This article by Brother Islip Collyer was written for the "Disciples Number" of The Testimony for April, 1950 The theme is as important today as when the article was first written.
A brother who worked in close co-operation with Brother Collyer for many years has decided, with the full assent of The Testimony Committee, to issue this article in booklet form, in the hope that it will prove a blessing to the reader.
•"THERE is no difficulty in determining the
-1- main characteristics which should distin​guish a disciple of Christ, and which must be developed by experience and trial before the end of our mortal pilgrimage. We may note the interesting differences in the original Twelve, the impetuosity of Peter, the love and gentleness of John and the rather childlike simplicity of them all. The eleven faithful men were good material but all needed de​velopment and training. They needed the prayers and intercession and sometimes the reproofs of the Master. They were clean through his teaching and if they kept his word they would be disciples indeed. They would not only be disciples but friends, if they did whatsoever he commanded. This involved the crucifixion of the flesh, the surrender of worldly ambitions, the denial of self, the sup​pression of natural impulses and a genuine endeavour to live after the perfect example of the Master.
In many ways this need for an active per​sonal righteousness was emphasised. Disciples will be acceptable, not by saying "Lord, Lord!" but by doing the will of the Father. Unless their righteousness exceeded that of the Scribes and Pharisees they would not enter the Kingdom. Those who hungered after righteous​ness would be filled, the merciful would obtain mercy and those who freely gave to friends in need would receive the free gift from Heaven. Repeatedly disciples were warned that they must strive to enter in at the strait gate and to pursue their course along the narrow way.
All students are aware that the word rendered "strive" in this connection is the one from which we derive the word "agony", a fact which gives added force to the admonition. Clearly it means that our seeking for the King​dom of God should be at least as strenuous, as determined and with as much effort as that of the athlete who puts every ounce of his strength in the final effort to win the race. If we love Christ, we must keep his command​ments and be faithful unto death.
This need for personal righteousness is emphasised in the last message of the Revela​tion. The Lord Jesus knew the works of all the representative churches. He was able to make promises of life, but although it was only through him that they could have hope, there is never a suggestion that they had no part to play. The popular idea that "Jesus has done it all", finds no expression in any part of Scripture. The apostle Paul is generally re​garded as the one to put the emphasis on faith, but while he certainly taught that the only entrance to the Way of Life was through obedience to The Faith, he insists as strongly as any Of the other apostles that it is only through personal righteousness that the Way of Life can be made effective. We must "work out our salvation with fear and trembling". We must seek for immortality by "patient continuance in well doing".- We must bring forth the fruits of the Spirit remembering that those who "sow to the flesh will of the flesh reap corruption".
In harmony with this teaching, the Messages to the Churches promise life only to "those
who overcome". The repetition of these words to every ecclesia is significant. Eight times we find this expression in the book of Revelation, to each of the Seven Ecclesias with conditional promises varying in wording, but conveying the same hope of life; and then in a later chapter, in a more general way the thought is presented and with a more comprehensive promise, "He that overcometh shall inherit all things".
The words as we have them in our Authorised Version imply a struggle; they in​dicate difficulties which call for an effort on the part of every disciple. This is still more obvious in the original language, so Greek scholars tell us. The promises are to victors in a great conflict after the example of our victorious Saviour. To eat of the "tree of life", to eat of the "hidden manna", to have "power over the nations", to be permitted to reign with Christ—these promises present different phases of the one great hope we have in the Gospel, an abundant entrance into the Kingdom of God. With every phase of the subject comes the essential condition. We must overcome even as Jesus overcame; we must be victors in the struggle even as he was victor in the far greater battle of his life.
Most disciples can understand this idea. We have sufficient knowledge of ourselves and of God to perceive that there is a great contrast between the mortal life that is natural to us and that to which we are calkd. Even on the worldly plane, men are usually sufficiently in​telligent to realize that there are different grades of society, and that one who is called
to go up higher may need a period of. intense training before being fit for such elevation. If one born and reared in the slums of a city were called to the highest society in the land, he would be very dull and stupid to be un​aware of the need for education, for cleansing and for suitable garments. Habits, language and dress must be changed if he is to be fitted for such advancement, or to feel at all com​fortable in the new environment. How much more training is needed to fit a mortal sinner for the change to the divine! The curbing of the primitive desires of the flesh is relatively a small matter, although that is quite difficult for most of us. Beyond this there are the more subtle faults of mind and spirit—pride, anger, selfishness, ambition, envy, resentment when injured or criticised. More than all this, there is the need for a complete change in the direc​tion of thought. A disciple needs to live as in the presence of God. The Lord Jesus said, "It is my meat and drink to do the will of the Father Who sent me". Most disciples have a long way to go before they even approach to this standard.
It is sometimes suggested that the way is more difficult now than it was in the First Century, for in our days there are so many human inventions to attract attention and focus the mind on transient things. If modern men fail, however, it. is not often the result of modern inventions. It is nearly always the old, well-known enemies that pull them down— "the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eye, and the pride of life". They may stumble through the weakness of the flesh and lack the humility
necessary to find the only true way of restora​tion. Or they may move in the way of human pride, taking the course by such easy and natural steps that even close friends are un​aware of the tragedy until they have gone too far. Or without any obvious dereliction of duty and without any departure from the familiar orbit, a disciple may be so resentful of an apparent slight or so annoyed by opposi​tion, that his feelings are like those of Cain, however far he may be from thoughts of murder. He would not admit that there is any element of hatred in his heart, for this has been so emphatically condemned, but the feel​ing is not altered by whatever name he may choose to call it. It is certainly not a feeling of love and that is the Christian test. The one who in the days of his flesh knew what was in man and needed not that any should tell him, the one who in the great days to come will not be dependent on the sight of the eye or the hearing of the ear, but will judge in righteousness; he it was who imposed this test upon disciples, "A new commandment I give you that ye love one another". In the old days love fulfilled the Law in that it did no ill to a neighbour. The new commandment demands that the reality of love must be in the heart. It may seem a difficult problem so to engage the affections with those who appear to be completely unlovely, but if we can begin to understand our own faults and so to appre​ciate the miracle of Christ loving us, we may be able to follow his example even in this.
The struggle will continue to the end of mortal life and there will be some who by the
grace of God will be victors, conquerors and more than conquerors through him who has loved them.
After we have noted all these exhortations to righteousness, there is still another factor of supreme importance in this call to discipleship. The Christian way of life involves more than adherence to a code. There is a personal bear​ing of the matter which we should always bear in mind. We can look on the beauties of Nature in this wonderful earth and not only say with the poet, "My Father made them all", but we can add they have all been given to our righteous elder brother. All things on earth have been committed to Christ and the future is for him and his friends. Shall we be fit for such exaltation? Or would it be a mercy for us to be consigned to the dreamless and unending sleep which would make us like the heathen described in the book of Obadiah, "as though we had never been"? All depends on whether we can fit into the final plan of that living temple in which the spirit of God will dwell. Or, as we might express the matter, all depends on whether we are accounted fit to live with Christ in his Kingdom. If we have heartily and eagerly accepted the revealed truth and have made an honest struggle toward the Christian ideal, Christ will help us, for he is able "to save to the uttermost" those who come to God through him. We are informed that he will "send his angels and gather out of his Kingdom all things that offend". Evil will be destroyed in order that the righteous may shine forth in the Kingdom. There must be much on earth that is offensive to Christ
now. Pride and cruelty, falsehood and violence —evils which aroused the anger of Christ in the days of his flesh—will assuredly be re​moved from the Kingdom in the day of his power.
It is not that especial judgements and con​demnation to death will be necessary to cleanse the world. The sentence of death is on man​kind . and, if left to their own devices, men would soon destroy themselves. Another race could be called into being from common elements of clay. God could from the stones "raise up children unto Abraham", if all of the present race failed to qualify. All will not fail, however; there will be a sufficient number to whom Christ will be able to say, "Come ye '• blessed". They will not only be disciples in the nominal sense of calling themselves Christians; not only disciples in the scholarly sense of having studied the subject and having accepted Christian doctrine and Christian ethics, but in the real and full sense of being fit friends and companions. It will not be a difficult matter for the one to whom all things have been given and to whom all judgement has been committed, to decide as to who are suitable companions and helps. The one who has opened the way to the Kingdom and who in his person is the door of life, will easily decide who are such true disciples that they are welcome to his home.
This brings us to a final thought which is put forward repeatedly in the Gospel record of John. We have sometimes suggested that it is the profoundest thought ever put before the human mind, expressed in the simplest of
words, "You in me and I in you". The ex​pression "in Christ" is well understood by all students of the New Testament. It is applic​able to us when we have received the revealed Truth, have accepted Christ as Lord and Master, have been baptized into his Name and have continued in his doctrine that we might be "disciples indeed". Many, having taken this stand, will affirm unhesitatingly, "Certainly we are in Christ". The question whether Christ is in us is more searching and difficult. It is not a mere figure of speech. The phrase ex​presses a tremendous reality, for just as material food is built up into the body, so thought is built up into the mind. Character and personality are of far greater moment than bodily strength; and it is the personal character of which we think, when we speak of friends whom we love. It is possible for Christ to be the dominating influence of our lives, his teaching to be our guide and thoughts of him ever to be with us. It is possible, on the basis of the Word, for imagination to conjure up a picture of Christ to be our constant com​panion, helping us to overcome in the life struggle—a glance of reproach from him more potent than the most furious of rebukes from other men, a word of encouragement more helpful than the kindly efforts of all other friends. In such case Christ will be in us in very truth, casting out all that is unworthy, developing all that is fit to endure and effect​ing that great transformation which will prove the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. If he thus remains in us, we shall.be his disciples indeed, both now and for ever.
