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“From my student days onwards Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones was a preacher whom I loved to hear for the sheer quality of his biblical expositions and his stance for evangelical Christianity. It is good to know that efforts are being made to introduce him to a new generation.”


I. Howard Marshall, Emeritus Professor, University of Aberdeen
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“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of the great expository preachers of the Bible in his era. His expositions over many months on Romans are in fact the stuff of legend. Few preachers have ever better exhibited what it takes and what it means to do one’s exegetical homework before preaching and then bring that information to light and to life in life-changing sermons. May they provide the necessary spur and antidote to those preachers who now think that the art of preaching involves dumbing everything down and over-simplifying things. As Martyn knew, it’s not a matter of boiling down the gospel, rather it’s a matter of boiling up the people, teasing their minds into active thought and engagement with the gospel.”
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PART ONE


SAVED in ETERNITY









Preface


The sermons in this book form the first part of a series on John 17 which Dr Lloyd-Jones delivered on Sunday mornings in Westminster Chapel between 1952 and 1953. (Subsequent volumes will be published over the next few years.) These particular sermons were preached between April and July 1952, a period when Dr James Packer felt that he was ‘on a plateau of supreme excellence’. Many others would endorse that view today, which is why these sermons have now been published.


CHRISTOPHER CATHERWOOD


Editor









1


The Lord’s Own Prayer


John 17:1


It is customary for us to refer to the prayer which we find recorded in the Sermon on the Mount and in Luke 11 as the Lord’s Prayer; but in reality, of course, that was the prayer which he gave as a kind of model to his disciples and to others, whereas here we have what can truly be called our Lord’s own prayer, for here we find him praying his own personal prayer to the Father. The circumstances in which he came to do so are familiar to all of us. ‘These words spake Jesus’, are a reference to the great and mighty discourse which is recorded in chapters 14, 15 and 16 of this gospel. Then, having spoken those words about the Holy Spirit who is to be given to the believers, about what he could do in them, and all the results of his coming, our Lord lifted up his eyes to heaven and began to pray.


A quaint preacher in the seventeenth century said what is, I believe, the eternal truth about this prayer: ‘It is the greatest prayer that was ever offered on earth and it followed the greatest sermon that was ever preached on earth’. In a sense nothing can be added to that. Here you have this sermon in those three chapters, then, immediately at the close of the sermon, our Lord offers up this prayer. It is one of the richest and most sublime statements to be found anywhere, even in the Scriptures themselves. And there is a sense in which one preaches it with fear and trembling, lest one may in any way detract from its greatness and from its value. There have been those in the past who have felt that here we are dealing with something which is so sacred, because it is the very opening into our Lord’s own heart, that the only right thing to do with this prayer is to read it. There was a great man living in Germany in the seventeenth century called Stein (the leader in many ways of the great Pietist Movement which was practised by the Moravian Brethren and others) who said he dared not preach on John 17, and there have been many others who have agreed with him.


Yet it seems to me that that is a mistake, for I would argue that our Lord would never have uttered this prayer audibly unless he had intended that we should hear it and that we should be able to study it and, above all, that we should be able to grasp its teaching. He did not merely pray to God, he prayed audibly to God, and the disciples heard him. Thus the prayer was preserved, and it seems to me that in this we have a wonderful illustration of the kindness of our Lord in allowing his disciples to hear this prayer and in arranging that it should be recorded in this way.


And, of course, as you look through the history of the church you will find that this prayer has been used of the Spirit in a very exceptional way to sustain people and to support them as they face difficulties in life, and especially when their time has come to die. The most notable example, perhaps, is that of John Knox, that great leader in the Protestant Reformation in Scotland, and mighty man of God. It is said that during the last days of his life, realizing that he was about to die, he asked his wife to read John 17 to him, and it was actually as she was reading this wonderful chapter that he passed from time to eternity. This is in no way surprising when you come to realize the wealth that there is here for us.


I am calling attention to it now because I am more and more convinced that half our troubles are due to the fact that we fail to realize what exactly is offered in the Scriptures. All our anxieties and troubles, all our uncertainties and hesitations, and so much of our unhappiness in our spiritual lives, is to be traced simply to the fact that we do not realize what is provided for us. The apostle Peter, in his second epistle, does not hesitate to say that ‘all things that pertain to life and godliness’ are given to us (2 Pet 1:3). And the claim that is made constantly in these New Testament epistles is that there is no conceivable condition which we can ever know, there is no state of the soul which we can ever enter on, that has not already been prepared for. There is teaching concerning it, and God’s people are meant to be people who are always rejoicing in the Lord. We are meant to know the fullness and the triumph, we are meant to experience a glory even here on earth.


But the question that arises is this: why are we not all, therefore, glorying and rejoicing in this great salvation? Why is it that so often we are apologetic and give the impression of being defeated? Why are we often so fearful of the world and of the future, concerned about God’s cause and about the church? Why do we frequently, in this morbid concern, resort frantically to things that are often unworthy? Now I suggest that the explanation of all these things is our failure to realize what is provided for us, our failure, if you prefer it, to realize our position in Christ, and to enter into our heritage. We are, of course, entirely without excuse because, as I have been reminding you, it is all here for us. If we had nothing but John 17 we would surely have more than enough to sustain us, because here our Lord has given us an insight into our whole position, and into everything that is of importance and of value to us while we are in this world of time. We can do nothing better, therefore, than to look at this prayer, and to consider what he has to say.


Here is the position. He was about to leave the disciples, he knew how troubled they were, because they had already shown it, and he had started his sermon by saying, ‘Let not your heart be troubled.’ They were troubled because he had just been telling them that he was about to go from them, and that had come as a shattering piece of information. Here they were, they had been following him for three years, they had listened to his teaching, they had observed his miracles, they had come to rely upon him, and he had given them certain powers. If there was a problem or difficulty they turned to him at once and put their questions; he was always ready to answer, and he was very patient. And now, after these wonderful three years and after all this intimacy and rich fellowship, he tells them that he is about to leave them. They are utterly crestfallen and dumbfounded, and he, looking at them, can see it. He reads their minds and understands their spirits, and so he begins by saying, ‘Let not your heart be troubled, ye believe in God, believe also in me.’ Then he proceeds to unfold for them this wonderful doctrine, this, to them, amazing idea that it was expedient for them that he should go away, that they were going to be in a better, not a worse, position as a result of his going, because he was going to prepare a place for them. Not only that, he was going to send them another Comforter who would be in them and he would come and dwell in them by the Holy Spirit—that extraordinary doctrine of the indwelling Christ, of the abiding of the Father and the Son in the very life of the believer. And he goes on to work out and explain that blessed and wonderful doctrine.


But he does not stop at that. He now prays for them, in order that they may know that when he has left them here on earth, when he has gone to be with the Father, he is still going to go on praying for them. He says in verse 11, ‘And now, I am no more in the world, but these are in the world and I come to thee. Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me . . .’ He not only tells them in doctrine and teaching, he wants them here to see that he is committing them to the Father, so that they may know that they are never left to themselves, but that in all circumstances and conditions he will still be looking after them. He will be their great Intercessor, indeed the Father himself is concerned about them. That is his object and purpose in praying this prayer audibly, that they may come to know, while he is still with them, the concern that he has about them, and will continue to have even though he is going to be out of their sight.


That is the essence of this prayer and what I want to do now is to take a general view of the prayer. Later I hope to consider it more in detail, and to expound and unfold its rich, its glorious and priceless teaching. Let me ask some questions before we go any further. How often have you read this chapter? What has been the value of this chapter to you hitherto? How often have you explored its riches? How often have you turned to it in distress? Do you understand John Knox’s feeling when he wanted it to be read to him? It does seem to me that many of us are guilty of putting this great prayer as it were on one side in a kind of mock humility. Our greatest danger—indeed I feel it is my greatest danger—is to read the Scriptures too generally instead of looking into them, listening to every phrase, taking hold of every utterance, asking questions concerning every statement. Every one of these statements has a profound and rich meaning if we but take the trouble to look for them.


Let us, then, begin to do that together. Let us take a general view of this prayer, and discover some of the obvious lessons which are here on the very surface. The first thing which I think we must learn is how to pray. It is, after all, a model prayer, not in the sense that the so called Lord’s Prayer is a model prayer, but in the sense that this is the way in which our Lord himself prayed, and it is an example, or an illustration in practice. We can always be quite certain that the right way to pray is the way in which he prayed. His whole life, in a sense, was a life of prayer. Though he was the Son of God, he spent so much of his time praying, and this is his way of praying.





Now we all need instruction on this matter. We sometimes think that prayer is simple, but it is not. The great saints of all the centuries are agreed in saying that one of the most difficult things of all is to learn how to pray. If any Christian has been feeling cast down because he or she has found prayer difficult, they must not be discouraged, because it is the common experience of the saints. The person I am worried about is the one who has no difficulty about prayer, there is certainly something wrong about him. Prayer is the highest achievement of the saint. It does not just mean ‘saying a prayer’—incidentally, what a horrible phrase that is—people talk about ‘saying a prayer’, but that is a very different thing from praying. It is a comparatively easy thing to say or read a prayer, but the main thing is to pray, and here we find our Lord praying.


You will see that there is a great logical sequence in the various petitions; our Lord does not merely utter a number of petitions at random, there is a definite arrangement, there is a very precise order, so that we have to realize that in prayer we must exercise a certain amount of discipline. The first thing always in prayer is to recollect ourselves—the act of recollection—a pausing to meditate and consider what exactly we are about to do. We begin to realize the Person whom we are going to address, and that leads to a certain inevitable consequence which will emerge as we analyse this great prayer.


John 17, therefore, is a wonderful illustration of the way in which we should pray. But at the same time it at once leads us into an understanding of who this person is who begins to pray. There is no chapter, perhaps, which gives us a greater insight into the person of our blessed Lord himself than this very prayer which we are considering together. He addresses his Father: ‘Glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee’; he talks about the glory which he had with the Father before the foundation of the world. We are at once reminded that we are in the presence of no mere man, we are in the presence of the Son of God—the God-Man—the One who shared the glory of the Father before the foundation of the world, from all eternity, and as we go on with our consideration of this prayer we shall be led into some of the richest and profoundest doctrines concerning the person and the work of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.


Now I have often emphasized the point that there is nothing which is so marvellous about Scripture as the way in which it varies its presentation of the truth. There is a great objective, dogmatic pronouncement of the truth concerning the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ, but sometimes you will find that doctrine most perfectly taught in illustration and in practice, in the things which he says about himself, or in the things which he assumes, and as we consider this prayer we come face to face with this rich doctrine concerning this blessed person. Oh, if we could but lay a firm hold upon it and realize again that the Son of God came down into this world of time—we are facing here the whole mystery and glory of the incarnation, of the virgin birth, the humiliation of the Son of God. But the astounding thing is that this person who is praying to the Father, was equal to the Father. He assumed human nature, he came in the flesh, he lived as man in the likeness of sinful flesh, and here he is himself praying. Indeed, we read elsewhere of him crying out, with strong crying and tears, unto his Father. It is a marvellous, wonderful thing to contemplate, that God has come down in the flesh in order to rescue and redeem us, and opens his heart here to show us his wonderful concern for us, and his amazing love with respect to us; and as we go on we shall enter into this rich doctrine concerning his person.


And in a very specific manner we find here, in his approach, the whole reason why he came into the world. He tells us that he had a certain task laid upon him, he came to do it, and, still more glorious, he has done it. But as we listen to him praying, we have, if we have never seen it before, an insight into his reason for doing it—we begin to see the plan of salvation. Now here again is something which we modern Christians have ceased to remember, and what a loss it is to us. Our fathers, in the great days of evangelism, used to speak about the ‘plan of salvation’, ‘the scheme of salvation’. We hear very little about that today. We are so subjective, we are so interested in particular benefits, far too infrequently do we stand back and view the whole grand sweep of the plan of salvation. But you find it all here, you will find it as he speaks of that glory in eternity before the foundation of the world. You will see him leading us on step by step and then going back into that glory. You cannot listen to this prayer, or read it, without starting in glory and without ending in glory, and without, in the meantime, having come right down to the very depths of the degradation and shame of the cross and then to the rising again. It is all here: the great plan with regard to us; this great purpose of God with respect to certain people whom he has given to his Son as the special object of salvation, and all that is to be done for them in order to bring them to that ultimate consummation.


I know nothing which is more encouraging and more exhilarating than that. There is no greater ground of security in this world of time than to feel that you are a part of the grand plan and purpose of God. None of these things are accidental, none of them are fortuitous. It does not matter what may happen in the future, nothing can disturb this plan. My friend, if you are a Christian, do you know that you were the object of God’s interest and concern before the foundation of the world? All these things have been worked out in eternity, before time, so we must always remember that nothing can happen in time which will make the slightest difference. That is the argument which we find so constantly in the Scriptures. We must never be tired of quoting those great words: ‘For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom 8: 38-39). And if you have ever been in any doubt about that, read this prayer and see the security as he outlines it here.


And then we come on to look at what he has done for us. ‘I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do,’ he says, and as we go on from that we see that he has done certain things for us which none other could ever do for us and which we can never do for ourselves. He has been telling his disciples about it in the earlier chapters, and here he sums it up. What he has done for us is that he has satisfied the law and all its demands. It is amazing to me how people can look at and preach about Christ, his life and death and never mention the law. But unless the law of God is satisfied, there is no salvation. The law is opposed to us; it stands there and demands a perfect, absolute obedience and it threatens us with death if we fail in any one respect. If Christ has not fulfilled the law, we are yet in our sins, we are undone, we are damned and we are lost; but he has finished the work, the books have been cleared, the law has been satisfied, there is therefore no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus. Do you know that? Are you rejoicing in it? Are you ready to take your stand with Toplady and say:




The terrors of law and of God


With me can have nothing to do,


My Saviour’s obedience and blood


Hide all my transgressions from view.





What a wonderful thing it is that here, just before he actually goes to the cross, he anticipates it all. He knows what he is going to do, and there is no uncertainty about it. He says, ‘I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do.’ It is already done, it is complete. We preach, therefore, a completed salvation. There is nothing left for us to do but to receive it; there is nothing that we must add to it; there is no good work or any merit that we must provide: it is all in Christ and in Christ alone. And we have a wonderful view of that as we go through this prayer.


The next thing, therefore, is a realization of some of the things that are possible for us even in this world and life. I would remind you again that because of this blessed doctrine we should be rejoicing. All the fruits of the Spirit should be manifest in our lives—a joy and peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, meekness, temperance and faith, all these things should be present possessions. The Christian man, according to this doctrine, is not hoping to be saved, he is not constantly dwelling in mysteries, sometimes better, sometimes worse; no, he is a man who rejoices in Christ Jesus—listen to Paul: ‘Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, rejoice’ (Phil 4:4). But are we rejoicing? Do we realize the possibility of rejoicing? If we only grasp what this prayer is saying, and understand this teaching, we shall be able to smile in the face of the world and in the face of hell. He means us to be rejoicing, to know this fullness that God has provided for us in him, and, I say, shame on us, Christian brothers and sisters, unless we are partaking of it, participating in it, and rejoicing in it altogether!


Here, in his prayer, the Lord allows us to see something of this wonderful possibility, and then, as I have already hinted, he shows us the source of security and strength in this world. Can you imagine anything that is more comforting than this, that the Lord Jesus Christ has prayed for you: ‘Neither pray I for these alone, but for them also which shall believe on me through their word’? Do you realize that when he was praying this prayer the Lord Jesus Christ was praying for you? Now, if we are Christians, we all like to have people praying for us. There are many people in the Christian life today because somebody prayed for them, a saintly father or mother, perhaps, who prayed throughout the years of disappointment, and went on praying. And God heard the prayer and they have become Christians. Is there anything that gives greater consolation than to know that people are praying for you? I know of nothing that is a greater encouragement to me, in my work and in my ministry, than to know that people are praying for me. They are going to God who is the source of all power and asking him to fill me with power.


So, then, if you believe in the prayer of a saintly person, how much more should you believe in the prayer of the Son of God for you. Here he lets us know that he prayed for us and he goes on praying for us, and, most wonderful of all, what he does is to put us into the hands of God. He says: ‘Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me, that they may be one, as we are. While I was with them in the world, I kept them in thy name: those that thou gavest me I have kept . . . and now come I to thee’ (verses 11-13). ‘Father,’ he says in effect, ‘I hand them back to you, you keep them.’ If only we could somehow take hold of this wonderful truth, that the Lord Jesus Christ, himself, has put us into the safe keeping of God and that we are therefore in God’s safe keeping! Our Lord was never tired of expounding this doctrine. In the Sermon on the Mount, for instance, what he keeps on saying, in effect, is, ‘Foolish people, if only you realized that God is your Father, if only you realized his concern for you, if only you took to heart the lesson of the birds and the flowers! Look at his concern for them—how much greater is his concern about you, oh you of little faith.’ And here, in his last prayer, he hands us over to the Father’s care and says, ‘Father, keep them.’ Oh, it is a wonderfully consoling and comforting thought, to know that God the Father is looking upon us, and caring for us, and keeping us at this present time.


And finally we are going to learn from this prayer what is our relationship to this world, and our business in it. We have not only been saved for our own sakes, we have been saved in order that we may pass on this good news to others. ‘As thou hast sent me into the world, even so have I also sent them’—he was leaving them in the world with a message, he was sending them to do something, as God had sent him before.


So there we have hurriedly looked at some of the things that stand out on the very surface of this prayer. You will find there are certain natural divisions: from verses 1–5 our Lord prays mostly for himself and about himself; then from verses 6–19 he prays for the disciples in particular, those who are around and about him; and from verses 20–26 he prays for the church universal at all times and in all places. There is the logical division to which I have just referred. He starts with adoration and worship, his prayer for himself, then prays for the disciples and then for those who are going to believe through the demonstration of the disciples. In other words, it is a great prayer that covers the whole of the Christian era and the entire course of the Christian church. Therefore, as we study it, we must observe it very carefully, and especially the way our Lord approaches his Father.


There are certain things about which we should always be certain, things about which Christ was certain. First: ‘Father,’ he says. He is not in doubt about him. He addresses God as Father six times—he knows the relationship, he was one with the Father from all eternity. God is his Father in the sense that he is the Father in the blessed Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Ghost. God is also his Father in the sense that Jesus has now become man and so is looking to God as his Father. Again, God is now his Father because he, the Son, is the representative of the many brethren whom he has come to save and for whom he has come to die. As he is the first born of many, many brethren, so God is his Father in that sense, in the relationship of the children to God their heavenly Father.


But notice that he not only addresses him as ‘Father’. In verse 11 he addresses him as ‘holy Father’. How vital it is to remember that—that God is holy. He is our Father who is in heaven, so his name must be hallowed. We must always approach him with reverence and godly fear for our God is a consuming fire. Though our Lord was one with the Father, though nothing had ever come between them, though he never needed to ask for forgiveness of his own sins because he had never sinned, he still addressed God as holy Father. How often do we forget that even our blessed Lord addressed him as holy Father?


Lastly, he addresses him as ‘righteous Father’—‘O righteous Father,’ he says in verse 25, ‘the world hath not known thee: but I have known thee, and these have known that thou hast sent me.’ This is a wonderful thought and when he says this, he is referring to the character of God, to the faithfulness of God. In other words, our Lord is saying, in effect, ‘I know that what you have promised, you will perform. You have made certain promises to me concerning these people for whom I have done this work, and I know that you will never fail in any one respect with regard to all those promises. You are a righteous Father.’


If we remember nothing else from this study, God grant that we should learn just that, that when we pray in Jesus Christ’s name, we are praying to our Father. Yes, he is the great, almighty, eternal God, but he has become our Father in Christ. He is a holy Father, nothing unworthy must be mentioned in his presence; we must not present unworthy desires, nor selfish thoughts before our holy Father. But, thank God, he is a righteous Father, faithful and just, and if we truly confess he forgives us all our sins and cleanses us from all unrighteousness. As you come before him, conscious of your sins and maybe doubtful and hesitant, remember this, he is righteous, he has promised forgiveness in Christ. Remember his righteousness and remember that every promise that he has ever given, he will most certainly and most surely fulfil.


Oh, how we should thank God that our Lord offered this prayer audibly, and how we should thank God that it has been recorded! Let us look into these things. Let us meditate upon them. I know of no wealthier place than this. Let us enter into it. Let us receive of these riches, that we may realize that while we live in this world of time there are certain things that are absolutes surrounding and encompassing us, and that we are in the hands of One who has said, ‘I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee’ (Heb 13:5).









2


Why Pray?


John 17:1


I should like to look once more at John 17 in a more or less general sense, not so much from the standpoint from which we have just seen it, but rather as this chapter and this prayer have some lessons to teach us about the whole subject of prayer itself. I sometimes think that there is no subject, perhaps, in connection with the Christian life, which causes so many people such perplexity as this one, I think we all understand very well the feelings of the disciples when they turned to our Lord on one occasion and said, ‘Lord, teach us to pray,’ because, for some peculiar reason, prayer does tend to be a problem to people. I think any pastor of souls will agree with me when I say that this question of prayer is one that is very frequently brought to his notice. Anyone who takes the Christian life at all seriously is probably concerned about his or her prayer life, and very great difficulties and perplexities often surround this question.


Now obviously in the space of one sermon I cannot hope to deal with all the problems, indeed, I am not proposing to go into it in detail—that would require a whole series of sermons on the subject of prayer as such. I am simply concerned to gather certain general lessons which seem to me at any rate to be taught us on the very surface of the prayer of our Lord which is recorded in this particular chapter. In order to concentrate attention on this, let me put it to you in this form. I think there are two main difficulties that tend to present themselves to people as they contemplate this whole question of prayer, and these perplexities are generally due to two extreme positions which have been taken up by Christian people in the past and are still taken up by some today.


First of all there is the extreme position of those who seem to have no difficulty in prayer, the people who give the impression that there is nothing so easy or so simple. They are very fond of using the phrase ‘prayer changes things’, and give us the impression that whatever their problem, the answer comes and all is well. They are sure that nobody should be in trouble about these matters, that prayer is the most natural thing in the world, involving no effort, no difficulty at all; they just do it so easily and talk so glibly about it.


That, I think, is a position which does raise problems and queries in the minds of many other Christian people, who find it very difficult to reconcile that with some of the plain teaching of Scripture. Those friends who find prayer so easy seem to forget all the conditions that are attached to these promises and to these great offers. There are many souls who, having listened to such teaching and having tried honestly and genuinely to put it into practice, have found that it does not work out like that with them. As a consequence, being disappointed, they begin to question the goodness of God. They question all the teaching of the Scriptures with regard to the Fatherhood of God and with regard to the whole question of prayer. This perplexity arises from exaggerations on the part of that particular school which I have just described.


But, on the other hand, there is another position which is taken up by some and which again leads to all sorts of difficulties and perplexities. It is the position of those who more or less deny the value and the point of prayer at all. Their argument is that God knows everything and that everything that happens, happens as the result of God’s will, and therefore, surely, there is no point in praying. God is omniscient, they say. He knows everything; he is the sovereign Lord of the universe; nothing does happen or can happen outside his will or control. And so they question the purpose of prayer. This is the position which is sometimes described as determinism. It is an attitude which regards life and everything that happens in this world as being part of a rigid and closed process, and clearly, if that is true, there is no point in prayer. Furthermore, there are many people who have so exaggerated the doctrine of the sovereignty of God, or have drawn such wrong deductions from it, that they have rendered those who listen to their arguments and teaching almost incapable of praying with any sense of confidence and assurance.


There, then, are the main positions. I have chosen these two simply because they are the two extremes, but many others are to be found between them. The question, therefore, arises as to how we approach all this. How do we try to arrive at the true position with regard to prayer, in the light of these two extreme positions that lead us to so many problems and perplexities? Well, I would lay it down as a principle at this point—and it is applicable not only to this question of prayer but to many other problems as well—that the one thing we have to do in a situation like this is to avoid becoming slaves to our own theories and ideas and to our own understanding of the truth. In avoiding that danger we should go to the Scriptures, and look at the Bible’s plain and obvious teaching with as dispassionate and open a mind as we are capable of. We should do that, I say, not only with regard to this problem of prayer, but with regard to any other problem that may arise in our spiritual experience. There are certain doctrines taught in Scripture quite clearly, but then we come up against something that we cannot quite fit into our doctrinal pattern, and the danger at that point is to stand on our own doctrine and to try to explain away the Scripture. If ever we find a point that seems to conflict with our clear grasp of doctrine, it seems to me that, for the time being, the essence of wisdom is to leave our doctrine where it is. It is not that we deny it, we just leave it for the moment, we come back to Scripture and we note what Scripture has to say everywhere about this particular matter. Then having done that, we again attempt to relate this obvious and clear teaching of Scripture with the doctrine of which we are equally sure.


Now that is the kind of thing which we must do with this whole question of prayer, and fortunately there is a great wealth of material in the Bible at our disposal. I am merely going to select certain points of which we can be absolutely sure, things which are beyond doubt and peradventure. I do not pretend I can solve every problem with regard to prayer; there are certain ultimate difficulties here, as there are with many other points touching our relationship to God, which perhaps we will never fully understand in this life and world. But it is our bounden duty to go as far as we can and to understand the teaching as far as that is possible.


The first obvious point is that a very prominent place is given in the Scriptures to prayer. According to Scripture, prayer is an important and essential element in the godly life. Indeed, the Scriptures actively teach us to pray, both by precept, and by example. We are exhorted to pray, our Lord himself exhorted people to do so. He said that men should always pray and not faint. He taught his disciples how to pray, and he urged them not to give up. You also find the same thing in the epistles: ‘Keep steadfast in prayer’ is their argument, always encouraging us to pray. Now whatever your view may be of the sovereignty of God and of man’s relationship to him, you have to reckon with this obvious, plain teaching of the Scriptures, so that prayer must be a very prominent part of the life of any godly person in this world.


Furthermore, it is not only by precept that we are taught to pray. We are taught by example also. If you read the Old Testament you will find that the patriarchs talked with God and spoke to him—that is prayer. Look at the psalms, most of them are prayers. Consider, for instance, Psalm 74; that is typical of the psalmists and of how these men prayed to God. Then you find prayers in the prophetic books, indeed you have them everywhere in the Old Testament. You also find the apostles praying, but above all, as we see in this great chapter, our Lord himself prayed, and all these facts urge us to pray. We see, then, that the Bible teaches us to pray, it urges us to pray, in a sense it pleads with us to pray.


But I can draw a second deduction, which is also very plainly taught in the Scriptures: the more saintly, the more godly a person, the more time he spends in prayer. Take any example you like in the Scriptures and you will find it absolutely invariable. Now if you and I had argued on general principles, we might have come to the opposite conclusion. We might have considered a man very saintly because his will was conforming to the will of God, and because he meditated about these things and because his supreme desire was to live to the glory of God. Well, you might say, such a man would have much less need of prayer than anybody else, but it is not the case. Look at the most outstanding godly men and women, how often they spent much more time in prayer than anybody else. They did not just passively wait for God’s will to be done, no, they, more than anybody else, went, rather, and talked to God. And as you proceed to read the history of the church throughout the centuries, you will find exactly the same thing. Whether he belongs to the Roman Catholic Church or the Protestant Church, it is always the hallmark of a saint that he is a great man of prayer. John Wesley used to say that he had a very poor opinion of a Christian who did not spend at least four hours in prayer every day, and that is but a typical statement of God’s outstanding people in the church throughout the centuries.


But, and this of course brings us directly to John 17, the most striking and important thing of all is the fact that prayer played such a prominent part in the life or our Lord himself. Now I wonder whether we have ever stopped to contemplate that? Of course we all know that he prayed. We say that we have read our gospels and have known that since we were children. But I am not talking about an intellectual awareness of the fact, I am asking whether we have ever understood that fact, and meditated upon it, because the more you stop to think about it, the more you see that one of the most astounding things in Scripture is the fact that the Lord Jesus Christ ever prayed at all. The fact is, however, that he did pray, and not merely that he prayed, but that he prayed constantly; indeed you find that he prayed for very long periods. On one occasion he spent the whole night in prayer—the Son of God praying right through the night! We are constantly told that he rose a great while before dawn and went up into a mountain somewhere to pray.


Now his disciples always noticed that he was praying, and that was, in a sense, one of the things which prompted them to ask him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray.’ They felt that he was doing something which they did not quite understand; they wondered what the reason was for the delight and pleasure which he took in the act of prayer, and why it meant so much to him. They could not say they felt like that. But they knew that there was no one like him. They saw something in his face and demeanour, they saw his miracles and they said, Ah, there is something in that prayer life, oh that we might have that!


They noticed especially the fact that he always prayed a great deal, and in an exceptional way, in times of crisis and in times of great importance. You remember it was before he chose his twelve disciples that he spent the whole night in prayer. This was a very important and a very vital decision to take, so he spent the whole night in prayer to God before he selected these men. There was another occasion when he prayed like this, we read about it in John 6. He had just fed the five thousand and some of the people were so deeply impressed that they decided that he was the Messiah, and that they must take him up to Jerusalem and crown him king. But when our Lord saw that they were going to take him by force and make him a king, he went up into a mountain, himself alone, and there he communed with God, and prayed to him. It was one of the critical moments in his life and experience. Here was a great temptation—he had already met it in the wilderness—to bring in his kingdom in a kind of human political sense, and the temptation was so strong that he went away alone to pray with God.


You find him doing it, too, at the grave of Lazarus. This again was a momentous, tremendous occasion—he was going to raise the dead—and so he prayed to God and thanked God that he knew that God had heard his voice and always heard it. Then you remember how he prayed just as he was going up to face the cross—you find it recorded in John 12:27-28—and, too, you see him praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, praying to the Father in an agony that produced blood-stained sweat. Then here we have this great high priestly prayer, in his last hours with his disciples before he goes to finish the work upon the cross, and here he prays audibly in their presence.


What, then, does all this teach us? We might very well spend much time in deducing certain things about the person of our Lord. We will not do that now, but at least we must note that it tells us a great deal about him. If ever you are in trouble about the incarnation this one prayer of our Lord’s prayer life in general ought at once to put you at rest and keep you at rest. He is truly man. It is not a case of God in a kind of phantom body, it is not a theophany, it is the incarnation, the Word made flesh and dwelling among us. He is truly God, yes, but he is truly man. Here you begin to understand what Paul was talking about in Philippians 2, when he says, ‘He emptied himself (see the Revised Version). What Paul meant is that while he was here on earth our Lord did not make use of his powers as God. And because he lived as a man, prayer was essential to him—even he could not go on without prayer. In other words, it teaches us what he said so often himself, that he was entirely dependent upon his Father. He said, ‘The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works’ (Jn 14:10).


That is the astounding thing about our Lord’s life. Here he is, very Son of God and perfect man, and yet he does nothing of himself, he gets all his orders, as it were, from God. God gives him the words to speak, God tells him what to do, and gives him the power to do it—that is why he prayed before calling his disciples. He looked to God for light and guidance, perfect man but in utter dependence upon his Father. As God, there was no need for him to pray. As God, he was co-equal with God, he was omniscient and all powerful, but here on earth we see him in his true character, the mediator, God-Man. And as we watch him in prayer we see him there as the appointed mediator, the One who has been sent by God to do certain work and to complete it here on earth for us. Therefore, to look at our Lord praying is perhaps one of the most wonderful doors of entry into the great mystery of his blessed person. I repeat, if there is anyone in trouble about the person of Christ, about the God-Man, oh, just watch him praying, and you have to include that in your doctrine of his person. So many think of him as God only, with a kind of clothing of flesh. That is wrong, because if he were God only, there would be no need for prayer. No, we must insist upon man also—God-Man.


But next I want also to draw certain more general deductions about prayer itself, and I think we can draw them very definitely from the points I have established. Watch those patriarchs, watch King David, watch the prophets, all praying, and the more saintly they were the more they prayed. Watch the apostles praying, and above all, watch the Son of God praying. What, then, is prayer? What is the explanation of all this? I suggest that we must inevitably come to the conclusion that prayer, to the Christian, to God’s man, is something natural and almost instinctive; prayer is something which is expressive of the relationship between the child and the Father. Now I think that is a very important argument. You show me a man who does not pray very much and I will tell you the real problem of that man. It is that he does not know God, he does not know God as his Father. That is the trouble. The problem is not that he is not a moral man, or that he is not a good man. He can be highly moral, he may be very faithful in Christian church work, there may be nothing he is not prepared to do, but if he does not pray, I tell you that the essence of that man’s trouble is that he does not know God as his Father. For those who know God best are the ones who speak to him most of all.


There is no need to prove a thing like this—the little child always speaks to his Father. Have you not often noticed how the child of some great man talks to him freely, while another man going into his presence is nervous. Not so the child; the child speaks freely, because he knows the relationship and so he speaks to his father. And that is why the most saintly people are the ones who pray most; that is why the Lord Jesus Christ prayed more than anybody else, because he knew God in a way nobody else knew him. That, then, is the way to approach this question of prayer. The whole trouble with people who get into difficulties over prayer is that they start at the end instead of at the beginning. You do not start with the desire for answers, you start with adoration, and it is because we forget this all important matter that we tend to get into such perplexities. To pray is the obvious, natural thing for a child to do and there is nothing that expresses more eloquently or more cogently the whole relationship of man to God as prayer. That is the first thing. So, then, I think that the saints and, supremely, our Lord himself, prayed to God, primarily, not to ask for things but to assure their own hearts and to maintain their contact with God and to make certain of their contact and communion with him.


Our whole idea of prayer is false. We think of prayer only as guidance and requests. Now if you were to put that into practice in human relationships you would regard it as insulting. No, the thing the saint wants to know above everything else is that all is well between his soul and the Father. There is nothing the saint delights in more than to know God as his Father. He likes to maintain the contact and communion, to assure his heart before God and in the presence of God. The saint is in this difficult world, there are temptations from the outside and the whole world is against us, and the saint is tried—sometimes he almost despairs. So he goes to God immediately, not to ask this or that but just to make certain that all is well there, that the contact is unbroken and perfect, that he can assure his heart and know that all is well.


That is what our Lord is doing here in John 17, and that is the thing which stands out most frequently in this prayer. Our Lord is assuring his own human heart in the presence of his Father. We saw earlier how he did that when he was raising Lazarus from the dead; indeed he puts it in words for us: ‘Then they took away the stone . . . And Jesus lifted up his eyes, and said, ‘Father’—he is praying—‘I thank thee that thou hast heard me’—always he is assured in his heart—’And I knew that thou hearest me always: but because of the people . . .’ (Jn 11:41-42). He just turns to God. He knows all is well, but, he is assuring his heart in the presence of God.


Let me put it like this: the saints always prayed to God, and our Lord supremely did so, because they believed in God’s power, because they believed in God’s ability to help, and, above all, because they believed in God’s willingness and readiness to help. That is tremendously important. They, of everybody, knew the power of God, yes, but the world and its trials tend to shake our confidence in him and there is no better way of reminding ourselves of the power and the greatness of God, his ability and his readiness to help, than to go and talk to him; that is why the saints always fly to prayer. ‘The name of the Lord is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe’ (Prov 18:10). In other words, the saint rushes to God in prayer and reminds himself of these things.


Prayer, in many ways, is the supreme expression of our faith in God and our faith and confidence in the promises of God. There is nothing that a man ever does which so proclaims his faith as when he gets down on his knees and looks to God and talks to God. It is a tremendous confession of faith. I mean by this that he is not just running with his requests and petitions, but if he really waits upon God, if he really looks to God, he is there saying, ‘Yes, I believe it all, I believe that you are a rewarder of them that diligently seek you, I believe you are the Creator of all things and all things are in your hands. I know there is nothing outside of your control. I come to you because you are in all this and I find peace and rest and quiet in your holy presence and I am praying to you because you are what you are.’ That is the whole approach to prayer that you find in the teaching of Scripture.


And finally I can put it in this way, that the saints and our Lord clearly prayed to God in order that they might discover his will. They were much more concerned about discovering his will than having their own way and will. ‘Ah,’ they said, ‘the one thing that matters at this juncture is that we may know what God’s will is’, so they went into his presence. If you read the marvellous prayers of the saints, as in Daniel 9, for instance, you will learn a great deal about how to pray. The prophet did not quite understand what God was doing. The whole thing was perplexing to him and he went to God and talked to God about it. He said various things to God of which he was certain and then he said, in effect, ‘I do not quite understand this, but I want to do your gracious will and you understand what you are doing.’


Jeremiah did exactly the same thing. God told him to go and buy a particular field. Jeremiah’s first reaction was that it was impossible because God was also telling him that the Children of Israel were going to be carried into captivity. If this was going to happen, what was the point of buying a field? Then he reminded himself of the great character of God, and having done that he said, in effect, ‘Enlighten my perplexity, let me see what you are doing, explain your holy will to me.’


We have now reached the point where we can draw certain general conclusions, and here they are. Whatever else I do not understand about prayer, I think I now understand this: that God has chosen to do his work in this world in that way, through praying people. He need not have done so, he could have done it without them, but it is perfectly clear that God has ordained and decreed to do his work in this world through men and women, like you and me, and through our prayers. He calls us to pray. He urges us to do so and then he answers our prayers—even though he could have done without our prayers at all.


‘Ah,’ says someone, ‘that is what I want to know—why does he do it?’


My dear friends, who can answer such a question? I cannot, but I thank God that he does it in that way. I do not know why he elected to do it, but I know he does it. That is his way and I accept it. And I am grateful for this reason: it is in this way that God reveals himself to us. Read about prayer in the Scriptures and especially watch these people praying, even our Lord himself, and I think you will find that as the result of prayer all these people come to know God better than they would have ever known him apart from this. It is in this way that God shows himself, and reveals his Father-heart to us. For example, there is this difficult circumstance with which I am faced. I do not know what to do. I tend to become unhappy and miserable. But then I go to God and wait upon him and he begins to show himself and his purpose to me; he reveals himself to me. If you have not learnt more of God through prayer there is something wrong with your spiritual life. It is there that he teaches us things and in this way draws out our faith. So, then, since this is one of God’s ways of revealing himself to mankind and bringing his purposes to pass, the whole problem and question of God’s omnipotence is removed. You should never be perplexed by it. God has chosen to do these things in this way, so his omniscience should never arise as a problem. And in the same way I can say that it in no way affects the sovereignty of God. It is one of God’s ways of displaying his sovereignty. There is no conflict between the sovereignty of God and prayer, for it is the sovereign God who has chosen to do his work in this world through praying men and women. Far from being contradictory, they work together.


And, finally, we can draw some wonderful practical conclusions from this teaching and especially from this chapter. The supreme object of prayer should be to glorify and magnify God and that is why we must always start by worshipping him. The model prayer does that: ‘Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come . . .’ Not, ‘Give me this little request . . .’ No, you start by worshipping. It is the personal relationship; you pray because you like the person, because you want to show your respect to the person, because you delight to be in the presence of the person—that is the essence of prayer.


Then another thing we can draw as a practical deduction—and I am grateful for it—is that God delights to be told things he knows already. I am addressing certain intellectuals who are very fond of making fun of people who in their prayers tell God certain things. You will have heard the criticism. But to tell God what he knows is an essential part of prayer. Read the Bible and you will find John, for example, telling God things he knew already. The writers of the psalms did the same thing—why? It is because God is a Father. God is not a machine, if I may say it with reverence. He is our Father, and as a Father he delights to be told these things by his children. He means us to tell him, so do not be afraid to tell God things he knows already. Do not say, ‘God is omniscient and, because God knows everything, I must just wait silently in his presence.’ No, tell him these things, he likes to hear, he wants to be in communion with you, he delights in fellowship with you.


The next thing I would say is that our object in prayer should never be to change God’s heart or will. There is never any need to do that, for if you think you need to change God’s heart you are insulting him. God’s will is always perfect, and he is a loving Father. Rather, come to him to discover his will, to see that it is right and to rejoice in it—that is the object of prayer. But that does not mean that you do not take your requests to him. Again, as your Father, he is there waiting for you to do that and willing for you to do that; he is there ready to listen to our requests and petitions. So tell him all about them. Do what these men did and what our Lord did in the Garden of Gethsemane—‘If it be possible . . . nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt.’ Make your requests known, tell him your desires but always immediately say, ‘I am so small and finite, I do not understand. This is what I would like, but if it is not your will, well I do not ask, I am content with your will, whatever it may be’—an attitude of utter resignation. If you have started your prayer rightly, if you have started by glorifying God and saying, ‘Hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come on earth, thy will be done,’ and so on, you have already been saying, ‘God, my supreme desire is that your will be done in me as in the whole world.’ Therefore you are very ready, when you bring your requests, to say, ‘If it be your will.’ I cannot understand the approach to prayer which says you should not add ‘If it be your will.’ I have the authority of the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ himself for saying that we must always say, ‘If it be your will.’ It is God’s will that has to be done, so make your requests and desires known but always submit utterly and absolutely to the will of God.


And the last point I make is this, that pleas and arguments and requests are perfectly legitimate in prayer. Have you noticed these men of God praying? They knew God was omniscient, yes, so they not only made their requests known to him but also pleaded with him. And what I like above everything else is the way they argued with him. Moses, for example, did so. On one occasion he came down from the Mount and found the people rebellious, and when he found God threatening to disown them and leave them to their own devices, Moses said to God, You cannot do this. Look too at the man in Psalm 74, who says, in effect, ‘Lord why do you allow men to do these things?’ I believe God as Father delights in listening to such pleas and reasonings and arguments. This flabby generation of Christians seems to have forgotten what our fathers used to delight in when they talked about ‘pleading the promises’. They did not regard that as offensive. They had no sort of mock humility but they felt they were entitled, according to this teaching, to go to God as the psalmist did and remind him of his own promises. They said, ‘Lord, I do not understand, I know it is my imperfection, but I am certain of these promises. Lord, help me to see how the promises are to be related to these perplexities.’


So it is perfectly right to plead with God; our Lord pleaded with him. In this great prayer he argued with God by bringing these requests. He reminded him of his own promises, and of his own character. I believe God delights in this as Father, and as we do these things in this way our hearts will be reassured before him and, oftentimes, we shall be amazed and astonished at the answers that we receive. Whatever happens, prayer will always bring us nearer and closer to God if we pray in the right and the true way.


So, then, we have looked together at this great prayer and at some of the great lessons that are obvious on the very surface; God grant that we may learn them and implement them. My dear friends, think before you pray. Go into the presence of God realizing that he is in heaven and that you are upon the earth. Look at these great examples, and above all look at your blessed Lord himself. Remember that he suffered against himself the contradiction of sinners, that he resisted unto blood striving against sin and that he prayed with cries of agony and with sweat and was heard because of his reverence and godly fear, though he was indeed the only begotten Son of God.
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The Glory of God in the Plan of Salvation


John 17:1


So far, in considering this great prayer, we have been looking at the matter in general. We can now proceed to look at the actual subjects which our Lord dealt with in his prayer, the thoughts that were uppermost in his mind as thus he prayed to his heavenly Father. Let me remind you that the prayer can be divided into three main sections: the first is from verses 1–5, in which our Lord prays for himself; then in verses 5—19 we have his prayer for his immediate disciples, those who were around and about him; and from there on he prays for the church universal.


In the first section, where our Lord prays for himself, we find that the essence of his petition is that the Father may glorify him, in order that he also may glorify the Father: ‘Father the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee.’ In other words, his main concern at this point is that he may glorify God. That is the supreme thing, but, you notice, he tells us why that is so, and he does this in terms of God’s great purpose in the matter of our salvation. The whole idea here expressed is that our Lord is anxious that God’s glory may be manifested, and manifested especially in the salvation of men.


As a result, in these five verses we have one of the most marvellous displays of the whole gospel of salvation and of the plan of salvation which is to be found anywhere in the Scriptures. There is nothing which is more characteristic of the Scriptures than the way in which here and there they give us a kind of complete synopsis, or compendium, of doctrine and theology. In this prayer in particular, our Lord opens our eyes and instructs us with regard to some of the vitals and fundamentals of our faith. And as one can well anticipate, in view of the fact that it is our Lord himself speaking and praying, there is no more glorious statement of the gospel than you find in these five verses.


Why is it, do you think, that we hear so little today about the plan of salvation, the scheme, the whole object and purpose of it? I use the phrase that was so frequently used by our fathers but which, for some reason, is so infrequently used today. Our fathers delighted in looking at and contemplating, or, if I may use the words of Isaac Watts, surveying, the plan of salvation. I have no hesitation in saying that most of our troubles as Christian people, and the whole state of the church today, is to be explained very largely by our failure to consider the plan of salvation as a whole.


The trouble with us is, as I am never tired of pointing out, that we are so utterly subjective. That is the essence of the trouble with this modern generation to which you and I belong. Now I am not talking about people outside the church, but about ourselves, who are inside the church. It may be that we have all been influenced by the climate of thought and by this morbid interest in psychology and in analysing ourselves, but whatever it is, we have become self-centred and that is the curse of this generation. We are always looking at ourselves, at how things affect us and at what we want for ourselves. Now there are many possible explanations for that, which need not claim our attention now, but the fact of the matter is that we are slaves to our own habits and states and desires, and to our own likes and dislikes, and the result is that we approach everything from the standpoint of what it means to us. And the tragic thing is that we tend to approach the gospel of Jesus Christ in that particular way, with the result that we fail to realize the truth either about ourselves or about this wonderful salvation which we have, because we particularize on points. We look solely on what the gospel has to say ‘to me’, how the gospel can ‘help me’, and we fail, therefore, to hear what the gospel has to say about us, and we fail also to realize the scope and the greatness and the vastness of the gospel itself.


The writer of the epistle to the Hebrews described the gospel as ‘so great a salvation’. My suggestion is that we seem to be missing this greatness at the present time and that this is simply because, instead of looking at it as it is, and as it is displayed here, we look at ourselves and what it has to give us. The gospel is presented purely in this personal manner and we forget the greatness which we discover when we look at God’s plan of salvation as a whole, and when we allow the gospel to put it before our wondering gaze. You will find in many of our hymns that this idea of the greatness is most forcibly and magnificently expressed.


Charles Wesley says, ‘‘Tis mercy all, immense and free,’ and yet so often the impression is given that the gospel is something subjective and small, something which just does this or that. Thank God it does these things, too, for me, but it is not only that. If you are subjective in your approach you will often find yourself feeling unhappy; if you think of the gospel as something coming to you, or happening in your life, immediately you will be upset and you will have nothing to fall back on. The tragedy of the subjective approach is that it is essentially so selfish that eventually it fails us.


But if we take this objective approach to start with and then come on to the subjective we shall gain everything; we shall start on such a vast plan and scheme that we shall be taken up into it, and when anything goes wrong with us, we will relate it to the whole. So to avoid that danger of the subjective, we must study the great subject which we have in these five verses. Not that we must study it for that reason only. It is our duty to study it and I want to impress that upon us all. We claim that we are so busy that we have not the time to read. We know our forefathers used to read the doctrines, but we have not got the time. We want it all in a nutshell, and we want to go through the whole gospel of John in one address. We want a bird’s eye view of the whole Bible, and the result is that we miss the doctrine. But here it is displayed, and because God has displayed it to us here, it is our duty to study it, in order that we may find some of the great possibilities that lie open to us. It is a tragedy that we tend to live as paupers in the spiritual realm, when God means us to be princes. But, above all, we study this in order that we may assert a confidence and a certainty and a steadfastness in our Christian lives.


Now you will find, if you analyse these five verses, that the main things they display to our wondering gaze are these. First, they show us something of the origin and the plan of salvation; they then direct our attention to the One by whom the plan has been carried out, and this leads us into a consideration of the things that he has done, and eventually shows us the purpose and object of it all. There it is, then, the whole purpose and plan of salvation. And now, of course, we must start with the first thing. That sounds a trite, almost ridiculous remark, and, yet, as I have been trying to show, it is essential that we should start at the beginning. Strangely enough, the Christian gospel—let me say this with reverence, lest I be misunderstood—the Christian gospel does not start even with the Lord Jesus Christ, it starts with God the Father. The Bible starts with God the Father always, everywhere, and we must do the same, because that is the order in the blessed Trinity: God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit. You find that very thing emphasized and impressed here, for the statement is that salvation is entirely of God; this is the first thing we must always say when we begin to consider this question of salvation. Salvation is entirely of God, it is the gift of God: ‘As thou hast given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou hast given him’—it is all there.


Let us therefore remind ourselves before we go any further that the gospel announces, at the very beginning, that man is absolutely helpless in the matter of his salvation, he can do nothing at all about it. The gospel is not a scheme or proposal to enable men to save themselves, nor is it a programme which God has outlined, an example of which has been given in the person of the Son of God, telling us how we can raise ourselves and lift ourselves into heaven. No, it starts by telling us that we cannot do it, we are all dead in trespasses and sins, we are utterly helpless, we are quite powerless, and while we were yet without strength Christ died for the ungodly. It was while man was in a state of complete bondage to sin and Satan and hell that God did something. Now that is the very essence of this message. It is impressed upon us here at the beginning, indeed, we find that our Lord goes on repeating it. The gospel is just the good news which tells us what God has done about us men, and about our salvation. I trust that no one still thinks of salvation as something that he or she has to arrive at for himself or herself. I hope nobody will think that church attendance, for instance, is going to gain them their salvation before God. That is a complete fallacy, for this message starts by saying that it is entirely and utterly of God, and comes solely from him.


‘The wages of sin is death’—that is something that you and I have—‘but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Rom 6:23). That is how Paul says it, but our Lord says it here in the same way: ‘As thou hast given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou hast given him.’ This gospel of John has been saying it from the very beginning, it was the whole essence of the word to Nicodemus; you have to be received, then you have to be born again—it is all of God. ‘God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son . . .’ The quotations are endless. But we must emphasize this at the very beginning. It is only as we begin to realize this that we can grasp something of the essential greatness of this salvation, that the great, almighty, eternal God should have done anything at all about it. But the message is that he has, and in the way that we are now going to consider.


It is, then, because of all that, that our Lord in his prayer here at the crucial moment, is concerned above everything else about glorifying God. ‘Father,’ he says, ‘glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee.’ Now his main concern is not simply that he should be glorified. He is only concerned about that because of this greater thing: he is so anxious to glorify the Father that he wants the Father to glorify him, he wants the Father to glorify himself. This is, of course, one of the most stupendous things we can ever contemplate. Our Lord’s one great desire throughout his life here on earth was to glorify his Father. He keeps on saying it. He has not come to do his own will, but the will of his Father who has sent him. He speaks the Father’s words, he does the Father’s works, and his one concern is that he may never fail him, that he may never falter in the great task that has been allotted to him. He lives entirely and exclusively to glorify his Father. He has not come to show himself, or to glorify himself ‘He humbled himself,’ wrote the apostle Paul and that is the whole meaning of that term, for, in his abasing himself, he put himself as the Son in the Eternal Trinity, he glorified the Father; that was the whole purpose of his coming, and everything he has done was designed for that one and only supreme object—the glory of the Father, and, here, he prays for it.


But I cannot say a thing like that, of course, without deducing and adding that the whole purpose of your salvation and mine is that we should glorify the Father. Oh, that we might grasp this! I know that we are all guilty at this point—and I am as guilty as anybody else—of tending to think of God and the whole Christian salvation as something to solve our problems. People come and talk to me, and it is generally put in that way: ‘What will salvation do for me?’ they ask. And the answer that is given so often in our evangelism is, ‘Believe the gospel, and it will do some marvellous things for you.’ I say, thank God that that is true, but, my dear friends, we should not put that first. The ultimate aim and object of our salvation is that we may glorify God. The essence of sin is that we do not glorify God—let us be quite clear about this; the essence of sin does not lie in the particular acts or actions of which you and I and others may be guilty. Now that is where we go wrong. We think of sin in terms of particular sins and that is why respectable people do not think they are sinners. They utterly fail to realize that the essence of sin is not to glorify God, and anybody who does not glorify God is guilty of sin of the foulest kind. Even though you may never have got drunk, though you may never be guilty of adultery, if you live for yourself and your own glory you are as desperate a sinner as those other people whom you regard as sinners. That was put very plainly by the prophet Daniel to King Belshazzar in Daniel 5, when he pointed out to him that the essence of sin was not that he put wine in the holy cups of God and drank out of them with his wives and concubines, but that he had not humbled himself before the Lord, he had exalted himself and not given God the glory.


We can put this principle very briefly in this way. The first question in the shorter Catechism of the Westminster Confession is, ‘What is the chief end of man?’ and the answer is, ‘The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him for ever.’ So that I assert that the essence of salvation is to bring us into the state in which we do glorify God. It does not matter what is happening, or what goes wrong for us, we are meant to glorify him and live thus to his glory. It is the object of salvation from which, therefore, I deduce this final principle, that the ultimate proof of the fact that we are Christians is that we desire to do that. The final proof of our salvation is not that we are happy whereas formerly we were unhappy. Christian Science or the cults can do that, and so can psychotherapy. These can take the miserable, and those who are worried and anxious, and can give them treatment so that they find that all their problems vanish and they are perfectly happy and contented; they have merely been able to forget their troubles and have undergone some change in their life. If that alone is the test of salvation, well then, I have nothing to say to the cults or to psychology.


But that is not the essential proof of salvation. The essential proof is that the supreme object and ambition of the Christian’s life now is to live to the glory of God. If we say that when a man is saved he becomes a partaker of the divine nature, that he is born again, and that Christ dwells in him, then it follows that a Christian is a man who becomes progressively more and more like the Lord Jesus Christ. And when I look at him this is what I find: I find that he was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. He had great and terrible temptations pressing upon him, but I find that in all circumstances, and in all places, he had but one great desire and that was to live to the glory of God. Christianity is not something light and superficial that just does certain things to you, and gives you certain pleasant feelings. It is something that brings you into a relationship with God. You begin to fix your gaze on him, and to be awed by his holiness. You approach him with reverence and godly fear, you do not drop lightly into his presence. No, you address him, as his Son did, as Father, holy Father, righteous Father, and over and above what may happen, and over and above your feelings of salvation, is this deep desire to live to his glory, to display it, to give yourself to it—the glory of God.


I want to take it a step further, in this way—the chief end of salvation is, as I say, that God may be glorified and that his glory may be displayed and acknowledged. The result of that is that it is the gospel of salvation that really reveals to us the glory of God. Our Lord puts that in the form of a petition. Here he is, just before the cross, the crucial moment is at hand. He knows something about the agony and the sweat of Gethsemane, and his one desire is this: Father, enable me to go on, give me strength to bear, give me all I need to do this, in order that your great glory in this matter of salvation can be revealed and made manifest. I have come to do that, enable me to do it that your name may be glorified. That is his petition, that is his plea.


How, then, does the gospel of Jesus Christ thus manifest the glory of God in a way that nothing else does? Again I would remind you that that is his chief purpose. Even before he is concerned about saving us, he is concerned about revealing the glory of God. Have you realized that, or have you always thought of salvation only as something that is meant to save men? It does do that, of course, but before that, it is meant to display the glory of God. It does so first of all by revealing the character of God. The gospel of Jesus Christ displays, in a way that nothing else does, the holiness and the righteousness of God; the whole plan and scheme of salvation proclaims the fact that God cannot ignore sin. God cannot say, ‘Well, I will pretend I have not seen it; yes, they have sinned and gone astray and rebelled against me, but I am a loving Father, I do not see things like that, it is all right, I will have them back.’ No, the gospel plan of salvation tells us that God—I say it with reverence—cannot do that. The holiness and the righteousness of his eternal being and character mean that he cannot ignore sin. Sin is a reality, a problem (I say it again with reverence), even to God. It is something he sees and has got to deal with, and so he displays the glory of his being in his holiness and righteousness.


But thank God he does not stop at that, for the next thing he does is to reveal his benignity, his mercy and his compassion. You start with sin and the holiness of God, but if you leave it at that, if that were all, there would be very little difficulty about knowing what God would have done. He would simply have blotted out man from the world. He could have done it so easily—he could have consigned all the world, and all its designs, to perdition and eternal torment, and he would have been utterly justified in doing so. But the gospel tells us that he has not done so, he has done the opposite—why?—it is because of his benignity, because of his mercy, which means his pity, for us, his sorrow for us, because of his compassion.


We shall be seeing later on how our Lord displayed all this in his own personal life. How often do the evangelists tell us that he looked upon and had compassion upon some poor suffering person? It is because he was like his Father; the glory of God’s character is thus revealed in the gospel. He does not destroy our world, but rather he does something else—and this leads me to his wisdom. Paul was very fond of emphasizing this when he addressed the clever philosophers at Corinth and others, too. Christ, he says, is the power of God, and the wisdom of God, and nowhere is the wisdom of God so gloriously and magnificently displayed as in this Christian gospel. Let me explain this. Here is man in sin, there is God in the heavens. God must recognize this and yet because of his character he does not blot us out. He is going to do something about it because of his mercy and compassion. How is he going to do it? The answer is the plan of salvation, this way that God employed, in his amazing wisdom. He sent his Son, and the Son came through the whole miracle of the virgin birth; he took human nature unto himself and lived as a man—the wisdom:




Oh loving wisdom of our God!


When all was sin and shame,


A second Adam to the fight


And to the rescue came.


J. H. Newman





I am simply noting these things in passing. Have you ever stood in amazement as you have contemplated the loving wisdom of our Lord as displayed and revealed in the plan of salvation? Oh, we must go back to these things! We must come and look at the plan, its whole conception and the carrying out of it, and behold the perfection of the plan, contemplate, dwell upon it, meditate upon it, forget everything else for a while and give ourselves to this.


But not only that, I want to emphasize the way in which the gospel displays the great love of God. You notice I draw a distinction between the benignity, the mercy and compassion, and the love of God. I feel we must do that, for, after all, the love of God is displayed in particular in this matter of salvation, in his actual sending of the Son, his sparing him, if I may so put it, from the courts of heaven. My dear friends, God is no philosophic concept! God is a person and, as a person, God is, and God loves, and the essence of the life of the blessed Trinity is the love of the Father to the Son and the Spirit, and the love of the Son to the Father and the Spirit, and the love of the Spirit to the Father and the Son. We cannot conceive of that perfect unity, that perfect bliss, that absolute love, and yet it is all found in salvation. ‘God so loved the world that he gave . . .’—yes, and I put it negatively, too, as Paul puts it in writing to the Romans: ‘He that spared not his own Son.’ It is there, you see, the love of God, in that he sent the Son of his love, the only begotten Son, into this cruel, sinful world; allowed him to live life in that way as a man, and allowed him to suffer ‘such contradiction of sinners against himself. And he placed your sins and mine upon him on the cross in such a way that at that moment Father and Son were separated, and the Son cried out, ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ When I believe that that is possible within the Father-heart of God, then I cannot believe the doctrine of the impassivity of God. I say that God in his love suffered in his Son, and it is there I see the marvellous love of God displayed. And this great gospel manifests, too, the glory of God in revealing his character in this way.


But we should see also the way in which this plan of salvation reveals the justice of God. God, because he is righteous and holy cannot, even in his love, do anything that is unjust. God, says Paul in Romans 3, must find a way of salvation which enables him at one and the same time to be just, and the justifier of the ungodly. If God forgave sin without still ministering his own justice, he would no longer be God. The marvel of this plan is that God, in putting our sins on Christ and dealing with them and punishing them there, can forgive us, and still be just. He has punished sin, he has not forgotten or ignored it. What happens in salvation is not that God says, Ah, they have sinned, I ought to punish them, but after all that would be rather hard. No, he does it through the Son, in the way I have outlined, and he is just. So the plan of salvation displays to us the glory of God’s being by showing us the justice and absolute rightness of his holy character.


And, finally, it displays to us, again in a way that nothing else does, the power of God. The power of God was manifested in the incarnation when he prepared a body for his Son and worked the miracle of the virgin birth—what a marvellous power! But not only that. I rather prefer to think of it like this: it is as we look at God in Christ and all that he did in him through this plan of salvation, that we see his complete power to master everything that is opposed to himself, everything that is opposed to the best interests of man and everything that is opposed to the best interests of this world.


For the fact is that the whole problem has arisen in this way. One of the brightest of the angelic beings that were created by God, rebelled against God, and raised himself up against him. That is the origin of Satan. He is a power, a person, an angel of great might. He is as great as this: that he deluded a man and conquered him, thereby making himself the god of this world, and the ‘prince of the power of the air’ (Eph 2:2). There has never been a man in this world who has been able to stand up to beat him in fight and in combat. The power of the devil is something that we seriously underestimate, for he is such a power that he does not feel ashamed to pit himself against God himself. He verily believed he had overturned all the work of salvation when the Son of God went to the cross.


But, says Paul in Colossians 2, it is there he made his greatest blunder, for by the cross God, ‘spoiled principalities and powers, he made a shew of them openly, triumphing over them in it’ (verse 15). Christ met Satan face to face in single combat and routed him; at the cross he fulfilled the promise given to man at the beginning, when Adam was told that the seed of the woman should bruise the serpent’s head—it was in the plan of salvation. Ultimately, therefore, the power of God is a great power to rout Satan and all his cohorts, and it assures us that finally he will be cast into the lake of fire and every evil will be destroyed and burnt out of existence.


We see thus, at the very beginning of this prayer, that the primary object of this great and wondrous gospel is to display the glory of God. ‘Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee.’ How much time do we spend in contemplating this glory, in looking at it? Oh, let us study it! Let us forget ourselves and our moods and states and feelings and desires, and just stand back for a moment and meditate upon it. Let us contemplate the plan and the scheme of salvation and feel ourselves lost in wonder, love and praise.
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Our Security in God


John 17:1–5


In our study of this great chapter we have been concentrating in particular upon the great doctrine of salvation as it is revealed and displayed to us in these five verses. So far we have seen that the entire glory for salvation must go to God, and we have been looking at this truth in general. We have seen how the plan of salvation manifests God’s great character, his holiness, his mercy, his wisdom, his love, his justice and his power. We have just noted these things, but we know that as we go on and follow what we are told here, and particularize a little more, we shall see the glory of God in a still more wonderful manner. Now I trust that no one is doubtful as to the importance of this consideration. I hope there is no one who is thinking, ‘All this would be fine if one had leisure and nothing else to do. It is quite all right to be considering the glory of God and meditating upon it, but speaking for myself, I find life very difficult and trying. I am hard pressed. All my energies have to go to making a living. I have problems in my own life. I have sickness in the family. I am literally hemmed in by difficulties of all kinds and forms. What has all this to do with me?’


So often men in their ignorance and folly have taken up that position. They have regarded this wonderful doctrine of the glory of God as something theoretical and remote. But, my dear friends, there is no greater fallacy than that! The very fact that our Lord offered this prayer proves in and of itself how completely foolish that is. Why did he offer that prayer, and especially why did he offer it audibly? There is only one answer to that question: he was concerned about these disciples. He had to leave them. He was no longer going to be with them in the flesh, and he reminded his Father, in this prayer, of what he had done for them while he was with them. But now, he continues, ‘I am no more in the world, but these are in the world, and I come to thee’ (verse 11), and he makes known what his desire is for them. His desire for them is that they may come into such a knowledge of their relationship to God that in spite of the fact that he is going to leave them, and in spite of the fact that the world is going to hate and persecute them, they will not be shaken.


There was never anything more practical than this, because the only ultimate strength and hope and consolation that the Christian gospel offers to anybody in this world is just that of understanding the plan of salvation and knowing our relationship to God. And there is no question about this in practice. I have certainly observed during many years in the Christian ministry and as a pastor that, generally speaking, most of the problems and difficulties which people have are due to the fact that they have not taken a firm hold of this great doctrine. As we have seen, it is subjectivity that accounts for our troubles, because we only look to ourselves. But once a man sees himself as part of this great plan, most of his problems are solved almost automatically. So that is why we are going on to consider some of the detailed aspects of the plan of salvation as it is revealed in these five verses in particular.


Having said that the plan of salvation reveals the character of God, I want to put to you, as my next proposition, that salvation is something which has been entirely planned by God, and that this is something which is suggested here on the very surface: ‘Thou hast given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life ... I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do.’ That is the first thing, therefore, that we have to take hold of. Salvation, if we may so put it, is entirely the idea of God; it emanates from and has its source and origin in God the Father. Now this is a staggering thought! So often you and I feel we have to placate God because of sin, sin in us, sin in our mind and whole outlook and thought, and sin in the world. We tend to think of God as being opposed and antagonistic to us, and therefore we are always thinking of him as someone we have to appease and placate. We regard God as Someone who is unwilling to be kind and gracious to us and to love us. We think of him as Someone in the far distance in his eternal glory and absolute righteousness who is not well disposed towards us. We feel we have to put forward these great efforts in order to get him to look upon us with favour.


That is a complete fallacy. Salvation has all originated in the mind of God—it is God’s own purpose. I go so far as to say that even the Lord Jesus Christ does not have to placate God. Sometimes our hymns can be rather dangerous, and there are certain of them that would lead us to the conclusion that the Son of God has to plead with the Father to have mercy and pity upon us. But that is a gross misunderstanding of the term ‘Advocate’, it is something that is absolutely foreign to biblical teaching. Rather, the Bible teaches that ‘God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them’ (2 Cor 5:19); ‘God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son . . .’ (Jn 3:16). It is all from God. So this idea that the Lord Jesus Christ is at great pains to persuade God the Father to forgive and accept us is utterly unscriptural and entirely false; the source and origin of salvation is the great and eternal heart of God.


But we go from that to this further point. It is not only God’s idea, we see here that it has been perfectly planned from the very beginning to the very end. Here we come to something that is the source of the deepest assurance and consolation that any Christian person can ever know in this world of time. What could be more comforting and reassuring than the fact that there is nothing contingent about this salvation, nothing accidental, nothing that needs modification? It is a perfect plan. God has planned it from eternity, before the foundation of the world, it is eternally in the mind of God. There is nothing, therefore, that is accidental about this. It never needs to be modified, or changed or altered in any respect. Here again is a point at which so many have gone astray. There are those who believe and even teach—you will find it in the case of a certain well-known Bible—that God sent his Son into this world to found and establish a kingdom, but because the Jews rejected him, God had to modify his plan; he had to introduce this way of salvation and so the church was brought into being and ultimately, at some future time, the kingdom will be introduced. They believe that it was all a modification of God’s original plan. But that, I say, is a theory without the slightest vestige of a basis in Scripture. Scripture, rather, teaches that this plan was worked out before the foundation of the world, before a single man was ever born. And we find this here in these words. ‘Father, the hour is come.’ What hour? The hour that God had determined. You see that the whole purpose is to be found in that one word—‘the hour’. We shall return to this, so for the moment I merely note it in passing, in order to deduce from it this great truth that the plan of God is absolutely complete, and was complete, even before the world was created.


But let us just glance at this time element in order that we may have it firmly in our minds. The plan was there, but it has been revealed in parts, and the great emphasis in the Bible is that everything is always, absolutely on time, with never a second or a moment’s delay. Every item has been fixed, everything happens at its appropriate moment. The promise at the beginning was given at the right moment, the flood came at a particular point, and warning was given to mankind: ‘My spirit shall not always strive with man’ (Gen 6:3). He is still doing the same now, but there is an end, there is a limit to it. A time is coming when God will judge the world, and he fixes a time when it is to happen. The call of Abraham was not something accidental, it was done at a precise moment. It was to Abraham that the statement was made that certain things should not happen until the iniquity of the Amorites should be completed. The going down to Egypt was not accidental, it was prophesied, and Abraham was told exactly how long they would be there—430 years—before it ever happened. All these things were perfectly planned because God has his time, God has his exact moment.


But let us come to Moses, to whom the promise was given just at the time when it was necessary, and, again, the promise was given to David in his day. You certainly find this argument employed in the writings of the prophets. They foretell these things with a minuteness and an exactness which to the natural man is quite astonishing, but when we realize that it was God who laid down that great plan in eternity—that everything was determined and everything planned so that things should happen in order for this great design—there is no difficulty at all about it. To anybody who realizes this, it is rather what you would expect, and it is exactly what you find in the Scriptures. And then, of course, there is the well-known verse in Paul’s epistle to the Galatians: ‘When the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law . . .’ (Gal 4:4).


Now people often ask the question—‘Why didn’t Christ come earlier?’ Why did he come at that particular point?’ Well, though we cannot answer this question in detail, we can say that there are many reasons why that was the right time. God had given his law to his own people. Men always want to claim that they can save themselves, so God gave them time to see and understand that they cannot do so. He gave them a perfect law and said, If you keep that you will be saved; you will be righteous in my sight. He allowed them to try to do that for at least fourteen centuries, but they failed completely. And he also allowed the great succession of Greek philosophers to come and put their thoughts before man. Men said, ‘Give us the right idea and we will carry it out.’ They tried to, but they failed. The same thing happened with the Romans and their legal system—all that had been tried and failed before God’s hour arrived, the hour that had been planned in eternity.


I commend this to you as a fascinating study, apart from the wonderful spiritual truth. As you read through the Old Testament try to put yourself in the position of that anicent race and you will often feel that God had forgotten his own people and his plan of salvation. But every time you begin to think that, and feel that the enemy was triumphant all along the line, God does something again, and you will find that it is not only the exact moment but also the exact thing for the exact moment. It is always the case—and there is nothing that is so comforting as this thought—‘The Lord reigneth; let the earth rejoice’; ‘The Lord reigneth; let the people tremble’ (Ps 97:1;99:1). We must get hold of this truth that the whole plan is already made in the mind of God. It is because of this that the Son of God can turn to his Father at this particular point and say, ‘Father, the hour is come’, the hour that we originally agreed about is at hand. He had been preparing his disciples for it, as we see, both in John 12 and even earlier than that at the wedding in Cana, when he said, ‘Mine hour is not yet come.’ The time was all determined, and planned.


But we do not stop at that—thank God for this—for the end is likewise planned and certain. There are many Christian people today who are asking questions. Why does God allow the church to languish? Why does he allow certain things to happen in the church? Why does he allow this liberal criticism of the Bible that has been going on for a hundred years? Why doesn’t he put a stop to all this? Well, that is not God’s way, but there is one thing about which we can be certain, and that is that God reigns; and those who may be perplexed about the state of the church here or anywhere else under the sun need not trouble and worry and vex their righteous souls. God reigns! God is still seated there in the heavens and he looks upon the citizens of the earth as grasshoppers. What he has determined is going to be carried out; the hour and the end of history and the world is determined. God knows it, but nobody else knows the hour, says Christ, no, no man, not even the Son, but the Father only and he knows it. And if you are not comforted and encouraged by that, well I doubt whether you are a Christian at all. The consolation of the glorious biblical affirmations—that neither death nor life nor anything else can separate us from the love of God—rests upon the fact that everything is purposed and planned in the mind of God who sees the end from the beginning and whose power is such that no one can withstand it. He can even take up a man like Pharaoh and use him like clay to bring his own great purpose to pass.


So let us now, with reverence, look into this plan in a little more detail. I like to take a glimpse into it and I am going to do something now that some of you may regard as strange and odd. I am going to ask you to come with me and look into the Council that was held in eternity, the great Council that was held between the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. What was it all about? It was about this very question of salvation, and what happened there was that the Son, the second Person in the blessed Trinity was given an assignment; he was appointed the heir of all things. See him reminding his Father of that eternal Council here: ‘As thou has given him [the Son] power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou hast given him . . .’ Let us look into these things with wondering gaze, with amazement and astonishment and remember, as we are doing it, that we are really in a sense still thinking about ourselves, because that Council was held with respect to us.


So the first thing we see here is that contemplating what was going to happen to man and to the world, seeing the entry of sin and the fall, this eternal Council decided what should be done about it. And the first great decision was that this matter should be handed over specifically to the Son. It is the purpose of God, says Paul in Ephesians 1:10, that all things should be wound up in Christ, ‘that in the dispensation of the fullness of times’—you see the time element again—’he [the Father] might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on earth; even in him.’ In other words, the Lord Jesus Christ, in that Council, was appointed as the head of mankind. He was made responsible for the world, a kind of head and representative of all the earth and its peoples. He himself told us this at the end after he had risen, when he said to the disciples: ‘All power is given unto me in heaven and in earth’ (Mt 28:18).


Now this is one of those crucial principles which we must never fail to understand, one which throws great light upon many an obscure incident in the Old Testament which otherwise cannot be understood. Take, for instance, those appearances to men of the so-called ‘Angel of the Lord’. There can be no question at all but that these are the appearances of the Lord Jesus Christ—what are called the ‘theophanies’. He was interested in the world even then; it had all been given to him; that was why the world came to be created, it was in him and through him and by him. He is the One in eternity who is deputed to do this particular task. And the record, in a sense, is the record of our Lord carrying out this great task that had thus been given to him. That is the explanation, too, of John’s vision in Revelation 5. John is perplexed that no one is big enough or strong enough to open the books—the books of history—then suddenly he sees the Lion of the tribe of Judah stepping forward and the whole of heaven seems to applaud. At last there is One who is big enough and strong enough to take complete charge of history and to break the seals and to open the books. He is the Lord of history, yes, it has already been given to him, and it belongs to him.


So, then, we must look at it like this, that everything with respect to this world and to man has been handed over to the Lord Jesus Christ. He has been given this authority, this power over all flesh. He rules and reigns and controls everything that is in the world—the sun, the moon and the stars, the rivers and the streams—that is why he can hold back or send the rain and the thunder storms. He can produce an earthquake. He is controlling everything, for everything has been put into his hands. He is the Governor of the earth. He is in charge of the kingdom and he will remain in charge right on to the end when, according to Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, he will finally finish the work, and hand the kingdom back to his Father.


But I must not stop at that. God had not only, in that eternal Council, handed over the world and its powers to the Son, he has also given him a people. I wonder how often you have stopped to consider the second verse of this chapter of John, and how often you have battled with its tremendous doctrine? I wonder what you have made of it. ‘As thou hast given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou hast given him.’ Does he say, ‘As thou hast given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to all flesh’? No—‘that he should give eternal life to as many as thou hast given him’. The universal and the particular are both here in one verse. This is indeed high doctrine, so high that no human can understand it, but so high and glorious, that every man who has the mind of Christ in himself, bows before it in humble reverence, in amazement and in astonishment.


Scriptural teaching is that while God has given to his Son power over all flesh, without any limits whatsoever, he has in particular given him a special people who are to enjoy the blessings of Christian salvation and eternal life. He has to give eternal life to as many as God the Father has given him, but what I am emphasizing here is that it is God the Father who has given him these people. He gave him these particular people who are coming into the church and into eternal life, from the very beginning to the very end. All of them were given to the Son, there in that eternal Council. It is God who chooses them, and, according to John 6, it is God who draws them to him, for unless, Jesus says, God does draw them to him, they will never come. ‘All that the Father giveth me shall come to me; and him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out . . . And this is the will of him that sent me, that every one which seeth the Son, and believeth on him, may have everlasting life: and I will raise him up at the last day’ (Jn 6:37,40).


This is something that you find running right through these Scriptures. God, from before the creation of the world, had chosen these people. He gives these particular people to his Son, and he says, I give them to you for you to save them for me. ‘Those whom thou hast given unto him’—that was another decision of this great and eternal Council.


But, you see, it is even more particular than that, for God the Father prescribes the particular work the Son has to do in order to save these people. The Lord says, ‘I have glorified thee on the earth: I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do.’ I propose to come back to this again and to look at it in more detail, but all I am emphasizing at this point is that the work of saving these individuals was given by the Father to the Son. Thus we find our Lord constantly saying that he does nothing of himself. He says in effect, ‘I am simply doing the work which the Father has shown me and given me to do.’ It all comes from God the Father, who then sends the Son into the world to do it—to give the Father back the glory that the Son had with him before he ever sent him. But it was God the Father who sent him, for ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’—his Son, with power to save. And the purpose of it all, I would remind you again, was that you and I might become the children of God; that we might have this eternal life which is to know God, the only true and living God, and Jesus Christ whom he has sent into the world in order to bring us to this blessed knowledge.


My dear friends, are we not guilty of neglecting this glorious doctrine of the glory of God and the plan of salvation in eternity? Evangelical Christians, how often have you meditated about these things? Do you not think that we have been guilty of judging particular aspects of salvation instead of regarding this glorious plan? This is why we are so superficial and why we are so shaken in our faith when adversity comes to try us. Our faith is not sufficiently broadly based—we must go back into eternity.


Let me summarize the message by putting it like this—what I deduce from this doctrine is that the eternal God knows us and is interested in us and has a plan for us. If that is not enough for you, then I despair! The astounding thing I find here is that the eternal and absolute God knows me, that he thought of me before the foundation of the world, not only before I was born, but before he even made the world; that this eternal, absolute Being is interested in me, even me, as an individual and as a person, and that I was in his mind when he conceived this amazing plan that includes the incarnation and the cross, and the resurrection and the ascension, and the reign of his Son at his side that is going on now. What a staggering, yes, but what a glorious thought!


The next thing I deduce is that there is therefore nothing uncertain about my acceptance with God, nor about my forgiveness, nor about my sonship. When I realize that I have been brought into God’s plan I know that nothing can frustrate this. Now there are many people who talk about the Protestant Reformation, and the influence it had upon the world. You find that certain statesmen do this. They say you cannot explain the history of England apart from the Protestant Reformation. Neither, they say, can you explain the United States of America apart from these things, because they all had their origin in that Reformation. But how little do these people really see what it all means and what it really represents, which is that these great truths are absolute and certain. Do you know why the Pilgrim Fathers made that attempt, and succeeded in crossing the Atlantic? What was it that enabled men to do things like that, and to do things which were even more hazardous? It was that they believed in what is called the ‘Doctrine of the Perseverance of the Saints’, it was because they had seen themselves in the plan of God which cannot be broken and which cannot fail. It is as absolute as God, himself; he knows the end as well as the beginning. ‘Neither shall any man,’ said Christ, ‘pluck them out of my hand.’ It is unthinkable.


So the next deduction is: if God has done all this for us in Christ, and especially in his death, we can be certain that he will carry on with the work until it is completed. That is Paul’s argument: ‘He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things?’ (Rom 8:32). ‘If, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life’ (Rom 5:10). Let me put it like this: God, who is sufficiently concerned about me to send his Son to die on the cross of Calvary for me, is not going to let me down when any difficulty or temptation faces me. My dear friends, there is nothing for you to fear! You belong to One of whom we are told that all power has been given to him over all flesh. You are in the hands of the Lord Jesus Christ if you but knew and realised it, and he controls everything. He controls every human being, all the affairs of nature, he is even controlling the devil himself. All power is given unto him, thrones, dominions, principalities and powers are subject unto him, so you need never fear! You and I have but to realize that we are in those mighty hands, that that strong arm is engaged on our behalf, that all flesh under his power, and that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him.


Therefore, when you are troubled and perplexed and harrassed, and when all things seem to be against you and you despair, when you pray to him, before you say a word, just remind yourself of his authority and of his power: ‘As thou hast given him power over all flesh . . .’ He that has formed you has a power like that, and therefore, being in his safe keeping, why should you fear man or beast or the powers of nature or of hell? Simply trust in him, he has so loved you that he has died for you, and his power on your behalf is indisputable.
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The Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of Glory


John 17:1–5


We have been considering the way in which we see in these five verses the particular glory of the Father being revealed in salvation, and now we take a step forward and come on to consider the way in which our salvation has actually been produced. We have looked at it in the eternal Council and as God planned it, and as he set aside and separated his Son for the work. We now look at something of the detail of the way in which this was planned and conceived and was put into practice, so that we are looking especially at the glory of God in salvation as it is revealed in the person of the Son. And again, the same thing will strike us, namely, this emphasis upon the glory. It all has to do with the glory of the eternal Godhead. We have seen the glory of the Father, and we are now looking at the glory of the Son, and here again in an extraordinary manner we have before us this wondrous panorama, as it were, of the whole movement of salvation with regard to the Son himself.


Now this is something which is staggering not only to the mind but even to the imagination. The whole sweep of salvation is unfolded here and displayed before us from glory back to glory and it is all in the compass of these few verses. So we approach a subject like this with a sense of awe and wonder and adoration.


And as we do so, shall we not honestly admit that perhaps one of the greatest lacks in our modern Christianity—and here I speak not only of the church in general, but also, if we are to be quite honest, even of many of us who claim to be evangelical—that perhaps the greatest lack in our worship and practice of the Christian faith is the absence of a sense of wonder, a sense of adoration and a sense of worship. I have no doubt at all that this is very largely to be explained by the fact that we are so subjective. I have said this ever since we started considering this chapter, and I propose to go on saying it, because it seems to me to be one of the great lessons which we do need to learn especially at this present time. We are all too interested in our own moods and states and conditions; we are all too psychological and introspective, and too concerned, therefore, about the benefits that the Christian gospel and salvation have to give to us. And the result of this is that we miss something of these great glories of the gospel as it is unfolded in the New Testament itself. This comes out very clearly if we listen to one another; have you not noticed how there is a tendency to be talking about ourselves? We are always telling people what has happened to us. ‘Testimony’ today generally means what we have experienced, or what has happened to us. How rarely do we speak about him!


Now there is the lack and the need. If you read the lives of the saints who have gone before us in this world, you will find that they spent most of their time in talking together about Jesus Christ. Their testimony was a testimony to him, and to his praise. Their emphasis was upon him. They spoke about this wonderful Christ and the glory of his person, whereas we always tend to talk about ourselves, the things that we have found, the happiness that we have discovered, or some experience that we have had. And I think if we are honest we will find that the emphasis is always more or less centered upon self.


We have deviated very far indeed from what was so true of the saints of the centuries. Take, too, your hymn books and read the great hymns, especially, perhaps, the hymns that were written before the middle of the last century. (The subjective element seems to have come in just about then.) Start with Isaac Watts and come down the great succession and you will find they have this glorious objectivity. They rejoiced in their experiences, yes, but the note you find outstanding in their hymns is always their praise of the Lord, their glorying in him. With Isaac Watts they surveyed the wondrous cross on which the Prince of glory died. That is the predominant thought. They always spent their time in worship and adoration and in the glorification of him.


It seems to me that this is the note that we must recapture, and that there is no real hope for revival and true awakening until we come back to this. And the way to do that is to study the Scriptures, to spend our time in reading and meditating upon them and then in humbling ourselves in worship and in adoration before such a marvellous truth. Now I am saying this not merely in a theoretical manner for I am anxious to be extremely practical. No, I advocate this because, apart from anything else, the real cure for most of our subjective ills is ultimately to be so enraptured by the beauty and the glory of Christ that we will forget ourselves and will not have time to think about ourselves at all. Now that is a good bit of psychology. The trouble with our generation, and let us not be too hard on ourselves, is that we are living in a very difficult age. We have had to face problems which mankind has scarcely ever had to face in such an acute form, and such an age always tends to produce morbidity, a concern about oneself. We are living such a ridiculous type of life that our nerves are tired and frayed, and as a result we are all of us concerned about self, and the great problem is how to get away from it. The high road to that is to be so absorbed by someone else, something outside oneself, which is so glorious and wonderful that, without knowing it, we forget all about ourselves. This can happen as you look at some marvellous scenery, or fall in love and forget yourself; well, multiply that by infinity and look into the face of Jesus Christ and catch something of his glory, and I assure you that most of the ‘mumps and measles of the soul’ will automatically be cured, and you will find yourself in a healthy condition, mentally, spiritually and even psychologically.


But even more important than that is the fact that God has caused these Scriptures to be written in order that we may know something about this great salvation, ‘so great salvation’, as the New Testament describes it in Hebrews 2. I wonder whether we modern Christians realize the greatness of this Christian salvation as we ought, because if we do not, the way to do so is to learn something about the greatness of the glory of the person of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. That is the way to measure the greatness of the salvation, not just by something that happens to us. Let us deliver ourselves from that! For if we are going to measure our salvation by what has happened to us, I suggest that finally we have no answer at all to give to the Christian Scientists, nor to the psychologists. If you make it subjective, you are still in the past. No, the way to measure the greatness of this salvation is to look at the greatness of the person and his glory and to realize something of what he has done.


Now this is the very thing that is shown to us in these verses. Look at the movement, beginning at verse 5: ‘And now, O Father,’ he says at the end of his earthly life, ‘glorify thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was.’ That is the starting point. You just try to consider and contemplate this amazing and glorious person before he ever came to earth. You do not start with the babe in Bethlehem, that was not the beginning of his life. He came into this world, he was not born into it in the way that everybody else has been born into it. He came from the glory. He entered into this world from another world, and what he himself says here is precisely what is said everywhere else in Scripture, that he came out of the eternal, everlasting glory of the Godhead. He also says here that he shared that essential glory of the eternal God from all eternity—‘Glorify thou me now with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was.’


Once again we must admit that we are trying to look at something which transcends the reason and the grasp of our finite minds. But it is the teaching of the Scriptures—the eternal triune God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, yet but one God, and this Son of God, the Second Person in the Trinity is sharing in all the fullness of that glory. As the author of the epistle to the Hebrews puts it, ‘Who being the brightness of his glory, and the express image of his person’—that is the description of the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the effulgence of the glory of the Father, the express image of his person. Paul, in Philippians 2, expresses the same truth when he says, ‘Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God.’ He is, to use an old phrase, self-substantial, co-equal, co-eternal with the Father. He is the eternal Son in the eternal bosom of the Father, one with God, the Second Person in the blessed, holy Trinity. ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’—that is it. He shared in full the ineffable, indescribable glory of the eternal Godhead. That is the way you start thinking about the Lord Jesus Christ.


So, then, the next step, obviously, is this: he prays that God the Father will glorify him again with that glory which he had with him before the world was, the implication being that something has happened to that glory. And that is precisely the teaching of the New Testament. In order to become man he laid aside this eternal glory which he had with the Father in heaven. Let us be careful here, and let us be quite sure that we know exactly what we are saying. I am not saying that he laid aside his deity, because he did not. What he did lay aside was the glory of his deity. He did not cease to be God, but he ceased to manifest the glory of God.


Perhaps the best way of understanding this is to consider what happened on the Mount of Transfiguration when he was transfigured before Peter and James and John. A kind of radiance came upon him, surpassing anything that had ever been seen before by those disciples. Now contrast that with what he normally appeared to be. Or again, take the case of Saul of Tarsus going down to Damascus. He suddenly saw a light in the heavens brighter than the shining of the sun itself, and he saw it came from a face, that of this glorified Jesus of Nazareth (Acts 9). Now you see exactly what is described here.


Again, contrast that glory with what we are told about him when he was here on earth: There is no beauty that we should desire him ... a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief (Is 53:2–3). People would look at him and say, Who is this fellow? ‘Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary?’ (Mk 6:3). He had laid aside the glory, he had not laid aside anything of his essential being or person or of his essential deity. But neither had he held on to it, he had not clutched at the manifestation of his glory, he had laid that aside as one would a cloak and had come in the likeness of man. Indeed, I must go much further than this, because this is the wonder of it all. He decided that his glory should be veiled by flesh. Think of it like this: the glory is there still shining in all its power, but a veil of flesh has come over it so that mankind cannot see it. Take an Old Testament illustration. In the wilderness Moses went on to the Mount and spoke with God, and when he came down his face was shining. The people saw the glory and it was so bright that he had to put a veil over his face; the glory was still there but it was hidden from them. Something like that happened to our Lord. Yes, but he not only came as man, nor is it only true to say that his glory was veiled by flesh. It is not true to say simply that the eternal Son of God was made flesh. We are told that he was made ‘in the likeness of sinful flesh’ (Rom 8:3). Indeed, he not only came into this world as a man, he took on him the ‘form of a servant’ (Phil 2:7). It would have been a wonderful and astounding thing if this eternal King and Prince of glory had come on earth and lived in a palace as a human king with all the pomp and glory of an earthly kingship—but not at all! He was born as a babe in very poor circumstances. Mary and Joseph did not have the money to offer the usual offering. They could only offer two turtle doves when he was born. He worked as a carpenter and he had to earn his living. He did not have a home he could claim for himself, or a place to lay down his head. He took upon himself the form of a servant and was dismissed and derided by the so-called great ones of this world of time; he stooped as low as that from the height of the glory from which he had come. Thus here on earth, in a sense, he had not that glory and he asked his Father to restore that glory to him.


There is no better way of saying all this than to put it in the words of Charles Wesley’s hymn—and how foolish we are to think that such hymns were only meant for special seasons of the year!




Veiled in flesh the Godhead see!


Hail, the Incarnate Deity.





or again:




Mild, He lays His glory by;


Born, that man no more may die.





Look at these paradoxes, these tremendous contrasts, but it is all the simple and literal truth. He thus mildly lays aside his glory and comes right down to earth, takes on human nature, lives as man in the likeness of sinful flesh and in the form of a servant. In these things we behold the amazing descent from the glory.


The next thing we are told is that we must look at his work here on earth, which really is that of glorifying the Father. He did this in many ways. He says here, ‘I have glorified thee on the earth,’ and in doing that, of course, he, in a sense, manifested his own glory, veiled in flesh. He revealed and declared the Father by just being what he was. He said on one occasion, ‘He that hath seen me hath seen the Father’ (Jn 14:9); look at him and you see something of the glorious God, the Father himself You see the eye of compassion, the understanding, the readiness to help and to bless.


If only we could see the Father, said Philip on one occasion: ‘Lord, shew us the Father, and it sufficeth us.’


And the Lord turned to him and said, ‘Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast thou not known me, Philip? he that hath seen me hath seen the Father . . .’ (Jn 14:8–9). In other words, he manifested the Father and the glory of the Father in his life and all his activities and in being what he was.


But then he also does the same thing, of course, in his teaching. There was never such teaching concerning God the Father as fell from the lips of our blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Man’s ideas of God are always incomplete and imperfect, even the Old Testament revelation was not enough. As the author of the epistle to the Hebrews puts it, God has revealed this truth concerning himself in parts here and there—‘in time past unto the Fathers by the prophets’—but now he has revealed it in his Son, perfect, final, full and complete. It is all there in this wonderful person, the blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ—and in all his teaching and all his references concerning the Father we find all this revealed.


But then he did it in a still more striking way by doing the work which the Father had sent him to do—‘I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do’—and what was the work? First and foremost, he kept the law himself. God had given his law to mankind and he had told them to keep it, in order to glorify him. The whole spirit of the law is that we should glorify God; it is not merely to keep a number of rules and regulations, doing this and not doing that. The real object of the law is that mankind might be taught and shown how to glorify God. But mankind had failed, and so the first thing the Son was sent to do was to honour and keep the law, and thus to glorify God, and he did it perfectly. It was an essential part of his work.


Not only that, he came in order that he might be a perfect High Priest to represent those redeemed people whom God the Father had given to him. In Hebrews 5 we are told a very remarkable thing about our blessed Lord in that respect. We are told that ‘learned he obedience by the things which he suffered’. The Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, had to be taught certain things before he could become a perfect High Priest and to represent us in the presence of God. He came into this world in order to be the Captain of our salvation, our Leader, and he had to be prepared for that work and to go through this process. He had to be tempted in all points even as we are in order that he might succour us when we are tempted and be a sympathetic and understanding High Priest. He came down from the realms of glory and submitted himself to all that, and as he was doing it, he was not only showing something of his own glory, he was showing us the glory of the Father who had ever planned such a way of salvation.


What an amazing and astounding thing this is! Oh, my friends, as we read these gospels we must always be reminding ourselves of that. Look at it in detail, look at the life of our Lord Jesus Christ and remember that this is the Lord of glory. Remember that this is the One who is the brightness of the Father’s glory, the express image of his person. But look at him in the manger, or upon the Mount, suffering hunger and thirst; the Lord of glory, mildly laying by his glory and thus living life in this world as a man, being prepared to be the Captain of our salvation.


But now we come to one of the most remarkable things of all. In the first verse we read, ‘Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee.’ Is this the same petition as that in verse 5: ‘And now, O Father, glorify thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was’?


I suggest to you that it is not the same thing, and that the two petitions do not have reference to precisely the same matter. I think that the petition in verse 1 means that the hour is come, he is about to die, about to face the greatest crisis of all. Oh, it was a mighty thing, transcending thought and imagination, for him to leave that glory, to be born as a babe and to take unto himself human nature. It was a tremendous thing for the eternal Son of God to be lying in the womb of a woman. All his trials and difficulties are something that we will never grasp and never understand in this world. And deeper and greater and beyond it all was this trial that he was now about to endure, the cross and all that it meant. So here, living life as a man, he prays to the Father, ‘Father, glorify thy Son’, by which he means, Strengthen me, enable me to show and to give proof of the fact that I am your Son. Again, in Hebrews 5, we are told that he prayed with crying and strong tears unto God to hold him and strengthen him, and we are also told there that he was heard because of his reverence and godly fear, and his beautiful piety.
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