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W e have completed our study of the Beatitudes and in the study
of the Sermon on the Mount,  hope that particularly concern-
ing the Beatitudes, we have become very clear about one thing, that
is these Beatitudes portray for us above all things, the character of
our Lord Jesus Christ. The Beatitudes reveal to us what Jesus was
like because the Lord Jesus never taught us to be what he himself did
not do. I always lament the fact that most Christians are always so
good at talking and so poor at doing. And we speak a lot about love,
we speak a lot about holiness, but when it comes to the practice, we



are unfortunately very, very far away from the fine words we are
capable of speaking, and that includes myself. I never cease to
lament before God our weaknesses, our failings.

What shall we say then concerning the Beatitudes which set before
us the kind of person a disciple should be? Too often, when we
compare ourselves with what is set forth in the Beatitudes, we are
almost inclined to wonder whether we are Christians at all. And
sometimes, we are almost left with a sense of discouragement that
after so long, in the path of discipleship, we still seem to be far from
the very image of Christ portrayed in the Beatitudes.

We must press towards the mark

So it is important to bear one thing in mind: The mark of our high
calling that is set before us. When Paul said, “Not that [ am already
perfect but I press towards the mark” (Phil. 3:12, 14) What is the
mark? Therefore, the Beatitudes is a goal that is set before us, not as
though we are already perfectly poor in spirit, as meek as we ought
to be, already perfectly pure in heart, so that no evil thought ever
crosses our minds, no temptation is able to make a dent upon our
spiritual armor. No, we have not perfectly attained any of these
qualities to perfection. As Paul said, “Not as though I have already
attained,” but that is the mark.

The fullness of the stature of Christ in the Beatitudes is the mark
towards which we must press relentlessly, determinedly with tears
on the one hand, that we fail so often, that we do not yet measure
into the fullness of the stature of Christ portrayed for us there. But
on the other hand we must not say that because we are not any of
these perfectly, therefore we are not disciples. It's very important
that a disciple has turned his back upon the old way of life, and he is
now pressing towards this mark; he is on the way, en route.

The Christian way of life, the gospel, is portrayed in the Bible as “the
Way”; it's a way of life, not just a line you cross over. It is a whole



way that you march along. So in the Book of Acts, you will find that
the Christians are called the people of “the Way.” The important
thing is that you are on the way, that you are pressing towards this
mark, not whether or not you have already arrived at it. You will not
arrive at it in this life, but it is the mark towards which we steadily
press. That is to say, you may already be poor in spirit to some
extent, but not perfectly yet, genuinely poor in spirit, because not
perfectly poor in spirit doesn’t mean that you are not genuinely poor
in spirit. That you are not perfectly meek, it doesn’t mean that you
are not genuinely meek, at least to some extent. That you are not
perfectly pure in heart does not mean that you are not genuinely
pure in heart to some extent, because you are on the way, you are
moving towards the goal, you are pressing towards the mark.

Now this is very important to understand about the Beatitudes. It’s
not a question of either you keep it perfectly or you don’t keep it at
all. This kind of “either or” is not true in spiritual progress, because
spiritual progress is like growing up. A child is still a human being
even if he is not a full-grown man. He still has the right to be called a
human being. You may not be in the full stature of Christ, but you
still have the right to be called a child of God if you have committed
yourself to him. So we have to be very mindful that the Beatitudes
speak of a goal towards which we press. It is the way along which we
walk. We must keep moving in that direction, and so long as we keep
moving along that direction, we can rightly be called a disciple.

You don’t become a disciple only after you have become all of these
things perfectly, which we shall never be in this life. But so long as
you are moving in that direction, you can rightly be called a disciple.
That is very important to understand because the new nature that is
in us needs to grow. It takes time to grow and hence the parallel with
the child. We are truly children even though we are not yet in the
fullness of the stature of Christ. We are growing in that direction, and
we make it our goal by God’s grace to keep on growing.



Now all this has a lot to do with the passage we are about to study
now in Matthew Chapter 16. In fact, the Beatitudes have a lot to do
with any part of the Lord’s teaching because it is the very foundation
of all his teaching. You can say that any particular saying of the Lord
Jesus can trace directly back to the Beatitudes. It is the crystalliza-
tion of the whole of his teaching. If you want his whole teaching in a
nutshell, it is right there in the Beatitudes. The rest of the teaching
of the Lord Jesus is expansion upon these Beatitudes and the Sermon
on the Mount.

Let us now turn to Matthew Chapter 16, and today, we shall consider
what is the foundation of the church, since we have been speaking
about the foundation teaching of the Lord Jesus. Let us read from
Matthew 16:13-23 to get the context.

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he
asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”
And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and
others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But
who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter replied, “You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God.”

And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah!
For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father
who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock
[ will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail
against it. [ will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was
the Christ. From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that
he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders
and chief priests and scribes, and be Killed, and on the third day
be raised.



And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far
be it from you, Lord!! This shall never happen to you.”

But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are
a hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the
things of God, but on the things of man.”

Come to the Word of God without preconceived
ideas

Here is a very important passage and we will concentrate our
attention on verse 18 today:

“And I tell you, you are Peter. And on this rock I will build my
church and the powers of death shall not prevail against it.”

This is a difficult passage. I think it’s difficult not because of its exege-
tical difficulty, but because theologians have tried to use this verse
to suit their particular dogmatic purposes. This is one thing that
bothers me about Christianity, that the Bible is used simply as
ammunition to defend their own theological positions. I plead for the
attitude that we come to the Bible with no theological positions to
defend, with no axes to grind, with no preconceived ideas, and
simply let the Word of God speak to us whatever it wants to say.

If we come already with certain fixed theological notions, and we
simply look for some passage in the Bible by which to defend those
notions, we are misusing the Word of God. We are treating the Word
of God simply as something that belongs to men that we can do with
it as we please. We may not treat the Word of God like this. If we do,
the non-Christian will say, “One theologian says this and another
theologian says that, it’s all a matter of interpretation.” When it
comes to exegesis, there is nothing in the Bible that [ know of that
has merely to do with interpretation. There are no two meanings
that can be derived from any particular text that [ know of. But of
course, you can twist any particular text to suit your purpose. If



“interpretation” means that you can twist any particular text to suit
your purpose, that is not interpretation, at least in the way that I
understand interpretation. Interpretation means to faithfully say
what is in that text. It's not for us simply to make it mean whatever
we think it should mean according to our theology.

Is the rock Christ or Peter?

What happens with this passage? The Protestant theologians and
the Catholic theologians are precisely on two opposite sides of the
fence about this verse, and they are going at each other non-stop
even now. The Catholic theologian takes the view that the rock is
Peter and that the church is somehow built on Peter. Why? It's
because they need to justify their claim that Peter was the first pope.

Maybe it does refer to Peter as the rock. But we must not come to
this conclusion because our theology has predisposed us to this
conclusion. That would be arriving at the right conclusion for the
wrong reason. And too many times, theologians do exactly that.
Whether it means Peter or not is the subject of investigation, and
that is exactly what we need to consider.

In the past, the Protestant theologians have tried to say no, this does
not refer to Peter, this refers to Christ. And they are very glad that
one of the foremost Catholic theologians, namely, Augustine, who
expounded this passage long before this argument about Peter,
never had any intention of defending the Papacy. Augustine declared
that the rock here refers to Christ, much to the embarrassment of the
Catholic theologians who always like to quote Augustine as one of
their foremost theological geniuses. He gives them no support in this
area. but rather, maintains that the rock is Christ.

Now then, what is the rock? What does the Lord Jesus tell us here
that he will build his church on? Did he say, “I will build my church
upon myself because I am the rock”? Or “I will build my church upon
Peter because he is the rock”? That is precisely the question. Let us



examine the problems involved here, and they are not that complex
to understand.

First, if the rock refers to Christ, what is the point of saying, “You are
Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church”? There must be
some kind of connection between the words, “You are Peter” and
“upon this rock” otherwise the words, “You are Peter” are irrelevant.
They should not be in the context at all. This is the great problem of
arguing to say that the rock refers to Christ. I am starting here with
a Protestant position, or some variation of this position that
maintains the rock refers to Christ. [ remind you again, if the rock
refers to Christ, why this preamble “You are Peter”? It must account
for the rock.

And itis for this reason that not only the Roman Catholic theologians
but even Protestant theologians, such as Eduard Schweizer of
Zurich, accepts that the rock refers to Peter in his recent commen-
tary on Matthew. So not only the Roman Catholic theologians but
also some Protestant theologians, such as Schweizer, accept that
given the structure of this sentence, the rock must refer to Peter. We
have seen that this is a real problem to the position that Christ is the
rock.

Is the church built on Peter’s confession that Jesus is
the Christ?

Martin Luther’s position is that the rock refers to Peter’s confession
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. He doesn’t put it bluntly that
Christ is not the rock. That is to say, Martin Luther thinks this
statement means, “You are Peter and on this ‘rock,’ namely your
confession, I build my church.” This is an attempt to somehow link the
words “You are Peter” with the following words, “upon this rock.”
This is only slightly more successful, but even a Protestant theolo-
gian like H.A.W. Meyer rejects Luther’s position as not linguistically
acceptable in the context of these words.



If the church is built upon the confession of Peter, we must ask the
question to further analyze this matter: Is it built upon the act of the
confession, or upon the substance of the confession? Which is it? Is it
“I build my church upon the substance of your confession” namely,
what you have said? Or is Christ going to build the whole structure
of his church on our act of confessing him?

This raises the further question: Is it built on one act of confession
or continuing acts of confession? The question begins to get more
and more complicated. How would you prove from Scripture that
the church is built on our activity of confessing Christ? There is
virtually no way to do it. This is Biblically non-acceptable, for while
the church may be built up by our activity, its foundations and what
upholds the church are not based on our activity of confessing him.

If it is not built upon the act of confession but upon the substance of
the confession namely, these words: “You are the Christ, the Son of
the living God,” the rock is Christ, the Son of the living God. In this
case, the rock is after all not the act of confessing but Jesus himself
who is the Christ, the Son of the living God. The church is built upon
Christ, the Son of the living God, which means this position is no
different from the previous one, namely that Christ is the rock.

Hence you can see that Meyer is quite correct in rejecting Luther’s
position that the rock is Peter’s confession. It does make a better
link, but Jesus didn’t say, “You have spoken the truth, Peter, and
upon this rock I will build my church.” He said, “You are Peter,” and
there is no reference to his confession. And we have to somehow
deduce that the confession is implied in “upon this rock”; it is
nowhere specified. Hence it is again unsatisfactory because it's an
argument from silence.

So you can see that the position that maintains that Peter’s confes-
sion of Jesus is the Christ, is the rock on which the church is built,
runs into certain serious problems exegetically - and we are not
arguing about whether we are talking as Roman Catholics or



Protestants. We are putting away all theological bias and prejudice
and looking simply at what the Lord Jesus said. I am prepared to
accept that if the Roman Catholics are right, we will say they are
right. We don’t say, “Although you are right, in fact, you are wrong
because we are Protestants.” This is ridiculous! We don’t argue in
this way at all. If they are right scripturally, they are right. That is all
there is to be said.

Three problems if Peter is the rock

So now, what is the other alternative? If, however, we say that Christ
is not the rock here but Peter is the rock, let’s examine this position.
What are the problems with the view that Peter is the rock? Now we
will find this position is equally riddled with problems. It is equally
full of problems. Let me examine three of them.

1. “Peter” is petros and “the rock” is petra

If Peter were the rock, wouldn’t you have expected the Lord Jesus to
say, “You are Peter and upon you [ will build my church”? You would
have expected the Lord Jesus to say exactly that. Isn’t that what he
should have said? “You are Peter and upon you I will build this
church.” But he did not say that. He said, “You are Peter and upon
this rock...”

The Greek word for “Peter” is petros, which means a piece of rock or
astone, and itis masculine. “You are Peter (petros),” Then, “upon this
rock (petra) I will build my church.” And petra, which means a great
rock, is feminine. The Lord Jesus changes the masculine to the
feminine. What is the great rock? This is why Protestant theologians
have argued that the rock must refer to Christ because it is a great
rock, petra. It's not the same word as petros. So you see linguistically,
the position that Peter is the rock is a very serious problem.



2. Paul says Christ, apostles and prophets are the foundation
of the church

Secondly, Paul expressly declares that the foundation of the church
is Christ. We see that in 1 Corinthians 3:11 Paul says there the well-
known words,

“For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid,
which is Jesus Christ.”

Christ is the rock; he is the foundation. There is no other foundation.
That again is the second reason for the Protestants’ position that
Christ is the foundation, the rock. But as soon as we have read this,
we have a next problem because in Ephesians 2:20-22, Paul goes on
to say that Jesus is not the only foundation of the church, or at least
not the entire foundation of the church:

built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ
Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole struc-
ture, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord.
In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for
God by the Spirit.

Paul having said that Jesus is the foundation, that Christ is the rock
upon which the church is built, he then goes on to say that in fact, he
is not the only foundation, that the apostles and prophets serve as a
secondary foundation, you may say, but still a foundation nonethe-
less. That is the problem about limiting the word “rock” to Christ
alone. Exegetically, Christ is not said to be the only foundation.

3. No New Testament teaching Peter is the sole foundation
of the church

Thirdly and very importantly, the objection to Peter as the rock is in
this. There is simply no New Testament teaching, no such evidence
in the Scriptures, that Peter alone is the foundation of the church.
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That is the fundamental and fatal stroke to the argument that Peter
is the rock.

No major doctrine can be built upon one single verse in the Bible,
especially when that verse is under contention as to its meaning,
because that is precisely to raise the question what this particular
verse means. And we have seen that nowhere, and I repeat, nowhere
in Scripture is it ever said that Peter is the sole foundation of the
church.

If both positions are under question, what shall we say about the
foundation? What is the rock? If it’s not Christ alone, and it’s not
Peter alone, what shall we say? Is it then a combination of both?
After all, that is what Paul said. Is it then a combination of both? Now
how shall we understand the answer to this question? As I said,
exegetically, it does not seem to me to be a very serious problem.

What is the rock?

1. The Old Testament describes God as the rock

What then is the rock? Let us consider the position about what
Scripture has to say about the rock. First of all, we notice that in the
Old Testament, God is repeatedly spoken of as the rock; God is the
rock. There are so many references to this in the Old Testament that
all you have to do is open a concordance and you will see a vast
number of references to God as the rock. Psalm 18:2 for example,
which uses both well-known Hebrew words, selah and sur for rock.
And verse 31 uses the Hebrew word, sur to describe God as rock. So
two different words for rock within the one psalm are used to
describe God as rock.

In Psalm 31:2, the word for rock is sur. In the next verse, you have
the other Hebrew word selah for rock. And this goes on right through
in Psalms. David speaks of God as “my rock in whom I take refuge”
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(2 Sam. 22:3), and “the rock of my salvation” (2 Sam. 22:47). And we
find no exception to this because in the Old Testament, only God,
never a man is described as a rock. God is always described as a rock.

There is one very interesting passage in Deuteronomy 32:18, which
speaks about God as “the rock who begot” you or “who bore” you.
That is a very unusual term. A rock does not beget or bear children.
Yet the picture here is of God as a mother or as a father, who gives
birth to children - the rock who begot you, who bore you. This is a
very remarkable expression, namely, the Israelites then are sons of
the rock. That is to say, they are partakers in a certain sense, of the
divine nature, being born of God. So far as I know, this is the first
expression in the Bible of being born of God, about the rock that
begot you. And this means that whoever is born of God participates
in the same nature as God. If you are born of a rock, then you by
nature are also rock. What is born of the Spirit is spirit. (Jo. 3:6)

2. The New Testament speaks of Jesus as the rock

The second point [ would like to make is that in the New Testament,
the rock refers to Jesus many times. For example, the rock in the
wilderness in 1 Corinthians 10:4 refers to Christ. Again, he is spoken
of as the rock of offense for example, “a stone of stumbling” or
Romans 9:33, 1 Peter 2:8 and so forth. So in the New Testament,
Jesus is spoken of as the rock.

To sum up these two points, it's very easy to remember, in the Old
Testament, only God is spoken of as rock; in the New Testament, only
Jesus is spoken of as rock. Hence the position of Peter as rock, or as
the sole rock upon which the church is built gets more and more
remote in the light of the Scriptural evidence.

3. Christ is the foundation rock

Thirdly, Christ is spoken of not only as the rock but also as the
foundation rock, as we saw in 1 Corinthians 3:11.
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“Rock” refers to the God’s divine nature

Now then, we need to ask the question: Where do we go from here
when we have already seen that although Christ is the rock in the
New Testament in many places, and God is the rock in the Old
Testament, could it be when Jesus said, “You are Peter and upon this
rock,” he means “I will build my church on God” rather than “upon
myself’? That exegesis, “I will build my church on God” still has the
same problem as saying that the rock is Christ, because the prece-
ding words, “You are Peter” are still there, and what are you going to
do with them? What is the point of the words, “You are Peter”?

The answer is: The rock is God’s nature. Jesus is saying, “I will build
my church upon the divine nature.” Once we understand this, the
problem disappears immediately. Even in the New Testament, the
rock refers to the divine nature. The word “rock” is never applied to
a human being in his natural state, because human nature, human
character by the very definition is weak. The spirit is willing but the
flesh is weak (Mt. 26:41; Mk. 14:38). You are not going to build your
church upon the flesh, or human activity, or even a human
expression of faith, for human faith is unsteady and wavering.

The church cannot be built on Peter, John, Paul

That is why we read from Matthew 16:21 onwards, no sooner had
Peter made this great confession of faith, he goes on to rebuke Jesus
for saying that he’s going to the cross and die. In verse 22 [NAS, RSV]
he said, “God forbid it, Lord!” What kind of expression is this?
Immediately, after so grand a confession of faith, he fails. Is Jesus
going to build the church on him? And a man who denies Christ three
times? No, we are not going to build a church on any man. Even if the
church were built on Peter if he had never failed, we would have a
pretty unsteady foundation.

Why build the church on Peter? Rather, build the church on the
apostle John, for there is no record that the apostle John failed at the
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crunch, at the time of the crucifixion. In fact, the apostle John was the
one who followed Jesus right into the courtroom. He never denied
Jesus. I would feel more secure if the church were built on the
apostle John rather than on Peter. What about the apostle Paul? He
was the sparkling example of spiritual greatness, would you feel
secure of the church being built on Paul?

No, the church is not going to be built simply as the fundamental
foundation of any particular man. No, that would be to miss the point
altogether. The flesh is weak, although the spirit may be willing.
Peter had a very willing spirit, but alas, did he ever know the flesh
was weak! Imagine, if Peter thought the church would be built on
him, I think he would be the first one to run as fast as his legs could
carry him! “Don’t build the church on me Lord! This will not do!”

Anyway, what is the point of building the church on a person who
has died and not yet come to the resurrection? What is significant
for the church to be built on him? “For the gates of Hades (the
powers of death) shall not prevail against it.” How would the gates
of Hades apply to Peter, or John, or Paul? The gates of death very
much prevail. It is Christ who smashed the gates of Hades asunder
and rose from the dead. The gates of hell would not prevail against
him. But they have prevailed against Peter and John and Paul for the
moment at least, until the Lord Jesus raises them up at the resur-
rection. So you see it cannot be Peter.

The church is built on the divine nature in Christ and in
Christ’s followers

But once we realize that the rock is referring to the divine nature in
Christ and in us, we understand perfectly what Paul means. There is
no contradiction on the one hand to say that the church is built on
Jesus in the foundation, as he says in 1 Corinthians 3:11, then he goes
on to say that it is also built on the apostles and prophets. You will
say to Paul, “Have you forgotten that you just said that there is no
other foundation than in Christ? Now you go on to say that it is also
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built on the apostles and on the prophets. Well, Paul, have you
forgotten what you said earlier?”

Paul has not forgotten. Paul, as I have always said, is the finest
exegete. He perfectly understood what the Lord Jesus meant. He
understood that this rock is the divine nature. This divine nature is
found perfectly in Christ, and we also have God’s nature. The church
is composed of that divine aspect in us namely, the new nature.
Whatsoever is born of the Spirit is spirit. Whatsoever is born of God
is a child of God.

Therefore, we have at one stroke not only come perfectly to
understand what the Lord Jesus means in Matthew but also perfectly
to understand what Paul means by saying something that seems to
be contradictory at first sight, but in fact, is perfectly in line with
what the Lord Jesus says. Many times, [ have been asked, “Why does
Paul say Christ is the foundation and then he says that the apostles
are the foundation? Which is it? But notice more importantly, in
Ephesians 2:20, Paul does not say that the apostles are the founda-
tion but “the apostles and prophets.” That makes a very big circle of
people. It's not just the twelve apostles that are the foundation, but
apostles and prophets, including various other people.

“Divine nature” shows Peter understood what Jesus said

Now this exposition of Paul’s is perfectly confirmed by Peter himself.
In fact, Peter is the only person in the New Testament who uses the
term “divine nature” (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4), and I think he understood
perfectly well what the Lord Jesus meant. He knew perfectly well
that the Lord Jesus did not say, “I'm going to build my church upon
you.” That is not what the Lord Jesus said. He said, “You are Peter,
and upon this rock I will build my church.”
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The name change from Simon to Peter shows a change in
nature

Notice carefully, in verse 16, the Lord first said, “Blessed are you
Simon Bar-Jona,” but when he comes to verse 18 that the Lord Jesus
changes Peter’s name. “You are Peter.” Simon bar Jona was what he
first addressed Peter as in his original name; Peter, in his unregene-
rate state. But when he comes to verse 18 he says, “You are Peter,”
that is to say, “You are a stone.” Peter is Simon’s new name, his name
which he received when he became a disciple, when he received the
new nature.

You must remember very well that Peter was not his original name.
His original name was Simon bar Jona. That was the name he grew
up with. But when he became a disciple, the Lord Jesus changed his
name. We are so used to calling him Peter that we forgot that this
was not his original name. This is his regenerate name, his name
when he became a new person after meeting with Christ.

John 1:42 records Peter meeting the Lord Jesus for the first time:

He (Simon’s brother, Andrew) brought him to Jesus and Jesus
looked at him and said, “So you are Simon the son of John?
(“John” is just another form for “Jona”) You shall be called
Cephas.”

Notice, “you shall be called.” Being changed needs time. Peter had not
yet been transformed at this stage, but “you shall be called” indicates
that he will become a new person. The Lord Jesus is saying, “When
you become a new person, that name for your new person shall be
Cephas which means Peter. The Aramaic word for “rock” is Cephas,
and the Greek word is petros, Peter.

So “Peter” is the name for him as a regenerate person. The same fact
is mentioned to us in Mark 3:16. In the context of listing the twelve
apostles it says, “Simon whom he (Jesus) surnamed Peter.” He was
given a new name because he was going to become a new person
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with a divine nature. He will have a new nature in him, which is a
divine nature.

The nature of rock is eternal

As I mentioned, Peter is the only person in the New Testament to use
this term “divine nature.” It is found in 2 Peter 1:4. In his second
letter Peter says, “you have become partakers of the divine nature.” In
other words, once, you were simply flesh and what was born of the
flesh is flesh, but now, you have been born of the Spirit and
whosoever is born of the Spirit is spirit. You have become partakers
of the divine nature, and because God is rock, you have been born of
the rock, exactly as it is said in Deuteronomy 32:18, “born of the
rock.” Therefore since we are born of God who is the rock, stable,
immovable, unchangeable, we have this God-like nature in us.

Rock is a picture of God because it is eternal, it is the nearest thing
in this world that we can call eternal. “The eternal and the everlast-
ing hills” is the English expression because everything in this world
changes, but the rocks seem to never change; they are the only
eternal element. “From everlasting to everlasting thou art God” (Ps.
90:2), and rocks symbolize the things that do not change, that are
steadfast, sure, immovable, in contrast to the weakness and
transience of human flesh.

On the other hand, Scripture compares man to the flowers of the
field. Man is like the flowers of the field that are beautiful, fresh and
lively today, but withered and gone tomorrow. But the rock abides
eternally! When we are born anew, when we are born of the Spirit
of God, we become rock. And this point is exactly what Peter himself
declares. He tells us that we are like living stones in his first letter, 1
Peter 2:5.

Notice, Peter has learned his lesson so well that he himself describes
the Lord Jesus as the living stone, and that we also share the same
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nature as him; we are also living stones or living rocks built up into
a spiritual house for God. We find all this in 1 Peter 2:4-5.

Come to him (Jesus) that living Stone, rejected by men but in
God’s sight chosen and precious, and like living stones your-
selves be built into a spiritual house.

Peter has understood the picture perfectly. He noticed that Jesus
addressed him by his new name. “You are Peter, partaker of the
divine nature. I'm not going to address you as Simon. But you are
Peter, a person with a new, rock-like nature. And upon this new
rock-like nature, this divine nature, [ will build my church. And the
gates of hell cannot prevail against this new nature, because what is
born of the Spirit is spirit and the Spirit of God is eternal.” We have
everlasting life. The gates of hell shall not prevail.

The new nature — the church is built on God’s
victorious nature

Now this fact is so fully confirmed that the apostle John says exactly
the same thing. The gates of hell cannot prevail against the new
nature thatis in us. In fact, we prevail against it. Let us look at 1 John
5:4 and see how fully this exposition is confirmed, whether it be in
Peter or Paul or John. 1 John 5:4 says,

For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world.
And this is the victory that has overcome the world - our faith.

Neither the world nor death overcomes what is born of God. This
new nature that is born of God overcomes the world. It is through
faith, through this total commitment that God makes us born again,
a new person.

Notice, he does not build his church upon our faith. He builds his
church upon the divine character, but it is through faith that we
come to this divine character. If it were built upon our shaky faith,
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that would be a very insecure foundation. It is not upon our faith, our
work, our commitment, but upon God’s work in us. That is the
foundation upon which the church is built. Whoever is born of God
overcomes the world. It cannot be defeated by the world. Our flesh,
even our faith can be defeated by the world, but not the divine nature
that is in us. So long as we have this divine nature in us, we over-
come.

In fact, not only do we overcome the world, but we also overcome
the Evil One because of this divine nature. This is what John says in
1 John 2:13-14, he speaks about overcoming the Evil One.

[ am writing to you, fathers, because you know him who is from
the beginning. [ am writing to you, young men, because you have
overcome the evil one. 1 write to you, children, because you know
the Father. I write to you, fathers, because you know him who
is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you
are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have
overcome the evil one.

“You have overcome the Evil One” is repeated twice. If you overcome
the Evil One, you will certainly overcome “the powers of death,” or
“the gates of Hades,” (Mt. 16:18) which works through the Evil One.
What is “the powers of death” in the plural? The powers of death are
precisely the Evil One, the world and the flesh. It is Satan that brings
death to us. It is the world that brings death to us.

Notice another power of death: the false teachers that go about in
this world. There are so many powers of Hades we need to
overcome. The apostle John writes in 1 John 4:4,

Little children, you are of God, and have overcome them for he
who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.

Since you are born of God, you “have overcome them.” Who are
“them”? These are the false prophets referred to in verse 1, who re-
present the spirit of Antichrist, everything that is opposed to Christ.
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So the powers of Hades represent everything that is opposed to life,
opposed to God. But all these powers of darkness and of death will
not overcome the church that is built upon the divine nature that is
in us. Whosoever is born of God overcomes Satan, the false prophets,
the world, and so in the process of all that, overcomes sin. Now all
this is exceedingly beautiful to notice.

The character of God’s nature is: Love!

What then is the mark of this divine nature in us? What is the
character, the quality of the divine nature? In the very passage we
just read in 1 John chapter 5, we will find that the apostle John has
already explained these things in the first five verses. What is the
mark of somebody that is born of God? Both in this passage and in
the whole of First John he tells us that anyone who does not love is
not of God. But the person who loves is born of God.

If you ask, how do I know whether I have the new nature or not?
How do [ know whether I am a living stone which is part of the
structure of the church as a whole? John tells us very simply: Just
look at whether or not you love. There is the mark of the new nature
in us put in a very practical way. There is the sure test of it. If you do
not love, you know that no matter how great is your Bible know-
ledge, how much you know in your head, you don’t have the new
nature because whatever is born of God has the character of God.
What is the character of God? In 1 John 4:8, John tells us that God as
to his nature is love. And he repeats that God as to his nature is love
in 1 John 4:16. Therefore, where there is this heavenly love, you
know that there is the new nature.

To sum up this picture, we see that the Lord Jesus builds his church
upon the divine nature which finds its expression in love. That is
why he repeatedly commands his disciples, “By this all people will
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
(Jo.13:35)
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The Church today is defeated, weak, and so cannot
overcome

But that is precisely where the difficulty begins. Anyone who has
ever seriously tried to love in a Christ-like way will immediately
know that the spirit is willing but the flesh is desperately weak! We
are forever selfish in our nature. The flesh forever dominates us, and
that is why we don’t overcome the world, the Evil One, and the false
prophets. When the false prophets come and teach us things which
are completely untrue, we don’t even know how to discern whether
what they say is true or false. Why? Because our spirit is indeed
willing but the flesh is weak. God’s love is not overflowing in our
lives, therefore we live defeated Christian lives. God’s love, his divine
nature does not have full control of our lives, therefore we are
defeated.

Look at the church of defeated people, who don’t know what is joy,
what is peace, because love, joy and peace all go together. We don’t
know any of these things. We are restless in our inner nature. We are
somber, lacking in joy because love does not overflow in our hearts.
We cannot say with the Psalmist, “My cup overflows.” The cup of love
does not overflow. We have barely enough to fill up the little bit
underneath; it doesn’t overflow in abundance. The Lord Jesus said
in John 7:37b-38, as | many times like to quote:

“If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever
believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will
flow rivers of living water.”

Where do we see triumphant Christians with this divine nature in
them? Instead, we see Christians who are utterly defeated, crawling
dejectedly on the ground and wondering, “Does this Christianity
work or not? I find that it doesn’t work. I find that I am defeated.
The Bible says, Jesus’ disciples “overcome the world” but I don’t
overcome the world; I am beaten down by the world every week.
They “overcome Satan,” but Satan has been having a grand time
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playing cat-and-mouse with me, where I am the mouse and he is the
cat! He is not only chewing off my tail and my ears, but he’s going to
chew off my neck as well!” Overcoming Satan! Where are the
overcomers? We are in a pitiful state! What has happened to us?

We have not allowed God to do his full work in our
lives

We have not been totally committed to God’s work in our hearts. We
say with our mouths that we are totally committed, but when it
comes down to the brass tacks of the matter, you know whether or
not you have experienced this divine nature in you, simply by
examining whether or not you are triumphant in the Christian life. If
you are, praise God! You are one of the few overcomers in this
generation! You are one of the few in whom the divine nature has
full sway, and the love of God is pouring out of you like a river. Or do
you have to be squeezed to get a few drops of love out of you?
Perhaps even if you squeeze hard enough, not even a few drops will
come out. But Christians should be rivers of living water!

Many times, when I read the teaching of the Lord Jesus and compare
it to the life of Christians we see around us, I don’t find that we have
begun to understand Christianity. We have not begun to understand
the Lord Jesus’ teaching. He says, “I will build my church on this
wonderful foundation of the divine nature, a church overflowing
with God’s love.” No wonder Paul could speak of the church as a body
in which each cares for the other, and there is this interaction of
giving oneself to the other, this concern for one another, this anxiety
for one another, this true commitment, ready to pour out ourselves
for one another. Where do we see this kind of church?
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We must examine ourselves to see if we have God’s
love

As a church, we meet once a week and we say hello as politely as we
can, ask a few superficial questions about each other, and then we
say bye-bye until next week. That’s it! Alas! We don’t even come near
to understanding the foundation of the church because we don’t
even know what this kind of love is in practice. In 1 John 3:16, John
says to the Christians, “Love one another as he loved you, and be
willing to lay down your life for one another as he laid down his life
for you.” I dare not read this! It got stuck in my throat. I cannot get it
down because we can barely smile at each other let alone lay down
our lives for one another! It’s like a primary school student trying to
take a university exam! This is too ridiculous!

We don’t even know the beginning of being slightly concerned for
one another, even so much to the extent that we pick up the phone
some time during the week and ask the other person, “How are you
getting on today? Is there something I can pray for you about?” You
don’t even get to that. Exerting that five minutes of conversation
would wear us out! To be speaking of laying down our lives for one
another would be too much! What does all this show? Is the divine
nature in us or isn’t it? Have we been born of the Spirit of God or not?
Shouldn’t there have been a revolution of the divine love in our lives?
We cannot even find drops of living water flowing out of us never
mind rivers!

Urgently plead with God to help us see

What kind of Christianity are we talking about? And sometimes, I
share with you beloved brothers and sisters, I get so discouraged
that I feel like just going on a very, very long holiday for a very, very
long time. I would like to find a quiet mountain top and really be
quiet before God and say, “Am I talking nonsense? Here [ am preach-
ing a gospel of a divine revolution in the human soul and all I can see
is squabblings, groanings, murmurings and endless problems that
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we have to confront. Today, someone is down-hearted, and another
day someone else is depressed, there is no end of it! We deal with
endless depression never mind rivers of living water! We can hardly
get on to our feet let alone run.

So we must ask God urgently now to help us not to be hypocrites, not
to be fools but to ask ourselves, “Am I living the Christian life as it is
meant to be lived? Or should I just stop deceiving myself altogether?”
Every day, I go before God and ask him, “Has there been some full-
ness overflowing through me today? Or am I just fighting to survive?

[ am fighting to survive! I find that the forces of evil come in upon me
from all directions. The world presses in. Satan presses in. The
pressures already come in all directions without the pressure from
false prophets. We are struggling merely to survive never mind turn
the deserts into fertile fields with our rivers. We are struggling just
to keep our one little lentil patch, hoping that this little patch of land
will produce a few grains, so that we will have a little something to
show at the Day of Judgment, and say, “Lord, here is a little harvest.”

We are fighting just to keep this little “oasis” green, never mind
overcoming the deserts to be transformed into oases. When will the
deserts be transformed into fertile fields to blossom as the rose?

The church is also built on prophets, faithful
preachers of God’s Word

The church then is built upon the divine nature. Christ has the divine
nature, and the divine nature is also in us. The church is built upon
Christ and upon the apostles and the prophets. Who are the pro-
phets? The prophets are preachers of God’s Word. When you preach
the Word of God, you are a prophet, and upon you the church is being
built. Take for example, those laboring in Hong Kong to build the
church, they are functioning as apostles and prophets. They are ser-
ving as a foundation from which a church is building up, not an
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organization but a living structure of the body of Christ is being built
up.

Wherever there are apostles and prophets who faithfully proclaim
God’s Word, who faithfully live the life that we are called to live in
the divine nature, there the church is being built up. That is what the
Lord Jesus is saying. That is what Peter understood perfectly, as he
tells us in his letters. That is what the apostles Paul and John
understood perfectly.

But having said that, we must ask again: Is the divine nature truly
active in me and in you? And again, we must test it by seeing
whether I love - whether I love you all my brothers and sisters;
whether I love my family as I ought to love them; whether I love
people who are opposed to Christ as I ought to love. There is the acid
test of whether or not we are truly Christians.

May God help us especially in this summer camp, where we want to
learn the divine nature, that is, loving one another in a very practical
way. I found it particularly appropriate that we should return to
consider this divine nature at that time.

Let us now be quiet now before God in prayer.
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