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Believing and Belonging                                                          Philip Gulley 

 

Read Matthew 7:21-22:  “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter 

the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven.  On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in 

your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in 

your name?’  And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from 

me, you workers of lawlessness.’” 

 

 I was having lunch with someone a few months ago and we started 

talking about my friend Jim who wrote several theological books with me, 

which caused us to spend lots of time together, after which he became an 

atheist.  Not that I’m implying there’s a correlation there. 

 

 So the man I was having lunch with said, “I heard you no longer believe 

in God.” 

 I thought about that, then said, “That is partly true, and partly not true.  

I no longer believe in the God I learned about as a child, who sends some 

people to heaven and other people to hell, depending on the church they belong 

to or the beliefs swirling around in their brains.  I no longer believe in that God.  

Is that the God you were referring to?” 

  

 The man wasn’t sure, so he changed the subject.  
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That encounter made me think about believing in God, which I used to 

think was all-important, but now I’m starting to wonder.  And my wondering 

has to do with my experience of people who say they believe, who go out of 

their way to let everyone know they believe in God or Jesus or the Trinity or the 

Bible, and how the more I hear their words, the more Jesus’s words come to 

mind: Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

 

There are some people who, if they lost their ability to speak, we would 

never be able to guess they were Christian.  If they suddenly became incapable 

of telling us they believed in God, we could never deduce that from their 

behavior.  Their words are the only indication we have of their beliefs.  Then, of 

course, there are people who seldom speak about their faith, who feel no 

obligation to tell the rest of us what they believe, and they don’t have to, 

because their lives speak for them.   

 

I was chatting with a person this week in Danville and we were talking 

about membership in the church, and how at his church, in order to join, you 

had to stand up in front of the church and tell them you believed in Jesus.  

The first thought that came to my mind was, “If someone has to tell us they 

believe in Jesus, if the only way we know Jesus means something to them is 

them telling us so, that’s a real problem.” 
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So today I would like us to think about the difference between believing 

in God, believing in Jesus, and belonging to God, belonging to Jesus.  And I 

would like to suggest that if there is a God, and if the essence of that God was 

somehow captured in the life and priorities of Jesus, as we Christians believe, 

then that God isn’t going to jump up and down and do cartwheels just because 

I say, “I believe in God.”  That God isn’t going to say, “Oh, I am so happy.  

Philip believes in me now.  What an honor!  My life is now complete!” 

 

Do we really think God is sitting up in heaven, stewing about whether or 

not we believe, saying, “I’ve almost got him.  I’ve almost convinced her.  I’ll let 

them win the lottery today so they’ll believe in me.”  So when I was having 

lunch with that man a few months ago and he said, “I heard you don’t believe 

in God,” maybe I should have asked him why belief is so important.  After all 

what or whom people believed in didn’t seem to be of primary importance to 

Jesus. Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

 

So while the church has historically emphasized the importance of 

believing in God, I’m not persuaded that matters much to God.  After all, 

believing in something is no indication it might be true.  Seven percent of 

Americans believe the moon landing never happened, which is the exact same 

percentage of Americans who believe Elvis is still alive.  Thirty-three percent 

believe in Bigfoot and 25% believe President Obama is the Antichrist.   
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People believe all kinds of things.  So I don’t think God cares whether or 

not we believe in him, or her.  What I do think matters is whether or not we 

belong to God.  By belonging to God I mean investing ourselves in the things 

God is invested in, committing ourselves to the things God is committed to.   

 

I have two sons, and if our relationship consisted of them saying, “I 

believe Philip Gulley exists and that he is my father,” if that were the extent of 

our relationship, if that were all I meant to them, I would be so sad.  But if my 

sons and I belonged to one another, if we actively loved and cared for each 

another, if we shared the same priorities, if they invested in my life and I 

invested in their lives, if they were deeply and joyfully present in my life, and I 

were deeply and joyfully present in theirs, if we truly belonged to each other, 

that would be bliss. 

 

Believing is so easy.  People believe all kinds of things.  But do we belong, 

and not just belong to God, do we belong to one another?  Do we belong to the 

world, to this beautiful creation?  Are we invested in the lives of others?  Or do 

we walk numbly through life, never committed, never engaged, never 

belonging?  Jesus never asked us to believe.  But time and again, he invited 

people to belong, to engage, to enjoy.  The Christian life is not a life of believing, 

but a life of belonging, belonging to God and all that God has made.  Belonging 

not with drudgery, but with joy and purpose and peace. 


