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HOW TO BECOME A CHRISTIAN

WHAT CHRISTIANITY IS NOT

So many and widespread are the misconceptions of Christianity today, that I need to tackle these first. It is often necessary to demolish before one can build. What then is the essence of Christianity?

First, Christianity is not primarily a creed. Many people think it is. They imagine that if they can recite the Apostles’ Creed from beginning to end without any mental reservations, this will make them a Christian. In conversation with a consultant physician some years ago, I remember asking him what he thought a Christian was. After a few moments’ thought he replied, ‘A Christian is someone who assents to certain dogmas.’ But his answer was inadequate to the point of inaccuracy. Of course Christianity has a creed, and Christian belief is very important, but it is possible to assent to all the articles of the Christian faith and not be a Christian. The best proof of that is the devil. As James wrote: ‘You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that – and shudder’ (James 2:19).

Secondly, Christianity is not primarily a code of conduct. Yet many suppose that it is, and even contradict the people who belong to our first category. ‘It really doesn’t matter what you believe’, they say, ‘so long as you lead a decent life’. So they struggle to keep the Ten Commandments, to live up to the standards of the Sermon on the Mount, and to follow the Golden Rule. All of which is fine and noble, but the essence of Christianity is not ethics. To be sure, it has an ethic, indeed the highest ethic the world has ever known, with its supreme law of love. But it is possible to live an upright life and not be a Christian, as many agnostics can testify.

Thirdly, Christianity is not primarily a cult, using the word in the sense of ‘a system of religious worship’ and a cluster of ceremonies. Of course Christianity has certain observances. The gospel sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion, for example, were instituted by Jesus himself and have been enjoyed by the church ever since. Both are precious and profitable. Further, church membership and church attendance are necessary parts of the Christian life; so are prayer and Bible reading. But it is possible to engage in these outward practices and still miss the core of Christianity. The Old Testament prophets were constantly denouncing the Israelites for their empty religion, and Jesus criticized the Pharisees for the same thing.

So Christianity is neither a creed, nor a code, nor a cult, important as these are in their place. It is in essence neither an intellectual, nor an ethical nor a ceremonial system. Indeed, we must go further. It is not all three put together. It is perfectly possible (though rare because difficult) to be orthodox in belief, upright in conduct and conscientious in religious observances, and still to overlook the heart of Christianity.

John Wesley’s Holy Club

Perhaps the best historical example of this is John Wesley in his Oxford days before his conversion. He, his brother Charles and some of their mutual friends founded a religious society in 1729 which came to be known as ‘the Holy Club’. Its members seem to have been admirable in every way. First, they were orthodox in their faith. They believed not only the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed and Athanasius’s Creed, but the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England as well.

Secondly, they lived an impeccable life. Meeting together several evenings each week, they studied improving literature and tried to perfect their timetable, so that every minute of every day had its appointed duty. They then began to visit the prisoners in the Oxford Castle and the Bocardo (for debtors). Next they founded a school in a slum area, paying the teacher and clothing the children out of their own pockets. They were full of good works.

Thirdly, they were very religious. They attended Holy Communion every week, fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays, kept the canonical hours of prayer, observed Saturday as the sabbath as well as Sunday, and followed the austere discipline of Tertullian, the early Latin church father.

Yet in spite of this extraordinary combination of orthodoxy, philanthropy and piety, John Wesley later reckoned that he was not a Christian at all at the time. Writing to his mother he confessed that, although his faith may perhaps have been that of ‘servants’, it certainly was not the faith of ‘sons’. Religion to him meant bondage, not freedom.

In 1735 he sailed for Georgia as a chaplain to the colonists and a missionary to the Indians. But two years later, deeply disillusioned, he returned. He wrote in his journal: ‘I went to America to convert the Indians; but oh! who shall convert me?’ Again, ‘What have I learned myself in the mean time? Why, what I the least of all suspected, that I, who went to America to convert others, was never myself converted to God’.1 We will return to Wesley later.

WHAT CHRISTIANITY IS

What, then, was missing? If the essence of Christianity is neither a creed, nor a code, nor a cult, what is it? It is Christ! It is not primarily a system of any kind; it is a person, and a personal relationship to that person. Then other things fit into place – our beliefs and behaviour, our church membership and church attendance, and our private and public devotions. But Christianity without Christ is a frame without a picture, a casket without a jewel, a body without breath. The apostle Paul put it succinctly in his letter to the Philippians. Having described Christians as those ‘who glory in Christ Jesus and who put no confidence in the flesh (i.e. in themselves)’, he went on:

But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.

(Philippians 3:7–9).

We learn from this great, personal statement of Paul’s that, first of all, to be a Christian is to know Christ as our Friend. Perhaps ‘friend’ sounds too familiar. But Jesus himself used the word when he said ‘I have called you friends’ (John 15:15). And all the New Testament authors tell of an intimate relationship with him. Peter says that ‘though you have not seen him, you love him’ (1 Peter 1:8). John writes that ‘we are in him who is true, even in his Son Jesus Christ’ (1 John 5:20). And Paul bears witness to ‘the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord’ (Philippians 3:8). He is not referring to an intellectual knowledge about Christ, but to a personal knowledge of Christ. We all know about Christ – his birth and boyhood, his trade, his words and works, his death and resurrection. The question is whether we can say with integrity that we know him, that he is the supreme reality in our lives.

Paul expressed it in a way which is likely to appeal to business people, for he drew up a kind of profit and loss account. He wrote down in one column everything which had previously seemed profitable to him – his ancestry, inheritance, upbringing, education, righteousness and religious zeal. In the other column he wrote simply ‘the knowledge of Jesus Christ’. Then he made a careful calculation and concluded that in comparison with ‘the overwhelming gain of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord’ (J. B. Phillips), everything else was loss. That is to say, knowing Christ is an experience of such outstanding value that, compared with it, even the most precious things in our lives seem like rubbish. It is an amazing and challenging claim.

Gaining Christ

Secondly, to be a Christian is to trust Christ as our Saviour. Paul writes not only of ‘knowing Christ’ but of ‘gaining him’ and ‘being found in him’. He then explains this in terms of an important contrast: ‘not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law (i.e. from obeying it), but that which … comes from God by faith’ in Christ. It sounds complicated, but can be unravelled without too much difficulty. It is all about ‘righteousness’. What did Paul mean?

Since God is righteous, it stands to reason that if we are ever to enter his presence, we must be righteous too. But where can we hope to obtain a righteousness which will fit us for the presence of God? There are only two possible answers to that question. The first is that we will try to establish our own righteousness by our good deeds and religious observances. Many make this attempt. But it is doomed to failure, because in God’s sight ‘all our righteous acts are like filthy rags’ (Isaiah 64:6). All those who have even glimpsed God’s glory have been overwhelmed by the sight and by a sense of their own sinfulness. It is therefore impossible to make ourselves good enough for God. If we think we can, we must have either a very low view of God or a very exaggerated view of ourselves, or probably both.

Trusting Christ

The only alternative to our achieving a righteous standing before God is that we receive it as a free gift of God through putting our trust in Jesus Christ. For Jesus Christ himself lived a perfectly righteous life; he had no sins of his own for which atonement needed to be made. But on the cross he identified himself with our unrighteousness. He took our place, bore our sin, paid our penalty, died our death. Indeed, ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God’ (2 Corinthians 5:21). If, therefore, we come to Christ and put our trust in him, a marvellous but mysterious exchange takes place. He takes away our sins, and clothes us with his righteousness instead. In consequence, we stand before God ‘not trusting in our own righteousness, but in God’s manifold and great mercies’ (Episcopal Prayer Book), not in the tattered rags of our own morality but in the spotless robe of the righteousness of Christ. And God accepts us not because we are righteous, but because the righteous Christ died for our sins and was raised from death.

This is the truth which came home to John Wesley when on 24th May 1738 he visited a Moravian meeting in Aldersgate Street, East London. As somebody was reading Luther’s preface to his commentary on the Letter to the Romans, in which Luther explained the meaning of ‘justification by faith alone’, a personal faith in Christ was born in Wesley’s heart. He wrote in his Journal: ‘I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.’2 The operative words are that he now trusted ‘in Christ alone for salvation’. For years he had been trusting in himself (his orthodox belief, charitable works and religious zeal); but now at last he came to put his trust in Christ as his Saviour. We ourselves must do the same.

Thirdly, to be a Christian is to obey Christ as our Lord. For Paul wrote of knowing ‘Christ Jesus my Lord’. The lordship of Jesus is a much neglected truth today. We continue to pay lip-service to it and often allude to Jesus politely as ‘our Lord’. But he still asks, as he did in the Sermon on the Mount, ‘Why do you call me “Lord, Lord”, and do not do what I say?’ (Luke 6:46). ‘Jesus is Lord’ was the earliest of all Christian confessions (see Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 12:3; Philippians 2:11), and it has enormous implications. For when Jesus is truly our Lord, he directs our lives and we gladly obey him. Indeed, we bring every part of our lives under his lordship – our home and family, our sexuality and marriage, our job or unemployment, our money and possessions, our ambitions and recreations.

COMMITMENT TO CHRIST

We have seen that, in essence, Christianity is Christ. It is a personal relationship to Christ as our Saviour, Lord and Friend. But how does one become committed to him in this way? Let me suggest that there are four steps for us to take, which (to help fasten them in our memory) begin with the letters A, B, C and D.

Something to Admit

A stands for something to Admit. Our very first step is to admit that (to use the traditional vocabulary) we are ‘sinners’ and need a ‘Saviour’. By ‘sin’ the Bible means self-centredness. God’s order is that we love him first, our neighbour next and ourselves last. Sin is precisely the reversal of this order. It is to put ourselves first, our neighbour next (when it suits our convenience) and God somewhere in the distant background. Instead of loving God with all our being, we have rebelled against him and gone our own way. Instead of loving and serving our neighbours, we have selfishly fostered our own interests. In our better moments we know this and feel thoroughly ashamed.

Moreover, our sins separate us from God. For he is absolutely pure and holy. He can neither live with evil, nor look upon it, nor come to terms with it. The Bible speaks of him as being like a blinding light and a consuming fire. So his ‘wrath’ (which is not any kind of personal malice, but his righteous hostility to sin) rests upon us. In consequence, our greatest need is a ‘Saviour’ who can span the gulf which yawns between us and God, since the bridges we try to build do not reach the other side. We need God’s forgiveness and a new start.

This first step is probably the hardest of the four to take, because we find it humiliating. We greatly prefer to build up our self-esteem and self-confidence, and insist that we can manage by ourselves. In that state of mind we shall never come to Christ. As he put it, ‘it is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous (i.e. the self-righteous), but sinners’ (Mark 2:17). In other words, just as we do not go to the doctor unless we are ill and admit it, so we will not go to Christ unless we are sinners and admit it. The proud refusal to acknowledge this has kept more people out of the kingdom of God than anything else. We have to humble ourselves and admit that self-salvation is impossible.

Something to Believe

B stands for something to Believe, namely that Jesus Christ is the very Saviour we have just admitted we need. Indeed, he is uniquely qualified to save sinners because of who he is and what he has done. Who is he? He is the eternal Son of God who became a human being in Jesus of Nazareth, and is the one and only God-man. What has he done? After a public ministry characterized by selfless service, he deliberately went to Jerusalem and to the cross. He had foretold that he would voluntarily ‘lay down his life’ for us (e.g. John 10:11, 18), and that he would ‘give his life as a ransom’ for us (Mark 10:45). By this he indicated both that we were prisoners unable to escape and that the price he would pay for our release was the sacrifice of his own life. He would die instead of us, in our place. Just as he had taken our human nature to himself at his birth, so he would take our sin and guilt to himself at his death. And this is what he did. On the cross he endured in his innocent person the fearful penalty which our sins deserved, namely the death which is a separation from God.

Of course there is more to the Christian faith than the person and work of Christ. But these two truths are central. Of course too the divine-human person and sin-bearing death of Jesus (the Incarnation and the Atonement, to give them their theological names) contain mysteries beyond our understanding. We shall go on trying to penetrate their depths throughout our lives, and probably throughout eternity too. But still there is sufficient evidence for the straightforward facts of the gospel: the Son of God became human in Jesus of Nazareth, died for our sins on the cross, and was raised from the dead to vindicate him. It is these truths which qualify him to save us sinners; nobody else has ever had these qualifications.

Something to Consider

C stands for something to Consider, namely that Jesus Christ wants to be our Lord as well as our Saviour. He is in fact ‘our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’ (e.g. 2 Peter 3:18), and we have no liberty to cut him in two, responding to one half and rejecting the other. For he makes demands as well as offers. He offers us salvation (forgiveness and the liberating power of his Spirit); he demands our thoughtful and total allegiance.

Christ also calls us to repentance. And this is not just remorse, a vague sense of regret and shame; it is a decisive turn from everything we know to be displeasing to God. Nor is it only negative and related to the past. It includes a determination to go Christ’s way in the future, to become his disciple, to learn and obey his teaching (cf. Matthew 11:28–30). He told his contemporaries that they must count the cost of following him. He added that unless we are willing to put him first, before even our relations, our ambitions and our possessions, we cannot be his disciples (Luke 14:25–35). He calls us to wholehearted loyalty. Nothing less than this will do.

Something to Do

D stands for something to Do. The first three steps have all been taken in the mind. We admit we are sinners and need a Saviour. We believe Jesus Christ came and died to be our Saviour. We have considered that he wants to be our Lord as well. But we have not done anything about it yet. So now we need to ask what the crowd asked Peter on the Day of Pentecost: ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’ (Acts 2:37). Or more fully what the Philippian jailer asked Paul and Silas: ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’ (Acts 16:30). The answer is that each of us needs to come to Jesus Christ personally and cry to him to have mercy upon us. It is one thing to admit that we need a Saviour. It is another to narrow our need down to Christ and believe that he came and died to be the Saviour we need. But then we have to ask him to be our Saviour and our Lord. It is this act of personal commitment which many people miss.

The verse which made it clear to me (nearly eighteen months after I had been confirmed, I am sorry to say) is understandably a favourite with many Christians. In it Jesus Christ is speaking, and this is what he says: ‘Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me’ (Revelation 3:20). Jesus depicts himself as standing outside the closed door of our personality. He is knocking, in order to draw our attention to his presence and to signify his desire to come in. He then adds the promise that, if we open the door, he will come in and we will eat together. That is, the joy of our fellowship with each other will be so satisfying that it can only be compared to a feast.

Opening the door

Here, then, is the crucial question which we have been leading up to. Have we ever opened our door to Christ? Have we ever invited him in? This was exactly the question which I needed to have put to me. For, intellectually speaking, I had believed in Jesus all my life, on the other side of the door. I had regularly struggled to say my prayers through the key-hole. I had even pushed pennies under the door in a vain attempt to pacify him. I had been baptized, yes and confirmed as well. I went to church, read my Bible, had high ideals, and tried to be good and do good. But all the time, often without realising it, I was holding Christ at arm’s length, and keeping him outside. I knew that to open the door might have momentous consequences.

I am profoundly grateful to him for enabling me to open the door. Looking back now over more than fifty years, I realise that that simple step has changed the entire direction, course and quality of my life. At the same time, lest anyone should misconstrue what I have written, I feel the need to make three disclaimers. First, it is not necessary for ‘conversion’ or commitment to Christ to be accompanied by strong emotion. Because of our different temperaments and situations our experiences vary and we must not try to stereotype them. Speaking personally, I saw no flash of lightning and heard no peal of thunder. No electric shock passed through my body. I felt nothing. But the following day I knew that something inexplicable had happened to me, and as the days have passed into weeks, months, years and even decades, my relationship to Christ has steadily deepened and ripened.

Secondly, commitment to Christ is not the end. There is much to follow, as we seek to grow into maturity in Christ. But it is an indispensable beginning, to which you testify when you say at your confirmation ‘I turn to Christ, I repent of my sins, I renounce evil’. Thirdly, it does not matter at all if, although you know you have turned to Christ, you do not know the date when you did so. Some do; others do not. What matters is not when but whether we have put our trust in Christ. Jesus called the beginning of our Christian life a second ‘birth’, and the analogy is helpful in many ways. For example, we are not conscious of our physical birth taking place, and would never have known our birthday if our parents had not told us. The reason we know we were born, even though we do not remember it, is that we are enjoying a life today which we know must have begun at birth. It is much the same with the new birth.

With these clarifications I come back to the basic question: on which side of the door is Jesus Christ? Is he inside or outside? If you are not sure, my advice to you is to make sure. It may be, as someone has put it, that you will be going over in ink what you have already written in pencil. But this issue is too important to leave in doubt. It may help you to get away and alone somewhere, where you will not be interrupted. You could perhaps re-read this section on ‘Commitment to Christ’. Then, if you are ready to take the A-B-C-D steps which I have outlined, here is a prayer you could pray:




Lord Jesus Christ, I admit that I have sinned against God and others, and have gone my own way. I repent of my self-centredness.

I thank you for your great love in dying for me, for bearing in my place the penalty of my sins.

Now I open the door of my heart to you. Come in, Lord Jesus.

Come in as my Saviour, to cleanse and renew me. Come in as my Lord, to take control of me.

And by your grace I will serve you faithfully, in fellowship with your other disciples, all my life. Amen.





 




Study Guide to Chapter 1

See general hints here

BASIC

Questions


	Although Christianity is not at heart a creed or code or cult, can you be a Christian without these things?

	How would you explain the heart of Christianity to a friend who is not a Christian?

	How and when do you think you became committed to Christ? Did you realize this at the time, or only later?



Promise

Christ’s acceptance of us –

Revelation 3:20; John 6:37.

Prayer

No 5 here – for perseverance in the Christian life.

EXTRAS

Bible study

Philippians 3:4–14.

In a group

Each person should introduce some basic information about themselves to the others by completing the sentence ‘I am …’ in three different ways. Try to include facts about yourself which most of the others don’t already know.

Response

Silently read again the prayer here at the end of the chapter. Pause after each paragraph; do not move on to the next until you are sure you understand it and mean it. You may have said these or similar words to Jesus already; but it does no harm to confirm them and tell him again.

Check-up

Do you count yourself a committed Christian?
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