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      Foreword

      This little tract was originally published under the title Are You Fighting? John Ryle, the most popular evangelical tract writer of his generation, knew how to grab his readers’ attention. His exhortations are direct, vigorous, personal, and practical. Many of his tracts carry similar pithy titles, designed to startle us and wake us up: Are You Forgiven?, Are You Happy?, Are You Holy?, Do You Believe?, Are You Free?, Do You Love Christ?, Repent or Perish!

      Are You Fighting? was written in December 1870, when armed conflict between Prussia and France was engulfing continental Europe. French forces were starved into submission in the Siege of Metz and routed at the Battle of Sedan. Napoleon III, Empereur des Français, was captured and deposed, and German troops encircled Paris. The British government maintained a studied neutrality, but the newspapers were filled every day with dramatic reports from across the English Channel. It presaged the Great War of the next generation. As Ryle wrote in his tract,

      We meet each other at a critical period of the world’s history. Men’s minds are full of “wars and rumours of wars”. Men’s hearts are full of fear while they look at the things which seem coming on the earth. On every side the horizon looks black and gloomy. Who can tell when the storm will burst?1

      But Ryle saw the opportunity to drive home a spiritual lesson. The Franco-Prussian War was the preacher’s hook to lay hold of an audience and challenge them about fighting the Christian war. His tract was designed to be highly engaging, and easy to give away to friends and neighbors, sold in bulk at two shillings per dozen.

      Ryle’s writing has an urgent, evangelistic heartbeat. He pleads with us to take seriously the pursuit of holiness. In an age when the character and conduct of Christians are often indistinguishable from the secular world—as endemic today as in the 1870s—it is an appeal we desperately need to hear. Worldliness has crept into the church. Many professing Christians, in Ryle’s words, succumb to a life of “religious ease” with no desire to wrestle in prayer or fight against temptation. Too often, our spiritual lives are marked by “apathy, stagnation, deadness, and indifference.” This tract is a call to arms. Ryle exhorts us to take action: “Shake off your past carelessness and unbelief. Come out from the ways of a thoughtless, unreasoning world. Take up the cross, and become a good soldier of Christ.”

      Ryle’s primary target is the half-hearted Christian, who has no ambition to live differently from the rest of the world, or to be more holy this year than last. But he also has a second target in mind: the passivist Christian (or, in the context of spiritual warfare, the “pacifist” Christian) who has laid down their arms and foolishly thinks that godliness is automatic. In the 1870s, a new group of teachers rose to prominence in the Victorian Church, promoting holiness without effort. They advocated the “higher Christian life,” which emphasized resting and abiding in place of struggling and striving. One of the most popular holiness manuals was The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life (1875) by Pennsylvanian author Hannah Whitall Smith, who taught that it was as silly to urge a Christian to grow in holiness as to urge a child to grow in height. Conscious effort was unnecessary and even counterproductive. Christians should simply yield themselves to God, without fighting against sin, and let the Holy Spirit do the sanctifying work single-handedly. Smith and her husband toured Britain, teaching these passivist doctrines, which took root at Bible conventions like Keswick in the Lake District. These ideas gave birth to mottos like “Let go and let God” and “Don’t wrestle, just nestle.”

      Ryle argued that this new approach to holiness was ignoring half the Bible. The New Testament epistles, for example, often urge us to strive for practical holiness by holding our tongues, keeping our tempers, watching our steps, guarding our relationships, resisting the devil. The “higher life” advocates claimed that the active struggles against sin pictured in Romans 7 are those of a law-bound moralist, not a Spirit-filled Christian, but Ryle retorted that “the greatest divines in every age since the Reformation have steadily and continuously maintained, that it is a literal, perfect, accurate, correct photograph of the experience of every true saint of God.”2 Sanctity requires daily struggle. No one becomes holy by accident. Ryle therefore collected a few of his tracts into a single volume, Holiness (1877), his most famous publication. He retooled Are You Fighting? for this new purpose, adding some extra flourishes to drive his point home. Scattered throughout this new edition are direct rebuttals of the “higher life” teachers:

      He that would understand the nature of true holiness must know that the Christian is a “man of war.” If we would be holy, we must fight.

      He that pretends to condemn “fighting” and teaches that we ought to sit still and “yield ourselves to God” appears to me to misunderstand his Bible, and to make a great mistake.
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