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The devil in perspective

T

his month Australian Presbyterian
is taking up the issue of spiritual
warfare. It may seem to be a rather
unusual topic for this time of
Easter, but since one of the reasons why
Jesus died was “to destroy the works of the
devil” (1 John 3: 8), it is very appropriate.
The issue of spiritual warfare has troubled the evangelical church ever since Frank
Peretti published his best-selling novels
This Present Darkness and Piercing the
Darkness. Perhaps more than any other single influence, books such as these have
coloured our understanding of spiritual
warfare and redefined our terms.
The notion of territorial demons, who
control streets, suburbs and even local
churches, finds its origins in this popular
literature. So also does the idea of demonic
spirits who are responsible for particular
sins such as fear or jealousy.
In the first dramatic encounter with the
underworld in This Present Darkness, an
angel asks about a demon who has just

Robert Benn
exploded into a foul-smelling sulphurous
vapour: “What was that? A spirit of harassment? ... or doubt? ... or fear? Who
knows?” It’s a good question. Are there
such distinctive spirits who are responsible
for specific sins? And can demons enter,
control and bind Christians as some modern writers are suggesting?
We desperately need a theological and
historical perspective on these issues.
Personal experience is an inadequate guide.
The main problem with thinking on this

Woodcut from Hartmann Schedel’s
Weltchronik, Nuremberg, 1493
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subject is that in virtually every age of the
Church, the ordinary believers’ view of the
devil has been influenced to a considerable
degree by the prevailing culture. Dante, in
The Inferno, redefined the Bible’s view of
hell and the demonic realm by introducing
a lot of medieval folklore. Milton, while he
attempted a more Scriptural portrayal of
Satan in Paradise Lost and Paradise
Regained, nevertheless retained some of the
graphic elements of Dante and allowed his
imagination to run wild where he would
have done better to have subdued it.
Goethe, in his version of Faust, gives quite
a twisted understanding of the devil.

T

here is a lesson in all of this: in thinking
about the devil we must not move one inch
beyond Scripture. To misunderstand him,
by regarding him as all-powerful or to
demythologise him with the aim of making
him more credible in the modern world, is
fraught with danger.
Easter reminds us of where we should
start, as Allan Harman explains in the leading article of this issue of AP. The devil has
been defeated by the Son of God. He is a
real presence in our world, but he’s on the
losing side. Although he has been decisively defeated on the cross, his power has
not been fully defeated. He can still harm
believers, but he holds no ultimate power
over us. Nevertheless, he still fights a
guerilla warfare against the advancing
Kingdom of God.
How? Largely by propaganda and lies.
Morag Zwartz explores this theme in her
article on the appearance of Satanic lies in
the popular New Age movement. Stuart
Bonnington also examines other avenues of
Satan’s present activity, particularly in the
church.
If the church is to fight this battle successfully, it will do so as Peter Hastie and
Peter Barnes argue, by understanding
Satan’s strategy, and by keeping close to
God’s Word. In a world where the devil
exists, we can never afford to underestimate or ignore him. We do so at our own
peril.
Robert Benn
Convener
National Journal Committee ap
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Satan: defeated or destroyed?
Christians are on the inevitable path from D-Day to V-Day.

J

une 6, 1944. D-Day arrived and the
Allied forces landed on the coast of
Normandy in France. The Germans
put up terrific resistance, but from
that moment the fate of Germany was
sealed. Even though it would take over a
year before Germany finally surrendered
and V-Day occurred, the Allied victory was
sure. It was only a matter of time before DDay became V-Day.
That’s a good illustration of what the
Bible teaches regarding the victory of Jesus
over Satan by his death. The cross and resurrection formed D-Day, and even though
Satan continues to have power in the world,
the coming of the final V-Day is absolutely
certain. Because of what Jesus has done,
Satan will finally be destroyed (Rev. 20:710).
Even to some of the early disciples the
events surrounding the crucifixion and burial of Jesus seemed to be a defeat. Jesus had
been taken by lawless hands, crucified, and
put to death (Acts 2:23). Two of the disciples on the road to Emmaus spoke of their
hope that Jesus would have been the one to
redeem Israel (Lk. 24:21). However, until

Allan Harman
Jesus revealed himself to them in his risen
power, they could not see what he had
achieved through the cross.
What then really happened at Calvary?
The New Testament says that a decisive
victory took place over Satan and his kingdom. It was D-Day in the work of salvation. The time had come for the Son of
God to destroy the work of the devil (1 Jn.
3:8).
Nowhere does the Bible explain the
existence of Satan or the evil powers under
his control. Rather, it simply assumes that
Satan and his kingdom exist, and it’s concerned about that fact. The reason why it’s
a matter of concern is that Satan and his
forces are set against the work of God on

every level. They tempt and deceive with
the aim of destroying us. They try to frustrate the work of God’s kingdom. They are
able to use every sinful human being for
their own purposes. They hinder the work
of the gospel by blinding the eyes of unbelievers so that they will not understand the
redeeming work of Jesus on the cross.
But the death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus represent the greatest victory
over Satan yet seen. The New Testament
describes what Jesus did in this way: “And
having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” (Col.
2.:15).
Powers of darkness tried to bring about
the death of Jesus. Judas betrayed him.
Pilate washed his hands of him. The crowd
shouted out: “Crucify him! Crucify him!”
What all those participants didn’t understand was that God’s power was greater
than Satan’s, and he was using Jesus’ death
to “destroy him who had the power of
death, that is, the devil” (Heb. 2:14).
The New Testament explains that
though Satan was defeated by Jesus, he is
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still active in the world. The major battle
has been won in the war, but the struggle
with Satan continues. That is why the
New Testament encourages Christians to
prepare for battle (Eph. 6:10-20) and to
fight the good fight of faith (1 Tim. 6:12).
We can’t relax our efforts against a cunning enemy.
However, there is this great difference
since the death of Jesus. Those who by
God’s grace become children of God by
faith, share in the present power and
authority of their Lord. The powers of
darkness have been “disarmed” to some
extent. Their power is broken and their
final defeat certain.
Some modern teachers claim that in
spiritual warfare Christians can be
“demonised”. By this they mean that
Christians can lose control over themselves, their thoughts, their speech and
their actions. Clearly there was a direct
and unique attack upon Jesus during his
earthly ministry, though the demons
feared him and were subject to him (Mk.
1:15; 3:11-12; 9:25).
Our response to this claim must be
what the New Testament says on the
matter. Believers are God’s property (1
Cor. 6:19). Christ came to redeem them
“from every lawless deed, and to purify
for himself a people for his own possession, zealous for good deeds” (Tit. 2:14).
Those who have come under the lordship
of Jesus can never yield control, even
temporarily, to demons.
While the New Testament speaks
about the work of Satan today, it doesn’t
explain in detail how he operates. Nor
does the Bible tell us how we can identify
Satan or know certainly if he is living
within certain sinful people. What it does
tell us is that, without Jesus, everyone is
under his sway. What they need to hear is
that there is power in the message of the
gospel to liberate them from their
bondage to sin and Satan. The gospel of
Jesus alone sets people free.
What does this mean for us today?

L

et me tell you about three things that
the events of Easter remind us:
First, the message of Easter is one of
hope for all who have come to know
Christ. Satan’s present activity is not
going to last for ever. Jesus is coming
back to this world “with power and great
glory” and Satan’s defeat is sure. At present we live in the period after D-Day,
but V-Day is ahead! That’s why we
should never be discouraged when we see
so much evil around us and run into great
Satanic strongholds. Luther had it right
when he wrote about Satan:
The prince of darkness grim,
we tremble not for him;

his rage we can endure,
we know his doom is sure,
The Word of God shall fell him.
[Rejoice! 316]
Second, the church today is still in the
midst of battle. Our struggle is against
spiritual foes, and we must engage in battle with spiritual arms. The New
Testament never focuses on “deliverance”
techniques that Christians can use.
Rather, the stress in passages such as
Ephesians 6:10-20 is on reliance upon
God and his power, obedience to his
demands, and fervent intercession. While
Islam has in the past conquered at the
point of the sword, Christians conquer
only in the power of the risen and exalted
Lord Jesus. As Charles Wesley put it:
From strength to strength go on:
Wrestle, and fight, and pray:
Tread all the powers of darkness down,
And win the well-fought day.
[Rejoice! 461]

Third, the power of death has been
broken. Jesus went through death in
order to destroy Satan’s power. Death has
been swallowed up in victory (1 Cor.
15:54). Jesus tasted the horror of death so
believers can rejoice that to die is to be
with Christ which is far better than this
present life. Facing our own death, or the
death of a much loved partner or friend,
or hardest of all, the death of one of our
children, is a very painful thing, but the
power of the cross and resurrection
shows us that Jesus has opened up the
way for us into his heavenly kingdom. If
you truly follow Christ, you can join
with James Montgomery and say:
So, when my latest breath
shall end all earthly pain,
by death I shall escape from death,
and life eternal gain.
Knowing as I am known,
how shall I love that word,
and oft repeat before the throne:
“Forever with the Lord!”
[Rejoice! 604]
“Thanks be to God who gives us the
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ”
(1 Cor. 15:57).
Rev. Professor Allan M. Harman is principal of the Presbyterian Theological College,
ap
Melbourne.

AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N • 6

A

t 4am on 24 February 1991, General H.
Norman Schwarzkopf gave the order
for the “mother of all battles” to begin:
“Execute Desert Storm.” At that
moment, thousands of allied tanks crashed
across the heavily defended positions of
Saddam’s army along an 800-kilometre front of
the Iraq-Kuwait border.
It was a rout. Desert Storm was all over
within 100 hours. Saddam had been savaged and
Schwarzkopf had given new meaning to the
term blitzkrieg.
The reason for Schwarzkopf ’s success was
simple: he knew his enemy. He had already
anticipated Saddam’s move before it actually
happened. In 1977 Saddam had written a book
entitled Our Struggle, which was also published
in Germany as Unser Kampf. (Doesn’t that
name have a familiar ring?) In it, he announced
his plan to unite the Arabs under his leadership,
to defeat Israel and give its land to the
Palestinians, and to cause a rift between the
United States and Europe/Japan by introducing
a new policy on oil once he seized Kuwait’s oil
fields.
Schwarzkopf had been made aware of all
Saddam’s intentions, and so on 2 July 1990, a
month before Saddam invaded Kuwait,
Schwarzkopf ordered a contingency plan for the
possible invasion of Kuwait. The US ran a computerised war game that anticipated all Saddam’s
moves before he had even struck a blow. When
the long-awaited attack came, Schwarzkopf was
ready for him.
Being ready for the enemy, especially by
understanding his strategy, is the key to success
in battle. One of the greatest classics on military
science, The Art of War, by the ancient Chinese
philosopher-general Sun Tzu, says: “In practising martial arts, assess your opponents; cause
them to lose spirit and direction so that even if
the opposing army is intact, it is useless. Those
who win every battle are not really skilful –
those who render others’ armies helpless without fighting are the best of all.”
What Sun Tzu wrote about military conflict
is equally true of spiritual warfare. The aim is to
disable your opponent as effectively as possible,
and in 1 Chronicles 21:1-30, we see how Satan
wrought havoc on the church by disabling King
David, an unsuspecting and highly accomplished leader.
Satan somehow planted the thought in
David’s mind that he should conduct a census
of Israel, possibly as a means of showing how
much the nation had prospered under his rule.
God was angered by David’s act, and decided to
discipline both the king and people. David was
given three choices: three years of famine, three
months of military defeat or three days of
plague. David opted for the shortest, the plague,
and thousands perished.
This account in 1 Chronicles is the first time
Satan ever appears by name in the Bible. It is
particularly important for us because it reveals a
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Know your enemy
The price of liberty is eternal vigilance against the deceiver.

Peter Hastie
number of Satan’s strategies that he employs
against believers in many parts of the
Scriptures, and by implication, in our own
day as well.
What we find emerging is a pattern of
operation that should be a solemn warning
to Christians everywhere to be alert and prepared for a similar attack today. By studying
this episode, we can be ready when it happens.
The first thing we notice about Satan’s
method is that he often employs a strategy
of deception. The writer tells us that “Satan
rose up against Israel and invited David to
take a census” (v1). What actually came into
David’s mind at this point is unclear.
However, we do know that he had precedent
for his action. On two occasions before,
God had directed Moses to take a census of
the nation. (Num. 1:2; 26:2) David’s action
seemed innocent enough, which explains
why he gave the order so readily. It seemed
so logical, and he could justify it from an
administrative point of view. But therein lay
the danger.

S

atan often begins his process of disablement by offering us an apparently harmless
choice. This was the way he approached Eve.
(Gen. 3:4,5) Indeed, he suggested to her that
his proposal would be to her advantage. But
clearly it wasn’t; nor was it in this case.
While David may have had no idea where
his thought of the census had come from,
the Chronicler suggests that the idea originated with Satan. David obviously felt a
twinge of conscience about what he was
doing when he ordered the census (v8). He
had overruled the protests of Joab, his commander-in-chief, who clearly sensed that
either the policy or the motive was wrong.
But it was all to no avail. David pushed ahead
with the census, and plunged Israel into a
crisis.

Here we discover a pattern of Satanic
strategy that recurs throughout the Bible.
Satan is an expert at deceiving us either by
creating confusion in our minds about the
nature of the truth, or by leading us into
open sin through blinding us to our true
motives.
In David’s case, it seems as though Satan
probably convinced him to do something
that was innocent, however with a wrong
motive. David’s decision was probably
inspired by pride. The tragedy was that
David was unaware that he was being manipulated by Satan, and that the stakes were so
high – 70,000 people died because of this sin.
The Scriptures are full of warnings about
Satan’s strategy of deception. He is a master
at giving false impressions and leading his
victims into greater harm. How many
Christians have fallen into sexual sin because
they have become morally confused at the
point of temptation?
Satan always has the right words to persuade us to sin: “My husband doesn’t meet
my needs like you could”; “Who will ever
find out? We’re completely alone, absolutely
safe”; “Look, we’re going to get married anyway. Why wait? What does it matter?”
But Satan deceives in other ways as well.
He has the capacity to appear as an “angel of
light” and a “servant of righteousness” (2
Cor. 11:14). Nevertheless, the message that
he gives is a false gospel (2 Cor. 11: 3).
Satan and his servants are tireless in their
efforts in the theological field. Nowhere are
they more active. That’s why the Scriptures
are replete with warnings about false
prophets and deceivers.
Paul knew the danger of deceivers when
he warned believers to beware of people in
the church “who paid attention to deceitful
spirits and doctrines of demons” (1 Tim.
4:1). In other words, Paul foresaw a day
when theological professors and ministers
would be involved in publishing and preaching doctrines of demons, that is, doctrines
inspired by the devil.
This is precisely what has happened on a
number of occasions in this past century in
the Presbyterian Church of Australia.
Prominent teachers have used orthodox
terms to promote false doctrine. They have
attacked the Bible, the uniqueness and deity
of Jesus Christ, and the reality of Jesus’ resurrection. They have taught a permissive

new morality by perverting the doctrine of
God’s grace (Jude 4). All this is the work of
the devil, whose main strategy is deception.
The second major lesson we discover in
this episode involving David is that Satan
deliberately targets leaders. There is good
reason for this. Key people have a tremendous amount of influence over others. The
decisions of a CEO can affect hundreds of
people’s lives. A politician’s deals can touch
countless thousands. If a single person sins,
the effect may be isolated. If a father sins, his
wife and children will suffer. If a minister
sins, a whole congregation – even a denomination – may be hurt. And if a President sins,
the whole nation can be deeply affected.
The upshot of all this is that Satan particularly targets Christian leaders. His aim is to
lead them into error, or to fall into shame. In
the last two decades, the church has been
rocked and embarrassed by revelations of
sexual and financial misconduct by some
very high-flying names in the Christian
world. People have been caught with their
hand in the till, or visiting motels with prostitutes.
The press has had a field day when these
sins have been exposed, and headlines
around the world have proclaimed the shame
and hypocrisy of Christian leaders. That’s
why this incident involving David is so
important: it urges leaders to beware. Dire
consequences can follow from unguarded
moments and careless acts.

T

he final element that emerges in Satan’s
pattern of operation is his purpose in all this.
His aim is to inflict as much damage as possible upon the church, and to turn unbelievers away from the Gospel. The results of
David’s actions were horrendous: tens of
thousands of people died because of his foolishness, and God’s name was brought into
disrepute. It seems hard to believe that so
much harm should have flowed out of what
appears to be a relatively insignificant deed.
But it wasn’t; and Satan knew it. That
explains why he set the trap.
As a young boy, I used to pass the local
RSL Club on my way to school each day.
Emblazoned across the front of the building
were these words: “The Price of Liberty is
Eternal Vigilance.” This sad event in David’s
life should make us realise that we have to be
constantly vigilant against Satan’s strategy of
deception, and continually prayerful for all
who are in leadership positions. If a leader
falls, the results can be very damaging to the
Christian community. Like General
Schwarzkopf, having been forewarned of the
enemy’s strategy, we can be forearmed
against his attacks.
Peter Hastie is minister of Ashfield
Presbyterian Church, NSW, and issues editor
ap
of AP.
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Old lie for a New Age
Satanic religion thrives, in various disguises.

I

f you read the above title and immediately conjured up images of candlelit rituals on mountain tops, or the notice
board at your local esoteric bookshop,
or perhaps a set of statistics on the number
of covens or pagans in Australia, it would
hardly be surprising. But think again. There
is another dimension to the religion of Satan
– one which is comparatively subtle and
probably more dangerous than these overt
manifestations.
To begin with, what is Satan’s goal – what
is he trying to achieve? And what is his strategy? The answer to the first question is not
in the least complex. Satan desires no more
nor less than worship – worship which is not
rightfully his, but belongs to God alone. We
can read about his pathetic attempt to bribe
even Jesus to worship him in Matthew 4 and
Luke 4, where his desperate ambition is
swiftly revealed.
In Genesis 3 Satan reveals in his first triumph, with Adam and Eve in the Garden of
Eden, the tactics he has employed ever since.
The very same techniques of questioning,
sowing doubt, twisting the truth, rendering
us insecure, adding a few words of his own,
culminating in outright contradiction of
God’s word and substituting his own, are
still reaping their wicked harvest today, both
inside and outside the church.
And the boundaries have not changed.
Satan’s chief disadvantage – apart from the
fact that he has already been defeated – is the
fact that he has no option but to use God’s
raw material. He cannot create anything new,
he cannot introduce some wild card from
nowhere. He has only the truth to work
with, and that means his sole ammunition –
counterfeit and lies – can and should be readily identified.
The religious beliefs most prevalent in
Western postmodern societies – the mish
mash of higher consciousness, mysticism, an
inherent spirituality in all living things, reincarnation, the brotherhood of man and so on

Morag Zwartz
– are the result of a huge assault on the
widely held if nominal Christian beliefs of
only a few generations ago, and all of them
reveal a direct lineage to that pivotal lifetransforming encounter with Adam and Eve.
What do most Australians believe in?
They may not have pondered such a philosophical question, but in their daily lives they
live out Frank Sinatra’s hymn of praise to
self, I did it My Way – humanism. If they are
motivated by the zeitgeist to think seriously
of spiritual matters, then they quite likely
believe in a force beyond themselves as well
– something which can be tacked conveniently on to the belief in self. And this self
is probably a higher self with inner powers
they can discover and tap into.
My research into the New Age movement and New Age religious syncretism
leads me to conclude that our most natural,
inherent religious state is humanism. This is
the religion we are born into. We inherit it as
part of our fallen condition, only subsequently overlaying various false gods, or,
conversely, replacing it entirely with the one
true religion.

H

umanism is much more than a popular
philosophy, or a vague ideal for the masses. It
is organised. It is a religion which disclaims a
religious status, whose teachings penetrate
every area of our lives and whose doctrines
are espoused by countless numbers of the
men and women who influence us through
government, the arts, education and the
media.

Humanism says there is no God. Man
must save himself. We alone hold the
answers to all our problems. Mankind is
gradually evolving to a higher consciousness
and with this comes greater interdependence
and unity. We are, in effect, gods.
When Adam and Eve doubted, then disobeyed God, they began the humanistic religion of trusting in their own judgment
rather than God’s. Simultaneously they
allowed themselves to be convinced that an
appreciation of evil was in fact wisdom!
(Gen. 3:6) And so we see the outworking of
this tragic fallacy in our day as law makers
and art critics argue the evil of censorship
and the wisdom of testing the full gamut of
experiences for ourselves – of making up our
own minds. And we hear the humanist claim
that such freedoms reveal us as an ever more
enlightened society. Knowing no absolutes,
only the systems of relative values and situational ethics, humanism has gradually lowered our moral standards and made us
increasingly confused over what is and what
is not permissable, and what evils the community must accept as someone’s right.
We’ve all heard of humanism, and we all
have some idea of what it means. But part of
our problem in resisting the poisonous darts
of God’s enemy is failing to recognise their
source, and the particular strategy behind
them. Any substitute for God will please
Satan, but man (humanism) is an easy first
base. From there, he is more than ready to
lead us on a deeper spiritual journey – into
the sort of murky depths we encounter in
the various teachings and practices of the
Eastern religions.
“I want to share my experiences and listen
(to audiences) – it’s like karma, you know?”
chirped singer Suzi Quatro in a recent interview in Melbourne. She highlights the fact
that in Australia the once-foreign notion of
karma – and its companion belief, reincarnation – is now utterly mainstream. Once
again, we can trace this pervasive lie to that
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crucial exchange when Satan challenged God’s
words of warning and protection. The serpent is
here more devious than ever, assuring Adam and
Eve that they would not in fact die if they transferred their allegiance to him. Not physically,
that moment, perhaps. Nevertheless a profound
and certain death took place.

W A R F A R E

Our ancient foe
Today’s Christians should not be surprised to
face Satan’s age-old tactics.

T

he great success of this lie for us is that as
well as modifying the original, horrific version
of Hindu reincarnation, we have redefined
death, rendering it merely a benign stage in the
journey of life. If death is just a door to something else it has lost its terrible finality and we
have been conned out of our greatest incentive
to concentrate our minds on the eternal. So
Satan must target our (legitimate) fear of death,
because it is our surest ally in our search for
truth and meaning.
Furthermore this treacherous lie, that we
shall not die, has formed the cornerstone, in one
form or another, of every false religion under
the sun. It matters nought to Satan whether we
assert the (humanist) finality of body and soul
at the moment of expiry, or whether we affirm
the journey of the tormented soul in reincarnation’s wheel of life: either way, we deny that
there is a judgment with eternal consequences.
Similarly, the New Age-inspired term
“enlightenment” is essential to the myriad
forms of spirituality that have become so familiar. Like Adam and Eve, our society has allowed
itself to become dissatisfied with the light of
God’s truth and the knowledge of his goodness
and righteousness. The notion of hidden, or
secret knowledge, and the elitism of gnosticism,
intoxicate modern man just as they did our forebears. A walk round any New Age/Mind Body
Spirit Festival will reveal stall after stall offering
some form of enlightenment – not just in the
commonplace astrology, tarot or crystals, but in
many other occultic “journeys”.
Enlightenment (so-called) has the appeal of
inside knowledge as it were – of knowledge of
the unknown, as in the future, matters of the
spirit, or the supernatural – but it also seduces us
with mystery and esotericism. In the modern
religion we can all be in touch with the avatars
or ascended masters. We can all be enlightened.
We can only marvel, as we again take up the
sword of the Word of God, that one (small?) lie
can be spun into so many different threads, and
those threads into so many beguiling stories,
and those stories into so many religions and
cults, all shrouded in layers of mystery and
deceit!
Morag Zwartz is a Melbourne freelance journalist
and author of The New Age Gospel: Christ or
ap
Counterfeit?

Stuart Bonnington
“Now there’s spiritual warfare, flesh and
blood breaking down. You either got faith
or you got unbelief and there ain’t no neutral ground.”
Precious Angel
ith these words Bob Dylan
introduces us to a different
angle on what lies behind the
struggles and difficulties of
God’s faithful people. It’s called spiritual
warfare.
In a new book I’ve been reading, 99
Answers to Questions about Angels,
Demons and Spiritual Warfare, B.J.
Oropeza notes that spiritual warfare is
sometimes defined as the invisible confrontation between the forces of God
and the forces of the devil, the kingdom
of God versus the kingdom of darkness.
Unlike earthly warfare, spiritual warfare
involves fighting an invisible enemy (2
Kings 6:15-18). Donald Grey Barnhouse
calls this the “invisible war”.
Sometimes this battle brings about
circumstances that can hurt people physically, emotionally, mentally or spiritually.
In the New Testament, demonic powers
knew that Paul was God’s servant, and
they attacked him (2 Cor. 12:7). Behind
all this spiritual warfare lies the completely vain efforts of the evil one to overturn and destroy the Lord’s purposes.
Is this all “loony-fringe” stuff? Well
lest I sound a little too “off-the-wall” for
some Presbyterians, take up Rejoice!, turn
to 316 and see how Martin Luther speaks
of spiritual warfare in what has been
called the battle-hymn of the
Reformation, A Mighty Fortress Is Our
God. I don’t think this hymn can be sung
properly without an understanding of the
reality of spiritual warfare and the battle
the Christian faces against the world, the
flesh and the devil.
Indeed, one of the most influential

W

Reformed theologians of our day,
Professor G. Berkouwer, has said “there
can be no sound theology without a
sound demonology”.
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that
when we turn to Acts 4-6 we see the early
church involved in “invisible warfare”.
After the coming of the Holy Spirit and
the church’s early advance, a period of
satanic counter-attack began which can
be best described as spiritual warfare. He
came against the church on a number of
fronts.
John Stott makes this very point in his
commentary on Acts. On this occasion
Satan “attacked on three fronts. His first
and crudest tactic was physical violence;
he tried to crush the church by persecution. His second and more cunning
assault was moral corruption or compromise. Having failed to destroy the church
from outside, he attempted through
Ananias and Sapphira to insinuate evil
into its interior life, and so ruin the
Christian fellowship. His third and subtlest ploy was distraction. He sought to
deflect the apostles from their priority
responsibilities of prayer and preaching
by preoccupying them with social administration, which was not their calling.
These then were his weapons – physical
(persecution), moral (subversion) and
professional (distraction).” But there are
others.

A

ll this has a strangely contemporary
edge to it. While not every aspect of spiritual warfare is discussed in this section of
Acts, Luke has given us an important
insight into some of the basic themes of
spiritual warfare.
Perhaps some of the things you’ve
seen happening in and around your congregation, in the Presbyterian Church at
large or among God’s people overseas
take on a different perspective when
viewed from the angle of spiritual warfare. We should remember that while
Satan is persistent and outward circumstances are different, he attacks using
some of these age-old strategies today.
One of them that Luke mentions is of
special relevance to us in the Presbyterian
Church. It falls under the heading of
what I have noted above as “distraction”.
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Here I refer to temptations that appear to
be both desirable and good, and are easily
justified on the grounds that we are keeping others’ best interests at heart (Acts
6:2-4).
Let me explain. There’s always a temptation among believers to become so
involved in ministry for God that we lose
sight of our priorities. Then we become
overtired, irritable, and lose our focus on
the Lord. When this happens, we become
involved in family rows and find ourselves impatient with interruptions.
In retrospect, it’s easy to see how we
succumb to Satan’s temptations. The first
weakness that he exploits is our overconfidence. We think that we are the only
ones who can help. Actually we can’t help
at all; only God can. We are just the channels through whom he works.
The second area that Satan exploits is
our on-going relationship with God. We
become so busy that God is pushed out
of the picture entirely. Anyone who is
involved in ministry knows this temptation only too well. In the midst of busyness and deadlines, usually the first thing
to be cut is the time we spend alone with
God. And when this happens we become
spiritually ineffective.

O

f course there are other manifestations of spiritual warfare as well. One of
the most dangerous is Satan’s strategy of
planting “undercover agents” in the
Christian ministry. Jesus warned that the
devil would infiltrate the ranks of
Christian preachers in such a way that
congregations could hardly pick them.
“Watch out for false prophets,” he said.
“They come to you in sheep’s clothing,
but inwardly they are ferocious wolves”
(Mt. 7:15).
The reason why these “undercover
agents” are so difficult to spot is that they
usually stand close to the narrow gate
(Mt. 7:13). Often it’s difficult to discern
any falsehood in what they are saying. It
could well be the case that their danger
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lies in what they don’t say. Preachers who
are silent about holiness and judgement
of God, or never speak against the common sins of the age, may well be the
devil’s agents.
The apostle Paul seems to suggest that
they are notoriously difficult to identify.
They appear as “servants of righteousness” (2 Cor. 11:15). Nevertheless the
results of their work are all too plain to
see. They always lower the spiritual temperature of believers’ lives; Paul says that
they lessen our “sincere and pure devotion to Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3).
A further area of current concern in
any discussion of spiritual warfare is the
widespread tendency among Christians
to rely on their experience over the Word,
and to be looking at so-called signs as evidence that what is happening is of God.
This is a dangerous trend which Satan
exploits to the full. It seems extraordinary that so many believers are willing to
embrace a particular teaching when a
“sign” or “wonder” accompanies it, particularly in the light of Paul’s teaching:
“The coming of the lawless one will be in
accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles,
signs and wonders...” (2 Thess. 2:9).
This seeking after signs and placing
experience above God’s written revelation is all too common today. It is subtly
leading people away from trusting in
Christ. In a New Age environment, it is
fearfully easy to put your faith in “feelgood” experiences rather than to rest
completely on Jesus.
So how are we to respond to spiritual
warfare? We must be alert and filled with
the grace given us in the Lord Jesus
Christ. In other words we must be willing when faced with persecution to suffer
for him. And when faced with temptation to hypocrisy we must resolve to be
pure for him. Or when pressured to
replace the best with the good we must
seek to live focused biblical lives to his
glory and honour.
We must remember that those in
Christian leadership are the special focus
of spiritual attack. This means that the
dads and mums in our homes as well as
the ministers and elders (along with
other leaders) in our churches will be the
special subjects of spiritual warfare.
Let us pray and encourage one
another and remember that “greater is he
who is in you, than he who is in the
world” and that “the reason that the Son
of God appeared was to destroy the
works of the devil”. Christ is risen!
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Bicton
Presbyterian Church, Western Australia,
and a member of AP’s editorial committee.
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e are living in the midst of what Dave
Hunt and T A McMahon have called
the “greatest occult explosion of all
time”. Consulting the dead has
become a part of what is supposed to be New
Age spirituality. Actually , there is nothing particularly new about it. One of Australia’s early
Prime Ministers, Alfred Deakin, was involved in
spiritualism, as was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
the creator of Sherlock Holmes.
History and literature are replete with examples of people receiving revelation and visions
from beyond. Socrates had his daemon.
Emanuel Swedenborg, the famous cultist, was
instructed by spirit companions. William Blake,
the poet, supposedly received artistic guidance
from his departed brother, Robert, and several
other companion-spirits.
What are we to say about this spirit-guide
contact? All over the world psychics are touting
communication with the dead as a means of
uncovering the future, solving problems and
assisting with healings.
Modern Western society has not devoted
much attention to dreams and visions in the
past, but there is a stirring of interest at the
moment. Popular writers such as Laeh Maggie
Garfield are urging people to cultivate longterm relationships with spirit-guides/disincarnate ones when they are burdened with problems. “Guides”, says Garfield, “are beings who
reach out to us from the world of spirit and are
able to assuage our spiritual soreness in ways
that human relationships and material comforts
cannot.”
So what should we think about these occultic explorations? And should we reach out for
the wisdom and hidden knowledge of the dead?
The story of Saul is a reminder that not every
contact with the supernatural dimension is helpful to our well-being. Sometimes, such encounters can be quite destructive.
People crave the supernatural, but there is a
right way and a wrong to know it. As Isaiah
explains, “And when they say to you, ‘Seek
those who are mediums and wizards, who whisper and mutter’, should not a people seek their
God? Should they seek the dead on behalf of
the living? To the law and to the testimony! If
they do not speak according to this word, it is
because there is no light in them” (Isa. 8:19,20).
Unfortunately, Saul, who had begun his reign
nobly, became so obsessed about holding on to
the kingship that he sought to know the future
through a medium. The prophet Samuel had
died, there was no word from heaven, and Saul
became utterly distraught. His anxiety grew so
great that he resorted to the desperate measure
of necromancy (calling up the dead).
The writer of 1 Samuel tells us that Saul had
previously put the spiritists and mediums out of
the land (1 Sam. 28:3). He knew what God said
on these matters. He could not plead ignorance.
But he was terrified of the Philistines (v5), and
God seemed very distant (v6). Not without rea-
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Guidance from
beyond
Be careful where you seek it.

Peter Barnes
son, Saul has been called “the Macbeth of the
Old Testament”.
He was so gripped with fear that he disregarded Samuel’s warning about disobedience
being as the sin of witchcraft (1 Sam 15:23),
and consulted a medium at Endor. So
deranged had Saul become in his thinking
that he took an oath on the name of God
that no harm would come to the medium (1
Sam 28:10).
Whether Saul was under a temporary
delusion or was simply driven to seek out the
spirit of Samuel as a result of panic would
make for an interesting discussion, but the
fact is that he knew that God had spoken:
“Give no regard to mediums and familiar
spirits; do not seek after them, to be defiled
by them; I am the Lord your God” (Lev.
19:31). The Canaanites practised child sacrifice, witchcraft, soothsaying, interpreting
omens, sorcery, conjuring spells, and consulting the dead; and so God had declared:
“For all who do these things are an abomination to the Lord, and because of these abominations the Lord your God drives them out
from before you” (see Deut. 18:9-14).
Today women’s magazines are full of this
stuff; it is advertised quite shamelessly – one
even hears of companies that use astrological
charts to hire staff.

Most journalists write the star page as a paid
joke, and in most seances there is far more
delusion than reality. However, demons do
exist, and it is well-established that a seance
can open a door to the occult. While it is true
that an idol is nothing (1 Cor. 8: 4), it is also
true that demons are behind idols (1 Cor. 10:
20).
Saul was not just talking to himself and to
the woman. Something supernatural was
happening. The spirit of Samuel told Saul
that he was a doomed man – the next day he
and his sons would lose their lives (1 Sam
28:19, 20). Saul was certainly getting a true
supernatural update; the problem was that it
was forbidden to him. It seems that while the
revelation may have been true on this occasion, since it was coming from an occultic
medium it couldn’t be trusted.
He should have known that the only reliable source of information about the future
comes from the Word of God. We have

God’s Word, and that is how we are to consult the supernatural. This means that, as
Christians, we should have nothing to do
with astrology, tarot cards, seances, clairvoyants, and all forms of God-substitutes. They
are not just tom-foolery; they are tools of
Satan.
The story of Saul’s dabbling in the occult
has special relevance to us. It is all too easy to
be deceived by warm and generous people
who are practitioners of the black arts. Use a
term like “ungodly”, and it is all too easy to
think of horns, grotesque features, an evil
face with warts on the nose. Discerning evil
should be easy enough when evil is so obvious. Not so! The witch of Endor displayed
genuine human sympathy for Saul in his desperate plight. She fed him and took care of
him (vv. 21-25). In one sense she was Saul’s
worst enemy, but she tried to be his friend.
Those who do not know God can show
kindness – the natives of Malta were kind to
Paul when he was shipwrecked there (Acts
28:1-6).
It is quite possible for mediums and the
like to be pleasant people who do you a
favour, but who open the door of hell for
you. There is a way which seems right (Prov.
14:12), but there is only one way which is
right (John 14:6). This tragic episode in the
life of Saul is a perpetual warning to us to flee
the world of the occult, and to rely only on
God’s revealed Word.
Peter Barnes is minister of Nambucca River
ap
Presbyterian Church, NSW.

T

ragically, Saul pressed the panic button,
and the medium at Endor drew up Samuel
from the dead (vv. 11-18). What was this?
Was it a demon impersonating Samuel, as
Luther and Calvin thought? Or was it a trick
perpetrated by the woman, as James Orr
thought? Or was it really Samuel, as the text
seems to imply?
In any case, something really did happen.
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Boys are different!
Top-selling psychologist Steve Biddulph has good advice … but don’t take it all

‘A

fter the Gospels, Manhood
ought to be the next most
important book men read. And
re-read. And re-read...” So
writes Roland Croucher from John-Mark
Ministries.
Manhood is a best-selling book written
by Australian family psychologist Steve
Biddulph. In it he popularises the ideas of
Robert Bly in Iron John that have undergirded the men’s movement of the 1990s.
Biddulph writes with clarity and humour,
and his publisher has ensured a layout that
is arresting and easy to read.
More recently he wrote Raising Boys.
This is the book that took my notice. My
friend Louise handed me the book and
asked me to have a look at it. I flipped
through the book, glancing at headings like
The Evolution of the Human Jaw,
Testosterone, What if Your Son is Gay?
“Lou, this really isn’t my kind of book!”
“I know, but a lot of Christians are reading it. People like what he’s saying.”
I took the challenge, read the book, and
searched for reviews and comments. Then I
rang Steve Biddulph, and found him
friendly and easy to talk to.
Steve and Shaaron Biddulph live with
their son and daughter on the North Coast
of NSW. Steve is the son of immigrant
English Methodist parents. Shaaron is a
social worker and contributes to some of
Steve’s books. Their interest in parenting
grew out of a realisation that most families
in their town seemed to be troubled.
“We started a night course called how to
survive as a parent. We organised group dis-

Marion Andrews
cussion with a leader for each group,” says
Steve. “The purpose was for parents to help
each other. I do not consider myself the
expert. Out of that we wrote The Secret of
Happy Children.”
Steve is passionate about the need for
boys to have good male role models, who
should preferably be the father. Less than
10 per cent of men are friends with their
father, he says, and he works to turn this
round. But he also advocates that teenage
boys should have mentors other than their
fathers. “Church youth groups are important here. It is here that he learns to work
with society. There is a deep wisdom in the
existence of youth groups,” he says.
“Within the church, there is a strong tradition that it is honourable to be masculine.
These days teenage boys don’t want to be
men. They don’t see manhood as an enviable state. This is a major cause of teenage
male suicide. The church offers a model of
manliness, that it is admirable to be a man.”

B

ecause Steve writes for the popular market, it could be claimed that he oversimplifies scientific research. He builds his case
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for sexual differences on the assertion that
there is a difference in the size of the central bundle of fibres (corpus callosum) in
the brain for girls and boys. A recent cover
story of Time magazine covers the current
debate, and research scientists are by no
means unanimous.
Only one test has been done on living
tissue. Most investigation has been done on
the brain after death, and brain tissue deteriorates very quickly. Exploration of the
human brain is still in the pioneering stage,
and results are inconclusive. In the latest
issue of Creation Dr. Carl Weiland warns
that “we still don’t know much about how
the brain works overall. We know next to
nothing about how it processes information”. This, you may think, is for the scientists. What about Christian parents? Why
did Louise feel cautious about Raising Boys.
Steve Biddulph redresses an imbalance in
the understanding of the sexes that has
gone on too long. He gives a lot of good
and sensible advice. He dares to say that
boys and girls are different. He promotes
the biblical idea that men should be considerate of their women-folk. However, as
Christians, we need to be wary of his beliefs
about original sin.
My final question to Steve was, do you
believe that children are born with a tendency to do wrong? “If you mean, do I
believe in evil - no! I have worked with
murderers, rapists, criminals, and they all
had terrible childhoods. They are working
out what has been put into them.
Everything you put into a child comes out
somewhere down the track. I believe that
‘evil’ and ‘the devil’ are metaphors for our
ignorance, and what we fail to do. I don’t
have all the answers, but our main enemies
are ignorance and confusion.”
At this point Steve Biddulph’s views are
a long way short of the Bible’s teaching
about sin. Despite the many helpful things
he says, it is impossible to have a realistic
view of child-rearing if you do not take sin
seriously, or even deny that it exists. The
sure and strong foundation for Christian
parenting is that Jesus came to rescue a people who are thoroughly infected with sin,
including their children. When my father
raised me on the basis that the most important thing in life was to deal with and overcome my sin, he was not only doing the
right thing, he was following the truth. ap
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Ron Clarke retires

R

ev. Ron Clarke is on long service leave,
after 20 or so years as Queensland Director
of Home Missions and Christian
Education. Presbyterians throughout
Queensland have benefited from Ron’s
energetic and visionary labours to extend
the Church’s ministry into new areas. With
his wife Bev, Ron is looking forward to following God’s leading as they enter retirement from early August.
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150 years on in Queensland

A

thanksgiving service to mark the 150th
anniversary of the Protestant witness in
Queensland, will be held on 1 May at
7.30pm in the Ann Street Presbyterian
Church. On 7 February, 1849, about 260
people sailed into Moreton Bay on the ship
Fortitude. Another 225 people arrived on
the Chaseley on 1 May in the same year. Yet
a third contingent set anchor in Moreton
Bay on 3 November, after journeying from
Britain on the Lima. Carefully selected by
Rev. Land for their piety and faithfulness,
the migrants quickly formed the United
Evangelical Church, from which sprang
the
Baptist,
Presbyterian
and
Congregational Churches of Queensland.

Meal for Mission ‘99

T

he Meal for Mission program, designed
to raise funds for missionaries, is now in its
fifth year as an Australia-wide program. It
is organised by Australian Presbyterian
World Mission, which suggests May as the
time to hold the program, though individual congregations may choose other times.
APWM is currently packaging and mailing
materials to all parishes. The money raised
helps a number of new mission ventures as
well as missionaries who have a shortfall in
their financial support. APWM is very
appreciative of the wider church’s support
over past years.

People and places

Inflamed for God

F

ire on the Mountain is a teaching weekend about the Christian world view, at
Tambourine Mountain Convention
Centre, Queensland, next month. The key
speaker is Dr James Montgomery Boice
on “Learning to think and act biblically”.
Dr Boice will develop the radical nature of
Christian discipleship and its power to
transform our culture. Other speakers are
Dr Kirsten Birkett, Dr Kim Hawtrey,
Rev. Ian McIver, and Dr Frank Stootman.
The weekend is organised by members and
friends of Tambourine Mountain
Presbyterian Church. Contact “Fire on the
Mountain”, on 07 5545 3508, or
email tambopc@technet2000.com.au.

PTC Sydney grows

T

he NSW Presbyterian Theological
Centre has welcomed 54 new students
beginning studies for the ministry. Of
these, 17 are full time. There are 11 new
candidates who have begun study this year,
or who have become candidates since starting their studies in the past 12 months.
There are 29 women students, one of
whom is a deaconess candidate. A growing
number of students at the PTC have overseas service in view.

With Christ

T

Ron and Bev Clarke

congregation.
Don and Lillian Kennedy have been
appointed as home missionaries to plant a
church in the Shailer Park - Cornubia area
in Queensland. Don’s experience in coming out of the Jehovah’s Witness sect and
finding the Lord Jesus Christ as Saviour
will be a powerful testimony to give to the
people in his new area.
Don and Lillian Kennedy

he Presbytery of Wagga Wagga
inducted Rev. B. M. Gorton into the
charge of Albury on 23 February.
The Presbytery of Flinders licensed Mr
Andrew Bray to preach the gospel, and Mr
Bray is now an exit student at Moorabool
near Geelong. In February, Flinders
Presbytery also inducted Rev. Peter
Barclay into the Brighton charge.
At St Andrew’s charge in Townsville,
elders Gerry Gerard, Laurie Miller and
Jack Ball have been presented with long
service certificates for their services to the

Gerry Gerrard, Laurie Miller and Jack
Ball with their minister, Rev. A. McNicol.

T

he session of St. Andrew’s Penrith wish
to express their love for, and sorrow at the
passing on 14 December 1998, of their late
brother elder, Stanley Roy Clissold, and
their sympathy to his widow, Betty. Stan
was ordained into the session at Concord
on the 10 May, 1968 and moved with Betty
to St. Andrew’s Penrith in April, 1990. He
was inducted into the session at Penrith on
21 October 1990 and was appointed session clerk in 1992, serving a three-year term
with diligence and care. Stan will be remembered for his undoubted sincerity, his concern for others, and his unfailing attendance at Church. No one will forget the
courage Stan showed throughout his illness, particularly when he knew his call
home to his Heavenly Father was imminent.
Mrs Grace Collins, a long-serving missionary with the Aborigines Inland
Mission, (now Indigenous Ministries)
went to be with the Lord at the end of
1998. Mrs Collins, with her husband
Arthur served in many places, was involved
in publishing work, and in producing

AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N • 1 3

N
Sunday school materials. In 1987 she was
awarded the OAM for her work for women
across Australia.

’hat’s the way

V

ictorian Presbyterians have been warned
by their moderator to, “watch out: ‘that
hat’ is on its way”. When an alpaca paid riveted attention to Rt Rev. John Woodward,
wearing a Peruvian pink, blue, and green
hat, the moderator promised to wear the
hat in 1999, to promote the Bible Society’s
fundraising project for Peru. The moderator met his admirer at the Myuna Alpaca
Farm.
John Woodward with alpaca from
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taboos. However, the people came to the
meetings, some walking for many hours to
get there. They seemed genuinely interested in the gospel cassettes and played
them long into the night. One local pastor
reported that a non-Christian man had told
him his people were on the verge of conversion.
Local Kwaio Christians hosted us as we
travelled from village to village. Their godliness and hospitality impressed us greatly
and the warmth of their welcome was overwhelming. We were totally reliant on their
care. The trip had a profound impact on the
team, some of whom felt it to be the best
and most productive three weeks of our
lives.

across
australia
Double blessing in the Solomons
n December several members of the
Epping Presbyterian Church, Sydney,
went on a short-term mission to the
Solomon Islands, run by Language
Recordings Inc (LRI), reports Rebecca
Hayman. Alex and Sybil Shaw, leaders, Jill
Talbot, Stephen Murray and Victor Shaw
were part of the team that made the journey to East Malaita to distribute gospel cassettes to the Kwaio people of East Malaita.
In each village, the Christians organised
evening evangelistic meetings and sent
word up into the mountains for the people
to come.
Typically the non-Christian people live
in tiny remote villages. Their strong animistic beliefs keep them isolated because
they fear angering the spirits if they mix
with people who don’t adhere to their

Katoomba success

T

he Katoomba Christian Convention
drew 6000 men this year, with speakers
including Philip Jensen, Bryson Smith and
David Cook. A strong Christian view of
male sexuality, purity with faith and love,
and men coming home to God, were
important themes. Matthias Media who
publish Pure Sex, by Philip Jensen and
Tony Payne, sold 1500 copies of the book
in two hours.

New post for Corney

T

Myuna Farm, Doveton, Vic.

I

of gambling goes beyond the normal
deception inherent in advertising” because
it upgrades the slim possibility of winning
into near certainty.
Separately, the NSW Council of
Churches has criticised the Carr government for negotiating with SOCOG the
possibility of increasing the number of
gambling machines in the state, to compensate for the threatened loss of some sponsorship deals. The council sees NSW as
already suffering from a “gambling fever”.

Biblical stand

A

nglican Archbishop of Sydney Harry
Goodhew has written to all Australian
bishops to damp down the efforts of some
to promote full inclusiveness of homosexuals into the Australian Anglican Church.
The Archbishop commented that the liberals’ promise to work for “full inclusion” of
gays in the life of the church only makes
sense “if practices hitherto believed to be
contrary to the revealed will of God are
pronounced to be acceptable to him”.
Archbishop Goodhew upholds the statement constructed at last year’s Lambeth
Conference, declaring homosexual practice
incompatible with Scripture.

Reproofs on gambling

R

ev. Fred Nile MLC has sharpened his
attack on the NSW State Government’s
gambling policies, following figures
released by the Gaming and Racing
Department, which show that gambling is
highest in poor suburbs. “Those on low
incomes enter a world where loss is
inevitable and their resultant misery provides the means by which the gambling
industry supports itself ... The promotion

AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N • 1 4

he Bible Society in Victoria has
announced that Rev. Peter Corney has
been appointed president of the society. Mr
Corney has been senior minister at St
Hilary’s in Kew, and is well known for his
commitment to the Bible and its relevance
to daily life.

Award for Staines

T

he Indo-Australian Association has
awarded the Indo-Australian Award for
Meritorious Service posthumously to
Graham Staines, for his more than 30
years of mission service in India, especially
among lepers. The award was presented in
March to Mrs Gladys Staines, in Madras,
by the Australian High Commissioner, Mr
Rob Laurie.

Ecumenical pilgrimage planned

P

ilgrimage to the Heart is a National
Council of Churches promotion to highlight Christian celebration of the year 2000.
The pilgrimage will start at Canberra’s
Parliament House, and finish at Uluru, and
is billed as moving from “the political heart
to the geographical heart”. Twenty heads of
churches are expected to take part, with an
ecumenical Service of Reconciliation near
Alice Springs. The pilgrimage promotion
was launched at a press conference
attended by many denominational heads.
The Presbyterian moderator general, Rt.
Rev. Bruce Christian, and the Baptist

N
Union president, whose denominations are
not members of the council, also attended.

A holy history

S

ir Eric Neal, Governor of South
Australia, has opened a new Festival of
Light office in Adelaide. He reminded
those present of Australia’s Christian origins. “Almost all the directors of the South
Australia Company which founded this
state were lay preachers ... Within eight
years Adelaide had 16 churches, over one
third of the population were regular church
attenders, and lay preachers outnumbered
ministers by five to one.” The new office
will promote the work of the festival, which
stands “for Christian values and the family
– permanence of marriage, sanctity of life,
primacy of parenthood and limited government”.

Gay ambassador criticised

T

he Festival of Light’s Rev. Fred Nile has
urged the Prime Minister, Mr John
Howard, to recall Australia’s first homosexual ambassador, who he says “has disgraced our nation”. Australia’s ambassador
to Denmark, Mr Stephen Brady, has
become the first homosexual to present his
partner to Queen Margrethe of Denmark.
“Both Federal Parliament and the NSW
Parliament have rejected same sex ‘marriages’, so Mr Brady has no right to use his
ambassador partner to promote same-sex
de facto relationships,” Mr Nile said.

world
news
Assembling for the millennium

T

he Evangelical Alliance of the UK,
representing a million Christians, is calling
an assembly gathering in Cardiff for
November 2001. More than 40,000
Christians are expected to attend. The

E

W

S

alliance’s general director, Rev. Joel
Edwards, said: “This assembly will help us
refocus the agenda for the Evangelical
Alliance in the third millennium as we seek
to challenge the people and governments of
our nations to recognise the bad choices we
have made as a society and offer leadership
in new directions which are morally and
spiritually sound.”

Profitable viewing

O

n average, family friendly films generate
eight times more gross profit than those
with sex, violence and other material
unsuitable for family viewing, says a study
by the US-based Dove Foundation. On
average, G-rated films (“suitable for all
ages”) enjoyed a 78% higher rate of return
on investment than R-rated films. The
study was based on data from all 2380
Motion Picture Association films released
on 800 or more US screens from 1988 to
1997.

Unprofitable viewing

A

university research team has found a
measurable link between the time preschoolers spend watching the box and the
degree of subsequent anger, depression and
anxiety. According to the report published
in Prevention magazine and based on studies of 2000 children, problems began after
watching three hours of TV a day, with the
most troubled exposed to six or more
hours.

Witchery in Parliament

A

n ANC member of Parliament (South
Africa), Thembeka Gamndana has
revealed that she is in the process of
“ukuthwasa”, learning to become a sangoma (a witch or traditional healer). She
dresses in a red and white decorated shawl
and has red dreadlocked hair. Three animal
gall bladder pieces are tied to the hair ends.
Ms Gamnadana said it remained to be seen
how many MPs were sangomas or students, who were “still in the closet”, and
she challenged them to come out and
declare their status.

Church union in South Africa

T

he Reformed Presbyterian Church in
Southern Africa is to unite with the
Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa,
and both have endorsed a scheme of union
that will take effect this year.

Multi-faith coronation

T

he Prince of Wales, Prince Charles,
may be crowned in a multi-faith inauguration ceremony, rather than the 1000-yearold Christian coronation service, under
plans being drawn up by Church of
England leaders. Anglican bishops are privately discussing changes to the ritual,
including the involvement of other religious leaders, rewriting the coronation oath
and dropping the Eucharist when the next
monarch succeeds to the throne.

Call to lift Iraqi sanctions

T

he respected evangelical magazine
Christianity Today has called for the lifting
of sanctions against Iraq. In a February editorial, the magazine said that the sanctions
did not achieve what they are supposed to,
but caused immense suffering for the Iraqi
people and were immoral. The magazine
noted with approval that a former United
States Attorney-General Ramsey Clarke
has called them weapons of mass destruction.
Second, the editors said, the sanctions
had not worked politically. If the goal was
to foster revolution against Saddam
Hussein, that goal had failed. The sanctions
destroyed the middle class, the only social
group that could manage a coup. Average
income for Iraqis has fallen from $225 a
month to less than $10. The sanctions did
not work religiously, but fuelled support
for Islamic fundamentalism, the editorial
said. Moreover, they did not punish the
leaders of Iraq but the people.
Ashraf Bayoumi, who headed the
United Nations World Food Programme
Observation Unit, estimated the death toll
from the sanctions as two or three
Hiroshimas. Calling this result an enormous human tragedy, the magazine urged
the United States Government to lift the
broad-based sanctions.

Bombs harm Iraqi Christians

T

he Middle East Reformed Fellowship
reports that the six Reformed congregations in Iraq have held joint prayer and fasting gatherings in Baghdad, Basra, and
Kirkkuk. The Lord has been good to
Reformed families. During the recent
bombings, only minor injuries have been
reported to three individuals associated
with the churches. However, the bombing
destroyed vital sectors of the remaining
economic infrastructure of the country,
leading to further job losses. There is a
great deal more anxiety in the population
due to the loss of electricity, clean water
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supply, and the lack of medical supplies.
Christians are especially concerned that,
despite efforts to dispel the belief that
Western hostility to Iraq in not rooted in
religious convictions, most of the population is now convinced that the country is
subject to a Jewish-Christian crusade to
fragment its unity and divide it into small
sectarian regions. This affects the very existence of the Christian witness of the
churches. The congregations have asked for
fervent prayer for their nation’s stability,
and that no other political developments
would hinder the cause of Christ in Iraq.

are predicting a serious famine in the
Dodoma region, as crops are dying and the
people are eating and selling next year’s
seed crop to stay alive. The children are so
hungry they cannot concentrate in school,
and many have stopped attending.
Missionary John Sellman says: “It is hard
for people in a Western country to realise
that without rain there is no hope of any
food until next year: that is about March or
April 2000. When you have no money
there is no way you are able to buy, even if
food were available. That is what subsistence farming means.”

Slavery in Sudan

Hope in Nigeria

C

N

hristian organisations working in Sudan
report the freeing of more than 300 slaves
by a delegation of Christian Solidarity
Worldwide, aided by workers from
Crossroads. Military forces of the government of Sudan working with Islamic
groups have raided Christian areas, killing
civilians, and abducting women and children. Many are still enslaved, and there is
widespread killing and burning in parts of
northern Sudan. CSW is calling on the
international community to urge governments to pressure the Sudanese authorities.

Islamic threats in Egypt

M

uslim extremists in Egypt are using
pressure tactics to enforce conversions
from Christianity. Reports from Coptic
Christians who were victims claim the use
of a five-team approach to achieve mass
conversions. The first team try to educate
their target group, persuading young
Christians to adopt Islam. A second “security team” prevents target groups from
escaping the area or contacting the outside.
A third team is referred to as the “Team of
temptation”, and the fourth makes threats
to frighten the victims into converting.
One approach is to tell targets they are
already Muslims, and that if they desert the
faith they will be killed. The fifth team is
the team of rape. Girls are threatened, playing on the fear that raped women find it
almost impossible to marry later. It is not
alleged that rape is widespread in Egypt at
present, but that this is one of the methods
used to pressure Christians from their
faith. The Egyptian Coptic Church is a big
prize in the eyes of the extremists, because
it is the largest Christian community in the
predominantly Islamic world.

Tanzania faces famine

C

hurch Missionary Society Australian
and New Zealand missionaries in Tanzania

igeria’s newly elected President,
Olusegun Obasanjo, was presented with a
Bible, Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, and Richard
Wurmbrandt’s Tortured for Christ, by
Release International’s Nigerian director.
The retired general is said to be the only
military ruler to have handed over to an
elected president. Sixteen years later he was
imprisoned by General Abacha. Although
his vice-president died there in the same
prison, Olusegun Obasanjo was able to say,
“Prison isn’t such a bad place, I found God
there”. The president and Nigeria need the
prayers of believers.

‘Righteous anger’ on debt

T

he Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr
George Carey, has urged ordinary people
to step up the momentum for international
debt relief by summoning a sense of “righteous anger” on behalf of the world’s poorest citizens. He called on the world’s richest countries, including Britain, to take a
substantial leap forward at the G7 summit
meeting in Germany in June. He urged
leaders going to Cologne to make a start on
waiving the unpayable debt of poor
nations. At the same time, Dr Carey
acknowledged the efforts of governments
to support international aid, when he knew
there are “no votes in it”.

Archbishop in India

T

he Anglican Archbishop of Sydney
Harry Goodhew spoke to a huge convention of the Mar Thoma Church in India’s
Karala State recently. Almost 100,000 people assembled on a dry river bed to listen to
his message. The convention, one of the
largest Christian gatherings in the world,
inspired the Archbishop: “It was a phenomenal experience to see up to 100,000
people gathering to hear preaching and to
sing.” Mrs Goodhew also attended and
spoke to the clergy wives.

Prison doors in Peru

Carey to witness anew

T

A

EAR fund, Open Doors and Christian
Solidarity Worldwide have jointly
launched a campaign on behalf of Christian
prisoners in Peru. Hundreds are languishing in jails under false arrest during the government’s clamp down on terrorism. A
presidential commission of enquiry into
2770 cases led to the release of 1523 prisoners, but many are still locked away. Some
found innocent have still not been released
because the president has not given official
approval. Christians can write to the
Peruvian representatives in Australia to
express their concern.

Jericho account confirmed

A

rchaeologist Dr Bryant Wood of
Associates for Biblical Research, claims
that recent discoveries by several
researchers have confirmed that the Biblical
account concerning the walls of Jericho
collapsing is accurate to every detail. In a
report in Creation magazine, Dr Wood
relates the discovery of collapsed walls,
with evidence of houses built directly
against the wall as Rahab’s house had been.
Details are available on
www.christiananswers.net/abr/abrhome.html
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powerful new movie, Candle in the
Dark, on the life and work of William
Carey, is being translated into eight Indian
languages. Carey is regarded as the pioneer
missionary in India, and even the first in the
modern missionary movement. The film of
his life was entirely shot in India, and the
Carey role is played by the grandson of
Clement Atlee, the British Prime Minister
at the time of India’s independence in 1947.
The sound track is being dubbed in eight
languages, It is planned to broadcast the
video to reach as many as possible of India’s
960 million.
Carey left school at 13, but became a
renowned educator in India, founding
more than 100 Christian schools. He oversaw more translations of the Bible into
Indian languages than had been done in all
previous Christian history. He had no
wealth or connections, yet he was a great
catalyst for foundational social and political
change, and was a key figure in the abolition of killing wives when their husbands
died. Indian intellectuals and Hindu scholars credit him even to this day as the one
responsible for Bengali cultural renaissance.
Carey eventually became the first professor
of Indian languages in the University of
Calcutta.
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The best balance sheet
Why are happiness and wealth such uneasy bedfellows?

A

s we approach the Third
Millenium, the business world is
awash with raw materials in virtually every category – mineral, agriculture, energy – a situation which has been
exacerbated, but by no means caused, by
the on-going Asian economic depression.
As a result, the prices of base metals
such as copper are now postulated to be at
their lowest point in real terms since the
beginning of the industrial revolution!
Over-supply also holds for most manufactured products one can think of – steel,
building
materials,
automobiles,
microchips, computers and so on.
I believe that the challenge for corporate
management to generate business growth is
now much harder to meet than in previous
decades. It is no longer an option to put up
prices. Rather, the pendulum has swung to
the cost side of the equation. Companies
across the spectrum are being forced to
retrench staff, close factories, sell off marginal operations and rationalise their product-lines or services.
There are big winners in this painful
process, notably those called in to manage
the rationalisation process itself. Large
companies in Australia generally head-hunt
such people from the United States or
Britain on the premise that they have skills
honed on a much bigger playing field and
carry no baggage from the past into the job.
Option deals written into their terms of
employment have enabled many of these
individuals to generate vast wealth in a few
short years by salvaging the ship and thus
restoring share values.
Entrepreneurs have also made killings
on the sharemarket recently by floating
companies in the fields of telecommunications and the Internet, areas of extraordinary optimism globally. This phenomenon
of sudden vast wealth (which has escaped
the writer!) has caused me to reflect on the
question of what might be going through
the minds of Australia’s latest batch of
tycoons as they ponder how to take full
advantage of their good fortune.
The Beatles were quite right when they
sang “Money can’t buy me love”. However,
most of us, it seems, would really like to
savour the experience of becoming fabulously rich, despite being subliminally
aware that joy is rarely if ever written on
the faces of those who thus succeed.

Russell Lander
Barbara Hutton, Paul Getty, Robert
Maxwell and Lang Hancock didn’t look
particularly happy! Why is it that happiness
and vast wealth are uneasy bedfellows?
The word “blessed” comes up frequently in the Bible to denote a form of
inner happiness. The NIV Study Bible
describes “blessed” thus: “The word means
more than ‘happy’, because happiness is an
emotion often dependent on outward circumstances. ‘Blessed’ here refers to the
ultimate well-being and distinctive spiritual
joy of those who share in the salvation of
the kingdom of God.”
The state of being blessed is an endowment from God and has nothing whatsoever to do with our possessions. In Psalm
89:15 we read: “Blessed are those who have
learned to acclaim you, who walk in the
light of your presence, O Lord.”
This theme also comes through in Psalm
119:12: “Blessed are those whose ways are
blameless, who walk according to the law
of the Lord. Blessed are those who keep his
statutes and seek him with all their heart.”
Thus, those who are blessed, according
to various psalms, are those who do not
walk with the ungodly, whose transgressions are forgiven, who do not look to the
proud or turn aside to false gods, who
maintain justice and constantly do what is
right, who seek wisdom and who are kind
to the poor and needy.

J

esus offers his prescription for becoming
blessed in the Beatitudes, found in
Matthew 5:3-10. This celebrated and
deeply spiritual passage has inspired countless sermons and vast speculation as to its
meaning over the centuries. Jesus is essentially saying to us that only when we imitate his character in our lives can we be
truly blessed – when we are poor in spirit,
mourn, are meek, hunger and thirst after
righteousness and are pure in heart, merci-

ful and peacemakers. This is the antithesis
of attempting to gain happiness through
indulgence – expensive monuments and
toys and lavish pastimes – or using wealth
to simply multiply itself for the sake of it.
But of course it is not easy to put these
profound teachings into practice, as illustrated by the response to Jesus’ invitation
to the rich young ruler in Luke 18:22. The
Lord opened the door for him to enjoy
eternal life: “Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.”
The young man, however, couldn’t bring
himself to walk through the doorway, so
great was the attraction of his possessions:
“When he heard this, he became very sad,
because he was a man of great wealth.”
Psalm 49:16 carries some sage advice to
the wealthy: “Do not be overawed when a
man grows rich, when the splendour of his
house increases; for he will take nothing
with him when he dies, his splendour will
not descend with him. Though while he
lived he counted himself blessed and men
praise him while he prospers – he will join
the generation of his fathers who will never
see the light of life. A man who has riches
without understanding is like the beasts
that perish.” Aren’t most of us exceedingly
wealthy in Australia when we compare our
lot with those who live in the Third World?
“Taste and see that the Lord is good;
blessed is the man who takes refuge in him “.
Psalm 34:8
Russell Lander is an investment analyst with
Dicksons, a Sydney stockbroker. He worships
ap
in Wahroonga, Sydney.
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Absolute Surrender
Andrew Murray describes the one condition of God’s blessing

And Ben-hadad the king of Syria gathered all
his host together: and there were thirty and
two kings with him, and horses, and chariots:
and he went up and besieged Samaria, and
warred against it. And he sent messengers to
Ahab king of Israel into the city, and said
unto him, Thus saith Ben-hadad, Thy silver
and thy gold is mine; thy wives also and thy
children, even the goodliest, are mine. And
the king of Israel answered and said, My lord,
0 king, according to thy saying, I am thine
and all that I have. (1 Kings 20. 1-4)
hat Ben-Hadad asked was
absolute surrender; and what
Ahab gave was what was asked
of him – absolute surrender. I
want to use these words: “My lord, O king,
according to thy saying, I am thine, and all
that I have,” as the words of absolute surrender with which every child of God
ought to yield himself to his Father.

W

IN THE
PRESENCE
OF GOD

We have heard it before, but we need to
hear it very definitely – the condition of
God’s blessing is absolute surrender of all
into His hands. Praise God! If our hearts
are willing for that, there is no end to what
God will do for us, and to the blessing God
will bestow.

Absolute surrender – let me tell you
where I got those words. I used them
myself often, and you have heard them
numberless times. But in Scotland once I
was in a company where we were talking
about the condition of Christ’s Church,
and what the great need of the Church and
of believers is; and there was in our company a godly worker who has much to do
in training workers, and I asked him what
he would say was the great need of the
Church, and the message that ought to be
preached. He answered very quietly and
simply and determinedly: “Absolute surrender to God is the one thing.”
The words struck me as never before.
And that man began to tell how, in the
workers with whom he had to deal, he finds
that if they are sound on that point, even
though they be backward, they are willing
to be taught and helped, and they always
improve; whereas others who are not
sound there very often go back and leave
the work. The condition for obtaining
God’s full blessing is absolute surrender to
Him.
And now, I desire by God’s grace to give
to you this message – that your God in
Heaven answers the prayers which you
have offered for blessing on yourselves and
for blessing on those around you by this
one demand: Are you willing to surrender
yourselves absolutely into His hands?
What is our answer to be? God knows
there are hundreds of hearts who have said
it, and there are hundreds more who long
to say it but hardly dare to do so. And there
are hearts who have said it, but who have
yet miserably failed, and who feel themselves condemned because they did not
find the secret of the power to live that life.
May God have a word for all!
These are the opening words of Andrew
Murray’s book Absolute Surrender (Chicago:
Moody Press). Andrew Murray (1828-1917)
was a Dutch Reformed minister in South
ap
Africa.
Place your order TODAY for the
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Verbal remedy
The only cure for foot-in-mouth disease is divine.

T

he screeching of tyres, the smell of
kerosene, and the roar of the
engines. Sydney’s Kingsford Smith
airport was the place where I began
my working life. At 16, I started a motor
mechanics apprenticeship with Ansett
Airlines.
As an apprentice, I had the task of doing
those jobs that the tradesmen did not want
to do. On one particular morning I was
given the job of driving the workshop van
from the domestic to the international terminal. Attached to the back of my van was
a heavy-duty welding trailer.
When I reached the terminal area of
Qantas, I noticed a flash across my rear
view mirror. I looked, but could not see
anything. Then I began to notice that
something was coming alongside my vehicle. To my horror, I saw my welding trailer
overtake me and veer off to the right heading towards the aircraft parking bays. The
trailer linkage had broken; it was out of
control.
At that moment pure panic flowed
through my body. I had to act, and quickly.
I looked to where the trailer was heading
and positioned myself ahead of it. I stopped
the van, jumped out and waited for the
trailer to pass me so that I could grab the
back of it and somehow slow it down. I was
preparing myself to act like a human brake.
As it passed I grabbed it, but it was
heavy and travelling too fast for me to stop
it. It dragged me down the tarmac for about
20 metres until I managed to slow it down.
At that moment I breathed a sigh of relief,
all was safe.
What made that situation dangerous? It
was the fact that the trailer was out of control. When I was towing it, it was my
friend. When it broke away it became my
enemy. It was going where I did not want it
to go.
James, in the New Testament, also
recognises the danger of something that is
out of control. The people to whom James
is writing had lost control of their tongues.
We are told that they were praising God
one moment and yet cursing others the
next (3:10).
It’s a sure sign that a tongue is out of
control when it seeks to glorify God one
moment and then becomes an active agent
of hurt the next. It’s a sure sign that a

Jason Summers

tongue is out of control when it sings songs
on Sunday but hurts or damages God’s creation on Monday.
An out-of-control welding rig at
Kingsford Smith Airport is certainly dangerous, but an out-of-control tongue
among God’s people is far worse. It is
essential that we are able to control our
tongues, for according to James, if we can
control our tongues we will have the power
to control or bridle our lives (3:2).
The bridle controls the horse, the rudder controls the ship, and the tongue controls the body. The tongue is a small part of
the body but it makes great boasts, it exerts
a powerful influence. Something small controls something large (3:3-5). The tongue
has the power to control our lives.

T

he problem with a tongue that is out of
control is that it can take you to places
where you may not want to go. An out of
control tongue can ruin friendships,
destroy marriages, split churches, mar reputations, and assassinate characters.
I do not think that as Christians we
realise this. Sometimes the way we treat
each other is disgraceful. We openly criticise people we don’t agree with instead of
going to them personally. We are quick to
share with others the faults of those we
don’t get on with, sometimes even our
friends.

We publicly put down other denominations that we don’t agree with. We listen to
the evil reports that people bring us, and we
fail to rebuke our friends when they gossip
or slander someone else.
The tongue exposes our corrupt nature.
As James says, the tongue is full of deadly
poison, a fire ignited by hell, a restless evil,
a world of evil corrupting the whole person. That’s the nature of our tongues and
that is why we need to control them.
How? The good news is that there is a
divine cure for this verbal disease. We need
to actively seek God’s enabling. He is the
source of all strength; he is the one who can
help us overcome the evil within us. Make
it your prayer every day: “God, today help
me to control my tongue, lead me from
gossip, help me not to slander but to speak
the truth in love.”
Don’t think that you can do this on
your own. You will not be able to. However
James tells us that the while “no man can
tame his tongue,” God can. Only with the
strength and wisdom from God will we
succeed in this battle.
We also need to observe and follow the
example of Jesus because he controlled his
tongue perfectly (1 Peter 2:21-23). In Jesus’
life and death he endured the vilest injustice, yet no deceit was found in his mouth,
he made no threats, he entrusted himself to
God who is the rightful judge. When people hurt us the temptation is to pay them
back, but the example of Jesus is that he
entrusted all injustices to God, who judges
justly.
A bad tongue, according to James, is one
that is out of control; it takes its owner
where he or she may not necessarily want
to go. It is a tongue that destroys, hurts,
and damages God’s creation. Good
tongues, bad tongues –– what about our
tongues?
A good tongue, according to James, is
one which is never at fault in what it says,
one that is under control; for the person
who possesses that type of tongue has the
power to lead his life in a godly way. That
type of tongue will lead you into Christian
maturity and completeness.
Jason Summers is a first year student at the
Presbyterian Theological Centre, Burwood,
Sydney. He was formerly youth minister at
ap
Wee Waa Presbyterian Church.
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C U L T U R E

Movie Watch
Life is Beautiful
Reviewed by Kate Harris

G

iven the recent glut of heavyhanded war films, it’s hard to
imagine World War II as seen
through a child’s eyes, where battle spoils are merely lollipops, and death is
a harmless game of hide-and-seek. Roberto
Benigni’s Life is Beautiful offers an
unabashedly joyous and profound glimpse
of the way imagination can reinvent the

W A T C H

experience of war.
With critics heralding the film as a
romantic, hilarious, Chaplinesque fable,
surely it would be great family-viewing?
Maybe. But be aware: the film’s subtle
enchantment is just the velvet glove on an
essentially satirical iron fist.
Childlike Guido (Roberto Benigni)
arrives in the Tuscan town of Arrezzo in
1939, with grand dreams of owning his own
bookshop. He falls in love, woos, and marries a beautiful young school teacher, Dora
(Nicoletta Braschi). Four years and an
endearing little son later, the ethereal fairytale is shattered when Jewish Guido and his
son are deported to a concentration camp
just before the war’s end. Unable to bear
this separation, Dora freely boards the
same train, bound for hard labour and the
threat of extermination. With the looming
knowledge his son will die if caught, Guido
relies upon imagination, illusion, and gameplay to keep the boy – and, more importantly, the boy’s hope – alive.
We are plunged into a tragi-comic burlesque set against filthy barracks and ashy
bleakness. For every day he suffers, Guido
tells his son, the more points they will
accrue towards the big prize of a tank.
Hardship and horror is just a game, he
explains, which everyone plays to win this
big prize. Guido – an irresistible alchemy of
humility, wit, naievity, and cunning – offers
a perverse logic. In this strange inverted
world, the powerful camp commanders are
rendered foolish, and insubstantial and
foolish Guido becomes a wise and strong
hero.
This is the film’s paradox: despite the
sombre “reality” of the Holocaust, it is the
reality of joy that conquers. Like De Sica’s
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Nicoletta Braschi and Roberto Benigni
in Life Is Beautiful
Bicycle Thieves (1948), Life is Beautiful is
chiefly concerned not with the historical or
philosophical significance of Fascist and
anti-Semitic Italy, but with the dynamics of
an unquenchable father-son love.
Benigni wields his story-telling wand
without dismissing the Holocaust with a
simple shoulder shrug. He avoids the high
moral tone of other “worthy” war films
that generally make for a mind-deadening
3.5-hour sitting. He doesn’t presume viewers still need to be convinced of the
immorality of genocide. Like neo-realist
directors half a century before him,
Benigni’s reality is wrapped up in an interior morality. We are simply invited to
observe what happens to the integrity of a
loving family unit steamrolled by an impersonal war.
In a filmic sense, there’s little that could
upset sensibilities. However, Guido’s
struggle to hide his son from discovery,
without paralysing his sense of hope and
freedom, is harrowing. Parents – not kids –
are going to have a tough time watching
unconditional love go through the worst of
conditions. Yet the film remains life-affirming: death and the prison appear to be
unashamedly artificial apparitions or sets.
Guido’s determined joy colours the film;
he plays the Game of Life for his son,
because life really is beautiful.
The Italian film took out the Grand Jury
Prize at Cannes last year, and is one of the
largest grossing foreign-language films in
the USA to date. But it’s also a problematic
film, because it asks questions about the
nature of hope and meaning in a selfdefeating world. Do we know the sacrificial
love Christ has for each of us, as Guido did
for his son? Shouldn’t we experience a tireless zest for life and life abundant? And
what do we really hope for in this life ... and
beyond? In an age where it’s all too easy to
lose grip of the sheer romance and sanctity
of life, the tough innocence of a film like
Life is Beautiful is a reality check. But don’t
be afraid to see it with childish eyes – you
may be the wiser for it.
Kate Harris is a member of Mitchelton
ap
Presbyterian Church, Qld.

C U L T U R E

A Simple Plan
Reviewed by Phil Campbell

Billy-Bob Thornton

S

ometimes good people do evil
things. That’s the premise, and the
tagline, of the dark movie A Simple
Plan, featuring Bill Paxton, Billy
Bob Thornton and Bridget Fonda. Set in
the wintry back-blocks of the American
mid-west, this is a movie that makes vivid
use of the metaphors of black and white.
The winter snow never thaws, while a flock
of black crows hovers over almost every
scene. It’s a cold movie – and not just
because of the theatre air-conditioning.
This is a chill that goes all the way to the
bone.
Hank (Paxton) is a small-town accountant who works in the local produce store.
He’s bright, but it’s a dead end job. With his
backward brother Jacob (Thornton) and
his red-neck friend Lou, Hank stumbles on
a snow-covered plane wreck – inside,
there’s a dead pilot, and a bag containing

W A T C H

$4.5 million in used banknotes. What do
you do next? It’s obvious the cash is linked
to a crime, so do you call the police? Or do
you take the money and run?
There’s hesitation, as Hank’s morality is
put to the test – and then the decision is
made. It’s a simple plan; they’ll hide the
money for three months, and if nobody
misses it, they’ll split it and run. But once
the fateful decision is made, it’s all downhill.
How far will these fairly normal guys go
to protect their secret? The answer is chilling – particularly as Hank’s pregnant wife
Sarah (Fonda) takes charge of the cover-up.
Constant fear of discovery leads to paranoia, deceit, blackmail, and a string of brutal murders. But the really scary part about
this movie is that you can easily identify
with their evil decisions every step of the
way. A local farmer stumbles on the scene
as the guys are covering their tracks. What
do you do? With your financial future in
one hand and an iron bar in the other, the
answer is obvious. Kill him. And make it
look like an accident.
Rated MA, A Simple Plan is heavy viewing. As you’d expect, there’s some bad language, and the violence is realistic – but it’s
a movie that gives a vivid picture of the
truth of the fact that “the love of money is
a root of all kinds of evil”. More than that,
the movie raises a bigger question. While
the tagline suggests that “sometimes good
people do evil things”, Hank faces a much
bleaker prospect – sure, he’s a respected
small town accountant whom nobody suspects. But on the inside, maybe he’s not a
good person at all. And when faced with
the same sort of temptation, we’re forced
to realise – maybe none of us are.

Youth
Worker
(3 day per week position)

The Reformed Church
of Wonga Park
seeks applications for the position of

Youth Worker.
The right applicant will lead our
growing and exciting ministry to young
people within the church and community
with the vision
‘To Reach and Disciple Youth
into a Full, Vibrant Faith and Ministry’
The right applicant will have special
gifts in relating to young people, a good
understanding of youth ministry and
able to work in a team.
Leadership skills are essential and
theological training is preferred.
It is essential that the person be, or
becomes a member of the Reformed
Churches and be committed to
Reformational Doctrine and World
and Life View.
For more information please contact:
Herman Linde on Ph. (03) 9812 0744,
Email: hlinde@alphalink.com.au
or Rev. Ben Aldridge on (03) 9722 9001
Applications may be sent to:
Herman Linde,
48 Hunt Street, Donvale, Vic. 3111

is a non-denominational
evangelical publisher
based in Sydney

In Pure Sex, Tony
Payne
& Phillip Jensen
compellingly present
the Christian
gospel as it applies
to sexuality and the
failure of

Kim Hawtrey’s
readable and very
challenging
new book The True
and Living God
powerfully shows
the bankruptcy of
our modern ‘idols’.

The Essence of
the Reformation
by Kirsten Birkett
is the perfect
introduction to the
much-neglected
truths of the
Reformation.

to order
Call Debbie on

1800 814 360
Sydney 9663 1478
or go to
www.gospelnet.com.au/matmedia
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WWJD?
It’s a life-changing challenge that will cost everything – and gain more.

Y

ou might have seen people wearing
material bracelet things with the
letters, "WWJD" embroidered on
them. Some of the guys at my
church wear them and I had no idea what
they were about until someone explained it
to me. The letters stand for "What would
Jesus do?", and the point of it is to be a constant reminder to you to think before you
do (or say) something. It's not a bad idea.
The whole thing started (I think!) with
a book written by Charles Sheldon, called
In His Steps. It tells the story of a pastor in
a church in the US who challenged his congregation (and himself) to make a pledge:
they would spend a year asking themselves,
"What would Jesus do if he were in my
place?" before they made a decision. The
book follows the lives of just some of the
people who decided to make that pledge.
The minister found his sermons had to
change dramatically. His church was a middle to upper-class affair – it was the first
church in the town, and all the town's
prominent people were members. They
gave generously to the church, but not sacrificially. The minister had well-prepared
sermons, and spoke well. His services made
easy listening on a Sunday morning.
However, when he started to ask himself
what Jesus would say to the congregation,
he had to make some major changes.
He challenged the people about their
riches when others had so few; he concentrated on the message he was giving, rather
than the way that he gave it. He went outside his "comfort zone", speaking to the
workers on the railroads, and in the slum
area of town. He gave up his annual holiday

Sydney
Missionary and
Bible College
For Bible-based Christian
ministry training, contact
Dr Ron Sims on

(02) 9747 4780

Rachel Norman
to give the money (in secret) to families
who couldn't afford to live at home, let
alone leave it. The congregation noticed the
difference in their minister.
One of the members who took the
pledge was the editor of the largest newspaper in the town. He found himself running into a heap of trouble when he asked
what Jesus would print, write and advertise
if he were the editor. His paper made some
major changes – tobacco and alcohol ads
were stopped, gossip and unhelpful news
stories were axed. The Sunday edition no
longer ran. Sales plummeted. He had to use
his own money to keep the paper going.
Two young women in the church also
made a commitment. One was the heiress
of a large fortune, and her family one of the
most important in the district. Her attitude
towards her money, and her use of it
changed when she thought about what
Jesus would do with a fortune. The other
was a beautiful woman with a great soprano
voice. She had a chance to become one of
the famous entertainers of the day. But
when she asked herself "What would Jesus
do with this gift?" she found herself turning
down the offer.

S

he could have been both rich and
famous, but she left that to use her voice
for Jesus. Together they used the money
and the singing gift to spread the news of
Jesus to the rough part of town. Both of
them went against the wishes of their families, and found themselves separated from
them in the cause of following Jesus.
A member of the congregation had a
senior job in the railroad industry. He
started up lunchtime meetings for the
workers – gave them a warm place in which
to rest, and had someone give a simple
message about Jesus. One day he accidentally came across information about some
illegal doings of the company. He knew
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what Jesus would do with the information.
He lost his position, and went to work in a
low-paid, low-status job. He found himself
growing further away from his wife, who
was upset at the loss of face.
Not only was the one church in this
town affected: a visiting minister took the
news of the idea and the obvious movement of the Spirit back to his church and
the surrounding areas. Other Christians
started to take the pledge and found themselves confronted with the effects of truly
following Christ, in His steps.
This story isn't true – the author made it
up. Neither the town nor the people in it
exist. But the challenge of the pledge is a
very real one for all Christians today. And it
is a particular challenge for the "me" generation (that's us, guys!). We're told to do
whatever we feel like, and that "the most
important person in the world is you".
What would Jesus do if he heard that?
What would Jesus do if his mum asked
him to wash up after dinner? What would
Jesus do if he were listening to the radio
and Prisoner of Society came on? What
would Jesus do if someone new came to
church, who looked a little bit different?

I

t's easy to read the story and be moved by
it. It's easy to be challenged – for the first
day or two. These people were asked to
make a commitment for a year. Jesus calls
us to make a commitment for a lifetime.
When you think of the life that Jesus lived
– the work he did, the pain he faced, the
suffering he endured – could you walk in
his steps? Are you up to it? Would you
even know where to start?
It's a great idea to remind yourself,
whatever you're doing, to ask, "What would
Jesus do?". The bracelets help some people
to do that. You could put up a WWJD
poster on your bedroom wall, or write the
letters on the front of your diary, or the side
of your school bag. But having the letters
there isn't enough – you need to let them
change your life. WWJD?
Rachel Norman is married to AP youth editor Murray Norman and worships at
Hurstville Presbyterian Church, Sydney.

Charles Sheldon's In His Steps. (Urichsville,
ap
Ohio: Barbour Publishing, 1985).
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A difficult privilege
Stephen Cree reports on the pleasures and perils of starting from scratch.

S

ix keen families eager to plant a
church. A suitable building to meet
in. Prayer and financial support
from churches around the state.
Tremendous support from presbytery. A
large regional centre greatly in need of
gospel ministry. A couple from our home
church joining us in the move to Lismore.
And, above all, the powerful message of
King Jesus on our lips.
It was a wonderful beginning. The
planting of Southern Cross Presbyterian
Church in Lismore had everything going
for it. As a starting point, we couldn’t have
hoped for any more. But, looking back, I
rejoice that we didn’t have to do it with any
less.
Church-planting is a difficult privilege.
The privilege is this: everything is done
from scratch. No one can say “that’s not
what we’ve always done”, because we
haven’t always done anything. The difficulty, however, is this: everything is done
from scratch. Not being bound to anything
might sound appealing, but it also might
easily just end up in a church that believes
anything and everything.
The first 12 months of Southern Cross
illustrates this tension in a number of ways.
For example, the new church quickly
attracted several non-Christians, and we
worked hard at making them feel comfortable. But we had constantly to remember
why: so that it might be the gospel alone
that made them uncomfortable. The danger was to forget that their conversion, not
their comfort, was the ultimate goal.
It was enormously exciting to see nonChristians getting involved in the church.
It was even more exciting, of course, to see

An evening supper group

Stephen Cree preaches

It is an exciting thing in which to be
involved. Exciting but fragile. It is great to
be growing, but growth in numbers means
growth in needs. It is great to have everyone keen to be involved in small groups,
but hard to find leaders. It is great that
everyone comes fresh to God’s Word, but
hard that so little foundation is in place. It
is great to attract people from diverse backgrounds, but a challenge for unity. It is
great to start with a clean slate regarding
our use of resources, but somewhat hypothetical when resources are so scarce. It is
great to be able to do anything with our
music, but important that we don’t do just
anything. Indeed, the tension is played out
across the board.
Church planting is a difficult privilege.
Put differently, it has been filled with nice
problems. Our chair problem is a clear
example. It is a nice problem indeed to run
out of chairs. But it is a problem all the
same.
At the end of a terrific first year, I’m
keenly aware of the advantages of starting a
new church. But I’m equally aware that
every advantage brings a challenge. The
advantages cannot be overstated. They are
the reason we must plant more churches.
But it would be foolish to underestimate
the challenges. I know I did.
I realise now how important it is that we
resource our church-plants well: give
money, pray hard, write often. But I realise
more than anything, that unless God and
his gospel be in it, there is no success in
church-planting.

many of them becoming Christians. The
associated challenge, however, was massive:
to be in the world but not of it; to move out
as the church into the world while guarding
against the world moving into our church.
The challenge was to maintain fluid boundaries with the community in terms of our
accessibility, while developing firm boundSteve Cree is minister of Southern Cross
aries in terms of our discipleship.
ap
A new church, predominantly made up Presbyterian Church, Lismore, NSW.
of new Christians, is an exciting one to be a
part of. It produces some marvellous
moments.
There was the young bloke who took a
look around the congregation and commented, “It’s great to see there are still
some old people interested in coming to
church.”
There was the bloke we met on Sunday
who was out delivering our newsletter on
Monday.
There was the midwife we met in the
delivery suite at Lismore Base Hospital one
Sunday, then at church the next. There are
the families who have joined us – one mem- The music team at Southern Cross
ber at a time.
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Start educating now

T

hat Christian education is one of the
great, unsolved problems of the Protestant
religion is again evidenced by recent articles
you have published and the ensuing debate
in your Letters section.
I would like to respond to Allan
Harman’s letter (AP, March) because I
believe that urgent action is required if we
are to fulfil our covenantal obligations to
train our children as the Lord’s. Dr
Harman cites his disappointment over two
issues: the lack of Presbyterian teachers and
the quality of these teachers in regard to
their understanding and application of a
Christian philosophy of education.
For him the solution is both “long term”
and concerned with encouraging young
people to teach and obtain good qualifications.
My response is simple. How will this
happen and where? I know of no undergraduate training institution that offers a
Christian approach to education that is (as
suggested by Gordon Clark in A Christian
Philosophy of Education) consonant with
the Westminster Confession of Faith
As director of studies in a Christian
school I, like Dr Harman, find it almost
impossible to employ Christian teaching
staff of a Reformed and Presbyterian persuasion who have a developed view of what
it means to teach their studies from a thorough going Biblical perspective. Our
response to many young teachers who
come to us with only secular qualifications
and little in the way of a Christian worldview is “are you prepared to forget or relearn much of what you have been taught at
university or teachers college?”
It means that the vast majority of
teacher training in a Christian perspective
needs to be done on the school site which
strains resources to breaking point.
This is harsh but, sadly, true. Simply supplementing the secular approach with a
“distinctively Christian approach” as Allan
suggests, is not enough (even though it

E
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may have to be the initial approach). The
secular approach must be thoroughly
reformed to meet the demands of the
Christian approach. There can be no neutrality in the battle for our kids!
If teachers are to develop a Reformed
philosophy of education, if we are to put
the best teachers possible in front of our
children, then surely the best place for (at
least) part of their training to take place is
at Presbyterian Theological Colleges, as
Neil Benfell seemed to suggest in the same
issue. Why not a faculty of education where
Christian philosophy of education is studied alongside Biblical theology, apologetics
etc.? Perhaps learning to teach from a
Christian perspective should be compulsory for all theological students who aspire
to ministry. There is a lamentable lack of
this sort of training evident amongst many
college graduates and many more experienced pastors/teachers have to pick up “the
teaching skills” on the job.
Combine such a course with teaching
rounds at our Christian colleges and
schools and we have the basis of a sound
system of teacher training.
I am sure that God would bless such an
obedient approach and that the hurdles of
accreditation, finance etc. could be overcome. We simply must start now if we are
to have even a long-term solution to this
pressing problem. What about some
response?
Robert Burford
director of studies,
Bayside Christian College, Vic
and Presbyterian elder

Difficult choice

from Matthew. I am directed to “go into
the world and make disciples”. I am a
teacher in the secular system.
However, I praise God for my colleagues who equally feel his call to teach in
the Christian school. They provide that
nurture for my children.
I pray that my witness in the secular system will be strong and effective, as I am
poignantly aware that the “blackboard jungle” is as dangerous and fertile a mission
field as any.
Jim Benn
Toowoomba, Qld

Mission field or household?

I

would like to congratulate both Neil
Benfell and Helen Colquhoun for their
excellent articles in the February issue of
AP. It was interesting to read of issues on
which I have often debated privately. My
daughter attends a Christian school. Its
teaching is Christ-centred.
I can see Helen Colquhoun’s point as
she teaches in a non-Christian school – she
sees it as a “mission” field.
As far as Christian schools are concerned, on one hand, non-Christian children may be considered also a “mission”
field. However, on the other hand, I sometimes question the wisdom of accepting
non-Christian children when Christian
children cannot be accepted because of the
limitation on numbers.
I would be interested to hear what others feel on this matter.
Lew Lee
Thornlands, Qld

W

e are fortunate to live in a rural
“school” city which offers 16 high schools
within a 10-kilometre radius, including
three secular, two charismatic, one
Presbyterian, one Lutheran, one Anglican,
five Catholic and one Grammar school.
However, this demanded a choice!
As a parent, I had to consider prayerfully where to send my offspring. Two
issues present: do I consider my children as
missionaries and send them off into the
secular system to “Go and make disciples”
(Matt. 28); or do I recognise that they need
the nurture of a Christian environment in
the formative teenage years? Neil Benfell
speaks to this: “The task of the Christian
school is to present a Christian view of life
and the world to its students.”
We decided to send our children to a
Christian school.
As an educator of this generation, my
vocation seems clear. I feel strongly that
Christ is referring to me in that passage
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Legislating
Morality
By Norman Geisler and Frank Turek
Minnesota: Bethany, 1998
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

H

Killing Fields
Living Fields
An Unfinished Portrait
of the Cambodian
Church – the Church
that would not die
By Don Cormack
OMF International,
MARC Crowborough
Reviewed by Robert Benn

E

veryone has heard of Pol Pot. It was
tragic to hear him on his deathbed steadfastly justifying the actions of the Khmer
Rouge’s slaughter of more than 20 per cent
of his fellow citizens. How sin distorts the
heart of man! During those days of genocide the church suffered incredibly. It was
reduced from about 13,000 to 300. Only a
tiny group of leaders was left to nurture the
remnant. Talk about “refined by fire”! In
Don Cormack’s 460-page Killing Fields
Living Fields, he tells of the culture and history of the Cambodian people, and the history of mission and the fate of the church
during the killing days, and allows us a
glimpse into the church rebuilding. The
book will fill your eyes with tears, and your
heart with a passion for brothers and sisters
who suffered so much. Even as Don tells
stories of horror and tragedy, he also tells of
events that demonstrated the special hand
of the Lord on some whom he saved, not
from the fire, but in the preservation of
their lives so that they could continue to
minister his grace. James Packer says of the
book: “This heart-wrenching, heart-warming narrative prompts tears, prayers, praises
and hopes in turn. It is a long time since I
read anything so poignant.”
Robert Benn is director of APWM and
Convener of the National Journal
Committee

ave you ever been in a train and been
unsure of whether it is moving? One cannot tell by comparing one train with
another, but it is easy if one compares the
train with the platform. Without a fixed
standard, all is uncertain. The same is true
in the realm of morality.
In recent years in the West there has
been a growing repudiation of any appeal to
a God-given moral law. In the United
States, for example, the Supreme Court
outlawed prayer in public schools in 1962,
and Bible-reading in 1963. In 1973 it
allowed abortion, basing it on a supposed
“right to privacy”. In 1980 it was forbidden
to post the Ten Commandments in public
schools. By 1987 the court had struck
down a Louisiana law which had allowed a
balanced treatment to be granted to the
teaching of creationism and evolution.
The result has been predictable, at least
from the Christian point of view. From
1960 to 1992 the population of the United
States increased by 41 per cent, but violent
crime increased by 550 per cent, illegitimate
births by 400 per cent, and teenage suicide

by 200 per cent. Abortions now account
for at least one pregnancy in four, and, with
the television on an average of 50 hours per
week, education scores are down. As Judge
Robert Bork has warned, we are “slouching
towards Gomorrah”.
Geisler and Turek blame the Supreme
Court as the main culprit in all this; it has
increasingly assumed a legislative rather
than a judicial role. It is ironic, but not altogether inappropriate, that the custodians of
law should lead the charge to undermine
law and morality.
Legislating Morality argues for a return
to the God-given moral law rather than the
theonomist approach of using the Bible as a
legislative code book. This has some problems - which are perhaps not insurmountable, but they are not really dealt with by
Geisler and Turek. Their work also gives
many indications of having been hastily
written. Nevertheless, it is stimulating and
helpful.
They convincingly demolish the fallacy
that the First Amendment forbids the state
to favour the Christian religion in any way,
and there is much cogent information on
the issues of homosexuality, abortion and
euthanasia. Back in the 19th century, Alexis
de Tocqueville warned that “America will
cease to be great when it ceases to be good”.
We may well be living in the age which is
seeing that warning become a prediction.
Peter Barnes is minister of Nambucca
River Presbyterian Church, NSW.

K. M. SMITH
Funeral Directors – since 1877
53 BROOKES STREET, BOWEN HILLS
TELEPHONE (07) 3252 2031
1- 1/182 Bay Terrace, Wynnum, (07) 3548 4133

For prompt courteous and considerate attention to your Funeral requirements
we are available 24 HOURS A DAY, 7 DAYS A WEEK.
Our Head Office is located at 53 Brookes Street, Bowen Hills – with ample
off-street parking available. If it is more convenient, our trained staff will
make funeral arrangements in your home. If you prefer, the arrangements
can be made by telephone.

FREECALL 1800 819 938
To: K.M.Smith, Freepost 202, PO Box 2170, Fortitude Valley, Qld, 4006

-------------------------------------------------Please send me information on pre-arrangement of Funerals.
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municants, about 30 children and
youth, 4 elders; David and Josee
Kummnick.
MAY
1 Norwood parish, Adelaide; about 35
communicants, 3 elders; vacant. Wally
Zurrer interim moderator.
2 Bible Society work in China (1.2 billion people, 142 languages). Praise
God for the 20 millionth Bible printed
at Amity Printing Company, Nanjing,
and pray that sufficient funds will be
available for Scriptures needed.
3 Skipton-Lismore parish, Vic; about 70
communicants, about 30 children and
youth, 6 elders; Neil and Barbara
Harvey.
4 The Presbytery of Central Coast
(NSW) and its new moderator, Rod
Mallinson, as it seeks a church planter
for a new parish west of the Tuggerah
Lakes.
5 Bundaberg home mission, Qld; about
120 communicants, 50 children and
youth, 8 elders; David Newman.
6 Sandra Wade-Ferrell, an OMF worker
from NSW, teaching in China.
7 Numurkah Regional parish, Vic,
including Cobram and Tallygaroopna;
about 90 communicants, 10 elders;
Trevor and Ann Cox.
8 Classis (presbytery) Queensland of
the Reformed Churches of Australia
with churches at Inala (with Tivoli),
Mansfield, Stafford, Toowong and
Toowoomba; and also the work of the
Westminster Presbyterians in that state.
9 Colin and Janelle Francis from
Caringbah, NSW, missionaries with
SIM (financial management).
10 Presbytery of Benalla, northern Vic;
6 parishes, 2 home mission stations,
totalling 23 congregations with 640
communicants, 155 adherents, 195
children and youth, 60 elders, 2 retired
ministers; Barrie Baker clerk.

11 Dianne Town from Qld, missionary
teacher at Tari International School,
PNG highlands, with Pioneers.
12 The witness of organisations such as
Festival of Light in support of Biblical
values in family life and morality.
13 South Yarra parish, about 20 communicants, 4 elders; and the associated
Arabic home mission station, about
45 communicants, about 10 children
and youth, 4 elders; Douglas and
Joan Milne.
14 Christian influences in Germany: 80
million people – 37% Protestant, 36%
Roman Catholic, but far from its
Christian heritage.
15 Neville and Lynette Heywood, missionary workers among Aboriginal
people at Armidale and Boggabilla,
NSW, with APWM.
16 Epping parish, northern Sydney;
about 450 communicants, about 100
children and youth, 45 elders; David
(state moderator) and Meredith Tsai,
Grant Abbott (youth pastor) and
deaconess Pamela Vaughan.
17 The progress of the Gospel among
Greece’s 10 million people, 97%
Orthodox, and especially the witness
of the 85 Evangelical and Free
Evangelical congregations (6500 people associated) which in the past have
been severely restricted.
18 Taree and Lower Manning parish,
NSW, including Forster; about 135
communicants, about 40 children and
youth, 18 elders; John and Betty
Thompson.
19 Ernest and Marilyn Gunders from
Dalby, Qld, missionaries at Kawito,
PNG lowlands, with Pioneers.
20 Presbytery of Bathurst, NSW: 8
parishes, 2 home mission stations,
totalling 29 congregations with 1115
communicants, 415 adherents, 185
children and youth, 101 elders, 5
retired ministers; Heather Barr clerk.

✃

APRIL
21 Spiritual profit from the current visits
of Robert Benn, National Director of
APWM, to Myanmar (Burma),
Singapore, Cambodia (and recently
Japan).
22 West Tamar parish – the Auld Kirk,
Sidmouth (1845), northern Tasmania;
about 30 communicants, about 15
children and youth, 8 elders; Peter Hill.
23 Rhondda Price from Castlemaine,
Vic, working in the Sudan Literature
Centre, Kenya, with Action Partners.
24 People recovering from recent natural
disasters – Alpine avalanches; floods
in Queensland, China and Bangladesh;
PNG tidal wave; Central American
cyclone, etc.
25 Wandoan home mission station, Qld,
including Noonga; about 15 communicants, about 10 children and youth,
2 elders; vacant; Bruce Harrison
moderator.
26 The Central American nation of El
Salvador: 6 million people, 75%
Roman Catholic, 21% Protestant,
where the churches (particularly
Pentecostal) grew strongly through
the years of suffering.
27 Keith & Norma Briggs from Dalby,
Qld, missionaries in PNG (since 1965)
with Pioneers (previously APCM)
now at Balimo in the lowlands.
28 Presbytery of Sydney: 20 parishes,
totalling some 24 congregations with
2690 communicants, 440 adherents,
570 children and youth, 240 elders, 1
defence force chaplain, 1 hospital
chaplain, 14 retired ministers and 6
others under jurisdiction, 1 deaconess;
Peter Boase clerk.
29 The new “Vision 5” charge of
Mudgeeraba in the hinterland of the
Qld Gold Coast; about 100 attending
services in the recently acquired worship centre; Glenn & Lynne Samuels.
30 Frankston parish, Vic; about 55 com-
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What of those who
cannot respond?

M

y wife and I sat in the doctor’s
surgery. Pam was nine weeks
pregnant with our first child and
we were looking forward to the
birth, some months away. We had gone to
the doctor because Pam was feeling unwell.
So he had ordered an ultra-sound, just to
check on the progress of the baby. We sat in
stunned silence as he read the results.
“You’ve had a missed abortion. The foetus
died a few weeks ago.” Suddenly all our
hopes were dashed.
Good friends wrote to us, sharing their
concern and also their experience of a miscarriage. They assured us that our child was
now safe with Jesus. As I considered those
words, I wondered if I could really believe
that they were true.
I knew that I had been saved by grace. I
also believed that all human beings bore the
guilt of Adam’s sin from conception. And I
was convinced that the only way to escape
from God’s punishment on sin was
through faith in Christ. What then about
this child whose body had barely begun to
form? He or she would never draw a
breath, never touch another hand, never
hear the name of Jesus spoken on this
earth. Could I be certain that my child was
safe with Jesus? Could I know that I would
one day join him or her around the throne
of God?
King David, the man after God’s own
heart, was certain. Speaking of the child
who died as a result of his adulterous affair
with Bathsheba, he said, “I will go to him,
but he will not return to me” (2 Sam.
12:23). He expected to see the child again
in the next world.
What happens to a child who dies before
reaching an age where he or she can understand and respond to the gospel? It is a difficult question. Similarly, what happens to
those people who can never understand the
gospel due to some intellectual or other
disability?
We need to deal with this question with
compassion and understanding. At the
same time, however, we cannot offer hope
where the Word of God offers none.
David was convinced he would see the
child again. How could he be certain? Not

Robert McKean
simply because it was a child. Salvation does
not depend on the age at which a person
dies, nor on his ability, or lack of it, to
understand and respond to the gospel. It
was David who also said, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother
conceived me” (Ps. 51: 5).
Even before we are born, each of us
inherits Adam’s sin. We are unable to enter
the Kingdom of God on our own merit.
God has provided the only way that this sin
may be removed, through the death of his
Son. He applies the benefits of this death to
all believers, both Old and New Testament
believers. But our question is about those
who are incapable of believing, by reason of
age or disability. Can we be certain that
they will be saved?

T

he answer lies in the covenant promises
of God. After the flood, God said to Noah,
“I now establish my covenant with you and
with your descendants after you” (Gen.
9:9). When God confirmed his covenant
with Abraham he said “I will establish my
covenant as an everlasting covenant
between me and you and your descendants
after you” (Gen. 17:7). Throughout the
Old Testament, when God makes a
covenant he includes the children along
with their parents in the blessings of that
covenant. The same principle continues in
the New Testament, under the new
covenant. Peter said to the crowd at
Pentecost, “The promise is for you and
your children” (Acts 2: 39).
There comes a time, as children develop
towards maturity, when they become
responsible for their own response to the
promises of God. They must choose for
themselves whether to believe the
promises. But up to that time they remain

within the covenant blessings of their
believing parents.
From this we may confidently say, that
the children of believing parents, who are
unable to respond to the gospel because of
age or disability, are within the covenant
community of God’s people. This means
that they enjoy the blessings of that community in this world and, should they die,
they will enter into the blessing of eternal
life.
I know of a Christian family who lost a
six-year-old daughter to leukaemia some
years ago. At the time their other daughter
was three. A few months later, during a
Sunday School lesson, she announced,
“When I die Jesus will come and take my
hand and say, ‘Come with me’.” Such faith
and hope is possible for our children,
because they share with us the certain
blessings of the promises of God.
What about the children of those who
are outside the covenant, whose parents are
not believers? We have no such certainty to
offer. But also we must admit that the
Scriptures are silent on this specific question. We would be wise then to not speculate any further.
However, what we can say is that our
hope does not depend on our ability to
respond to God. Rather, it depends on his
ability to save. Paul reminds us that “The
Lord knows those who are his” (2 Tim. 2:
19). We can be sure that he will provide the
means to save them. The way that he has
revealed to us is that salvation comes
through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.
As believers, we must be diligent, therefore, to teach our children so that they may
respond rightly to the gospel. But if they
should die before they are capable of making such a response, we may be confident
that they will go to be with the Lord.
One day I will gather around the throne
of the Lamb and join with my child, who
did not live to see the light of this world.
Together, we will praise our Lord and
Saviour.
Robert McKean is minister of Strathfield
ap
Presbyterian Church, Sydney.
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In the beginning, God
Why the Almighty must figure in the proposed Constitutional preamble.

M

an proposes, according to the
ancient proverb, but God disposes. Now some constitutionalists want to reverse roles and
dispose of God.
Pope might be pleased (Alexander, not
John-Paul – the one who believed “the
proper study of mankind is man”) but
most Australians, it seems, would not.
Curiously, most of the discussion in the
mainstream media about whether to
include God in the proposed new preamble
to the Constitution has overlooked a significant fact: he is already there.
The existing preamble begins: “Whereas
the people of New South Wales, Victoria,
South Australia, Queensland and Tasmania,
humbly relying on the blessing of almighty
God, have agreed to unite...”
Thus the question is not whether to put
him in but whether to take him out. This
puts the onus of proof on those who want
to delete the deity – a welcome contrast to
the present suggestion that because
Australia is a nation of such cultural diversity proponents must show why God
should be mentioned.
And to delete a reference that is a significant aspect of the present constitutional
preamble is a far more potent and divisive
symbol than simply not including a commitment that is not already there.

I

nterestingly,
the
Constitutional
Convention on the republic last year had
no qualms about Almighty God: He figured on the list along with such Australian
core values and commitments as democracy, prior Aboriginal occupancy and custodianship of the continent, the rule of law,
and cultural diversity.
There are good reasons why God should
remain, reasons similar to those for including references to Aborigines and the land.
Belief in God is part of our shared national
story, the context from which today’s culture has sprung.
The iconoclasts argue that 30 per cent of
Australians have no religion, or at least no
belief in a single supreme being. These
might be disenfranchised as citizens if there

Barney Zwartz
is reference to the divine in a document
designed to highlight the values we share as
Australians.
In fact, the 1996 Census found that 70
per cent of Australians called themselves
Christian in some sense, and only 16 per
cent said they had no religion. Thus 84 per
cent, rather than 70, share some sort of
commitment to spiritual transcendence.
This is a higher degree of unanimity than is
likely for some candidates for inclusion in
the preamble, such as greater recognition of
Aborigines, gender equality, or federalism.
Not all of this 84 per cent may believe in
God with a big G. Granted, but ‘God’ is a
good inclusive term in English – the best
we have – and can encompass a multitude
of faiths. And for those who believe in
many gods, the English word translates the
Old Testament Hebrew ‘Elohim’, itself the
plural of El, god. It is not a case of
Christians selfishly insisting on their way,
even if the size of our nominal majority
would justify such a stance.
If a commitment to cultural diversity – a
perfectly reasonable candidate for inclusion
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in the preamble – means one belief is as
good as another, how can we insist on any
shared values? All values have their opponents, who might feel disenfranchised as
Australian citizens.
One need not believe in God oneself to
recognise the belief ’s historical and cultural
importance over two centuries – or to
acknowledge that it remains relevant for a
significant majority of the population.
Nevertheless, for the sake of harmony,
even many Christians have suggested there
is no need to mention the divine. If God is
left out, does it really matter? No – and yes.
The iconoclasts say that such omission
has no implications for belief, or the status
of believers; many other important matters
may not be there either, without loss of significance. And in any case the preamble is
not legally binding.

C

ertainly, we can agree that God would
not be diminished by Australians’ failure to
give him due recognition; the loss would be
the nation’s. Yet the symbolism is highly
important.
In a postmodernist age that does not
allow for foundational truth, Christianity’s
heritage is being eroded and the Church is
increasingly portrayed as irrelevant. If we
vote to remove God from the preamble we
will be helping that process. A serious
problem for the Church at the end of the
millennium is apathy: it is time to follow
Elijah and gird up our loins.
The constitutional debate represents
another chance for various pressure groups
to clamour for recognition. Nor is it necessarily improper for some of them to get it –
for example, I believe mention of the prior
Aboriginal occupation is just – but their
claims and ours are not mutually exclusive.
Such recognition of others’ interests need
not come at the cost of a belief that at least
70 per cent of the population profess to be
vital.
Barney Zwartz is production editor of AP
and chief sub-editor of The Age in
Melbourne. This is an expanded version of an
article that appeared in that newspaper. ap

