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AGNOSTICISM,

. OFr
CAN WE KNOW GOD?
A Letter to a Friend.
By Bev. P. M. Scott, M. A.
Chinese notes by Mr. Ch’en Yen Ling.

Thankyou very much for writing to me and telling me about -
your doubts. People who begin 1to lose their faithl in Christianity
often do not like to speak about their thoughts to those who still
believe, for fear that they may be blamed, Some people who do not
understand their difficulties do blame themas if it were their fault
t]ﬁa,t they .are in doubt; but I do not think we ought always to blame
them. :
~ You tell me that you have been reading about 2 Herbert Spencer
and Agnosticism 2 and you feel we cannot really know God at all.
Before I speak about Agnosticism, I would like to say two things
about the belief in Ohrlst which you have had.

1 remember the Y.M.C.A. SBummer Conference  at which 3ou first
decided to become a Christian. Some one had been speaking about
the needs of China and the temptations of young men. He said that
most young men were 3men of wood,3 and that what we want
is 4men of iron,4 and that that is the kind of men that Christ
‘can make. He reminded us how Christ was not only a great teacher
of virtue, but promised to give life and strength to those who trust
Him, feeding fheir spirits hke bread feeds our be dies. Thus your faith
1 Christ bega.n in a very real way, because it bevre,n ‘with your own
sense of need for strength to lead a good life aud to help the country.
But your faith could not be very safe and strong while it had no
other foundation, and I hope that through your present doubts and
difficulties you may be led on to a fuller and stronger faith than
before.. 51 expect that you yourself have sométimes folt - that you were
making man, not God, the centre of your thought.5 You started with
your own desire to be a good man, and looked on Christianity as a
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means~to help you 6 build up your own character;6 7sometimes I
expect you felt you weére hardly worthy to put yourself first and, as
it were, make use of Christ.” If you had felt more clearly that the.
“welfare of the counfry was the will of God, and that to build up your
character was not only your wish but God’s command, your faith would
have been more confident; you would not have had any doubt that
you might. ask God’s Only Son to help you be a true son to the
Heavenly Father, That is the first thought 1 should like to suggest
to you.
- The second thought I should like to suggest to you is that you
should try 8 to distinguish between understanding a doctrine and being -
faithful to a person.® I hope you will use every power you have to
week the truth and examine the great problems which Spencer and
others have made you think about. But I think you have known
what it is to trust and pray to Jesus Christ as a friend. While you
seek the truth I hope you will fry to be as faithful to Him and to
your friendship with Him as you can.

1 do not know if I can help you very much in your consideration
of Agnosticism. People who say we cannot know God often rest their
a.rgﬁment on nhe statements that if there is a God He must hé
infinite, and that we men are finite; the finite, they say, cannot know
the infinite. They often add another thought, They not only say that
man is too, small to know God, but that if there is a God He must
be too great to care much abous man. I daresay you have had both
these thoughts in your mind. Let 'us fake the second thought first.

From old times there have been men who have realised the smalluess
of man and the greatness of the universe, and have wondered if God
could have any special concern for us, The thought comes in Psalm 83+

9 When T consider the heavens, the work of Thy fingers,
The moon and the stars which Thou hast ordained,
- What is man that Thou art mindful of him,
And the son of man that Thou visitest him?9

In modern times Science has often made men think in this way,

Modern astronomy has revealed something of the vast numbers and
_dmtances of the stars, and Ina.de this earth and man on it seem
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less then the dust in-comparison. ‘Geology and the study -of evolation
10 have: made us vealise the endless ages through which this world
existed ‘before man appeared.}0 11 But ‘have you looked at these fhings
in what I think must be the right way? 1l If the world existed amd
evolution went on so long before man appeared, may we not say that
12 this shows the importance of man? 12 When a common offcial goes
to any place not much preparation is made for him; when a king goes, -
the whole city prepares to receive him. And is not man the erown
of the universe for whom all these long preparations were made?
Again, do you think astronomy in showing the numbers and distance
~of the stars really shows the insignificance of man? Man knows about
the stars and they do not know about him. Compared to them his
body may be 1o bigger than a grain of dust; but his mind measures
them and knows of what materials they are made. The sun and moon
move on their own courses, but the mind of man reaches everywhere,
to the ends of the universe. Is man so very small?

This leads me back to the first point. The agnostic says that the
finite mind of man cannot know an infinite God. But is man’s mind
finite? I think it is only finite in one sense. 13 Darwin’s great disciple,!8 -
Professor Huxley, used to say that the whole knowledge of man compared
to what he does not know is like one star shmmg alone in the dark
vault of heaven, That sounds true, because all' men who know much
are humble about the many more things which they do not know.
But there is this to be said about. Huxley’s fine saying. The star
does not know fthat there is the vast sky all around it. Man does
know that there are always new things to learn. The star does not
grow. Man’s knowledge does grow, just because he is always seeking
4 to explore the truths 14 which surround what he has found already.
15 The unknown has great power over our minds, 16 And further, although
the things which we know in detail are few, we know about the whole -
universe that it is all one system with law and order running through
it all; as 16the commentator on the Great ILearning says,lﬁ 17«The
mtelhgent mind of man is formed to know, and there Is not a single
thing in which its principles do not inhere,” 17 If this is so, in What
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. senge can we say that the mind of man is finite?
" "Does not what I have said help us to understand how man can
know .God? If there is a God, He is the centre of the world’s unify,
the source of its law ‘and order. Qur knowledge of anything may be
small, like a star, But if we can combine it with a knowledge of the -
universe as a whole, like the dark sky in which the star shines, cannot
~we also lift up our minds to think of God, Who made all the world
and rules it in law and order. When we look at the beauty of the -
sky above us and arcund us, do we not feel that we are surrounded
by One who is drawing us into peace and fellowship with Himself ?
Sometimes we are examining some facts and they do not seem to
have any -connection with other things; but we go on studying them
because we know that if we are patient we may hope to find in them
some new proof of the law and harmony of the world. In the same
way, sometimes we are considering our own life with all its difficulties,
and there seems to be no meaning or value in all we go through.
‘But cannot we be patient and trustful and say like 8t. Paul 18“We
know that all things work towether for good to them that love
God”? Rom 8.18
I would like to end up with one more thought, We have been
_asking whether the finite can know the Infinite, and T have said that in
one sense our ininds are not flnite, somewhat as St Paul said in
I -Cor. 13”7 19«Now I know in part; but then I shall know fully, even
as alse I was known.”19 Now look at the question from the opposite
point of view, Cannot the Infinite make Himself known? or is His
power not infinite but limited? If His goodness as well as His power
is infinite, would it not be reasonable to expect Him to make Himself
known to the human race which has sought Him in so many religions?
There is a Psalm which T love which teaches us the infinitude of God
and in. poetical words draws from the thought of His infinitude, not
doubt, but hope.
20<Look how high the heaven is in comparison of the earth;
So great is His merey to them that fear Him.” (Ps. 103")20
If we really want to serve and obey Him, may we not claim the
promise of Jesus Christ that God will give us the Spirit of Truth to

lead us into all Truth? Do read St. John 16%, and think over what
1 have tried to say in this letter.
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The Influence of Christ.

(See P. 4 of our Chinese Section)

The following are the words of Professor Lecky, the great British

historian of ¥uropean civilisation and thought, who was also a
distingnished member of Parliament. He was an agnostic, but as a
student of the world’s great moral forces he could not wfuhhold thls-
tribute to the Cha,ra,ctur of our Lord Jesus Christ.
- It was reserved for Christianity to present to the WOI‘ld an ideal
character which, through all the the changes of eighteen centuries,
has filled the hearts of men with an impassioned love, and hag shown
itself capable of acting on all ages, nations, temperaments and conditions;
has not only been the highest pattern of virtue, but the highest
incentive to its practice, and has exertel so deep an influence, that it
may truly be said that the simple record of three short years of active
life has done more to regenerate and soffen mankind than all the
disquisitions of phllosophers and than all the exhortations of moralists,
This has indeed been the wellspring of whatever has been best and
purest in Christian life. Amid all the sins and failings, amid all the
priesteraft, the persecution and fanaticism which have defaced the
Church, it has preserved in the character and example of its Founder
an enduring principle of regemeration.”

Is it not worth while to study.such an cexample? 1f the followers
of Christ who love Him best believe that He is alive and with us
still, is it not worth while to try to share their faith, and find for
the world ‘““an enduring principle of regeneration”?

e

The Pra,yer of a Student.

ALMIGHTY (Giod, the giver of all good things, without Whose
help ‘all labour is insufficient, and without Whose grace all wisdom'
is folly; Grant, I beseech Thee, that in fthis my undertaking, Thy
Holy Spirit may not be withheld from me, but that I may promote
Thy glory, and the salvation both of myself and others. Grant this,
O Lord, for the sake of Jesus Christ, Amen. (Dr. Bamuel Johnson.)

[ =

To our Readers.

The Editors will always gladly try to answer any queatmns sent to
them, in English or Chinese.
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Spreadmg the Truth.

Thoughts on St. Matthew, IV 8-11,
By Rev. P. M. Scott. M. A,

1. This temptation -is certainly -recorded in a metaphoncal Wa,)
There is no mountain from which all parts of the world can be seen.
I there were, that mountain could also be seen from all parts of the
world, St. Luke, who also records this temptation, had been to many
parts of the world and knew that no mountain which he had seen
could be seen from all those places. What Christ meant when He
- told His disciples about  His temptations was not that He saw with
His eyes, but that He thouOht m ‘His heart about all the kingdoms
of the world.

11 This temptatmn came to Christ because He Wllled to win all
men for the Kingdom of God. The temptation therefore came because
He wanted to do good_ not because He wanted to do evil. Christ
never did any evil. - This shows that not all our temptations are a
sign that we are evil. Some of our temptations come because we have
sinned and have learnt to love what is bad. But some come, like
Christ’s, Lecause we want to do good, and the Devil wants to stop us.
If we try to spread the truth and win men for God’s ngdom, we'
must not be surprised if we meet with hindrances.

TII. . What the Devil pointed to was the glory of the world. Wha.t
Christ saw was its need. If we wish to win influential people for
God’s Kingdom, we must not do it for the sake of getting reputation
but because they have need of God’s help, liké every one else. They
have many temptations to pride and selfishness which poor and
ignorant men do not have, and they have need 'of (God’s help to make
them humble and merciful. If we seek powerful people because they
can give reputation to Christianity, we shall not be able fo bem- op-
position’ if Christianity becomes unpopular. -

The Devil offered to give Christ all the world in one moment Christ
earnestly wanted to win all the world, so earnestly that He was willing
to die for it. But Christ was humble and patient. He was willing
to begin slowly; He first taught His own countrymen, who a,lrea.dy
knew more about God than other people did; and then He let His
Church spread to other lJands. (Acts, 1.8.) We must not say we will
-do nothing till we can do some great thing. We must begin by
spreading the truth among those whom we know and those who are

best prepared for it.
~IV.” The Devil’s condmons were that Christ should first worship
“him, What does this mean? If we sincerely worship God, we think



with Jove. about His Nature and become like Him. If we worship the
Devil, we shall become like him. What is the DeviPs nature? . Christ
said he wag a murderer and a Har. (John 8.44.) The original mea.nmg
_of the word devil is “accuser”, and that is what the Devil is called in
the Bible. . (Revelation, 12. 9.) He tries to make us each believe that
~ws are too weak and bad to become really good, and that other men
are too weak and bad for us o help them. If we try to sPrea,d the

truth he will tempt us in such ways as the following. "

' He is a murderer. He will tempt us to use force instead of reason
to persuade men. Christ refused to use His supernatural power except
to help men. And He would never use it even to make men good
unless they wished to become good. He respected their free will.

- He is a false accuser. He will tempt us to despise men as if they
- had no conscience, and to appeal to their desire for advauntage in this
world or their fear of punishment in the next.
He is a liar and a false accuser. He will tempt us to tell lies;
may be he will tempt us to despise other men’s learning and power of
thought, and so {o use weak arguments and illustrations to prove the
truth. Afterwards they will find that these things do not prove the
truth and then God’s work will be hindered. |
He will tempt us to tell lies in another way, by concealing the truth.
He will tempt us to despise men’s earnestness, and to think that. if
we teach what is not popular, men will not love the truth enough to
study and believe it. This means that he both slanders men and
slanders God. The truth is called “good news” in the Bible; but the
Devil tempts us to think that we cannot trust God’s truth to win
men’s faith, and that we cannot trust men to be willing to learn and
obey it, Qur duty is to bear witness to the whole truth, whether it
is popular or not, and to trust God to lead men to understand and _
obey.
V. Christ did not give way to the Devil’s temptatmn We too
can resist him, if we rely on Christ to help us to trust God and to
trust our fellowmen. Christ did not seek the power which the Devil
offered Him; therefore He received power from God. When He rose
from the-dead, He said; “All -authority hath been given unto me in
~ heaven and earth. - Go ye therefore into all the world and '_ina,ke '
disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Ghost; teaching them to observe all things

whatsoever I have commanded you. And lo. I am with you alway
even unto the end of the world” (Matthew, 28.end) ¥ we teach the
whole truth, He will keep His promise to us and to those whom we teach.

[The Chinese of this article appeared in “Peace” no., 4, p. &)
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A Brief | Introduction_ to the Gospels.

By Rev. B. Mather. M. A.
Chinese by Rev. T. €, Chang,
I. Introduction. The Importance of the Study of Christ.

We Christians believe that Christ is the Saviour of the world. Others,
who would not admit as much as this, are unable to deny that He
was a very great Teacher, who has profoundly affected the history of
the world. Thus, whether we are Christians or not, it is only natural
- that we should regard authentic facts about the life and teaching of
- Christ as having an interest for our age. Kuropean newspapers of
to-day frequently refer to “The Reconstruction of Rociety after the
- War”. We believe and hope that in this country, after the present
period of transition has passed, we may see the dawn of a new age
of enlightenment and progress. At such a time, when both East and
West are looking with hope towards the day that is to be, it is
specially incambent upon us to study once more the teaching of Christ
1o see if we can learn from it and from His exampls, principles that
may guide us in the perplexities that lie ahead.

IL. The Gospels our sole authority for the Life of Christ on earth.
- It is then natural that men to-day should be asking how they may
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find out about Christ. To such enquiries we miay answer that:our
firsthand: knowledge of what He was and what He did, practically all

comes from the four Gospels. The writers of other historical booksdn

those days say little or nothing of Him, and a little thought will shew

that this is only what we should expect. His life was spent in a remote
province, and communications were slow. e did not come into personal -
contactw ith the leading men of His age: His friends and closest fol-
lowers were mostly drawn from the lower and more illiterate classes: so
if any Roman writer of that day heard of Him, he would quite naturally
think nothing about Him. He would certainly never have dreamed
that this lowly Galilean was destined to found a society that should
outlive all contemporary Empires and meloms |

III. Ohject of these papers.

The Gospels then are the main source of what we know of the Life
_and Work of Christ on earth. Probably we all know what the Gospels
are: we can buy them for a few coppers all over China. But if we
begin to study them seriously, we naturally ask when they were written,
fmd by whom, and whether they are really trustworthy. And supposmg
that we find they are not merely forgeries, but the real experience of
the contemporaries of Christ, we may well go on to ask somethmg_
“about the social and national life they presuppose. Christ we are told
was a Jew, and who were the Jews? What was then' h_lstory? The -
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pagea :of the Gospels refor again and again to such Sects or parties as
~the “Pharisees and Sadducees: and if we can get a clear view of who
these People were and what they stood for, it will obviously help to
“the understanding of Christ’s message for our age as well as His.
It iscthe object "of these papers to give very brief answers to such
que&tmns as these. Brief they must be, but if they help to stir up
.interest in the Gospels, .and lead to serious study of their message,
they .will not have failed of their object.

.-There is one matter which must be mentioned at the outset. There
are four Gospels, St. Matthew, St. Mark, St. Luke, and St. John. I
propose treat of the first three only: the fourth has problems of its
own which are not raised by the first three, and space i8 insufficient
to dea] with them all. This is not the same as saying that the Fourth
Gospel is less trustworthy than the others: the distinction is ‘made
slmply and solely owing to considerations of space.

IV. The Sources of the First Three Gospels. a. St. Mark,

If anyone reads the Gospels according to St, Matthew, St. Mark
and 8t Luke, he cannot fail to be struck by the likeness between
them. Indeed almost the whole of S, Mark is found in one or both
of -the other two. Modem critics. recognizing this fact mostly explain
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it by supposing that the authors ‘of the: other two Gospels were ac-
_quainted:-with what 8t. Mark had written, and very likely had his
Gospel before them as they were composing their own. Mzmy other.
‘theories have been put out o account for the parallel passages, but
they are none of them so probably true as this. one, that S, Mark’s
Gospel was written first, and was known fo the a,uthors of the Flrst _
and Third Gospels. . '
Now let us think for a moment of how 3. Mark got his fa.cts lf--
we had any good reason to suppose that what he wrote was untrust-
worthy and was then copied by the other two writers, it would follow
that the whole of his Gospel and large sections of the other two cannot
be regarded as good authorities for the Life of Christ. But the contrary
is the case, St. Mark was a close friend of St. Peter; and his Glospel
was writtén about the time 8t. Peter died. He was with him when -
he died, and the Gospel was proba.bly begun while St. Peter was still
alive. Thus it gives us the experience of one of the a.postles who was
an actual eyewitness of the evenis recorded.
V. The Sources of the First Three Gospels, b. Q. .
8. Mark then is now commonly rezarded as one of the main sources
of 8. Matthew and S. Luke. Can we find out anything abou any other
of their sources of information? If we compare the three Gospels we -
find that 8. Mairk gwes us compara.tlve] y little of the tea.chmg of Ohrmt
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He tells u§- what Christ did rather than what He said. The other
4wo mot only reproduce large sections of St. Mark; they also tell us
more- of the discourses and- say mgs of Christ. Gan we discover how
“they learned them? Once again modern criticism comes to our aid.
If we compare the teaching of Christ as recorded in St. Matthew and
- 8t. Luke, we find that much of it is the same, though in many cases
it iy differently arranged. Thus it is probable that they both used a
collection of the sayings of Christ, and incorporated large parts if not
the whole of it ini their Gosgels. This collection is usua.ll; referred
to as “Q”, which is really an abbraviation of “Die zwelte Quelle”, the
- German for “The second Source”. -
“Q” appears to have been composed in Palestine, in very early days.
. The arguments which lead to this conclusion are involved and minute,
and cannot be compressed; but this is the view wusually taken of it by
those who have studied the subject, We may then fairly regard it as
trostworthy, Tt was composed by those who lived in - Christ’s own
country, and had probably themselves heard the words they recorded.
. Bt. Mark in several places refers to the fuct that our Lord “was
teaching” or to His “doctrine” without telling us what He said. The
simplest explanation is that he knew of “(’, and says, as it were, to
his readers “The words of Christ have hbeen compiled into a book
- with which you are probably familiar, so I need not repeat them here”.
~ If this is 50 then “Q” must be earlier than St. Mark.
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VI The Date of the Gospels.

‘Modern writers are agreed that St. Luke, the author of the Gospel,
wag also the author of “Acts and the friend of St. Paul. He mei St
Paul about 50 A.D. and was then a full-grown man. The Acts ends
with 8t. Pauls’ imprisonment about 60 A.D; so it was probably not
written much after 70 A. D. The Gospel was earlier (Acts. I 1.).

St. Matthew’s Gospel- was very probably written about the same

time: some think before Jerusalem hadl been captured by Rome, and
some after.

- St. Mark was earlier than these two: and was proba.bly written about
60 A.D. which was shortly before St. Peter’s death at Rome.

 “Q”. seems to have been known to St. Mark, and so was probably
written not later than 50 A.D.

VII. A Comparison.

The Analects of Confucius we are told were complled by the disciples
of the disciples of the Sage. That is to say, the work was committed
to writing some 80 or 70 vears at least after the Master’s death, The
Gospels were composed in the lifetime of Christ’s disciples, and the
two main authorities on which they rest date from some 20 or 30
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'"years after the Death of our Saviour.

~ “One’gometimes hears that modern enquiry has destroyed the claims
of the Bible to teach the truth. 1In the case of the Gospels at any
‘rate this is not the vase: for ‘modern ecritics who are not at all pre:
Judlced in favour of old fashloned views arrive mainly at the conclu-
siong ountlined -above,

NOTE to the above. “Papms, a disciple of St. John, spoke as
follows; Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote
down accurately everything that he remembered, without however
recording in order what was said or done by Christ. He made
no mistake, while he thus wrote down some things as he ve-
membered them; for he made it his own care not to omit anything
that he heard, or to set down any false statement therein”.
(Eusebius, iii, 39.)

x . (To be -continued.)
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'Free Will.

'Th. Floury, Professor at Geneva Umverazty writes as follows in the
'“Phﬂosophy of William James”, p. 208.

4To him (W, ‘James) we are free beings in spite of the chains of
“heredity, education, and babit which bind us. The universe of which
we. are a part, at present a sorry mixture of good and -bad, is an
‘unfinished reality in process of creation, to whose destmy we contribute
by our- voluntary moral and religious attitude. Finally, this confident
attitude is the only one to. whlch we are truly conformed, because it
-alone enables us to snpport the tragedies and appreciate the Joys of

1ife.”
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