"His Great Love"  by T. Austin-Sparks
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第一篇   神的愛是創造的動機
    「……然而神既有豐富的憐憫，因祂愛我們的大愛，當我們死在過犯中的時候，便叫我們與基督一同活過來；(你們得救是本乎恩)。」（弗二4~5）
    「摩西在曠野怎樣舉蛇，人子也必照樣被舉起來，叫一切信的人在祂裏面得永生。因為神愛世人，甚至將祂的獨生子賜給他們，叫一切信祂的，不至滅亡，反得永生。」（約三14~16原文）
    「因為神愛世人，」－－這裏有一個小小的詞「因為」，它有極重的份量，能叫我們得著安息。我們常說約翰福音第三章十六節是整個福音的中心，其實這節聖經的重要意義遠不止如此，它甚至可以說是整個宇宙的中心。在這個被造的宇宙中，所有事物的背後都有一顆心。每件事物之所以被造，不僅是由於有一種意念或意志、一種設計、一種原因、一種力量，或者一種認可，而是由於一顆「心」。我們時常試圖去證明，在創造的當中有神的設計，在宇宙的後面有神的智慧，並且神的旨意使這一切成為現實。這種說法固然很好，也相當正確，但是我們卻常常忽略了，在一切被造之物的背後有一顆心－－它比其他任何因素都更重要。理由、意志、計劃都是來自於「心」。每一件事究其根源，都是發端於神的心。我們曾談過許多關於神的思想、神的意圖等方面的事情，每當我們越靠近這些事的中心時，我們越發感覺到一個事實：最中心的就是神的心。正是因為有這一顆心，我們才能一直走到終點；人的解釋不能消除我們的疑惑，無論他如何闡釋也不能給我們力量，但是那一顆心卻有這樣的力量－－那是一顆有力的心。
    如果要用一個恰當的詞來說明這顆心，我們所能用的一個最簡煉的表達就是「愛」；當我們說一個人沒有心，那個意思就是說他沒有愛，他的身上缺少愛，他的思想、行為和動機都不受愛的管理；他對愛是陌生的。在這裏，心對於我們來說，就是意味著愛。我們前面說過，在所有事物的後面都有一個心，所有事物的中心點都是一顆心，這個「心」的意思就是「愛」。
    請記得：神在屬祂的人身上所有的一切對付和作為，會有兩重的結果，這結果是賜給屬祂之人的，他們走裏面的道路，進到與神自己非常真實的生命關係中。神的對付有兩重的結果。 

一、在更深的操練中認識祂
   神的對付的第一重結果就是要讓我們在更深的操練中明白祂、認識祂。試想一想，神每一次在我們身上有對付、有工作時，其結果豈不是在我們身上產生一個影響，讓我們更加渴慕去認識祂、更深地明白祂自己？與其說所發生的事情超乎我們的想象，倒不如說主是超乎我們的一切，主超過我們所知道的一切，超過我們所曾學習的一切，超過現在的一切、將來的一切。祂對我們來說實在是太深奧、太隱藏了；憑著我們自己的努力和能力想要來認識祂，實在是不可能的事。但是，我們卻並非就這樣離開，無奈地舉起雙手說：「我不明白主，不懂得祂要甚麼，也不知道祂為甚麼要這樣做，我還是放棄好了。」雖然在認識和明白主這件事上，人自己是完全的無助、無望。
   然而，一旦神的靈在我們裏面動了善工，我們會發現在這個節骨眼上，正是需要我們認識主，親身地經歷主的最好時候；我們不能輕易地離開那個環境，放棄那個機會。在這個時候，每件事都取決於我們是否對主有一個新的認識，這是一件相當重大的事情－－其意義遠遠超過我們僅僅作為一個人在世上渡過一生。如果人生所有的意義僅僅在這個世界上，那麼我們可能就要盡量縮短試煉的時間，想方設法地逃避。但是我們知道，我們在世上除了走完一段旅程，渡過一些年日之外，還有某一種更為生死攸關的東西。所有超越地上生活的那一切，所有我們曾經談論、承認、表明和期盼的那一切，現在都維繫在這一個關鍵的轉折點上－－我們對主必須有一個新的認識。這是主在屬祂之人身上進行對付和工作的第一個結果。
二、真認識祂的心 註1

   經過以上的經歷之後，我們對主的「心」有了真認識－－這認識最首要的還不是指認識祂的意思，不是用來解釋我們經歷的理由，不是為了解決我們的難處，也不是為了解答我們的疑問，而是認識祂的「心」。任何一個人，只要他在關乎生命的事上有點認識，都能從經歷中證實這一點。因為當主在你身上有所工作和對付時，你也許會陷入極深的危機中，四面楚歌；此時，惟一能拯救你的，就是你要對主有新的認識。我問你，主是不是在你初初認識祂的時候，就將祂自己向你說透了呢？祂有沒有對你說：「過去我在你身上是這樣對付你，現在我仍這樣對付你。」難道這樣一來就能解決你的難處、消除你的疑惑嗎？祂是這樣做的嗎？
   不，不是在你初認識祂之際，這些深刻的經歷，首先的結果就是要在你的心裏萌發出一種對祂的「心」的重新認識，即以新的方式來認識神愛的事實和實在。只有藉著神的愛，才能認識神的智慧；只有經過神愛的小徑，才能明白認識神。宇宙中的每一件事都是圍繞著這一個中心－－神的心，而不停地旋轉。
   這難道不是已經在許多事上得到了實證嗎？起碼在屬靈的爭戰上是如此。在屬靈的爭戰中，是甚麼因素能引導我們得著轉機並贏得爭戰？當我們身陷於巨大的屬靈爭戰的旋渦中時，所面臨的壓力幾乎到了無法忍受的地步，碰到的每件事都似乎在與我們作對：諸天就像銅牆一般堅硬，使我們的禱告無法上達於天，神的話也如一本密封得嚴嚴實實的天書，叫人從中得不到甚麼；各樣的難處和失望接踵而至，簡直令人無法招架。如此這般折磨的結果是甚麼呢？每一次的結果都是要讓人領會神的愛！當神允許邪惡勢力制造出那些環境時，它們總想靠近我們的耳邊，對神的愛發嘀咕，妄圖把神的愛說成恨：「這不是祂的愛，這是表明祂不愛你了。」這難道不正是我們真實的經歷嗎？此時你惟一能做的一件事，就是把這一切都放下，真的把它們統統放下，然後讓神自己將祂的愛呈現在你的面前。整個宇宙的中心都是關乎神的愛。
神的愛是開啟聖經的鑰匙 

   正如我們前面說過的，我們難道不能用神愛的這把鑰匙去開啟整本聖經，明白各章各節的含義嗎？因為聖經是不斷發展地啟示出這個中心的、基本的事實－－神的愛是創造萬事萬物的動機。神為甚麼要創造？人為甚麼是神創造的最中心？這一切都是因為「愛」。聖經接下來的內容一直都是在表明神對人的愛。人是為著神的心而被創造的，這是一個奧秘。隨著我們繼續往前，這個奧秘也越來越深奧、廣博，總括起來就是一個關於愛的奧秘。愛是一件奇妙的事。在現實生活中，人們常常無法解釋某某人為甚麼會愛上那個人，某人怎麼會與那人墜入情網？你實在找不出任何理由來解釋。人世間的愛情尚且如此，神聖之愛更是何等的長闊高深，遠超人所能測度。我們實在無法理解，神既然有全備的知識，從起初就已經知道人的結局，可是為甚麼卻會因著愛來親手造人？我實在以為，我們是處在這個奧秘的最深處。請順著這個感動來讀聖經吧！以後我們往下讀時，還會一次又一次地看到愛是何等奇妙。
神和亞伯拉罕－－心心相印
   若要清楚明白在伊甸園中發生的那一幕，你首先要知道它事關神和人之間的愛，但是卻有仇敵在其中作梗，牠始終想要歪曲神心中所定規的，與神爭奪祂愛的對象。然而，你會發現，雖然在園中發生了悲劇，神仍然一再地以祂完全的愛來揀選「那一個子孫」。祂這樣定意在人的身上，實在是奧秘、無法言喻。亞伯拉罕正是這方面強有力的、全面的例證。神定意在亞伯拉罕的身上，引導他與祂自己建立起愛的聯合。請留意：神在亞伯拉罕身上的作為是漸次進深的，表現出神是如何引導人進入祂完全的心意中。
   亞伯拉罕正是一步又一步、一段又一段，越過越深地被帶領進入神裏面的深處。我現在並不打算追溯那些過程，它們對你們來說可能都已經很熟悉了，我在這裏要請大家注意的點是：雖然神對人不滿意，並且失望，但祂仍是渴望得著完全為著祂自己的人，(這正是神創造人的初衷)，祂揀選亞伯拉罕這個人，在愛中帶領他與自己建立起愛的關係，彌補祂對人失望之心，好叫祂要得著人的心意能夠得到滿足。正是藉著這些不斷深入的過程，亞伯拉罕被帶領達到終點－－神對他說：「你帶著你的兒子，就是你獨生的兒子，你所愛的……把他獻為燔祭。」(創二十二2)這是亞伯拉罕一生屬靈的旅程快到達終點前的最後一段道路，亞伯拉罕邁出了信心卓絕的得勝的一步，真正進入了神的心裏－－「因為神如此地愛……甚至將祂的獨生子賜給……。」亞伯拉罕親身體會到神要得著人的熱切心情，這不正是約翰福音第三章十五至十六節的精髓？所以當亞伯拉罕的旅程就要告終時，我們看到他成為神的朋友，神稱他為「我的朋友亞伯拉罕。」(賽四十一8)

   你們可能會有各種各樣的人際關係，可是彼此之間卻常常缺乏朋友之情，例如父母和子女之間有血緣關係，丈夫和妻子之間有夫婦關係，然而許多人卻無法稱對方為「朋友」。如果一個兒子能成為父親的朋友，或者一位父親能與兒子結交為朋友，這將增添多少過去不曾有的歡喜，並且會使原本平淡的父子關係得到升華。對於各種人際關係而言，皆是如此，主耶穌就是這樣對祂的門徒說：「以後我不再稱你們為僕人……我乃稱你們為朋友。」（約十五15）
   哦!亞伯拉罕，神的朋友！這難道不是相當清楚地告訴我們，神在揀選「那一個子孫」時，祂所看重的乃是心與心的關係，因為這才是神的「心」事。神最終要得到的，不僅僅是某一個世界、某一種被造的，也不是某一群非常神奇的人，他們得到神所賜的許多奇妙恩賜和好處，以致全世界的人都會注目他們說：「瞧!神那麼顧念他們，為他們行了那麼多奇蹟。」當然，這有可能發生，但是能夠真正叫神心滿意足的，是一些更深刻的東西。在神心目中至終要得著的是一班朋友，他們能與神彼此表示愛的寸衷；只有神的愛才能生出這個愛，它要敗壞魔鬼的工作，恢復曾經一度失落的神的起初心意~~讓神得著愛的朋友。雖然我們無法明白這樣的愛，但是祂卻以我們人的語言來表達這個神聖的奧秘；聖經中充滿了這個神聖的奧秘。
神與以色列－－愛是惟一的解釋
   從神心愛的一位後裔擴展成為一個被揀選的民族，愛的奧秘愈加深邃。神為甚麼單單要揀選雅各的子孫－－以色列這一族呢？整個民族都蒙了揀選，這件事真值得我們花上一大段時間，沿著以色列族的歷史，來追尋神愛的軌跡。當我們碰著以色列時，我們就發現自己非常貼近神的心，你看主提到以色列時，祂用了怎樣的字眼、怎樣的稱呼，祂稱以色列為祂的孩子：「以色列還是一個孩子時，我就愛他。」(何十一1另譯)祂又稱以色列為祂的兒子，「……從埃及召出我的兒子來。」(何十一1)祂說：以色列許配給了祂，是祂的妻子(參何二19、20等)；是祂的女兒：「錫安的處女。」(哀二13)祂說：自己就像是以色列的母親：「婦人焉能忘記她的嬰兒……即或有忘記的，我卻不忘記你。」(賽四十九15)你讀過何西阿寫的先知書吧，在那麼短的篇幅內，記述了一個完整的關於神對以色列的愛的故事，展現了神的愛是何等地充滿力量、激情、期待、渴望、甚至為所愛的心碎，這些都是其他地方無法企及的：
   「以色列年幼的時候我就愛他……我用慈繩愛索牽引他們，我待他們如人放鬆牛的兩腮夾板，把糧食放在他們面前。他們必不歸回埃及地，亞述人卻要作他們的王，因他們不肯歸向我。刀劍必臨到他們的城邑，毀越門閂，把人吞滅，都因他們隨從自己的計謀。我的民偏要背道離開我，眾先知雖然招呼他們歸向至上的主，卻無人尊崇主。以法蓮哪!我怎能捨棄你？以色列阿!我怎能棄絕你？我怎能使你如押瑪？怎能使你如洗扁？我回心轉意，我的憐愛大大發動。」(何十一1，4~8)

   前面這段神的話，請留意它是記載在何西阿先知書的第十一章，而那段時期正是以色列惡貫滿盈之日，他們的邪惡和拜偶像達到了頂峰，我甚至不敢在這裏提及他們所犯下的那些罪孽。如果將耶路撒冷（代表「宗教世界」）大街上發生的事情，在正派的人面前述說，那本身就是一件丟人的事。在這樣的一個時刻，本該是神的憤怒要傾注在他們身上的時候，可是祂竟然對那些百姓說：「我怎能棄絕你？」你知道何西阿一生所經歷的－－這位先知遵神的命令去愛並娶一位淫婦，為的是在他自己一生的生活中彰顯這個偉大的真理：盡管這些百姓深深地陷在罪惡過犯當中，但是神仍然愛他們。宇宙的中心就是這顆愛的心，難道你能說這不是事實嗎？請你再想一想，然後回頭讀一讀舊約聖經吧。
神的愛在祂兒子身上
   我們接下來看新約，你看到了甚麼呢？我們看到那充滿宇宙的愛，現在正藉著那一位，就是道成肉身的主耶穌而彰顯表明出來。在這一位人子身上，集中體現了神自己－－遠遠超過了過去所有的一切。如果說過去由於以色列曾經犯下滔天大罪，深深地刺傷了神的心，以致於這顆心離開了以色列，那麼，現在在祂兒子－－這位人子身上，神不僅表明說以色列是在祂的心上，並且整個世界都在祂心上。「神愛世人」，「……外邦人同為後嗣。」(弗三6)在羅馬書頭幾章，你看到世界是怎樣的一個光景，人的光景又是怎樣墮落，那裏所描述的事情實在太可怕了。然而，你看到這封書信是怎樣寫出來的呢？它源自於無與倫比的神恩典的啟示，神的恩典是愛的惟一代名詞。現在神藉著祂的兒子，將祂的愛，最充分地彰顯在我們面前；這個彰顯，遠遠超過了以往所有奇妙的表現。
   你可以看到，主耶穌與所有的舊約聖經都有關聯；這一點是開啟舊約的鑰匙。不只是因為祂是被預言的那一位－－雖然這樣講也是對的：祂是舊約的總綱，它們都是指向祂的，然而，還有更主要的一點：舊約聖經所記載的一切內容到底是要說明甚麼呢？它們的實質是甚麼呢？根本點在那裏呢？難道不就是神對人的愛嗎？主耶穌祂自己在舊約聖經中的每一次出現，正體現出這一點；祂涵蓋了每一件事。
   但是你可能會說，舊約聖經還有另一面，就是神的忿怒、可怕的一面。是的，神也發怒，可是這是為甚麼呢？正確的理解是：一個人之所以會發怒、生氣，那是因為他還有愛；如果不是深深地愛，就不會生那麼大的氣、發那麼大的怒。在墮落的受造者當中，發怒常常是出自於自私的愛，難得有人能夠完全死己地、純全地發怒；生氣總是因為你在某些方面受到欺騙，遭遇挫折，或者喪失了甚麼，這類事情一臨到我們就叫我們生氣。在受造者當中，極少有人能夠不顧自己的私利，沒有偏見地，像神那樣純全的憤怒。當你完全脫離自己，純全是因為有一股強烈的愛的時候，你的憤怒就會同樣地強烈。所以說，憤怒正是愛另一面的表現，神的怒氣正是從反面說出神是何等的愛。在聖經的末了，我們看到那些可怕的災害，好像是出於憤怒，實質上也是出於神的愛－－因為愛是神的屬性。
  讓我們再回到中心點上來。舊約發展的結果就是－－「神愛世人，甚至將祂的獨生子……。」所有的聖經節都指向這件事，這一切的背後就是愛。主耶穌正是先前所有這些神的愛的承繼者。
子對父親的愛的關係
 我們現在從子神與父神之間愛的關係來看主這個人。如果說主耶穌是彰顯神，那麼祂是如何將神彰顯出來？祂因著愛將自己完全交托給那位－－祂總是稱呼「我的父」的那一位。我認為沒有其它任何方式，還能比這樣更完全地彰顯出神的性情。父神一次、二次地說：「這是(你是)我至愛的兒子。」(太三17，十七5，可一11)雖然父神也可以說：「你是我所愛的子(my loved Son)。」可是祂並沒有這樣說，祂是說：「你是我至
愛的兒子(my beloved Son)。」我們這樣比較並非多此一舉，請看幾個帶
有前綴「be~」的詞（在英文中，「be~」可表示「全體」、「到處」
等意思。譯者注）：比如，「訂婚」(betrothed)指你與某人有了婚約關係；「圍困」(besiege)指一支軍隊與另一支被包圍的軍隊之間最直接關切的關係；「懇求」(beseech)比要求來得更迫切，當你懇求一個人時，你是真的付出自己，將整個人都交給那個人，完全聽憑他的決定，毫不躊躇。這也就是「至愛的」(beloved )的意思，它指神與這一位的關係已經
是心心相印，密不可分，神把他放在自己的心坎裏，祂與他之間只有愛。所以，神與這位人子之間的關係還不只是簡單的神愛他，並且是神把祂的自己給了他，祂是神至愛的兒子。
   再來看主耶穌是如何對待神的旨意。面對那一場血淋淋的爭戰，死亡就在眼前，主耶穌汗珠如大血點般滴下來，但是祂因著對父神的愛，就忍受了過來。「我父所給我的那杯，我豈可不喝呢？」(約十八11)「父阿!……不要成就我的意思，只要成就的意思。」(路二十二42)祂對父神的愛是這樣深切，真是叫人驚訝，我們所能說的言語實在太蒼白無力，無法表現祂們之間愛的偉大力量。但是我還要說，當你看到子繼續往前去的時候，子對父那樣的愛便更顯出極大的力量。你有沒有注意到，主耶穌經過那場爭戰，就是經過那一場因著祂與父神之間的愛而有的爭戰之後，從那一刻起，祂是多麼安靜、平穩、鎮定，因為心裏的爭戰一結束，外面的局勢就清楚了。
   黑夜中，他們來捉拿祂，舉著火把，伴隨著急促的腳步聲，刀劍都出了鞘。猶大這個叛徒出賣了他的主，他說：「我知道祂到那裏去，因為我曾與祂在一塊，我領你們去抓祂。我會給你們一個暗號，免得你們把祂的門徒誤以為是祂而抓錯了人，我與誰親嘴，誰就是祂。」他們來了，後面還跟著那些仇視祂的大祭司和官長們的差役，但是耶穌仍然像磐石一般平穩地站在那裏，反而他們卻在祂面前退後了。「你們找誰？」「找拿撒勒人耶穌。」「我就是。」－－「他們就退後倒在地上。」祂又問他們說：「你們找誰？」「拿撒勒人耶穌。」「我已經告訴你們我就是；你們若找我，就讓這些人去吧。」看哪!祂是多麼地鎮定、平穩，如磐石一般，並且始終如此，無論是在官長、大祭司的面前，還是在彼拉多的面前，祂都是這樣。哦!得勝之愛在平息了許多的衝突、仇恨、狂熱、焦慮之後，使人平穩安息。這就是主耶穌。
子對屬祂之人的愛
有一句話概括地說出了祂與屬祂之人的關係－－「祂既然愛世間屬自己的人，就愛他們到底。」(約十三1)可能祂也是愛猶大到底。你看，當猶大領著那一隊兵丁去抓拿祂的時候，祂並不是盯著他說：「叛徒！無賴！你這卑鄙的小人！」而是說：「朋友！」我想這句話足夠讓猶大去自盡了：「祂竟然稱我為朋友呢？祂可是清楚地知道我在做甚麼事情呀！」祂愛屬自己的人就愛到底。看看我們自己吧，難道我們不承認說，這愛真是個奧秘？哦!愛真是奇妙難測！
   讓我們先停在這裏。因為接下去，我們還要順著這一點，來看那些當祂道成肉身時與祂同處的人，來讀新約的其它章節，來領受那些寫給教會的書信教訓，在最後我們要談一談啟示錄，你會發現所有這一切內容都圍繞著一個中心－－神的愛。我想，我所說的已經足夠給你們打下一些基礎，至少已經讓你們相信這是真實的。
在你的一生中，可能無數次地經歷神的愛，而且還會繼續不斷地經歷，雖然你有時也會懷疑，是否能夠一直不斷地述說神的愛－－或許你還未曾有過這樣的遭遇－－別擔心，請繼續與神同行吧。當環境中的每一件事似乎都在與你作對時，撒但也向你猛擊一拳，要叫你的信心徹底動搖，我想，主此時所要向我們說的話是：不要怕，這是一個很好的方式，為要讓你有一個新的看見，看見一切都是在愛中。就是這個看見，要反對撒但一直竭力想做的，因為「主所愛的，祂必管教。」(來十二6)

   讓我將所說的再總結一下：在神那一方面，祂有一顆心，這是整個宇宙的中心；而我們這個人完全是一個不堪的罪人。但是，那個奇妙無比、無法言喻的愛，竟然拯救了我們；我相信，只要我們能恰切地將神的愛表達出來，就大可不必為了說服人來信主，而把神的怒氣講得森嚴可怖－－即使要提到神的怒氣，我們也應當讓人看見，神的怒氣其實是祂愛的另一面表現形式。
第二篇 神的至愛
「然而，神既有豐富的憐憫，因著祂的大愛，祂愛我們……。」(弗二4~5)

  在我們前面的默想中，我們一直在試圖指出，雖然在整個廣大的宇宙後面，有一個心意、一個理由、一個設計、一個計劃、一個意願、一個命令，但是這一切的背後有一顆心，它所意味的就是愛。我們從一開始就看到，人是一個特別的創造，專門為著滿足神的心，是祂愛的對象，整本聖經就是在不斷地、越來越多地揭示這個事實。神對人的愛是祂在人身上一切工作的緣由。沿著這條愛的軌跡，我們在其中看到了亞當，看到了被揀選的後裔，還有亞伯拉罕這個特別的例證，後來又有了被揀選的民族－－以色列。哦!神的愛多麼豐富、多麼奇妙，真是妙不可言！
   接下來我們又來到新約中，看到那永遠的、滿有能力的、充滿奧秘的神的愛，現在完全地彰顯在祂兒子這一個人身上：祂活出神的生命，做成祂的工作，完全獻上自己，不憑自己做任何事，一切都是憑著祂對父的愛而作，祂定意要讓父神的心在人的身上得到滿足。我們已經詳細敘述了祂對父神的愛，我們也特別提到祂與祂的門徒們，就是那些祂所愛的人，祂愛他們就愛到底。我們也看到，祂為此付上了無比大的代價，使這一切最終都成就了，都是憑著那個愛的偉大力量成就的。
在至愛之子裏神愛教會
記述完主耶穌道成肉身在地上生活的歷史之後，聖經又開始記載另一部分內容。由使徒行傳一直到啟示錄，我們看到那永遠的神的愛，現在集中並且首先體現於「教會」：「……神的教會，就是祂用自己血所買來的。」(徒二十28)「……基督愛教會，為教會捨己。」(弗五25)我們不可能在這麼短的時間內，將新約從頭到尾每個部分都很好地瀏覽過去，但是我想，我們透過保羅的職事，就會看到這奧秘正在被揭開面紗；雖然我們還不能明白它的全部內容，但是可以看見它最完滿和最豐富的形式，因為保羅本身就是神的愛得以奇妙彰顯的器皿。在保羅的心中，他對神的愛有著最深切的體會，他一次又一次地因這個愛而發出極其的驚訝：「祂是愛我，為我捨己!」(加二20)

   「深哉!神豐富的……。」(羅十一33)不僅僅是豐富的智慧和知識，並且是豐豐富富的愛。保羅永遠也無法明白為甚麼永遠的愛竟然會光照他、揀選他，並賜給他那麼奇妙、完全、深奧、豐富的愛的啟示。我們若只是看保羅這個人，想從他身上來透徹明白這個啟示的內容，那我們實在要感到無助和無望。我們最好還是藉著神所賜給我們的恩典來思想這個啟示，並讓其他人也來關注它。
記得我們在前面的默想中已經指出，當神至愛的兒子踏進祂在約但的公開事奉工作時，有神的聲音從天上發出來說：「這是我至愛的兒子。」(太三17原文)「我至愛的兒子。」(My beloved Son)你們還記得「愛」
(love)加上「be－－」這個前綴後，就不僅僅是指「我所愛的兒子」，而是指「我至愛的兒子」，意思是我在祂身上傾盡了所有的一切。現在，保羅－－這位神永遠之愛的使徒，竟敢把這同一個詞用在信徒的身上說：「使我們在至愛之子裏被接納。」(弗一6另譯)－－他如果沒有清楚明白神這個愛的真理的全部內涵，那麼他這樣說的勇氣未免要讓人驚駭了。
   「我們在至愛之子裏面」，神如何將祂自己給了祂兒子，祂照樣將祂自己給了我們。哦!當我強調「至愛」這一詞時，我真希望你們不要以為這是在玩語言游戲，增添一些趣味而已。我說過「be－－這個前綴可以加在很多詞的前面，而這些詞加上「be－－」之後，就成為一件完整的事。例如:「許配」(betrothed)就是指完全的給某人；「懇求」(beseech)的含義就比請求來得更深切。如果我生活中遇見一件十分困擾的事，當我帶著這個困擾來找你時，我就不是簡單隨便地徵求你的意見，而是將我整個人全部的指望都寄托在你身上，我會切切地懇求。神是非常注重我們這種態度，祂讓我們經常面臨一些難處，使我們不光光是簡單地請求，而且是要切切地懇求；這並不是因為祂不樂意或不情願答應我們的祈求，而是因為祂要我們在這件事上有直接明瞭的態度。這個態度極其重要。
   保羅切切地懇求，他正是用這種方式對哥林多人說：「我替基督懇求你們與神和好。」(林後二20) 這是一件關乎生和死的大事。再比如「圍困」(besiege)一詞， 當你要圍住一個人、或一件事、或一個地方，你就不會僅僅走過去而已，你會把整個人都投入進去，全身心地關注它。這就是神與祂的基督－－祂的至愛的關係；而這關係現在也轉而運用在我們身上。註2

在至愛之子裏蒙揀選
   以弗所書一開頭就點出了一切的根基：「神創立世界以前，在基督裏揀選了我們，使我們在祂面前在愛裏成為聖潔，無有瑕疵。」(弗一4另譯)在修訂版聖經中是這樣翻譯的：「祂從創立世界以前，在愛裏揀選了我們，使我們成為聖潔。」「既然預定我們藉著耶穌基督得兒子的名分歸向祂自己，就按著祂旨意所喜悅的，使祂榮耀的恩典得著稱讚，這恩典是祂在至愛之子裏白白賜給我們的；我們在至愛之子裏得蒙救贖。」(弗一5~6) 這一切都是成就在至愛之子裏。只有在神至愛的兒子裏面，才能成就這一切。你能把握這裏的重點嗎？這裏不僅指祂揀選了我們，或者說是為了這個或那個的原因而揀選我們，這裏強調的是祂在那裏、在甚麼地位上揀選了我們。
   所以這句話不止是指在基督耶穌裏面揀選了我們，更是指在「至愛之子」的裏面揀選了我們。「至愛之子」的特點和品性，正是我們與神之間關係的基礎，祂把這個特點和品性給了我們，所以，我們的存在對於神來說，就是一個愛的存在；我們與神的關係，就是一個愛的關係。基督與神的關係如何，我們與神的關係也如何。在新約中你會看到，「至愛」一詞被頻繁地運用在信徒的身上。保羅非常喜歡用這個詞，他不僅在這裏概括地說－－「在至愛之子裏」，而且他一遍一遍地稱呼聖徒們為「神至愛的」(中文聖經譯為「蒙神所愛的」)。這不單是為了好聽而已，我們有時也會彼此這樣稱呼，例如寫信時抬頭都會加上「親愛的……」；但是保羅這樣說並不為了好聽，讓人感覺舒服而已。
   對保羅而言:整個恩典的原則都包含在這裏面。他領悟到永遠的過去和永遠的將來，都是「在至愛之子裏面」、「在神的至愛的裏面」。不要以為這僅僅是語言文字上的技巧，請記住：保羅的整個世界都是他所頻繁提到的「在基督裏」，在這以外他不再有甚麼了。你們無需我再提醒你們，保羅是如何使用這個詞。我在保羅的書信中，發現有一二八處用到這個詞，或者是與它有關係的，例如「在祂裏面揀選我們」、「在祂裏面，我們得蒙救贖。」等等，你們可以繼續查找，看看保羅說到「在基督裏」的聖經節還有那一些，你們會發現這些都是在至愛之子裏面。
在至愛之子裏與神聯合
   「在至愛之子裏與神聯合」，這是甚麼意思呢？按照我所看見的，保羅的整個職事都在講「在基督裏與神聯合」，這聯合是生命的聯合、有機的聯合，從保羅的生命、經歷和領會中自然地流露出來。我想還是再回到舊約，看看在那裏用了多少個名詞來表示這聯合。我們先前提到，神一直關注著以色列，以色列被稱為祂的孩子、祂的兒子、祂的女兒、祂的未婚妻、祂的妻子，所有這些稱呼都是有機的、具有生命的關係。不像建築物上的磚頭，雖然一塊與一塊貼得很緊密，但是彼此之間都是死氣沉沉、冷冷冰冰的。愛的聯結是讓人心歡雀躍的生活，讓相愛的雙方感情更加堅定、深厚。保羅進入了這種光景，他甚至無法用言語表達，只能大聲喊出來：「誰能使我們與基督的愛隔絕？」(羅八35)

   接著他列舉並歸納出所有可能會造成隔離的事物－－生與死、現在的事與將來的事、或者別的任何事；最後他總結到，沒有一件「能叫我們與神的愛隔絕；這愛是在我們主基督耶穌裏。」所以，這聯合就是與神自己聯合。無論甚麼都不能叫我們與神分開，正像無法將神和祂兒子分開一樣。
   我現在不打算再進一步談愛有甚麼義務和責任，我只要引用一句哥林多前書上的話－－「基督是分開的嗎？」你馬上可以領會到我所要講的是甚麼。「基督是分開的嗎？」這句話表達的惟一意思就是基督是不可分開的，你絕對無法將祂分開而不傷及祂這個人。所以，正是這個愛使我們與神合一，並且是有機的、生命的合一；這之間一旦出現隔絕，就會破壞整個生命機體。
   哦!讓我們對「甚麼是教會」和「我們彼此之間的關係」，能有一個正確的觀念、屬神的觀念。在這裏有一個何等使人驚訝的宣告－－「我深信(或譯作『我被說服了』)無論是死是生」，無論是這事、是那事，或是使人吃驚的事，「都不能叫我們與神的愛隔絕；這愛是在我們主基督耶穌裏的。」最使人遺憾的是，這幾章在這裏被斷開了(指羅馬書第八章和第九章)。我們還要繼續讀下去，支取愛的完全力量。但是，在這裏我不想過於注意那些細節。
   關於神永遠的旨意，保羅全部意念和啟示都集中在一個短語－－「在基督裏」、「在愛子(至愛之子)裏」。你可以從他寫給以弗所書信中，看到這個輪廓：他一直把我們帶回到從前，在我們尚未成形之前，在這世界還沒有以現在的秩序存在之前，就是在神的重新創造行動之前，祂就在至愛之子裏揀選我們。從所有的年代看下來，祂都是在愛子的裏面揀選我們。
蒙召進入愛的交通
   保羅談論了神愛的永遠揀選之後說，我們是蒙召進入與神的兒子交通中。從前是蒙神的揀選，現今是蒙神的呼召。我不知道，關於你的得救、重生、歸向主，這些事情在你的心目中佔有多重的分量？你是不是認為信主得救，就是指某一天你遇見主，於是得救、歸向主？你有沒有意識到，就在那一天，有一個呼召臨到你？其實早在有時間之前，這個呼召就已經跟你有了關係，好像是在永遠的過去，神就在愛裏揀選了你，然後一直按著祂的旨意呼召你。為此，神已經等候你好久，直等到你得救了，祂才使這呼召臨到你；雖然這呼召裏面還包含著一些很偉大的事，但是其中最大的一件就是，我們可以藉著永遠的愛，在神的兒子裏面，與神的自己聯結在一起。
   現在我們來看，神的心意是甚麼呢？當祂的心意得著滿足時，事情該如何呢？我們可以談論耶穌的見證、基督的豐滿、教會是祂的身體、與基督合一等等，關於這一切我們可說的還有許多，雖然它們都是偉大的真理、偉大的思想，但是我卻發現一件事：我們還沒有完全明白神的心。認識到這一點，我頗感安慰；然而，這也是最讓我們感覺痛苦的一件事：當我們還在這裏，永遠無法達到神的終點。今天我們每往前一步，在我們身上都必須再經歷一些事情，好叫以往所有的都發生翻天覆地的變化，也就是說，為了要在屬天的啟示上有進一步的得著，我們要一次又一次地經歷死亡、枯乾、倒空、絕望。我們曾經還以為說：哦!已經進入神完全的思想中，終於到了神的心意是甚麼有一段時間，我們的確是這樣思想，還讓它充了我們的視野；可是接下來的一段時間，一切又都變得索然無味，我們又要經歷一段艱難的時光。是的，這一切都是對的，也是真實的，但是它們並不是最終的。
   根據我的經歷，每一次我們有了奇妙的啟示，經過那段自己覺得已經是登峰造極時光之後接著仍然要一次又一次地經受枯乾、倒空、絕望。然而正是通過這樣不斷地與神之間的經歷，你才能長大，進入更深的境地，拓寬屬靈的視野。我不知道我們是否能夠達到神這些工作的終點，可是我現在能夠告訴你，當神達到祂的目標時，每件事都將呈現出神的愛，並絕對都是祂的彰顯。
   我想，保羅在以弗所書所要表達的，實在是一個偉大的啟示。請留意在這卷書信中，恩典有何等的位置，愛有何等的位置：「……是何等長闊高深；並且基督的愛是過於所能測度的。」(弗三8~9)就是目標。保羅將這一點呈現出來，告訴我們最終就是要達到那裏。
   如果你我一直走在神最終旨意的路上，那麼我們有甚麼呢？只有一點－－在愛裏越來越充足，越來越豐富。關於這一點我就先說到這裏。
在至愛之子裏全足全豐的預備
   感謝神!祂不僅呼召我們，而且祂是召呼我們到達並進入一個已經完全預備好的根基上，祂賜給我們的供應是全足全豐的，這供應就是在基督裏。試想祂是用何等大的呼召來呼召我們，而我們如果要用自己的力量去達到祂的要求，去滿足祂所要求的一切，那將是多麼可怕的一件事。
   哦!我們寧願從來沒有聽見這個呼召！我們知道靠自己實在無法拿出一點甚麼，能滿足神最低限度的一點心意。你能在你自己的裏面，找出一點這樣的愛嗎？只要讀一段關於愛的偉大啟示，你就會知道我們這個人在各方面都是不堪一擊的。這段偉大的啟示就是哥林多前書第十三章，其中沒有那一段、那一節不是將我們擊倒，俯伏在地：「愛是恒久忍耐，又有恩慈；愛是不嫉妒；愛是不自誇，不張狂，不做害羞的事，不求自己的益處，不輕易發怒，不計算人家的惡。」這一切歸結起來就是－－「愛是永不失敗」（和合本為「愛是永不止息」），就是說，愛是從來不放棄。我們算甚麼呢？在此你能站立得住嗎？不能！但是祂仍呼召我們進入至愛之子裏；「在基督裏」，就是一個全然預備好的根基。「祂是我所喜悅的」－－這是一個全足全豐的預備。
   在基督裏有全足全豐的預備。這個預備促使保羅邁出了巨大的一步，他說：「我已經與基督同釘十字架，現在活著的不再是我，乃是基督在我裏面活著；並且我如今在肉身活著是因信而活，這信是在祂兒子裏面的，祂是愛我，為我捨己。」(加二20)(保羅並沒有說：與基督同死失去我們的個性；我們要丟棄的是個人主義，而不是個性。)在上面所引的經文中，有一句不太好翻譯，就是「我因神兒子的信而活」，或「這信是在祂兒子的裏面。」就我看來，保羅所要表達的更確切的意思應當是－－「在十字架的那一邊，基督已經預備了新生命所需要的一切。我靠祂而活，我是靠著祂所預備的而活著。」的確，神呼召我們進到祂兒子裏面，就是呼召我們進入一個全足全豐的預備之中。你說：「我不能愛，特別在某些方面我無法愛下去。」但是基督能夠愛，祂已經在你身上證實了這點。你想每個人都愛你嗎？總會有一些人不愛你。但是不管你是甚麼人，基督都愛你。也許別人有很多的理由不愛你，可是祂愛你。神現在就是用這個能夠愛不可愛之人的愛來愛你。祂賜給我們這樣的愛去愛人。
   難道這不正是整個福音最奇妙之處嗎？許多時候，我們聽到有的傳道人外出之後回來見證說：「我奉神差遣到某個國家去，我曾感覺那裏的人是我從來不可能去愛的人，他們只會引起我的反感；但是我愛了他們，因為他們也是主的人。」對！正是這一點，這足夠了。我要強調的是蒙召進入基督裏，就是蒙召進入「至愛之子」已經預備好的一切根基上。保羅和哥林多人就是一個典型的例子。假如說有的人不值得別人愛，那麼哥林多人是最不值得保羅愛，他們在凡事上都虧欠了他，對他又是那麼輕看、手段卑劣，以致於保羅說，難道我越發愛你們，就越發少得你們的愛嗎？(林後十二15)當我讀到這裏時，裏面感觸最深的就是，實在要有極大的愛才能愛這些人。但是保羅對此是甚麼態度呢？他為他們心都破碎了。這不是天然的愛，這是在基督裏的愛，是在至愛之子裏所預備的。你領會了嗎？我不用多說，在基督裏就是一個全足全豐的預備。
   關於「在基督裏」這個偉大的事實，保羅還談了好幾個方面。他說：在十字架上，神把我們全人都帶進基督裏。當基督受死，被神審判的時候，我們也都在祂裏面受了審判、經歷死；我們也要與祂一同復活；並且不只如此，當我們復活的時侯，不僅要離開這世界，而且還要在祂裏面與祂一同坐在天上。這個「在基督裏」的事實，包含了多少方面的內容阿！那麼「在基督裏」到底是甚麼意思呢？「在基督裏」概括起來就是指，惟有基督才是信徒的世界；只有在基督裏，才能實現神對受造之物的偉大心意－－在至愛之子裏，人成為神所愛的，就是神愛的對象。我們都應當充滿與神愛性質相同的愛。(願主赦免我們的失敗！)只有在基督裏面，才能讓神達到祂愛的目的。
模成至愛之子的樣式
   在基督裏，神要在我們身上作成甚麼呢？概括地說：祂是渴望我們因著愛而模成祂兒子的樣式。在你的觀念中，神的兒子是甚麼模樣？祂是神的至愛之子，「兒子」這個詞就是一個愛的稱呼，沒有其它任何詞彙能比它更高、更豐滿地表現出神的愛。在神的啟示的光中，我們看到「兒子」、「兒子的名分」就是愛的具體說明和透徹的註解。讓我們因著愛而「模成祂兒子的樣式」。我現在談這些，是想盡量多地讓你們領會一些東西，但我所能作也只有這麼多。你們要求神把這些深深地寫在你們的心裏面，而不是僅僅聽聽而已。主必定會幫助我們來效法祂的兒子，因為這件事與祂有非常實在的關係。
   同時，我們也要受到挑戰，來效法祂的兒子，並模成祂兒子的樣式。在我們的心裏，應當常常感到滿有恩典，「哦!我天天被你激勵，感覺虧欠你恩典。」（參＜選本詩歌＞六十六首第三節）我們真喜歡這樣的詩歌。難道我們沒有體會到唯一能替代「愛」的詞就是「恩典」？「恩典」說出了神在所有事情上的動機。神是在恩典裏揀選了我們，愛是祂的動機。
在至愛之子裏，我們被愛的地位是如何的真實，照樣我們愛弟兄的責任也是同等的真實。我們從神所受的命令是彼此相愛，就是要我們將神所賜予我們的恩典施行在別人身上。我們經常引用約翰壹書第四章十九節，但欽定本聖經翻譯得並不恰當，它被譯為「我們愛祂，因為祂先愛我們。」其實不應當加第一個「祂」字，加上去反而令上下文不通順，正確的應譯作「我們愛，因為祂先愛我們。」這是約翰在這封書信中所要竭力辯護的：「神既是這樣愛我們，我們也應該彼此相愛。」（約壹四11）「神既是這樣愛我們」－－祂將祂在天上所有的一切都賜給了我們；我們之所以彼此相愛，因為祂先愛我們。
   這是對於我們「在基督裏」的真實光景的一個極大考驗，一個極大的挑戰。我們需要經歷一些事情來面對和答應這個挑戰。保羅說：一切的預備都在至愛之子的裏面，但是祂並沒有讓我們停在這裏，因為在愛子基督裏不是一句空話，好像神把一切東西放進去之後，就甚麼都不管了。不，祂自己就是一切。「不再是我，乃是基督在我裏面活。」基督是一切的供應者。保羅是多麼強調這一點！他從始至終一直要我們達到這種終極認識－－「基督在你們裏面，榮耀的盼望。」（西一27）如果說這裏有一件事，是我無法描述的，那麼我暫且將它概括為一個詞－－榮耀，「……召你們，得享祂永遠的榮耀。」（彼前五10）甚麼是「榮耀」？除了完全的愛，沒有甚麼是榮耀的。完全的愛是神的榮耀，神的榮耀就是祂的愛。
   好了，即使你忘了我剛才所說的，沒有關係，請你在心裏牢記一件事－－「祂愛我們的大愛」，這是每一個基督徒全部生命過程的維繫點。這個愛在我們裏面，叫神的心得著滿足。能讓神心滿意足的，不是我們擁有許多真理和教義，或者能夠給人講解許多教訓，也不是因為洞悉了福音的奧秘。不，這些都不是，終歸起來乃是－－神的愛賜給了我們，並藉著我們得以彰顯。願神幫助我們！                              


第三篇 愛的服事
   「然而神既有豐富的憐憫；因祂我們的大愛~~~~」(弗二4~5)

   「耶穌……既然愛世間屬自己的人，就愛他們到底；……祂離席站起來，脫下衣服，拿一條手巾束腰；隨後把水倒在盆裏，就洗門徒的腳。」(約十三1~17)

門徒－－在個人興趣的支配中
   在這裏，神聖之愛給我們上了很生動的一堂課。讓我們來詳細地看一看這一幕，好好地領受它的真實效應。請注意，當時的氣氛相當緊張，門徒們之間的危機一觸即發。他們彷彿是在期待一件事，期待中又攙雜著一種幻想，幻想著即將可能發生在他們身上的事情。在他們每個人的腦海中，都在想象著國度：耶穌被眾人擁戴為彌賽亞，人們揮舞著棕樹枝，大聲喊：「和散那！奉主名來的以色列王，是應當稱頌的！」(約十二13) 

   許多人把他們對於彌賽亞的想法和期待，全部都集中在耶穌的身上，尤其是這些門徒們，更是有過之而無不及。他們見過祂所行的大神蹟，這些神蹟恰恰與國度有關係，於是這又大大地刺激了他們主觀的期望。當然，他們有著非常根深蒂固的猶太主義觀念，想要在這個世界上建立一個國、一個「彌賽亞」的國度，以取代當時的羅馬政府。所有這一切彌漫在他們當中，滲透到他們的思想裏，他們甚至已經開始勾畫各人在那國度中要佔有甚麼地位了。西庇太兒子的母親來見耶穌，拜祂，向祂求一件事：「叫我這兩個兒子在國裏，一個坐在右邊，一個坐在左邊。」(太二十20) 你看看她想的是甚麼呢！這兩個兒子並非不曉得他們母親的奢望和妄求，他們是與她一塊兒上前去見耶穌的！其餘十個門徒聽見這件事大大地惱怒，他們在路上就開始議論紛紛，不斷地爭論誰為大。
   當時的情勢就是如此。不要以為他們僅僅是在口角：「我比你大」。其實事態要復雜得多，他們甚至已經在爭論某些更細節的問題：「在國度裏我要成為某某重要人士。」他們所有的想法都牽扯到個人的地位和職位，他們彼此爭競，都想勝過對方。在這場爭論中，門徒們為了將來在國度裏的地位、職位、以及個人的利益、好處，竟然吵得不可開交、互相嫉恨、大發脾氣。這就是當時的光景。我們從聖經的記載可以大致了解當時的光景；但聖經又記載說：耶穌知道他們心裏所想的，並且祂知道這樣下去結果會怎樣。
   門徒們是這樣來到耶穌為他們安排的那間樓房裏。在那時的耶路撒冷城裏，每間擺設良好的客房或套間裏，在房門口都放有一張小桌子，桌上有一個臉盆，一壺洒了香水的清水，以及圍裙和手巾。如果這是一戶有錢的富裕人家，可能還會有一名僕人在一旁侍候。但是，耶穌在安排房間時，祂並沒有請佣人；房間裏只有一些常用的擺設而已。當門徒們來到那間樓房時，他們心煩意亂，情緒急躁不安，彼此瞪著眼睛，徑直來到屋裏。他們有的人抬頭望望天花板，有的人四處隨意瞧瞧，就是沒有人注意到那只臉盆！沒有人有心情想要去服事別人。晚餐已經準備好了，可是他們沒有洗腳，坐下來就吃。
   我年輕時聽人說，世界上有兩座最骯髒的城市，其中一個就是耶路撒冷城，即使那時該城已經有了一些現代化的公共衛生設施。而在主耶穌的那個時代，根本沒有這些設施，所有的垃圾廢物都是丟在街上。你想象一下，大熱天時，塵土飛揚，滿城污穢，氣味難聞！當他們從這樣的街道上走過，進到屋子裏時，門口的那盆清水對他們來說，不應當是視而不見、可有可無的東西－－它可是必需之品。他們真是需要用清水好好地洗一洗。但是，他們竟然有意無意地把它忽略過去了。
   以上說的，正是整個事件中非常值得注意的光景。這並非誇大其辭，我們提及這些細節，就是想讓大家透過字裏行間，體會當時的真實景況。門徒們都忽略了洗滌盆，沒有洗乾淨坐下就用餐。 

缺乏服事的靈
   現在，讓我們來看一看這幫門徒自己的光景。此刻，他們的心情還是煩躁不安，並且這股情緒還在不斷加重。你知道，當我們身處這樣狀態時，不也會找許多藉口替自己辯護，竭力維持自己的面子嗎？這不正是人的天性嗎？
   馬太就是這樣。他在侵略者的政府中替外國人做事，可以賺許多錢。當年耶穌呼召他作門徒時，他擺設了一個盛大的宴會招待朋友們，如果他不是很有錢，是不可能擺設昂貴的宴席；當然沒有僕人也不可能招待那麼多的賓客。不難推測，馬太總是愛讓別人替他洗腳，他也一直以為自己是位大人物。他可不作僕人！
   雅各和約翰也是如此。他們是大祭司的朋友，可以進入大祭司的院子裏。他們是在社會上有身份，在公共場合有影響的重要人士。
   還有彼得。可能彼得的社會地位會低一點，然而他也可以爭辯說：「我是最靠近主的三個門徒之一，比其他人總該更優越一點吧；我比一般人認識更多的屬靈事物，每當主有特別工作的時候，我都有份與祂同處，所以不該輪到我去侍候別人。」
主－－在愛的激勵下謙卑地服事
   上面所談的這些，並不是在講一個消遣好玩、生動有趣的故事，而是想藉此為主下面的舉動作一個開場白。在那樣的氣氛中，門徒們心緒低落、態度虛假、做作、卑劣。哦!他們是那樣的小心眼、吝嗇、使人不齒。然而，就在這時「祂……離席站起來……。」去行門徒們都迴避不作的事。在約翰的記載中，這裏有一個何等奇妙的轉折－－「……祂知道父已將萬有交在祂手裏，且知道自己是從神出來，又要歸到神那裏去。」於是主離席站起來，(毫無疑問，祂隨後所行的都是照著平時的規矩)，靜靜地走到門口，脫下外袍，拿起圍裙(就是僕人所戴的圍裙)綁上，把手巾束在腰上，把清水倒在盆裏，就開始洗門徒們的腳。「祂既然愛世間屬自己的人。」（祂愛所有屬於祂的人，無論他們如何，即使是像剛才那樣光景的人）「就愛他們到底(愛到極點)。」
   這裏馬上就有一個問題產生：甚麼是愛到極點的愛呢？甚麼是基督的愛呢？甚麼是神的愛呢？答案就在這裏：這個愛不是憑感情用事；主在這裏對門徒們的愛就是這個愛。愛不僅指愛那些可愛的、能夠讓你去愛的人，對於這樣的人你情不自禁就會愛上他。主的愛是一直愛到底，愛到極點。
我們的蒙潔淨是無私之愛的結果 

接下來，祂對門徒們解釋祂剛才所作的。透過這些信息，我們才能了解祂所做之事的意義。祂說：「我現在所做的，你們如今不知道，後來必明白。」他們後來明白了甚麼呢？他們認識到，這世界是一個污穢的地方，它深深地墮落在罪惡之中，其間充斥著從地獄裏散發出來的糞臭和渣滓－－比耶路撒冷大街上的垃圾更糟糕幾倍－－人必須從這墮落中被拯救出來，必須從一切的污穢中被洗淨。能完成這救贖大工的，既不是傲慢的馬太，也不是自以為是的彼得，而是神的羔羊，「順服一直到死，且死在十字架上。」(腓二8)這一切的成就，乃是經過剝奪、降卑、倒空，藉著一直服事到底的靈。基督對我們的服事就是這樣的服事。
哦!為了使我們得潔淨，主是何等地降卑自己、倒空自己！這代價是何等大！這就是主所說的愛－－不是在天國裏為自己找一個好位置，成為一位重要人物，使自己有聲望。哥林多前書第十三章說到「愛是不張狂」，莫法(MOFFAT)把它翻譯成「愛是不虛張聲勢」。試想一下：無論甚麼東西，一旦成為我們的驕傲、聲望、地位、特權，那麼這其中一定是沒有愛。我們看見主耶穌就是看見愛。愛，這個愛，從來不會為自己留下半點地步，而去與別人爭權奪利，爭辯自己有沒有被認可，有沒有得到地位等等。哦!自私自利在愛中是站不住腳的。假如主耶穌也為自己爭地位，祂就不能教導門徒們愛的這一課，也絕不會走上十字架，那麼我們就不能得潔淨、蒙拯救，脫離這世界了。如果真是那樣，我們就實在太悲哀了。
與祂同為僕人的呼召
   我不知道你們是如何感受這一個呼召。我承認我一直在思考這件事，考慮是否可以將它告訴別人。我從自己很長一段時期的經歷中認識到，我們經常會把主在我們靈裏深處所說的話，輕描淡寫為一篇道理說給別人聽；你們這些作話語職事的人，有沒有體會過這一點？主曾經將一些事強烈地感動在你裏面，然而你卻將它作為一篇道理，輕飄飄地說了出去。我是用心來體會這個感動的。每當我看到你我身上的救恩，是因著神無限的大愛，藉著降卑至極的服事之靈，取了奴僕的形像，而成就了救贖的大工，我就不禁感嘆說：還有別的甚麼事奉能成就這工作？
   或者，我們是希望看到聖靈再發起別的甚麼運動，來完成這救恩嗎？哦!這不是一篇深奧的道理，這是聖靈在我們心底的呼喊！現在所有的要點都集中在這裏－－「祂既然愛世上屬自己的人，祂就愛他們到底。」－－這些人就是像他們那樣、像我們這樣的一班人。我並不是客觀地去看那些門徒，我是親身地體會他們的光景。無論是彼得、是馬太，還是猶大，他們身上的光景在我身上都有。
   感謝神！祂愛我就愛到底，祂是以如此大的愛，一直愛我到底、到極點；祂不是高高在上，堅持祂的權柄、威嚴、地位，來要求我這個下賤的奴僕認識祂的主權。不，祂是親自降卑來服事你和我。祂是主，但是有一個時候，祂竟然成為服事人的主。使人驚訝的是即使將來我們看到祂在榮耀中，祂仍然束著腰(這是僕人的裝飾)。祂是榮耀的主，但同時又是最偉大的屬天的僕人。祂來服事我們，洗淨我們的罪，救我們脫離現今邪惡的世界。凡祂所做的都是在僕人的靈裏做的。哦!服事的靈和僕人的地位，在今天是何等地被藐視！今天在各地你都會聽見說，沒有人願意作僕人；「僕人」的稱呼叫人厭惡。服事的靈幾乎要從地球上消失了，基督的靈實在匱乏。但是無論那裏有了它，那裏就有屬天的祝福，有大能大力。
   哦!千萬不要輕看僕人的地位！不要野心勃勃地想得到地位、賞識、名聲、贊譽，不要奢望別人都會尊重你的權利。願神以這靈充滿我們。我們不應當等著讓別人來為我們作事，我們應當奉基督的名，尋找機會來服事別人－－我們的心應當是殷勤的，隨時隨處找機會幫助主的百姓，因為他們是主的子民；幫助未得救者，因為主受死是為要拯救他們；幫助未潔淨者，因為主受死是為要洗淨他們。願主用這靈充滿我們！       

第四章 愛的挑戰
   「……祂的大愛，祂以這樣大的愛來愛我們。」(弗二4另譯)

   「因為所賜給我們的聖靈，將神的愛澆灌在我們心裏。」(羅五5)

   「親愛的阿!我們應當彼此相愛，因為神是如此愛我們……。我們愛，因為神先愛我們。」(約壹四11、19另譯)

   這是愛的挑戰，神聖之愛的挑戰－－「親愛的，因為……。」約翰告訴我們：「因為神如此愛我們，我們也應該彼此相愛。」這真是一個巨大的挑戰。我想可以這樣說，我們已經看到了神聖之愛，神的愛是開啟整本聖經的鑰匙，揭開了從創世記到啟示錄的奧秘；我們前面也提到，這一切屬天的啟示總括起來就是，在基督裏我們與神有生命上的聯合，神自始至終都是我們的父。這些都是客觀真實的一面，但在約翰書信的這段論述中，我們一下子就被帶入一場面對面的考驗，要試一試我們與神之間的關係到底如何。這個試驗其實質就是一場關於「愛」的考驗。在約翰書信中，接下來連續出現了幾個「如果－－」：「如果人說：『我愛神』，卻恨他的弟兄，就是說謊話的。」(約壹四20)「這人不是愛神的。」察驗我們與神的關係如何，常常是掛上「如果」一詞，考驗我們的愛究竟是如何。
神的愛藉著聖靈澆灌在我們心裏。也是藉著聖靈的運行，我們接受它進入心裏，由此成就了我們與神在基督裏的關係。因為聖靈賜給了我們，所以我們才能與神親近；聖靈將神的愛澆灌在我們心裏，這正是聖靈內住的直接結果和確據。如果要考驗我們與神之間是否有屬靈的、生命的聯合，那麼其最本質的特點，就是看我們裏面是否有屬神的愛。約翰在他的書信中，就是以這個來向我們挑戰－－「我們因為愛弟兄，就曉得是已經出死入生了。」(約壹三14) ( 其意思指，我們與神有了生命的聯合)。神的話表明，這個愛可以察驗出我們有沒有受聖靈。
愛神的也當愛弟兄
當然，我們從一得救開始，就體會到這個簡單的事實－－從前我們不會對基督徒有特別的愛；但是在信主之後，我們就發現自己對於其他神的兒女有了全新的感覺。雖然這個起頭還很粗淺，但它畢竟是一個開始，一個根基。約翰將這個帶入了更深的一步，他在書信中，對那些已經得救、認識神、並受了聖靈的神的子民說：「你們從主所受的恩膏常存在你們心裏，並不用人教訓你們，自有主的恩膏在凡事上教訓你們。」(約壹二27)使徒的這番話，是寫給屬靈長進的人。
   當我們在屬靈上有長進時，也許會有一種隱藏的對弟兄苦毒的情緒，不知不覺地從我們裏面生發出來，這可能就是因為我們在愛神這件事上失敗了。由於缺乏愛，你與神之間沒有了最親密的感覺，整個屬靈生活陷入被動和癱瘓：每天與神的交通變得死氣沉沉，沒有一點活力。這一切都是因為那個最根本的愛，在某種程度上受到了捆綁或傷害。剛信主時，你有甚麼感覺？那時，神的愛澆灌在你心裏，你對別的基督徒有一種說不出的愛。但是有一天，你不再像起初那樣地愛別的基督徒時，你與主之間的關係就發生了變化。起先你是認為所有的基督徒都非常棒，並對此毫不置疑：只要他們是屬於主的人，那麼他們就都是好人。
   可是後來，你卻開始對「基督徒」產生疑問，不僅是從整體上懷疑「基督徒」，而且會針對單個的基督徒；你意識到基督徒畢竟是人，他們不是天使，並非都像你起初所想像的那麼完滿。於是你這時有些失望，還會在一些事情上覺得他們格格不入。然而，當你這樣做的時候，你與神之間的關係立即受到影響。除非你找到一條途徑擺脫那光景，重新用屬神的愛來愛弟兄，否則你與神同行的腳步就要受束縛，與主寶貴的、滿有喜樂的交通就會失去，與父的關係就被陰影籠罩。你會發現，除去陰影的惟一途徑，就是以愛勝過那些不愛弟兄的光景。
如何知道神愛我們
   我們怎麼知道神愛我們？這是一個與我們有極大關係的問題。關於祂的愛，有很多是難以回答的，其間充滿了奧秘－－首先，祂究竟為甚麼要愛我們？祂說：祂就是愛我們，祂為此給我們許多又大又寶貴的應許和確據；我們有從神那裏來的數不清的證據，就是祂為我們所成就的事，都證明祂是愛我們。然而，即使如此，那些關於神的恩賜、神偉大救贖工作的教訓，以及所有告訴我們神愛我們的話語，有時對我們來說，也只不過是聖經上的一些記載、教義罷了。這些都真實嗎？祂真的愛我嗎？也許這些教導放諸四海皆準，但是我們能否真正地說：「祂愛我」？
現在讓我們回到羅馬書第五章，這章經文可以給你一個最重要的、概括性的答案。讓我們一起來考慮這個問題－－如何能知道神愛我們？你和我該以怎樣的一種方式，不同於我們過去從人所聽的教導，不僅是在悟性上認識「神愛世人」這個真理，而是真認識「神愛你」？我告訴你：這裏有一種方式，藉此你可以知道神愛你，而且是很確定的知道：如果你是一名神的兒女，並且已經接受聖靈在你裏面，(請記得：聖靈就是神愛的靈)，一旦你對別的神的兒女的愛冷淡了，或者對他們持一種批評、懷疑、嫉妒的態度，那麼在你裏頭就會發生了死亡，或者說陷入了死境：你的喜樂消失了，你自然會感覺到有些事做錯了，裏面生出了憂傷，你就知道甚麼叫做憂傷。靈裏面憂傷的那種滋味是何等難受！其實，此刻並不是你這個人在憂傷自己沒有愛，而是在你裏面的另外一個人在憂傷－－在你全人的最深處哭泣。我們正是藉此得知神愛我們，因為「神的愛澆灌在我們心中。」
   當聖靈因愛憂傷時，我們知道祂會在裏面告訴我們說：「我不能與你有快樂的交通，你使我很憂傷、滿了痛苦。」惟獨因著有愛，才會叫人憂傷；沒有愛的人，從來不會憂傷，也不會受到傷害、感覺痛苦。愛的感覺越敏銳，就會越深切地感覺到不妥的事情所造成的憂傷。聖靈對於愛是特別敏銳的，因為這是祂最顯著的特點。請記得：這也是祂涵蓋一切的特點。保羅說：「聖靈所結的果子是愛。」(加五20)我們常常以為那是一串並列的果子－－「仁愛、喜樂、和平、忍耐」等，實際上，保羅在這裏用的是單數。他不是說：「聖靈所結的果子（複數）是仁愛、喜樂、和平……。」他是說：「聖靈所結的果子（單數）是愛。」然後，他才接下去告訴我們愛是－－「喜樂、和平、忍耐、恩慈、良善、信實、溫柔、節制。」扼殺了愛就扼殺了後面的幾樣；傷害了愛就傷害了其它的每一樣。沒有那包容萬有的愛，你就不可能有別的甚麼。
所以，聖靈涵蓋一切，至為突出的特點就是－－祂是神愛的靈。對於愛，祂是非常敏銳，非常容易因愛憂傷。「不要叫神的聖靈擔憂。」(弗四30)－－這是一個勸誡，我們由此知道，神是如何地愛我們－－當愛受到傷害時，神的愛就藉著聖靈在我們裏面為愛憂傷。
   再者：這一點也特別受到仇敵的攻擊。當我們憂傷時，牠會說那就是神不愛我們了。對我來說，就曾有過非常內在的、活生生的例證，從我心底最深處證明了神愛我。我正是通過這些經歷，學習認識到神愛我－－如果我的言行與愛相悖，那麼我就要有一段相當痛苦難受的經歷；一旦我褻瀆了愛，觸犯了神對我的愛，我會立刻意識到我錯了，因為神聖之愛開始在我裏面憂傷了。每一件事都與這個深深地連在一起。我們要能夠服下來，說：「主阿!求赦免我，我悔改，我承認那是罪。」只有這樣，主才徹底洗淨、完全赦免，否則我們就無法再往前走了。這一點牽涉到我們與主同行的每一步，會觸及我們與主之間的每一縷關係。我們需要愛的靈，才能對愛敏銳；我們的嘴唇和我們的靈，都需要愛的火來煉淨，才能除去傲慢的、自以為高人一等的、論斷人的，懷疑人的靈。假如我們身上還有這些光景，那麼我們絕對無法再與神同行一步。
缺少愛影響禱告生活
   缺少愛會傷及我們生活的各個方面。缺少愛傷害我們的禱告生活，使我們無法不斷地禱告。今天何等需要能夠禱告的人，不是那些教導別人要如何禱告，自己卻不禱告的人。沒有人願意輕看禱告，但是我們真需要一個能夠禱告的弟兄或姊妹，他或她的禱告能夠上達於天，使我們進入神的同在，並能對神有把握，靠著禱告成全。除非我們與神之間建立起愛的關係，並且也能夠將這愛彰顯予祂所愛的人，無論他們是誰，情形是好是壞，否則我們將無法像這樣有能力地禱告。缺少愛，我們的禱告就受攔阻，神的話也向我們關閉。如果愛的根基受到傷害，主就不能與我們一同前進。
我們愛因為祂先愛
   「神既是這樣愛……。」你能揣測「這樣」的程度嗎？你能理解「這樣」的含義嗎？不，我們不能。「神既是這樣愛……。」－－「我們也當愛」；約翰在這裏說：「我們愛，因為祂先愛我們。」（約壹四19）欽定本聖經的譯法是：「我們愛祂，因為祂先愛我們。」我認為加上那個「祂」字，效果並不好。絕大多數早期聖經版本中沒有加「祂」字。我不能確定，加上「祂」字以後是不是正確的真理，但是這樣一加，肯定會使上下文不通順。也許你認為不加「祂」字不容易明白，最好把「祂」加上，變為「我們愛祂，因為祂先愛我們。」
   的確，今天世界上有成千上萬的人，神先愛了他們，他們卻不愛神；還有數不盡的主的子民，雖然主是那樣地愛他們，可是他們卻未盡本分來愛祂。難道就沒有人大聲喊：「我實在沒有愛，甚至從來沒有幫助過一個弟兄或者挽回一個罪人。」其實祂先愛我們，並不是強迫我們要愛祂，我們對祂的愛有越完全的領會，我們向著祂的愛就越豐滿；在這裏所強調的乃是愛的事實－－「我們愛，因為祂先愛我們。」這是一個挑戰。我能夠愛別人多少，乃是在乎我對於「祂愛我」領受了多少，從來沒有人對「祂愛我」有了足夠的領會，而他還可以不愛別的弟兄。如果我們真的被神對我們的大愛所折服，那我們怎敢再帶著審判的態度，對待其它身陷錯誤，過失，或過犯中的神的兒女，絕對不會！我們既已認識了神的愛，我們就要以這樣的愛來愛弟兄。我們有沒有愛？這個要檢驗出我們對神的愛領會究竟有多少，我們與主的關系到底如何。這是衡量神的兒女每一件事的標準。
在愛的根基上長大
   在屬靈上要長大，惟一的根基就是愛。從來沒有人得到一大堆的教導就長大了；教導不能讓人長大。你可以年復一年不斷地聚會，但你屬靈的身量卻一直如故，沒有半點增長－－這是聚會的悲劇－－沒有使基督的份量在教會中增加一點；在屬靈的爭戰中，你也不比多年前進步一點。哦!你就算得到了所有屬靈的教導，那也絕不意味你長大了。當然，在屬靈的成長過程中有必要得到教導，但我們是因為愛才得以長大。不要讓別人覺得我們能傳講愛的真理，就會有愛，一切事情就都會變好，很可能是一面在傳講，一面卻與「道」完全背離。教導有它的地位，也是完全必要的，但是即使我有了各樣的知識卻沒有愛，我也算不得甚麼(林前十三章)。一切成長的根基都在乎愛。
是神的愛不是天然的愛
   你們不要疏忽曲解我的意思，我必須強調，這裏所說的是屬神的愛。你們別以為我是在泛泛而談甚麼寬廣無邊的博愛，或是甚麼溫文爾雅的氣質，那些走這條寬廣道路的人，一旦碰到巨大的生死攸關的屬靈事情時，就只會退縮，無法忍受一點。他們因著害怕別人不高興，從來不「憑著愛心說誠實話。」(弗四15)我所要談的不是這樣的愛，不是人天然的愛。有些人可能天生就很善良，脾氣又好，是心胸廣大的人。但是人一進到屬靈的領域，天然的性情就全沒有用了。
有一天，人的這些美德都要遭到擊打和破碎，他們可能會被刺激得跳起來：從來沒有發過脾氣的人，可能會受刺激而動怒；為避免引起不快而一直妥協的人，現在寧可忍受不愉快，也要作出明確的決斷。神的愛會有這樣的要求。另一方面，那些從來不慷慨，不大方的人，現在因著神的愛，有了一顆完全嶄新的心，慷慨大方成為他的性情。我們所談的這些，完全與人的天然無關－－無論我們是或者不是甚麼人。
神的愛勝過惡勢力
   現在我要竭力地告訴你們：神的愛是大能的愛、得勝的愛，勝過無窮無盡的事。如今臨到我們的屬神的愛是由被釘的基督而來的，這愛是從祂的十字架、從祂的傷口、從祂的肋旁流出來的。這個愛對付了宇宙中最可怕的、抵擋神的勢力，並且勝過了它。不是僅僅在形式上戰勝它、「仁慈地」對待某些錯誤，寬恕它們。哦!不是這樣的！這個愛反對宇宙間一切凶惡的、敵擋愛的勢力，而且是完全地勝過了它們。神的愛在加略山上大大地勝過了所有與愛相反的東西。我們應當要有這樣的愛－－得勝的愛、勝利的愛。
   從某種意義來說，這的確是一個使人生畏的愛：凡是抵擋它的都要被摔碎、打碎，所有一切在它面前都要屈服。沒有人會在人的善良面前屈服，也不會在惡魔面前屈服；人不會向邪惡的敵對神的勢力屈服，但是他們在那個經過試驗、經過檢驗、經過忍受、經過忍耐、長久地忍耐的愛面前，就不能不屈服了。也許你已經等候了許久，忍受了許多，忍耐了許許多多，可是你的愛仍然沒有人領會，甚至還受到反對。再給他一段時間吧，所有一切都要在屬神的愛面前屈服。是神長久忍耐的愛贏得了我們的心。這難道不是你心中最深的故事？－－在我心裏是這樣的~~神聖的愛無限地忍耐，愛在我裏面忍受、忍耐。
   這是驚人的愛。它是一股強大的力量，是叫人心服的愛－－遠遠超越那種「和稀泥」式的愛（我能用這個詞嗎？）「和稀泥」就是總愛把事情粉飾起來。哦！那可不是神的愛。神的愛是得勝的愛。
沒有愛就沒有真實的事奉
   在神的這個愛中，對我們有一個挑戰：「我們也應當愛……。」這是一個挑戰。當神的愛藉著聖靈澆灌在我們心裏時，我們所作的任何事都要毫無例外地彰顯出愛來。讓我們回到開頭所說的：如果你曾經在某些事情上受過神的對付，其實你是在「愛」這件事上受管教。如果你有關注如何才能為神所用，不論是大用還是小用－－作傳道、教師、個人見證（在這裏是指他活著就是一個生命的見證，而不是刻意去「公開見證」）－－我要告訴你（這些話是一個生命的成熟的認識，四十年來，他一直關注的就是成為一個對主有用的人），除非是神的愛澆灌在我們心裏，否則沒有任何別的根基能使我們成為對主有用的人。我們一定要以這樣的屬靈的愛來愛人，因為這才是真正的事奉：對於那些得著你屬靈關心和屬靈興趣的人，你會因著愛甚至願意為他們捨命，為著他們的緣故忍耐至死：一直愛到心碎的地步－－我是特意用「心碎」這個詞－－因為愛就是要愛到這樣的地步。不是經過這樣生出來的事奉就不是對主的事奉；不是植根於，並且建基於神的愛，就沒有見證、沒有生命可言。你可以擁有其它的一切，諸如大量的聖經知識，豐富的聖經教導、教義、資料等眾多東西，但是，如果沒有愛，對愛缺乏一種深情的體會，不是用心去感受神愛我們的大愛，那麼其它的一切就沒有一點價值。
註1：「真認識」(the resultant knowledge)這裏是指親身經歷後而有的結
果性的認識。
註2：我們必須清楚明白，這裏或本書別處所提及的「至愛」，絲毫不影響基督是「父神的獨生子」的獨一性和完整性。祂作為永遠之子，絕對不容破壞和忽略。基督身位的獨一性，必須維持和謹慎地保護。我們這裏所談到的，是關乎我們在基督裏所蒙的呼召。 


第五章 神永不改變的愛
    在前面的交通中，我們一直圍繞著一個中心，並且從各種不同的角度，各個相關的方面來查，這一個中心就是以弗所書第二章四節告訴我們的－－「……祂愛我們的大愛。」 
偉大的宣告
    接著我們再來看一節經文：「古時耶和華向我顯現，說：『我已經以永遠的愛愛你，因此我以慈愛吸引你。』」（耶三十一3原文）後半句欽定本聖經旁注上有另一種譯法：「因此我向你持守我的慈愛。」這一句真是前所未有、最令人驚異的宣告。
  我再說一遍，那是一句前所未有、最使人驚異的宣告。為了證實這一點，認識這一事實，我們需要把與這一句相關的經文，前前後後地通讀一遍，就是說，把耶利米的預言從頭到尾地讀過去，還要再讀一讀其他一些先知的預言書，因為先知書的絕大部分都是對那些受話的人指出，他們是何等可悲、何等可怕地離開了神的心意、神的思想、神的旨意、神的道路，而且離得是何等地遙遠，存心是何等地剛硬，背逆是何等地深重－－更為惡劣的是，他們是向著神剛硬背逆。所有這一切－－這是一段多麼可怕幽暗的歷史－－都是圍繞著這句宣告：「我已經……愛你。」雖然那時他們在靈性上和道德上，都處在最為敗壞的光景中，那是空前的敗壞，恐怕也是絕後的敗壞；然而在這樣的一個時候，神說：「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」透過這個背景，我們不得不要承認，那是一句前所未有的，最為驚人的宣告。
    「祂愛我們的大愛。」當我們試圖要來測度、理解「恩典」這個詞時，我們往往會像面對「神的愛」一樣，感到不知所措，甚至無言以對。神的愛究竟有多大？縱然我們窮盡一生來嘗試，我們也永遠不能說出這愛有多深，它的內涵有多廣。然而，在這裏有一句話要認真對待、認真思想，因為若能從中得到那怕是微不足道的一點領會，都是在領會那超過我們所思所想的神的愛。所以我現在採取一個最簡單的方式，就是把這一句宣告分成幾個組合詞，試著來思考這句話，看能不能領會其中的奧秘。
這位宣言者
    我們先來看這個詞：「我」。請注意：這句宣告事實上是由「耶和華如此說。」（2節）帶出來的，這位說話者是誰呢？就是那位名為耶和華者。祂的這個名字，最初是通過摩西的口告訴給希伯來人，藉此就將祂自己顯明給他們。但是到了後來，這個名字對以色列人來說，變得如此神聖，以至他們不可隨意使用，而只是在每年一次的祭祀節日中，由大祭司來提及。當大祭司進入至聖所時，才大聲地宣告這個名字。對希伯來人而言，這名字是何等偉大、何等威嚴，但那究竟是什麼意思呢？「耶和華」，這位不改變的、永遠的、自有的獨一真神，不以任何人的行為、力量或支持作為存在的憑藉，全然自有永有－－這就是耶和華，就是這位說：「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」
請再看：這也是一位無限聖潔者的名字。祂的眼睛何等純潔，以至於不容看到邪惡；祂的性情何等純潔、神聖、全然公正，以至於不容與罪孽有任何沾染。現在你們該知道，當我們想要對「神」做出解釋和定義的時候，我們是怎樣無可奈何。這些還只是說說而已，但是，如果你和我沒有接受神給我們的那個偉大的預備來遮蓋我們的罪，憑著自己就想進到那無限聖潔的神面前，那肯定要被粉碎得片甲不留。這是一位無限聖潔的神，就是祂說出：「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」
    這一名字代表著無限的尊貴、榮耀、能力和權柄。在祂的尊貴、榮耀和權柄中，祂是何等使人畏懼；但也正是這一位說：「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」
    我們還要進一步來思想這個名字，這個名字代表著無限的自足。祂知道祂需要從多方面來重申這一點，「我若是飢餓，我不用告訴你。」（詩五十12）古時祂對他們說：「……百獸是我的，千山上的牲畜也是我的。」（詩五十10）「我造地，又造人在地上；我親手鋪張諸天。」（賽四十五12）「萬民都像水桶的一滴。」（賽四十五15）「我還需要甚麼東西或甚麼人嗎？我，宇宙的創造者，還有甚麼需要，還會遭受甚麼匱乏嗎？我不是完全絕對地自有自足嗎？我不是宇宙間唯一的一位自有者嗎？」正是這一位，帶著祂一切的聖潔、尊貴、自足，說：「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」這是一個奧秘，你能解釋的了嗎？你能明白的了嗎？
一、「我已經愛了」
「我已經愛了」。愛最根本的實質是「我必須愛，我沒法不愛。」在這裏，「愛」只是一個普通的詞，可以用來表達人與人之間任何真摯的關係：父母與孩子的關係，孩子與父母的關係，丈夫與妻子的關係，妻子與丈夫的關係；也可用在朋友與朋友的關係上，大衛與約拿單之間的愛就是一個經典的事例：「約拿單愛大衛，如同愛自己的性命。」（撒上十八1）「你向我發的愛情，」在約拿單悲慘地死去之後，大衛論到他時說：「你向我發的愛情奇妙非常，過於婦女的愛情。」（撒上一26）此處的「愛情」就是我們上面探討的那個「愛」字。
耶和華，這位無限自有者，論到以色列時用的就是這個詞。正如朋友之愛，需要有朋友做為愛的對象；正如任何一種真實的關係，真實的愛都需要被愛的一方，有伙伴，有彼此的相交、相近；同樣，耶和華也是這樣論到以色列：『我已經愛了你。』哦!超奇的愛！
二、「我已經愛了你」
再看更深一層的涵義－－「我已經愛了你。」現在我們真要感到萬分驚訝了，在開頭我就指出了這些百姓當時的狀況，他們不只是在道德上、靈性上處於可悲的光景中，深深陷在罪惡裏；他們不只是處境悲慘，同時他們還公然地反對、背道、抵擋、殺害耶和華的先知，因為先知會指出百姓的過犯。「我已經愛了你。」
   即使在我們這一方沒有那麼肆意的敵對、背道或頑梗，可是神竟然還是愛我們，這也是個極大的奧秘和奇蹟。想想這個詞－－「你」！再想想看，這裏所談的是誰，這個「你」字是用在誰身上。「我已經愛了你」，神稱這個「你」是在一個怎樣的情形，怎樣的時刻！
三、「永遠的愛」
「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」「永遠」（everlasting）這個詞實在難以確切地翻譯出來。它的意思是指一個人進入了一個無邊無際的、具有無限空間的領域；一個超越時間，一個時間不再存在的神秘之境。在那裏，一切都是不可捉摸、超越你自身之外，超越你的把握計算；你沒有能力去應付它，無法把它帶到某種具體可測量的空間中。這就是這個「永遠」的含義：超越你的自身，超越時間，超越世界，超越一切的思維和行事方式。「我以永遠的，超越時間、空間的愛來愛你。」
   「古時耶和華向我顯現。」你是否注意到這句話在旁注上有另一種譯法：「從遠方向我顯現」－－完全在我們的世界之外。祂說：「我以完全在你們的時空維度之外的愛來愛你。」
    「我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」更為希奇的是，這個反複出現的「愛」字還有另外一個特徵或曰因素－－在這裏這個詞是陰性的，意思是指母性之愛，「我以永遠的母親般的愛來愛你。」我們知道，人類日常生活中，母愛是一種最常見但又最為神奇的東西。我們並不是總能理解到甚麼叫做「母愛」。或許當你看到一個幼兒時，會發現他有許多不可愛的地方，但那個孩子的母親就是十分地愛他。母愛就是這樣。主在這裏用的就是這個詞。也許世界是以另一種相反的眼光來看待每一件事，但是我們的主說：「我已經以永遠的母親般的愛來愛你。」
神對於新約百姓的愛
    我們現在只接觸到問題的表面，或許你要問說：「這件事對以色列人來說是真實的，但是與我們也有這樣恰如其分的關係嗎？我們也能踏進這個應許，並且說這是我們的嗎？這位宇宙的至尊者也會同樣地對我們說出這一番話嗎？」只要讀一讀這第一章的三十一節，你就能找到答案。
    耶和華說：「日子將到，我要與以色列家和猶大家，另立新約。不像我拉著他們祖宗的手，領他們出埃及地的時候，與他們所立的約。我雖做她們的丈夫，她們卻背了我的約。這是耶和華說的…… 要將我的律法放在他們裏面，寫在他們心上。」（耶三十一31~33）
    現在你看到了嗎？這一切繼續體現在新約裏，它出現在希伯來書上，說出了今天教會的性質。神的這一個應許不是實現在猶太人身上，而是體現在新約的性質上。凡接受神恩典的福音，就是新約的人，就能彰顯這個應許的實際。這就是新約，不是靠著公牛和山羊的血，而是靠著神羔羊的血，神兒子的血。在被賣的那晚，祂舉起杯－－「這是我立約的血，為多人流出來，使罪得赦。」（太二十六28）看到這點了嗎？是的，那是為著我們的，是為著我們這些在耶穌基督寶血裏的新約子民的。哦!祂如果曾經對以色列民說過這樣的話，那麼祂在這裏就把這一切的意義表達得更充分、更有力。祂也是如此對我們說的。
    這一點我們在新約中可以找到許多的證實。「神愛世人，甚至將祂的獨生子賜給我們，叫一切信祂的，不至滅亡，反得永生。」（約三16）這裏有那一個奇妙的詞－－永生（eternal）－－那個永永遠遠、跨越時間的生命。「祂以永遠的愛愛我們」－－ 「我們」這個詞不只是對猶太人說，也是對外邦人說：並且出現在以弗所書中，這封書信是寫給包括猶太人、外邦人在內的所有人。再看：「祂救我們脫離黑暗的權勢，把我們遷到祂愛子的國裏。」（西一13）我們還可以繼續列舉出許多經文來說明，同樣都是耶利米書第三十一章三節所談的那個愛。是同一位神、是同一種愛，超越出以色列民族的範疇，延伸到我們身上，擁抱了我們。
    請大家再聽清楚，是這同一位神，在聖潔、尊貴、自足上沒有任何欠缺的這一位神，對你對我說：「我已經愛了你，我已經以永遠的愛愛你。」「祂愛我們的大愛。」你的心有為之觸動嗎？你相信了嗎？
持久不變的慈愛
    接下來是這句宣告的另一半－－「因此我以慈愛吸引你。」或者「因此我向你持守我的慈愛。」「我一直忍耐寬容你，因為我愛你；任何一種變化在你身上都有可能發生，但我並不隨之改變，我向你彰顯我不止息的包容、忍耐。我對關乎你的永遠福分有著真切的關注，因為我愛你；我保守你的生命，並帶領你到這一時刻，這一位置，我沒有任憑你去。」哦!願我們能明白這一切！我們可能是在不知不覺之間，聽到這麼一個信息，但那正是因為神無限的愛使然，是這愛一直保守我們到此時，並且讓我們得知這信息。
    或許你會認為聽到它是一件很偶然的事－－不過是生活中眾多偶發事件中的一個。但是你如果認識真理，你就會知道是神無限的愛把你持守到這個時候，是由於祂那個愛在你身上有無限的旨意，你才得知這信息。在此，沒有任何一件事是隨意的，這是一個至尊至高的愛。「雖然我是自足的，但是因著我是如此地愛你，所以我仍然不能沒有你。」－－哦!這個神聖之愛真是奧妙！－－「因為我是這樣地需要你，於是我創造了你，並且此時此刻我要吸引你。」這件事我們真是領會不來，只有神的話才能教導我們明白。
    在這篇信息的起頭，我們指出，在這宇宙的背後，在那個思想、悟性、計劃、藍圖的背後，有一顆心；宇宙之所以存在就是為了回應那顆心。今天，那一顆心在愛中滴血，因為它遭受了太多的失望和剝奪，它的對象被搶走了－－妻子不忠了。然而，即使面對這一切，主還來了，祂說：「我曾愛你，現在仍然愛你；我的愛是一個永遠的愛，因此我一直地保守你、保護你，把你一直帶領到這個時候，現在我要告訴你，這就是你當在的位置。在我這一邊，我沒有違背愛的約定。」
愛雖遭踐踏仍忠貞不渝
    然而，以色列人卻經歷了許許多多的痛苦和磨難，因為他們對於神如此表達出來的愛竟然無動於衷，因此這個持守到永遠的愛看起來好像不再持守了。但事實並不是這樣，這個愛從來沒有改變過。要知道，有的時候愛需要改變其表達方式，雖然其本身並未有任何改變。在這裏我們就看到，神的道路高過我們的道路。這一面的啟示給我們看到，祂是如何對付背逆頑梗、偏行己意的人。無論個人、或民族，乃至整個世界遭受痛苦、愁煩、不幸，這並不與神愛世人這一宣告相矛盾；這是愛惟一可採取的方式，為使它能夠得到神所要的回應。神不要那種其實完全不是愛的愛，因為這種虛假的愛得到的一切，都是為了滿足他自己的慾望，那不是愛。神的愛必須使我們得以像這愛的本身，這個愛必須效法它的本體。
    正因為如此，有一點讓人很感到奇怪，就是有許多人是通過黑暗痛苦的道路，才得以找到神的愛－－正當他們以為神要尋索他們的命，摧毀他們的時候，才發現神原來是他們的朋友，而不是他們的敵人。但這一點我們現在暫且不討論。
    現在我們繼續思想開頭所說的那個宣告，讓我盡量把這一點向你們解釋明白－－說話者是誰？說話的內容是甚麼？說話的對象是誰？我們心裏確實知道，對神來說，除了愛之外，祂決不會採取另一種態度，即使這個愛常遭失望，即使我們自身有可能失去這個愛對我們所意味的一切。如果真的失去了這個愛，並且知道是失去了，那對我們來說可謂是地獄中的地獄。
若我們發現了無限之愛對我們所意味的一切，同時又認識到因著自己的愚拙和頑梗，這一切已經永遠地離開了你，沒有任何一個地獄比這一個地獄更深了！你還能再想像出一個比這更深的地獄嗎？我想這是我們應當認真思想的一個問題，盡管還不知道它全部的真實意義到底是甚麼。若是有人醒悟過來，他只得說：「哦!要是、要是我當時就這樣做就好了！要是我當時抓住了那個機會，情況會有怎樣的變化！但是現在太遲了！」－－這就是靈裏的痛楚，這就叫「悲傷」，這就叫「絕望」！你看到了嗎？這也是愛的果效，是神聖之愛恢宏的旨意。
    可是我們發現，現在這一切都已經不可能了，因為我們愚拙地拋棄了、拒絕了、否定了神的旨意，偏行己路，硬著頸項對神的愛說「不」！這是這件事情黑暗的一面。我就談到這裏。現在，請再聽我說一遍，不管你是誰都得聽：要是你對自己稍微有一點的認識，你就一定會驚異於這個宣告；但是，假若你並不認為那是一個自古至今最奇妙的事件，那麼你身上一定出了極嚴重的問題；因為是如此的一位聖者對我們這樣的一個人說：「我愛你，以永遠的愛愛你。」
  但願神親自帶領我們明白這句話的內涵、意義和價值，領會它的榮耀和奇妙。祂若出於恩典，給了我們這樣的帶領，我們在餘下的一生中，都必要成為一個敬拜的人；在我們身上，將會發生某種使人敬畏、訝異的事，而我們也要柔順地前行。認識到了這一點，我們的驕傲就要被碾成塵土，我們就再沒有任何驕傲的餘地了。這一點會除去所有這些可怕的東西－－驕傲、貪婪、痴妄、自私、屬世界的野心－－使我們成為一個十分謙卑、十分感恩的人，我們會充滿一種強烈的渴望，想如何來報答這份愛，如何來為這一位聖者贏回屬於祂的權利。正是這樣的動機，這樣的光景，使得許多人把他們自己奉獻給這地球上最僻遠的地區，為著他們的主而日夜受苦。愛－－這是對祂愛我們的大愛的一點小小的報償。                                        

第六章 愛是教會至高的試煉 
 「愛我們的大愛。」（弗二4）
    我們現在來看新約的末尾，就是啟示錄所揭示的那個一切都趨於完滿的階段。由於時間的限制，我們不能讀太多的經文。現在請打開啟示錄，讓我們很快地瀏覽一下第一、二、三章，這是這卷書的第一個主要部分。在我們接下去的講解中，請大家盡可能注意有關的細節。
    剛才說到，這裏給我們看見一個完成、完滿的階段。我想你們都會同意我的這個看法，就是在讀到啟示錄的時候，我們的的確確是看到神所有的話語在這裏有了一個最高、最完滿的總結，也就是說，這卷書最終總結了一切，並且做出最後的定論，我們至少可以從啟示錄中看到的一點。雖然我們可以對這卷書中的許多東西，做出各種各樣的解釋，但有一點是眾所周知的，就是萬物在此已經接近了尾聲，所有的一切都被歸納起來，有了最後的定論。現在只要再問一個問題：我們難道還沒有足夠的證據來說明，萬事萬物已接近它們最後的定論，時代已到了最終的時刻？還有必要到處收集各種證據、例證和蹟象來証明這一點嗎？對於這件事，我想我們的觀點是一致的：我們的確是到末世了。
    如果確實是這樣，那麼至關重要的一件事就是：我們應當認識到，對神而言，最首要的、終極的事情到底是甚麼？如果我們在這裏能一起來思考這些事情，那麼這種思考的意義一定超乎我們自身的認識；這必然是非常嚴肅、非常重要的，所以也就要求我們排除所有其它的思想和顧慮，實實在在地敞開我們的心來尋求主，不帶任何偏見、猜疑或好奇，不存任何隨便或兩可的心態。我們的心必須是專一的，我們的態度必須是認真的；如果神要將祂認為是首要的，具有終極決定意義的事告訴我們，我們必須凝神諦聽，全心接受。
    現在讓我們稍作暫停，來談談另一件事。我必須再次強調一點，大家不要忙於單單記住大量的聖經知識。我們現在不只是在討論一個主題，談論許多相關的話題。不是這樣的，斷乎不是！假如我們在這裏所交通的，並不是神給我們的信息，我們最好就此打住，回去忙別的事吧。
好的，現在讓我們來看啟示錄第一至三章。曾經有許多次，我花了很多功夫，努力要把這三章理出一個清晰的意思來，但總是帶著失敗感而告休。雖然也有過一些真實正確的得著，但在我所特別尋求的那一點上，卻總是有一種失敗感、挫折感。在給眾教會的書信中，有一些很細節的東西，比如耶洗別、巴蘭、尼哥拉一黨的人，看到這些，我們覺得碰到的似乎都是一串串的名詞術語。對我來說，這些術語沒法形成一個具體、明確、清晰的信息，相反，總是讓我百思不得其解。當然，我是知道這些內容原則上的意義，但是我一直渴望能夠找到一個總結性的東西，把它們全面地匯總起來，使它們從整體上，成為給神百姓的一個專一的信息。正如我前面所說的，到目前為止，我沒有一次能以如願，這許多年來都是如此。到現在我也不知道，自己是不是已經明白了。讓我們一起來看吧。
愛－－開啟整部聖經的萬能鑰匙
   當我們看到這部分聖經節時，我終於感到，開啟整部聖經的萬能鑰匙，已經在我們手上了。這把萬能鑰匙就是愛。如果你仔細看，我可以肯定你將會看到，這裏的一切都可以歸結為一件事，即神聖之愛。在啟示錄這卷書中，我們看到了愛最完全的表達：它始於教會，也終於教會。
愛－－開啟啟示錄第一章異象的鑰匙
        現在來看第一章。這一章的關鍵是甚麼呢？這第一章也是整卷啟示錄的關鍵，我們可以從下面的話中找出來：「愛我們，用自己的血使我們脫離罪惡，又使我們成為國民，作祂父神的祭司。」這真是一句非同尋常的話，你幾乎可以從其中的每一個字上看到愛。
    在緊接下去的那段描述中，這位升天榮耀的主，仍然帶著那奇妙的名稱－－「人子」出現了。這是一個代表親屬關係的稱呼，意思是作為救贖者的同族人。「祂愛我們，用自己的血使我們脫離罪惡。」－－這表明祂體察我們的軟弱，並知道我們心裏深處的需要。這是愛的主題。阿!這位人子，祂是這樣尊貴偉大，這樣的包容萬有，祂是我們骨中的骨，肉中的肉，為要拯救我們歸向祂的父！在那一段關於祂的描繪中，每一節、每一步都是無與倫比的。當你把它讀透之後，並認真注意每一件論到祂的事，每一個有關祂自己、祂的榮美的細節，你會發現，這一切就是愛最終的要旨。
「胸間束著金帶。」（一13）「胸間」、「金」和「帶」，這裏的每一個詞都在述說神聖之愛。束著「帶」，代表著力量、活力、意願和目的。你給自己束上腰帶，就意味你要認認真真地大幹一場，外袍不能再像休閑時那樣隨意飄飛、鬆鬆垮垮。束腰帶是金色的，代表神最本質的性情，就是愛。除此之外，我覺得這條束腰帶還代表了其他所有特點，為其他的一切都賦上了意義。
    但我並不打算詳細描述我們面前的這位人子的這一切特點。我想要傳達給你們的是，這段對升天榮耀的基督的全面描述，就是關於愛的最透徹完全的描述。「但是」，你也許會問說：「真是這樣嗎？」－－因為這裏用的一些詞是很可怕，很讓人畏懼的呀。當約翰看到祂的時候，他仆倒在祂腳前，如死人一般。愛所帶來的是這樣的結果嗎？如果說這是一位全然可畏的主，可能比說這是一位全然慈愛的主，要來的更貼切？請大家再想一想，這是愛，但不是我們所理解的愛，我們必須重新建立對神聖之愛的觀念。這位人子在這裏被稱作是「信實」、「真實的」，你曾否在神的手中受過管教？如果你有過被掰開、被破碎、如水般地倒在地上的經歷之後，你就要說：「主阿!你是對的；這是惟一的辦法。我的經歷雖然可怕，但你對我是信實的，你的信實是一切最高最深的屬天原則。你做這些不是出於憤怒和審判，乃是出於對我靈裏的信實和憐憫。」所以我們必須重建對於愛的觀念。約翰在這裏說：「我一看見，就仆倒在祂腳前，像死了一樣。祂用右手按著我說：『不要懼怕。』」這不是審判，不是毀滅，不是死亡和刑罰。右手表示榮耀和喜愛。「不要懼怕；我是首先的，我是末後的。」「每一件事都在我的手中，終究都要發生益處；我起首的事，我要把它完成。不要懼怕。」
我剛才說到約翰仆倒在祂腳前，像死了一樣，還有另外一個人也是這樣。他正存著一個自以為正確的願望，行在路上，要盡其所能從這地上抹去拿撒勒人耶穌的每一點痕跡。突然，他被這一位榮耀的主遇上了。是全然可畏嗎？的確，大數的掃羅伏下了，他被掰開了。這次相遇征服了人，在他的肉身上就留下一個終生難忘的印記：有三天時間，他不能看見，得由別人領著他進到城裏。你能對我說這是一位全然可怕的神嗎？聽聽這段對話！「掃羅!掃羅!你為甚麼逼迫我？」這是一種甚麼樣的語氣？我確信，決不是憤怒的語氣，這是一個請求的語氣、哀傷的語氣，極為關切的語氣。「主阿!你是誰？」「我是全然可畏的神，現在我要嚴辭審問你。」－－是這樣的回答嗎？不！主說：「我就是你所逼迫的耶穌。……主阿!我當作甚麼呢？……起來，進城去，你所當做的事，必有人告訴你。」主行在他前面，為他預備了道路（徒九1~9；二十二4~11）。難道你會說那個可怕的啟示不是愛？問問保羅本人好了，問問他對這件事是怎麼想的，看看他在其後的歲月中，又是怎麼想的。他沒有說：「祂遇見了我，擊打了我，摧毀了我，把我帶入了如此可怕的審判中，以至我斷了一切指望。」他是說：「祂是愛我，為我捨己。」（加二20）那一次相遇，盡管從某種意義上說，是十分可怕駭人的，但那卻是一次與他靈魂的愛人相遇。
    我再說一遍：我們必須重新建樹對於神聖之愛的觀念。那種病態的、多愁善感的東西不叫愛。愛是一個巨大的東西，我們必須重樹關於神聖之愛的觀念，好使我們得以知道，為著整個永世的最高利益，要求我們從神接受非常信實的對付。我們越是真認識神的心，我們就越能樂意地對神說：「主阿!你是對的，即使在你對我嚴厲管教的事情上，你也是對的。」
  神在祂的愛中，已經將最終的結局都看在眼裏了；祂不是只拿一片浸上牛奶的面包，暫時安撫一下煩燥不安的孩子。我們是被呼召進入那永遠的榮耀，而且「我們這至暫至輕的苦楚，要為我們成就極重無比，永遠的榮耀。」（林後四17）然而，當我們正在經歷苦楚的時候，並不是總能相信這一點的，更不能稱其為「輕」。但祂知道那榮耀是如何超越一切，無限量地重於所受的苦楚，因為祂看到了那最終結局是何等重大，所以祂對我們一直信實。任何會從那榮耀的獎賞中，把祂的榮耀奪去的東西，或者任何與祂的榮耀相悖的東西，祂都不會讓它過去。祂十分清楚地知道，將來我們與祂面對面的時候，如果我們身上還有未受過祂管教對付的地方，而這是因為祂怕我們受苦、會有傷痛，那恐怕我們可能會在心裏犯嘀咕，發怨言說：「主阿!你當時為甚麼不撇開我自己的喜惡，而做你想做的事？」因此，祂是按照祂所知道的結局來對付我們。這是忠貞、真實的愛，全然不同於我們對於愛的那點可憐的、病態的理解。在我們的想法中，愛通常都只意味著不斷的妥協，以得到我們想要的一切，或給出別人想要的一切。神對付我們，不是把我們當作嬰孩，而是把我們當作兒子（來十二7）。你們看到，這一章就是對愛的完滿光景，作出的一個全面而又具體的描述。
愛－－眾教會面臨的挑戰
    現在再看下面兩章。這裏談到了教會，主是在前一章論述的基礎上，來對待這幾個教會。我們看到祂在致七個教會的七封書信中，每一篇信息都有提到基督在第一章中所顯出來的特徵。這一點請大家特別注意。在第一章描述中所使用的詞句，在給這幾個教會的信息中也分別用到了。所以，祂在前面是如何完全地彰顯出來，祂也就在這個基礎上，來如此地對待那幾個教會。所以說：祂前面所作的如果是愛的完全彰顯，那麼祂正是在這個基礎上，來對待所有這些教會的。
    請你們再注意一件事，這幾個信息和這幾個教會，都與「以弗所」和「老底嘉」兩個教會有關，因為這兩個教會包含連接了所有七個教會。在以弗所和老底嘉教會中，難處都是不完全的愛。對於以弗所，主說：「你把起初的愛心離棄了。」對於老底嘉，主說：「你也不冷也不熱。」所以對於這些教會來說，最根本的問題就是愛。讓我們把這幾個教會盡快分別地看一看。
包容一切的起初的愛
       這裏有一件奇妙的事：在標記著所有屬靈事物起頭的以弗所教會中，一切都是取決於愛。「你把起初的愛離棄了。」是甚麼「起初的愛」呢？「起初的愛」，在性質上是無所不包的。如果在起初的愛中，而找不到愛的特點，那麼以後不可能再找到了。起初的愛包含了愛的一切根基。我們無法制一張表，羅列出起初的愛所有的含義，它是一切的一切，包含了你所能談到的一切愛，它是完全無私、全然忘我、沒有算計。這愛非常激烈、熊熊地燃燒，是絕對地熾烈、堅強、信實。主的工作就是從這裏開始。起初的愛是主著手祂整個使命的基礎，綜合了愛所有的特點。所以，論到有關的最終光景，我們可以透過以弗所教會，看到主在祂的教會中所要得到的，就是包容一切的愛，這是帶著愛的一切特點的愛。特別是在末後，祂要回到起初，把教會帶回到那個同樣的根基上。當然，在首先就一定要有起初的愛；從未曾有過的東西也談不上離開。這個愛是我們面臨的挑戰。
    對於以色列，神透過一位先知，帶著失望和痛楚的感嘆說：「你幼年的恩愛，婚姻的愛情，你怎樣在曠野，在未曾耕種之地跟隨我，我都記得。」（耶二2）這就是愛所能成就的事。愛會追隨它的愛侶，直到曠野之地，即便在這裏，賴以生存的東西一無所有。
    如果必要的話，愛寧願餓死，也要與它的愛人同在。「你婚姻的愛情……我都記得。」主是以這包容萬有的愛為基礎，來起首祂的作為。事實上，祂是說：「夠不上這一點的，都不能讓我滿意。」在以弗所教會中，確實有愛，這一點沒有疑問。「我知道你的行為、勞碌、忍耐」－－還有這一點，那一點等等；他們不是沒有愛心，但是他們缺乏了那起初的愛，那種絕對的、包容萬有的、面面周全的愛。難處就是在這裏。
   讓我們好好留心這一點。我們都愛主，我相信我們說出的這句話是真實的。我們愛主，並且願意為祂做許多事，但是我們的愛是這種起初的愛嗎？我們生活中的每一件事都是受愛的激勵嗎？還是說其中有許多是靠著一種責任感來過的？是覺得有本分、有必要、不得不去做的，或者是某些別的意圖、別的興趣和目的，把我們作為基督徒而一直留在神的事工中？或者是因為害怕，認為我們不能半途而廢，以免我們身上發生甚麼意外？所有這一切都是基於很低的生命標準。包容萬有的愛是以神為起點。祂說：「所有夠不上這個的，都不能讓我滿意；即使你勞苦了、忍耐了，有了這個、又有了那個，甚至還有別的許多，這些都是很值得稱讚的；但是你失去了起初的愛，所以我不能讓燈台留在你那裏。」當起初的愛失去時，無論還留下多少別的東西，見證其實早已經失去了。
起初的愛的性質
一.甘受患難的愛
    現在我們來看「示每拿」教會。我們知道這個教會受了很大的患難，在這段極度痛苦的時間裏，至死忠心是他們必需的品質。由此我們看到主說，憑著那全備豐滿的起初的愛，確實地說，起初的愛就是甘受患難的愛。這個愛體現在你為主的緣故，出於對主的愛，甘願經歷、甘願忍耐和忍受的一切。能檢驗你這顆愛心的，不只是要你到這世界的某個地方，去服事外邦人，去為你的主捨下性命，真正的測驗是，你在自己的家中，能忍受些甚麼，在別的基督徒中間能忍受些甚麼。在對主的愛中，每天能忍受多少殉道者一般的經歷，而不帶任何伸冤的心情，不會想看那些使你遭遇為難的人，如何自食其果。甘受苦難的愛，就是起初的愛。你是否不得已而受苦，且是無辜地受苦？彼得說：「你們若因行善受苦，能忍耐，這在神看是可喜愛的（或作『這在神看是恩典』－－根據 R.V.版本聖經的旁註另譯）。」（彼前二20）我們說過：恩典是愛的惟一的另一種說法。甘受患難的愛－－這就是起初的愛。
    這一點容我再做些說明。你們都很清楚，如果一個人有了目標，在他第一次為之全身心的投入之後，他就準備好了要為它付上任何的代價。此時，別人怎麼說都無關緊要了，愛能勝過路途中一切的攔阻。
二.明察是非的愛
    下面再來看「別迦摩」教會。在這裏，我們看到的是一個很可怕的光景：混雜、玷污、妥協，以及與罪惡之事的種種糾葛。如果我們究其原因，就會發現別迦摩教會沒有把不同的事物分別開來，沒有把屬於主的和不屬於主的分別出來。她的妥協是由於屬靈的分辨力不完全造成的。由此我們知道，起初的愛是一種明察是非的愛，關於這一點，聖經談了很多。保羅就有很豐滿的看見：「……照明你們心中的眼睛，使你們知道祂的恩召有何等指望，祂在聖徒中得到的基業有何等豐盛的榮耀。」（弗一18）「心中的眼睛被照明」，才有明辨是非的愛。愛離盲目性有多遠，就如同天離地有多遠。「愛是盲目的」嗎？不，－－真實的愛不是盲目的。
    其實，真正的愛洞察一切，並且超越在一切之上。基督對門徒們的愛不是盲目的愛，祂並非不知道屬祂的人，祂對他們的愛並未被愚弄、欺騙或誤導，祂並非到最後才發現他們不是祂所料想的人。不，「祂知道人心裏所存的。」（約二25）祂的愛透視每一事物，會準確地預告他們將來的所做所為，但是面對這一切，愛依然不改變。愛是一個偉大的、能夠明察秋毫的東西。如果你的心完全被對主火熱的愛所充滿，就會十分敏感甚麼是可疑的、可推敲的。當一件事情不對的時候，不必有人不斷地、沒完沒了地對你說；對主的愛會帶領你很快地看到、感覺到有甚麼需要得到糾正。也許你當時還不知道是甚麼事，但你總感覺到有那裏不對勁。愛就會這樣。而世界上的教導，即使窮盡了，也不可能帶領你到這個地步。也許遇到這類事情時，你是要等別人來告訴你神的話是怎樣說的，即使你可能會說：「好吧!因為你這麼說了，因為這事在聖經上寫著了，我就順服，照著去做吧。」但你覺得這就夠了嗎？如果你是使用靈裏的眼睛來認識主，就永遠不會說這樣的話。我告訴你：只要這份愛，這份辨明一切的愛，帶著內住聖靈的一切智慧，真正地充滿了你的心，你就無需別人告訴你，也能有這個感覺；即使還必須有人藉著神的話來告訴你，在你裏面的那個聲音也會對你說：「是的，我知道那是對的，主告訴我那是對的。」難道你不認為我們今天缺乏的正是這樣的基督徒嗎？主在這末世需要的也正是這樣的兒女，這是從起初就存在祂心意中的事，祂把這稱為起初的愛。起初的愛是能十分敏感地知道，該減去甚麼，加添甚麼，該做甚麼樣的調整，並且如實地按照這個看見去行事。你不必隨時隨處地說：「請這樣做，你沒注意到這樣做可能會更有益嗎？」如果一個人有絕對奉獻的心志，那麼你不必對他作這樣的教導。愛是時刻儆醒的，它無需人告訴它甚麼，但它能活潑、敏銳地帶著它洞察事物的能力，心甘情願地作它當做的事。對主真正的熱心，遠超任何律法的規條。起初的愛，是明察一切是非的愛。
    我真想花上所有的時間，來談這個明察一切的愛，因為可談的實在太多了。我們的成長不是靠教訓和知識，不是靠滿滿地裝進聖經中的許多教義、真理，不管它們有多麼美妙、多麼真實、多麼高超。我們成長的惟一倚靠就是愛，是具有屬靈分辨力的愛。「惟有愛心能造就人。」（林前八1）愛能造就人，是因為愛給我們屬靈的分辨力。一個最單純的神的孩子，雖然從未受過高深的造就，也未曾接受大量的屬靈教訓，但是因為他愛主，他在屬靈的成長上，要比那些單有頭腦和悟性上的知識，而不知道倚靠靈裏眼睛的人，有更大的長進。這是千真萬確的。如果愛是完全的，就不會與錯誤妥協，不容許有疑問的事情繼續存在，不讓任何一件雖然不是錯誤，但有問題的事，拖拖沓沓地留在那裏，而不干脆利落地除去。聖靈就是這樣工作的。我們難道不曾見過嗎？我們不是見過，當一個人在聖靈裏成長時，雖然根本沒有人對他們說過甚麼話，但是因著對主強烈的愛，他們在習慣上，儀表上，乃至個人喜好、言談舉止，都發生了各種各樣的變化嗎？也有相反的光景，有些人（我最好不具體提及）面對某些事情時，總愛指教別人，於是人家也可能會說：「好的，他說我們不可以這樣做，我就不做好了。」難道這就夠好了嗎？不！我們也看到另一些人，雖然從未有人向他們提起這些事，但因著他們被神的愛抓住了，在他們的基督徒生活起步後的幾個月中，其外面就開始平穩地改變著，不久變成了與從前完全不同的人。愛是這一切的關鍵。現在你們可以明白，主為甚麼對別迦摩的教會說那些話，因為明察是非的性質是起初之愛的標記。當時教會所需要的，今天在愛的豐滿中仍然需要。
三.不容妥協的愛
在「推雅推喇」教會中，我們又看到一個敗壞的、使人悲哀的光景，一個屬靈的悲劇。我們從這段經文中使用的語言、名字，以及在名字背後的歷史中看到，那是以色列受誘惑的歷史。他們被誘惑，並且也在這誘惑中墮落了；這就是這一段的要點。那麼這個教會到底需要甚麼呢？愛是如何彰顯出來呢？對於別迦摩教會妥協的光景，主是要求她具備明辨是非的愛，而對於推雅推喇教會的受引誘而墮落的光景，則是要求她具備不容妥協的愛，要與巴蘭和他的同類徹底決裂；不能妥協、不能被誘入混亂、不能有摻雜、不能企圖去把任何對立的東西融合在一起，不能穿亞麻和羊毛織在一起的衣服，不能把牛和驢放在一起耕地－－你們知道，這些都是預表兩個不同的範疇、兩種不同的性質－－不能把屬肉體的和屬靈的帶到一起來，這是行不通的。屬肉體的和屬靈的之間，世界和基督之間，不可能建立甚麼調和的關係。在這裏要恢復起初的愛，就意味著不能有妥協、不能有混雜、不能把不同性質的事物混為一談。
四.立場鮮明的愛
    「撒狄」教會－－論到這個教會的重點是甚麼呢？「按名你是活的，其實是死的。」如果用一個詞來歸納給撒狄教會的評語，這個詞就是「模棱兩可」。所以從一個總的標準來看，起初的愛、終極的愛、基督的愛、祂所尋找的愛，就是一個立場鮮明的愛，它能把你和一切屬於主的，清清楚楚地分別出來歸給主。如果一個人是以這個愛為他的特點，他的生命是由這個愛來掌管，他的生活就會與前大不一樣，祂的目標明確、突出，立場鮮明、清晰，毫不含混。這個偉大的愛，使我們與周圍其他的一切有分別的，給我們的生活帶來確定性。一旦你的全人被這個愛掌握，你就不會模棱兩可。起初的愛不會計較別人會怎麼想、怎麼說。是的，即使大家都對一個陷入痴情的初戀者說這說那，可能還會加上各種各樣的言語－－他是個傻瓜、痴子！－－但這些都無關緊要，這個愛能使他立場鮮明、專心注意於一個目標、一個憧憬、一個夢想、一個意念。在他們身上，只有這一件事，而沒有第二件事會影響他們，這一點絕不容置疑。對於處在這種光景中的人，有些很幽默的說法，我們說他墜入愛河、身不由己、渾然不知身外的世界了！在他們的生活中，只有一件事，也只存在那一件事。當然，這是初戀所該有的狀態。你們年輕，在每一種關係剛開始的時候，總是這樣的。起初的愛也是這樣。主說：「我要你在你起初所在的位置。」「我要你在我始終所在的位置。我是阿拉法，我是俄梅嘎；我是初，我是終；自始至終我都是如此。你要帶著立場鮮明的愛回到那裏。」

五.堅定不移的愛
「非拉鐵非」教會的光景比較容易總結。它名字本身的意思就是「弟兄之愛」。用一個詞來總結這裏的信息就是「忍耐」，「我忍耐的道」。起初的愛就是忍耐的愛。新約每次談到忍耐的時候，在旁邊都註有另一詞，意思是歷久長存、堅定不移的愛，那就是起初的愛，是基督的愛。「祂愛他們到底」（到了極點）；「我以永遠的愛，愛你。」哦!這個愛昨日是如何的得勝，今日也是如何的得勝！這個愛一直不斷面對挑戰，雖遭受逼迫，但仍然忍耐地對待這一切。這需要何等的堅定，何等的剛強，這是堅定不移的愛，是神愛的品質。
六.赤誠火熱的愛
    最後，我們來看「老底嘉」教會，可以用甚麼字眼來總結這個教會呢？它的難處是平平庸庸，既不是這個，也不是那個；沒有任何地方是突出的，沒有任何一件事是明確的。你沒法說他們不是基督徒，但你也不能說，他們這樣作基督徒的光景是好的。他們十分平常。在這世界上，起初的愛不是平平常常的愛，你有起初的愛，就成為一個十分不平常的人。那麼，起初的愛是甚麼樣的光景呢？與老底嘉教會的光景剛好相反，起初的愛是赤誠火熱的，那是一種火一般的愛、極熱烈的愛、火熱的愛。
    總而言之：起初之愛的性質概括起來就是－－恒久忍耐、明察是非、不容妥協、立場鮮明、堅定不移、赤誠火熱。現在我們得到解釋這幾篇信息的鑰匙，也得到了解釋末世光景的鑰匙。不是嗎？也許關於它們還有別的解釋，但我還未找到。這是我找到的最後一個解釋。我想我們這回對了。因為主在這末世還要對祂的教會說話，對祂的百姓說話，對我們說話；祂所要說的就是關於愛的問題。祂對這件事的關注，要強於其他任何一件事。關於真理的各個方面－－無論是向著神的事奉，是有關教會的永遠呼召和使命的真理，還是十字架工作的偉大意義－－這些都是那一個完整的真理的各個方面，都是重要的，它們為愛提供了前進的方向，然而，那托起萬有、貫穿萬有的根基和源頭，必須是這個神聖的愛。因為即使你擁有了一切的真理，但沒有愛，它們就都還是無有。願主將這個寫在我們的心裏！               

第七篇 愛的果子
在前面的默想中，我們看到了啟示錄中那個完全的、完滿的階段，在那裏我們還注意到一個奇妙的事實，就是啟示錄前三章講的所有問題，其實就是愛的問題。愛聯合了許多事物，但這一切總括起來都是關於愛的問題。
    我們現在繼續來看這一個愛所產生的幾樣果子。在這裏，至為突出、關鍵的問題是：雖然與這個愛相關的事物有許許多多，但主在祂的百姓中尋找的那一個愛，是要如同祂自己的那種愛；這個愛不是可有可無的，每一件事都與之戚戚相關。當主說：「（對於）那得勝的」，祂所要的就是這個愛。你們知道，主對於七個教會中的每一個，都說了這句話，即使對那些沒有甚麼明顯過犯的教會，祂仍是說：「在我眼中許多重大的結果，都是與這愛緊密相關；一切的一切都依賴於這個愛。」所以我們現在要花一點時間，來看這幾個重大的結果，它們隱藏在神對每個教會、也是對所有的人，包括對我們自己所說的那最後一句話－－「得勝的」；或「（對於）那得勝的。」之中。
豐盛的生命
    關於「以弗所」教會，我們記得這個教會所面臨的挑戰，就是那涵蓋了愛的一切品質的起初之愛。因此當我們在愛的豐滿裏來考查愛這個主題時，我們將要看到一個涵蓋一切的、全備的結果。換句話說：我們將看到與這個涵蓋一切的愛密切相關的，是一個涵蓋一切的結果。我們這樣的期待並不為過。好的，現在來看這句話：「得勝的，我必將神樂園中生命樹的果子賜給他吃。」（啟二7）在這裏，愛所效法的是神的愛、基督的愛、聖靈的愛－－與這樣的愛緊密相關的，就是一個豐盛的生命；這是一個何等的結果！這裏提到了神樂園中的生命樹，它既是一個回顧，也是一個展望，把我們帶回到起初，再帶向末後。我們在啟示錄的末了，再次看到這棵生命樹，它成了一個終極的標志，既是起初的，也是末後的。因此這個有關愛的事物，是包括一切，貫穿一切的。
    但是，我們還要一直回到起初，看看這一重大的事件，曾經是怎樣，現在又是怎樣。神在起初創造了天和地，並其中的萬物之後，接著造了人，並把人安置在那個園子中；在園子當中，還放著一棵生命樹，這棵樹集中體現了受造界的一切、人的一切、和神心意中的一切。這是一棵生命樹，它超越了動物的生命、人類的生命、以及天然的生命。動物、人、天然的生命都在那園子中了，但是，有一種生命不在那裏，這種生命惟以那棵樹為代表。這棵樹象徵性地立在園中，作為對人的試驗，但它真正的意義是屬靈的、看不見的。但是，人在回應神的愛這件事上失敗了，他對神產生了懷疑、疑問、不信和背逆－－這一切都是愛的反面－－於是，神使這種狀態下、這種樣子中的人，不能擁有那另一種生命，這樣，受造界就像一朵凋萎的花一樣枯敗了，毀壞了，而人類從此就處在了審判和死亡的可怕陰影之中。保羅說：「……罪是從一人入了世界，死又是從罪來的；於是死就臨到眾人。」（羅五12）對受造者和人本身而言，那個生命是神的旨意的根本所在。人從未接受過它，卻由於失去了愛，由於在愛中失敗了，從而也失去了那個生命。
    現在來看看主耶穌。祂在時候滿足的時候來了。神差遣了祂的獨一的兒子，祂心愛的兒子。當子從祂隱藏的歲月中走出，踏入這公開的世間，開始確實地承擔起祂那偉大的生命事工時，天開啟了，神說：「這是我的愛子。」（太二17）施洗約翰論到祂時，也說：「生命在祂裏面。」（約一4）現在祂就在這裏，代表著一個新的受造，在祂裏面藏著亞當失落的那個生命。它就在祂裏面。「生命在祂裏面」，這就是那另一種生命，那不同的生命，那屬神的生命。這生命在祂裏頭，神說：祂代表著一個新的受造，「是我所喜悅的。」（太三17）
   祂是神的愛子，祂擁有的生命是在這之前任何人從未擁有過的，祂是神所有心意的答案，神在祂身上找到了完全的喜悅和滿足。然而，看看祂吧，你看到了甚麼呢？在這個芸芸眾生的世界中，祂外表的形象和別人沒有任何分別，雖然常常有些暗示說明祂的不凡之處，這些暗示有時也隱約被一些人察覺，但這些也只是有關祂的性情和品質，與祂外表的形象並沒有甚麼關係。
            除了這些之外，人們並沒有看到祂身上有甚麼不同之處，即使那些與祂最親近的人也一無所察。但是，有這麼一天，經上寫說：「過了六天，耶穌帶著彼得、雅各，和雅各的兄弟約翰，暗暗的上了高山；就在他們面前變了形象，臉面明亮如日頭，衣裳潔白如光。」伴隨著這一切的是一個從天發出的聲音，說：「這是我的愛子。」（太十七1~8）這裏並非另一位基督，並非另一位子，並非另一個人，就是原來的那一位。那個生命曾被隱藏起來， 但現在放出光芒；那個生命曾經是一件奧秘的事，但現在卻昭然若揭。那在祂裏頭的生命，現在終於讓人得見其所是了。這是一個完全變化了的生命！－－祂的整個身體變了形象，奪目生輝，閃射著神聖的榮耀。祂周圍的一切也都成了榮耀，那是屬天的榮耀、屬神的榮耀，而這正是在祂裏面的那個生命的特點，在這個時候得到完全的彰顯。基督在變化山上的變像，既是一個比喻，也是一個預表。
    保羅不是這樣告訴我們嗎？他說：「那日子要到，我們這卑踐的身體，要改變形狀，和祂榮耀的身體相似。」(腓三21）「這必朽壞的要穿上不朽壞的，這必死的要穿上不死的，死亡要被得勝吞滅。」（林前十五50~55）我們從耶穌基督接受的生命，就是這樣一種生命。這是亞當從未擁有過的另外一種生命。你們看到，這一切都建立在愛的基礎上，建立在基督對父的愛的基礎上。祂的愛是那至死不渝的愛，是那與群集的罪惡勢力爭戰到底的愛：是這個愛使祂能夠為著順服父的旨意，為著拯救我們而將祂自己交於罪惡權勢的手中，說：「我被交在你們的手中，做你們要做的吧。現在是你們的時候，黑暗掌權了。」（路二十二53）這一切祂都樂意去做，只為要順服父的旨意。
十字架就在眼前。當摩西與以利亞出現在那座變化山上的時候，他們與祂談論祂的離世，這是祂即將在耶路撒冷成就的事；他們是在與祂談論祂的十字架。那時祂已經在十字架的陰影下，已經在原則上接受了十字架，已經在每一次的試煉中都順服了父的旨意。愛已經在祂裏頭得勝了。祂一路向前，將屬神的愛和榮耀完全彰顯出來。這就是貫穿於創世記到啟示錄的主調。愛始終聯合著生命，生命也始終聯合著愛－－這就是那另一個的生命。
    這一切對你來說難道只是一個美麗的題目、一曲動聽的歌嗎？你是否有把握擁有一個榮耀的身體？如果你的答案是肯定的，那麼將來脫離此生的肉體時，你就會為那個榮耀的身體而高興。難道你沒有關注將來的榮耀嗎？對於那一個偉大奇妙的宣告沒有任何興趣嗎？我們是蒙呼召來得享祂永遠的榮耀(彼前五10）。當一切的死亡都被最終消滅之後，我們要與基督同得榮耀，而生命－－那屬神的，非受造的生命，基督獨一的生命－－要表現出它本來的樣式，彰顯出它的特點和性質。神真正的榮耀就在祂的生命之中。這是一個重大的問題，一個關乎生命的問題。
   關於這個生命有何等的榮耀，我們現在也能略知一二。它不只是為將來存留的。或許目前在我們身上這種榮耀不是那麼明顯－－雖然有時候，主甚至也用那將來世界的能力，來觸摸我們今生的肉體，用祂自己的生命使我們的身體復活－－但是我們確實知道在靈裏、在魂裏，生命和死亡一直在爭戰，生命與死亡之間有何等大的分別！感覺到死亡，知道有些死亡的東西在我們裏頭，我們的靈和魂被死亡摸到，或者處在死亡的氛圍中，這些都是多麼可怕的事！但是，當我們置身於神聖的生命氣氛中，就是多麼的榮耀。這是現今在我們靈裏的榮耀。如果有人不得已活在一個全然沒有主的世界裏，一個充滿了屬靈死亡的世界裏，不管這種死亡是世俗意義的還是宗教意義的，都是一件十分可怕的事。但是，如果你逃離了那個環境，來到一群有主同在的人中，嘗到那種生命的滋味，那又是何等美好的事！那是一種裏面的屬靈的榮耀。現在你想想看－－這樣的一種榮耀將在我們的全人，包括我們的身體上豐滿地彰顯出來！這是何等的榮耀！這就是神百姓所懷的盼望，所蒙的呼召，這一切都是關乎生命的事。
  愛是那個生命一切的根基，也是惟一的根基。如果你觸到的是愛之外的其他東西－－如果你接觸到怨恨、敵意、懷疑、偏見、批評、嫉妒、猜疑，或是任何與愛背道而馳的東西－－那麼你就觸到了死亡。這是可怕的。如果你碰到一個人對你滿眼疑慮，時時提防，處處戒備，這是一種多麼使人無可奈何的光景；你沒法捱下去，巴不得這情形趕快過去，你在心裏感到傷痛，因為這時候你碰到了死亡。但是，假若你在一個神的孩子身上碰到了流淌到你身上的愛。哦!那又是一番怎樣的情景！你看到空氣中充溢著希望，各樣的美善都可能湧出。有愛的地方一切都可能成為現實，因為在這裏有一條出路。這是聯結一切的問題，這就是為甚麼你們要以生命樹作為起點。
    最後我們還是以生命樹作結束。這棵樹是長在園中，長在神愛的園中，這棵樹只有在愛的土壤中才能成活、茂盛。這些都是非常實在而又帶著挑戰性的。別忘了，當你需要人來愛你，向你流露愛，好使你屬靈的生命得著成長、脫離幼稚、狹小、局限而得以寬廣，這時候別的人也同樣需要你的愛來達到同樣的目的。那些想通過批評別人、猜疑別人，來拓寬屬靈生命的辦法，這是行不通的。你只能用神的愛來愛他們，才能幫助他們拓寬屬靈的生命。
    生命是有概括性的，概括了其他一切事物。所以當包含愛的一切特點的那個起初的愛，向以弗所教會提出之後，那包括一切、涵蓋一切的問題
也就產生了，這就是生命問題。
沒有第二次的死
    現在我們再繼續看有關士每拿教會的情況。愛在士每拿教會得勝的一個結果是，得勝者有分於第一次的復活。 「得勝的，必不受第二次的死。」(啟二11) 甚麼是第二次的死呢？ 簡單的說，就是再也沒法補救了。神和人之間的那扇門徹底地關上了，從此永遠的隔絕了。所有的一切都在第二次的死裏結束，那就是終了。在那扇門之外再沒有指望，沒有生命的可能。但是，在這段關於士每拿教會的論述中，經上是這麼說到那些在愛中的人：「他必不受第二次死的害。」死亡所有的權勢要被擊碎、打敗，它的魔爪要被奪去。愛就意味著絕對不容讓那種與神隔絕的、徹底的絕望對你有任何一點侵染。這絕非一件小事。如果在黑暗的那一邊，其結局就是沒有指望、失去了神，人的魂進入永遠被棄絕的光景中，再也尋不到神，這實在是件大事，我們絕不能與它有任何關聯。
在士每拿教會中的得勝的愛，就是恒久忍耐的愛(「務要至死忠心，我就賜給你那生命的冠冕」)，它意味著，雖然你可能要付出地上生命的代價，你卻永不受第二次死的影響。你也許要經歷第一次的死，或許是進入墳墓裏，或許是死於殺人者的手中，或許死於殉道者的墓中，或許死於堆積在你身上如山的反對和患難；然而這一切都只是第一次的死，還有比這個要深得多，可怕得多的死。如果你忠心直到第一次的死，你就不會被那第二次的死所害，你會發現自己置身於那些完全勝過死亡的人之中。好了，不管操練恒久忍耐的愛對你意味著甚麼。請記住：有一個重大的結果與這種忍受患難的愛緊密相關。你們這些為基督的緣故而忍受忍耐的人，你們這些為著愛主而在任何一個方面經受苦痛的人，你們正是靠著這種恒久忍耐的愛最終脫離了死亡。你們正在搖撼死亡權勢的根基，你們正在催毀死亡的根本力量。也許這一點需要解釋一下，但是事實已經陳述清楚了，就是我們是透過忍受患難而勝過第二次的死。
與主在深處隱秘的生活
我們現在來看看在別迦摩教會中，那個得勝的愛在這裏是甚麼形狀呢？這個教會對於神的愛處在一個低落的光景中，她本來應當對於傷害神的那些事很警惕、很敏感，但他們卻沒能這樣，沒能辨別罪惡的侵害，因此這個教會淪入一種妥協的光景中。然而，使人驚奇的是，對於這樣一個教會，神的話卻是說：「得勝的，我必將那隱藏的嗎哪賜給他，並賜他一塊白石，石上寫著新名，除了那領受的以外，沒有人能認識。」 我可以用一句話告訴你這一切的意思是甚麼－－這是一種與神之間內在的交通，這種交通不是一般的人所經歷的；這種對神內在的知識是一種秘密的擁有，意義非同尋常。這是一種對於神個人的、內在的、秘密的認識，沒有這種認識的人對此完全不能領會。你認識那在你裏面的神，你在你的裏面就享受主的某些東西；然而這個你只能自己擁有，這是你個人的秘密。對於信的人，不就是這樣嗎？「耶和華與敬畏祂的人親密，祂必將自己的約指示他們。」(詩二十五14)在一些神的孩子內在生命中，在他們與主同行的路上有一種奧秘的東西，有一個秘密。他們永遠無法使別人明白這一點，這一點對旁人來說是一個奧秘，但它又是的的確確存在的，是我們這些神的孩子特別擁有的祝福和財富。
   哦!這一點對他們的意義是何等重大！這就是上面那段經文的意思。隱藏的嗎哪、白石、寫在其上的新名－－祂自己的名字；「因為他知道我的名，我要把他安置在高處。」(詩九十一14)這就把那些更內在、在更深處認識主的人，與大多數人分別開來。這一種對主的認識不是一般的認識。
  明察秋毫的愛，這是一些神的子民最大的需要。上面這些話正是對這樣一些人說的。所以這裏的信息就是，如果你擁有這份愛，你與主之間就有了一個秘密。藉著在我們心裏的這份愛－－起初的愛、完全的愛、對神真實的愛，我們與神之間就有了一個秘密的生活，神對我們就有了某種隱秘的意義，這種意義祂並沒有向每個人都顯明。我們也為此被選召：這並不是說我們是特蒙眷愛的，而是說透過那恒久忍耐的愛，我們認識到了那明察秋毫的愛；先是恒久忍耐的愛，接著是明察秋毫的愛。那些對主認識最深、最內在的人也就是那些為著主，與主一同受苦最多的人。他們擁有別人所沒有的認識。所以，從士每拿到別迦摩，就是從恒久忍耐的愛到明辨秋毫的愛－－歷經患難得著隱藏的嗎哪，藉著非同一般的過程認識主，並與主有一個奧秘的愛的聯結。
能力與權柄的地位
    「推雅推喇」教會－－他們的光景是受引誘而墮落，因此她所需要的是不容妥協的愛。這種不容妥協的愛帶出甚麼樣的結果呢？「那得勝又遵守我命令到底的，我要賜給他權柄制伏列國；他必用鐵杖轄管他們。」（啟二26~27)在這裏，我們摸到一個極為重大的原則。但是，不要把上面這段話用屬世的眼光來理解，把自己想像成一個在某處統治地上萬國的君王，或諸如此類的形象。我要說的不是這個。重要的是其中隱含的原則。我們知道，妥協就是那種把相對立的東西混摻在一起、亂擺在一起、攪和在一起的狀態，但當愛得勝時，就決不妥協，勝過一切混摻、亂擺、攪和，使你處在一個有巨大權勢的地位，一個有管轄權柄的地位。這一點你可以用另一面的方式來測試。如果你看到的是一種妥協的、混雜的生活，在其中對立的東西糾纏在一起，有的屬於世界，有的屬於真實的基督教，有的出於肉體，有的出於靈，本來絕對擺不到一起的東西都擺在了一起－－你想這其中帶有甚麼能力，甚麼權柄？帶有甚麼統治和管轄的力量？全然沒有！
    當神說：「耶和華就必使你作首不作尾」時，難道魔鬼不正是在這一點上透過巴蘭引誘以色列墮落了，把以色列國從管轄列邦的高位上拉下來，奪去他們屬靈的權柄，使他們在列國中被擊碎？原則就在這裏。愛，不容妥協的愛帶進了有能力、權柄的地位。如果你的生活是妥協的，如果你的生活中有任何一種兩可的現象存在，你永遠不可能禱告得通，神永遠不可能因你的禱告而介入，成就甚麼事。如果你的生活是摻雜的，你即使禱告到沒法再禱告了，主還是不會進來，你也還是不能在禱告中有權柄。只有那愛，才能把我們帶到神面前；一個絕對清晰、純淨、透明的愛，才能使我們得著一個具有偉大的屬靈權能的地位。這個權能到底是甚麼？這一點我們先不去說它。我只是指出這一點。教會在要來的日子中，要在高天之上掌權。在致以弗所人的書信中，我們看到關於教會的最豐滿的啟示，以及她永遠的、至終的呼召和職分。在這裏，愛是一曲得勝的凱歌－－「……能以和眾聖徒一同明白基督的愛，是何等長闊高深，並知道這愛是過於人所能測度的，便叫神一切所充滿的，充滿了你們。」(弗三18~19)這段話是針對教會而言的。教會必然要進到這個地位上。
由此可見，許多重大的事件都與這個愛緊密相關，既包括教會目前屬靈的權能與權勢，也包括在今後要來的歷世歷代中統管諸天的權柄，那時教會要管理今天被邪惡的諸勢力所充滿的地方，就是被這黑暗世界的掌權者轄制的地方。這絕不是一件無足輕重的使命。它是以那起初的愛為根基的。這就是以弗所和推雅推喇給我們的功課。這一切的中心就是愛，完全豐滿的愛，其結果是統轄列邦的權柄。
我們的名字被承認在天上
    接著是撒狄教會。因為她的猶疑不定、模棱兩可，所以主呼召他們要有立場鮮明的愛，這個愛把他們標示出來。不只是說他們靠著愛心被標示出來，而是愛把他們標示出來。你們覺得這二種說法沒甚麼不同嗎？不！當你看到這立場鮮明的愛時，請看神對這個教會說的是甚麼話：「凡得勝的，必這樣穿白衣，我也必不從生命冊上塗抹他的名；且要在我父面前和我父眾使徒面前，認他的名。」－－白衣、名字在父面前和眾使徒面前得到承認。這難道不是具有分別力的愛，是能帶出分別的愛麼？我舉一個很普通的例子，或許可以幫助你理解這一點。我有個兄弟是工程師，幾天前我去他辦公室裏找到他。那辦公室是在他的工地後面，在那裏大約有六十個人，全都是專家，大都在忙著一些管理工作。我跟我兄弟聊了一會兒之後，我記起了我的車需要修修，這剛好是個機會，我就說：「我的車有點小毛病，不知道你有沒有甚麼辦法處理一下？」他就到樓下去看我的車，然後對其中一個人說：「把那車放到升降機上。」接著他就派他的一個負責的專家來料理這邊的事。那個人來了以後，我兄弟就對他說：「這是我的兄弟，要是他甚麼時候把他的車弄過來，請多多關照，把一切都辦理好。」 「這是我兄弟。」－－所有六十個人和所有的工作都聽我指揮了！在那個時刻，一切都是以我的利益為中心了。「我要在我父面前和我眾使徒面前認他的名。」「我要說『這是我的弟兄』」－－為此，整個的天都要關注這件事。當愛把我們分別出來的時候，有愛、有榮耀在天上，我們的名字在天上被承認、被尊重。
    哦!我們總是費盡心機地邀寵，想在人前自顯為大、趾高氣揚、左右吆喝、擺出一副大人物的樣子，為要得他人的服侍、協助，想要獲取某種頭銜。這是人用來獲取認可的手段。可是這裏說，愛在天上是有分別能力的東西。是愛使你在那裏成為一個與眾不同的人；是愛把你帶到父和眾天使面前，使你成為一個算得數的人；而這是現在就能看到的結局，不是將來才有的。哦!只要我們有這樣的愛，天父也要把我們計算在內，「這是我所愛的。」眾天使看見我們是被神所愛的，就要來親自服侍我們。這是因為我們不只是在祂的愛子裏面，我們還與這愛所意味的一切有著靈裏的交通。我們在這交通裏面，我們被天標明出來。
屬靈的重要性
    「非拉鐵非」教會標記著對於堅貞不渝的愛的要求。從這堅貞不渝的愛的結局中，可以看到與之相呼應的某種東西。神對非拉鐵非教會說：「得勝的,我要叫他在我神殿中作柱子,他也必不再從那裏出去。我又要將我神的名和我神城的名（這城就是從天上,從我神那裏降下來的新耶路撒冷），並我的新名，都寫在他上面。」(啟三12)「在我神殿中作柱子。」請再注意：不要物質化地理解這些話語。我們稍後還會看到這個句子：「我未見城內有殿，因主神,全能者和羔羊為城的殿。」（啟二十一22）在神居住的地方、神的殿中、神自己的居所中做柱子，在神自己的殿中做柱子，一根承擔重大責任的柱子－－這就是堅貞不渝的愛帶出的結果。「我又要將我神城的名寫在他上面。」他將擁有天上耶路撒冷城的公民權。他成了一個在天上的有產者，一個算得上數的人，一個在新耶路撒冷城有份量的自由的人。「並我的新名」，這句話的意思是，我把我自己交托給那個人。這些事情太大了，你覺得難以理解嗎？但這些不是誇張，是明明白白地寫在聖經中的。所有具有非拉鐵非特點的人，都帶上了堅貞之愛的標記，成了神的居所中合神心意的一股力量，是算得上數的人。
    約伯論到他受苦前的日子說，他出門時大家都以他為重，向他俯首、尊崇他。我們不要自以為重要，但要帶著屬天的觀點來看甚麼是重要的：謙卑、柔和，全無驕傲自負，這在神的眼中是極重要的；對於教會，就是新耶路撒冷也是重要的－－愛必然會給我們刻上這樣的特點－－你是否從一個正確的角度上渴望承擔重責，渴望生活得有意義，渴望在神的事情上成為一股真正的力量，渴望在神面前是一個算得上數的人？你渴望這些嗎？想知道其中的路嗎？我不知道你的想法是如何。你是不是想：「哦!好了，如果我好好地學習，擁有大量的教導和聖經知識，不斷在主的事中奔忙，這樣我就會變得有分量了？」不，絕對不是如此！
    當神在你身上有對付時，你會發現自己被倒空，一直降卑到一無所有，到那時你才會因著主本身而生出一種純全無己的愛。哦!即使在愛主這件事上也有差別－－是為了讓神能為我們做甚麼而愛，還是為著祂自己而愛呢？如果有人來愛你，你不希望對方是因為你能做甚麼而來愛你，你是希望因著自身的緣故而被人愛。我們對主的愛也應當是這樣。當我們脫離了自己一切的雄心、一切想要得到認可和美稱的願望時，我們就能夠因著主的自己而愛祂，我們就到達了一個極為重要的位置－－在神的事情上、在神的殿中、在神的面前，做一根有力的柱子。正是愛帶給我們一切屬靈的重要性。
在寶座上與祂同坐
最後是老底嘉教會。可憐的老底嘉，她的見証是平平庸庸，既不冷也不熱，但主所需要的是不折不扣的火熱的愛、燃燒的愛、熾熱的愛。那麼這與愛相關的結果是甚麼呢？「得勝的，我要賜他在我寶座上與我同坐，就如我得了勝，在我父的寶座上與他同坐一般。」現在你已達到了至高之處－－與掌王權的主在寶座上合而為一，這其中所意味的一切，我們實在難以描述，即使想描述也永遠辦不到。但它的意思一定是關於主對祂在地上的百姓所要說的話－－「在某種根基上，你要與我在我的寶座上同坐，你要擁有我所擁有的位置，你要與我同享我所到達的地位。」這意義非同尋常的，因為這是一件關乎得勝的事，就是要勝過不冷不熱的愛。當你擁有了這愛，這份火熱的、豐滿的、堅強的愛，你就到達那個至高的位置，即寶座的位置。 

    前面所說的這一切，你們不一定全記得，其中的細節可能會忘記， 但是請記住，啟示錄已經把最後的時辰與最後的事件向我們顯明了。如果你忘記了所有的細節，請記住一件事，就是我們生命的最後、最高的結果，就是我們與神聯合的最終、最高的結果，是與愛密切相關的。正因為如此，這個愛顯得甚重要，所以神藉著聖靈將祂的愛澆灌在我們的心上，這是何等的重要。神愛我們的那個大愛是何等奇妙，這愛如今正住在我們心裏。這愛是為著我們的，也必須是住在我們裏面的。願主成就祂的工作。    

第八篇 你愛我嗎
    讀經： 約翰福音第二十一章十五至二十三節
我們默想「祂的大愛」已經接近尾聲了，現在我們要用一句話來概括這段愛的道路。我們的信息還是來自使徒約翰。他的記述雖然列在福音書的最後，但其最終、最突出的特點就是愛。約翰福音第二十一章是一篇附錄，它幾乎像是一個事後的增補篇。在第二十章三十一節處，約翰似乎已經做出結論了，可是他接著彷彿是在沉思中又自言自語說：「我不能到此就結束，我還要加一點東西進去。我必須把這一切都化成一種個人的親身經歷，就是通過實際的奉獻而體現出來的對主真實的愛。」現在，我們首先來看以下這些話──

    「你愛我比這些更深嗎？」主在這裏提出了一個挑戰，這是一個十分個人化、十分直接明了的挑戰：不是隨意針對某個西門，而是特別針對「約翰的兒子西門」。他被指名道姓地點出來，沒有任何餘地與一大群的西門們混淆起來。正是這個西門曾經申辯說，無論別人如何跌倒，他的愛要比別人更堅強更可靠。「你愛我比這些更深嗎？」當然，對許多讀到這句話的人來說，如果主問他們是否愛祂，他們都會很肯定地回答「是的！」然而，在這裏，主顯然是在尋求另外一種答案，這答案是過於西門所回答的。 

這就是主為甚麼如此堅持不懈的原因。西門!你曾經申辯說你確實愛我；你甚至都說到你會比別人愛得更深；可是，西門!西門!你切切實實地看一看你的內心吧！為甚麼在試煉之下，當我從你們中間退去，留下你們自己時；當每一件事似乎都出了錯，癱蹋下來時；當你們一切個人的盼望、雄心和異象都被證明一文不值時，你竟說：「我打魚去？」你彷彿是說：「我要去找另一種活計，不再過這種生活了，這種生活不能令人滿意，它是這樣的動蕩不安、這樣的充滿艱辛，我看不出有甚麼路，所以我要自己去找一條路。」
    在這一群人中還有另外一個人－－就是多馬，他陷入了絕望之中，消極的絕望之中。但彼得是想「積極地」脫離他的困境，他說：「我打魚去。」當我們處在困擾，艱辛與試煉中時，我們也可以採取各種不同的態度。例如，有時神將祂自己隱藏了，使我們無法見到或聽到祂，也沒法感覺到祂的同在，祂變得非常遙遠，好象完全走出了我們的世界；我們素來盼望的一切都似乎到了終點，甚至不知道自己身在何處。這時，我們很容易就拐到我們為自己選擇的道路上，就開始以別的東西來取代那堅定不移的愛。所以，這是一場真正的挑戰，一場積極的挑戰，因為這一切都是主允許的經歷和試煉。的確，有時候主是隱藏了祂自己，讓我們感受被遺棄的孤單；祂似乎把天向我們關閉，使我們失去了有來有往的交通；我們曾經尋求、期待和宣講的那一切似乎都完結了、癱塌了；我們似乎被遺棄在一切盡如廢墟的光景中。主會做這樣的事，尤其是對於那些算得上數的子民，當祂用眼睛引導他們的時候，祂就要做這樣的事。
    弟兄姊妹們！請記住：那些神看為重的人是一定要走過這些深的經歷，其目的是為了讓他們上到一個能夠讓神使用的根基上。如果我們在暴風雨中無法立足，那於我們永遠不可能被主使用；如果當我們周圍的每一件事都陷入絕境時，我們的屬靈生命就土崩瓦解了，那麼我們對主是一無用處的；如果在那個時刻我們放棄了，那於我們對主來說就毫無價值了。你將來能不能對主有用，完全根據於你現在對主有沒有一個執著的愛，這個愛不會半途而廢說：「我打魚去。」或者說：「我要換一種活法，不跟從主了，由於情形所迫，我不能跟主走下去，我要另謀出路。」
   這就是主為甚麼一次、兩次地回過頭，說：「跟從我」、「你來跟從我」。在艱難試煉中轉過了頭，但現在「你來跟從我。」在你看不見主的時候，在你不知道主在那裏的時候，你還是要跟從主，繼續地跟從主，不斷地往前去。就是這一班人，也只有這一班人，要像彼得一樣地被主用。這一切的根基在於對主自己有發自裏面的愛，不是由於當時主為彼得做了甚麼，而是為著主自己。哦!這真難，只有神知道有多難！當祂似乎不為我們做任何事，而要我們單單地為著祂自己而愛祂。這就是愛的挑戰。
  現在你們能更明白這一點嗎？愛不只意味著做一個名義上的基督徒，掛著基督徒的名去聚會，去承擔基督徒的工作等等。對主的愛遠不只是這些！主問說：「你愛我嗎？」時，祂用的是一個詞，彼得回答時用的卻是另一個詞。我並不想在這裏講那幾個用來表示「愛」的不同詞匯，我們把這一點撇開不講。重要的是－－「你愛我嗎？」到底你的愛是甚麼質量、甚麼品質、甚麼內容？「你愛我嗎？」
愛的證明
    彼得回答說：「主阿!是的，你知道我愛你。」雖然彼得的這個回答並不完全，因為他說的「愛」字，並不是主剛才所用的那個字，然而主還是回過頭來針對彼得的宣告說：「好吧!來證明看看。」主先發出愛的挑戰，接著向彼得要愛的証明－－「你餵養我的小羊」，「你牧養我的羊。」這兩句話的重點是在那裏呢？重點是在「我的」－－我的小羊、我的羊。愛的對象不是「事奉」，也不是工作本身。哦!我們可能愛講道、愛工作，愛沉迷於工作之中；我們也可以愛基督教的系統、組織、活動，可以在諸如此類的事情中找到極大的滿足，找到自己的位置，然而這一切都不是愛的對象。
   所以，不是你喜愛事奉工作，甚至也不是喜愛牧養和餵養，若是這樣，就會產生一個很可怕的誤會。真正的愛乃是在於主所說這一點：「因為他們是我的，所以你愛他們；由於你是因為他們是屬於我的緣故而愛他們，所以你的愛是一種對我的愛，並且凡屬於我的都成為你愛的對象，成為你的奉獻和你的工作目的。」這實在是一種篩選。或許你是喜歡從事基督教工作，喜歡教導、講道，喜歡忙這忙那，並且你認為這些都是為主做的。但是，讓我們捫心自問，我們所做的果真是因為我們愛神所愛的麼？這一點果真是我們的動機嗎？只要是屬於主的，我們就真的願意為此而傾盡一切、付上全身心的代價嗎？我們真的會因著人對主真心的愛而落淚嗎？真的會因著他所關切的事而哭泣嗎？真的會這樣嗎？你手頭正在做的與神有關的事－－且不管它是甚麼事－－它到底是為了甚麼目的呢？有時候羊和小羊會讓人傷透腦筋，甚至會使我們幾乎近絕望。但是，惟獨因著對主的愛，因著他們是祂的羊，我們才能不至於將他們放棄。
    讓我把這一點說得再詳細、再實在一點。我不知道你們做的是甚麼事，可能所做的事各種各樣。在主的百姓這個群體中，你可能在看門並負責把人帶進來；你也可能在演奏樂器，或是在做人們都在做的那些基督教工作。你是為甚麼而做的呢？真的是出於發自心底的對主的愛嗎？真的是因為認識到這是屬於主的，所以甘心為著主自己而做嗎？還是出於某種較低的理由，是別人勸你、差遣你去做？你所做的是否出於靈裏和真實？主十分在意和關注這一點，祂把一切都建立在這個根基上。愛的證明就在於我們所關心的是不是祂的。只要是祂的，就是我們的一切；只要祂看為重要，是祂所關心的，我就不需要其他說服、勸導、催迫或邀請。因為那是主的，這就夠了。
愛的掌管
   我們再來看愛的掌管：「你年少的時候，自己束上帶子，隨意往來，但年老的時候，你要伸出手來，別人要把你束上，帶你到不願意去的地方。」(約二十一18)當你年少的時候，總是隨意而行，但年老的時候，你就要做原先不曾做的事情。愛會使你做許多以前不願做的事情。「愛」是比「喜歡」更強的一個東西。你將要被另一個主人管理，不再受你的自己、你的興趣和嗜好支配。因為一個人被愛掌管住了，就會出於愛做許多事，都是他以前未曾做到的。當愛成為你的主人時，你的道路就不再像從前那樣任意妄行了。
    這難道不是分別屬靈幼稚和成熟的一個標記嗎？主在這裏實際上是說的：「在屬靈幼稚和不成熟的時候，人們總是隨自己心願而行，想做甚麼就做甚麼，想選擇甚麼就選擇甚麼。但是當你靈命成熟的時候，就不再是隨自己的心願、方向而行了，而是走在另一位主人指點的道路上，這位主人就是愛。」到了那一天你會說：「我的主人，求你領我到你的門前；為這聽命的耳朵再扎一次針眼：」「我的心意必聯合於為你的旨意，惟願在救主座前做甘心的僕役。」
    這是一種全新的掌管。雖然你也事奉過主，但在愛的掌管中事奉卻是全新的，這就是屬靈的成熟。在哥林多前書第十三章，保羅以另一種方式論述了相同的一件事情：「我現今把最美妙的道指示你們。我若能說萬人的方言，並天使的話語，卻沒有愛，我就成了鳴的鑼、響的鈸一般。」接著他就說到另外一些可能的事情，可是在這些之中若沒有愛，這些都算不得甚麼，所以他接著就把真愛的性質積極地展現開來：「愛是恒久忍耐，又有恩慈；愛是不嫉妒；愛是不自誇，不張狂，不作害羞的事，不求自己的益處……。」下面緊接著的不是另外一章，不是另一個話題，而是說：「我作孩子的時候，話語像孩子，心思像孩子，意念像孩子；既成了人，就把孩子的事丟棄了。」
     哦!愛，成熟的愛，真實的愛，這樣的愛在心思、意念和行為上，不再像小孩子似的，不再尋求自己的益處，這是長大成熟的愛。一個大人的愛與一個小孩子的愛相比，完全是兩碼事。保羅在這裏所談的就是一個人成熟的愛。保羅以他那美好、智慧的方式，讓哥林多人看到在他們中間所發生的事，純屬孩子的作為－－「我是屬保羅的；我是屬阿波羅的；我是屬磯法的。」（林前一12）－－這是小孩子的作為，這不是愛。當你有了成熟的愛之後，當你長大成人之後，所有這一切都要脫去，不會再憑著自己的偏好去挑選，不會再像哥林多人那樣去做事情。
    當你長大成人之後，你就處在另一個師傅的手下，雖然你未必喜歡受這種掌管，而且憑著肉體自然會退縮，但你還是要背起這個十字架。沒有一個人是為著肉體上的舒適而選擇這條道路的，也許你想躲開它，但至終還是要走向這個十字架。「耶穌說這話，是指著彼得要怎樣死，榮耀神。」現在彼得身上有了這樣一個強有力的掌管，以至於他願意伸出他的手－－根據傳記彼得是被釘死的－－他願意伸出他的手，願意以他不喜歡的方式被帶走，這一切都是由於那個師傅，由於愛的掌管，由於那成熟的、長大了的愛的力量。 

    這一點使我認識到，主實在需要許多男女為祂的各種目標來盡功用，祂需要有更多的年青人在許多方面都來參加餵養與牧養的事奉工作。不少人把「餵養我的小羊」理解為是主日學的工作。我認為主所說的不完全是這個意思。在這裏小羊並不指小孩，雖然主日學的工作可能也是「餵養小羊」的一部分，可以包括其中，（你們知道，牧養和服事那些不成熟的、屬靈成長遲緩的人，是最困難的一件事。）但無論如何，主確實需要有人來服事祂，照管祂自己的人。年輕人，主的的確確需要你們！祂需要你們去傳福音、祂需要你們去教導祂的百姓，餵養祂的子民。這個需要是非常大！
    也許你想過這件事，也渴望來作這件事，或者那就是你的願望與期待，但是，請聽著－－雖然，在事奉主的每一個層面和每一個方向上，都有非常大的需要，祂需要你們；主固然需要你們，這是事實。然而，這並不表明你現在就可以做這工了，也不表明祂就要來召你去事奉、已經為你開了路。祂的需要可能非常大，可是祂現在可能還沒法為你開路，讓你來事奉祂，滿足那個需要。為甚麼呢？因為你可能是基於某種別的原因來的－－想做個牧師、或教師、或別的甚麼；也許是想學透聖經，然後再來傳授於他人。你可以著手去做各種各樣的事情，但主是要等到你向著你自己的欲好死了，你的心對這一切的盼望完全破碎了，祂才出來開一條路，因為這是一件完全出於靈裏的事。你要達到一個地步能夠對主說：「主阿！我活著惟一正當的理由就是你的心意得到滿足。」愛必須是一種發自心裏的對主自己以及主的一切的愛，而不是對工作、事奉的愛；這愛的目標除了主以及主的一切之外，別無他物。當你到達這個境地時，你的自己就要俯伏在主面前；只要看到主沒有得到祂所當得到的，就會悲心欲碎，因為這件事就是你魂間的深切痛楚。這時你會發現，主開始動工了。這是神帶出祂的僕人的必要基礎。
   前面所說的就是這件事。也許當你來到那個境地時，就會發現那裏滿了痛苦、毫無樂趣可言。可是，由於那位愛的師傅對你已經有了一個根本的掌管，即使其他的一切都會使你臨陣脫逃，你仍然會蒙保守往前行。每當我看到一些年輕人躊躇滿志要當牧者時，我會在心裏默默地說：「願主憐憫他們。」這是一件應當謹慎從事的工作，除非是主把你放在那個位置上，持守住你，否則你甚麼也承擔不了。在基督教領域裏不可有天然的雄心，而是要求主給你愛；唯獨如此，才能在你想棄掉一切臨陣脫逃的時候得蒙保守。
 也許你會說，我們這麼談基督徒的事工太可怕了！可是，在真實的屬靈領域裏，你會遇到那從未想象過的勢力：當你試圖要建立天國的時候，所碰到卻像是地獄。即使在這樣的時候，主仍是需要你。那裏有需要，祂就要在那裏用你，使你在那裏有要做的工作，而且是相當的多。哦！主的百姓飢餓，祂的羊需要牧養和餵養；他們需要引導、規勸和教訓、需要得著供應，主需要你做祂屬下的牧人。我很高興彼得在他的書信中，談到了大牧者和祂屬下的眾牧人。是的，主需要牧養人，祂需要你。有一點你一定要明白：如果主要你等候，不要以為那是因為祂不要你了，或者祂沒有那個需要了。不，需要是一直有的，並且已經迫在眉睫。但是祂必須先讓你站在那個根基上，就是對主有一種發自心底的愛，除此之外別無其他途徑。只有這個愛才會使你不隨自己的喜好去行，不選擇自己的道路，不走到別的甚麼地方去。因為在祂那強有力的愛的約束之下，你會願意站在一個完全反對你自己的立場上。
愛的專一
 我想再補充一點：當彼得面對這件重大的事情時，他的反應顯得相當的膚淺。當他突然間看到約翰跟過來的時候，他轉過了身。主曾說過：「你跟從我吧。」可是彼得一轉過身去，就看到那門徒跟著過來，於是他問說：「主阿！這人將來如何？」我現在要談的不是這句話的全部含義，而僅是指出下面這一點：你們各人要蒙呼召，受差遣到特定的事奉工作中去，每個人都要被呼召到他們各自的位置中。也許你們的事奉都不一樣，也許你們是在完全不同的領域中事奉主。主的僕人常常有各自具體的事奉工作，這正是他們的特點。每個人都必須認識自己的職分是甚麼，要認定它，持守下去。 

    工作的果效取決於心意的專一。所以要避免分心和偏心，一心千萬不要二用。主在對彼得的答覆中，正包含著某種責備的性質－－「與你何干呢？」這一句話似乎清楚地表明，主完全有權利按祂的旨意來安排祂的僕人。當主對那個人有了吩咐之後，他就應當持守住，不能容讓自己稍微偏離正路。 

    每個人蒙了甚麼呼召，就要向著這個呼召把自己完全擺上；對於主的愛必須從這上面體現出來。如果一個人浮躁地從一處轉到另一處，轉到那原本不屬於自己的呼召中，這樣做本身就是與愛背道而馳，也是一種情感上的見異思遷。 

    彼得學會了這個功課，完成了他的工作，榮耀了他的主，他成了一名真正的牧者。任何一個讀了他書信的人，都會感受到他對主的愛是一心一意的。愛使一個人對於他的特定職分能專注和忠誠，只有這樣忠誠持守到底，最終才能成為愛的印證。(史百克)   

 Chapter 1 ~ The Creation Motivated by the Love of God 

"...but God, being rich in mercy, for HIS GREAT LOVE wherewith he loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace have ye been saved)" (Eph. 2:4~5). 

"And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up; that whosoever believeth may in him have eternal life. FOR GOD SO LOVED the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have eternal life" (John 3:14~16). 

There is a great weight made to rest upon that little word "for" ~ "FOR God so loved the world." We say that John 3:16 is the heart of the gospel: but it is much more than that, it is the heart of the universe. There is back of all things in this created universe a heart; not just a mind or a will, a design, a reason, a power, a fiat, but a heart. We are familiar with the attempts to prove there is a design in creation, that there is a mind behind the universe, and that a will brought it into being. That is all quite good and right; but we are not so often asked to consider that behind it all there is a heart ~ and more heart than anything else. The reason, the will, the design, come from the heart. Everything takes its rise in the heart of God. We have said much about the thoughts of God, the counsels of God. The nearer we get to the very centre of things, the more we shall become affected by this fact, that right there in the centre is a heart. It is a heart that we shall come to eventually; not an explanation to satisfy our reason, not a demonstration of power, but just a heart ~ but a mighty heart: and when we use that word rightly, we simply mean love. We speak of people being heartless. That means that they are without all that love means. Love is not the governing thing in their thoughts, actions, and motives; they are strangers to love. Heart then for us means love, and when we say that back of all things and at the centre of all things there is a heart, we mean there is love. 

All the dealings and ways of God with His own people will have a twofold result ~ but mark well that this is with His Own, who have come into some very real and vital relationship with Himself in an inward way. 

THE TWOFOLD EFFECT OF GOD'S DEALINGS 

(a) A DEEPENING EXERCISE TO KNOW HIM 

Firstly, a deepening exercise to understand Him, to know Him. Think about that. Is it not true that God's dealings with us and God's ways with us have the effect of causing us to reach out longingly for a knowledge, some better understanding, of Himself; when things have got beyond us, nay, the Lord has got beyond us. For all that we know, for all that we may have learned, He has got beyond us now. He is too deep, too hidden for us now; He is defeating all our efforts and all our ability to understand Him. But we are not just prepared to leave it there and throw up our hands and say right away, "Well, I do not understand the Lord, I do not know what He is after, what He means; I give it up." Those in whom the Spirit of God is at work find that, although they may be in such a position as to be completely helpless and hopeless in the matter of knowing and understanding the Lord, at this juncture they find they HAVE to know, they MUST know, they cannot just leave it there and give up. Everything depends now upon knowing the Lord anew. And it is a very big everything ~ far more than our life here on this earth as mere human beings. If that were all, we should cut it short and seek the way out through the forbidden door. But we know that something very much more is at stake than just the finishing of the tenure of our days on this earth. Everything that matters over and above this earthly life, all that we have said and professed and claimed and hoped for, is bound up with this crisis. There has to be a discovering of the Lord in some new way. That is the first effect of the Lord's dealings and ways with His Own. 

(b) THE RESULTANT KNOWLEDGE OF HIS HEART 

The second thing, as issuing from that, is the resultant knowledge ~ not in the first place of His mind, not an explanation to our reason, a solving of our problems, a satisfying of our enquiries, but the knowledge of His heart. Any of you who have known anything of a life with God can test it by your experience. You have these deep crises, you come to an impasse by reason of the ways and dealings of the Lord with you, and the one thing, the only thing, to save you is a new knowledge of the Lord. I ask you, has He EXPLAINED Himself to you in the first place? Has He ever come to you and said, "Now this is exactly why I have taken you, and am taking you, this way" ~ and so solved your problems and satisfied your mind? Has He done that? Not in the first place. No, the first effect of this deep exercise of your heart is the knowledge of His heart; that is, arrival in a new way at the fact and the reality of the love of God. We shall come to the wisdom of God through the love of God. We shall come to the understanding of God only along the path of the love of God. Everything is revolving upon this pivot of the universe ~ the heart of God. 

Is that not proved in many ways, and not least by spiritual conflict? Upon what does spiritual conflict turn and hinge? Well, when we get into the vortex of a great spiritual warfare, where the pressure is almost unendurable, where everything is going against us, when the heavens are as brass over us and our prayers seem to get nowhere, when the Word of God seems a sealed book, when adversity and disappointment follow on in quick succession, what is the upshot? The upshot is the love of God every time. When the evil forces create conditions like that, and when the Lord is giving them so much liberty for the time being, those forces are always near to whisper about His love, to turn for us His love into hate. "This is not His love, this is the opposite of love!" Is that not true? You have only to get right down, really down, to have that issue of the love of God presented to you. The heart of the universe is this matter of God's love. 

THE LOVE OF GOD THE KEY TO THE SCRIPTURES 

Having said that, are we not able with this key to unlock the whole of the Scriptures? Is not this the key to the Bible? ~ for the Bible is one continuous and growing revelation of this central and basic fact, that love is the motive of all things. What was the motive back of the creation, and of man as the very centre of the creation? It was love. All the rest of the Bible is an unfolding of God's love for man. Man was made for the heart of God. It is a mystery. The mystery deepens and grows as we go on; but there is always a mystery about love, even amongst humans. Love is a strange thing. Very often you cannot for the life of you explain why some people love certain other people ~ why it was that So~and~so fell in love with So~and~so; it defeats every attempt to explain. Well, if that is so in the human realm, the Divine is infinite in its range above the human. To explain in terms of love why God, with all His perfect knowledge, knowing the end from the beginning, set His hand to make man, is not the easiest thing. Indeed, I think we are at the depth of mystery. You follow that through the Bible. As we proceed, we are coming on to that again and again. 

GOD AND ABRAHAM ~ A HEART RELATIONSHIP 

You can only explain and understand the drama of Eden by recognizing that it was a love matter between God and man, and that the enemy's activity from then on to the end was, and ever is, to cheat God of that on which His HEART is set, to take from God the object of His love. From that tragedy of the garden, you find God moving again in sovereign love, choosing that which is called "the seed." You see Him fastening mysteriously, inexplicably, upon certain individuals. Let Abraham stand out as a very strong and full example. God fastened upon Abraham, and brought him into a relationship with Himself which was a relationship of love. Mark the progressiveness of God's dealings with Abraham as a representative one in bringing that man right into His very heart. Step by step, stage by stage, Abraham was being brought more to the inward side of the heart of God. I am not going now to trace those steps: they are familiar to you. In His dissatisfaction and disappointment with man, and yet in His hunger to have man all for Himself (which was the first motivating activity of God) God chose this man Abraham, brought him in love to that relationship with Himself, one with His heart in His disappointment over man and in His desire to have man according to His own mind; right through those successive stages to the final step ~ "Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest... and offer him" (Gen. 22:2). It was the last step of a spiritual journey where finally, in one magnificent, triumphant step of faith, Abraham went right into the heart of God. "For God so loved... that he gave HIS only begotten Son." He became one with God's heart in its passion to have man. That is the essence of John 3:15~16. So the end of that journey sees Abraham as the friend of God, "Abraham my friend" (Isa. 41:8). You can have all other kinds of relationship without having that. You can be parents and children; you can be husband and wife; yes, you can be on the basis of any known relationship, and yet not just come to that ~ "my friend." If a man's son is his friend, or if a son's father is his friend, you have something extra, the climax and the crown of the relationship. And so with every other relationship. Said the Lord Jesus to His disciples, "No longer do I call you servants... but I have called you friends" (John 15:15). Abraham, the friend of God! Is it not perfectly clear that, in the choosing of this seed, what God was after was a heart relationship? It was a matter of God's heart. The climax of all was not merely some world, some creation, some race of very wonderful people objective to God upon whom He had conferred many wonderful blessings and benefits, that the universe could look on and say, "Well, God thinks a lot of those people, He has done a lot for them." That is all true, but something far more than that is involved. The end which God has in view is a race of friends, the expression of mutual love; God's love begetting love, destroying that evil work when God lost what He was after in the first place ~ a potential friend. You cannot understand that; He is speaking in human language, to express a Divine mystery; but the Bible is full of it. 

GOD AND ISRAEL ~ LOVE THE ONLY EXPLANATION 

From the individual seed you come to the nation. Again the mystery deepens. Why choose that nation, Israel, the seed of Jacob? But here is the nation chosen. It would take us a long time, but it would be well worth doing, to trace the love of God in the history of that nation. We find ourselves very near the heart of God when we touch Israel. You think of all the words the Lord used, the titles He employed, concerning that people. He called Israel His child. "When Israel was a child then I loved him" (Hosea 11:1). He called Israel His son. "I... called my son out of Egypt" (Hosea 11:1). He spoke of Israel as betrothed unto Himself, His wife (Hosea 2:19,20 etc.); His daughter ~ "virgin daughter of Zion" (Lam. 2:13 etc.) He spoke of Himself as Israel's mother ~ "Can a woman forget her... child... yea, these may forget, yet will not I forget thee" (Isa. 49:15). Have you not read the prophecies of Hosea? There, within a very small compass, you have this whole story of God's love for Israel in such terms of strength and passion and longing and yearning and heart~brokenness as cannot be found anywhere else. 

"When Israel was a child, then I loved him... I drew (Ephraim) with cords of a man, with bands of love; and I was to them as they that lift up the yoke on their jaws; and I laid food before them. They shall not return into the land of Egypt; but the Assyrian shall be their king, because they refused to return to me. And the sword shall fall upon their cities, and shall consume their bars, and devour them, because of their own counsels. And my people are bent on backsliding from me: though they call them to him that is on high, none at all will exalt him. How shall I give thee up, Ephraim? how shall I cast thee off, Israel? how shall I make thee as Admah? how shall I set thee as Zeboim? my heart is turned within me, my compassions are kindled together" (Hosea 11:1,4~8). 

That is God speaking; and note the setting of that eleventh chapter of the prophecies of Hosea. It is the time when Israel's sin had filled the cup to overflowing, the time when they had reached the climax of iniquity and idolatry, practicing such wickedness as I would not dare to mention here. It would be a scandal in the presence of decent~minded people to say what was going on in the streets of Jerusalem in the name of religion. It is at such a time, when His wrath might most justly have been poured out upon them, that God says about those people ~ "How shall I give thee up?" You know the story of Hosea's life ~ how he was commanded by God to go and love and marry a harlot, all to set forth in the life of the prophet the great truth that however deeply buried in iniquity these people were, God loved them. Oh, the mystery of God's love! Will you tell me it is not true that the universe has at its very center a heart that loves? Well, think again and go back to your Old Testament. 

GOD'S LOVE EMBODIED IN HIS SON 

We pass to the New Testament, and what do we find? We find there that the heart of the universe is now embodied and revealed in One Who is God Himself incarnate. This One gathers up into Himself ~ and far transcends ~ all the past. If Israel has so direly sinned and so stricken the heart of God, that heart has gone beyond Israel now. Here, in the person of His Son, God is showing it is not only Israel that is in His heart, but the whole world. "God so loved the world". "...the Gentiles are fellow~heirs" (Eph. 3:6). And then you read the first chapters of Romans, and see the state of the world. Horrible things are said about the state of man in those chapters; and yet how does that letter break out? It breaks out in a matchless revelation of the grace of God, which is only another word for love. In this One ~ His Son ~ the love of God, far transcending all the wonderful revelation of it in the past, is now embodied and manifested. 

You can see the link of the Lord Jesus with all the Scriptures of the past; and let this be the key to them. It is not just that He was foretold ~ though that is true: He was the theme of the Old Testament writers and they were all pointing toward Him. But it is something more than that. What have they all been dealing with, what has been the substance, the essence, of all the Old Testament writings? Is it not God's love for man? The Lord Jesus embodies in Himself all the Old Testament on that point; He includes everything. 

Oh, but you say, there is another side to the Old Testament. There is the awful story of God's wrath. Ah yes, but what is God's wrath? Rightly understood, wrath, anger, only exists because of love. There is no such thing as anger or wrath if there is no such thing as love. In the fallen creation, if we are angry, it is so often because of some self~love. There is very rarely that crystal~pure essence of wrath which is utterly selfless. We are angry because in some way we are cheated or defeated or robbed; something is happening to us, and we are angry. There is very little of that pure wrath of God in this creation, that which is apart from any selfish consideration whatever, when we are angry in a disinterested, detached way, angry with pure anger. If you can get that, then it is that because you love so strongly, therefore you hate so strongly. Wrath is only the other side of love. If God is angry, it is His love in reverse expression. That comes out at the end of the Bible. It is seen to be anger because of all that Divine love means ~ the very NATURE of God. 

But to return to our point. The issue of the Old Testament is ~ "God so loved the world that he gave his... Son." The Scriptures have all been pointing to that, but it is love that is behind all. The Lord Jesus is the succession of all that has gone before showing the love of God. 

THE LOVE RELATIONSHIP OF THE SON TO HIS FATHER 

You see Him in His relationship to God His Father. Oh, if the Lord Jesus does reveal God, how does He reveal Him? Well, I do not see any fuller way in which He reveals Him than in terms of love, through His devotion to the One Whom He always calls "My Father." The Father says, once, twice "This is (Thou art) my beloved Son" (Matt.3:17; 17:5; Mark 1:11). He could have said, "Thou art my loved Son," but He did not. He said, "Thou art my beloved Son." It is not making something out of nothing. Look at some words with that little prefix. "Betrothed" ~ that is your relationship of a troth to a person. "Besiege" ~ the direct, immediate relationship of an investing army to those invested. "Beseech" ~ there is something more in beseeching than just asking. When you beseech, you give yourself, you pour yourself out, you let yourself go, you hold nothing back. And so, "Beloved." The point is that God has come into an immediate heart~relationship with this One, He has taken Him into His heart, He has related to Him in terms of love. His relationship with this One is not just that He loves Him, He has given Himself to Him. He is "BE~loved"! 

See the relationship of the Lord Jesus to God's will. Oh, yes, it was a blood conflict, even unto death, sweating as it were great drops of blood, but His love for the Father bore Him through. "The cup which the FATHER hath given me, shall I not drink it?" (John 18:11). "FATHER... not my will, but thine, be done" (Luke 22:42). This love relationship to His Father went down so deep, was so tremendous. Words with us have become so common as to be robbed of a great deal of their strength. I was going to say, it was terrific, that love for the Father, when you see what the Son went through. Do you notice that when He had fought through the battle, that battle of His relationship with the Father in terms of love, from that moment He was so calm and steady and tranquil that everything was going down before Him? The battle is over, the situation is established. They come to take Him, with torches gleaming in the night; with sound of hurrying feet, of swords being drawn from their scabbards; a traitor betraying a leader, a traitor who has said, "I know where He goes, I know because I have been with Him, I will take you to Him; and in case you might mistake one of His disciples for Him, I will give you a sign as to which is He, I will kiss Him." Thus they came, with all the hatred that lay behind on the part of the High Priest and the rulers; and He is as steady as a rock, they fall back from before Him. "Whom seek ye?" "Jesus of Nazareth." "I am" ~ and "they went backward, and fell to the ground." Again He says, "Whom seek ye?" "Jesus of Nazareth." "I told you that I am he"; "if you seek Me, here I am; take Me, let these others go free." See how tranquil, steady, rock~like, He was right to the last, before the rulers, the High Priest, before Pilate. Oh, there is something about triumphant love that settles a great deal of conflict and hate and fever and anxiety, and makes you very steady. That was the Lord Jesus. 

THE SON'S LOVE RELATIONSHIP TO HIS OWN 

See His relationship to His Own. It is summed up in one word ~ "having loved his own that were in the world, he loved them unto the end" (John 13:1). Perhaps He loved Judas. You notice that when Judas led that band to Him, He did not look at him and say, "Traitor! You scoundrel! You wicked man!" He said, "Friend"! I think that was enough to send Judas to suicide. "He called me friend, and yet He knew what I was doing!" He loved His Own to the end. And, knowing ourselves, shall we not agree that there is a mystery about this love? Oh, yes! 

I am going to s there, because at that point you have to go right on from the persons here in the days of His flesh, through the rest of the New Testament, and all the teaching that was given to the Church, and so at length to the Revelation, and you find it is all turning round this one point ~ the love of God. I think I have said enough to give some ground, at least, for believing it is true. Oh, there may have been times in your experience, and there may yet be ~ if you have not yet come there, do not worry, go on with the Lord ~ when you wonder whether you will ever again speak about the love of God. Everything seems to argue to the contrary, and Satan has struck such a blow as to have made your faith rock. What the Lord is, I think, trying to say to us is this, that that may very well be just the way to a new discovery that it is all in love, and just the opposite to what the devil is trying to say. "Whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth" (Heb. 12:6). 

Well, to sum all that up again; at the centre of this universe is a heart. That is God's side. Our side has yet to be contemplated. But oh, it is wonderful, inexplicable love, and I, for my part, am one of those who believe that if only we could present the love of God aright, we should never have to speak of the wrath of God in order to persuade men ~ and even if we did, we should have to show that His wrath is love in reverse. 


Chapter 2 ~ God's Beloved 

"...but God, being rich in mercy, for HIS GREAT LOVE wherewith he loved us..." 

In our previous meditation, we were seeking to point out that, although this whole vast universe has behind it a mind, a reason, a design, a plan, a will, a fiat, yet back of all that there is a heart, and that means love. We sought first to see that the very creation of man was dedicated by the heart of God for purposes of His own love, and then that the whole Bible is a progressive and growing unveiling of that fact. It is God's love for man that lies behind all His dealings with man. We traced that fact from Adam, through the chosen seed, particularly citing the case of Abraham, and then of the chosen nation, Israel. How full, wonderful, altogether inexplicable, was the love of God! We went on into the New Testament and pointed out how that eternal, mighty, mysterious love of God became fully embodied in the person of His Son, 'Who lived His life, did His work, gave Himself, all on the basis of love for the Father and that the Father might have in man that upon which His heart has ever been set. We dwelt at some length upon His love for God His Father, and we marked it also in connection with His disciples, whom, having loved, He loved unto the end; and we saw at what infinite cost to Himself all was at length accomplished, all in the strength of that love. 

GOD'S LOVE FOR THE CHURCH IN THE BELOVED 

Passing from the days of His flesh over into the next part of the Bible, beginning with the book of the Acts and running on to the book of the Revelation, we have the love of God from eternity as now seen to be centered, in the first instance, in something called "the Church": "the church of God which he purchased with his own blood" (Acts 20:28). "Christ... loved the church, and gave himself up for it" (Eph. 5:25). It is quite impossible for us in a brief time, to go right through all that section of the New Testament, but I think we shall be agreed that this unveiling is brought to us, not exclusively but in its fullest and richest form, in the ministry of the Apostle Paul, who himself was a wonderful embodiment of God's love. It was the one note deepest in his own heart, breaking out from time to time in nothing short of utter amazement. He "loved me, and gave himself up for me"! (Gal.2:20). "O the depth of the riches..." (Rom. 11:33); they are the riches not only of wisdom and knowledge but also of His love. And this man, who could never understand why that eternal love should light upon him and single him out, has given us such a marvellously full, deep, rich revelation of that love. We are just helpless and hopeless when we try to cope with this revelation through and in Paul. We can only do the best the Lord enables us to do in thinking about it and bringing it to the notice of others. 

We remember, as we pointed out in our previous meditation, that, when the Son of God's love stepped out into His great public ministry at Jordan, the Father's word from heaven was ~ "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased" (Matt. 3:17) "My beloved Son." You will recall what we said about that little prefix~ "BE~loved"; not just "My loved Son," but "My beloved Son," that is, one to whom I am utterly given. Now this Apostle of the eternal love of God ~ with what would be frightful audacity were it not the whole doctrine of the love of God ~ dares to use that same phrase of the believer, "hath made us accepted in the beloved" (Eph. 1:6. A.V.). "Us in the beloved"; God giving Himself to us in the same way as He gave Himself to His Son. Oh, I do hope you do not just take that as a kind of play upon words, a little touch of interest, when I stay to underline the beginning of the word "beloved." I pointed out that it is the beginning of many words and every one of them has to do with a complete thing. If it is "BEtrothed," that is the complete giving. If it is "BEseech," that is something more than asking. When I come to you concerning something with which my life is wrapped up, something which is of very great importance, I do not just simply and casually ask you about that matter; my whole being goes out to you; I beseech. God is very particular about that, and He very often heads us up to something more than easy asking ~ to beseeching; not because He is reluctant or unwilling, but because He wants us to get right into the matter. It is of paramount importance. "I beseech," said Paul ~ that was how he approached men. "We beseech you on behalf of Christ, be ye reconciled to God" (2 Cor. 5:20). It is a life and death matter. Or take "BEsiege." If you are going to besiege anyone or anything or any place, you do not just walk up to them or it. You give yourself to that thing, you are all in on that matter. That is where God is over His Christ ~ the Beloved; and that is transferred to us. 

CHOSEN IN THE BELOVED 

Here, in this letter to the Ephesians, right at the beginning everything is put on that basis. "He chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blemish before him in love" (1:4). An alternative rendering to that is, "He chose us in love before the foundation of the world that we should be holy." "Having foreordained us unto adoption as sons through Jesus Christ unto himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of the glory of his grace, which he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved: in whom we have our redemption." (This is the R.V. reading of Eph. 1:5,6). It is all in the Beloved, in the BE~loved. Do you catch the emphasis? It is not just that He chose us, or that He chose us for this or that. It is WHERE He chose us. Nor is it just that He chose us in Jesus Christ: He chose us IN THE BELOVED, giving the character and the quality of the basis of our relationship to God. That being so, our very existence in relation to God is a love existence, a love relationship. It is what Christ's relationship was to the Father that is ours; and you know how in the New Testament this very word 'beloved' is frequently used concerning believers. (Note: Let it be clearly understood that nothing said here or elsewhere means that the unique and exclusive nature of Christ as "the only begotten of the Father," the eternal Son, is infringed or overlooked. The peculiar nature of the Person of Christ is preserved and jealously preserved. We are here dealing with our calling in Christ.) Paul was tremendously fond of using it. Here he says it inclusively ~ "in the Beloved," but again and again he will say to the saints, "beloved of God." That is not just a pleasant thing said. We can use that language to one another, we can address people in those terms; but Paul was not just saying a nice thing, calling them beloved of God to make them feel comfortable. 

For him, the whole doctrine of grace was wrapped up in that. He comprehended the eternities past and future in that; "in the Beloved," "beloved of God." If you think that is just language and words, do remember that Paul's horizon, his whole world, beyond which for him there was nothing, was what he so frequently called "in Christ." You have little need that I remind you of the way in which Paul used that phrase. I have managed to find 128 occasions in Paul's writings alone in which he uses that phrase, or what corresponds to it. "He chose us in him." "In whom we have our redemption." Now you go on and see all that he has to say about "in Christ." It is in the Beloved. 

UNION WITH GOD IN THE BELOVED 

Now, what does that mean? As I see it, it means that the sum of Paul's ministry, which was the outflow of his own life and experience and understanding, was and is UNION WITH GOD IN CHRIST, and that, LIVING union, ORGANIC union. I would have to take you back to the Old Testament again to indicate how much that was so in the terms used. We saw in our previous meditation the terms used by God concerning Israel, calling Israel His child, His son, His daughter, His betrothed, His wife. All these are organic, vital conceptions. It is not the relationship of one brick to another in a building, inanimate, cold, however closely connected. It is the throbbing life of a love union, so strong and deep that Paul will cry in one of those inexpressible utterances of his "Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?" (Rom. 8:35). Then he tabulates and catalogues all the things that do effect separations ~ life and death, things present, things to come, and all the rest, and he says, But none of these "shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." The union is so much a part of Himself that it would be dividing God and dividing His Son. 

I am not stepping over now to the obligations and responsibilities of this love where we are concerned, but at once you will glimpse something when I quote that passage from Corinthians~ "Is Christ divided?" That is only one way of saying, that you cannot divide Christ, you cannot make Christ into parts without destroying His very Person. So this love makes for such a oneness with God, of an organic and vital character, that to separate would be to destroy an organism. Oh, that we had a right conception, God's conception, of the Church and of relatedness! What a tremendous statement that is ~ "I am persuaded that neither death, nor life," nor this and that and that (tremendous things) "shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 8:38,39). What a pity it is that the chapters should have been broken there (Romans 8 and 9). We need to read on to get the full force of it. But we must not be too detailed now. 

Paul's whole conception and unfolding of the purpose of God from eternity is in this little phrase ~ "in Christ," "in the Beloved." Here, in the letter to the Ephesians, you have the summary of it all. He goes right back before ever we were formed, and before ever this world existed in its present order ~ before the recreative activity of God. It was back there God chose us in the Beloved. Looking right down through all the ages, He chose us in Him. 

CALLED INTO THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE BELOVED 

Then Paul passes from the eternal choice of love and speaks about our being called into the fellowship of God's Son. Chosen, now called. I wonder what weight you give to your salvation, your conversion, your coming to the Lord, however you may put it? Is it no more than just that one day you met the Lord Jesus, one day you were saved, one day you came to the Lord? Have you recognized that was the day of a call, concerning something related to you and to which you were related, which goes right back before time? It is as though God in eternity past chose you in love, and then called you according to His purpose. He had to wait until you were here to actually call you; and the call came; but that call was wrapped up in something vast, and the vast thing was union with God Himself in His Son in the terms of eternal love. 

What is God after? And when He gets what He is after, what will things be like? We talk about the testimony of Jesus. We have a lot to say about the fullness of Christ, of the Church which is His Body, of identification with Christ. All these are great truths, great conceptions. But what I find is this, that we have not come to an end of God's thoughts yet. I am very glad of this; but it is the most painful thing we can know, that we never come to an end here, and in order to go on a further stage something has to happen to us that knocks the bottom clean out of all that has gone before. That is to say, we go through a new experience of death and desolation and emptiness, of hopelessness, in order to come to something further on in the Divine revelation. We thought, "Oh, now we have come into the fullness of God's thought! Now at length we are seeing what God is after!" We get on with that for a time and it fills our whole vision; and then everything is as though it were nothing, and we go through a terrible time. Oh, yes, it was right, it was true, but it was not God's end. My experience is that it is through just such a history with God, of repeated desolations and emptyings and despairings after wonderful unveilings and times when you feel there cannot be anything more, that you are brought up again into something further on, with your vision enlarged. I do not know whether we have come to the last point of God's movements, but what I am saying now is this, that when God gets His end, everything will be only, but absolutely, a manifestation of His love. 

I think that is what Paul means here in the letter to the Ephesians, for this is a wonderful revelation. But look at the place of grace in this letter, look at the place of love. "...the breadth and length and depth and height; And to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge," (Eph. 3:18,19). That is the object. Paul holds it up into view, that we may come to that in the end. 

Well then, if you and I are going on to God's end, what will characterize us? This one thing ~ abounding more and more in love. I state that and leave it for the time being.

ALL~SUFFICIENT PROVISION IN THE BELOVED 

He called us, but, blessed be God, His calling of us is on to and into a perfectly prepared ground, to an all~sufficient provision. It is in Christ. What a terrible thing it would be if He called us with so great a calling, and we had somehow to attain to it of ourselves and to find all that is required for attaining. Why, it were better that we had never been called! We know how utterly impossible it is for us to provide the smallest degree of anything that can attain to God's end. Can you find in yourself this love of God, this kind of love? Why, we have only to read one section of this whole revelation to find ourselves defeated at every point. I refer to 1 Cor. 13. There is not a fragment of a sentence there that does not knock us to the ground. "Love suffereth long, and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not its own, is not provoked, taketh not account of evil. " And to sum up all ~ "Love never faileth"; that is, love never gives up. Where are we? Can you stand up to that? No! But He called us in the Beloved, and in Christ is a perfectly prepared ground. "In whom I am well pleased" ~ an all~sufficient provision. 

That causes Paul to go out along one wonderful line, and he says, "I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I that live, but Christ liveth in me: and that life which I now live in the flesh I live in faith, the faith which is in the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself up for me" (Gal. 2:20). (Paul is not saying that when we died in Christ we lost our individuality. We ought to have lost our individualism, but not our individuality.) There is some difficulty in translating the verse just quoted. "I live by the faith of the Son of God," or "which is in the Son of God." It seems to me that, in keeping with so much more that Paul says, it means this ~ "It is Christ Who is providing what is necessary for this new life [on] the other side of the Cross. I live by Him, I live by the provision that He makes." Yes, and God, in calling us into His Son, has called us into an all~sufficient provision. You say, "I cannot love, especially in certain directions." But Christ can, and He has proved it in your case. Do you think everybody loves you? There are some people who do not love you, but Christ loves you whatever you are. You might be unloved for very good reasons by everybody else; He loves you, God loves you now with that love that can and does love the unlovely. He can provide us with a love to love. 

Is not this the wonder of the whole evangel? Have we not many times heard missionaries who have come home saying, "When I was called of God to go to such and such a country and people, they were the very people I felt I could never love; everything about them stirred up in me only bad feelings; but I have come to love them, they are my people." Well, that is simple enough. My point is that to be called into Christ is to be called into a provision for what that very word "beloved" means. You have the great example of Paul and the Corinthians. If ever a people deserved the opposite of love from a man, those Corinthians deserved it from Paul. They owed everything to him, and they treated him, to say the least of it, most shabbily, so that he could say that the more he loved them, the less they loved him (2 Cor. 12:15). When you read about them your uppermost feeling is that it requires a great deal to love these people. Yet what is Paul's attitude? His heart is going out in brokenness over them. This is love that is not natural; it is in Christ, it is the provision in the Beloved. Do you catch the thought? I need not labour it. In Christ is an all~sufficient provision. 

Well, Paul has many aspects to this great reality of "in Christ." As you know, he says that God put us all into Christ in the Cross. When Christ died and was judged of God, in Him we, too, were judged and death passed upon us all. We are in Him also risen; and not only so, for we are not just left here on this earth as risen: we are in Him seated in the heavenlies. How many aspects of this "in Christ" matter there are! What does it amount to? It amounts to this, that only Christ is the sphere of the believer, and in Christ that great heart intention of God in the creation is realized ~ a people in the Beloved, beloved of God, the objects of that love, and who should be filled (the Lord forgive us for our failure!) with that same love of God. It is in that sphere of Christ that God proceeds with His love purpose. 

CONFORMITY TO THE BELOVED 

What is God doing with us in Christ? Inclusively, He is seeking to conform us to the image of His Son in terms of love. What is your idea of the image of God's Son? He is the Son of His love, and the very word "Son" is a love term, than which there is no higher and fuller, and in the revelation of God, Son, Sonship, is the embodiment and exhaustion of love. "Conformed to the image of his Son" in terms of love. I am putting something on you and on myself when I say these things, but there it is. You must ask the Lord to write the force of this in your heart and do not just take it as an address. The Lord will have to help us after this, for there will have to be some very real dealings with Him. We are going to be challenged and found out on this. It is well that we are very much occupied with the word "grace." "Oh, to grace how great a debtor daily I'm constrained to be." We love that word. Do we realize that is only the other word for love, and that it speaks of the initiative of God in this whole matter? In grace He chose us. The initiative of God was in love.

Then what is true of our position in the Beloved is put upon us as our obligation, and when we are bidden to love one another we are bidden to show to others the grace that God has shown to us. In 1 John 4:19 there is a fragment which is so often quoted ~ or misquoted when it is quoted from the Authorized Version ~ "We love him, because he first loved us." It is a misquotation because the "him" should not be there, and to put it in really does not make sense with the context. "We love, because he first loved us." That is the whole of John's argument in that letter. "If God so loved us, we also ought to love one another" (1 John 4:11). "God so loved"; He gave the all that He in heaven possessed. We therefore love one another, because He loved us first. 

That is a tremendous test of the reality of our being "in Christ," and a tremendous challenge, and we need something with which to meet and answer that challenge. Paul says that provision is all in the Beloved. That does not get us close enough. It is not as though the beloved Christ is a kind of sphere and God has put everything inside there. It is Himself. "It is no longer I, but Christ liveth in me." Christ is the supplier. Oh, how much Paul dwells upon that! Right through to the end, to the ultimate realization ~ "Christ in you, the hope of glory" (Col. 1:27). If there is anything beyond what I have said, it might be summed up in that word "glory". "...hath called us unto his eternal glory" (1 Peter 5:10). But what is the glory? There is no glory except the glory of perfected love. Perfected love is the glory of God. The glory of God is His love. 

Well, if you forget all that has been said, do get the impression upon your heart of the one thing "His great love wherewith he loved us." This whole matter of a Christian's life is gathered into that. That love in us is the satisfying answer to the heart of God. It is not how much truth and doctrine we possess, how much teaching we have or give; it is not a matter of the mysteries of the Gospel; it all resolves itself into this ~ the love of God shown to us and then shown by us; that is all. The Lord help us! 


Chapter 3 - Love Serving 

Reading: Eph. 2:4; John 13:1-17. 

"Jesus... having loved his own that were in the world, he loved them unto the end... he... riseth from supper, and layeth aside his garments; and he took a towel, and girded himself. Then he poureth water into a basin, and began to wash the disciples' feet, and to wipe them with the towel wherewith he was girded." 

THE DISCIPLES - PERSONAL INTERESTS DOMINATING

Here is the great object lesson of Divine love. We must get the setting of this scene in order to obtain something of its real effect. The atmosphere at this time was a high-tension atmosphere. It was charged with a sense of pending crisis. It was full of expectation mingled with wonder - wonder as to exactly what was going to happen. The kingdom was in everybody's thoughts; Jesus was being hailed by the multitudes as the Messiah, palm branches were being waved, people were shouting "Hosanna: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord" (John 12:13). All the Messianic thoughts and expectations now for many centred in Him, and especially so in the case of His disciples. Some great event in relation to the kingdom was on the point of taking place, and this had given a great impetus to their personal expectations. They were, of course, very much in the grip of the Jewish expectations of the kingdom on this earth, the ousting of the Roman power, and the setting up of the Kingdom of the Messiah. All that was in the air and in their minds, and they were beginning to see their respective places in this kingdom. The mother of Zebedee's children had come to Jesus and, worshipping Him, had said, in reply to His interrogation of her, "Command that these my two sons may sit, one on thy right hand, and one on thy left hand, in thy kingdom" (Matt. 20:20). You see the expectation: and the two sons were not ignorant of the ambition and request of their mother: they were parties to it. The other disciples were terribly provoked that this thing should have taken place, and as they went on in the way, they talked about this and discussed who should be greatest in the kingdom.

Now that is a statement, but we cannot leave it with just the thought that they were saying to one another "I will be greater than you." They were clearly going into more detail than that, and saying, "In the kingdom, I am going to be so-and-so;" all thinking in terms of place and position, and vying with one another, each trying to go one better than the others. This is indicated in what is recorded as having taken place. It is also recorded that Jesus knew their thoughts, and understood what was going on. So in this wrangle about place, position, personal importance and advantage in this kingdom that was about to come, they were all jangled and on edge with one another, and out of temper. Such was the atmosphere. 

So they come to the upper room which Jesus had taken. In every nicely-appointed guest house or guest chamber in Jerusalem, just inside the door was a little table, and upon it a basin, with a jug of scented water and an apron and a towel. If it were the house of a wealthy or well-to-do person, there would be a servant in attendance. But when Jesus took the room He did not employ a servant, and only the things were there. And the disciples arrive in this spirit, with this mentality, in the upper room - annoyed, irritated, eyeing one another; and they pass in through the door. They look up at the ceiling, or somewhere else, but none of them sees the basin! They are not in a mood for that sort of thing at all. The supper is ready, and they sit down to supper with unwashen feet. Now when I was a young man, there were two cities which were said to be at that time the two dirtiest cities in the world, and one of them was Jerusalem; but even that had a semblance of sanitation. But there was no such thing in the days when the Lord was there. All the garbage and refuse was pitched out into the street. Think of a hot day in the east, the dust and the mess and the smell! They had come through that and gone in. That basin was not a thing that you could just pass by as though it did not mean anything - some quite unnecessary thing. There was a real need for it and for that scented water. But no, they had carefully not seen it! 

That is the very strong setting of the whole scene. It is not exaggerated, it is only bringing out the details that are here, a matter of reading between the lines. They had all passed by and sat down to supper. 

THE SERVANT SPIRIT LACKING 

Now, let us look at these men themselves. Their feelings had been irritated and accentuated; and you know, when we get like that, what excuses we make and how we argue and bring up all we can to support our position. Is that not human nature? 

There was Matthew. Now Matthew had taken on service with the alien government in occupation and had made a lot of money out of it, so much so that when Jesus called him to discipleship, he made a great feast for all his friends. He could not have made a great feast without having money, and he could not have had an expensive feast without having servants. So Matthew was doubtless a man who had always someone to wash his feet, and who thought of himself as the big man. No servant, he! 

There were James and John. They were friends of the High Priest and had access to the High Priest's court; so they were somebody in the social world, in the world of public influence and importance. 

And there was Peter; and Peter could, under these conditions, argue like this - "I am one of the inner three; I have always been privileged above the rest; I have been recognized as something more than the others. Whenever the Lord has wanted something special, I have been one of the three with Him; so it is not my place to wait on the others." 

THE LORD - PROMPTED BY LOVE TO LOWLY SERVICE 

I am not saying all this merely to draw an entertaining or vivid picture. It is by way of getting the right setting for our Lord. In that atmosphere, in the presence of that mentality, that attitude: false, artificial, unworthy, and oh, so petty, so mean, so contemptible: "He... riseth from supper" - to perform Himself the task they all avoided. What a significance there is in John's statement in that connection! - "knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he came forth from God, and goeth unto God." This One it is who rises from supper, and (following, no doubt, what was the usual custom) goes quietly over to the door and takes off His outer robe and lays it down, takes the apron (the servant's apron) and puts it on, ties the towel round His waist, pours water into the basin, and comes to wash His disciples' feet. "Having loved his own that were in the world (and just now, at any rate, so very much of the world), he loved them unto the end (unto the uttermost)." 

The question immediately arises, and is answered here, What is love to the uttermost? What is the love of Christ? What is the love of God? It is not in sentimental words. No, this is it. It is not love for the lovely and the lovable only, for those whom you cannot help loving. This is the love to the uttermost. 

OUR CLEANSING THE OUTCOME OF SELFLESS LOVE 

The rest of His explanation, His comment, His message founded upon what He had done, does bring us all up short for He said, "What I do thou knowest not now, but thou shalt understand afterward" And what did they know afterward? They came to know that the world itself was a filthy place, deep-dyed in sin's degradation, with all the muck and refuse of hell spread over it - worse than the streets of Jerusalem - and men had to be saved from that degradation, cleansed from all that filthiness; and it was going to be done, not by a haughty Matthew nor a self-important Peter, but by the Lamb of God becoming "obedient unto death, yea, the death of the Cross" (Phil. 2:8). It was going to be done by stripping, by humbling, by emptying, by the spirit of uttermost service - service of this kind, Christ's service to us. Oh, what humiliation, what emptying, lies behind our cleansing! What it has cost! That is what He calls love - not the finding of a place for ourselves in the Kingdom, being something important, giving ourselves airs. Moffat translates that fragment in 1 Cor. 13 - "Love... doth not behave itself unseemly," - as "Love giveth itself no airs." We look at the Lord Jesus, and there we see love. To think for a moment of what any given thing is going to mean to our pride, to our influence, to our position, to our prestige, never comes in with love. Love, this love, never leaves room for such a thing as standing up for our rights, for saying they are not being recognized, that we are not being given our place. Oh no, there is none of that here. If the Lord Jesus had taken that position, He certainly would never have enacted this object lesson of love, and would never have gone to the Cross at all; and we should never have been cleansed and saved from this world. It is a sad picture, from one standpoint. 

THE CALL TO FELLOWSHIP WITH HIM IN SERVANTHOOD 

I do not know how you feel about it. I confess to you that, as I have been thinking about this, I have wondered whether I ought to pass it on to anyone else. I know by long experience that it is possible to turn the edge of something the Lord says to one's own heart by giving it out as a message. Have you found that, those of you that minister? The Lord brings some thing strongly to you and you give it as a message, and it has gone from you. I take this to my heart. And as I see that my salvation and yours, in the infinite love of God, was through the spirit of lowliest service, servanthood, I have to say, Is there any other kind of service? Can we hope to see anything done by any other kind of movement of the Spirit? Oh, this is more an appeal than a profound message! It all centres in this - "having loved his own which were in the world, he loved them unto the uttermost" - such men as they were, and as we are. I do not see them objectively, I see them subjectively. I can see a Peter, a Matthew, a Judas, in my own heart. Thank God, He loves unto the uttermost, and His love unto the uttermost is of this kind, that He does not stand on His rights and dignity and position and demand that I come down in an abject slavery to acknowledge His lordship. He comes to serve you and me. He is Lord, but for the time being a serving Lord. As He is seen in the glory, mark you, He is still girded. He is Lord, but still the great heavenly Servant, serving us, washing away our sin, delivering us from this present evil world. All He does is in the spirit of the servant. Oh, how the spirit of service and servanthood is despised today! Everywhere you hear it. No one wants to be a servant today. That word "servant" is hated. The spirit of service has almost gone from the earth. The spirit of Christ is a rare thing, but, when it is found, it is a heaven-blessed thing, a mighty power. Oh, do not despise the servant position! Be not ambitious for place, for recognition, for name, for reputation. Be not ambitious to have your rights recognized. God fill us with this spirit, that we are not all the time waiting for others to do something for us, but looking to see what we can do for them in Christ's name - being busy in the right sense to find out how much we can do for the Lord's people because they are the Lord's people, and for the unsaved because He died to save them, and for the unclean because He died to cleanse them. The Lord fill us with this spirit! 

Chapter 4 ~ The Challenge of Love 

"...His great love, wherewith he loved us" (Eph. 2:4). 

"The love of God hath been shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit which was given unto us" (Rom. 5:5). 

"Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another... We love, because he first loved us" (1 John 4:11,19).

The challenge of love, Divine love ~ "Beloved if..." then... "If God so loved us, we also ought to love one another." There is a tremendous challenge in that. We have, I trust I can say, been seeing that Divine love, the love of God, is the key to everything from Genesis to Revelation; and if that is true, as we have said before, that the sum of all Divine revelation is vital union with God in Christ, if it is a matter from first to last of relationship with God as Father, then here in this fragment in John's letter, we are at once brought face to face with the test of our relationship with God. The test of that relationship is here resolved into a matter of love. There follows immediately another of the several "ifs" of John's letter ~ "If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar" (1 John 4:20), he does not love God. The test of our relationship with God is this matter of love. It all hangs upon "if." 

The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit. The relationship with God in Christ is brought about by an act of the Holy Spirit's incoming, in our receiving Him. He is given to us, and He brings about the relatedness, and the immediate result and seal of that relationship by the indwelling Spirit is that the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts. It is the test of relationship. The very basis of our organic spiritual and vital union with God is this matter of the Divine love in us, and John will challenge us with this in his letter and say, "We know that we have passed out of death into life (i.e. that we are in vital union with God) because we love the brethren" (1 John 3:14). The Word of God makes this love a test of our having received the Spirit. 

DIVINE LOVE DEMANDS LOVE OF THE BRETHREN 

Well, of course, on the simple basis of our conversion we know that to be true at the beginning ~ that whereas, before, we had no particular love for Christians, afterward, when we had come to the Lord, we found we had an altogether new feeling toward other children of God. That was the simple beginning. But it is the beginning, the basis. John is carrying us beyond the beginning. He is speaking to us, as in the case of those to whom he wrote, as to people who know the Lord, to people of God who have the Spirit. He says, "The anointing which ye received of him abideth in you, and you need not that any one teach you; but... his anointing teacheth you concerning all things..." (1 John 2:27). He is writing to those who are getting on in the spiritual life. When we come there, it is possible that in some way a root of bitterness may spring up in us toward our brother. It is possible that you may fail of the love of God. It is possible that this very basic nature of your relationship with the Lord should be numbed for want of love, that your whole spiritual life should come under arrest and be paralyzed, and you cease to be a vital factor and have a real living communion with your Lord day by day, all because the basic love in some way has been arrested or injured. What was the mark of your initial relationship with the Lord? It was the love of God shed abroad in your heart, and you loved other Christians tremendously. That can be changed in such a way that you do not love other Christians as at the beginning. You thought then that all Christians were very wonderful: no questions were asked; they simply belonged to the Lord and that was all that mattered. Since then, you have begun to have questions about Christians, and not only Christians in general, but sometimes Christians in particular. You have come to know that Christians are still human beings and not angels, not that consummate thing you perhaps thought Christians were at the beginning. You have come to some disappointment about them and are really up against something now in them, and your basic relationship with God is being touched. If you do not somehow get over that and find a way through, if you do not have a new accession of Divine love, your very walk with God is going to be arrested, you are going to lose your precious and joyous communion with your Lord, and there will come a shadow between you and your Father. You will find that the only way to get rid of the shadow is to get victory over that un~love toward those of His children who are concerned. 
HOW WE KNOW GOD'S LOVE FOR US

How do we know God's love for us? Well, that is a pertinent question. There are many difficulties and much mystery connected with His love ~ why, in the first place He should love us at all. But then He has said that He does love us. He has given us exceeding great and precious promises and assurances. We have, in what He has done for us, a very great amount of proof from God's side that He loves us. But even so, with all the doctrine of the gift of God, the great redemptive activity of God, with all the words that tell us that He loves us, there are times when all that is just something in the Book, something of the doctrine. But is it true? Does He love me? It may be true everywhere else, but does He love ME? 

Now come back to that word in Romans 5:5 and you have the answer in principle and in substance. Let us ask the question ~ How can you and I know that God loves us, know in a way extra to our being told, to having an intellectual presentation of the truth of the love of God for man? I will tell you of one way in which you can know, and know very surely. If you are a child of God and have received the Holy Spirit in you (and remember that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Divine love) then if you should have a reservation of love toward another child or other children of God, some attitude of criticism, suspicion, or prejudice, within you something dies or seems to die. Your joy goes, you feel something has gone wrong, and within you there is a sense of grief. You know what it is to grieve, to have that awful feeling of grieving somewhere inside. But in this case it is not you at all who are grieving over that unlove, but there is Someone within you who is grieving: there is a sob at the center of your being. That is how we know that God loves us, that "the love of God hath been shed abroad in our hearts." When we grieve that love, we know that in us the Spirit says, "I cannot go on in happy fellowship with you, I am grieved, I am pained." It is only love that can be grieved. People who have no love never grieve, they are never pained, never hurt. You need to have love, and the more sensitive the love the more you register and are grieved when things are not right. The Holy Spirit is exceedingly sensitive in this matter of love, because that is His supreme characteristic. Remember, that is His inclusive characteristic. Paul wrote, "The fruit of the Spirit is love" (Gal. 5:22). He put it in the singular. It would have been wrong grammar to have said, "The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering," etc. He would have had to say, "The fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace..." But he said, "The fruit of the Spirit is ~ love" and then he went on to tell you what love is ~ "joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, self~control." Kill love and you kill all the rest; injure love and you injure all the rest. You cannot have the others, without the inclusive thing ~ love. 

The Spirit, therefore, is inclusively and pre~eminently the Spirit of Divine love, and as such He is very sensitive and easily grieved. "Grieve not the Holy Spirit of God" (Eph. 4:30) is the exhortation. That is how we know that God loves us ~ that the love of God in us by the Holy Spirit suffers grief when love is injured. 

Again, there is so much that the enemy points to and tells us is a mark that the Lord does not love us. For my part, I have to have some inward proof, a living proof, something right inside of me that proves He loves me; and this is one of the ways in which I have learned that God loves me ~ that if I say or do anything that is contrary to love, I have a terribly bad time. God's love for me is touched, grieved, when I violate that love, and I am at once conscious of the fact. Everything is bound up with that. We do not get anywhere until we say, "Lord, forgive me that, I go back on that, I confess that sin"; and so get it all cleared up and have no repetition of it. It involves the whole walk with God, it touches the very relationship with God. We need to be made sensitive to the Spirit of love so that our lips and hearts are purged by the fire of love, and so that it is not easy for us to be superior and pass superior judgments and to be of a criticizing and suspicious spirit. We shall never get anywhere with God if there is anything like that. 

THE PRAYER LIFE AFFECTED BY LACK OF LOVE 

It touches every aspect of our lives. It touches our prayer life. We cannot get on in prayer if it is like that; and what a need there is today of men and women who can pray; not of people who say prayers and yet do not pray. One does not want to despise any prayer, but oh, we do need men and women who can pray through, who can lead us into the presence of God, and take right hold on Him, and get a situation established by prayer. We shall never be able to do that unless this basic relationship with God is established, expressing itself in love for all those whom He loves, no matter what they are nor who they are. Prayer life will be interfered with, and the Word of God will be closed to us. The Lord will not go on if the foundation is hurt. 

WE LOVE BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED 

"If God SO loved..." Can you fathom that "so"? Can you understand that "so"? No, we cannot. "God so loved" ~ then "we also ought to love"; and we love, says John here, because He first loved us. As I pointed out earlier, the putting in of the word "him" in the Authorized Version is unfortunate. It is not in most of the original manuscripts. I am not sure that it would not be bad doctrine; it certainly is out of keeping with the context. John did not say that in his letter. He said, "We love, because He first loved us." You say you do not quite grasp that, and that it would be quite true to put the "him" in and to say, "We love him, because He first loved us." There are literally teeming millions in this world whom God first loved and they do not love Him; there are multitudes of the Lord's people whom He so loved but they do not love Him as they would. Is not the cry "I have not the love I ought to have, even for God, to say nothing of His people and the unsaved"? Not necessarily do we love Him, because He first loved us. When we come to a fuller apprehension of His love for us, then love for Him does flow out, but here the whole emphasis is upon the fact of love ~ "We love, because he first loved us." The challenge is there. The measure of my love for others is the measure of my apprehension of God's love for me. I could never have anything like an adequate apprehension of His love for me, and not love others. Oh, if we were really overwhelmed with the greatness of God's love for us, how could we take an attitude of judgment toward some other erring, mistaken, perhaps sinning, child of God? Not at all! It is herein that we know the love of God, in that we love the brethren. There is the test of our apprehension, the test of our relationship, and it is the basis of everything for the child of God. 

GROWTH ON THE BASIS OF LOVE 

If I am going to grow spiritually, I shall only do so on the basis of love. I shall never grow because I get a lot more teaching. You do not grow by teaching. That is the tragedy of attending conferences ~ that you may attend them for years and years and still be of the same spiritual measure afterward, and never grow: still making no greater contribution to the measure of Christ in the Church, still not counting any more than you did years ago in the spiritual battle. No, all the teaching does not necessarily mean that you grow. It is necessary as a background, but we grow by love. Do not let anybody think we can dispense with the teaching and have the love and get on all right. That would be a contradiction of the Word altogether. The teaching has its place, it is absolutely necessary; but though I have everything and have not love, I am nothing (1 Cor. 13). So all is based on this. 

THE LOVE OF GOD, NOT NATURAL LOVE 

But lest you should inadvertently misapprehend what I am saying, I must emphasize that I am talking about the love of God. You must not think I am talking about a generous disposition, a magnanimous temperament, of the kind of people who are made that way, and who cannot bear to be across someone else, even if there is a tremendous spiritual issue at stake. Such never "truth it in love" (Eph. 4:15) for fear of anything unpleasant. That is not the love I am talking about. This love is not temperamental love. The people who may be of that kindly, magnanimous, large~hearted disposition may find that they have to have that smashed up and broken by coming up against a spiritual situation for which no natural temperament is sufficient. They may have to be provoked to get on their feet. People who have never been angry may have to be stirred to anger. People who are always compromising rather than have unpleasantness may have to make a clean cut. The love of God may demand something like that. On the other hand, those who may not be at all of that generous, magnanimous disposition, by the love of God and an altogether new heart and nature become what they are now temperamentally. This of which we speak is not on a natural ground at all ~ what we are or what we are not. 

THE LOVE OF GOD TRIUMPHANT OVER EVIL 

What I am trying to say is that God's love is a mighty, triumphant love that has triumphed over something immense. The love of God which now comes to us from Christ comes from Him as crucified. It flows to us from the Cross, from His wounds, from His riven side. That love came up against the most awful things in this universe which withstood it, and overcame them. It was not just a nice disposition that looked benignly upon everything wrong and excused it. Oh no! It came up against the fierceness of anti~love, anti~love of God in this universe, and overcame it. Calvary was the mighty triumph of God's love over everything contrary to it, and it is that kind of love we are to have, an overcoming love, a triumphant love. 

It is, in a sense, an awful love. Come up against that, and it breaks and shatters; things have to go down before it. Things will not go down before our human niceness, things of the devil, things that are positively evil and antagonistic to God; but they will go down before tested, proved, enduring, patient, longsuffering love. You may have to wait a long time, suffer a lot, put up with a lot, have your love ignored, even resisted. Give it time, and all may go right down before Divine love. It is the longsuffering love of God that has won us. Is not that the deepest thing in your heart? ~ it is in mine ~ the infinite patience of Divine love, the bearing and forbearing of that love. It is a tremendous love. It is a power, it is a conquering love ~ something so much more than this (may I use the word?) sloppy kind of "love" which is always smoothing things over. Oh no, that is not God's love. God's love is overcoming love. 

NO TRUE MINISTRY WITHOUT LOVE 

There is challenge in this love of God to us. "We also ought..." It is a challenge. Nothing can be except as the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.

Let us come back to where we started. If you have ever had exercise with God on any matter, do so on this matter. If you are concerned about being of any use to the Lord at all, in any capacity, ~ as a preacher, a teacher, a personal witness, as a life lived here without any public place at all ~ let me tell you (and it is the ripening knowledge of a life that has not much further to go but has for forty years been concerned with this matter of being useful to the Lord) let me tell you that nothing of usefulness to the Lord is possible except on the basis of God's love shed abroad in our hearts. It must be this Holy Ghost love for the people to whom we would minister: love for them even to the laying down of our lives for them, suffering unto death for their sakes: love to the point of being brokenhearted ~ I use that word quite deliberately ~ over people for whom you have spiritual concern and in whom you have spiritual interest; love like that. No ministry will be ministry to the Lord that is not born of that; no testimony, no life, except as rooted and grounded in the love of God. You can have all the rest, a mass of Bible knowledge, a wealth of Biblical instruction and doctrinal information and all that, but it is all without any value unless its exercise is in a love, a passion, a heart beating with the heart of God for His great love wherewith He loved us. 


Chapter 5 ~ God's Everlasting, Unchanging Love 

We have been moving round a center and viewing it from different angles, in different relationships. The center is given to us in Eph. 2:4 ~ "His great love wherewith he loved us." 

GOD'S GREAT DECLARATION 

We are now coming to look at one of the most amazing statements ever made. 

"The Lord appeared of old unto me, saying, Yea, I have loved thee with an everlasting love: therefore with lovingkindness have I drawn thee" or, as the margin gives the alternative rendering, "therefore have I continued lovingkindness unto thee" (Jer. 31:3). 

I repeat, that is one of the most astounding statements that has ever been made. To verify that, to realize something of that fact, you need to read all that leads up to it and that follows afterward. That is to say, you need to read the prophecies of Jeremiah throughout, and then to add to them some of the prophecies of other prophets. For the work of the prophet was very largely to point out how far, how terribly and tragically far, those being addressed had gone from God's mind, God's thought, God's will, God's way, and in what a terrible state of hardness of heart and rebellion ~ and worse than that ~ they were toward God. All that ~ and it is a terrible and dark story ~ gathers round this statement. "I have loved thee." At the time when they were in the very worst condition that ever they had been or would be in spiritually and morally, it was then He said "I have loved thee with an everlasting love." Viewed in its setting, you must agree it is one of the most amazing statements ever made. 

"His great love wherewith he loved us." We are baffled and almost rendered silent when we try to fathom and comprehend the word "grace" in reference to the love of God. How great is God's love? Were we to spend our lives trying, we could never utter its depth or content. Yet here is a statement, and we have to do something about it. We have to approach it, to try to grasp something, be it very small, of this incomprehensible love of God, the mystery of it. So I shall adopt the very simplest method of trying to get into this word, just breaking up the statement into its component words. 

THE ONE WHO MAKES THE DECLARATION

We will begin then: "I." You notice here the statement is really governed by the words "Thus saith Jehovah" (verse 2). Who is it speaking? To begin with, it is the One whose name is Jehovah. By that name He made Himself known to the Hebrews through Moses. But later that name became so sacred to Israel that they would not use it, and it was mentioned but once in the year, the great day of atonement, by the High Priest, as he went into the Most Holy Place by the High Priest the name was pronounced, so great, so awful, was that name to them. But what does it mean? Jehovah, the unchanging One, the eternal One, the self~existent One, existing not by anybody else's act or power or support, perfectly self~existent ~ that is Jehovah, that is the One who says, "I have loved thee with an everlasting love." 

But look again. It is the name of the One of infinite holiness, whose eyes are too pure to behold iniquity, whose nature is too pure and holy and altogether right to have any association with sin. You see how helpless we are when we try to deal with God and explain Him and define Him. These are statements, but if you and I, apart from some great provision of God to cover our sinfulness, were to come into the presence of that infinitely holy God, we should be shattered beyond repair. The infinitely holy God! It is He who says, "I have loved thee with an everlasting love." 

It is the name of infinite majesty, glory, might, dominion, power. He is very terrible in majesty, in glory, in power; and that One says, "I have loved thee with an everlasting love." 

And still we press in to this name. It is the name of infinite self~sufficiency. From time to time He has found it necessary to state that in various ways. "If I were hungry, I would not tell thee" (Ps. 1:12), He said to them of old. "Every beast... is mine, and the cattle upon a thousand hills" (Ps. 1:10). "I have made the earth, and created man upon it: I, even my hands, have stretched out the heavens" (Isa. 45:12). "The nations are as a drop of a bucket" (Isa. 40:15). "Do I need anything or anyone? Am I, the creator of the universe, in need? Am I suffering want? Am I not utterly and absolutely independent, self~sufficient, the only One in this universe who is self~sufficient?" And that One, out of it all ~ His holiness, His majesty, His self~sufficiency ~ says, "I have loved thee with an everlasting love." It is a mystery. Can you explain that? Can you understand that? 

"I have loved" 

"I have loved." The very essence of love is "I must have, I cannot do without." Here the word "love" is just the common word that was used in all true human relationships. It is the word used of parents for children, of children for parents, of husband for wife and wife for husband, of friend for friend. Of the classic instance of the love between David and Jonathan, it says, "Jonathan loved him as his own soul" (1 Sam. 18:1). "Thy love," said David of Jonathan after his tragic end, "thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women" (2 Sam. 1:26). That is the word here. Jehovah, infinitely self~sufficient, used that word concerning Israel. As the friend's love for the friend must have the friend, and, as in every other true relationship, true love must have the one loved, must have the companionship, the fellowship, the nearness, so is Jehovah speaking about Israel. "I have LOVED thee." Amazing love! 

"I have loved thee" 

Ah, but still more inward ~ "I have loved THEE." Now we are at the end of wonder. At the beginning I pointed out the state of these people. Not only were they in a deplorable state morally and spiritually, deeply in sin; not only were they in this tragic plight; but they were in positive antagonism, rebellion, repudiation, killing the very prophets of the Lord who would tell them of their wrong. "I have loved THEE." 

Without anything positive in the way of opposition or antagonism or rebellion or stubbornness on our part, it is still the greatest mystery and wonder that He should love us. But think of this ~ "thee"! Think again of whom that is said, to whom it applies. "I have loved thee"; and that, moreover, coming at the point where it did and at the time it did.

"An everlasting love" 

"I have loved thee with an everlasting love." You can never translate that word "everlasting" into English. It simply means that you have got into the spaceless, boundless realm, you have fallen out of time to where time is no more. You have gone out into that mysterious something where nothing can be taken hold of as tangible, it is all beyond you, beyond your grasp, beyond your calculation, beyond your power to cope with it and bring it into some kind of dimensions. That is the word: beyond you, beyond your time, beyond your world, beyond all your ways of thinking and working. "I have loved thee with an everlasting, timeless, spaceless love." Did you notice the alternative marginal reading to the phrase? "Jehovah appeared of old unto me"? It is, "from afar appeared unto me" ~ outside of our world altogether. He says, "I have loved you with a love altogether outside your dimensions of time and space." 

"I have loved thee with an everlasting love." And strangely, the repetition of the word "love" here adds an extra feature or factor. It is in the feminine, and it means mother~love. "I have loved thee with an everlasting mother~love." Now, mother~love is one of the most mysterious things with which in ordinary human life we have to deal. You cannot always understand mother~love. You may look at a baby and you may see much that is not lovely about the child, but the mother of that child simply adores it. That is mother~love. That is the word the Lord is using here. The world would see everything to the contrary ~ but the Lord says, "I have loved thee with an everlasting mother~love." 

HIS LOVE FOR THE PEOPLE OF THE NEW COVENANT 

Well, we are touching the fringe of this thing, but you are perhaps asking a question. You are not gripped yet, because you say, "That may be quite true as to Israel, but can we rightly and properly appropriate that? Can we step into that and say it is ours; that this same One says that to us?" You have only to read on to verse 31 of this same chapter to find your answer. 

"The days come, saith Jehovah, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt; which my covenant they break, although I was a husband unto them, saith Jehovah... I will put my law in their inward parts, and in their heart will I write it" (Jer. 31:31~33). 

Now do you not know that is taken up in the New Testament, in the letter to the Hebrews, and applied to the Church in this dispensation? Its fulfilment is there said to be not in the Jewish dispensation, but in the New Testament dispensation. That applies to those to whom the gospel of the grace of God has been preached, the new covenant; and it is the new covenant, not in the blood of bulls and goats, but the blood of the Lamb of God, God's Son, who said, in the night in which He was betrayed, when He took the cup ~ "This is my blood of the new covenant; which is shed for many unto remission of sins" (Matt. 26:28). Are we in this? Oh yes, it is for us, the people of the new covenant in the blood of Jesus Christ. Oh, if He could say such a thing to Israel, then if it is possible to say it with fuller meaning and greater strength at all, so He says it to us. 

We have so much to confirm this in the New Testament. "God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have eternal life" (John 3:16) ~ that mysterious word, that age~out~lasting life. "His great love wherewith he loved US" ~ that word was said not to Jews only but to Gentiles, and comes in the letter to the Ephesians, the letter for all men, Jew and Gentile alike. Or again, "who delivered us out of the power of darkness, and translated us into the kingdom of the Son of his love" (Col. 1:13). I could go on piling up Scripture to show that it is the same love as that love in Jeremiah 31:3. It is the same God and it is the same love, and now it has expanded beyond Israel to embrace us. 

Listen again then. This same God, no less holy, no less majestic and glorious, no less self~sufficient, says to you, to me, "I have loved thee, I have LOVED THEE with an everlasting love". "His great love wherewith he loved us." Are you impressed, do you believe it? 

HIS CONTINUED LOVINGKINDNESS 

What then? There follows the second half of the statement ~ "therefore with lovingkindness have I drawn thee" or "therefore have I continued lovingkindness unto thee." "I have borne with you all this time because I love you; anything could have happened to you, but I have not let it, I have shown you infinite longsuffering and patience, and earnest solicitude for your eternal well~being: because I love you, I have kept you alive, and have brought you to this time and to this place; I have not let you go." Oh, that this might come home to us! We may, all unconsciously be hearing this message now simply because of this infinite love of God which has been preserving us unto this hour to let us know it. You may think it is quite fortuitous that you are hearing it ~ just one of the chance happenings of life; but if you knew the truth it is this infinite love of God which has held you to this time in relation to the infinite purposes of that love to let you know it. There is nothing casual about it, there is sovereign love here. "Because I have so loved, because, self~sufficient as I am, I cannot do without you" ~ oh, mystery of Divine love! ~ "because I so much wanted you I created you, and now at this moment I am drawing you." We cannot take that in, but that is the teaching of the Word of God. 

We started these messages by pointing out that behind the universe, behind the mind, the reason, the plan, the design, there is a heart. The universe exists as an answer to that heart. Today that heart in its love is bleeding. It has suffered a great deal of disappointment, deprivation; it has been robbed of its object ~ the wife has been unfaithful. But the Lord comes out in the presence of it all and says, "I loved you and I still love you; My love is an everlasting love: therefore I have kept, I have preserved, and I have brought you to this very hour and I am telling you now that this is the position; there is no breach of love on My part." 

LOVE PERSISTING THOUGH SPURNED

But Israel went into a great deal of suffering and distress because they did not respond to that love of God thus expressed, and it looked very much as though the everlasting love was lasting no longer. But not so, it has never changed. You see, love has sometimes to change its form of expression, although in itself it does not change, and so we have another side to the revelation of God's ways with wayward and wilful man. Suffering, affliction and adversity to individuals and to nations and to the world is not because of a contradiction of the statement that God so loved the world. It is the only way in which that love stands any chance of getting a response of the kind God wants. God does not want that kind of love that is not love at all because it gets everything that it wants to satiate its own lusts. That is not love. This love of God must make us like itself, it must be after its own kind. 

And so, strangely enough, many have come to find the love of God through the dark way of suffering ~ to discover that God was not their enemy but their friend, when they thought that He was pursuing with the object of destroying them. But I am not going to follow that out just now. 

I want to be content now with making that great declaration with which we started, doing the little I can to try to bring it home to you ~ who it is that says it, what it is that He says, the people to whom He says it, with the assurance that, so far as He is concerned, He will never take another attitude but love, even if it is disappointed love and we ourselves should lose all that that love meant for us. To lose that and to know it would be our hell of hells. There could be no deeper hell than to discover all that was meant for you by infinite love, and to realize that by your own folly and your own stubbornness it has gone beyond your reach forever. What more of a hell can you imagine than that? I think that is the only kind of hell we need contemplate, whatever may be the full truth about it. For any one to wake up and have to say, "Oh, what might have been, if only, if only I had done so and so! If only I had taken the opportunity! It is too late now!" ~ that is agony of soul, that is misery, that is despair. You see, it is the effect of love, Divine love's immense purposes, and we discover that it is now all impossible because we have foolishly rejected, refused, repudiated, gone our own way, stubbornly said No! to the Divine love. That is the dark side of this, but I am not going on to the dark side now. Listen again, whoever you may be. If you know yourself only a little you must be amazed at this statement, but if it does not come to you as the most wonderful thing that ever was or could be, there is something grievously the matter with you; that such a One should say to such as WE, "I have loved THEE, with an everlasting love." May God Himself bring that home to us with something of its implication, something of its meaning and value, its glory, its wonder. If He should graciously do that, we shall be worshippers for the rest of our lives; there will be something about us that is in the nature of awe and wonder and we shall go softly. The realization of it will smite all our pride to the dust. There is no room for pride here. This will remove all those horrible things ~ pride, avarice, covetousness, self~interest, worldly ambition ~ and we shall be very humble, very grateful people, full of a great longing somehow to requite that love, somehow to win for that One His rights. This has been the motive and passion of many who have given themselves in the far places of the earth in a daily suffering for their Lord's sake. Love ~ a little return for this so great love wherewith He loved us. 

Chapter 6 ~ Love the Supreme Test of the Church 

"His great love wherewith he loved us" (Eph. 2:4).

We come now to the close of the New Testament, the consummation in the book of the Revelation. A great deal of reading ought to take place at this point for which we have not the time. Will you open the Word at the beginning of the book of the Revelation and glance down through the first, second and third chapters as the first main part of this book, hurriedly recalling what is there, and helping as best you can as we go on by noting details also? 

We have said that we are here in the consummation, and I think I shall have no difficulty in having your agreement that, when we come to the book of the Revelation, we do come to the consummation of all that is in the Word of God; that is, it is a gathering up of all at the end to a final settlement. That at least we can say about the book of the Revelation. Whatever may be our ideas of interpretation of the many things here, we are all agreed that here we are at the end and everything is being gathered up to a final settlement. At this point we must just ask a further question. Have we not much to go upon that we are now nearing that final settlement of all things, that we are in the days of the consummation of the ages? Is it necessary for me to gather up all the proofs and evidences and signs to prove that? But I think there again I have your agreement. We certainly are in the end times. 

If that is true, then it is a matter of supreme importance that we should recognize what are the primary and ultimate factors with God; and if those factors are at all at issue in our considering them together at this time, then our meditation must take on a significance which is altogether beyond our own. It must be a very solemn and consequential time, and it must demand and receive from us a definite act of putting away every other kind of thought and consideration. There should be an open~hearted seeking of the Lord, with no prejudices, no suspicions, no curiosity, nor anything that is casual or indefinite. We must come, and, with all our hearts, take the attitude that if God is going to say to us that which with Him is of primary and ultimate consequence, we must note that and we must be in it. 

I tarry to lay emphasis on one further matter. I am intensely concerned that we should not be just occupied with a lot of Bible matter. This is not just a theme that is being taken up, a subject, with all the subject matter about it being brought out. No, a thousand times no! If this is not God's message to us, well, we had better cut it short and go and do something else. 

Well then, let us come to this book of the Revelation. We take chapters 1 to 3. I have many times made great efforts to resolve these three chapters into one clear meaning, but I have always finished with a sense of defeat. There has been something true and right, but in the thing that I was after I have had a sense of defeat and frustration; and when we come to certain details in these messages to the churches, such as Jezebel, Balaam, the Nicolaitans, somehow we seem to have got into a realm of the technical. The thing has not become a concrete, definite, positive message, it has escaped me. I knew what those things meant in principle, but what I so much wanted to do was to find one resolving thing which gathers them all up and makes of them as a whole a single message for the Lord's people. Until now, as I say, I have felt defeated every time, all through the long years. I am wondering if I have got it now; we shall see. 

LOVE THE MASTER~KEY TO THE WHOLE BIBLE 

It seems to me at length that the master~key to the whole Bible is in our hands when we come to this. The master~key to everything is love; and if you will look, I do not think there is any doubt but that you will come to see that all that is here is gathered into that one matter of Divine love. We are in the consummation of love in this book, and it begins and ends with the Church. 

LOVE THE KEY TO THE VISION IN REVELATION 1

You take, then, the first chapter, and what is the key? The key to the first chapter and also to the whole book is to be found in the words, "Unto him that loveth us, and loosed us from our sins by his blood; and he made us a kingdom, priests unto his God and Father." You can see love in almost every word of that great sentence. 

But alongside of, or following on, that statement, you have the presentation of the risen and glorified Lord, and He presented at once in that marvelous designation "Son of man," the title of kinship, the redeeming kinsman. "Unto him that loveth us, and loosed us from our sins" ~ the title, you see, belongs to One who has come right into our estate, and eventually into our state. That is the theme of love. Oh, how great, how comprehensive, is that Son of man, flesh of our flesh, bone of our bone, to redeem us unto His Father! He is described in that matchless presentation, verse by verse, step by step, and when you have read it all and noted everything that is said about Him, every detail of His person and of His adornment, you find it is the sum total of love. 

He is "girt about at the breasts with a golden girdle." Every word speaks of Divine love, the breasts, the gold, the girdle. The girdle is the symbol of strength, of energy, of intention, of purpose. You mean business when you gird yourself. The robes are no longer flowing for leisure, loose for reclining. The girdle is golden, symbolic of the very nature of God who is love. Above the rest that girdle seems to me to include all the other features, give meaning to everything else. 

I am not going to mention in detail all the features of this Son of man as given to us here. What I am trying to convey to you is that this inclusive presentation of the risen and glorified Christ is the comprehensive presentation of love. "But," you say, "is that true? ~ because some of the terms used are terrible, awful. John fell at His feet as one dead when he saw Him. Is that the effect of love? Would it not be truer to say that this is the Lord All~terrible, rather than the Lord All~loving?" But think again. It is love, but not our idea of love. We have to reconstitute our conception of Divine love. This One here is described as "the faithful and true." Have you never been in the hands of the Lord in discipline, in breaking, yes, in shattering, being poured out like water on the ground, and afterward have had to say, "Thou wast right, Lord; it was the only way. It was a terrible experience, but Thou wast faithful with me, faithful to all the highest and deepest principles of heaven. It was not in anger and judgment, but in faithfulness and mercy to my soul that Thou didst do it." We have to reconstitute our idea of love. Here John says, "When I saw him I fell at his feet as one dead. And he laid his right hand upon me, saying, Fear not." This is not judgment, this is not destruction, this is not death and condemnation. The right hand is the token of honour, of favour. "Fear not; I am the first and the last." "Everything is in My hands and in the end it will be all right; I took it up and I am going to finish it; fear not." 

I was saying that John fell at His feet as one dead. There was another man who, travelling on a road with the positive intention of blotting out from this earth, as far as it lay in his power, every remembrance of Jesus of Nazareth, was met by this same Lord of glory. All~terrible? Well, certainly Saul of Tarsus went down, he was broken, the encounter overpowered him and left its mark upon his very physical body to the end of his life. For three days he had no sight, and they had to help him into the city. But do you tell me that was God the All~terrible? Oh, listen to the conversation! "Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?" What is the tone of that? It is not, I am sure, the tone of anger. It is a pleading tone of entreaty, of sorrow, of solicitude. "Who art thou, Lord?'' "I am God the All~terrible, and now I have brought you to book"? No ~ "I am Jesus whom thou persecutest... What shall I do, Lord?... Rise, and enter into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do." The Lord went ahead of him, prepared the way for him (Acts 9:1~9; 22:4~11). Do you tell me that terrible revelation was not love? Well, ask Paul himself what he thought about it, and see in after years what he had to say about it. He did not say, "He met me, He smote me, He destroyed me, He brought me into such awful judgment that I lost all hope." He said, "He loved me and gave himself up for me" (Gal.2: 20). That meeting, terrible and devastating as it might be in one sense, was a meeting with the Lover of his soul. 

I say again, we have to make over anew our conception of Divine love. It is not that sickly, sentimental thing we call love. It is something tremendous. We have so to reconstruct our conception of Divine love as to see that our highest interests for all eternity demand very faithful dealings with us by God, and the more we really know the heart of God, the more we come to be ready to say, "Thou art right, Lord; even in what I would call Thy hard handling of me, Thou art right." God in His love has the end in view, not just the pacifying of some fretful child with a sop. We are called unto His eternal glory and "our light affliction, which is for the moment, worketh for us more and more exceedingly an eternal weight of glory" (2 Cor. 4:17). But we do not always believe it while the affliction is on us. We do not even call it "light"; but He knows how transcendently and infinitely the glory outweighs the suffering. He has decided, with the greatness of the end in view, it is worth His while to be faithful with us and let nothing pass that would take from that glorious prize of His glory or work against it. He knows quite well that, when we are with Him afterward, were we to see something that was not taken up by Him and dealt with because of the suffering and the pain it would have caused us, and because we would have murmured and complained, that we would say to Him then, "Lord, why didst Thou not do that in spite of me?" And so, knowing the end and dealing with us in the light of it, the faithful and the true love is other than our poor sickly conception of love. Love in our thinking so often means just giving way all the time, just having everything we want or giving everything that others want. God deals with us, not as infants, but as sons (Heb. 12:7). The presentation, you see, is all a comprehensive and detailed consummation of love. 

THE CHURCHES CHALLENGED AS TO LOVE

Now you pass to the next two chapters, and you have the churches; and the Lord is here dealing with the churches on the basis of the presentation. That can be seen by noting that every one of the seven messages to the churches takes up some feature of the presentation of Christ in the first chapter. You can look at that and note it. Actual phrases in the presentation of chapter one are used in relation to the churches respectively. So He is dealing with the churches on the basis of Himself as fully presented, and therefore if the presentation is the comprehensive embodiment of love, He is dealing with all the churches on that basis. 

Now you note that the messages and the churches are bounded by Ephesus and Laodicea, and not as unrelated but as embracing and covering all the seven. In Ephesus and Laodicea the trouble is defective love. Ephesus, "thou didst leave thy first love"; Laodicea, "thou art neither hot nor cold." The whole question with these churches is love. Let us hurriedly look at them separately, as far as we can. 

FIRST LOVE AS COVERING ALL 

Here again is the wonderful thing, that in Ephesus, which marks the beginning of everything, all turns on love. "Thou didst leave thy first love." What is first love? Well, first love is all~inclusive in its nature. You will not be able subsequently to find any characteristic or feature of love without finding it in first love. First love covers all the ground of love. We could not tabulate the meaning of first love. It is everything, it is all that you can say about love; utterly selfless, self~forgetting, uncalculating. It is fierce, it is fiery, it is completely hot, strong and faithful. That is where the Lord begins. First love is the basis on which the Lord takes up the whole matter, comprehensive of all love's features. So in relation to the ultimate situation, we see here, through Ephesus, that what the Lord must have in His Church is inclusive love, love in all its features. He must come at the end back to the beginning, and bring His Church likewise back to that basis. Of course, there must have been a first love; you cannot depart from what never was. That will challenge us.

To Israel the Lord said, through a prophet, with a sigh of disappointment and grief, "I remember concerning thee the kindness of thy youth, the love of thine espousals; how thou wentest after me in the wilderness, in a land that was not sown" (Jer. 2:2). That is what love will do. Love will go after its lover in a wilderness where there is nothing to live on. 

If necessary, it will die of starvation in order to be with its lover. "I remember concerning thee... the love of thine espousals." Inclusive love is the basis upon which the Lord begins, and in effect He is saying, "I can be satisfied with nothing less." Oh, there is love in Ephesus, there is no doubt about that. "I know thy works, and thy toil and patience" ~ and this, that and the other: it is not that they are without love, but that they are without their first love, that utter, inclusive, every~sided love; that is the trouble. 

Let this come to our hearts. We all love the Lord; I trust we can say that truly. We love the Lord and we will do much for Him. But is our love of this kind? Is everything in our lives prompted by love, or is much of it lived under a sense of duty, of obligation or necessity, of having to do; or are there other motives, other interests and objects that keep us in the work of God as Christians? Is it the fear that we must not drop out in case of what happens to us? That is all on a lower level of life. Inclusive love is God's starting~point, and He says, "I can be satisfied with nothing less; even you who labour and are patient and have this, that and the other thing which are very commendable, I cannot let your lampstand remain with a loss of first love." Testimony is really gone when first love is gone, however much remains. 

THE NATURE OF FIRST LOVE 

(a) SUFFERING LOVE
We look now at Smyrna, and see that a great suffering has come upon the church there, a period of intense suffering in which it will be necessary to be faithful unto death; and so the Lord, in the inclusiveness of first love, would say, and does say, as I see it here, that first love is suffering love. It is indicated by what you will go through for the Lord's sake and out of love for the Lord, what you will endure, what you will put up with. No, not just to what part of the world you will go to minister to the heathen and lay down your life for your Lord, but what you will put up with at home, what you will put up with in other Christians, what you will put up with of daily martyrdom in love for your Lord without a revengeful spirit, without wanting to see those who cause your suffering and affliction made to suffer themselves for it. Suffering love, that is first love. Are you having to suffer, and suffer wrongfully? Peter says, "If, when ye do well, and suffer for it, ye shall take it patiently, this is acceptable ("grace" ~ R.V. margin) with God" (1 Peter 2:20). As we have said, grace is only another name for love. Suffering love ~ that is first love. 

I could illustrate that. You have no need that it should be done, but you know quite well that in a first wholehearted devotion to any object you are prepared to go through anything for that object. It does not matter what people say, the love is stronger than all hindrances. 

(b) DISCERNING LOVE
Next we come to Pergamum. Here we have an awful state of mixture, contamination, compromise, entanglement with evil things. If we seek for the cause, we find that the church in Pergamum has not discriminated between the things that differ, between what is of the Lord and what is not. It has compromised by reason of defective spiritual sight, and so the issue here, the matter of first love, is that first love is a discerning love. There is much about that in the Bible. Paul is rich on the matter of discerning love. "...having the eyes of your heart enlightened, that ye may know what is the hope of his calling, what the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints" (Eph. 1:18). "The eyes of your heart enlightened" discerning love. Love is as far removed from blindness as heaven from earth. "Love is blind"? No ~ not true love. The fact is that true love sees everything, but transcends everything. The love of Christ for His disciples was not blind love that did not know His men, love that was duped, deceived, misled, but eventually found out that they were not the men He thought they were. No, "he... knew what was in man" (John 2:24). His love saw everything, could tell them beforehand exactly what they would do; but love persisted in face of it all. Love is a great seeing thing. If you are consumed with a burning love for the Lord, you will be very quick of scent as to what is doubtful and questionable. You will not need to be frequently and continuously told when a thing is not right. No, love for the Lord will bring you quickly to see and to sense there is something that needs to be adjusted. You may not know what it is at the time, but you have a sense that all is not well. Love will do it. All the instruction in the world will not bring you to it. You may have the Word of God brought to you on all such points, and you might even say, "All right, because you say so, because it is in the Bible, I will do it, I will be obedient." Do you think that is good enough? Such a thing has never come to you through the eyes of your heart. But mark you, if this love, this discerning love, has really filled your heart by all the intelligence of the Holy Spirit indwelling you, you will sense it without being told; or if it should be brought to you from the Word, that within you will say, "Yes, I know that is right, the Lord tells me that is right." Do you not think that is the kind of Christian that is needed, and what the Lord needs at the end? That is what He has had in mind from the beginning and He calls that first love that is quick of scent to see what needs to be cut off or added, what adjustments are necessary, and does accordingly. You do not have to follow round and say, "Please do this; have you never taken note that you might be helpful in this way?" You do not have to do that where there is devotion, love watchful all the time, aliveness, alertness, perception, readiness to do without being all the time told to do it. Real devotion to the Lord is something that far outreaches legality. First love is discerning love. 

I would like to spend all my time on this matter of discerning love, because there is so much about it. We do not grow by teaching and information, by being filled up with the Bible and its doctrines and its truths, however wonderful and true and great they are. We only grow by love, and we grow by love in terms of spiritual discernment. "Love buildeth up" (1 Cor. 8:1); but love buildeth up because love gives us spiritual insight, and the simplest child of God, who has never been brought up in profound things, in the midst of a great wealth of teaching, but who loves the Lord, will make far greater strides in spiritual growth than those who have it all mentally and intellectually and not through the eyes of the heart. It is true. If there is an adequate love there will be no compromise with error, with wrong, no permitting of questionable things, no long~drawn~out shedding of things which, while they may not be altogether wrong, would be better not there. The Holy Spirit can come along that way. Have we not seen it? Have we not seen people making all kinds of changes in their habits, in their manner, in their very adornments and fashions, as they have grown spiritually, and because of an intense love for the Lord, without anyone having said anything at all? Probably had someone pointed out various things ~ I had better not mention them ~ they might have said, "All right, he says we must not do this." Is that good enough? Oh no! But without ever mentioning these things, we have seen people gripped by the love of God, some right at the beginning of their Christian life, steadily through following months changing themselves outwardly, becoming different people. Love is the key. You can see, then, why the Lord spoke to the church at Pergamum in the terms in which He did. What was needed there, and therefore what is needed in the consummation, is first love as marked by discernment. 

(c) UNCOMPROMISING LOVE 

In Thyatira again we come to a bad state, as well as a sad one, a state of spiritual tragedy. Look at the language, the names, the history behind certain names there, and it is the history of the seduction of Israel. They have been seduced, and corrupted through seduction. That is summing it up. What, then, is the requirement, in what way will love express itself? If a state of compromise in Pergamum requires discerning love, in Thyatira seduction and corruption demand an uncompromising love, repudiating Balaam and all the rest of his kind. No compromise, no seduction unto confusion, no mixing things up, no trying to bring together contrary things, no wearing of linen and wool, no ploughing with ox and ass ~ the symbols, you know, of two realms, of two natures ~ none of this trying to bring together the life of the flesh and of the Spirit; it cannot be done. No compromise can really be established between the flesh and the Spirit, between the world and Christ. No; here first love to be recovered will mean no compromise, no mixture, no confusing of issues. 

(d) DISTINGUISHING LOVE 

Sardis ~ what is the upshot of things in Sardis? "Thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead." You look at the message to the church at Sardis and try to put it all into one word. What is the word that sums it up? Well, you have to say it is indefiniteness. So we can say again, in the light of the whole standard, that first love, ultimate love, the love of Christ, the love which He is seeking, is a distinguishing love that marks you out as clearly defined for the Lord and all that is of the Lord. Distinguished, different, outstanding, defined, unmistakable by the love that characterizes and governs. The thing that distinguishes from all else is this great love, and this great love brings about a distinctiveness of life. You cannot be indefinite if you are mastered by this kind of love. First love does not care one little bit what people think or say. Oh, everybody is saying this and that about the lover in the grip of first love. They may be using all sorts of language ~ He is a fool, he is mad! ~ it does not matter. This love is making them clear~cut ~ one object, one design, one thought, one intent. They are people marked by one thing and not two. There is no doubt about it. We have our humorous ways of speaking of people who are in that state. He is in love, you cannot get away from it, everything goes by the board! There is one thing and one thing only in that life. That is, of course, how it ought to be. You young people, never have any relationships in the beginning that are not like that. First love is like that, and the Lord says, "I want you where you were at the beginning." Or shall we say, "I want you where I have ever been. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end; I am like that from first to last. I want you back there in a distinguishing love."

(e) STEADFAST LOVE 
Philadelphia is very quickly summed up. While the name itself means "brotherly love," there is one word that sums up this message, and that is patience. "The word of my patience." First love is patient love, or, to use the other word that is always in the margin of the New Testament when you come on patience, steadfast love. That is first love, that is the love of Christ. "He loved them unto the end" (unto the uttermost): "I have loved thee with an everlasting love"; and oh, what a triumph that kind of love was and is! It needs steadfastness to go on with all that love has to encounter and suffer and endure. It is the quality of the love of God, steadfast love. 

(f) FERVENT LOVE 
Finally, we have Laodicea. What is the word which sums up Laodicea? It is mediocrity, neither one thing nor the other, nothing outstanding, nothing positive. You cannot say they are not Christians, but yet again you cannot say very much that is good about them as Christians. They are very ordinary. There is no such thing as an ordinary first love. In first love you are a most extraordinary person. What then is first love? It is, as over against Laodicea, fervent love, which means red~hot love, white~hot love, fervent love. 

This is the sum of first love ~ suffering love, discerning, uncompromising, distinguishing, steadfast, fervent. Have we the key to the messages, have we the key to the end time? There may be another, but I have not found it yet. This is the last one I have found. I think we are right this time, and it amounts to this, that the Lord is going to speak to the Church, to His people, to us at the end, and that the thing He will speak about is the matter of love. He will place more emphasis upon that than upon anything else. All other aspects of truth are important, and they will be the directions in which love will work itself out; but the foundation, the spring of all, that which is to impregnate all ~ whether it be the service of the Lord, the very truth of the Church's eternal calling and vocation, the greatness of the work of the Cross, whatever it may be as a matter of aspects of the one whole truth ~ beneath and through all must be this Divine love. Have the things in themselves ~ the truths, if you like to call them that ~ have them all without love, and they are nothing. May the Lord write this in our hearts. 

Chapter 7 ~ The Issues of Love 

In our previous meditation, we arrived at the consummation in the book of the Revelation, and we were taking note of the wonderful truth that is in the first three chapters of the book of the Revelation, the whole question is the question of love, love relating to many things, but all a matter of love. 

We now go on to the issues of that love. Here we do really come up against the vital point that, while the Lord is seeking in His people that love ~ love like His own ~ there are tremendous things hanging upon it. It is not just an optional matter: everything hangs upon it. That is what arises here when the Lord says, "To him that overcometh." You know that is said to each of the seven churches. Even where the Lord has not to point out any serious delinquency, He still says, "I see big issues bound up with this love, and everything hangs upon it." So we will spend this little time in looking at these great issues found in that final word to each, to all, to us ~ "He that overcometh"; or "to him that overcometh." 

LIFE IN FULLNESS 

Ephesus; and again we remind ourselves that the challenge there relates to the all~inclusiveness of love, the first love, and so, when we touch the matter of love in its fullness, we expect to find an all~inclusive issue. That is to say, we expect to find that the thing which is bound up with an all~inclusive love is an all~inclusive outcome, and we are not wrong in that expectation. Here it is ~ "To him that overcometh, to him will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the Paradise of God." Here, with love after this kind ~ the love of God, the love of Christ, the love of the Spirit ~ is bound up the whole question of life in its fullness: and what an issue that is! There is a reference to the tree of life in the Paradise of God. It is a backward look as well as a forward one. It takes us to the beginning and then to the end. We shall find that tree of life right at the end of the book of the Revelation as the ultimate thing. It was the first, it is the last; therefore it is all~comprehending, this matter of love. 

But you have to look back to the beginning to see what a tremendous issue it was and is. God, having first created the heavens and the earth, and all things, then created man and set him in that garden, and in the midst of the garden placed the tree of life; and everything of the creation and everything of man and everything of the Divine heart~purpose was centered in that tree. It was the tree of life. That is more than the animal life, more than the human life, more than the natural life. That kind of life, the animal, the human, the natural, was all there, but there was a life that was not there except as represented by the tree. As constituting a test, symbolically it was there, but its real significance was spiritual and unseen. And when man failed in this matter of reciprocating the love of God, and doubted and questioned and disbelieved and disobeyed ~ all of which is the contrary of love ~ God made it impossible for that man as he was, in that state, to have that other life; and therefore the creation faded like a fading flower, was disrupted, and man came under the terrible shadow of judgment and death. Says Paul, "Through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin; and so death passed unto all men" (Rom. 5:12). For the very creation, for man himself, that life was essential for God's purpose. Man never received it, and he lost it on the ground of lost love, failure in love. 

Now look at the Lord Jesus. He came in the fullness of times. God sent His own Son, the Son of His love, and when the Son stepped out from His hidden years into the open, to assume definitely His great life work, the heavens were opened and God said, "This is my beloved Son" (Matt. 3:17). And John said of Him, "In him was life" (John 1:4). Here He is, the embodiment of a new creation, in whom is that life which Adam missed. It is here in Him. "In him was life," that other life, that different life, that Divine life. It is in Him, and God says of Him, as embodying a new creation, "in whom I am well pleased."

He is the Son of God's love, He possesses the life which no man had ever before possessed, He is the answer to all God's heart, God finds His perfect pleasure and satisfaction in Him. But look at Him. What do you see? Well, in this world amongst men, He appeared outwardly no different from any other man. There were repeatedly hints of something unusual about Him, which at times were dimly discerned by others, but these related to His nature and character and not to His outward appearance. Apart from this, men saw nothing different; even those closest to Him saw nothing. But there came a day of which it is written, "And after six days Jesus taketh with him Peter, and James, and John his brother, and bringeth them up into a high mountain apart. and he was transfigured before them and his face did shine as the sun, and his garments became white as the light"; and all this was accompanied by the same voice from heaven, saying, "This is my beloved Son" (Matt. 17:1~8). Not a different Christ, not a different Son, not another, it is the same One. The life had been hidden, and now it blazed out. The life had been a secret thing, and now it was divulged. The life that was in Him was now seen to be what it was. What a transfiguring life! His whole body transfigured, aglow, agleam with Divine glory. Everything about Him was glory, the glory of heaven, the glory of God, and it was just the nature of the life that was in Him being given an opportunity to express itself. And that is a parable and a prophecy; for does not Paul tell us that the day is coming when this body of our humiliation shall be fashioned anew that it may be conformed to the body of His glory (Phil. 3:21), when this corruptible shall put on incorruption, this mortal put on immortality, and death shall be swallowed up in victory? (1 Cor. 15:50~55). The life which we have received in Jesus Christ is that kind of life. That is the extra life that Adam never possessed, and you see it is all on the basis of love, Christ's love for the Father. His was a love which was unto death, that would battle through the hordes of evil forces: that, in obedience to the Father's will and for our salvation would cause Him to give Himself into the hands of the evil forces and say, "I am at your mercy, do your fell work; this is your hour and the power of darkness" (Luke 22:53). All this He was ready to do in obedience to the Father's will. 

The Cross was right in view, and when on that mount Moses and Elijah appeared, they spake with Him of the exodus that He was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. They were speaking with Him about His Cross. He was already under the shadow of the Cross, had already accepted it in principle, already yielded by every test to the will of the Father. Love was triumphant already in Him. He was going all the way, and the Divine love and the glory broke out. This is the inclusive note from Genesis to Revelation. Love is always linked with life and life with love ~ that kind of life. 

Is this to you merely a beautiful theme, a lovely song? Does it matter to you whether you have a body of glory? Or is it just a negative matter with you, that you will be glad when you have done with this one, and that is all there is to it? Have you no concern for the glory that is to be? Are you not interested in that great and marvellous statement that we have been called unto His eternal glory (1 Pet. 5:10), to be glorified together with Christ when everything of death shall be fully and finally quenched and destroyed, and life ~ that Divine, uncreated life, that unique life of Christ ~ shall show what it is, manifest its nature, its qualities? The very glory of God is in His life. It is a big issue, the issue of life. 

We know something of glory of this life even now; it is not reserved only for the end . It is not so much in our bodies, perhaps ~ although sometimes the Lord touches even them with a touch of the powers of the world to come and revitalizes them with His own life ~ but we do know the whole question of life and death in our spirits, our souls, and what a difference there is between life and death! To sense death, to know something of death inside us, in our spirits, in our souls, to be touched by, or to be in an atmosphere of spiritual death, is an awful thing. But what a glorious thing it is to be in an atmosphere of Divine life! It is glory in our spirits now. For those who have to live in a world in which there is nothing of the Lord at all, it is all spiritual death, whether it be secular or religious, and it is a horrible thing. But it is a grand thing when you can escape that and find yourself in the presence of the Lord amongst His people and taste something of life. That is glory of a spiritual kind inside. But think ~ that is going to be manifested in its fullness for our whole being, including our bodies! It is the prospect, the calling, of the people of God, and it is all a matter of life. 

But that life is based wholly and solely upon this matter of love. If you touch anything that is other than love ~ if you touch hate, animosity, suspicion, prejudice, criticism, jealousy, envy or any other thing that is contrary to love ~ you touch death. It is horrible. When you meet somebody who is eyeing you, not sure of you, suspicious of you, oh, how helpless, how hopeless, the situation is; you cannot get on, you are glad when you have passed, but you are sad. You have met with a touch of death. You touch love in another child of God coming out to you, and oh, what a prospect fills the air, what possibilities arise! There is a way through, everything possible where there is love. That is the issue which bounds all, and that is why you begin with the tree of life. 

You end with the tree of life, but it is in the garden, the garden of Divine love. That tree can only thrive in the soil of love. These are very practical matters with a challenge. Do not forget that while you need people to love you and show you love, so that your spiritual life may grow and you may be released from smallness and pettiness and limitation and be enlarged, other people need your love to the same end; and you are not going to enlarge other peoples' spiritual life by criticizing them, by eyeing them. You are going to help their spiritual enlargement by loving them with the love of God. 

This is inclusive; it includes everything else. We are not surprised, therefore, that when at Ephesus the matter of first love is raised, which is love inclusive of all the features of love, the all~inclusive question and issue arises, namely, that of life. 

NO SECOND DEATH 

You are able then to pass on to break it up with what is said of the church in Smyrna. The issue of love triumphant in Smyrna was to be that the overcomer should have part in the first resurrection. "He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death." What is the second death? Briefly, it is that death where there is no recovery. It is the door finally closed, where there is then a distinct and abiding separation between God and man. All goes out in the second death: it is the end. There is no hope beyond that door, no possibility of life. But here in Smyrna, of him who is triumphant in love it is said, "He... shall not be hurt of the second death." Fullness of death shall be broken and defeated and deprived of its prey. Love means that you will never be allowed to be touched by that ultimate despair of separation from God. That is no small thing. If the end on that dark side is to be without hope, where God is lost and the soul has gone out into the everlasting desolation, never able to find God, it is a big matter that we should never be touched of that. And love triumphant, this kind of love in Smyrna which is suffering love ("Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee the crown of life") means that, although it may cost you your earthly life, you shall never be touched of the second death. You may know the first death, in this sense, that you may go into the grave, and that maybe at the hands of murderers; you may have a martyr's grave, you may die because of the opposition and suffering that is heaped upon you; but that is only a first kind of death. There is a much deeper and more terrible death than that, and if you are faithful unto that first death, you shall not be touched of the second. You will find you will be amongst those who have completely conquered death. Now, whatever it means to you to have to exercise the love which suffers long, remember there is a big issue bound up with suffering love. You who are putting up with things for Christ's sake, who are enduring, who are suffering in any way in love for the Lord, by that suffering love you are in the way of cheating death in the end. You are undermining the power of death, you are destroying the very touch of death. Perhaps that wants explaining, but there is the fact stated, that by suffering we conquer death. 

A DEEP, SECRET LIFE WITH THE LORD 

We come now to the issue of love triumphant in Pergamum. It is remarkable that to this church that had come into a state of compromise from their failure to detect the inroads of evil, because of the low condition of that love for God which should normally be alert and sensitive to things injurious to God, it is remarkable that to them this word is addressed, "To him that overcometh, to him will I give of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, and upon the stone a new name written which no one knoweth but he that receiveth it." But I can tell you in a word what it amounts to ~ that there is some inner fellowship with God to be known which is not the common lot of people; some inner knowledge of God which is a secret thing to be possessed, which means a very great deal. It is something to have a personal, inner, secret knowledge of the Lord, a knowledge which other people, not having, do not understand at all; you know the Lord in your own heart and you are enjoying something of the Lord in yourself; but you have to have it to yourself, it is your own secret. Is there not something in that for believers now? "The secret of the Lord is with them that fear him" (Ps. 25:14). There is a mysterious something in the inner life of some children of God and in their walk with the Lord; they have a secret. They can never make other people understand it, it is a mystery to others, but there it is. It is their blessed possession, and oh, what it means to them! And that is what is here. Hidden manna, a white stone, a new name written thereon, His own name; "I will set him on high, because he hath known my name" (Ps. 91:14); and that distinguishes people who know the Lord in some more inward and some deeper way than the majority. It is not the ordinary kind of knowledge to the Lord that is here. 

And that is said to the people whose great need was discerning love, and the message, therefore, is that if you have this love, you have a secret with the Lord. If this love is in us, this first love, this complete love, this true love for God, we have a secret life with God, God means something to us in secret that He does not mean to everybody. And we are elected to that: not that we are favourites, but through suffering love we come to discerning love. That is the sequence ~ suffering love, then discerning love. Those who have the deepest and most inward knowledge of the Lord are those who have suffered most for and with the Lord. They have knowledge others do not possess. So you move from Smyrna to Pergamum; from suffering love to discerning love ~ through suffering to the hidden manna, the mystery of a love~relationship with the Lord in a knowledge which is not common knowledge. 

A POSITION OF POWER AND AUTHORITY

Thyatira ~ seduced and corrupted, calling for uncompromising love. What is the issue of that uncompromising love? "He that overcometh, and he that keepeth my works unto the end, to him will I give authority over the nations: and he shall rule them with a rod of iron." Here we are touching a tremendous principle. Do not materialize that for the moment and picture yourself somewhere as a reigning monarch over the nations of this earth, and that sort of thing. That is not what I am getting at. It is the principle that matters. Here you see, when love triumphs over that state of compromise and mixture and confusion and entangling of contrary things, and comes right out into an uncompromising place of victory, you are in a position of tremendous ascendency, of power to govern. Test it the other way. You find a compromised life, a mixed~up life, a life with contraries all entangled; some of the world, some true Christianity; some flesh, some Spirit, things which ought never to be brought together. Will you tell me that such a life has any power in it, any authority, any power of ruling and reigning? Not at all! Was it not just in that connection that the devil through Balaam seduced the corrupted Israel, to bring Israel down from their high place as the ruling nation among the nations, to rob them of their spiritual government, to make them broken among the nations, when God had said, "The Lord will make thee the head, and not the tail" (Deut. 28:13)? That is the principle here. Love, uncompromising love, brings into a position of power, of authority. You will never pray through so that God comes in and does things if your life is compromised, if there is any kind of double life going on. You may pray until you cannot pray any more, and the Lord will not come in, you will not govern in prayer if the life is mixed up. Love, which brings us out into an absolutely clear, pure, transparent place before God, means we are put into a position of great spiritual power. What that may be afterward we are not going to s to say. I merely indicate it. The Church is going to rule in the heavenlies in the ages to come, and in the letter to the Ephesians, where the revelation of the Church and of its eternal calling and vocation is presented to us most fully, love is the triumphant note ~ "...to apprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which passeth knowledge, that ye may be filled unto all the fulness of God" (Eph. 3:18~19). That is set there in relation to the Church. The Church is to come to that place. There are big issues bound up with this matter of love, both that of spiritual power and ascendency now, and afterward throughout the ages to come that of governing in the heavenlies, when the Church will take the place occupied now by the evil principalities and powers, the world rulers of this darkness. That is no small vocation. It depends on first love. Such is the lesson of Ephesus and of Thyatira. Right at the heart is love, first love, full love, and the outcome of that is authority over the nations. 

OUR NAME CONFESSED IN HEAVEN 

Then comes Sardis; and, because of its indefiniteness, the call for distinguishing love, the love that marks you out; not only that you are marked out by love, but love marks you out. Do you think that is a distinction without a difference? Not so. When you come here to this distinguishing love, what is the word to that church? "He that overcometh shall thus be arrayed in white garments; and I will in no wise blot his name out of the book of life, and I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels." Is this not distinguishing love, love leading to distinction? ~ white garments, and his name confessed before the Father and the holy angels. Maybe I can help you by a very ordinary illustration. I have a brother who is an engineer, and I went to see him the other day and found him in his office behind his engineering works where some sixty men, all experts, were busy mostly on government work. I talked with him for some time, and, being an opportunist, and remembering that there was something I needed done to my car, I said, "I have a little trouble with my car; I wonder if you can do something about it?" He came downstairs to look at the car, and then said to one man, "Put that on the lift." He then sent for his chief expert on that side of things, and when he arrived said to him, "This is my brother; if ever he brings his car in here, see to it, please, and see that the job is done properly." "This is my brother" ~ and the whole sixty men and all the works were at my command! Everything there could be centered in my interest at that moment. "I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels." "I will say, 'This is My brother'" ~ and all heaven will be interested. Love, honour in heaven; our names confessed and honoured in heaven, when love distinguishes us. Oh, we try to curry favour and get service and help and status by being important before men, by putting on airs, by making demands, by being something big. That is the way in which men try to get recognition. But here it says that love is the distinguishing thing in heaven. It is love that makes you a distinguished person there. It is love that will bring you before the Father and the holy angels as one to be taken account of; and that is an issue for now, not only for hereafter. Oh, if only we have this love, the Father will take account of us. "This is my beloved." The holy angels will take account and put themselves at our service as beloved of the Father. It will be because we are not only located in the Son of His love, but in heart~fellowship with what that love means, that we are marked out by heaven. 

SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE 

Philadelphia marks the call for steadfast love, and so you expect in the issue of steadfast love to find something that would correspond. To Philadelphia the word is ~ "He that overcometh, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go out thence no more: and I will write upon him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God, and mine own new name." "A pillar in the temple of my God." Again, do not materialize, for later we read, "And I saw no temple therein: for the Lord God the Almighty, and the Lamb are the temple thereof" (Rev. 21:22). A pillar in the place where God dwells, a pillar in the house of God, the place of God's abode. A pillar, a strong thing, carrying responsibility in the very house of God. Steadfast love has that issue. "And I will write upon him... the name of the city of my God." He shall have the franchise of the heavenly Jerusalem. He is a man of substance, a person that counts, he is carrying weight, he is a freeman of the new Jerusalem. "And mine own new name"; which means "I commit myself to that man." Are these things too big to grasp? They are not exaggerations, but that is what is implicit in this statement, and all who are of the character of Philadelphia, marked by steadfast love, become a strength in the place of God's dwelling and in His interest. They are people that count. Job said of his days before his affliction that when he went out everybody took account of him and bowed down to him and honoured him. To be not self~important, but from heaven's standpoint, with that kind of importance that is humble, meek, altogether without arrogance or pride, to be of great importance to God, in the presence of God, important in the Church which is the new Jerusalem ~ love is the thing that must characterize us. Do you desire in a right way to carry weight, to signify something, to be really a strength in the things of God, to stand before the Lord as one who counts for something? Do you want that? Do you know the way there? I wonder what you think it is. Do you say, "Oh well, if I study, if I get a lot of teaching and Bible knowledge, and am always busy in the Lord's work, I shall become something"? No, not at all! In the dealings of God with you, you will find you will be emptied and brought down to nothingness in yourself, until you reach the place of pure, selfless love for the Lord for His own sake. Oh, there is a difference even in loving the Lord ~ whether it be for what He can do for us or for His own sake. You do not want to be loved because of what you are able to do. You want to be loved for your own sake. When it is like that, and we get away from all our ambitions, all our craving for recognition and reputation, and we love the Lord for His own sake, we have attained a place of tremendous importance ~ pillars of strength in the things of God, in the temple of God, in the presence of God. Love is the key to all spiritual significance. 

SHARING HIS THRONE 

And finally, Laodicea; poor Laodicea, with its mediocre kind of testimony, neither hot nor cold, and the demand, therefore, for fervent love with no mistake about it, burning love, love at white~heat. What is the issue hanging upon love like that? "To him that overcometh, I will give to him to sit down with me in my throne, as I also overcame, and sat down with my Father in his throne." You have reached the highest place now ~ throne~union with the reigning Lord. All that that may mean we can never describe. Were we to start, we should never be able to tell it; but it must mean something that the Lord should say to people on this earth ~ "On certain grounds you shall sit with Me in My throne, you shall have the place that I have, you shall share with Me the position to which I have come." It must mean something tremendous. And He says that is related to victory over mediocrity in the matter of love. When you have this kind of love, fervent, full, strong love, you will come to the place of uppermost ascendency, the place in the throne. 

You may not remember all I have said, the detail may go from you; but remember that in the Revelation the last times and the last things are in view. If you forget all the details, remember this one thing, that the ultimate, the supreme issue of our life and union with God is bound up with this question of love. How great, then, in importance is this question of love. How great, then, in importance is this question of His love being shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost. What a wonderful thing is His great love wherewith He loved us, when it is found in us. It is both toward us and should be in us. The Lord make it so! 

Chapter 8 ~ "Lovest Thou Me?" 

Reading: John 21:15~23

We are now nearing the end of our contemplation of "His great love," and we shall conclude with a word on the way of love. It is still through the Apostle John that the message is coming to us. His writings are the last of the New Testament, and the final and predominant feature is love. 

The twenty~first chapter of his Gospel is a kind of appendix; almost like an afterthought. He seems to have concluded at the point marked verse thirty~one of chapter twenty, and then, as though on reflection, he seems to have said to himself, "I cannot leave it there; there is something yet to be added. I must resolve it all into a personal application, a matter of personal love for the Lord proved by PRACTICAL devotion." So we have ~ in the first place ~
"Lovest thou me more than these?" The challenge is made very personal and direct: not to ANY Simon, but to "Simon, son of John." He is penned down and is not allowed to be mixed up in a crowd of Simons. Then, it was THIS Simon who had protested that, whatever might be the failures of others, his love would be stronger and more reliable than theirs. "Lovest thou me MORE THAN THESE?" Doubtless many who read this, were they asked by the Lord if they loved Him, would be quite emphatic in their answer of "Yes!" But the Lord was evidently seeking an answer that was more than Simon was giving. 

That is why He was so insistent. "Simon, you have protested that you do love Me; you have even gone as far as to say that you would out~love other people; but, Simon, Simon, really look into your own heart ~ do you? Why, under trial, when I was withdrawn from you and you were left alone, and everything seemed to have gone wrong and to have broken down and all your personal expectations and ambitions and visions had proved worthless, why did you say, 'I go a fishing'? as though you said, 'I am going to find some alternative to this kind of life, it is not satisfactory, it is so uncertain and there are so many difficulties, I cannot see the way, therefore I am going to make a way myself.'" 

There was another of this group who took the course of despair, passive despair ~ I refer to Thomas. But Peter put his dilemma into a positive form and said, "I go a fishing." We may adopt different courses in our perplexity, in adversity, under trial. When the Lord hides Himself and we cannot see Him, or hear Him, and we do not feel that He is with us, He seems to be so far away and to have gone right out of our world, all we were expecting seems to have come to an end, and we do not know where we are, then we are prone to go some way that we choose for ourselves, and begin to take alternatives to steadfast love. It is a real challenge, it is a positive challenge, because these are experiences, these are tests, that the Lord allows. It is not a wrong thing to say that there are times when the Lord hides Himself, when the Lord lets us feel that we are left alone, when the Lord seems to close the heavens to us so that there is no to~and~fro communication, and when everything that we had looked for, expected and preached, seems to have come to an end and to have broken down, we are just left in what seems like ruins of everything; the Lord just does do that, and peculiarly does He do that sort of thing when He has people in view who are going to count. Take that, brothers, sisters! People who are going to count for Him go through deep experiences like that, and the object is to get them on to a basis which will make it possible for Him to use them. We will never be used unless we can stand on our feet in the storm. We are useless to the Lord if we go to pieces when everything around us, and in our spiritual life, seems to have come to a deadlock. If then we give it up, we are of no use to the Lord. The whole question of future usefulness to the Lord is based upon a love for the Lord which does not give up and say, "I go a fishing," "I take an alternative to following the Lord, I take an alternative to going on with the Lord because of the situation." 

That is why the Lord came back, once, twice ~ "Follow me," "follow thou me." "You went back under trial, under testing ~ follow thou Me." And you have got to follow and go on following when you cannot see Him, when you do not know where He is, you have got to go on. These are the kind of people, and these alone, who will be used as Peter was. The basis of everything was that kind of personal love to the Lord Himself, not for what He was doing for Peter at the time, but for Himself. Oh, that is difficult ~ God only knows how difficult it is ~ to love Him for Himself when He does not seem to be doing anything for us at all. That is the challenge of love. 

Really now, have we got very near to this? Love is something more than being a nominal Christian, bearing the name of Christian and going to meetings and taking up Christian work and all that. Love for the Lord is something very much more than that. The Lord says, "Lovest thou me?" I am not sping with the different words that were used for "love". The Lord used one word, Peter used another. We will leave that aside. The challenge is this ~ "Lovest thou me?" What is the calibre, the quality, the content, of your love? "Lovest thou me?" 

THE PROOF OF LOVE 

Peter answered, "Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I love thee." The Lord came back upon that declaration, imperfect as it was, for He Himself had used another word, the Lord came back and said, "All right, prove it." There was the challenge of love, and then the proof of love. "Feed my lambs." "Tend my sheep." And where is the emphasis in that? The emphasis is upon "my" ~ MY lambs, MY sheep. Love is not for the ministry, love is not for the work in itself. Oh, we can love to preach, we can love to work, to be in the work. We can love the whole system of Christian organization, activity, and all that, and find a great deal of satisfaction in it and place for ourselves, but it is not that at all. It is not love for the ministry, not even for tending and feeding. There is an awful snare in that. The love lies in this, "Because they are Mine, just because they are Mine, and yours is a love for Me, anything that is Mine becomes the object of your love and your devotion and your activity." This is really a sifting out. You perhaps like to be in Christian work, you like to teach, to preach, to do things and you would say that it is for the Lord. But let us ask our own hearts, if it is because we really love that which is dear to the Lord, is that really the motive? Just because it is the Lord's, will we pour ourselves out, break our hearts over it, will we really shed tears because of genuine love for our Lord and what matters to Him? Is it like that? Why are you doing what you are doing, whatever it is, in relation to the Lord's things? Sheep and lambs can be very trying and cause us almost to despair, but love for the Lord and because they are His will keep us from giving them up. 

Oh, I could break that up to apply it. I do not know what you are doing, but you may be doing various things. Where it is within the company of the Lord's people, you may be looking after the door and bringing the people in. You may be playing the instrument, you may be doing anything that people do in Christian work. Why are you doing it? Is it really out of a heart~love for the Lord, for the Lord HIMSELF, because this is the Lord's, or can it be put down to anything less than that ~ you have been persuaded or appointed to do it. Really are you doing it from the heart as unto the Lord? This is for the Lord consciously and deliberately, He puts everything on that basis. The proof of love is our concern for what is His. It is just His, and that is all there is to it. It is something that counts for Him, that matters to Him, and I need no other persuasion, no other coercion, no other urge or invitation. It is because it is the Lord's, and that is enough. 

THE MASTERY OF LOVE 

And then the mastery of love. "When thou wast young, thou girdedst thyself, and walkedst whither thou wouldest: but when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither THOU wouldest not." When thou was young ~ in other words ~ you did as you liked; when you get old, you are going to do what you would not have done then. And love is going to make you do a lot of things you would not have done before. It is something more than "like"; it is love. You are going to be mastered by another master than yourself and your own likes and preferences. You are going to do quite a lot out of love, because you are love~mastered, that you would never do otherwise. When love is the master, you are going ways you would never go otherwise. 

Is not this something that discriminates between spiritual infancy and spiritual maturity? In effect, the Lord is saying here, "In spiritual infancy and immaturity, people always do as they like, as they want to do, as they choose. But when you get to spiritual maturity it is no longer what you want or the way you would go, it is the way the other Master says, the Master who is love." The day comes when you say:

"My Master, lead me to Thy door; 

Pierce this now willing ear once more:"

"At length my will is all Thine own,

Glad vassal of a Saviour's throne."

That is a new kind of mastery. There has been service to the Lord, but this is something new, this is maturity. You notice that Paul said the very same thing in another way in 1 Cor. 13, "A more excellent way show I unto you. If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am become sounding brass, or a clanging cymbal," and on he goes with what might be, yet without love, and of it all being nothing, and then he goes on to the positive unfolding of the nature of true love. "Love suffereth long, and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not its own..." and then, without a break, it is not another chapter on another subject, he says, "When I was a child I spake as a child, I felt as a child, I thought as a child: now that I am become a man, I have put away childish things." Oh, love, mature love, true love, this love is not childish in its thoughts and ideas and ways, seeking its own. But mature grown~up love, the love now of the man as against the child, is a different thing altogether from that. This is the love of the mature man that Paul is talking about, and it is his way, his lovely way, I was going to say ~ his clever way of just letting the Corinthians see that it was all childishness, this that was going on in Corinth. "I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas" (1 Cor. 1:12). It is childishness and it is not love, and when you come to mature love, when you grow up, all that sort of thing will go. You will not be selecting your favourites, you will not be doing any of those things the Corinthians were doing. 

When thou shalt become a man, thou shalt be under another mastery, and, although you will not like it, your flesh will shrink from it, you will even go to the cross. No man chooses that for his own fleshly comfort, he would shun it; but you will go to the cross. "Now this he spake, signifying by what manner of death he should glorify God." He would be so mastered that he would stretch forth his hands ~ Peter according to tradition was crucified ~ he would stretch forth his hands, he would be carried not the way he would like, but another way because of another master, the mastery of love, mature love, grown~up love. 

Now this brings me to this point. The Lord does really need men and women to serve His ends. In many ways there is a need for more young men to come on in the ministry of feeding and tending. A lot of people have interpreted that "Feed my lambs" as Sunday School work. I do not believe the Lord meant that at all. The lambs in this case are not little children, although that may be your ministry and it may be included. You know, one of the most difficult things is to tend and minister to the immature, the spiritually delayed in their growth. But whatever it is, the Lord does need those who will serve Him in ministering to His own. Young men, He does! He needs you to preach the Gospel. He needs you to teach His people, to feed His people. There is a great need. Perhaps you have thought about it and perhaps you have desired it. Perhaps that is your will or your hope. But listen ~ the need is very great in all phases and directions of the Lord's work, He needs you; but the fact that the Lord needs you does not mean that you can do it, or that He can come now and call you into it and open the way for you. His need may be very great, and yet He may not be able now to open the way for you to come in to serve Him in meeting it. Why? It might be that you would come in on some other ground ~ to be a minister, to be a teacher, to be something; to study up the Bible and then pass on the fruits of your study. All sorts of things you might begin to do, and the Lord is waiting until your heart is broken over this whole situation, and it is such a heart~matter that you come to the place where you say, "Lord, the only justification of my life is that your interests are served." It must be a matter of heart~love for the Lord and for what is His, and not for the work, the ministry; not for anything but for your Lord and what is His. When you get there, and you are found upon your face before the Lord breaking your heart because you see He is not getting what He ought to have, when this becomes the travail of your soul, you will find the Lord will begin to do something. This is the necessary basis for the Lord to bring out His servants. That is what is here. You may come in the way to the place where you find it painful and not likeable at all, but that basic grip of the master~love will keep you going when everything would make you run away. When I see young men with ambition to be ministers, I quietly say inside, "The Lord have mercy upon them." This is something to be guarded against unless the Lord puts you in and holds you in. Do not have natural ambitions in the Christian realm, but ask the Lord for this love that will hold you in when you would give anything to run away. 

You say, It is terrible to talk about Christian work like that! But, in a true spiritual realm, you meet forces that you would never have imagined existed. You meet hell when you are seeking to build the heavenly kingdom. Well, here again the Lord does need you. The need is there, He wants you. There is work for you to do and plenty of it. Oh, His people are hungry, His sheep need tending and feeding; they need guiding, counselling, instructing, and to be provided for, and the Lord wants you to be His under~shepherds. I am so glad Peter wrote his letter about the great Shepherd and the under~shepherd. Yes, He wants you, He needs you. Do not be mistaken about that. And if He is keeping you waiting, do not think it is because He does not want you, because there is no need. It is all there, clamant, pressing, but He must have you on this basis, nothing else will do ~ your own personal heart~love for Him that will not choose your own way or go anywhere because you like it. You will go against yourself altogether under the constraint of His mighty love. 

THE CONCENTRATION OF LOVE 

If I were to add another word, it would be this ~ connected with Peter's seemingly superficial reaction to this terrific thing. Suddenly seeing John following on he turned round. The Lord has said, "Follow me," and he immediately turns round, sees John and says, "Lord, and this man, what?" What I am going to say about it is not all it contains, but it is this, that you are going to be called, appointed, to your particular ministry. Others will be called to theirs and theirs may be different from yours, theirs may be in another realm altogether from yours. The Lord's servants are often characterized by a specific ministry. They have to recognize what that is and keep to it. 

Effectiveness depends upon concentration and avoidance of either distraction, diversion, or divided interest. There is something in the nature of rebuke in the Lord's rejoinder to Peter ~ "What is that to thee?" The whole statement seems clearly to mean that the Lord has sovereign rights to dispose of His servants as He wills, and they must not allow themselves to be diverted from what He appoints for them severally. 

Love for Him must work out in giving oneself WHOLLY to THE thing to which they have been called. Superficially turning therefrom to what is not THEIR calling is itself contrary to love, it is fickleness. 

Well, Peter learned this lesson, did his job, and glorified his Lord. He became a true shepherd. No one can read his letters without feeling his love for his Lord above all dividedness of heart. Love works out in faithfulness to the particular function, and faithfulness thereto unto the end ~ the long last proves the love. 
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