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margate 

“For we walk by faith, not by sight”               II Corinthians  8 7  

From the theology in this chapter of Paul’s letter to the Church at Corinth there will probably be 

much dissension on our past. The line of thought has been long familiar to us. The missionary 

practically says: “My mission has brought me reproach from friends and persecution from enemies. 

Had I but thought of my own comfort in this matter, I should have long ere now have kept my 

silence. But we preach not ourselves but Christ Jesus the Lord.” “God himself has shined in our 

hearts and it is for Jesus’ sake that we suffer.” From such chapters as these does the apostle merit 

the place which Renan assigns him. “The true president of those great Greek Councils which made of 

Jesus the keystone of metaphysics, was the Apostle Paul.” He writes here laying the foundation of 

Christian theology hardening the teaching of Christ from a spiritual aspiration to dogma. Upon these 

and similar words of the apostle the Christian has come to regard himself as separate from the 

common lot of mankind, rival churches and creeds have been founded, each one certain that only 

they were on the road to heaven and that only they had the key of its gates, and still when the 

dogmatist with his schemes of salvation justifies himself and condemns those with whom he 

disagrees, he forgets his gospels and turns to these Epistles of the Apostle.    

But I do not now propose to estimate the work of St. Paul. I merely point one characteristic of that 

work which, from our standpoint at any rate, has deflected the purpose of Christ’s life. When we 

compare the spirit of these epistles with the fourth gospel, we cannot help thinking how different 

might have been the history of the Christian Church and how much more Christ would have 

influenced the world for good, had the Christian handbook been Alexandrine biography instead of 

the Pauline letters. But for many reasons a change is creeping over our estimate of the value of the 

various parts of the Bible. If you undertake the serious task of comparing in a very small way even 

the sermons popular fifty years ago with those popular now, you will find that preachers are deriving 

inspiration from new sources. The atmosphere of the pulpit is changing. The appeal to the 

congregation is not as it once was. If the same words remain their meaning has largely altered. As a 

result of this change, Paul fades. He stands not where he did. He is not so large, so important, so 

definite. 

Yet whilst his interpretations of the purpose of Christ’s life and the designs of God with men are 

being discredited, let us not forget that even in this disputant there are many precious gems of 

thought – gems that will secure him a place forever amongst those early Jews who caught up the 

religious enthusiasm which the Nazarene diffused, preached it, and interpreted it to coming 

generations. There is a very deep meaning underlying all his arguments about sin and the law, the 

working of God’s spirit on the life of the believer, and even the point of view of this chapter is not 

totally devoid of suggestive thought to us. We might for many days try and extract these gems and 

set them appropriately to modern ideas; only then would we be able to understand the real spirit of 

the great missionary, and know how much he had discovered which we must take for granted if we 

are to live our lives as best we can.  

One of these parenthetical thoughts on general truths for us may act, and I have chosen it because 

at first sight we might imagine that it was a dogmatic rather than a religious thought; that it was the 

utterance of Paul the believer in a personal resurrection, the preacher of the almost immediate 

second coming of Christ, rather than of Paul the man who had felt the excellence of Christ’s 

teaching, whose heart and soul as well as intellect had been touched by the message which came 



from Nazareth. But if we consider the words more carefully we shall find that they are spoken not by 

Paul the dogmatist but by Paul the remonstrator of what is good and true,. That being so, we with all 

our knowledge, emancipated as we are from theologies that gave us false ideas of God, walk with 

the apostle by faith, not by sight. 

For what do we mean by faith?                                                                                                                                               

“Faith is regarded in scripture,” says the late Cardinal Newman, “as the chosen instrument 

connecting Heaven and Earth, as a novel principle of action, most powerful in the influence which it 

exerts both on the heart and on the Divine view of us, and yet in itself of a nature to excite the 

contempt and ridicule of the world.” Such also was the conception of the early Christian Fathers, 

who held by the direct revelation of God to man through Christ and the scriptures and who 

therefore argued that they must have faith in God’s word and revelation. St. Augustine for instance 

said, drawing a distinction between faith in man and faith in God: “Let us believe the apostle, but not 

in the apostle.” Their faith, in short, only applied to what had been authenticated as they thought by 

God, as truth. If we grant their notions of a revelation of God’s will directly and especially through 

the scriptures then we must also grant them that they were right in insisting that faith was the 

proper attitude of the human mind to that revelation. Enquiry could not add to our knowledge of 

God’s revelation. Then was it true in the words of the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews – 

“Through faith we understand that the words were framed by the word of God, so that things which 

are seen were not made of things which do appear.”  

The object of the Fathers’ faith was external to themselves. It was not even associated with their 

desires very often. Their love to do the will of God as it appeared to them was not out of a constant 

crucifixion of their natures, but that will itself had little to do with the affairs or enthusiasms of life. 

Nowadays when we crucify ourselves it is generally because some work of this world has to be done 

– some cause to be advanced, someone to be helped, and we can see our work result in victories 

around us from which we gather new energy and the joy of which overcomes the pain of crucifixion 

by which we have attained them. When we crucify ourselves to our faith it generally means that we 

subordinate a lower to a higher part of our natures. This is true to a small extent of the Father but it 

was not the characteristic of their faith. They said “This is a rule imposed upon us by God and to it 

we must subordinate our natures.” We say: “This is a rule imposed upon us by our natures and to it 

we must subordinate our lower desires.” The object of our faith is consequently internal. It is a trust 

in the truth of our own souls. God reveals himself to us in the impulses of our own hearts and the 

faith which is to unite Heaven and Earth for us is a faith that we may follow these impulses to the 

glory of God and the service of man. If we see a degraded world and our natures rise in rebellion and 

urge us to lay a reforming hand upon that world, let us believe in faith that our aspirations for 

righteousness are more permanent than any fleeting condition of society: if we see evil on our path 

and our souls constrain us to oppose it, let us obey that constraint trusting that our desire for the 

good is an augury that the good will at some time prevail; if we open our eyes upon ugliness and 

uncleanness and we feel rising within us a loathing for them, let us set about it in some way to bring 

beauty and purity there, trusting that where there is a desire of the heart, its realization is possible. 

That is a faith in God through ourselves, a faith in the unfolding of the higher nature of man, a faith 

that the sensibilities of the mind will find a place among the forces that rule in this world, a faith that 

human ideals however much battered and thwarted will in the end assert themselves. But this 

difference in the object of our faith does not separate us very widely from the Christian fathers, for 

their belief in the peculiar methods by which God revealed himself was in obedience to the impulses 

of their natures. They, like us, were troubled with the sense of the Divine, the Perfect, the Self-

Contained. They too had visions of an ideal state for which they longed, and in their age they had to 

regard God as something outside themselves, Heaven as something apart from Earth, revelation as a 



special act of the Almighty Mind. Their mistake was to injure that nature from which the Divine in 

them sprung. They did not know how man becomes greater and purer, they did not know what 

growth in grace meant in the race. So far short were they of the good which they could conceive in 

their own minds that they were compelled to regard that good as being of another world than this 

and as pertaining to bodies of a different kind to these earthly tabernacles. Those who came nearest 

to that simple faithful living of Christ, rather than those who constructed theologies to account for 

the seeming dual nature of man; those who said; “The spirit of the Lord is upon me” rather than 

those who said “Come let us reason together” stand in closest sympathy with us. For they did what 

we cannot improve upon. They heard a message of love, of spiritual purity, of ideal excellence. They 

opened their hearts to the message and allowed it to possess them. They had faith in what their own 

hearts told them was true, they had faith in the visions that their awakened human sensibilities 

brought to them, and beside the joy they felt in their faith, the questions of everlasting life, reward 

for privations, the order of Heaven were as nothing to them. Life itself was its own blessing and 

reward. Death but the passing away of a force which has been well directed and which although 

apparently spent has in reality gone into others now actively at work proving the Faith of him who is 

passing away. Those who live thus must always be in touch with those who have passed through 

times of abnormal spiritual activity, who feel the reforming spirit upon them, who are called to 

labour not in the placid dead waters of custom and tradition but in stormy unexplored channels to 

which man’s expanding nature is ever driving him. What difference there is between the Fathers and 

ourselves is that whilst they were unable to associate the spiritual with the material and in pursuit of 

the former destroyed or punished the latter, we believe that we can establish a connection between 

the two and that life on its spiritual side is only life on the material side resurrected on a different 

plane. 

Still, we must not imagine that we can walk after the sight only. It is true when we now speak of faith 

that we do not mean something opposed to knowledge. The man of experience and the man of faith 

are not two people who can never be reconciled; who satisfy different and exclusive parts of their 

nature. Indeed the more we know, the more faith we shall have, because the more we know the 

more possibility do we find of advancement. When we knew much less of science than we do now, 

there were many fewer scientific problems to answer. When in his own rough childish way, primitive 

man looked upon the Earth just as he saw it and gave up its riddle contenting himself by creating 

gods for every feature which attracted his attention, the Earth was not more wonderful to him in his 

awed ignorance than it is to us with our knowing curiosity. The sum total of the barbarian’s wonder 

when the most elementary natural processes were hidden from him does not amount to a fraction 

of the wonder of the scientist of the present day. The clouds dissipated by science have been clouds 

which enveloped, not definite truths, but boundless territories. For every world which the scientist 

has explored he has discovered myriads of others. From the realms of space too remote for eye to 

pierce to the drop of water too minute for eye to see has science crowded its worlds; marvel and 

mystery have followed on each other’s heels; for all we know, we but stand on the threshold of 

knowledge. If this be true of the objects of nature, how much more true is it of the aspirations of the 

soul.   

In this latter realm there is less narrow boundaries and less definiteness than in the other. The soul 

has its rules of life like nature, but whilst nature is passionless and uniform, every soul has its 

individual character in thought and action. Moreover, much attention has been applied to science, 

next to nothing to the training of those qualities in man which we call his soul. There is too much 

emotion without intellect and too much intellect without emotion now-a-days. The just balance is 

rare. And yet it is only when that just balance is reached that our minds are flooded with new ideals, 

that we see the vast possibilities that lie before mankind, that we begin to cherish within us that 



faith in the blessed end of humanity which is a constant source of energy and a never-failing 

consolation when disappointment overtakes us. If we could but free ourselves from some of the 

swaddling clothes of the world, if we could be content with little for ourselves but be zealous for 

much good to humanity, if we were but free to follow more closely on the footsteps of our Christs, 

then would knowledge increase our faith and the experience of the past blossom within us unto a 

promise of the future.  

Let us then draw no false distinctions between knowledge or investigation and faith. All faith is not a 

faith of error. Realised faith is knowledge, and upon knowledge are our temples of faith built. To 

know is to desire to know more, and also a guide as to the direction in which the further knowledge 

is to be pursued. Knowledge is therefore the parent and guide of faith, and faith is the life and 

inspiration of knowledge. The one without the other is incomplete. He who walks by sight only walks 

in a chaotic maze without compass or landmark; he who only walks by faith is like a child. He can 

learn from no one’s failures and profits by no one’s successes. Knowledge and faith together enable 

a man to live well, but knowledge must never be allowed to lean so heavily upon faith that the back 

of the slender thing is broken. Yet if we may contrast the relative importance of two forces which, as 

we have said, are indissolubly linked together, we would say without hesitation that faith is greater 

than knowledge. For faith is that which whispers ‘onwards’ to us, knowledge says ‘halt.’ Faith makes 

us live for the promise, knowledge asks us to be content to move in a rut if we move at all. Yet it is 

indeed foolish to thus separate them. They are neither competitors nor antagonists. Each finds itself 

in the other. Faith seeks knowledge, and knowledge faith. 

The union of these two guides illustrate how truly it may be said that life is a combination of 

opposites. Nothing is simple. A simple guide, a simple remedy, a simple explanation is suspicious. We 

ourselves are bound closely together in our interdependence. By our personal likes or dislikes 

society can neither be blessed or condemned. Only as our needs are identified with common needs 

can we become standards by which the justice or injustice of society can be measured. So is it with 

our own lives. Our emotions and desires are closely bound in interdependent union and no single 

one of them can be selected as that which may be exclusively developed with benefit to our 

character. We develop first in one direction then in another. The path of progress for the individual 

as for the race is in a zig zag. The problem which we have all to busy with is how to make it as 

straight as possible. The wise man balances opposite impulses and walks in what Emerson calls the 

temperate zone of life. 

But whilst a man’s being is so complicated, expanding in this way today and in that way tomorrow, 

harassed by conflicting purposes and distracted by opposing duties there is one condition which it 

must observe if it be to keep healthy and virile. It must walk by faith. Faith is a perpetual spring 

shower. It brings back the ebbing life and expands the embryonic bud into the broad leaf. Faith 

keeps the soul from rusting. He who has lost faith is dead already, no matter wat his years are. He 

who does not look forward in hope to the results of his work, can do little which will be to the 

permanent good of the race. He who has lost his faith that somehow or other all our struggles mean 

that we are to triumph, has lost that by which only he can struggle successfully. This faith which 

fears no danger and accepts no denial is perhaps the peculiar possession of youth. The years wear it 

out. Yet we know those who have gone down to their graves with it, whose length of years could not 

be measured by their fears of the future. But supposing it is the peculiar possession of youth, is it 

not the case that when man is a creator it is when he is young. Then do we know generosity and 

chivalry. Then do we contribute our best work to the common effort of our kind, then can we sink 

ourselves in the society to which we belong. Our estimations may be too generous, too hopeful, too 

confident; but what of that when they lead us into a course of action which enables others to come 



nearer to our ideas than they were before. The dreams of youth raise the world, the fears of age 

guide it. And who will decide between the two? Again we come to our balance, and again we fly 

away from it to urge our points.  

The only which our children have of happiness is if they are trained to seek themselves in others; if 

they are taught to regard themselves as members of a vast army whose destiny is theirs and whose 

future is reflected in the hearts of individuals. Our hearts beat the songs of the perfect humanity. We 

cannot stand still. We must either slip back or step forward, and we cannot step forward if our 

hearts are faint and we have no spirit for the task. All down the ages there is a long line of martyrs 

and saints who never doubted, but who worked for the coming of the kingdom of righteousness on 

the Earth. They were often mistaken. The mission in which they were engaged was too recondite for 

them to understand. But we can forget their errors both of word and deed, for they did a necessary 

work. Even the blindest aided in the task and we stand where we do today, the heirs of their 

victories, emerging from the falsehoods in which they and which they often heaped upon 

themselves. Science has clarified our vision as to how the world evolves from the high to the higher, 

a greater accuracy of thought has enabled us to perceive the functions of our own emotions in the 

general progressive changes, the ever extending fields if human interest supply us with new keener 

enthusiasms, better methods of work enable us to use with more and more effect the means of 

services which lie in our power. Never was the future brighter, never was the strife between the 

Eternal things of the spirit and the fleeting things of the flesh keener, never was there so many signs 

of ultimate victory to cheer those who live by faith.  

Notes to this sermon:                                                                                                                                                                   

In a sense we may say that there are three real stages in religious development. First, the stage 

when every emotion had its God and every human interest its controlling deity. Secondly, the stage 

when morality began to be allied with religion based on monotheism, but when religious morality 

was rather an obedience of precept and ceremonial which where but symbols of the true moral life 

of intellectual misunderstandings of it. That is naturally the first stage of religious morality. The 

second, which is the third and final stage of religious development, is reached when there is a 

complete identity attained between religion and morality and when the identity appears in the life 

of individuals. We are still in the middle stage. The Christian world has found Jesus and has lost him 

again; the Christian is busy with the problems of the very religion which he professes to have 

adopted.     

  

   

       

        



    













 





















 


