DOES   IT   MATTER   WHAT   WE BELIEVE ?
A

 STRANGE consequence of the existence of State religions is that nationality carries with it religious classification. Ever}' child, as he is born, is counted to be of a definite religion solely on account of the nationality of his parents or the place of his birth. In the statistics of world population it is estimated that there are in the world so many Christians, so many Moslems, and so forth, the figures being calculated largely on a national basis. All Turks, for example, are counted as Moslems, and all Englishmen Christians, nationality alone being the determining factor.
The word "Christian" was used first as a derisive nickname for the followers of Jesus Christ ;i but the readiness with wliich these followers accepted the name, its continuance, and the honour in which it has been held, are a tribute to the aptness of the term. Wherein then was the aptness of the name " Christian " ? If a nickname is to remain it must embody an allusion to a prominent feature or characteristic of the person or people named. Why did not the name refer rather to Jesus than to Christ ?—or even to one of the chief among the disciples ? The reason will be found in the preach​ing and belief of these earliest disciples. In Jewish history Jesus was a not uncommon name in its Hebrew form, but the burden of the first preaching was constantly upon the one theme " that this Jesus whom I preach unto you is Christ " ;^ that is, the promised Messiah, the appointed of God. At the time when " the tilings concerning the Kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ " were first preached by the Apostles, the Jews knew, in varying degrees of understanding, what the Scriptures had foretold concerning the Messiah. For the most part they would not believe that Jesus of Xazareth was he. When the same Gospel was preached to Gentiles, these had not the same knowledge of the promised Messiah : and while '.V-ts II : 12(4. ^Acts 17 : .'4.
for this very reason they would have less difficulty in believing that Jesus was he, the purpose of the apostles' preaching to them was to show what God had promised in Christ.
This difference between the two points of view of the same fact may be noted throughout the earliest Gospel mis​sions. But none the less, it was always the same fact—to believe in Christ was to believe that Jesus is Christ.
the evidence of the name " christian "
The name " Christian " therefore, whatever the attitude of mind of its inventors, was perfectly appropriate in its recognition of the essential prominence of the Name of Christ in the minds of the disciples. That the new designation was needed at all is a clear proof that the believers were con​spicuous. The fact shows a fervour of conviction in the disciples which made them conspicuous on account of the differences wrought in their lives by this belief. They were followers of Jesus Christ.
Thus the name Christian has undergone a complete change in its use. Originally bestowed in contempt of those who had " turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven ",3 it is now applied as a term of respectability without any regard for belief or mode of life.
Does it matter whether one is a Christian or not ? Does the use of the name itself confer any benefit ? Does it matter that the name, in its present-day breadth of application, has only the vaguest religious significance ?
The purpose of this pamphlet is to show that it certainly matters vitally and eternally. Three ideas are incorporated in the name Christian: (1) Discipleship, implying learning as a matter of knowledge, and following as a mode of life ; (2) this discipleship is the consequence of belief in Jesus the Christ, which belief requires as a first essential (3) the knowledge of what the Holy Scriptures reveal concerning Christ, the Messiah. In none of these three requirements is there any possibility of change. Discipleship conveys a clear and fixed idea. Jesus Christ does not change. He is " the same yester-
31 Thess. 1 : 9.
day, and today, and forever ",4 The purpose of the Almighty God cannot change. His word has gone forth and His promises in Jesus Christ will assuredly be fulfilled. Those promises may be centred in two pronouncements: (1) "God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life " ;5 (2) " Neither is there salvation in any other : for there is none other name under heaven given among men whereby we must be saved ",6
the old testament foundation
In the many New Testament references to the Scriptures, those books known to us as the Old Testament were invar​iably meant—a fact which is often overlooked. And yet the Old Testament is used scarcely at all as a source of knowledge concerning the Lord Jesus Christ. To examine the attacks of critics upon these writings is outside the present purpose ; it must suffice at the moment to state that without the Old Testament a full knowledge of " the Name of Jesus Christ " is impossible.
High above the fact that the Old Testament has survived unharmed every sort of attack, stands out the fact that the Lord Jesus Christ believed these Scriptures, that he based his teachings upon them, that he accepted them as indisputable authority, and that he crowned them with the statement, " they testify of me ".'
This word of the Lord Jesus gives very definite direction as to the regard in which the Old Testament should be held : for, clearly, neither understanding nor belief is possible until the witness to Jesus Christ is recognized throughout its pages. To regard the book simply as a history of God's past dealings with the Jews is certainly not sufficient.
the power of the scriptures
The apostle Paul emphasized this when he wrote to Timothy, " From a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction,
*Heb. 13 : 8.   5John 3 : 16.   "Acts 4 : 12.   'John 5 : 39.
for instruction in righteousness ; that the man of God may be  perfect,   thoroughly  furnished  unto  all good works".8
The force of this statement may be illustrated from Eng​lish history. In the reign of Queen Elizabeth the First the King of Spain determined to take steps to re-impose upon this country the supremacy of the Pope of Rome, and equipped and despatched a powerful fleet of ships for the purpose. It is a historical fact that the English admirals met this fleet—the Spanish Armada- in battle, and inflicted upon it a decisive defeat. We may well believe that a Spanish victory would have had a far-reaching effect upon English politics, and upon the State religion ; but no one could for a moment suppose that a study of this historical event would give us " instruction in righteousness ", or help to make us " wise unto salvation ".
On the other hand, we leam from scripture history that, under the leadership of Moses, the Israelites were delivered from bondage in Egypt, and were led out into the wilderness on their journey towards Canaan, their Land of Promise. While they were in the wilderness many of them " murmured ", or grumbled, and were punished with death, which put an end to their hope of entering the land. We believe this to be a well-attested series of historical events; and the apostle Paul thus comments upon it, " These things happened unto them for ensamples, and they are written for our admonition ";" and the writer to the Hebrews adds, " They could not enter in (to the Promised Land) because of unbelief ". " Take heed, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God."]"
This is the principle which permeates the whole Bible. This book is the record of the working of a divine purpose and not a mere record of historical events. It is the expansion in detail of the purpose of the Creator. He first prepared the earth in order that it might be inhabited by a righteous people. "He created it not in vain, he formed it to be inhabited." ^ But since man disobeyed Him and brought death upon him​self, God has revealed His promise of salvation and everlasting life, which " life is in His Son "/- in order that a righteous people may be prepared to inhabit the earth.
"2 Tim. S : 15-16.   »1 (.or. 10 : 11.   i"HL-b. 3 : 1H, 12.   "Isa. 45 : IS i^l Julm 5:11.
These, therefore, arc the scriptures which " testified of Jesus Christ ". And when men were first called Christians it was because they believed Jesus was the Christ in whom the promises of salvation should be fulfilled : and were moreover willing to follow him as far as they were able in his example of obedience to God.
THE   WUKK   OF  JESCS   FORETOLD
It is no exaggeration to assert that the theology of Christendom has built up a theory of salvation which is far removed from scriptural truth. Luke relates how Jesus, " beginning at Moses and »// the prophets, expounded unto them in a// the scriptures the things concerning himself ", after first rebuking certain disciples for their slowness to believe " a/Z that the prophets have spoken "." The threefold use of the word " all " is a striking help towards answering the question asked by the title of this pamphlet.
If we could have listened to that wonderful exposition we might have said as they did, " Did not our heart bum within us, while he talked with us by the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures ?" But we can yet outline these pro​phecies, at least as to their main headings.
As the Divine purpose is unfolded in the Scriptures the Messiah is foreseen successively as :
The lineal descendant of Eve, who should destroy sin, and therefore death.^
The lineal descendant of Abraham, who should possess the Holy Land, and become the medium of world​wide blessing, is
A prophet " like unto Moses " to whom the people must listen, or else pay the penalty of their refusal, i"
The lineal descendant of King David, who should sit on the restored throne of David in Jerusalem, thence ruling the Holy Land and the whole world—actually to reign as a visible King.*'
The warlike destroyer of worldly opposition ;i» the King of righteousness ; the Prince of Peace.*"
"Luke 24 : 27.   »Ucn. 3 : 1.4.   '"'Urn. 12 : 7; 22 : 18, etc. t. IS : 18. 19.   i"2 S;un. 7.   i»l'sn. 2.   i»Isa. 9 : 6.
The sin-offering by whose shed blood there should be forgiveness of sins.20
The scriptures contain a mass of pronouncements thus setting forth the hope which God has given to man in the Messiah ; so many, indeed, that no feature rests upon only a single reference for proof. The sum total exhibits the Messiah as reigning in the Kingdom of God on earth, in the everlasting company of all those who shall have gained the promised salvation.
The words of the Lord Jesus concerning all these prophe​cies are decisive, and are addressed with the utmost force to all people, whether or not they may hope for salvation : "If ye believe not that I am he, ye shall die in your sins ".21 Yet how many professing Christians there are who do not believe all these things concerning him ! The Jews of his day, as has been stated, knew, even if they did not fully under​stand, the work of the Messiah. But of Jesus they said, " Is not this the carpenter's son ? " " We will not have this man to reign over us." And accordingly they delivered him up to death. In these days people use the name of Jesus Christ without understanding—often without even knowing—the things concerning him. " Except ye believe that I am he "— Who ? Surely he of whom the Scriptures testified ; he of whom it is written, " All the promises of God in him are yea, and in him Amen, unto the glory of God by us " ;22 he who said : " Whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life ",23 This belief in God's promises could not be stated more comprehensively than in the words of one who said to the Lord Jesus himself, " I believe that thou art the Christ, the Son of God, which should come into the world ".2*
Here we might suggest—although it is somewhat of a digression—that these quotations from among many of the same kind show the importance of the phrases, so common throughout the Gospels and Epistles, " the Name ", "his Name ", " the Name of Jesus ". This expression was not a simple variation such as might be used to avoid repetition.
2°Isa. 53.   2ijohn 8 : 24.   222 Cor. 1 : 20.   "John 3 : 16. 24John 11 : 27.
It was, and still is, charged with the essentials of the Gospel message.
No middle position
Does it matter what we believe ? There are those who boldly answer, No ; and proceeding to do that which is right in their own eyes, either renounce religion altogether, or embrace a hope which excludes Jesus Christ. He himself has said to such, " Ye shall die in your sins ". And there are those who, recognizing the love of God in giving His only begotten Son, gladly believe and own themselves disciples. Their answer to the question is, Yes ; " Speak, Lord, for thy servant heareth ". Of these Jesus Christ said, " My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me : and I give unto them eternal life ",25
The Word of God offers no middle position between discipleship and rejection ; even to suppose another is in itself an act of unbelief. It becomes necessary, therefore, to examine and scripturally to account for the position which is very common, and appears to be midway between these two positions. There are many in this position who claim to be Christians, and hope to partake of everlasting life, on the strength of a formal acknowledgment of belief in Jesus Christ, while holding ideas which are out of harmony with divine teaching. Let it be added, with a certain sympathy, that even zeal for good works cannot save apart from true belief. The Lord Jesus insists upon true belief as the first, and essential act ; for when some said unto him, " What shall we do, that we might work the works of God ?" Jesus answered, "This is the work of God, that ye believe on him whom he hath sent ",26
Whether in misplaced zeal or in apathy, many accept traditional beliefs, making no " noble " attempt to search the scriptures, whether these things are so.27 These are they who find a third and entirely unjustifiable answer to our question ; for acknowledging the importance of belief, they hold error in the name of Christ. If the fact be granted, then beyond question this position is unbelief. Does it matter ?
It is an indisputable statement of the very essence of Truth, that neither human opinion nor human hope could
25John 10 : 27.   ""John 7 : 28, 29.   "Acts 17 : 11.
conceivably divert the purpose of the Almighty and Eternal God. The principle is recognized even of earthly kings. Let a case be supposed. The Queen of England has summoned one of her subjects to the Court of St. James to receive a mark of royal favour. Will it serve this subject, wilfully or in carelessness, to go to Buckingham Palace ? Or again, would any subject of the Queen, being in his right senses, expect to gain an honour which the Queen had not offered, merely to satisfy his own wish >. The futility of either course is manifest. How much more when the hope is no less than the gift of everlasting life from the Eord of Heaven and Earth ?
In order to justify tin: contention that erroneous beliefs are held in the1 name of Christ, only one instance need be given ; and that rather with the object of illustrating the manner in which all beliefs, all hopes, should be tested for truth.
eternal life--—where ?
The hope of vast numbers of professing Christians is that after death the life everlasting will be possessed in heaven. This hope is held from childhood, as expressed in the children's hymn, " Take me when 1 die to heaven, happy there with thee to dwell ". It is obviously born of the belief that such a future has been promised by God to those who shall attain righteousness through Jesus Christ.
Sometimes it is urged that the truth or error of such a belief does not matter because the all-important call is to strive for the righteousness manifested and taught by the Lord Jesus ; and that if we will but imitate him in that righteousness we may confidently leave to the future tin-future reward. The weakness of this argument lies in the fact that in spite of all effort to imitate Christ in righteousness, failure persists, and " the wages of sin is death '''.-* How, then, can come the righteousness by which alone we can obtain everlasting life ? The scriptures are definite on this matter to a degree beyond the possibility of misunderstanding or dispute. One principle of righteousness, and one only, is revealed, whether to the fathers of the Jewish people or to Gentiles ; and it is most explicitly set out by the apostle Paul in his epistle to the Romans. Paul's whole argument ought
"Rom. 6 : 23.
to be studied in this connection ; the principle itself is that " the righteousness of God is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe ".'2!l The Apostle gives an illustration which he quotes from Gen. 15 : 6 : " What saith the scripture ? Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him for righteousness ".:!0 Moreover, " it was not written for his sake alone that it was imputed to him ; but for us also, to whom it shall be imputed, if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead ".31
If, therefore, any would discount the importance of true belief, and take shelter in an attempt to earn eternal life by his manner of living, the Word of God states with deadly simplicity, " All have sinned and come short of the glory of God";32 and righteousness is the free gift of God through Jesus Christ, to those who believe. Apart from this, salvation cannot be obtained.
The widely held hope of everlasting life in heaven may therefore be brought up for examination by the standard of the words of the Lord Jesus Christ, " Except ye believe that I am he, ye shall die in your sins ".
god's promises to the fathers
Perhaps the most concise of the many scriptural references to the righteous in relation to their future abode will be found in Paul's Epistles to the Galatians :33 " Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not, And to seeds, as of many, but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ . . . Ye are all" the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ . . . Ye are all one in Christ Jesus. And if ye be Christ's then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise ".
Jesus is he through whom, by faith and baptism, are born the children of God who will receive the promises, whenever and wherever they shall be bestowed. But what are these promises ? It is a simple matter to refer to them in the book of Genesis, where the history relates Abraham's belief in the promises of God and his obedience to His command​ments. " The land which thou seest, to thee will I give it,
2(1 Kom.  3:22.    :i"Rom. 4:3.    "iRom.  4:23,  24.    32Rom.  3:23. :«C,al. 3 : 14, 2H-29.
and to thy seed, for ever ",34 That this land was not heaven is clear from the description of its locality ; that Abraham was bidden to " walk through the land, in the length of it and in the breadth of it " ; that " the Canaanite was then in the Land " ; that it lay " from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the river Euphrates ". " Thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies ",35 implying as in the second Psalm, the vanquishing of all opponents. " In thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed."36 When it is added that in the midst of the declaration of these promises, Abra​ham's death was likewise foretold37 the promise of bodily resurrection from the dead is distinctly inferred ; for by no other means could everlasting possession of the land be obtained. Nor is this merely inference, for the same Lord Jesus who told the Jews, " Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day ; and he saw it, and was glad ",38—this same Jesus said, " I am the resurrection and the life : he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live ",39
The promises can be traced onwards through the Scrip​tures. To David God made known that Christ should reign for ever on his throne in Jerusalem ; and reference might be made to the joyful recollection of these promises when Jesus was born ; to the words of the angel Gabriel to Mary ; to Mary's own affection for the promise spoken " to our fathers, to Abraham and to his seed for ever " ; 4» ancj to similar New Testament words. But the foregoing should suffice to show that according to the promises Jesus Christ must return to earth—not receive his disciples into heaven. To this agree all the scriptures. This was the hope of the early Christians, who believed that Jesus Christ, after his ascension, was, by the word of power committed to him, preparing a righteous people, and also preparing the kingdoms of men for the day in which he should return to earth to take to himself his great power and to reign.
The belief in heaven-going has thus been tested by the Lord's words, " I am He ". According to the Scriptures Jesus will not receive his people in heaven ; and it follows that this belief, which virtually denies the Word of God by embracing an unauthorized hope, is in reality unbelief. In the same
7Gen.   15 : IS.
"Gen.   13 : 15.     35Gen.  22 : 17.     ™Gen.  22 : 18. 38John 8 : 56.   -™John 11 : 25.   "Luke 1 : 55.
manner every belief concerning salvation must be brought to the light of the scriptures : "To the law and to the testi​mony ; if they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them ".41
The question may now be asked finally : Does it matter what we believe ? If any would reject the love of God and in the face of the whole history of man's failure, still hope to see evil bring forth good, or sin bring forth righteousness, or death bring forth life, the answer is, No, it matters not. Against these, be they scoffers or doubters, the judgment of the Almighty God has already been pronounced.
But to all who " according to his promise " would look for " a new earth in which dwelleth righteousness " ; to all who would " delight themselves in the abundance of peace " ; to all who have learnt even a little of the Son of God " who loved us and gave himself for us " ; there can be but one answer and one resolve—that to believe wholly on him who is " the Way, the Truth and the Life " does matter vitally and eternally.
what belief involves
As in the days of Apostles, it is still necessary to " reason out of the Scriptures " in order to show and convince that Jesus is the Christ ; and all are bidden to "be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you ",42 But while discipleship has been found to be in essence a matter of true belief, it is far more than an intellectual assent to the conclusions based on reasonings from the Scriptures. It is more than learning Christ —it is following him. So Peter declared in the first Christian sermon, " God hath made that same Jesus whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ ",43 How can one own him Lord, or Master, without acknowledging his right to be obeyed ? The Lord's own question, " Why call ye me Lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say ? "44 requires no answer ; for the answer is involved in the very meaning of the words. " Master " implies " servant " : to believe in one is to acknowledge the other.
«Isa. 8 : 20.   421 Peter 3 : 15.   «Acts 2 : 36.   44Lnke 6 : 46,
Is it to be wondered at that the first Christians soon found themselves conspicuous in a world of decadent Judaism and general irreligion ? They were so not at all because of their own desire, but because of the striking contrast between the Christlike life and the life of the world. The absence of this contrast today between professing Christians and an irre​ligious world, gives rise to the lamentable cry so often raised, " Has Christianity failed ? " Christianity ra;z»(V fail, because Christ cannot fail.
THK   FAIU'RK   <)!•'   CHRISTENDOM
A survey of Christendom at the present time makes it only too apparent that men have not accepted the Divine invitation to partake of the righteousness of Christ—that invitation which has been open to man during these many centuries. The clash of nations comes, despite the efforts of men to establish peace. The strife at home between whole classes of the community is constantly waged with jealousy and bitterness, while real peace is less apparent than cessation of open conflict. Religious leaders appear to hold no certain principles of religion, meanwhile complaining that their churches do not attract the multitude. Pleasure-seeking appears as the dominant purpose of millions ; and the liberty of the individual is urged as a screen for the debasement of moral standards.
In the midst of this antagonism of mass and individual interests, there appears to be one point of agreement—the Bible is no longer to be considered the wholly inspired Word of God ; neither can it be regarded as the standard of authority for " doctrine " and " instruction in righteousness ".
If one might hazard an opinion, one would say that this widespread unbelief is the cause of all the other evils named. This is an age of unbelief. Not Christianity, but discipleship, has failed.
However the cause of these things is to be explained, the condition has been foretold of these days : perilous times, characterized by evils among which two stand out for all to see. The apostle Paul says men shall be " lovers of pleasure more than lovers of God, having a form of godliness but deny​ing the power thereof ".^ He concludes this prophecy with
*X2 Tim. 3 : 4-5.
the passage already quoted concerning the purpose of the God-inspired scriptures, exhorting Timothy, " Continue thou in the things which thou hast learned ".
" Learn of me ", said Jesus Christ, " for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls."** If these virtues, meekness and lowliness, are in contrast to the thrusting and self-assertion of the world at large, still more is soul-rest in contrast to the scramble and disappoint​ment of worldly pursuits : and this promise from the Saviour contains an invitation to wlu'ch individual response is possible, irrespective of the general attitude of mankind.
THE   BLESSINGS   OF   FAITH
It is precisely here that belief in the Lord Jesus Christ begins to produce that near relationship to the Almighty Himself which is included in His promise of life everlasting. And all who have come to Him in the appointed manner have the privilege of testing in present experience the wide provision in Jesus Christ, not only of hope for the life to come, but for present needs during the continuance of this life of weakness and difficulty. " Ye believe in God ", Jesus said to his disciples, " believe also in me " ; and, proceeding to assure them that although lie was going away to heaven he would just as certainly return to earth and receive them, he declared the intimate relationships between himself and them, " If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love ; even as I have kept my Father's commandments, and abide in his love "V" If, he says in effect, we believe in his relationship to God, we ought also to believe in his followers' relationship to him ; and, then, by virtue of that same belief, comes the possession of the two gifts which he left with his disciples on his departure :—" These things 1 have spoken that my jov might remain in you."*" " These things I have spoken unto you that in me ye might have peace."-*"
Such gifts as these, among many bestowed upon His creatures by the Most High God. are beyond adequate words of description or appreciation. The apostle Paul was constrained to refer to " the unsearchable riches of Christ ". Yet the Word of His grace, in making known the eternal purpose of
I1:!M.    47john  15.1".     '-"Jnlin  15:11.    +"|(,lm   16:^.
God in Christ Jesus our Lord has given these riches into individual human experience, with the urgent invitation " O taste and see that the Lord is good : blessed is the man that trusteth in him ".
The God-inspired scriptures are still open for instruction in righteousness. " Behold, now is the accepted time ; now is the day of salvation " ; and the approach to the more abundant life of righteousness and immortality, fast closed to the unbeliever, still remains open by the love of God manifested in Jesus Christ, for " as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his Name ".
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