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“But | have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.

And when you have turned again; strengthen your brothers.”
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“Behold, Satan demanded to have you
that he might sift you like wheat”

Luke 22:31-34 (Par. Matthew 26:30-35)

by Pastor Eric Chang
Montreal, July 4, 1982

oday, I would like to address some words to those who were

baptized, and I would also like to address these words to our
dear brothers and sister of the Second Training Team who are about
to leave us for Hong Kong.

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he
might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your
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faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen
your brothers.” Peter said to him, “Lord, | am ready to go with
you both to prison and to death.” Jesus said, “I tell you, Peter,
the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times
that you know me.”

(Luke 22:31-34)

You will recall that [ have preached on this message some months
ago, but we have far from exhausted the content of this passage. |
expounded in terms of the heavenly court and the function of Satan,
which is important as a background to understanding another as-
pect of the Lord Jesus’ teaching in this extremely important section
that we will talk about today. But I trust that you will still understand
without having heard that particular exposition.

Survive Satan’s challenge to your commitment to
God by intercession

Today, I shall concentrate on a very important aspect of this passage,
namely on intercession: “I have prayed for you that your faith may
not fail.” This is the ministry of intercession.

I would like to say to those who have been baptized: You have to
know that you have become united with Christ through baptism, and
that you have entered into the realities of the spiritual world. You
are going to begin to face spiritual battles such as you have not
known to exist before. Those who don’t know the realities of the
spiritual world are going to experience this through baptism in a
new way. Satan is going to sift you like wheat if he can just get his
hands on you. And certainly, the power and the reality of the Enemy,
Satan, and the power and the reality of God are going to become far
more real to you when you walk in the spiritual life.



Therefore in view of the reality of the spiritual life, I would like to
say to these dear newly-baptized brothers and sisters, it won'’t be
long before you are going to be subjected to trials. Satan is going to
test your faith. Do you say that you have made a commitment? Satan
is going to challenge that commitment, whether it can stand the kind
of test that he is going to put you to.” Hence, I would like to say
something to you about how to survive this test.

[ would also like to speak to those of the Second Training Team about
to leave us. In Montreal, you have been sheltered. There are others
who have taken the brunt of the attacks and you have sheltered
under their wings. But when you go forth, that shelter will not quite
be there again. You are going to be the object of the attack. Satan is
going to be able to side-step those who once held back his attacks,
and you are going to get it really badly, as those who have been in
Hong Kong have already had a taste of what Satan can do. So it is
important for you to understand the ministry of intercession that we
will come to today.

Satan “demanded”: asked for possession of, and Jesus
intercedes for

Let us look first in detail at this passage in terms of what it has to say
about intercession. “Satan demanded to have you.” This word
“demand” or “ask for” appears very infrequently in the Scriptures in
the Greek. Satan has asked for you specifically. Satan wants all of you
apostles so that he can sift you. Now this word is used in secular
Greek for example, in terms of someone specifically asking for the
hand of a girl in marriage. He asked for this person. It is specific.

Or it can be used in the Greek as to demand the surrender of a
criminal. For example, you are keeping or protecting someone who
has run away from the law, a fugitive from the law, the officers of the
law are standing at your door and demanding that you hand over



this person for trial to face the full rigors of the law. So this is the way
the word is used.

There is the active, passive and the middle in Greek and here, it is
the middle. The middle generally means to ask something for oneself,
having a kind of reflexive meaning. So Satan has demanded to have
you for himself. He wants you in his possession so as to specifically
sift you.

One interesting point is that here in the middle voice, it can have the
meaning of intercession. Here we have Satan begging or pleading or
demanding, whichever you like, asking to have the apostles in his
power. On the other side, you see Jesus interceding and pleading for
the same apostles that they do not collapse.

When I expounded on this passage previously, we saw that Satan can
in fact, go before God and ask for someone if he has a particularly
good reason. We also saw that God has to honor his request. In terms
of law, even criminals have rights under the law as many people
have discovered, much to their annoyance sometimes. In this legal
battle, Satan is making demands to have Peter in particular, and the
apostles. And remarkably, his demand is granted.

We saw that in the case of Job. Satan pleaded to have Job in his power
and Job was handed over into his power. As you know, the whole
Book of Job is about that because Satan had a case. Satan said, “Job is
totally committed to you. He loves you through and through only
because you have protected him and have given him every blessing.
If you do that to all your people, of course they are going to love you.
You give them blessing and protect them all the time. Just let me get
at them for a little while, and I will show you that their commitment
to you is nothing but sham. It doesn’t stand the test.”

Then God said, “You have a case, and maybe your case stands. I will
remove the protection and the blessing from him. Go ahead and have
a go at him, but you may not kill him.”



Jesus prays: Let your faith not break, so that Satan
has no right on you

[ warned that Job had not even sinned, and yet Satan made a point
against him which God conceded. What happens to us when we sin?
Satan will be able to come as the prosecutor and say, “This fellow has
sinned. Put him in my power.” You will read in 1 Corinthians 5:1 that
when this man committed adultery in the worst form, Satan had a
case against him. This fellow has committed mortal sin punishable
by death. Paul says, “I deliver this man to Satan” as a matter of disci-
pline. Satan is going to have his way with his power. He has to be
delivered over. Therefore I say to every disciple, to every Christian,
live your life carefully in case you give the enemy just cause against
you. Satan has a case. Did you commit sin? Satan can say to God, “I
have a right to deal with this fellow. You've got to put him over into
my hands.” We saw that one of the functions of Satan was to be the
executor or the torturer.

Here we are not told on what grounds Satan demanded to have the
apostles; at least in Peter’s case, Satan got the right to sift Peter.

Notice carefully in this passage, the Lord does not say, “l have prayed
for you that you will not be sifted.” He says, “You are going to be
sifted. Satan has got a claim on you now, and I can only pray that
your faith will not fail.” I would like you to grasp this point clearly,
that Satan is going to sift Peter and the Lord Jesus doesn’t pray that
he will not be put through the grinder as it were. He is going to be
put through the grinder.

This brings us to look at those words, “that your faith may not fail.”
This word “fail” is also a very strong word, and it means to come to
an end, to cease, to stop; it can even mean to die. So the word “fail”
means not merely failing an exam, but fail in the sense that the heart
has failed or stopped. It means heart failure, heart attack, when the
heart cannot function properly anymore. It means to quit, to give up,
to forsake, to desert, to die, to cease. These are the kinds of meaning



that this Greek word has. The Lord Jesus says, “I have prayed that
your faith may not quit, that your faith may not fail, in the sense that
it gives up or breaks.”

Most teaching today says it’s not possible that faith
dies

According to most teaching nowadays, there is no possibility of a
faith failing. If we being once saved are always saved, then there is

no need for the Lord Jesus to pray that Peter’s faith may not fail,
since his faith cannot break or die by some unknown definition.

But that is not the Lord Jesus’ teaching. The Lord’s teaching is that
Peter’s faith is in danger of failing. In fact, all the apostles are in
danger of collapse. Therefore he says, “When you return,” the word
here translated “return” is used for example, in John 12:40 of
conversion. “When you have repented and turned around again,” is
a very strong word. It means falling in such a way as to need turning
back, virtually to be converted. This stresses that this is no small
failure; Peter is going to fail very badly. But the Lord Jesus is simply
going to pray that he does not go right through the floor. He will be
knocked down but not utterly knocked out, to use Paul’s picture.

So the Lord Jesus foresees the enormous danger and he is saying,
“When you turn around again, strengthen your brethren because
they are also in great danger.” “Strengthen” is the word also used in
Revelation 3:2 by the Lord Jesus to the Sardis Church, which has the
name of being alive but is dead, “Strengthen what remains, and is
about to die.”

If the meaning of “fail” is merely being weak and temporarily failing
to meet God’s mark, if the spiritual life cannot die, there is no need
to strengthen any “smoldering wick that is about to be quenched”
(Mt. 12:20). There is no danger that the spiritual life does die.



Thanks be to God that we have an intercessor! But we are going to
ask why the Lord Jesus interceded for Peter but not for Judas. Judas
collapsed. Peter’s faith was still able to survive the strain; he still
came through by the intercession of the Lord Jesus, but not
unscathed.

Faith is: Total commitment that will stand the test of
prison and death

In the process of considering the matter of intercession, let us look
at another question, the definition of faith. Many people speak about
faith but don’t understand what it means. The Reformation drew our
attention to the fact that justification is by faith, but the great
weakness of the Reformation is that it left us without a definition of
faith. We are justified by faith, but what is faith? We can ask the
average Christian who claims to be a Christian, what is faith, and he
doesn’t know how to define faith. He doesn’t know what faith is. He
says something about trusting in the Lord, but what does trust in
God mean? How much trust do you need to be counted as trusting
God? Trust is a relative word. You trust some people more, and
others less. How much trust do you need to trust? If you speak of
total trust, then you are using exactly the term we have constantly
used, so that faith is to be defined in terms of a total commitment.

Notice that the Lord Jesus says to Peter, “I have prayed for you that
your faith will not fail” he knows what the Lord Jesus means by
faith, and immediately, he goes on to say in verse 33, “Lord, | am
ready to go with you to prison and to death.” When the Lord said that
his faith might collapse, Peter understood him to mean that when
the pressure of persecution is about to arise, his commitment would
not stand the test, and he would no longer be able to go on as a
disciple. And he gives the Lord Jesus assurance, “No, [ am still totally
committed to you! [ am ready to go with you to prison, and if that’s
not enough, I will go with you to my death.” He understands that



faith is total commitment, and the failure of faith means that it will
not stand the test of prison and of death.

But the Lord Jesus knows that his commitment is not quite as strong
as he thinks. Here it is denying his estimate of the strength of his own
commitment, and in no way denying his sincerity. This is a very
important point. As you sit quietly in your chair, you may have the
certainty that you can stand prison, and if necessary, even death for
the sake of Christ and God. But when those realities come to you, you
may not be able to stand the test. Yet, one thing can be said of Peter:
he genuinely thought that he had that commitment.

Lord Jesus intercedes when you are tested if your
commitment is sincere

Here are both warning and comfort to us. The warning is, you really
believed, as Peter really believed that his faith is totally committed,
but he was wrong. And you and I may be wrong. The comfort s, Jesus
will intercede for you if you say, “I am genuinely committed, but I
may break under test.” For people like you and me, our estimate of
our commitment may be wrong. We may not be as strong as we
think, but if it is truly and sincerely as we are able to say, “I will
follow you to prison and to death,” you can be sure that the Lord Jesus
will intercede for you and for me on the basis of the genuineness, the
sincerity of our commitment; then in the hour of trial, we may be
knocked down but we won'’t be knocked out. You may fall like Peter,
but we won'’t be utterly wiped out like Judas. I find this to be a great
comfort, to know that Jesus’ intercession is for such people, which
includes most of us here, because which of us have really been tested
with the possibilities of death at this time? Yet we think: “Yes Lord, |
will make it through with you!” But are you right to be so confident?
Jesus’ words will be our strength and our confidence: “I have
prayed for you that your faith may not fail.”



“Pray”: Beg someone to meet your need or another’s
need; to intercede

The word “pray” (in “I have prayed for you”) in Greek deomai
literally means to be in want, to be in need. From that basic meaning,
it goes on to have the meaning, to ask someone, or pray to someone
to meet that need. So the basicidea is that of need. If there is no need,
you don’t ask. You ask because there is a felt need. This word
basically has the idea of implore, beseech, beg, request on the basis
of my need or someone else’s need. Hence this word has the meaning
of intercede, but it can be requesting on the basis of my own need or
someone else’s need. It doesn’t have to be for my own need. Christ
sees the need in Peter and he implores on Peter’s behalf. In this case,
Peter is not even aware of his own need, and that is the importance
of having Jesus as our intercessor because we don’t know our own
inadequacies. We often think we are stronger than what we really
are.

God’s love for us: Christ died for us, and lives to
intercede for us

There are two things that [ would like to say. First, it is Christ’s inter-
cession. Second, it is our intercession. Today, we tend to stress the
death of Christ, and it’s very important that he died for us, because
he legally covered our guilt and our sins by his blood. Yet, we see his
dying for us as the chief evidence of his love for us. God shows me
something as I study his Word, that his love for me is expressed not
mainly that in the past, the Christ he sent died for me, but also that
Christ intercedes for me right now day after day after day, through
all the days of my life. (Heb. 7:25) That is love!

It's often easier to rescue a person and don’t have to care what
happens to him afterwards.



It’s like what many Christians do in what is called “evangelism.” You
geta person to make “a decision” so it is called. You take out the Four
Spiritual Laws booklet, and show him that he is a sinner and that he
needs God, so he needs to repent of his sins and be cleansed by
Christ’s blood. You will ask, “Now do you believe in Jesus?” And he
says “Yes.” Then you will pray together, tell him he has come to God,
and say, “Sign your name here on the dotted line.” And that’s it! You
have registered a conversion and you will forget about him after two
or three days. That is the most irresponsible thing that you can do to
anyone in so-called “evangelism.”

What do you do when you bring a baby into the world? Do you only
say, “Hallelujah! We’ve got a baby! We'll give him a name”? Then
after that, do you give him a milk bottle for one day and say, “Bye-
bye! I've got to go and get some more babies”? What will happen to
this poor baby? You have no time for him because you have more
babies, more conversions. We are all going to make conversions, get
more new-born people into the kingdom, and then forget about
them. What will happen to the existing babies? They either die of
starvation because no one has time for them, or they remain babies
forever, walking around with pacifiers in their mouths. Every time
they make a noise, you put a pacifier in their mouths. “Be quiet! I've
got more babies coming!” The resultis there are pews of people with
pacifiers in their mouths and they never grow up spiritually. Ten
years later, if they still survive by some miracle, they are still
spiritual babies!” When you talk to them about spiritual things, they
will say, “I'm still trying to read the Bible.” They have never gone
beyond the baby stage.

This is one of the worst phenomenon in the church today. The whole
church is full of babies. This so-called “mass conversion” is the most
irresponsible thing that the church has done. It gets hundreds of
people coming to God only to remain babies forever, or they just die
off; they cannot survive because no one continues to feed them. No
one continues to intercede for them. No one continues to build them
up for God.
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This is not the way Paul functioned. If a person opened his heart to
God, you have a spiritual baby, and the whole family of God’s people
looks after him. They see to it that he gets the nourishment to
continue to grow. They see to it that if he stumbles and hurts his
knee, someone cleans his knee and puts a little bandage on him, pats
him on the back and says, “Try again!” Then next time he falls over
and hurts the other knee, there is someone to say, “Don’t cry. Don't
cry.” They clean up the other knee and bandage it. Gradually, he
begins to walk! Then one day, he begins to run! Another day, he even
wins the 100-meter dash! Then they will say, “That’s the way! Keep
growing up into the fullness of Christ.”

It is the same thing with the Lord Jesus. He doesn’t just die for us,
save us from our sins, and we are left standing there at a loss. An
analogy for this could be: the judge’s gavel came down in the
courtroom, and he proclaimed, “Christ died for you and your sins are
acquitted.” Then you stand outside the courtroom and look left and
right and wonder, “I'm free from sin, but what will happen to me
now?” That is the pathetic picture of so many Christians who have
been saved, and are like criminals set free from prison. Many of you
know that in the prison ministry, one of the worst things for the
criminal who has been released from prison, is that he has no idea
where he is going and what he is going to do. He stands on the street
outside the prison wall, looks at the prison which was his home for
most of his life, and he hasn’t got a friend in sight. He doesn’t know
where to go.

One of the most crucial stages of caring for the prisoner is when he
comes out of the prison. Otherwise he goes back into crime. Most
prisoners released from prison simply revert to crime, and a few
years later or a few weeks later, they are back in prison again. That
would be their home where they can have food, watch television,
and have guards look after them as nannies. It's much more comfor-
table in prison than out because they don’t know what to do.
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That is exactly what happens to so many people who got converted.
They started the first step in the process of salvation; they got
released from prison, and they stand in the world and say, “Where
do I go from here? I don’t know what I'm supposed to do.” So they
fall back into sin again, go back to jail again. When they are released
again, they go out and fall back into sin again. They are like people
going to confession, “Father, I've sinned today” Then the priest says,
“Go and do some penitence.” Next week, they fall into the same sin
again and return for confession. Again, the priest says, “Do some
more penitence and come back again.” This happens week in week
out. This is not Christianity!

So I would like you to understand that the Lord Jesus did not just die
for us. Much more than that, he placed us into a family. And even
more than that, he ever lives to make intercession for us. [ beg of you
to understand we are saved not merely by his death. Thanks be to
God we are saved through his unceasing intercession for us! Let us
look at this in Hebrews 7:23-25 to see the Lord Jesus’ priestly
ministry for us day after day:

The former priests were many in number, because they were
prevented by death from continuing in office, but he holds his
priesthood permanently, because he continues forever.
Consequently, he is able to save to the uttermost those who
draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make
intercession for them.

You wouldn’t be spiritually alive if Jesus had not
been interceding for you

How does he save you? Just by his death? His death alone will not
avail to save you. To some, Romans 5:10 is a rather startling
statement as far as Scripture is concerned:
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For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the
death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall
we be saved by his life.

What does the Scripture mean by this? To your minds, it is his death
alone that saves you. Thanks be to God for his death! But his death
only clears you of past guilt. What happens from now and into the
future? The past is clear but where do we go from here? As a new-
born baby, you don’t have the strength to stand on your own feet.
You may be cleared of guilt, but the enemies outside are too strong
for you. Satan would tear you to pieces before you can go two yards
down the road were it not for the constant care and intercession of
the Lord Jesus for you. We depend on Jesus’ intercession moment by
moment. He ever lives to make intercession for his disciples, God’s
people. Itis of greatest importance to grasp this point. You and [, just
like Peter, would not have survived, but for the Lord Jesus’
continuing intercession. Did you know that? You must let this truth
go deeply into your heart and mind, that you would not be spiritually
alive today if it were not for the fact that Jesus has been interceding
for you. Since the day that you were born into the world spiritually,
since your new birth, he has been pleading for you.

Don’t dare to sin easily as Satan will immediately get
you! Repent speedily!

How many times did you sin in the past days, not to say past years?
Do you know that Satan, the great prosecutor and adversary in the
spiritual courtroom in heaven would have said to God, “Look at the
sins this Christian has committed! He was baptized, but do you dare

to own this person as your child? You are obliged to hand him over
to me because he sinned!”

Remember, God may be obliged to hand you over to Satan according
to your sins. If that were the case, you wouldn’t have survived the
sifting that Satan would put you through, or has put you through,
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perhaps more than once before. Haven’t you gone through terrible
times? People who get baptized suddenly find so many things going
wrong. Suddenly, there are car accidents. Suddenly, something goes
wrong. Suddenly, some friend turns against you. Suddenly, your
parents don’t talk to you anymore. Suddenly, your health begins to
fail. There are all kinds of things happening. Satan’s got something
against you and he’s going to work on you.

If it were not the fact that Jesus is our advocate, pleading our cause,
as we see in 1 John 1:9-2:2, we would never have survived:

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say we
have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.
My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you
may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with
the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the propitiation for
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole
world.

God has to function by spiritual laws, which, are inviolable like the
laws of physics. You cannot hope to jump off the roof without being
speedily dashed to pieces because the law of gravity is surely going
to pull you down.

In the news, there was a person who claimed that he could fly by
magic power. He said he was superman, and asked the reporters to
gather to see that he could defy the law of gravity and take off into
the air from a window on the eighth floor of a hotel. Well, he went
down into the pavement as quickly as anybody else and was
pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital. He tried to defy the law
of physics by whatever he imagined himself to be, but that was
useless. These laws will not be disrespected by anyone. In the same
way, the spiritual laws stand. God governs a spiritual universe that
functions by spiritual laws, and if you break those laws, you will
suffer the consequences of those laws.
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Remember again, Satan will have a case against you. Don’t dare to
sin easily. Don’t even dare to be easily rude to a brother or sister.
The Lord Jesus says, “If you say to your brother “You fool,” you will
stand before the courts of heaven to answer for that statement that
you dared to call him, ‘You fool!”” because you have broken a
spiritual law whereby you are to love your neighbor as yourself. And
Satan will get you immediately.

Therefore repent speedily. Confess of your sins speedily. Don’t
wait to let Satan put this matter into court. Even if you repent, an
offense has been committed, but at least your advocate, your
intercessor, the Lord Jesus can make a defense for you. Don’t make
his work so difficult. We live in ignorance of spiritual realities. His
intercession is so essential to our survival.

Two intercessors: The Holy Spirit of Yahweh God and
the Lord Jesus

So important is this for our survival that God has provided for us two
intercessors to plead our case. We don’t have one intercessor but
two. The other intercessor is the Holy Spirit, God himself. Let us look
the other intercessor in Romans 8:26-27.

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not
know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself inter-
cedes for us with groanings too deep for words. And he who
searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because
the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.

Jesus intercedes up there in the heavenly court at the right hand of
the Father. And the Holy Spirit of God intercedes down here, at the
grassroots level, as you may put it, pleading our case for us from
inside every Christian, with sighs (groanings) too deep to express in
words.
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We are the most careless of all! Who says we can be Christians and
we don’t need holiness? What is this talk that holiness is salvation
by works? Hebrews 12:14 tells us: “Without holiness no man shall
see God,” which means that you will not even survive spiritually
without holiness. The Holy Spirit pleads for us from inside us with
groanings, which words cannot even utter. Christ Jesus our Lord is
also pleading at the right hand of the Father. Yet we are the most
careless of all! We are fools who don’t understand what is happening
in the spiritual world! Our spiritual survival is in such danger that we
have two intercessors pleading our cause! Thanks be to God that even
in our foolishness and ignorance, somehow, we have survived to this
day! Only in heaven will we know how many times we came near to
being wiped out altogether but for the pleading of two intercessors
on our behalf, God himself and his Christ.

The Lord Jesus expressed his love to Peter when he said, “I have
pleaded for you Peter, that your faith may not fail.” Like us, Peter is
the most ignorant of all when he said, “Lord, I am ready to go with
you both to prison and to death.” By this he implied: “I will not fail.
You don’t have to plead for me, Lord. Don’t worry about me. You can
worry about the other disciples because even if they deny you, I
won’t deny you. Maybe you should pray for them. You shouldn’t be
praying for me.” What foolishness! How dull we are of understand-
ing! But how patient are both Yahweh God and Christ Jesus with us!
How much better do they know us!

You can imitate Christ and have a most important
ministry: Intercession

Before we close, I would like to talk about intercession on our part,
because it is not merely the responsibility of God and the Lord Jesus
to intercede for us. We think, “Since you tell me that Jesus is
interceding for me, and the Holy Spirit of God is interceding for me,
I can take a holiday! I've got no problems!” Sometimes, we wonder

16



what is Jesus doing since he ascended into heaven. Maybe he’s taking
a rest, and only at the Second Coming, will he put on his royal
garments and come back to see us. We don’t understand that we
keep the Lord Jesus and God so busy every day! Psalm 121:4 tells us
that Yahweh God who keeps Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps.
While you and I are snoozing in bed, the Lord Jesus is pleading for us
at the heavenly court that we do not collapse. Whenever we are
weak and don’t know how to pray as we ought, the Spirit of God in
us intercedes for us according to his will. If you want to talk about
God’s love and Christ’s love, their pleading for us day and night
should move us every bit! This is no reason to think that we can leave
intercession to God and Christ because it’s a matter of our survival.

In 1 Timothy 2:1, we read that the saints are also to intercede, that
this ministry is entrusted to you and me. We can say that this is top
priority for Paul. One of the four different words he uses for prayer
is intercession: supplications, prayers, intercessions and thanksgiv-

ing.

First of all, then, [ urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions
and thanksgivings be made for all people

We think sometimes that preaching is the most vital ministry, and it
is the most vital ministry, but you may not be trained to preach.
Preaching takes a lot of training. Teaching takes a lot of training. You
may like to lead a cell group, you may like to lead a lay training but
you cannot lead it because you haven’t got the training to do this.
And you say, “What ministry have I got?” You have a most important
ministry even at this moment because the ministry of intercession is
the ministry of God and of Christ. And there is no more important
ministry than that you would be an intercessor. That is a ministry
you can exercise at all times.
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The vital ministry of intercession: to “strengthen”,
stabilize the brethren

The Greek word translated as “strengthen” in “that your faith does
not fail, and when you turn, strengthen the brethren” basically has
to do with stability rather than strength. Sifting is the opposite of
stability. Satan has demanded to sift you like wheat. After wheat is
harvested, it is threshed. Threshing is crushing the wheat grains.
Heavy stones are rolled over the grains to crush them so that the
outer husk is separated from the inner kernel. Then, the grain is put
out on a winnowing floor, and thrown up into the air with
winnowing forks, so that the wind will blow away the outer husk,
which is called the chaff, and the heavier grain will fall down after
you have got all this grain which has been threshed and winnowed,
and it is now lying at your feet. There are often some grains where
the threshing has not taken the husk off, and it is very hard to chew.
So in the proper processing, all the wheat grains have to be put in
the sieve and you shake it vigorously back and forth, toss it up and
shake it, and again toss it and shake it, so that stones, pebbles lumps
of mud, bits of stubble and also those pieces of grain that have still
got the husk will all be sifted out and be either thrown away or re-
processed.

Satan would toss Peter about, and throw him up and down. This is
exactly the opposite picture of stability; it is being thoroughly
shaken. The Lord Jesus said to him, “When you have been shaken
through and through and you have survived that process, you will
strengthen, that is, stabilize your brethren.” Sometimes, we feel
deeply “shaken” by a certain event. It has unsettled or de-stabilized
you. Perhaps, Satan has even broken some people through these
shocks which are designed to shake you up. But when you have come
through this process of trial, stabilize your brethren. That means to
say, the Lord Jesus not only interceded for Peter. When Peter was
saved through this intercession, he in turn was to strengthen his
brethren. How? It’s certainly not merely sharing his experience, but
he too, was to take on the ministry of intercession. He too, was to
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pray for his brethren. God has not only saved us, but has given us the
ministry of salvation to save others. And one of the most important
tasks is that we are to intercede for others. We are to pray for the
salvation of others.

The Christian life is a ministry of intercession

This is the point I would like to close on. During the past week, the
question is not only, how much did you pray but also did you pray
for anyone else besides yourself? Have you in any way identified
yourself with the Lord Jesus in taking up his cross? As we see, the
Lord Jesus’ work of salvation was not merely to die but to intercede.
He saves us in that he ever lives to intercede for us (Rom. 8:34). Such
is the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord! Therefore the work of
salvation is not merely that we go out and be willing to die for others,
which may in a way be easier, because I would drop down as a
lifeless lump with two gun shots. It’s all over in a moment. However,
the ministry of intercession is cross-bearing in the costliest form
because it takes time which we don’t have too much of. It takes
energy which we also don’t have too much of. That is cross-bearing
in a most significant form for the salvation of others.

Let me ask you again, during the past week, who did you ever pray
for besides yourself? Maybe you prayed for your wife. Maybe you
prayed for your children. Did you ever pray for any brothers and
sisters? Did you ever intercede for anyone? Has your Christian life
gone beyond yourself yet? Unless you do that, you won'’t survive for
long.

[ would like all of you to remember that the Christian life is a ministry
of intercession. We have the responsibility to pray for the three
brethren who were baptized last week because you and I were
witnesses of that event. Even if you were not witnesses of that event,
they are members of your family. It is our responsibility to pray for
the three of them that their faith will not fail. We know some of them
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will go through severe trials before too long. Peter would certainly
have failed if the Lord Jesus had not prayed for him.

What about our responsibility? How many people in this church may
have failed or will fail because you and I did not intercede for them?
What will happen if on that Day, the Lord Jesus says, “I gave you the
ministry of intercession as well, that you would be co-workers with
me in intercession”? Because seeing that by God’s grace we have
survived to this day through his intercession, our task is to strength-
en the brethren, to pray that they too will not fail. How unbelievably
selfish we are! How unbelievably selfish I am! May God forgive us.

Intercede for others when you cannot sleep

In these days, | feel more and more the burden of intercession. Many
nights I have difficulty in sleeping, and nothing is so precious as to
situp and intercede. If I cannot sleep, I'm not going to waste my time.
Sometimes, my mind is too tired, so I don’t switch on the light and
study some more in the Word of God. Sometimes, we need to pray
from the heart. In prayer, you engage more fully the heart than the
mind. In study, you engage often more fully the mind than the heart,
although both need to be engaged. And so, it's so wonderful to be
able to sit in bed in the quietness and in the darkness and intercede.
The time goes by, you don’t know how long. Maybe it was one hour,
maybe two, maybe three hours, and you sit there interceding. Some-
times you lean this way, sometimes you lean the other way against
the back of the bed, and sometimes even with leaning you are simply
too tired, and then finally you fall into refreshing sleep. But at least
you have been able to intercede and not wasted two or three
precious hours. You have been able to pray for this one and that one,
and this need and that need. How well-spent and precious are the
times of intercession!
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When driving or travelling

There is also other precious time you don’t have to waste, and you
can intercede: when you are driving. You cannot read while you are
driving, but you can intercede provided you keep your eyes on the
road. Some people still think that the only way to pray is to close the
eyes. That is a dangerous way to pray especially when you are driv-
ing! So you can use driving time to intercede. Or when you are sitting
in a bus or train, how much time we waste when we could be praying
for this person and that person. What wonderful things God will
accomplish through our prayers!

Two basic principles in intercession

There are a few more questions we need to deal with. First of all, we
need to ask: Why did the Lord Jesus pray for Peter but not for the
others? The answer to that is quite simple, because he foresaw that
Peter was the only one of the apostles who would actually deny him
in the way as Peter did. The Lord Jesus’ intercession for him was
effective because he knew Peter’s weaknesses and his strengths.

Then why did the Lord not intercede for Judas that he will not fail?
Many times, we are ignorant of spiritual principles and therefore
don’t function properly, and this is the reason for the full-time
training and the lay training, which is training in spiritual principles.
When you don’t know the principles, you don’t know what things
you should do or shouldn’t do. There are principles on what you
should do, and how you should do them.

There are two basic principles in intercession. One concerns the
person that you intercede for, and the other concerns the intercessor
himself.
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1. Pre-condition for the person you intercede for: Openness
to obey God

The Lord Jesus could intercede for Peter because the pre-condition
was there namely, Peter’s commitment was genuine. Even though
his estimate of it was inaccurate, its sincerity was not in doubt. There
are certain pre-conditions when you intercede for a person, which
means there are some people that you cannot intercede for. That is
the truth that Scripture teaches. Their hearts are so hardened, they
are in such a state of rebellion and disobedience to God that it's
useless to intercede for them because you won’t be able to get
through.

One of the most striking examples is when Israel sinned, when Israel
turned away from the living God to live for mammon (money) and
began to worship new gods, gods of silver and gold, it couldn’t be
interceded for anymore. These are the words of the Lord to Jeremiah
in Jeremiah 7:16.

“As for you, do not pray for this people, or lift up cry or prayer
for them, and do not intercede with me for I will not hear you.”

God is saying, “Don’t intercede with me for the people of Israel
because I don’t want to hear intercessions for Israel. The day of
salvation for Israel is over! I don’t want to listen to prayer for them
anymore!” There is a level beyond which no intercession will avail
for you anymore. Please understand that God’s patience and grace,
vast and abundant as it is, is subject to certain limits beyond which
you cannot go. Do not take liberties with God!

Today, the teaching that you can sin as much as you like and you can
still be saved, is one of the worst heresies that has ever arisen in the
history of the church! You cannot be once saved and always be saved
if you live in sin! There is no hope of this! Israel was God’s people
and yet there could come a day when God could say to the prophet,
Jeremiah, “Don’t intercede for them because I'm not going to listen!
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They have already crossed the boundaries beyond which tolerance
can no longer be exercised.”

This is not the only verse that God tells Jeremiah not to pray for
Israel. He goes on to say this again and again, for fear that Jeremiah
has not understood his message. The same words occur in Jeremiah
11:14:

“Therefore do not pray for this people, or lift up a cry or prayer
on their behalf, for [ will not listen when they call to me in the
time of their trouble.”

God says the same thing again a few chapters on in Jeremiah 14:11
[NJB],

Yahweh then said to me, “Do not pray for this people or their
welfare.”

How plain can you get? “Don’t pray for them! I won’t listen to prayer
for them anymore! They have gone too far!” God will not listen.
There is a pre-condition for intercession and Israel had failed to
meet this pre-condition. God would no longer listen to prayer for
them.

God says the same thing once more in Jeremiah 15:1 [N]B],

Yahweh said to me, “Even if Moses and Samuel pleaded before
me, | could not sympathize with this people! Drive them out of
my sight; away with them!”

Yahweh God said, “Send them away. You have gone too far, Israel.
You have gone beyond the limits of endurance. From now on, no
intercession will avail!” That whole generation perished under the
judgment of God just like the generation perished in the wilderness
and could not enter into the Promised Land. God would no longer
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listen to intercession. Not even Moses could intercede for this people
anymore.

You will find this same teaching in the New Testament, in 1 John
5:16.

There is a sin that leads to death; I do not say one should pray
for that.

It is a sin beyond the realms of intercession. It has gone too far. For
example, apostasy is a sin one cannot pray for, and Judas was in this
category. That is the answer to that question: Why didn’t Jesus pray
for Judas? Judas had apostatized and he was beyond the realm of
intercession. His heart lacked the genuineness of commitment. He
could not be prayed for. These are fearful warnings!

2. Pre-condition for the intercessor: righteousness

The intercessor also has a pre-condition. Not only the one you pray
for but also you who pray must have a pre-condition, namely, that
God listens only to the righteous. That is to say, if you live in sin, you
are not even in the category of an intercessor. When you don’t live
in righteousness, you don’t walk in the light, you cannot get on with
your brother and sister, you are not fit to intercede for anyone else.
Plead for mercy for yourself first.

James 5:16 tells us that the prayer of a righteous man is very
effectual. But it has to be a righteous man to be effectual. In 1 Peter
3:12, we read that God’s ears are open to the prayer of the righteous.
It is only this kind of people that he listens to. Therefore if [ am to
intercede, I have to be righteous for the sake of others, if not for my
own sake. If | am to be able to exercise any ministry at all, [ have to
walk in holiness.

24



Form intercessory circles to pray for:

Transformation of the church; raise up workers

What can we intercede for? There are many things we can pray for,
that the church be transformed, that you and I do what we are
supposed to do. Pray that the Lord of the Harvest send laborers into
the field. “God, we need more faithful servants of yours in this day.”
When did you ever pray for that? “Raise up faithful men and women
for yourselfin this generation.” I have done that very thing for years,
and | stood back in amazement at the power and wonders of God'’s
working as he called people forth to his work in response to my
unworthy prayer. I am sure [ am not the only one who prayed for
this, but  was among those who prayed. And even more amazingly,
not only did he raise them up, he gave me a share in training them
for that ministry.

God’s Word proclaimed with power

We can pray for the salvation of our people. In Romans 10:1, Paul
says, “I do not cease to pray for the salvation of Israel.” When have
we prayed for the salvation of the Chinese people or the Canadian
people? Let us pray that God would grant his Word to go forth with
power. You can see that praying for the laborers and praying for the
salvation of the people are closely related because how can the
people be saved unless someone goes out to preach to them?

Most importantly, pray for one another

Most important of all, pray for one another. And here I would like to
make one practical suggestion. [ mentioned earlier that to intercede
for a person, you must know some specifics. I cannot pray for you
when I don’t know what your problem is. Maybe you have a problem
with a boy friend or a girl friend, but I don’t know this so I can’t pray
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for you. Maybe you have a problem with your marriage. I cannot
pray for you because I don’t know you have a problem with your
marriage. If you don’t tell anyone, who can pray for you? They don’t
know your problem and so you are stuck with your problem because
there is no one else to help you in intercession. You have a problem
with sin in your life, you have a weakness in your life, but you don’t
share it with anyone, so no one knows you have this problem, then
who is going to pray for you? Therefore what do we have a family
for?

Long ago, when [ was a student in London, I suggested to our church
that we build a system of prayer partners. Most of the people in that
church grew weak spiritually and many fell away, but those who
implemented my suggestion of prayer partners survived, or have
even grown spiritually.

This is why I would like to suggest to you to form prayer circles. We
have cell groups and training groups. If only the lay training groups
also become intercessory circles, that is, when you come together,
you learn to intercede for one another in prayer. If you do this, each
of you would grow spiritually far beyond what you thought was even
possible.

[ can say with confidence that I stand here this day by the grace of
God, thanks be to the intercession of our precious Lord Jesus, thanks
be to the intercession of the Holy Spirit of God, and thanks also to the
intercession of those who have prayed unceasingly for me through
the years. Many times, as some of you know, you have the strange
experience that you even know that someone is praying for you at
that time. Have you experienced that? I have more than once real-
ized that at a particular moment, [ might be walking down the street,
or sitting at my desk, and suddenly I feel lifted up with a remarkable
power. Suddenly, I know someone is praying for me. That power of
intercession bearing you up is a remarkable experience!
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[ know that I would not be where I am this day if there were not
people back in China, I know at least one, who through the years has
not failed to pray for me day after day after day. On that Day when |
stand before the Lord Jesus, I will know who is the one who has
stood faithfully in prayer for me. Although I have not communicated
with him for 20 years, | know that he has been with me in prayer.
Many times, I am even conscious of him praying for me. I feel that
power coming from God through him.

If the lay training team is not merely a team to study together, but if
that commitment for one another extends to praying for one another
and sharing your weaknesses, there would be much growth of deep
friendship with God and with one another! You would say, “I need
prayer on this point. Pray for me about this and please pray for me
about that.” And each knows the other’s need. There are only 7 or 8
people in a lay training team, and each can pray for the others. You
cannot easily pray for 30, 50, 80 people, as there are too many
people to pray for, but 7 or 8 people are a manageable number you
can pray for.

Sometimes, God will lay on your heart a particular burden for one
person. When you keep praying for that person, you will see what
will happen to that person. Without even telling him you have been
praying for him, you will have the joy of seeing what God has done
in his life. The ministry of intercession will fill you with amazement
and joy!

Let us be quiet before God in prayer.
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