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Matthew VII: “He that doeth the will of my Father” 

Man has invented many expedients by which he hopes to get to heaven. When he was yet ignorant 

and guileless and found himself placed in a mysterious world that frightened and pleased him, that 

made him tremble in awe and leap for joy, that at one time indulged him with its profuse bounty and 

at another withheld a bare subsistence from him, he heard the voices of many almighty powers 

round him and had many manifestations of their pleasure and displeasure. They spoke to him, they 

loved and hated him, they had moods like his own. He conceived them to be like unto themselves, 

and he approached them as he approached a dreaded fellow, with a propitiary offering if they were 

angry and a glad greeting if they were pleased. The relations between gods and man were relations 

of diplomacy. The man who was most courteous was he of whom the gods most kindly approved. 

Sacrifice and offering opened heaven’s gate. To sin was to neglect the attentions which the gods 

were supposed to require. 

That was the sincere worship of the children of the race. Since then mankind has grown wise. He has 

asked many questions and answered not a few. In the process he has abolished gods. He grew bold 

and left his own plains and valleys; and as he went abroad he met new gods and other worshippers, 

and in his own temples he found space for the foreign deities and paid his tributes to them. In times 

of trouble he cried to his protectors. They were deaf or impotent and he despaired.  

Science taught him something of natural law and as he was taught the divinities of the earth veiled 

their faces. The gods no longer talked in the thunder or sounded their reeds by the brooks. 

He brought his own reason to bear upon his worship and it’s at first timorous condemnation grew 

bolder and more emphatic. He jested with, he argued against, he condemned his gods, and in his 

moments of rational zeal he insulted them and smote their images.  

But when these false gods were silent the entrance into the kingdom of heaven was not secured. 

The great minds, men like Socrates and Plato, never doubted for a moment but that there was some 

secret in human existence which had to be discovered before men could rest. That secret was the 

absolute, in the knowledge of which men could never depart from rectitude and never quarrel with 

each other or with their destiny.    

But the cultured stoicism which meek slavery made possible for the meek middle classes passed 

away in the great practical and economic changes which came upon Europe in the middle ages. The 

Christian faith, which the Western world was fast adopting as the key which was to open the gates 

of heaven for it, surrounded by great combinations of armed forces breathing an atmosphere in 

which militarism grew rank, forgot the Nazarene carpenter, forgot too the idea of the Father which 

he taught, forgot his humility and condemnation of all worldliness and thought of but power, 

empire, tribute which were then the prevailing notes. But even then the consciousness of the need 

of knowledge of that secret of life which contained happiness, which opened the gates of heaven to 

men, moved in men, and their souls cried in the works of their hands. Theses long, dim aisles were 

but the objective representation of the awe of the soul, these peaceful, pointed heaven seeking 

arches but the concrete of the never satisfied aspiration for something higher. This artistic work was 

the doing of the will of the Father in these centuries. The methods of that doing were in accordance 

with the thought and experience of the times. It was man worshipping God as he would pay homage 

to his kings – but without fear – with love only. Mistaken idol worship do you say? You may as well 

tell the sea that it must heave no more, responsive to the attraction of the moon; and the trees that 



they must never again clothe themselves in leaves as forbid the loving soul to create something in 

praise of the object of the love. Art is the child of religion, and only when man is driven to look 

within himself for that which he admires does art become sickly and degraded. Would that we could 

create now! Would that our love of our deities, of our nations, of our cities would lead us to become 

great artists of things to symbolise them, to beautify them; appropriate houses wherein their spirits 

may dwell. We can never have too much of the beautiful in our lives; earth can never become too 

full of harmony and he whose soul thrills with its own peculiar and appropriate pleasures will strive 

to add to the earth’s store of the beautiful and volume of the harmonious. So we look back on the 

thirteenth century, and brushing aside, as we are quite warranted in doing, what characteristics it 

had which have now no place among the forces which have helped mankind, we dwell long and 

fondly with the spirit which was its peculiar riches and which has handed down to us today all these 

noble and spiritual edifices and works of art which are the enviable possessions of western peoples. 

And today we look upon them although the hands which fashioned them have long since mouldered 

to dust they are eloquent still with the adoration to the highest which filled the souls that planned 

them.  

Following this century came times when the spiritual life was never so feeble. The social arts were 

lost. In piracy first and in making cent per cent afterwards the people lost their souls. “Lord! Lord!” 

was still cried by the lips but religion was husk and ashes. We stand today as the early cathedral 

builders and Madonna painters stood. Words, prayers, formulae, ritual have failed to yield up the 

secret of life. They never contained it in fact. We have been as children breathlessly trying to force 

open a hand which we imagined to grasp some covered thing, and after much labour succeeding – 

but to find the hand empty and to hear our efforts greeted by a laugh. We feel as they did that the 

attitude of mind to which guidance comes for the discovery of the secret is that of worship, of 

reverence, of love. And we too would build our shrines for the presence of the almighty, and we too 

would sing our songs of love and gratitude. We would be creators too, we would be artists, we 

would give our souls companions, so to speak, with whom they may commune. Just as the rising 

cathedral was the companion to the soul of the devout builder. But the thirteenth century is 600 

years past. “To do the will of my Father which is in heaven” does not convey to our judgements the 

same course of conduct, the same method of worship or the same kind of service which it conveys 

to those living six centuries since. They went out in the gladness of their hearts and in the simplicity 

of their lives and with stone and lime and brush and canvas paid their obeisences to him who is all 

beauty and all nobleness. To us, this is not enough. We are sometimes inclined to be impatient with 

this sort of work in fact. Years of social experience, of cooperative work have taught us the truth of 

the words of that keen seer Carlisle “The highest being reveals himself in man.” This body, these 

faculties, this life of ours; is it not all as a vesture for that unnamed? For then he quotes from 

Novalis: “There is but one temple in the universe, and that is the body of man. Nothing is holier than 

that high form. Bending before men is a reverence done to this Revelation in the flesh. We touch 

heaven when we lay a hand upon a human body.” Casting aside the metaphysical character of 

thought thus expressed we nevertheless we know within ourselves that in essence these words are 

true. To serve man is to worship and serve God, for through man God manifests him, and man is the 

instrument of God for the fulfilment of his purposes.  

The desire to create then, that we feel in us must now be turned in human directions. It is not stone 

and lime which we ought to mould into spiritual forms but the lives of men which we must lead as 

God wills, it is not pigments which we may now manipulate into beautiful pictures, but the chaotic 

passions of humanity, which we must organise and direct to a glorious end. Therein lies the religious 

work of the nineteenth century, and after all, better than cathedral aisles and Gothic arch to the soul 

is the face of a man radiating the light of heaven. 



Let us be clear on this matter. Man is saved by faith, but the test of the faithful is not a stifling of 

reason in order that they may say with what false earnestness custom may have given them, that 

they accept doctrines precious to their fathers and receive gladly the creeds which expressed the 

beliefs of long dead generations. True and saving faith is a faith in God and in humanity. That the 

world is passing through the valleys leading to a happy end that in us there is the power to do some 

good and that in all there is a sympathetic chord for the true and noble and just. That evil will not 

always prevail and that truth will not always be hidden from our sight; that God does whisper in our 

ears and that we may obey his calling if we care to try. That is the faith that leadeth to salvation. For 

our opinions, if formed conscientiously, we are not responsible, but we are responsible if we harden 

our hearts, shut our eyes and stop our ears. The latter is sinning against the holy ghost, and as 

impressions once received are never lost, so the remorse of that sin whilst consciousness last and 

whilst the soul speaks to us will never cease to trouble us. 

But if this is faith how futile are all these words and formulae that now go as Christianity. If an angel 

came from heaven with the power to see into the hearts of men and charged to investigate how 

much faith was left in the sons of men, that angel would go back in sorrow. Yet we hope, aye we 

believe, that hope would mingle with sorrow. For we think that we can detect in the life of the 

present time a pause, a self-enquiry, a sigh when it meets these words of Christ’s: “Not everyone 

that saith unto me ‘Lord, Lord’ shall entre into the kingdom of heaven”; and we also think that we 

see eagerness on faces as the rest of that message is uttered “but he that doeth the will of my 

Father, which is in heaven.” 

Are we entering the last stage of this search for happiness in life? Is the service of man to be that 

worship which is to reveal to us the Father? Are we leaving the troubled waters and conflicting 

currents of dogma and metaphysic and entering the calmer havens of loving faithful work to be 

supported by the assurance that such offerings will never be unacceptable to the Father? That I 

cannot say. Will there ever be finality in human affairs? Our faith compels us to believe that there 

will at least be assurance that a time will come when men will all love each other, and evil will hide 

its head for very shame. But to us it is not given to know the date of that coming, and whether the 

demands of the time for action, and the particular kind of action which our social experience 

indicates are true and good are really the consummation of the desires of the world or not, we know 

that we are progressing, that in these days we know better than ever before what the will of the 

Father is, and we are better able to obey it.  

That the times which turn the spiritual artist into the human field to raise there monuments for 

God’s glory and worthy habitations for his presence, are in advance of those from which we received 

our cathedrals. The progress in methods of worship which historical study reveals to us is: In the 

beginning men were awestruck in proportion as the forces of nature around them were violent or 

gentle, and they worshipped in fear as the slave owes to his master. Then the worship was one of 

adoration as love mingled with and overcame the fear. Now the love is being deflected in its course, 

and this third stage of worship although it is marked by no new principle is quite clear from the 

other in that it shows a new method. 

The very fact that we are awakening to realities at last and that our impatience is with the mere 

formalisms and phraseologies by which men worshipped will completely change the character of the 

religious life of this country. It’s very first affect has been to altogether change our conceptions of 

what part religion plays in social economy. Since the reformation at least and even before it, a man’s 

religion has cut him off from his fellows. It has been the cause of separation rather than a bond of 

union. It has taken him out of community and placed him in a sect. it has made him regard nature 

and man as if they were composed of two antagonistic forces, self-existent and eternally 



irreconcilable, warring against each other, each trying to overcome the other. But in our time we are 

beginning to regard religion as the great bond of brotherhood which unites all men together. 

Religion now does not narrow the area of a man’s connection to a sect but widens it until it becomes 

the whole human race and even the whole of nature. It does not regard good and evil as two 

separate self-existent forces, but as the efforts of divine perfection to fully realise itself in this world. 

That being so we are justified in regarding the religious signs of the times as indicative of a complete 

change in the life of the future. 

This particular character of religious attitude is peculiar to our day. Not even did the cathedral 

builders come to an understanding of the realities of their faith. As to their relations they were clear 

and strove with a single heart to express their gladness at such relations. But except here and there 

they did not altogether see that these relations involved others pertaining to earth. That is what we 

now see, and seeing it, we know the truth of Carlyle’s words. So deeply is it sinking into our minds, 

so natural does it seem to us that we are even now beginning to wonder that we have been blind to 

it so long. What can a religion be that is not work? What greater work can we think of than that 

inspired by our love of our fellow men? What saving belief can there be in this world that has not a 

counterpart in action? What man can feel the trouble of a high calling and remain inactive or 

continue to do evil? For excuse ourselves as we will, and no doubt if we spend but one day hunting 

for excuses, we will find as many as will serve us for a year, still the inexorable fact remains that he 

who blinds himself to the wrong or refuses to join in eliminating it, he who will not listen to the right 

or refuses to join in advancing it will not be merely reprimanded by this arbiter of human worth for 

having made a mistake in judgement but be condemned for conniving at evil. And so it is not the 

‘Lord, Lord’ by which we are to enter into the kingdom of heaven but the doing of the will of the 

father which is in heaven.  

And God himself judgeth not by shibboleths, although the imagination of some is strong enough to 

enable them to lean, rather heavily too, on the hope that words may deceive the almighty.                                

And if I said ‘I love thee Lord’                                                                                                                                          

He would not heed my spoken word                                                                                                                            

Because my daily life would tell                                                                                                                                                                 

If verily I loved him well. 

Well then, in future if we talk with less dogmatic knowledge of the purpose of heaven, we shall feel 

in our hearts even more fervently than before that living in these purposes brings us freedom and 

joy. If we talk less about schemes of salvation we shall walk more closely in the ways of God. If the 

land beyond the grave may lose much of the old distinctiveness which old dreams of flowing rivers 

and golden crowns and fair mansions brought us, we shall live more in the realities of this life and 

shall depart with hopeful courage when it is our time. To do the will of the Father means to follow 

the best we feel, to aim at the highest we know, and our Father being just and merciful does not 

mean that We must have beliefs of a certain kind regarding infinities and eternities, but that in our 

own little world and in our own short day we may add to life something that may find a place in his 

kingdom upon earth. Hasten we then to the end of the time when men asked themselves in fear and 

trembling ‘what must I do to be saved?’ and tortured their poor bodies and silenced their heavenly 

cravings by a mumbling of set phrases.  

When the eye of the sinner searched the universe for a means of salvation – everywhere except at 

his feet where it lay quite undetected. And hasten we in the time when we shall go out, anxiously 

and earnestly no doubt, but not unmanned by querulous and egotistical enquiries about our own 

unworthiness or otherwise; when in the knowledge that we all have something we can do in this 

earth. We set about doing anything that offers itself to us; when we shall regard earth as but one 



side of heaven and life as but a pilgrimage which the faithful active alone can really complete. In 

other words, let us hasten out the religion of the word and hasten in the religion of the spirit. For 

thus Paul expressed the antagonism of ‘Lord, Lord’ and ‘doing the will of the Lord.’ 

Of course there are Pharisees now, as in the days of Christ who are missing heaven because they 

have read the scriptures too narrowly, who have lost the spirit because their minds are stored with 

the word. Let us always remember the limitations of the word. The mouth can never utter the 

emotions of the soul; and even when it is most successful in telling of these emotions felt under 

certain conditions, it has been but telling the truth piecemeal. When the soul feels that life is 

burdensome as it often does then the lips cry ‘Life is a burden’; when the soul is glad, as it often is, 

then the lips cry ‘Life is glorious.’ Are these contradictions? To the man of the word they are, to the 

man of the spirit they are not. Which of them is to be our criterion of life? Neither, but both! The 

only criterion is the character of the soul. Upon that character life in its varying aspects is measured, 

and so behind all our codes of morals, our categories of belief and conduct is the spirit, to which we 

have endeavoured to give expression in them. Then, if we keep that spirit pure, and it always tells us 

when it has touched impurity, to it we must refer for our condemnation by praise. Our conduct is 

not to be guided by the words in our bibles, but by our own real selves. These words are valuable 

only because they quicken that self and keep it pure; and our communion together week after week 

is also valuable for the same end. We work out our salvation only when our bibles are shut and our 

church doors closed, when we are living under the guidance which comes to us from the gospels, 

and in the light which is clearer to us in the quiet communion here than anywhere else. If we have 

fears of the future we have much greater hope. If the word is dying, the spirit is reviving; but the 

word itself cannot die; for it is the expression of the spirit. The men of divine power and insight have 

left their works and words to help our souls, and as we know these great minds more intimately we 

shall be less and less content with mere treading on their footsteps, or raising tabernacles for their 

images. We too will be driven to create, to carry on their work. We shall not be content with merely 

gathering round the still glowing torches which have fallen from their hands, enjoying their warmth 

and being gladdened by their light. We will take them up in our own hands and carry them forward 

and we will lift them higher and higher over our heads that more men may see them; and when our 

tottering footsteps and feeble arms fail others will bear the flame on and up, but we shall be 

received into the bosom of the Father.       

    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 





 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 



 



 

 



 


