
by Oswald J. Smith
What Does It Mean To Believe?  There was a time in my life when I did not know whether I was saved or whether I was 
lost. I was asking myself just one question: "Am I saved or am I lost? If I am lost, Lord, let me know it in order that I may 
get saved, and if I am saved let me know it in order that I may rejoice in Your Salvation."

You see, I had come into contact with a group of people who taught salvation by feeling and experience instead of faith. 
Night after night I would go forward [at the service], pleading with God to save me. 

Why? Was it because I had not heard the Gospel preached? Most assuredly not. What then was the matter? Let me tell 
you. Never once in the course of many preachings did anyone stop to tell us what they meant by the word "believe," and 
that was my trouble. I knew that I had to believe, but I had always believed. There never had been a time when I did not 
believe. From the days of my earliest childhood I believed as much as I believe today, and yet I did not know whether I 
was a Christian or not.

You see, there were no atheists in our community, no agnostics or skeptics. Everybody believed. Some were drunkards, 
others swore and cursed; many were given to lying and stealing. They did not even profess to be Christians, but they all 
believed. I did not know one who even questioned the authenticity of the Word of God.

Are there not millions in a similar situation? I have found them everywhere I have traveled, even in America, there are 
literally millions who believe and yet who are not saved. And if millions who believe in Christ are not Christians then what 
does it mean to believe?

THREE STEPS
There are three steps in saving faith. They are like the three rungs of a ladder. The first two will not save, but the third will. 
However, you cannot take the third until you have taken the first two.

Hear—The first step I designate by the simple word "hear." "How shall they believe except they hear?" A knowledge of 
God's salvation is necessary before it is possible to believe. That is why we send missionaries to China, to India, and to 
Africa. The lost must first hear before they can believe. I am quite certain that everyone here has again and again heard 
the message of God's salvation. Therefore you have already taken the first step. You have heard.

Believe—I designate the second step by using the simple word "believe." Now what is the meaning of "believe?" It simply 
means "giving intellectual assent to a truth." The Dictionary says, "to consent with the mind." When therefore you have 
given "intellectual assent to a truth" you have believed. You have taken the second step. But you are not saved.

I came across a certain denomination one day and I learned that they asked people wanting to be saved just one 
question, one question consisting of two parts, namely, "Do you believe God loves you and that Jesus Christ His Son died 
for you?" If they could answer that question in the affirmative they were accepted.

But who doesn't believe in the love of God? Everyone who believes the Bible does. And who doesn't believe that Jesus 
Christ died for mankind? The Bible says He did, and if you believe the Bible you believe He died for you. That doesn't 
make you a Christian. That doesn't change your life. That is purely intellectual. Thousands believe in the love of God and 
the death of Christ who are not Christians. The second step will save no one and yet that is where multitudes stop. They 
take the second step but not the third. Hence they are not yet saved.

Trust—The third step and the only step that saves I designate by the simple word “trust."  When the Philippian jailer 
asked the question, "What must I do to be saved?", "Put your trust in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved" (Acts 
16:30-31). Again and again instead of "believe" it is "Put your faith in" or "Put your trust in the Lord Jesus." That has 
nothing whatever to do with the intellect; that has to do with the will, and it demands a decision. There are multitudes who 
"believe" who have never “trusted."  Now what is the meaning of the word "trust?"

Excludes Effort
First, it excludes effort. Did you ever have anyone try to teach you to float? Do you remember how you stood beside your 
instructor in the water, and how he said to you, "The water can sustain your weight. All you have to do is to trust the water. 
Now throw yourself back and float." And do you remember how you threw yourself back on the water and how you floated
—to the bottom?

�1

What Does it Mean to Believe?



Then do you recall how you stood again by your instructor and how he said to you, "Now why did you tighten your 
muscles? Why did you hold your breath? Couldn't you trust the water? Why, it carries whole navies. It can easily bear you 
up." And once again you threw yourself back on the water, but there was a slight catching of the breath, a tightening of the 
muscles and once again you floated—to the bottom.

Then again you stood beside your instructor. Again he urged you to trust, and this time without any effort of your own, as 
you threw yourself back on the water, to your pleasure and delight, you found yourself floating. I wish someone would float 
tonight on God's great salvation. Put aside your effort. Stop struggling. Don't try to help yourself either by works or 
religion. Just float. Trust, I say, excludes effort. As long as you are putting forth effort you are not trusting.

Implies Committal
Second, trust implies committal. I think the best illustration is that of the marriage ceremony. Here is a young man who is 
keeping company with a young woman. For some considerable time they go together. At least they should. At last he asks 
the all-important question and she says, "Yes." Now they are engaged.

Now this young man makes a great many promises and the young woman believes he means what he says. After a while 
her girl friends come along and they ask her some questions. "We understand," they say, "that this young man of yours 
has promised you a home." "Yes, he has," replies the young woman. "And he has promised you clothes and food. Now tell 
us, do you have the home?" "Oh no," she exclaims, "I do not. I am still living with my parents." "What about the food?" 
they continue. "Does he supply your food?" "Why no, of course not," she responds, "except when we go to the restaurant, 
and then sometimes I pay the bill." "What about clothes? Has he given you any clothes?" "No, he has not," the young 
woman answers; "my parents still buy my clothes." "And yet you believe the young man," they exclaim. "Yes, I do," she 
answers. "I believe every word. I have no doubt of any kind." You see, she had taken the second step; she had believed.

There comes a never-to-be-forgotten day when the young man stands at the front of the church facing the minister, first 
on one foot, then on the other. Never in his life has he stood so long before. It seems an age. At last to the strains of the 
wedding march the young woman on the arm of her father comes slowly, oh, so slowly, down the aisle. Every eye is 
fastened on her. There is plenty of time for everyone to admire her wedding gown.

At last she reaches the front and stands beside the man of her choice. The minister asks one or two very important 
questions: "Wilt thou?" And she "wilts". And then something happens that has never happened before, and I want you to 
mark, if you will, very carefully, my phraseology. For the first time in her life she gives herself over, she hands herself to, 
she commits herself to, she trusts the young man. Taking his arm, she now leaves the church in his protection. He is now 
responsible for her and it is up to him to look after her. Her worries are over. He must provide for her.

A little later her girl-friends approach her again. "Well," they ask, "has he given you a home?" "Oh yes," she exclaims, "we 
are now living together in our own home." "What about the food?" "Yes, he pays the grocery bills and the butcher bills. He 
provides the food." "And what about clothes?" "Yes, he is buying my clothes—not as many as I want, but all that I need. 
Indeed he is looking after everything." But just when did she get everything? Was it when she took the second step, when 
she believed, or was it when she took the third step and trusted? It was not until she trusted. She had believed but she got 
nothing. When she trusted she got everything. So it is with salvation. You can believe as much as you want to believe and 
get nothing. But the very moment you give yourself up to Jesus Christ, the moment you hand yourself over to Him, the 
moment you commit yourself to Him, the moment you put your trust in Him, you are saved, but not until then.

Have you ever done it? You see, it implies committal. It is something you must do. Just as that young woman had to walk 
down the aisle and definitely give herself up to the young man of her choice for the rest of her life, so you must give 
yourself up to the Lord Jesus Christ for time and eternity, if you are to be saved. The second step will not save. The third 
is absolutely necessary. You must trust Jesus Christ.

Will you then do what the young woman did? Will you too come down the aisle? Will you hand yourself over to Christ as 
she did to the man? Will you commit and be loyal to Him? If you will, you will be His forever, and He will be responsible for 
you. He will take care of you.

Here is a struggling swimmer who is drowning. He goes down for the first time struggling furiously, while a man stands on 
the bank with folded arms, who never makes a motion to dive in and rescue the drowning man. Now he is going down for 
the second time. Still he struggles. But still the man makes no effort to save him. Now he is going down for the third and 
last time. But he does not struggle. His arms fall limp at his sides cries out "Help!" And in a moment the man on the bank 
unfolds his arms, dives in and easily rescues the drowning man.
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Why didn't he do it before? Because the man thought he could save himself. He had to wait until the man was ready to 
give up. But the moment the man was willing to trust his rescuer he was saved. As the rescuer approached him all he had 
to do was to commit himself to the one who had come to save him, and the moment he gave himself up to his rescuer and 
trusted him, that moment he was saved.

When you, my friend, are willing to give yourself up to your Rescuer, the resurrected, living Christ, you too will be saved. 
What you believe about Him will not save you; you must put your trust in Him. 

Requires Action
In the third place, trust requires action. Let me show you what I mean.  The date is June 30th, 1858. It is a glorious 
morning. The mighty cataract of Niagara thunders on the rocks at the foot of the Falls. An eleven hundred foot tightrope 
has been stretched from bank to bank, on which Charles Blondin, the world's greatest tightrope walker, is to cross.

Balancing his 40-pound pole he steps on the rope and starts across, while the voices of the throngs are hushed, until, as 
he triumphantly places his foot on the farther bank, a great cheer rises even above the noise of the cataract itself.Turning 
to the sea of faces, he now makes a thrilling proposal. He offers to recross the cataract with a man on his back. But who is 
to be the man? Excitedly the people talk among themselves.

"Do you believe I am able to carry you across?" at length asks the ropewalker, turning to a likely looking individual.
"I certainly do," at once responds the one addressed. "Will you let me?" inquires the waiting hero.
"Will I let you? Well, hardly. You don't think I am going to risk my life like that, do you?" And he turns away.
"And what about you?" he asks Henry Colcord, his manager. Do you believe I can carry you across?"
"I believe. In fact, I have no doubt about it at all," answers Colcord.
"Will you trust me?" "I will!"

Breathlessly the people watch. The 38-foot pole is balanced; they start; and the great rope tightens beneath their weight. 
Step after step, slow but sure, without hesitation, they move along. What confidence! The centre is reached. They are 
above the rushing, boiling, foam-covered water, the ugly rocks beneath, poised, as it were, in mid-air. Now they are 
nearing the Canadian side. A great hush falls on the excited crowds. The people hold their breath. The strain is terrific.

Suddenly there is a pause. Some gambler had cut the guy line and the rope is swaying fearfully. Blondin tells Colcord to 
dismount, which he does, standing with one foot on the rope and his hands on Blondin's shoulders. "Harry," says Blondin, 
"you are no longer Colcord; you are now Blondin. Be part of me. If I sway, sway with me. Do not try to balance or we will 
both be dead."

Colcord climbs back. The rope sways wildly and Blondin begins running. How he keeps his balance no one knows, but he 
does, and at last they are over. The final step is taken, and they stand once more on terra-firma, while the spectators go 
wild with excitement. The tension is broken; the nerve-racking experience ended.
Bridging the gulf between time and eternity is the great rope of salvation. Never yet has it broken. And Jesus Christ alone 
is able to cross it. You may have heard all about it, and, like the first man, you may even believe that Jesus can carry you 
across. But not until you take the final step and commit yourself to Him will you ever get over. You must also trust.

Are you among the thousands who believe, but who have never trusted Christ the Lord? Who know about Him, and 
defend Him, too, and yet you do not take Him at His Word? Oh, friend, receive, receive this Savior true. Take Jesus now 
and make Him yours today; you may believe, but you must trust Him, too. For He Himself is God's appointed Way. My 
friend, tell me, have you trusted? Or do you merely believe in your head, and have you failed to take the last important 
step? If so, will you by a definite act of commitment "put your trust in the Lord Jesus?" If you will, "you will be saved." Will 
you do it? Do it and do it—NOW.

MY DECISION
Realizing that I am a sinner, and believing that Jesus Christ the Son of God died and rose for me, I now receive Him as 
my personal Savior, and turning from all else, I put my trust in Him alone.

Discussion Questions:
1. Did anything specifically stand out to you?
2. What do you think is the difference between believing and trusting?
3. What do you think he meant when he said that "trusting excludes effort?" 
4. What are some things we may put effort into that we think will put us in a right standing with God?
5. Why do you think it's a hard thing to commit ourselves to Christ?
6. What kind of action do you think you need to take as a result of this article?
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