, if your brother sins against you, you not only forgive him, but you love him.” You want to restore him because your brother is in darkness. So you have the responsibility to go and try to restore your brother. You do not go to him to avenge yourself; you go to restore your brother. And if your brother does not listen to you, is your responsibility fulfilled? Not yet. You get two other brothers or sisters, people whom that brother knows and maybe admires, to go with you and try to convince him of his sin in order to restore him. Now if he still does not listen, is your responsibility fulfilled? No, not yet. Then you tell the church and the church will try to persuade him. Now if he does not listen to the church, then that brother is like a Gentile to you, but even if he is a Gentile you still love him. So this is the second time the Lord Jesus used the word church.
 
THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH
 
Thus we can see very clearly there is a difference in the two ways church is used because in Matthew 16 He said, “I will build My church upon this rock.” The word church is singular in number. It refers to the church universal which means that from the first one built into the church to the last one who believes in the Lord Jesus, that is the church. All believers are in the church universal, and this is based upon spiritual principles—the principle of our confession of the Lord Jesus, the principle of members one of another, the principle of love one another. All the spiritual principles are in the church universal.
 
THE LOCAL CHURCH
 
But in Matthew 18 we discover that it is entirely different because He said: “If your brother sins against you...” Let’s look at it like this: If you are saved in this country and your brother is in China, you do not know each other and there is no contact with each other. How can that brother in China sin against you in the States? It must be that we live in the same place, not only in the same country but also in the same city or the same village. As we get to know one another we sin against our brothers or sisters. When you are far away, you cannot really know each other. You say, “I love my brother in China;” but how can you love your brother when he is in China and you are in the States? So evidently this is another aspect of the church because we are still in the flesh. As long as we are in the flesh we are limited by time and space.
When our Lord Jesus was on earth, He traveled around visiting city after city, village after village. In other words, He would visit wherever there was a congregation of people. This is the church local. It is as the Bible tells us that there is a church in Jerusalem, a church in Antioch, and churches in Galatia because Galatia is a province not a city. People are together. The Lord Jesus said in Matthew 18:20: “Where two or three are gathered together unto My name there am I in the midst of them.” This is the least of the plural number. One person alone cannot be the church. He can be a tower of Babel but not the church. The least you can have is two or three and these are gathered together; therefore, they must be in one place. So they not only are gathered together, but they are gathered under one name, and that means they have put themselves under the authority of Christ. They have taken Christ as their Head and the presence of the Lord was with them. This is the least number and definition of a local assembly.
All the spiritual principles of the church universal are to be exercised in the church local. And the building of the church universal is through the building of the local churches because as we read in Revelation 2‐3 we find Him building in the seven churches in Asia. And finally in Revelation 21‐22 we see the church universal, the new Jerusalem. So basically, the reason why our Lord Jesus came into this world was to build His church. What does it mean “building the church”? How can we know that the church is built? What is the measurement? When the church is the fullness of God who fills all and in all, when it is filled with Christ—that is when the church is being built.
Why is it that the building of the church is the work of God? The Lord Jesus said, “My Father worketh hitherto and I work” (see John 5:17). In our mind there are many works, all kinds of works, because this is the way the Jews replied to the Lord: “What shall we do that we may work Thy works?” (See 6:28.) But to God there is only one work. Our Lord Jesus has only one work, and He is building His own church. It is very unfortunate that throughout the centuries the real meaning of the church has been lost. In the beginning the church was a living organism because it was the body of Christ, but gradually, it has changed into a human organization and lost its meaning. Many people consider the church as a building. For example, it is raining and you bring your umbrella to the church, but when you leave, the sun is shining so you forget your umbrella and leave it in the church.
So what is the church? Well, some people consider the church as a religious building around the corner, a place where people go to worship. We really have lost the meaning of what the church is. Nevertheless, when you read the Word of God, we find that the church is the fullness of Christ. The church is where Christ is all and in all.
 
THE CHURCH IS CHRIST
 
There is a verse in the New Testament, and if you are not careful when you are reading the Bible you may not notice it. But I believe you have already discovered it. It is in I Corinthians 12:12: “For even as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of the body, being many, are one body, so also is the Christ.”
When you read this verse, do you find anything strange there? The body is one but has many members; I think we understand that. In spite of the many members there is only one body; we also understand that. But the last phrase is strange. The Holy Spirit put it this way: “So also is the Christ.” Do you think there is any mistake there? The body is one; it has many members, but one body. Now what does it describe? It is the church. This is what the church is. The church is the body of Christ, one body, but with many members—from the first to the last believer. But even with this countless number of members, are there two bodies, three bodies? No, the body of Christ is one. So if we are writing the Bible we would say, “So also is the church.” But here the Holy Spirit says, “So also is the Christ.” Now what does it mean? In order to help brothers and sisters to see this I would like to use a formula.
 
THE FORMULA FOR THE CHURCH
 
In the early sixties we had a conference in Wabana near Washington, D.C., and brothers Sparks, Fromke, and myself were the speakers. Brother Sparks was such a spiritual person; everything to him was heavenly and spiritual. He said that anything that touched the earth was defiled, so he was against any formula. Now I respected him but that day I thought I had to use a formula so I asked his permission to use a formula.
Now what is the church? Suppose there are only three believers in the world, and they were the best believers you could think of. Now who would they be? Peter, James, John are the three believers who were always with the Lord. Now what is the church? The church is Peter plus John plus James equals the church. It sounds good, but if that is the church you know what will happen? Peter always wanted to be the head, and John and James were not far behind in that. Peter was more outspoken, and these two brothers were more subtle. One of the things that was always an argument among these twelve disciples was: “Who would be the greatest?” Think of it. They followed the Lord; they were disciples of the Lord; they were learning Christ, but they were arguing all the time as to who would be the greatest.
One day our Lord was going to Jerusalem, and the disciples were thinking that the Lord was going to be crowned, and it would be their last opportunity. So you find that John and James brought their mother to the Lord; she was an aunt, earthly speaking, to our Lord, and the word of an aunt had weight. They came to the Lord, and the mother said, “I have a request: promise that You will give it.” They wanted our Lord to sign a blank check. Probably you would think that they should to be ashamed of what they were asking, but they wanted it so much they had to do it. However, our Lord is so wise; He never signs a blank check. He said, “Now what do you want?” So out it came. She said, “When You go to Jerusalem and are crowned, let my two sons sit, one at Your right and one sit on Your left.” No wonder the other ten disciples were indignant. Here we find that even if we have the three best Christians as the church of Christ, we can see what would happen. So this is not the right formula.
So what is the church? The church is the Christ in Peter plus the Christ in James plus the Christ in John. Now most people will probably say this is the church. Do you not have Christ in you? I have Christ in me; he has Christ in him, and we gather together. Now surely that is the church. No wonder the church has so many problems. There is no problem with Christ, but there are still problems with Peter, John and James. As long as you are there it is never perfect.
If this is not the church, then what is it? The Christ in Peter minus Peter, plus the Christ in James minus James, plus the Christ in John minus John equal the church. Now do you agree with that? In other words, it is Christ all and in all. As long as you and I are still there, no matter how good we are, we are the problem in the church. When Christ is all and in all—that is the time when we really find the church. So the Holy Spirit is correct. The church is nothing but Christ. The church is the body of Christ, the fullness of Him who fills all and in all, and because this is what the church is, we can see how much work the Lord Jesus has to do in our lives.
When our Lord was on earth, He did all the preparation work by laying the foundation. He came as the Son of Man and was made a little lower than the angels. Throughout His life He submitted Himself to His Father and never thought of Himself. He said, “I cannot do anything of myself; I cannot say anything of myself. Whatever I do or say it is because My Father has said it and My Father has done it. He was obedient to His Father even unto death and that the death of the cross.
In the life of the Lord Jesus He completely overcame the enemy and lived a life that pleased God. Three times the heavens opened and God spoke: “This is My beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” The Lord Jesus lived a life of victory and the enemy was defeated. God became all and in all to Him.
 
THE SHEKINAH GLORY
 
He went to the Mount of Transfiguration where He was transformed, and the glory shone out of Him. Moses and Elijah appeared and talked with Him about His exit, how He was going out from this world. When He came into this world, the Scriptures say, “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among men, full of grace and truth” (John 1:18). Now He was going out of the world, and we find them talking about His exit. Peter and the other disciples with him woke up and saw the scene and said: “This is nothing but the kingdom of God; let’s stay here. We will even build three tabernacles for you there. We will sleep in the open air. Suddenly a cloud came which was the Shekinah glory of God, and God said, “This is My beloved Son; hear Him.” Everything disappeared and they only saw Jesus.
Dear brothers and sisters, this is a crisis. If the Lord Jesus had ascended from that mountain, which He had every right to do, then there would be no salvation. There would be only one Man in heaven; but instead the Lord Jesus was willing to descend from the Mount of Transfiguration and go to Jerusalem and be crucified on the cross, not for Himself, but for you and me.
He not only saved us, He saved us to the uttermost. He saved us to the very eternal purpose of God. As He is, so He wants us to be. Whom He has known He has called, whom He has called He has predestinated to be conformed to His image, whom He justified He glorifies. This is our salvation. This is the reason why the Lord Jesus came. He wants a body, which contains the fullness of Himself. In that body no foreign particles are found. As our body will reject all foreign particles, so this body of Christ will reject everything that is not of Christ. It is not relative; it is absolute. This is God’s purpose for us.
What is the church? The church is the Christ. So you can see how much work our Lord has to do in our lives. When He was on earth, He laid the foundation, but now that He is in heaven what is He doing? One day an elderly sister asked to be baptized, and according to the custom of the day her faith had to be examined. So the elders came together to examine her faith and asked her this question: “What is the Lord doing in heaven?” And the elderly sister thought for awhile and then said: “The Lord is looking from the heavens down upon me trying to find some fault in me.” And she did not pass the test.
 
THE LORD IS WALKING AMONG THE CHURCHES
 
What is the Lord doing in heaven? While He was on earth He said, “It is finished.” Is He now in heaven seated at the right hand of the Father and doing nothing? Maybe He is dozing. What is our Lord doing? When John was on the island of Patmos, on Sunday he was facing Asia Minor. He was thinking about those churches that he had served, and that is when he saw a vision. It was the vision of what the Lord is doing in heaven. He was as busy there as He was in the world. He was the High Priest to the church. He was walking before the seven churches and ministering to them. He was trying to find Himself in the church. These seven churches in Asia had works, they had labors, they had knowledge, they had riches, but these were not what our Lord was looking for. He was looking at the church and serving her as the High Priest. What was He looking for? Was it sound doctrine? Was it form? Was it some method? No, He was looking for Himself to see how much the church is Christ. And He is going to minister to that purpose.
So the Lord said, “I will build My church.” But when He was on earth, there was no church; He only laid the foundation. When did the church begin? The church began on the day of Pentecost. After our Lord had ascended to heaven He sent the Holy Spirit down, and that is when the church began to be built.
 
BAPTIZED INTO ONE BODY
 
What is the baptism with the Holy Spirit? Is it just the fiery tongues or the blowing like the wind? No, the meaning of Pentecost or the meaning of baptism in the Holy Spirit is that in one Spirit we have all been baptized into one body. In I Corinthians 12:13 it says, “For also in the power of one Spirit we have all been baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether bondmen or free, and have all been given to drink of one Spirit.”
We are members of one body. When did it begin? So far as we are concerned it began at the time we received the Lord Jesus as our Savior. After we are saved we become members of the body of Christ. There is a relationship between us and the Lord because the Holy Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God. At the same time, after we believed in the Lord Jesus we became a member of the body of Christ. Therefore, when we meet another believer, immediately there is a bond between us and that person because we belong to the same body. That is where fellowship begins.
 
CALLED INTO THE FELLOWSHIP OF GOD’S SON
 
What is the church? If we turn to I Corinthians 1:9 it says, “God is faithful, by whom ye have been called into the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.” Now remember this word is in I Corinthians. In spite of the situation in Corinth God’s calling is always true. We have been called into a fellowship, and it is the fellowship of God’s Son Jesus Christ. Now what is the fellowship of God’s Son Jesus Christ? Who does the Lord Jesus fellowship with? We know that even before eternity there was God, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and they had a fellowship among themselves. The Father fellowshipped with the Son in the Spirit, and the Son fellowshipped with the Father in the Spirit.
What is fellowship? Fellowship is sharing the same. They equally possess the same, and they share with one another. That is the fellowship of God’s Son Jesus Christ. There is no fellowship as exclusive as this fellowship because it has only three members—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. But thank God that through the redemptive work of the Lord Jesus that fellowship is enlarged to include us. We become members of that fellowship; but how do you join it? Now on this earth you have all kinds of fraternities, and how do we join them? Maybe we have to pay a certain amount of money to enjoy the privilege. But there is a divine fellowship, and this is extended to us. We join it by being born into it; therefore, all who are born again of the Spirit are in this wonderful fellowship of God’s Son Jesus Christ. Now this fellowship is based upon life; it is not based upon knowledge. It is true that as our knowledge increases the degree of fellowship may be deepened, but the basis of fellowship is life, not knowledge. It is based upon the unity of the Spirit as we find in Ephesians 4. The unity of the Spirit is the unity of the Godhead. So in God we are one, and therefore we should be open to fellowship with one another. But today there are difficulties.
 
AN ILLUSTRATION OF KEEPING THE UNITY OF THE SPIRIT
 
I will use an illustration that happened to me. In the sixties I went to Peru to visit a couple who loved the Lord and were missionaries. They had gone to Peru to preach the gospel. His brother was one of the martyrs in South America. I went there to visit him and traveled with him for three weeks. We went on a small boat along the Amazon River visiting village after village. And we used a truck to go through the high mountains to visit brothers and sisters in the mountains. Before I left there was a conference in the jungle. There was no road into it, so I had to fly in. The natives would come out from the jungle for the conference. Since I was going to leave the next day, they asked me to speak at the first meeting.
Before the evening meeting another missionary came from the neighboring village, and we had a meal together. But before the meal we had some fellowship, and during that time I realized that this brother was trying to probe my mind. He wanted to know exactly where I was. So the questions began to get closer and closer, and I realized what was happening. I tried to be very careful, but finally it came. He said, “What about the rapture?” Now I tried to answer him in a general way. I said that I believed in the rapture. I believed all the church will be raptured, but he was not satisfied. So he said, “How many times?” Now I knew it was coming because this brother belonged to the exclusive brethren. They believe that all the church will be raptured before the great tribulation. It so happens that I think differently. So I had to be honest and told him what I believed. And you know what he said? “You do not believe in the Bible.” I said, “Brother, I believe in the Bible just as you do. But unfortunately we have different interpretations. I am willing to be changed, and if the Lord shows me I will submit.” But he said, “No, you do not believe in the Bible.” So after we had our supper and were walking to the meeting he said, “If you speak, I will not speak.” Now think of that. I was just a visitor and would be leaving the next morning, but he would be working in the neighborhood. What should I do? So I told the brother who I was staying with that I would not speak. And the next day after I left the natives came and wanted to know why I did not speak.
 
FELLOWSHIP IS BASED ON LIFE—NOT TRUTH
 
What is the trouble with fellowship? We belong to the fellowship of God’s Son Jesus Christ. But fellowship is based on life not truth. Of course, I am not talking about false truth, but I am thinking about our different interpretations. It is not because we have different interpretations or different experiences that we break from one another. That is the course we have to live in Christianity. When you meet another Christian, the first question asked: “Are you a Christian?” He says, “I am.” “Are you satisfied?” You say, “What denomination do you belong to?” And then you break the fellowship.
 
UNITY OF THE SPIRIT AND UNITY OF THE FAITH
 
In Ephesians 4 unity is mentioned twice. Verse 3 says that we should diligently keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. This unity has already been given to us, and we need to diligently keep it because we can lose it very quickly. But that does not mean we have arrived at verse 13: “Until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.”
Unity is like a rod; there is a beginning and an end. The beginning is the unity of the Spirit, and it has already been given. We all have it but we should diligently keep it, and if we keep it we continue to fellowship. We may have differences—our experiences are different, our interpretations of the Bible are different—but in God we are one; in Christ we are one; in the Holy Spirit we are one. So let us fellowship with meekness and humility, and as we continue in fellowship we will arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.
The word faith here includes all the truth in the Bible. Knowledge of the Son of God speaks of all our experiences of Christ. As we continue to share with one another, as we are open to one another and do not insist on anything, gradually we will arrive at the end of unity. We will find that we will begin to share the same experiences and even to share the same understanding of the Word of God. And this is not theoretical; I have seen it with my own eyes. So this is what the church is.
 
THE CHURCH IS THE GATHERING AND A HOLY PRIESTHOOD
 
Of course, we know the church is a gathering. We are told not to forsake the gathering of the saints. Therefore, we need to gather and encourage one another.
And the church is a holy priesthood. Every member of the body has a gift and the grace to minister to one another. As the church grows in Christ all the works of the enemy in our lives will be defeated, and then the whole creation will be delivered. So this is what the church is, and this is how important it is that the church be fully built—not by man but by the Lord Himself. Thank God for that! May we all bear the testimony of Jesus that we may hasten the return of our blessed Lord.
 
Let us pray:
Dear Lord, how our hearts are before Thee. Thy love is beyond our comprehension. Here we are; we put ourselves in Your hand, and pray that Thou wilt build us to the fullest in order that Thy purpose may be fulfilled. We long to see Thee face to face. May all the brothers and sisters bear the testimony of Jesus in these last days. May glory be unto Thee. We ask in Thy name. Amen.
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