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In 1994 five evangelical scholars led by Clark Pinnock
launched an  attack on  traditional Christian  theism in a
book called The Openness of God (IVP). The book grew
out of their frustration with the orthodox picture of God

– a picture that they likened to a despotic, micro-managing
ruler. Its publication spawned a movement that is now divid-
ing the evangelical world.

In the place of an absolute sovereign who determines all
things in perfect love and justice, these scholars have pro-
posed a revisionist model of God. In a theological makeover
that’s designed to make God more credible in the modern
world, they have redefined God’s omnipotence merely as the
power to deal with any new situation that may arise in the
future. According to them, God cannot know the future pre-
cisely because the future does not yet exist. Instead, he vol-
untarily surrenders his control over earthly affairs so that peo-
ple can work out their own destinies as free agents. Somehow
God is meant to retain his ultimate goal for the creation,
although how this will happen is not clear.

This new view, or openness theology, represents a signifi-
cant and growing force within the evangelical world today. In
2001 the Evangelical Theological Society devoted their annual
conference to debating this revisionist model of God. Some
have dubbed it heresy; others regard it more as a more periph-
eral and harmless issue. Only time will reveal its ultimate
effects on the church.

One thing, however, is certain. Whatever we believe about
God has huge consequences. The questions: Does God know the
future? Is prophecy a guess? Can God be taken by surprise? Will
his purposes triumph in the world? are hardly inconsequential.

One point of vulnerability in openness theology is now
beginning to emerge. It pays scant regard to the incompre-
hensibility of God. This must be the starting-point of all true
and worshipful theology. We must beware of draining the
mystery from Scripture in a desire for rational consistency.
Any attempt to bring God down to a level where we try to
compare his thoughts with ours ignores the testimony of
Scripture that “his judgments are unsearchable and his paths
beyond tracing out” (Romans 11: 33). In this issue, we invite
you to consider how openness theologians measure up.

Peter Hastie
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Communication is a dangerous
thing. Each time we try it, we face
the possibility of being misunder-
stood. Every time we speak, we

seek to reduce the gap between what we
intend to say and what people understand
by what they heard.

We hope that we have understood the
proponents of open theism fairly. In
broad terms, Gerald Bray (The Personal
God, 1998) sums up their intentions as
follows:

1.  Open theism seeks to affirm that
the God of Scripture is a God who
answers personal prayer. It reacts against a
view of God in which God is supposedly
so immutable and predetermined as to
make it seem as though personal prayer
unnecessary (as if to say: “God has fore-
ordained all things anyway, so what’s the
point?”). It reminds us of God’s con-
cerned interest in our daily lives. It wants
to give us a kinder, gentler God.

2.  Open theism promotes the love of
God as his defining essence. Consequent
to this, the love of God is expressed in
personal relationships between ourselves
and God, relationships that grow, develop
and change over time. It seeks to make the

concept of love the benchmark for deter-
mining what God would or would not do
in relationship with us.

3. Openness theologians aim to keep
theology rooted in the devotional life of
believers. They would say: “Let’s keep
theology practical, related to life’s issues,
experiential. It must not be remote from
everyday spirituality.” It accuses tradi-
tional theology of creating a doctrinal
view of God from texts of Scripture that
does not do justice to the living, creative
and responsive God of personal relation-
ships. 

If this is a fair summary of the inten-
tions of open theists, let’s look at the pit-
falls. 

Ironies abound in life. Sometimes the
things that we consider are our strengths
can become our weaknesses. We suspect
that the very issues that open theists are
striving to clarify have, at the same time,
marked its inherent weakness. 

First, open theism alters our view of
prayer. It changes direction – subtly at
first, but surely!

Scripture teaches us that prayer is the
ultimate act of dependence. It’s the ulti-
mate relational connection – man with
God – and through this connection we
learn to appreciate God for his wisdom,
knowledge and providence in all of life’s
issues. Prayer is joining our spirit to God’s
that we may commune with him, begin to
fear and understand him, draw strength
from his presence and seek his blessing for
life.

Open theism alters this communion.
Prayer becomes a work rather than a gift
of grace. It directs our attention horizon-
tally rather than upward. If God does not
know what is about to happen, then God
is dependent on us for the outcome. We
now are encouraged to pray with our-
selves in mind – what good things can we
choose to do? We now pray for wisdom to
choose good options and to shape a good
outcome, rather than for wisdom to
understand the mind and purpose of God. 

The Christians gathered at their
weekly church prayer meeting are no
longer to pray for fresh understanding of

T H E B A T T L E F O R G O D

Woolly thinking
Open theism is like tugging on a thread – the whole jumper may unravel.

John
Wilson
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the inscrutable mind of the sovereign God
and for a quiet acquiescence to the pur-
poses of God, but for better outcomes
and greater wisdom for making better
choices. All this power for fallible
mankind! Rather than enriching prayer
life, the Christian will become more timid
in praying – fearful of the possibility that
we might choose to do things that God
never intends to happen! This is disheart-
ening for prayer. 

In this way, open theism has the poten-
tial to dissuade prayer. Dare we trust a
flexible God? Why would we cast our-
selves unreservedly into the hands of a
God who is in the process of change?
Why abandon ourselves to a God who is
still growing in knowledge as world events
unfold before him? How trustworthy is a
God who is constantly learning, is some-
times taken by surprise, and is bound to
make a few poor decisions on the basis of
insufficient knowledge? 

Rather, we are the ones learning, and
being surprised and groaning because of
poor choices. We’ve had enough of change
and reactive process in our own life. We
need God to be above all that. 

Take away a foreknowing God, a God
who has unchangeably decreed the future,
and you alter the spirit of prayer and
reduce it to something more like wishful
thinking. Prayer is a bolder and more
powerful means of grace when believers
clearly grasp and appreciate the sover-
eignty of God (for the past, present and
future).

Second,  open theism leads to a dimin-
ished view of God. J. B. Phillips, in an

era (the early ‘60s) with far fewer books in
print on the subject than today, asked the
question: “Is your God too small?” It
needs to be asked again. No longer is God
seen as the king of the universe – supreme
in power, knowledge and wisdom – ruling
over the affairs of life for good and holy
purposes. He is reduced (using Tom
Ascol’s imagery) to the status of a chil-
dren’s book author who creates for the
reader a number of viable alternatives for
finishing the story. Ultimately, the reader
decides.

What God does the Christian church
now adore in worship? Who is the subject
of songs of praise? A great and awesome
God who has purposefully determined all
things that come to pass and guides his-
tory through them all for good and glori-
ous reasons? A God who is omniscient
and omnipotent? A God who is wholly
other … and beyond our imagination?
High and lifted up? No, apparently not! 

Open theists  leave us with an impov-
erished God who does not know how
things will work out, but provides options
for us to choose. Why would the
Christian church commend this God to
others in evangelistic preaching or street
witnessing? Why would the church plead
with unbelievers to come and put their
faith in a God whose best-laid plans and
intentions can be reconstructed by the
mischievous, selfish desires of men and
women? Is such a God worthy of ultimate
trust?

In essence,
open theism is
leading the
Christian church
to refashion a
God of their own
choosing. God’s
character and
purposes are
being recreated
in the hands of
the creature. It’s
hard to enjoy the upward dimension (the
vertical) in worship when we are inviting
the church to worship and adore a God
who does not know all things and has his
hands tied. 

A God who sets aside foreknowledge
so he can be a better companion for us is
not a God worth adoring in worship. But
this is what openness theologians are rec-
ommending to us – a God who has given
up his ability to see the future in order to
be more relational. It reduces worship. It
strangles the sense of awe. Instead of
praising and contemplating a God who is
Alpha and Omega, who knows the end
from the beginning, we are supposed to
worship a God who knows only 30 per
cent of the future. This is a limited God –
a radically reduced version of the biblical
one. 

Third, open theism undermines the
teaching of Scripture. Operating by dif-
ferent interpretive principles (i.e. a differ-
ent hermeneutic), it confuses the
Christian church with new ways of inter-
preting familiar passages of Scripture. This
is OK if the “new light” is confirmed as
true. However, it’s not so much the new
understanding (which is always possible)
that’s worrying; it’s the different
hermeneutic. 

This method of interpretation allows
incident to shape principle. The incidents
that happen to men and women of the
Bible are allowed to become the driving
principle for understanding the meaning
of God’s revelation. So, the incident of
God “repenting” (or changing his mind)

following Moses’ prayer is to teach the
Christian church that God does not know
the future at all and has no plan from this
moment on to the end of time. This is
despite the repeated teaching of Scripture
that God knows (and plans) the end from
the beginning.

What should happen is the reverse: the
principle should help to interpret the inci-
dent. Given this “new” teaching in the
church, open theists will forge new meth-
ods for reading and understanding
Scripture. Experience will take the driver’s
seat. The problem, as I see it, is that this
approach will gradually lead Christians to
interpret Scripture from the incidents of
their own lives. It leads to a privatised
hermeneutic in which the principles of
Scripture are reshaped in the light of per-
sonal experience. Scriptural integrity is
diminished. We gradually become arbiters
over the Scripture itself.

In summary, it is the gradual effect of the
openness theology that is most worry-

ing to me. When I was young, my mum
once “blew a fuse” because I pulled a
thread from my knitted jumper. “Just one
little thread – what’s the big deal?” I
thought. “There’s so much left of the
jumper, no one will notice!” But I’ve
learned from experience that things begin
to unravel from just a thread. 

While it may be true that we’ve still got
much in common with Christians who
have embraced the teachings of this new
theology, this is not a minor theological
squabble. Christopher Hall (Christianity
Today, June 2001) reminds us that open
theism is acting like a strong tug on the
thread dangling from a jumper – how
much of the Christian faith will unravel
with one pull of the thread yet remains to
be seen.

John Wilson is lecturer in Practical
Theology at the Presbyterian Theological
College, Melbourne, and moderator of the
PCV. ap
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You said recently: “When America
sneezes, the rest of the world often
catches a cold.” In the past decade
American evangelicals have had their
doctrine of God infected with a virus
called “open theism”. What exactly is
open theism, how dangerous is it, and
who are its major proponents?

I suppose I should qualify what I’ve
said about the USA. I think it’s worth
noting that not every theological aberra-
tion that developed in America has come
to Australia. We have managed to keep
some of our errors exclusively to our-
selves. On the other hand, we certainly
have managed to export others. I think
the critical factor in determining whether
the virus of open theism spreads is
whether you have an environment in
which the error seems highly attractive.

Australian evangelicalism is so diverse
that open theism might be appealing in
some of the major cities, but it won’t be
attractive in others. There’s a sense in
which some things might be attractive,
let’s say in Brisbane, that simply won’t be
attractive in the rest of Queensland and

vice-versa. So I’m
not entirely con-
vinced that open
theism – or the
openness theol-
ogy – is going to
make many
inroads in Sydney,
for example. I
may be wrong,
but I suspect that
it might be more
of a danger in
other parts of the
country.

The term
“open theism”

relates specifically to God’s knowledge of
the future. According to the “openness”
theologians, while God has perfect
knowledge of the past and present, he can
only make astute guesses about the future.
He cannot – in their judgment – know the
results of the future decisions of free, sen-
tient beings. In rare cases, he may deter-
mine outcomes; however, when the out-
come turns on a person making a choice,

then God cannot know that future deci-
sion.

There are a number of implications that
follow from this stance. First, it presup-
poses that God is himself in time, or at least
in sequence. Second, it presupposes that
although God may know the big picture of
the future because he’s determined to bring
it to pass, he doesn’t know many of the
smaller details that actually comprise the
larger view. In that sense, the future is gen-
uinely open and uncertain. Perhaps I could
put it like this: while God may be such a
brilliant chess player that we can count on
him to win the final game, nevertheless
there will be twists and turns in the course
of play that catch him unawares.

I suppose the best known of the pro-
ponents of the openness theology are
Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, William
Hasker, Richard Rice and Gregory Boyd.
They’re the ones whose names are regu-
larly mentioned.

Why has open theism become fash-
ionable among evangelicals? 

I think it’s difficult to say why any par-
ticular area of theology comes to the fore.
Some of the theologians who are espous-
ing openness theology are gifted writers,
so their work circulates extensively. I
think we’d all agree that if you have a
number of people espousing a view who
can’t put a sentence together in a rep-
utable scholarly journal, then no matter
how logical and convincing their argu-
ments are they won’t get a hearing. One
reason for the appeal of openness theol-
ogy is that their spokespeople are very
able communicators. But that doesn’t
establish the truth of what they say. 

Beyond this, I’d mention that North
American evangelicalism has a growing
and increasingly articulate Arminian wing.
Although historic Arminianism must not
be confused with openness theology, it is
easier to move there from Arminianism
than from Reformed theology. Debates in

philosophical circles over the relationship
between God and time have fed into the
discussion.

Another reason why evangelicalism in
the West is vulnerable to this aberration is
that for quite some time a number of
important doctrinal matters have been
neglected, not least of which is the doc-
trine of God. 

Let me illustrate the point. I think it
would be relatively easy to show that
many current pastors – even those within
the Reformed tradition who subscribe to
church confessions that teach God’s sov-
ereignty and providence – preach far
fewer sermons today on the providence of
God and its practical outcomes than dur-
ing the Puritan era. How many evangeli-
cals today are producing books like The
Mystery of Providence by the Puritan pas-
tor John Flavel? Books like that had a
widespread pastoral impact in their time. 

I think it’s important to see “openness
theology” is part and parcel of a larger
movement in the Western world in which
the notion of God’s providence has fallen
into intellectual disrepute. As late as 1830-
50 you couldn’t have written an advanced
paper on history in most American uni-
versities without thinking through the
implications of your study for God’s
providential control of the world. It
would have been impossible. But nowa-
days, God’s providence is considered
mainly in amoral and impersonal terms.
Scholars are not meant to write about it in
any sort of positive or directional way.
Consequently, in most high-level acade-
mic settings it has become impossible to
speak usefully about God’s purposeful
and sovereign intervention in the affairs of
our world.

Sadly, this has meant that providence as
a concept has become a disreputable cate-
gory of thought among modern acade-
mics. This type of thinking has affected
even evangelical historians. 

For example, there’s an evangelical his-
torian at Yale who’s written an influential
book on George Whitefield. He analyses
Whitefield’s power as a preacher and con-
cludes that it’s best explained in his use of
dramatic gesture and speaking ability.
Naturally, on a purely human level there’s
some truth to what he’s saying. However,
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God in chains
Open theism is a heresy that could cripple the church.

Donald Carson
talks to
Peter Hastie
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he’s got no real category in his history-
writing for the power of the Holy Spirit
and conversion. Nor does he give ade-
quate weight, in my judgment, to the way
in which George Whitefield himself saw
things at the time. Further, he doesn’t
consider the issue from the perspective of
how God might have used Whitefield’s
dramatic style of preaching. It’s not cast
that way. Rather, it’s written in a way that
any secularist would have chosen.
Unfortunately, this approach to doing his-
tory is widely defended as the only legiti-
mate scholarly approach. Thankfully,
there are some writers who are beginning
to challenge this approach. 

But this is the context in which the
debate about open theism has occurred. If
God becomes more remote, eventually
one drifts either toward deism or open-
ness theology.

Are there other factors in the rise of
openness theology?

There’s also the problem of a growing
number of philosophers of religion who
might be broadly described as Christian
theists who have taken increasingly liber-
tarian views on the freedom of the will. Of
course, if the human will is unconstrained
by any factors beyond itself and is entirely
free, it only takes a little shove to go the
next stage and say that God cannot know
the future.

Then there’s the wider context to con-
sider: the phenomenon of process theol-
ogy. Process philosophers and theologians
have been arguing now for 40 or 50 years
– first of all it was only a little trickle, now
it’s a stream – that God should not be
understood in static or in ontological
terms. Their view is that God is constantly
changing and adapting himself to the
changing environment. What was true of
God in the time of Jesus is no longer true
today. God should be understood as a
being in process who is freely interacting
with his universe. God is not the same
God now as he was in the first century
AD or at the time of the Reformation. He
has moved on. Openness theologians do
not follow process thought in every par-
ticular (for instance, openness theologians
insist on an initial creation out of nothing;
process theologians object to such a view
of creation), but it is difficult to deny the
influence of process theology.

Of course, we can venture some
responses to all these movements and ten-
dencies. But this is the context in which it
becomes possible for openness theology
to take hold; and once it does, it moves
pretty fast. Unfortunately, at the level of

the local church there isn’t much serious
resistance to it. There has been so little
good, edifying doctrinal preaching for
such a long time that when something like
this comes along that is well-presented
and nicely cast, it gains a certain amount
of plausibility without people seeing just
how dangerous it is.

Clark Pinnock says: “It’s easier today
to invite people to find fulfillment in
a dynamic personal God than in a
Deity who is immutable and self-
enclosed.” What’s your response?

Clark, a professor of theology at
McMaster Divinity School, has a pen-
chant for casting things in a strongly con-
trasting manner where the side that he
disagrees with is easily dismissed because
it seems so unattractive. It’s flamboyant

rhetoric, but it’s hardly good argument.
If you start talking about a God who is

enclosed and static, he sounds pretty mis-
erable, doesn’t he? That’s what Clark
wants you to think. But if you actually go
out on to the street where there’s some
great preaching taking place and thou-
sands are being converted and ask: “Who
is doing first-class church-planting work,
let’s say, in the City of New York?” Well,
there’s Tim Keller, for a start. But guess
what? Dr Keller’s a five-point Calvinist
Presbyterian who believes in an unchang-
ing, “static” God. People are flocking to
Redeemer Presbyterian Church in their
thousands. Lives are being changed.
Obviously a lot of business people in New
York find the unchanging God of the
Bible enormously credible. So I say to
people like Clark Pinnock and other
openness theologians: “Give us a break!
Your rationale for changing the orthodox
view of God simply doesn’t hold water.”

Moreover, what Clark Pinnock conve-
niently forgets is that the orthodox view
of God has always insisted that God is
both simultaneously transcendent and
personal. He is transcendent – that is, he
is above space and time, immutable and

completely sovereign. But he is also per-
sonal in the sense that he interacts with his
creatures in all kinds of ways. Naturally, if
you only stress the transcendence of God
it’s very easy to drift towards deism or
some brand of theological fatalism. On
the other hand, if you stress only the lat-
ter, then it’s easy to drift towards some
version of a finite god. What Clark is
doing is drifting towards the latter. He has
redefined all the categories of transcen-
dence. 

In my judgment, the classic orthodox
view of God is no obstacle to effective
evangelism. On the contrary, it enables
preachers to present the gospel power-
fully. And in any case, one cannot estab-
lish the truth or otherwise of some view of
God by whether or not any particular cul-
ture finds it attractive!

What about Pinnock’s claim that the
traditional view of God doesn’t faith-
fully reflect the fact that the God of
the Bible is supremely a God of
action?

Pinnock’s approach – blame the influ-
ence of Plato and the Greeks on the early
church – is hardly new. For example, that
sort of argument was advanced 20 years or
so ago by Jack Rogers of Fuller Seminary
and Donald McKim with respect to
Scripture. They claimed that the evangeli-
cal teaching about the infallibility and
inerrancy of Scripture was dependent on
certain static Greek philosophical ideas
rather than dynamic Hebrew ones. 

They were shown to be decisively
wrong in a little book by John
Woodbridge called Biblical Authority: A
Critique of the Rogers/McKim Proposal.
There’s probably no one in the world who
knows the primary sources of the history
of the doctrine of Scripture better than
John Woodbridge. What he did was
patiently work through the primary
sources to show that the traditional high
view of Scripture has shown up in every
stage of the church’s history: in other
words, that view of Scripture is not “para-
digm dependent”; it is not dependent on
some prevailing “paradigm” or worldview.
Rogers and McKim were plainly wrong in
trying to score points by abusing history
in this way.

Similarly with respect to Pinnock’s
claim that the classical Christian view of
God is dependent on ideas out of Greek
philosophy, I don’t think the facts support
his claims. At the moment there’s some
good work that’s appearing in this area by
various writers who have worked through
the primary sources, especially of the

One cannot
establish the
truth or other-
wise of some
view of God by
whether or not
any particular
culture finds it
attractive.



Greek and Latin church fathers. Their
research shows that the best of the church
fathers were aware of the dangers and
were attempting to avoid these sorts of
traps all the time. 

Moreover, I should point out another
matter. When people try to dismiss a well-
established theological position by saying
that it has been unduly influenced by
some philosophical position, honesty also
compels us to ask: “What kind of philo-
sophical influences are these people under
themselves?” It’s as if people like Clark
Pinnock think that they’re above all these
sorts of influences. But Clark, bless his
heart, is hardly detached from modern
philosophical trends himself. In my opin-
ion, he is far too culturally dependent on
libertarian thought and especially on
process theology. He is also more influ-
enced than he probably realises by post-
modern epistemology. 

The interesting thing to me is that I
could introduce you to some African or
mainland Chinese Christians, who’ve had
very little of a classical Western philo-
sophical influence upon them who, never-
theless, hold pretty close to what we mean
by the classical doctrine of God. I think
this should make us very wary of Clark
Pinnock’s claims that the classical doc-
trine of God has in some way been conta-
minated by the influence of Greek philos-
ophy. This sort of claim might win you a
few points in a debate because it sounds
plausible; but it’s not good scholarship.

John Sanders accuses Christians who
say God has an absolute knowledge of
the future of trusting in a “schizo-
phrenic” God. 

There we go again! Notice how he uses
loaded rhetorical terms. What does
“schizophrenic” mean? Does he mean
that God has a psychiatric disorder?
Obviously not! What he’s really saying is:
“I don’t like the notion of a God who is
simultaneously transcendent, sovereign
and yet personally involved with his crea-
tures through love and interaction. I can’t
buy into that.” So, instead of dealing fairly
with the classical doctrine of God and the
biblical passages from which it is derived,
he simply labels it as a schizophrenic pic-
ture of God. Sanders thus hopes to get a
hearty laugh and dismiss it that way. It’s a
poor excuse for an argument.

Openness theologians say: “God is
partially ignorant of the future
because that future does not yet
exist.” Are they right? 

To say that the future doesn’t exist and

therefore God cannot know what lies in it
because of its non-existence is to beg half
a dozen issues before you even start.

First, it begs the issue about whether
God himself is locked into time. Now I
know there are all kinds of bad ways of
defending a timeless God. On the other
hand, some of the writings of Paul Helm
that deal with God and time, for example,
are superb. Helm, a former professor of
philosophy at King’s College, London,
writes entirely within a loyalty to
Scripture as well as being rigorous in his
philosophical analysis. His writings on
providence, time and eternity are really
excellent. The responses of people like
Pinnock and Sanders have been frankly
disappointing.

Moreover, the biblical evidence itself
emphasises, again and again, that God
does know all the details of the future. In

Isaiah’s theology
it is precisely
God’s capacity to
know all the
details of the
future that
demonstrates he
is truly God.

Let me make it
quite clear: if God
does not know
the outcome of
decisions by free,
moral, sentient

beings, then God cannot know something
relatively simple like who will be born in
50 years. He cannot know that. If you
multiply that by a few generations, you
end up multiplying it millions – even bil-
lions – of times. 

How does God’s knowledge relate to
the flow of time?

The short answer is, I don’t know. But
let me also offer something of an explana-
tion about the difficulties in answering
this question. Some people try to handle
these things by acting as if all of God’s
knowledge of all times is eternally present
to him. But by arguing that way and using
a term like “present”, they are using a
time-category of God that is probably
self-defeating and restrictive.

The problem is that we don’t know
how events in our time appear to a God
who stands outside the created order. All
of our notions of time are bound up in the
movement of created entities. If God cre-
ates things ex nihilo, then he necessarily
stands outside the movement of things
because he stands outside the created
order before that order ever came into

existence.
Here, in some of these questions, it is

probably Paul Helm more than anyone
else in our generation who has done more
accurate, careful thinking on what God’s
knowledge looks like. But even so, it’s a
little easier to say what it doesn’t look like
than what it does, precisely because we are
creatures who are locked into time. Of
course, this also means that  God’s disclo-
sure to us in words is necessarily cast for
us in our categories.

This means that it is a mark of God’s
gracious accommodation to us that he
speaks to us in temporal categories. He
speaks to us in categories that embrace
“before”, “during” and “after”. He speaks
in these categories because that is where
we are. As a result, we cannot look at
God’s perception of time in any other way
than by analogy.  Calvin was right to see
such speech as a mark of God’s accom-
modation to us rather than a necessary
admission of his own limitations.

Open theists claim that the Bible
teaches that God changes his mind,
e.g. when God grants Hezekiah 15
more years of life. Does God sud-
denly change his mind?

Boyd has a point in drawing our atten-
tion to the fact that there are about 40
instances in the Bible where it is said that
God “relents”, “repents” or does some-
thing similar that implies altering a deci-
sion. However, Boyd creates a bit of a dif-
ficulty for himself by assuming that those
verbs mean “changing his mind”. That
may not be the best rendering of the verbs
in question. 

To “change your mind” in English
idiom sometimes has a different overtone
to “God relenting”. For example, if I had
a  five year-old who came to me and said:
“Daddy, may I have this...?” and I know
my daughter well enough to know that
she wants it for an insufficiently good rea-
son, I might say, “No!” However, I may
nonetheless judge it a worthwhile request.
But when she persists and persists and
persists, I might relent if I detect a change
in her.  Now is that a change of mind? In
a kind of superficial way it is, but even this
is not the change of mind that changes
direction. The “change” may be a
response to a change in the child. 

And, in principle, Boyd is forced to
admit this because he himself insists that
God does know all that there is to know
about the present. So, for example, when
God says “Adam, where are you?”, he
admits that God does know because in
this situation he is dealing with the pre-
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sent. So when God says “Where are you,
Adam?” he is not asking the question
because he doesn’t know – poor chap –
and dear old Adam must reply before God
can find out. Boyd himself says that that
cannot be true because God knows every-
thing about the present. 

But if questions that God asks about
the present do not indicate that God is
ignorant about present circumstances, on
what ground may we assert that God’s
questions about future events indicate that
God is ignorant of the outcome of those
events? The only reason for thinking that
God doesn’t know the future is that Boyd
has already bought into a certain vision of
what God can and cannot know. 

Are there texts that demonstrate that
God does know the future?

Yes, there are certainly passages that
speak of God knowing the end from the
beginning and of God not changing his
mind. There are a couple of classic ones
that make the point quite forcibly. For
instance, Isaiah says: “I am God, and there
is no other; I am God and there is none
like me, declaring the end from the begin-
ning and from ancient times things not
yet done, saying “My counsel shall stand,
and I will accomplish all my purpose” (Is.
46:10). We also read in the book of
Numbers, “God is not a man that he
should lie, or a son of man that he should
change his mind” (Num. 23:19). Boyd
must face those passages. I think the only
reasonable way to do it is to respect the
text of Scripture and recognize that all
these passages taken together have to do
with the fact that God is simultaneously a
transcendent, sovereign ruler on the one
hand, and a personal God who interacts
with us on the other.

I think that the openness theologians’
position is flawed because of their
method. They have fastened on what they
perceive to be problem passages and bled
them for more than they’re worth. This
has allowed them to establish a grid that
then filters out every other piece of evi-
dence from Scripture which does not
serve their purposes. Methodologically,
that is what they have done. Sadly, some-
where along the line, they have stopped
listening to the wider testimony of
Scripture.

If large sections of the church
embrace open theism, what impact
would you predict on our spirituality
and pastoral practice? 

It will lead to a massively diminished
view of God. That’s the frightening thing.

In fact, one of the better books that has
been written to refute the openness theol-
ogy – one by Bruce Ware – is called God’s
Lesser Glory. Ware’s title puts its finger on
something pretty substantial. In addition,
Ware argues, among other things, that this
new view changes theodicy, that is, how
we defend God’s goodness and justice
despite the existence of evil.

I know one couple, for example, who
are in a church that is pastored by some-
one who has taken the openness view.
They lost their daughter in a tragic car
accident. The pastor’s counsel to them
was: “Oh, you must understand that God
didn’t know this was going to happen!
Don’t charge
God with evil.
You know, he did
the best he
could, and if he
could have
anticipated the
accident, he
would have
saved your
daughter. This
was one of the
situations where
the devil won.”
Now this  pastor thought that he was giv-
ing helpful advice, as if these people are
really struggling about whether God was
chargeable with the evil of their daugh-
ter’s death. The pastor thought that he
had managed to absolve God. However,
the way the parents read his counsel illu-
mined another point: if the pastor was
right, then their daughter’s death was
pointless; there was no good in it despite
the evil. God couldn’t bring forth good
out of the evil; the evil was just there. And
thus, all of the pastoral advice on prayer
and helping Christians face suffering
changes under the regime of open theism. 

Over the long haul, I would expect
openness theologians to construct differ-
ent views of evangelism, different prac-
tices of prayer, and different strategies for
presenting the gospel. Ultimately, open
theism will give rise to a whole new view
of salvation. There are massive implica-
tions here, and we shouldn’t buy into any
of them.

Do you foresee any effect on world
mission?

If you asked the openness theologians
that question, they would say that it will
actually enhance prayer for world mis-
sion. They’ll argue that God’s involve-
ment in world mission will be minimal
unless we pound on the doors of heaven.

According to them, nothing happens until
we pray. God needs our prayers to get
going in world mission. So they would
argue that it will enhance prayer for world
mission. And, in the short haul, it may just
have that effect.

But I’m concerned about the long haul.
I believe that we can kill prayer by errors
of two extremes. If you emphasise God’s
sovereignty in a kind of fatalistic way, then
you may look at world mission and start
saying “your will be done – Amen.”
Which, being interpreted, means “well,
que sera sera, whatever will be will be.”
That’s not a godly approach. God has
ordained that world mission take place
precisely through the means he has
ordained. That includes prayer. 

On the other hand, if God – poor fel-
low – can’t get on with world mission
unless we pray, then we’re fostering a view
of God that says, “God doesn’t care that
much about world mission. He’s relying
on us to encourage him to get on with the
job. He needs a push and a poke.” 

So over the long haul, I don’t see open-
ness theology strengthening the church’s
involvement in world mission at all. If
anything, it will weaken it. Its end will be
to create a more man-centered vision of all
reality. This is no basis for sending out
missionaries to the ends of the earth. It
will sever the nerve of mission. The simple
fact is that open theism will ultimately
weaken every aspect of the Christian life
because of its diminished view of God. It
is a major error, not a minor one.

Professor Donald Carson is Research
Professor of New Testament at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School in Illinois. He
is a respected author and editor of more than
45 books.

Peter Hastie is the themes editor of AP and
minister of Ashfield Presbyterian Church. ap
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The future is not what it used to be!
At least this is what some evangel-
ical Christians called “open the-
ists” are saying. Open theists

believe that God knows the future to
some extent, but not exhaustively. Clark
H. Pinnock, a professor of theology at
McMaster Divinity School, for example,
maintains that “the God of the Bible dis-
plays an openness to the future (i.e. igno-
rance of the future) that the traditional
view of God’s omniscience simply cannot
accommodate”. In part, the future is
determined; but in part it’s still uncertain
because God does not fully know the
good or bad choices that will be made by
human beings that will decide it.

Is this a vibrant alternative to a boring
concept of God who has all of the future
exhaustively worked out, as Pinnock
maintains? Or is it a dangerous heresy
that undermines the glory of God and the
very fabric of Christian faith and prac-
tice? 

The future has always fascinated peo-
ple. The biblical prophets foretold it (free
of charge), New Age crystal gazers claim
to predict it (for a fee), and futurologists
(salaried) make a living from it.  

Predicting the future was an important
business in New Testament times. In
Philippi, the apostle Paul met “a slave girl
who had a spirit by which she predicted
the future. She earned a great deal of
money for her owners by fortune-telling”
(Acts 16:16). It’s also big business today,
whether it’s an ultrasound to tell you the
sex of your unborn child, or a weather
forecast to give the “go ahead” for the
church picnic, or a stockmarket report
which predicts the rise and fall of your
share portfolio. 

If open theists are correct, then God is
only in the business of predicting the
immediate future. When it comes to
long-range predictions, he’s taking a risk
by putting his reputation on the line.

So what does the New Testament tell
us about the extent of God’s foreknowl-
edge? Paul writes in Romans: “And we
know that in all things God works for
the good of those who love him, who
have been called according to his pur-
pose. For those God foreknew, he also
predestined to be conformed to the like-
ness of his Son, that he might be the
firstborn among many brothers” (Rom.
8:28,29).

The classic Arminian interpretation of
these verses is that the word foreknew
simply means foresaw, and that what was
foreseen was a person’s faith. So God sees
ahead of time those people who would
trust in Jesus, and on the basis of that
foreseen faith he predestined them to
eternal life. 
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But this can’t be the meaning of
foreknew in Romans 8, because it pro-
duces a “do-it-yourself” job of salvation.
Salvation becomes dependent upon some-
thing in us (our choice) and not in God
(his sovereign grace). Throughout
Romans, Paul argues that we are unable to
save ourselves. “When we were still pow-
erless, Christ died for the ungodly”
(Rom. 5:6).  

The practical reality is that every
Christian gives thanks to God for their
salvation. We recognise that if left to our-
selves and apart from his gracious inter-
vention we would certainly perish.

In Romans 8:29 the sense of the word
foreknew is much stronger. It is nearer in
meaning to chose than foresaw. The word
draws its meaning from usage in Old
Testament passages like Amos 3:2 where
God speaks of his covenant commitment
to his people Israel, “You only have I cho-
sen (literally known) of all the families of
the earth.” 

The object of this foreknowledge is
people whom God has elected to save –
not faith. Paul does not flatter us as if we
were chosen on the basis of our own mer-
itorious act of faith. Rather, God chose
and loved us before we were created. He
predestined us to be made into the like-

ness of Jesus. 
Paul relates the foreknowledge of God

in Romans 8:29 to the sufferings of the
believer. Suffering is no reason to feel bit-
ter or resentful but is the means of mak-
ing us like Jesus. Here we find a wonder-
ful assurance that God has our good in
mind in all that he does. 

Interestingly, much of the drive behind
open theism has come from a pastoral
desire to help those who suffer evil. For
example, John Sanders writes, “When a
two-month old child contracts a painful,
incurable bone cancer that means suffer-
ing and death, it is pointless evil. The
Holocaust is pointless evil. The rape and
dismemberment of a young girl is point-
less evil.... God does not have a specific

purpose in mind for these occurrences.” 
Or again Gregory Boyd says: “I know

Christians frequently speak of the pur-
pose of God in the midst of tragedy
caused by someone else... this I regard to
simply be a piously confused way of
thinking.” 

Open theism tries to solve the problem
of evil by saying that it’s senseless. God
doesn’t stop it because the future is open.
This creates an opportunity to lay the
blame on something or someone else – in
this case the free but unforeseeable
actions of his creatures. This is very dif-
ferent from Paul’s view in Romans 8.
What open theism has done is to
renounce the omniscience of God in
order to logically explain the existence of
evil to those who suffer.

This is not how the Bible views evil.
The Bible teaches two propositions

that are in apparent tension. The first is
that God is sovereign and knows the end
from the beginning. And the second is
that he holds us to be morally responsible
creatures. We freely choose to believe or
rebel, obey or defy him and are held fully
accountable for such actions. These two
propositions are simultaneously true and
while there is a mystery here, there is no
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contradiction. Donald Carson calls this
compatibilism.

At the heart of the debate with open
theism is the tension between divine sover-
eignty and human responsibility. As soon
as one truth is domesticated or sacrificed at
the expense of the other, a paradigm shift
occurs in many other areas of Christian
belief and practice. In prayer, for example,
if we weaken human responsibility and
only emphasise divine sovereignty, then
why pray? God already knows what he will
do before we ask! The same imbalance
affects the practice of evangelism. Why
preach the gospel if God already knows
ahead of time who will be saved? On the
other hand when we weaken divine sover-
eignty, then why seek the guidance of

God? Can a God
who is ignorant of
the future guaran-
tee that his will is
wise?

The New
Testament never
says that God was
surprised by the
entrance of evil
into the world;
quite the oppo-

site. God knew ahead of time of Adam’s
free but sinful choice to disobey him. If he
didn’t, then he couldn’t have foreseen the
need to send his Son into the world to die
for sinners. Yet the fact is that the whole
sweep of the Old Testament, including

the free choices made by countless num-
bers of people, all prepared the way for
Christ and were foreknown by God. 

Paul summarises it beautifully and
breathtakingly that God had planned the
coming of Jesus to be our saviour “before
the beginning of time” (2 Tim. 1:9). Or, in
Ephesians, Paul writes “he chose us in him
before the creation of the world” (Eph.1:4). 

There is a sovereignty and omniscience
that God exercises exhaustively

throughout all history and not just in a
partial way. Jesus tells us that “the very
hairs of your head are all numbered” (Lk
12:7). Again, in respect to prayer, he says
“your Father knows what you need
before you ask him” (Mt.6:8). His knowl-
edge is both specific as well as compre-
hensive.

On the other hand, the New
Testament also points out that people are
morally responsible for their actions.
Peter, on the Day of Pentecost, did not
excuse those who sent Jesus to his death.
He said, “and you, with the help of
wicked men, put him to death by nailing
him to the cross” (Acts 2:23). It wasn’t
God who crucified Jesus; it was men by
their free, unforced choices.
Nevertheless, in the very same verse,
Peter maintains their responsibility while
affirming God’s sovereignty: “this man
(Jesus) was handed over to you by God’s
set purpose and foreknowledge.” God
was still in charge. He used the evil
actions of men to accomplish his pur-
poses, and yet in such a way that he was
not the author of evil. The Scripture
insists that God is unfailingly good while
simultaneously exercising his sovereign
mastery over all events, good and evil,
whether past, present or future. 

We do not often understand the things
that God is doing in our lives at the time,
or even with hindsight.  Nor indeed do we
always welcome them. But to say to
someone in pain that God does not know
the future and that their suffering is point-
less is to remove all hope from their situa-
tion. A God who is ignorant of the future
cannot guarantee anything, least of all that
their sufferings will work out for good.
We may not be able to give those who suf-
fer an answer to their “why?”, nor will an
answer even be necessary. But if God is in
control of the future, then at least we can
rest in that confidence and be assured that
he knows the way that we take.

Dr Tony Bird is lecturer in New
Testament at the Presbyterian Theological
College, Melbourne, and assistant minister
at Donvale Presbyterian Church. ap
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Word
for the
wise

Isaiah prophesied to Israel from 740
BC to about 680 BC. He was given
the task of telling the nation about
God’s future plans for her – plans

that involved punishment and captivity
(chapters 1-39), followed by rescue and
renewal (chapters 40-66). It was to be a
difficult task because God warned him
at the very beginning that the people
were not going to take any notice of
what he said (Isaiah 6:9-13)!

This month we are going to work
through chapters 40-45.  Isaiah’s
name means ‘the LORD saves’ and
that is what his message here is all
about.  We might think that the people
would be pleased to hear such a mes-
sage, just as we assume people today
would be glad to hear the Good News
about Jesus.

But no!  The picture God gives us of
himself and his rescue plan in this
part of the Bible was just as foreign to
man’s way of thinking at the begin-
ning of the 7th century BC as it is for-
eign, politically incorrect, and unac-
ceptable to man at the beginning of
the 21st century AD.

If we will take time to think deeply
about the issues raised in these 20
studies we will be richly rewarded.   

Bruce Christian

Thus says the LORD...
20 daily Bible studies 

in Isaiah 40-45
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 40:1-8

THE POINT In spite of the threat of the Babylonian invasion and

Isaiah’s foretelling of the collapse of Jerusalem, God gives the

prophet a strong word of hope for the future based on the inde-

structibility and reliability of his Word.

THE PARTICULARS
• Isaiah heralds a time of refreshment to follow the time of God’s
judgement on his chosen people, a time when there will be peace,
forgiveness and blessing (1-2).
• This renewal will be thorough and all-embracing, marked by peace
and comfort in the place of hardship and struggle (3-4).
• The NT application of this prophecy shows its final fulfilment in
Jesus, the Christ (1 Pet. 1:23-25), and all the promises about
Jerusalem are now the inheritance of his Church (Gal. 4:21-31).
• We should not be discouraged by the frailty & decay of even the
best of human achievement but rather take heart from the fact that
God’s Word of promise never changes (5-8).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What evidence is there around us today that God is bringing his
Church through a time of testing and discipline?
• What encouragement and challenge does this passage give us?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 40:9-17

THE POINT Although God is the Creator and Ruler of every-

thing that is so that in one sense we are to him but specks of dust,

he still has a special loving, caring relationship with his people.

THE PARTICULARS
• The good news is that, in Jesus, God is with us and we should be

making this good news known with confidence & power (9).

• God is all-powerful and always acts justly (10).

• God is Creator of the whole universe and still holds all things in

his hands (12); he is the source of all wisdom and knowledge (13-

14); and every nation is under his absolute control (15-17).

• In spite of his greatness and power God relates to his people as a

gentle shepherd relates to the sheep under his care (11).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does it help you to know that the personal God of the Bible

is the Creator of all the stars and galaxies that exist?

• How does it help you to know that the personal God of the Bible

is in full control of everything & everyone he has made?

• How will it help you to know today that this personal God will

look after you like a good shepherd does his lambs?

DAY 1 Hope for the hopeless. DAY 2 The whole world in his hands.
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 40:18-26

THE POINT The universe belongs to God and nothing happens

outside his plan or control.  Man’s plans & ideas are as nothing to

him.  God reveals himself to man in his Creation & in his Word.

THE PARTICULARS
• The God of the Bible is unique; there’s nothing like him (18, 25).

• Man-made idols are nothing but man-made idols no matter how

beautiful he tries to make them look (19-20).  The same thing goes

for man-made ideas about what God is like; we can only know any-

thing about God from what he tells us in the Bible (21).

• God is in complete control of everything: the weather (22), king-

doms & national politics (23-24).

• God is a God of order & design; every star in every galaxy is

known to him personally & has a special place in his plan (26).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How do modern scientific research and discovery help us to see

more clearly the greatness, majesty and power of God?

• How do they leave atheists without excuse (see Romans 1:20)?

• Why is it futile for man to think that he can make up his own

ideas about God with any confidence that they are right?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 40:27-31

THE POINT God is the Creator and therefore is always able to

help us; he is also our covenant LORD and is therefore always will-

ing to help us; if this is so, we should never be discouraged.

THE PARTICULARS
• God’s people have no excuse for falling into the trap of thinking
that God has forgotten, rejected or wearied of them (27-28).
• God knows that even the best of us run out of puff from time to
time & he is therefore willing & able to reinvigorate us (29-30).
• Entrusting ourselves entirely to the LORD who has made a
covenant with his people will give us the strength to go on (31).
• Not only does God want us to experience times of great spiritual
blessing and times of considerable progress in our walk with him,
but he also promises to help us keep going when just to do so
seems hard and the progress slow (31)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• God’s revelation of himself to his people as the LORD is finally
fulfilled in Jesus – Jesus is the LORD in the OT (compare Isaiah
44:6 with Rev. 1:17-18).  Are you trusting in Jesus for strength?
• Why do you think God gives the order ‘fly-run-walk’ in verse 31,
rather than the more anticipated order ‘walk-run-fly’?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 41:1-10

THE POINT God was righteous & faithful in bringing Abraham

from the east to Canaan; therefore he can be trusted to bring

Abraham’s descendants back from the east to the Promised Land.

The nations need to know that God will never reject his people.

THE PARTICULARS
• God is always willing to discuss with the rulers from among men
the question of the justice of all his dealings with them (1).
• Just as he brought righteous Abraham from the east to conquer
nations & establish his people in the Promised Land (2-3, 8-9), so
he will again bring his people from captivity in the east.
• The LORD, the I AM, does not change in his dealings with his
people from one generation to the next (4).
• God’s enemies ‘see’ & ‘fear’ (similar words in Hebrew) but still
depend on their own resources, their man-made gods (5-7).
• God’s faithful, proven promises to guide, protect & care for his
chosen people are true for each generation in every place(8-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What warning is here to nations & people who refuse to ackno-
wledge the evidence that the God of the Bible, the Father of the
Lord Jesus Christ, is the only true God, and to submit to him?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 41:11-16

THE POINT The true Church is presently going through a time

when we feel very small & insignificant in a world that is proud of

its own power & achievements and is becoming more actively

opposed to the Gospel.  God graciously reminds us that we are his

people and the ultimate victory is his.

THE PARTICULARS
• God reminds his people that the final victory is his & therefore
they should take hold of his hand, trust him & not fear (11-13).
Jesus gives similar promises in Matt. 16:18, 28:18, John 16:33.
• God reminds his people that, although they are only like a small
worm in comparison to him, he himself will be their help (14).
• God’s reference to himself as their Redeemer & the Holy One of
Israel (14) looks to his coming as Jesus, the Christ (Mark 1:24).
• God will finally & totally destroy all his enemies (15-16).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What is better: having self-esteem and not knowing God, or be-
ing in fellowship with a God who sometimes calls you a worm?
• What does it mean to you to know that God is your Redeemer?
• What does it mean to you to know that God is the Holy One of
his people?  How will this affect your behaviour today?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 41:17-20

THE POINT In spite of the threat of the Babylonian invasion and

Isaiah’s foretelling the collapse of Jerusalem, God gives the prophet

a strong word of hope for the future based on the indestructibility

and reliability of his Word.

THE PARTICULARS
• The Bible often uses water as a symbol of spiritual life, just as it is
the source of physical life & well-being.  God takes his people
through times of spiritual dryness to remind us of our need of him
as the source of true life (Psalm 42:1-2).  God alone is the source of
spiritual life (17, John 4:13-14).
• No situation is too barren for the living God to refresh (17-19).
• God acts in human affairs in such a way as to make it obvious that
it is his world, that he is the Holy One of his Church.  Sadly, men
ignore these clear signs to their own peril (20).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• As I write these notes inland NSW is suffering an extensive
drought.  Do you think God causes things like this to happen to
remind us of our need of him and to bring us back to himself?
(Remember why Israel was in captivity in Babylon!)
• Is your spiritual life dry?  Will you trust God to refresh you?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 41:21-29
THE POINT There are many confusing voices in he world today
calling out for our allegiance. Some of them are quite subtle and
deceptive and lead many astray, even in the name of Christ.  God’s
infallible, written Word has proven itself true for thousands of years
and is our main guard against error.

THE PARTICULARS
• God challenges false gods to give evidence that they are able, as he
is, to foresee, control and interpret future events (21-23).
• The inability of false gods to do anything about the future proves
beyond doubt their uselessness (24, 28-29).
• The LORD’s track record in warning and protecting his people is
set down clearly in the writings of the prophets concerning both
their captivity and their rescue (25-27).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does the fulfilment of many specific Old Testament proph-
ecies in the events of the New Testament help us to have confid-
ence in our God as the one and only true God? Why do so many
people ignore this evidence today?  What is the danger of this?
• Satan is a master of deception (2 Corinthians 11:13-15).  What
precautions can we take to ensure we are not deceived by him?

DAY 3 The heavens declare....

DAY 4 When the going gets tough.

DAY 5 Abraham, my friend.

DAY 6 The worm and his God.

DAY 7 Pools and trees in the desert.

DAY 8 True or false?.
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 42:1-9

THE POINT The last section of chapter 41 prepared us for this

great announcement about the LORD’s Servant-King who will

come to be the Saviour of his people.  We can be 100% sure it will

happen just as he says in every detail.  We have seen it in Jesus!

THE PARTICULARS
• God’s chosen Servant will establish justice in the whole world, he

will please God & be filled with his Spirit (1; Matt. 3:16-17).

• He will achieve his purposes quietly & without force (2-3a).

• He will be faithful & persistent, not giving up until the task is fin-

ished (implying considerable resistance & effort), (3b-4a).

• His saving work goes beyond Israel: islands (4b), Gentiles (6b).

• It is the sovereign Lord of all creation who declares this (5, 8f).

• The Servant-King will fulfil the LORD’s covenant with his people

& will bring light & healing & freedom to all nations (6-7).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How do verses 2-4 help us to see that following Jesus is about

patient suffering rather than prosperity & freedom from pain?

• Do you feel like giving up when your efforts seem to achieve so

little for God’s Kingdom?  How does this passage help you?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 42:10-17

THE POINT God’s restraint from acting on behalf of his elect is

no longer possible.  He will act decisively to punish their opponents

and bless his Church.  The time has come for widespread singing &

rejoicing, for a reversal of fortunes.

THE PARTICULARS
• God calls on the whole earth to sing a new song of triumph as he
prepares to act decisively to bless his chosen people(10-12).
• The triumph will be like the celebration of a military victory (13)
and like the rejoicing that comes after a difficult birth (14).
• God will bring about a whole new economy – widespread devasta-
tion & drought for his enemies but blessing, enlightenment & pros-
perity for those who belong to him (15-16).
• All whose lives are centred on man-made ideas & human glory &
achievements will be shamefully exposed (17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• This final triumph of God over his enemies will only be fully
realised when Jesus comes again.  Are you waiting & longing for
this event with the anticipation of a woman in labour?
• In what sense has the Church been singing the ‘new song’ since
Pentecost? What signs show that Jesus’ Return might be soon?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 42:18-25

THE POINT Israel failed in its calling to be the LORD’s servant.

They ignored his overtures & promptings.  This anticipated the

sending of Jesus, the True Servant, to do perfectly what Israel

should have done.  Christ’s Church would be the New Israel while

the old Israel would be handed over to the plunderers.

THE PARTICULARS
• What Isaiah must say to Israel here, in the midst of his wonderful
message of hope for deliverance & a new start, was anticipated in
6:9-10 when God called him to be a prophet (18-20).
• There was nothing wrong with God’s side of the Covenant (his
Law); it was Israel’s failure to respond to the Law appropriately that
brought about their demise (21-22, cf Romans 10:1-4).
• Even the LORD’s punishment was not able to get through to the
Israelites’ hearts concerning how serious their sin was (23-25).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Have there been times in your life when you have been blind &
deaf to the promptings of God’s Spirit concerning things that have
been wrong in your life?  Is there anything you need to deal with
today – a relationship? an attitude? an undone task?
• What are some aspects of Jesus’ life that contrast with Israel’s?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 43:1-7

THE POINT In Exodus 19:5 God referred to Israel as his ‘trea-

sured possession’.  Here he spells out what that means in terms of

rescuing them from danger & death.  It will even mean sacrificing

other peoples in order to fulfil his promises to them. Paul reminded

the Church at Corinth, “You are not your own; you were bought at

a price.” (1 Corinthians 6:19b-20a).

THE PARTICULARS
• God not only made us & formed us for himself, he also redeemed
us with the precious blood of Jesus, his own Son; he knows each
one of us by name so we need not fear (1).
• God will not allow anything to happen to us outside his will; he
will always be with us and will intervene to save us (2).
• God will differentiate between those who are his and those who
are not.  This cuts across our modern concepts of tolerance and
equality.  His salvation is a very discriminating thing (3-4).
• God will finally gather all his elect to himself, for his own eternal
glory, from every nation on earth (5-7, see Rev. 5:9-14).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Does this passage leave any room for pride or self-righteousness
before God?  Thank him for his grace that saved you.

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 43:8-13

THE POINT The Christian Gospel, God’s revealed Plan of

Salvation, is something that could never have been arrived at by

human wisdom.  It is this fact that makes it so glorious & unique.

On the Day of Judgement, when ‘every knee shall bow ...’, it will be

obvious to all without doubt & without exception that this Plan of

Salvation centred on Christ as Saviour is the truth that gives mean-

ing to the whole created universe & all human history.

THE PARTICULARS
• Having eyes & ears does not guarantee that we will see & hear (ie
understand & obey) God’s clear message of salvation (8-9).
• In the end, no-one will be able to deny the evidence that God has
provided that he alone is the only God, the only Saviour, and that
his Word, the Bible is true and a clear revelation of himself, his char-
acter, his ways and his will (10-12).
• God’s Plan of Salvation was laid down at the beginning of time &
is irrevocable.  It includes the destruction of the wicked (13).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In post-modern, multi-cultural Australia we are under pressure to
accept all religious beliefs as valid expressions of personal ‘truth’.
Does the Bible allow us to adopt such a stance?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 43:14-24

THE POINT God would do anything for his Church, his Love,

his Bride (see Romans 8:32).  Our response to his expressions of

love is too often one of indifference, ingratitude, self-centredness –

taking his blessings for granted or treating them as our rights. 

THE PARTICULARS
• The LORD, as Israel’s Redeemer, Holy One, Creator & King, is
willing & able to defeat Babylon completely on their behalf;
Pharaoh’s army was no match for him at the Red Sea (14-17).
• God’s punishment of his people is about to become a thing of the
past (cf 40:1-2) – the time of refreshment & renewal has come & all
of ‘nature’ will be engaged for God’s chosen people (18-21).
• Israel has not responded with love & devotion to God’s over-
tures of loving kindness, but instead has been apathetic, distracted,
selfish, uncaring and even blatantly rebellious (22-24).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• When was the last time you made a list of the things God has
blessed you with and thanked him for them?
• Do you begrudge the time you spend with God each day?
• What can you do today to show God how much you love him
and how much you appreciate his great love or you?

DAY 9 The Servant-King announced.

DAY 10 A time for singing has come.

DAY 11 None so blind... so deaf....

DAY 12 My treasured possession.

DAY 13 No other name.

DAY 14 Unrequited love.



THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 43:25 – 44:5

THE POINT Although his case against his people is unansw-

erable, and sin is an ingrained part of the human condition, God is

nevertheless moved to be true to his character and forego the pun-

ishment they deserve.  For the sake of his covenant love he’ll blot

out their sin, remember it no more, accept them back, & pour rich

blessings upon them, including the gift of his Holy Spirit!

THE PARTICULARS
• It is part of God’s nature to forgive sin (25).  It is part of man’s
human nature to commit sin – even godly Abraham and God’s
prophets & priests were guilty (26-27).  God’s justice demands the
punishment of sin (28).  So how can this problem be solved?
• Isaiah looks to a future time when God will make a special provi-
sion for his chosen people (1-2).  [Jeshurun, ‘the upright one’ is a
poetic name for God’s people used 4 times in the OT]
• The giving of his Spirit to his people will be central to the means
by which God solves the problem outlined above (3-5, see also
Ezekiel 36:24-28; 37:1-14; Jeremiah 31:31-37).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does this passage help us to understand why Jesus came?
• How does this passage help you to see that it is only because of
Jesus that you can say, ‘I belong to the Lord’?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 44:6-20

THE POINT Isaiah writes a long discourse (9-20) that will enable

Israel to see clearly the absolute stupidity of worshipping and trust-

ing in idols.  It is proof of the blinding power of sin (total deprav-

ity) that men fall into this trap.  By contrast, the reality of the living

God, the God of the Bible, the God of history, the Father of our

Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, is beyond question for all who have

eyes to see and ears to hear!

THE PARTICULARS
• As mentioned on Day 4, Jesus’ use of the language of verse 6 to
refer to himself in Revelation 1:8, 17-18 is one of the most com-
pelling arguments from Scripture for the deity of Christ.  Jesus who
died and rose again is one and the same person with the LORD
(Jehovah or Yahweh) of the Old Testament! (Share this with the
next Jehovah’s Witness who comes to your door.)
• The God who has revealed himself in the Bible and in Jesus is
unique: he is the only King, Redeemer, Lord Almighty, Rock.  He
has proved this fact in history through Bible prophecy (6-8).
• Sin blinds man’s understanding.  It is sad that on the Day of
Judgement the clear truth of verses 9-20 will be obvious to all.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are there any dumb, man-made ‘idols’ (ideas) in your life?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 44:21-28

THE POINT God’s Plan of Salvation for the redemption of his

elect Church is unstoppable (irresistible grace).  He has committed

himself to it in writing and so far it has gone exactly according to

plan, especially in the life, death & resurrection of Jesus.

THE PARTICULARS
• God has done everything necessary to bring his elect people, his
chosen ‘servant’, back to himself, to redeem them.  It remains for us
to respond appropriately & return to him, to repent (21-22).
• God’s redemption of his elect affects the whole Creation (23).
• God has his saving hand on his elect from the embryo stage (24).
• God declares his purposes & intentions in advance so that their
final occurrence in history proves his credentials, silences his critics
and makes fools of his pretenders & usurpers (24-28).
• God’s declaration about the rise of Cyrus & the rebuilding of
Jerusalem was a particularly convincing case in point (26, 28).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Have you truly responded to God’s call to ‘return’ (turn round,
repent) & accepted his gift of eternal life through faith in Jesus?
• Why is it dangerous to put too much value on human wisdom?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 45:1-8

THE POINT God is not accountable to man for what he does in

history or for whom he uses to do it.  Nor does he act arbitrarily,

but only consistently with his Plan of Salvation in Christ.

THE PARTICULARS
• God refers to Cyrus, King of Persia, as his ‘anointed one’, his
Messiah (1).  Although Cyrus himself neither knows nor acknowl-
edges the LORD, the God of Israel (4b, 5b), the fact that he is
being used as an instrument in God’s hands to redeem his people
from their captivity in Babylon makes him a ‘Messiah’ type, point-
ing forward to the coming of Jesus, the true Messiah.
• God will guide Cyrus’ every step in his conquest of Babylon and
in his decision to free the captives to rebuild Jerusalem.
• God sovereignly determines every event in human history and he
does this whether or not those involved realise it.  This is true even
with respect to adverse aspects of history (7)!  He does this so that
men will know him (6, see Acts 17:26-27).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why do we have trouble accepting that Cyrus could be a Messiah
figure, or that God could be behind catastrophic events? Have we
developed a humanistic rather than a Biblical view of God?  Why do
we feel we need to ‘justify’ the God of the Bible?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 45:9-17

THE POINT In spite of the fact that God is sovereign and free to

do whatever he pleases without owing us an explanation, we can

trust him to be faithful to the promise he has made to his Church

to save us with an everlasting salvation.  This promise was sealed

with the blood of Christ.

THE PARTICULARS
• We have no right to question God’s providence, to ask why he
made us the way he did; he is the potter, we are the clay (9-10).
• Again, God does not owe us an explanation as to why he does
what he does or uses whom he uses; the earth and every person on
it belong to him as the Maker (11-13).
• God does not owe us anything (13b, cf Luke 17:10).
• God has promised the final, eternal victory to his Church,
although at various times in history this fact’s well hidden (14-15)!
• The saving power of the Lord will be the disgrace of idolaters and
the glory of the Church for ever and ever (16-17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you able to say with Job, “Though he slay me, yet will I hope
in him.” (13:15a) &, “But he knows the way I take; when he has
tested me I will come forth as gold.” (23:10)?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 45:18-25

THE POINT The God of the Bible, the Saviour of his Church in

Christ, is the only God.  Every other belief is false, man-made, &

idolatry.  Every human being, regardless of nationality, upbringing,

background, lifestyle, sincerity, etc. must turn to him to be saved;

salvation is on his terms alone as he has revealed himself in the

Scriptures & in his Son, Jesus Christ; there is no other way.

THE PARTICULARS
• Human life, made by God in his image, inhabiting planet earth, is
central to God’s whole plan of Creation & Redemption (18).
• God has revealed himself plainly for all to see in his Word (19).
• There is no salvation in human wisdom or other religions (20).
• Eventually, every knee will bow to the only true God, the source
of all righteousness & strength. It is better to turn to him now & be
saved than to meet him beyond the grave in Judgement and suffer
eternal shame (21-25).
• God can’t change his mind about all this, it’s what must be (23).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How are we found righteous in the LORD?  (see 2 Corin. 5:21)
• In the light of Isaiah 40-45, should we expect to find intelligent
life anywhere else in the universe?  Why not?

B I B L E S T U D Y

A U S T R A L I A N  P R E S B Y T E R I A N  •  1 6

DAY 15 Forgiving love.

DAY 16 Chalk and cheese.

DAY 17 God is working his purpose out.

DAY 18 Let God be God.

DAY 19 Saved by the Lord.

DAY 20 A Righteous God and a Saviour.
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Breakfast outreach

Ann Street Presbyterian Church,
Brisbane, recently published in its
newsletter an idea that others might
like to follow up as a ministry to
teenagers.

The newsletter reported a proposal to
the chaplaincy committee to provide
breakfast for students of Toowong
College and Indooroopilly State High
School one morning a week. This would
provide a meal to many students who oth-
erwise do not eat before school, and pro-
vide a contact group of perhaps 30 to 50
students, giving a focus for building rela-
tionships and friendships among the stu-
dents.

The long-term goal is to establish at
Toowong College a lunchtime program
presenting the gospel in a fun and excit-
ing environment, for which the breakfast
could be a good springboard.

Rejoice again

Judith Brown, the pianist and organist
at the Mackay Presbyterian Church,
Qld, has produced a new series of hymn
accompaniment CDs based on the
Rejoice hymn book. Judith also lectures
in keyboard, music theatre and academic
studies at the Central Queensland
Conservatorium of Music in Mackay and
performs regularly as a soloist and
accompanist. 

Three CDs are available: Rejoice –
Hymn Music for Worship Vol 1 and 2
(covering 59 of the frequently sung
hymns drawn from Rejoice 1-159) and
Reflective Hymns (with a selection of the
“very best” of Rejoice). The CDs have
been produced by Psalm Tree

Productions, a ministry of the Mackay
congregation.  

Mackay minister Rev. Jim Brown
said: “We have produced these CDs to
help congregations in worship. As all the
hymns we have recorded are in the pub-
lic domain, congregations are free to use
this music for all their worship needs. I
have compiled a lyrics booklet for the
Reflection Hymns that can be obtained
at a small extra cost. We plan to com-
plete all the frequently sung hymns in
the Rejoice hymn book by the end of
2002.”

A sample of the CDs can be heard at
the Mackay church’s website:
www.mackay.pcq.org.au.  Each CD costs
$15, the booklet $2.50, with postage and
packaging extra. To order, see advertise-
ment in this issue. 

Inductions

Rev. Noah Nam was inducted as minis-
ter of Botany Mascot Presbyterian
Church (NSW) on 21 June. The
Moderator, Rev. Bruce Christian, led the
worship and Rev. Adrian Van Ash gave
the charge.

Rev. Ezra Tseng was inducted as the
associate minister of the Chinese
Presbyterian Church, Sydney on 30
June. Rev. Bruce Christian led the ser-
vice and Rev. Grant Thorp gave the
charge.

Mr George Smith was inducted as an
elder to the session of Carisbrook-
Smeaton in the Presbytery of Ballarat
(Vic) on 28 April.

Reformed super committee?

The southern presbytery of the
Presbyterian Church of Eastern
Australia has received permission from
the Synod of the PCEA to explore with
the other Presbyterian and Reformed
churches in Australia forming an
Australian Presbyterian and Reformed
Committee. The Presbyterian Church of
Victoria’s General Assembly at its last
meeting set up an ad hoc committee on
relations with other churches “to consider
ways of implementing closer relationships
with other reformed and evangelical
churches in Victoria”.  

Evangelical library

A public meeting on 21 June at the
Reformed Church of Box Hill,
Melbourne, marked the reforming of the
Evangelical Library in Melbourne. Rev.
Peter Barnes, AP books editor and minis-
ter of Revesby Presbyterian Church,
Sydney, spoke on the state after the union:
evangelicalism in Australia 25 years after
church “union”. 

The library is a branch of the
Evangelical Library in London which
enjoyed strong links with Dr Martin
Lloyd-Jones. It has some 3000 books  and
is housed in the premises of the Chinese
Christian Association. A series of lectures
are planned to keep the library’s profile
before the Christian public, organised by
a committee led by Rev. D. Bell, editor of
the 117-year-old Evangelical Action maga-
zine. Library  membership  costs $20 a
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Covenant College
GERMAN TEACHER
TEACHER LIBRARIAN
INFANTS/PRIMARY TEACHERS

Covenant College invites applications for the above teaching positions commencing Term 4
(2002) or Term 1, 2003 at the latest.

Covenant College, founded in 1991, is a vital, growing Protestant Christian school with over 200
students from K Ð Yr 10, situated in Gordon A.C.T.

The College seeks to implement a Biblically-integrated curriculum with a commitment to excel-
lence in a thoroughly Christian world and life view.  An appreciation of phonics based language
programs is desirable.

Applicants should be committed Christians of the conservative evangelical and reformed persua-
sion, who are able to subscribe to the Westminster Confession of Faith.

Further details and application material may be obtained from the Principal:

Mr Donald R. Surtees,  Covenant College
PO Box 1067,   TUGGERANONG   ACT 2901
Telephone:  (02) 6294 2455
e-mail:  principal@covenant.act.edu.au Applications close on 30 August 2002



year. For more details, contact the secre-
tary, Mr. D. Renshaw, 2/45 Parkhill Road
Kew 3101.

Deaf fellowship

The Presbytery of Melbourne East is to
form a new congregation from the mem-
bership of the Deaf Christian
Fellowship, which has met for many
years as an independent evangelical con-
gregation. For the past eight years the
congregation has been ministered to by
Tony Salisbury who completed his stud-
ies at the Presbyterian Theological
College, Melbourne, last year. 

Presbytery hopes the congregation will
use the facilities of the Surrey Hills con-
gregation, under whose session it has been
placed. 

Presbytery was also pleased to note
from the annual statistical returns that the
number of communicants and adherents
grew by more than 5 per cent last year
(from 1133 to 1193). 

PWA rallies

About 150 people attended the recent
PWA home mission church extension
rally at Coonabarabran, in north-west
NSW, including 86 who travelled from
Sydney, Wollongong, Newcastle, Central
Coast and Brisbane. PWA convener
Evelyn Mill reports that they visited the
new parish of Westlakes, the older parish
of Singleton, the tiny church at Coolah,
and, on the way home, Cessnock.

Speakers included the Moderator, Rev.
David Stone; Rev. Russell Vandervelden,

his wife Lianna, the state superintendent
of the Assembly’s ministry and mission
committee, Rev. Bruce Meller, the state
president of the PWA,  Mrs Joan Thuaux,
and youth pastor Dale Martin.

Kids’ clubs 

Over the past 200 years the Sunday
School has had the biggest effect of any
organisation within the Church to reach
untouched outsiders. Robert Raikes, a
wealthy newspaper publisher, started the
first Sunday School in 1780 in London. 

One lady described the need of
London’s children like this: “On the
Sabbath, the street is filled with multi-
tudes of these wretches who, released
that day from employment spend their
time in noise and riot and cursing and
swearing so horrid as to convey to any
serious mind an idea of hell.” Raikes

worked with these children, work, teach-
ing them to read and write with the Bible
as the only text.  

In Australia, Sunday Schools were
huge.  In 1898, St Barnabas Anglican
Church in Broadway, Ultimo, had 1750
children.  In 1920 St Paul’s, Redfern, had
1500 children and 250 teachers.

England, America and Australia
enjoyed great social improvements.  The
public state schools began out of those
early Sabbath Schools. Never before had
such a large percentage of the population
been grounded in biblical knowledge. 

But in the 1950s disaster overtook the
Sunday School movement. In Britain 50
per cent of children attended Sunday
school regularly and 80 per cent had some
connection. The church tried to integrate
these children and their outside parents
into the so-called Family Church.  They
neither reached those outside children
nor the outside parents, and Sunday
schools’ reach dropped to 2 per cent over
the next 50 years.

In recent years churches have become
geared only for looking after the children
of church families. But in the past 25
years, remarkable doorways have opened
up for Australian churches to reach out-
side children.

Hundreds of churches have risen to
the call of running weekly evangelical
kids’ craft clubs. 

If numbers of church helpers are few,
Children for Christ can run annual holi-
day clubs or three-day after-school mis-
sions in their churches. Several
Presbyterian churches have done so this
year.

Census warning

Australia needs to act decisively if it is to
avoid paying the price for the ever-
increasing breakdown of families and
family values, according to the Australian
Christian Lobby (ACL).

Against the backdrop of broken and
dysfunctional families and an increasingly
selfish, single and lonely society, con-
firmed through the 2001 Census, ACL’s
executive chairman, Jim Wallace, said
“Australia cannot continue to deny the
clear evidence of social decay but must
now look for some answers.

“The progressive breakdown of the
family and departure from strong values
and ethics is undeniably linked to the
problems our society faces with loneli-
ness, depression, suicide, drug use, crime,
selfishness, and academic under-achieve-
ment.”

across
australia
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This CD has been produced by Psalm

Tree Productions to benefit congrega-

tions in praise and worship. Each hymn

begins with a short introduction, has mul-

tiple verses and concludes with an “Amen”

where appropriate.

The hymns have been selected from the

Rejoice Hymnbook published by the

Presbyterian Church of Australia, but

most of the tunes are common to a wide

variety of traditional hymnbooks in use in

various denominations around Australia.

Users of this CD are encouraged to cross-

reference these tunes with others in their 

hymnbook to greatly multiply the use of

this CD for praise and worship. If you

need help with using this CD in your wor-

ship services, or would like to know about

other volumes of Hymn Music for Worship

currently available, please contact us at

Psalm Tree Productions Mackay

Presbyterian Church, P.O. Box 3187,

NORTH MACKAY QLD 4740 

(07) 4957 2835 or go to our website.

http://www.mackay.pcq.org.au

The music may also be used effectively to

provide background music for occasions

of a reflective nature.

Rejoice! CD
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A penny for MS research

John McDermott is riding a penny far-
thing bike from Uluru to Sydney, to raise
funds for MS research.  John, 35, a for-
mer policeman involved with police
youth and community clubs, is  a third
year occupational therapy university stu-
dent. He is due to arrive in Sydney on 9
August. 

Previously he has cycled to Brisbane as
a fun run. Last Christmas he rode from
Sydney to Melbourne to help Rotary raise
funds for a girl from Nepal who needed
prosthetics.

Tax deductible donations can be made
to MS Research by calling the free-call
number 1800 CURE MS (1800-287-367).

Bible conference

The annual Bible conference of the Bible
Presbyterian Church in Adelaide in early
June attracted participants drawn from a
wide range of denominations including
the PCA. The speaker was Rev. William
MacLeod of the Free Church of Scotland
Continuing congregation in Portree in
north-west Scotland. Mr MacLeod, who
is also editor of Free Church Witness,
spoke on the application of redemption.

Volunteers’ liability

The Volunteer Protection Bill 2002,
introduced into the Western Australian
Parliament on 12 June, may be of great
assistance to church employers in WA,
reports Dominic Cudmore, of the
Catholic Commission for Employment
Relations.

The bill aims to protect volunteers per-
forming community work from personal
liability for certain acts or omissions caus-
ing injury, loss or damage. Further the bill
hopes to encourage community service.

A volunteer is defined as someone who
carries out community work and  receives
no remuneration apart from reimburse-
ment of expenses.

Religious liberty researcher

World Evangelical Alliance Religious
Liberty Commission has appointed
Elizabeth Kendal from Australia as the
new principal researcher and writer for the
commission, starting on 1 July. Her
responsibilities will include compiling the
commission’s information resources,
mass media releases and the RLC e-mail
conference international postings. She
will produce material also for the Global

Voice network that contacts some 2000
Members of Parliament in more than 60
countries. 

Mrs Kendal’s role incorporates Mark
Albrecht’s as senior editor, with Mark
leaving WEA RLC after five years. World
Evangelical Alliance represents more than
160 million evangelical Christians in 115
countries.   

Thanksgiving

A thanksgiving service for 50 years of Il
Sin Hospital, Pusan, South Korea,
founded by Dr Helen and Sr Cath
Mackenzie in 1952 will be held at Paton
Memorial Uniting Church, Balwyn
(Vic.) on Sunday 15 September. For fur-
ther information & RSVP phone (03)
9859 4566.

In praise of marriage

The Anglican Diocese of Sydney has
spoken out in defence of the uniqueness
and sanctity of marriage, following the
introduction into NSW Parliament of a
bill that would see the term “spouse”
redefined in a number of other Acts to
apply to any person living in a de facto
relationship.

It wrote to the NSW Attorney
General, Bob Debus, arguing that the
term “spouse” should only be used in its
“traditional” sense. “The redefinition of
the term ‘spouse’ away from its tradi-
tional meaning (being a party to a mar-
riage) is taking place without any com-
munity consultation or debate about the
significance of the change,” Mr Payne
wrote. He asked that another term be
used to describe a party living in a de

facto relationship.
The Catholic Church in Sydney has

expressed similar concerns about the bill. 
Mr Debus replied that the bill was not

a change of policy, but simply a defini-
tional approach to reflect previous
Government amendments. The amend-
ments would not equate de facto relation-
ships with marriage. 

Charities boost

President George W. Bush has pro-
moted a bill to give federal money to reli-
gious charities.  He called upon the Senate
to pass a bill central to his “compassionate
conservative” agenda that would make it
easier for religious groups other than giant
institutions like Catholic charities to
apply for federal money. 

The legislation also clarifies laws that
say organisations cannot be disqualified

world 
news
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from receiving federal money simply
because of their religious nature. Groups
with religious names often complain that
they are turned down for federal grants by
people who erroneously believe that giv-
ing government money to such groups is
illegal. 

“The federal government should not
ask, ‘Does your organisation believe in
God?’,” Mr. Bush said. “They ought to
ask: ‘Does your program work? Are you
saving lives? Are you making a difference
in people’s lives?’.” 

The cost of the bill is estimated at $10
billion over 10 years. 

New York Times

Wide reaching

Jarna Research recently asked the
question “How pervasive is the
Christian faith in American culture?”
They looked particularly at the Christian
mass media. They found that more
adults use Christian mass media in a typ-
ical month than attend a church service.
A majority of adults also listened to
some type of Christian radio program-
ming during the month. Close to half of
all adults surveyed watched some type of
Christian TV during the month, and a
third read a Christian book other than
the Bible.

Barna Research

A revelation

Americans are talking about the “end of
the world” more than ever before. Fuelled
by the   events on September 11, and the

success of the Left Behind books by Tim
LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, people are tak-
ing a closer look at biblical prophecies that
herald the coming apocalypse, according
to Time magazine. A survey by Time and
CNN shows that one in six Americans
believe they will live to see the end of the
world, as described in the Book of
Revelations. 

“Particularly since Sept. 11, people
have been searching for answers as to how
current events fall in line with Biblical
prophecy,” said Kyle Watson, author 
of Apocalypse South and founder 
of Christian news site www.
AtlantaChristianWeekly.com. “For many,
apocalyptic events are no longer fiction,
but seem very real.”

Assist News Service

Eritrean churches closed

All Christian Churches apart from
those belonging to Eritrea’s three princi-
pal denominations have been ordered to
close, according to information received
by the World Evangelical Alliance
(WEA). WEA said: “The shocking move
to close all churches apart from those
belonging to the Orthodox, Roman
Catholic and Mekane Yesus (Evangelical
Lutheran) denominations is a severe
blow for many Christians in the country.
The crackdown is considered by many
to be a response to the growing evangel-
ical movement amongst Eritrean
Christians. 

“The growth of evangelicalism is
resented both by some Muslims in the
country, many of whom are increasingly

influenced by Islamic militant teachings
from neighbouring Sudan, Somalia and
Yemen, and by more traditional conserva-
tive elements amongst the dominant
Orthodox Church,” WEA said.

“The new move parallels the continu-
ing deterioration in circumstances for
many Christians in Central Asia where
small Christian denominations are facing
increasing restrictions on their activities
from governments determined to sup-
press evangelical activity and maintain the
status quo between large Muslim and
Orthodox Christian populations.”

Assist News Service

Homosexual blessings

Ottawa is expected to be the next
Anglican diocese in Canada to consider
allowing parishes to bless same-sex rela-
tionships, after the diocese of New
Westminster in June approved such bless-
ings. 

Rev. Garth Bulmer, rector of St. John
the Evangelist church in downtown
Ottawa, said he intends to introduce a
motion at the diocesan synod in October
requesting parishes to bless same-sex
unions. Recognising that committed
homosexual relationships are blessed by
God is a “fairly urgent pastoral need” in
his parish, Canon Bulmer said.

Testimony to billions

Billions of soccer fans around the world
looked on as several members of the win-
ning Brazilian World Cup soccer team
took off their jerseys to reveal T-shirts
proclaiming “Jesus loves me”. 

Evangelism is on the rise in the world’s
largest Catholic country. In fact, evangeli-
cal Protestants have grown so numerous
and politically important in the past two
decades that many political analysts are
predicting they may decide who the next
president of the country will be when
Brazilians go to the polls.

Brazil’s latest census, released this year,
shows that more than 15 per cent of the
country’s 175 million people are
Protestants. The number is five times
higher than in 1940 and double what it
was in 1980. 

There is even an evangelical movement
in Brazilian soccer. Half of the country’s
professional soccer players belong to the
Association of Athletes of Christ and
wear T-shirts with evangelical slogans
under their team jerseys.
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Won’t heaven’s joy be spoiled by
our awareness of unsaved loved
ones in hell? I resonate with the
question to the depths of my

soul. Loved ones of my own, some living,
some dead, have not shared my faith in
Christ. That is painful.

Second, belief in the outright annihila-
tion of non-believers after final judgment
(as opposed to an eternal punishment)
seems to me biblically illegitimate. I sus-
pect some Christians whose loved ones
die without accepting Christ are tempted
to embrace the annihilationist view.
Scripture, however, seems to show that
one aspect of human dignity is that we are
built to last. Whether for joy or for sor-
row, our souls are eternal.

Third, Scripture and good biblical the-
ology indicate that none will be in hell
who did not effectively choose it by fol-
lowing in the footsteps of Adam and pre-
ferring their own way to God’s. In some
fashion, God reveals himself and his will
to everyone, and everyone responds in
one way or another (see Rom.
1:18–2:16). But non-believers universally
make the anti-God choice, and hell is
God giving people what they chose. That
is reality — retributive reality — and an
abiding consequence of following our
heart and doing what we want to do; I
wish I could persuade more people to
face this seriously.

Now pose the question in its toughest
form. Imagine a believing spouse or par-
ent who loved, prayed for, and agonised
over a dear one who resisted the gospel
and died suddenly in an accident. There
are no grounds for thinking that this or
any other memory will be erased in
heaven. So how can it not keep the
bereaved one from heaven’s total joy?

Significantly, this is not a Bible problem;
instead, Scripture rules out all thought

of it ever becoming anyone’s problem.
For it tells us that God the Father (who
now pleads with mankind to accept the
reconciliation that Christ’s death secured
for all) and God the Son (our appointed
Judge, who wept over Jerusalem) will in a
final judgment express “wrath” and
administer justice against rebellious
humans. 

God’s holy righteousness will hereby
be revealed; God will be doing the right
thing, vindicating himself at last against all
who have defied him, and there is no hint
that this hurts the Judge more than it
hurts the sinner. (Read through Mt. 25;
John 5:22–29; Rom. 2:5–16, 12:19; 2
Thess. 1:7–9; Rev. 18:1–19:3, 20:11–35,
and you will see that clearly.) God will
judge justly, and all angels, saints, and
martyrs will praise him for it. So it seems
inescapable that we shall, with them,
approve the judgment of persons —
rebels — whom we have known and
loved.

That sounds appalling; how can it be?
Remember, in heaven our minds, hearts,
motives, and feelings will be sanctified, so
that we are fully conformed to the charac-
ter and outlook of Jesus our Lord. This
will happen at or before our bodily resur-
rection. How we shall then think and feel
is really beyond our knowing, just as a
chrysalis could not know what it feels like
to be a butterfly till it becomes one.

But certainly the promise that God will
wipe away every tear from believers’ eyes
(Rev. 7:17) will find its fulfilment as one
aspect of this transformation. In heaven,
glorifying God and thanking him for
everything will always absorb us. All our
love for and joy in others who are with us
in heaven will spring from their doing the
same, and love and pity for hell’s occu-
pants will not enter our hearts. Their hell
will not veto our heaven.

Granted, this sounds to us more like
hard-heartedness than Christlike-

ness, yet Christlikeness is precisely what
it will be. Our difficulty is that we cannot
now conceive the heavenly condition in a
full way.

Wrote Richard Baxter: 
“My knowledge of that life is small, 
The eye of faith is dim; 
But it’s enough that Christ knows all, 
And I shall be with him.”

J.I. Packer is professor of theology at Regent
College in Vancouver and an executive edi-
tor of Christianity Today, in whose April
issue this article first appeared. Used by per-
mission of J.I. Packer and Christianity
Today International, Carol Stream, Illinois
60188, US. ap
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Hell’s final enigma
Will the fate of the lost mar heaven’s joy?

J. I. Packer
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In a world crying out with pain and
poverty we need to move beyond
“what can I afford?” We need to get
involved — and to help our children

get involved!
Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Sydney,

has recently been trying to enrich its con-
tribution to charities by involving girls
directly in helping needy people, most
notably by sending girls to East Timor
and to the Aboriginal people of Central
Australia. The consensus of these girls is
that it takes more than money to heal
indigenous communities —it takes people
willing to share and demonstrate Christ’s
love.

The school has been involved with
Operation Christmas Child since 1997, a
branch of the aid organisation Samaritan’s
Purse, bringing Christmas presents pack-
aged in shoeboxes to needy children,
accompanied by the gospel message. 

Each child is given a booklet outlining
that Jesus is the “Greatest Gift” of all
time, and the presents are handed out
with the help of local Christians. In 2001,
PLC took the additional step of sending
four students and two staff members to
distribute the shoeboxes.  They joined six
other volunteers in Alice Springs and
drove to 12 Aboriginal communities in

South and Western Australia, roughing it
in the desert along the way.  

Shoeboxes were given to every child in
those communities and in the Alice
Springs Hospital. We learned so much
about Aboriginal culture and our own cul-
ture as we talked with and listened to
Aborigines.  These are the lessons we
learned on this trip.

Depending on God: In the desert, we
suddenly became aware how small we

are and how much we need God’s help in
everything. All of us found our prayer life
increasing. We also found a deepened
sense of wonder and awe towards our
Creator. We faced our fears of the dangers
of the outback, and came to the peace of
knowing that God was watching over us.

Learning about Jesus and seeing God’s
providence: The children were excited
over the gifts; they peeked inside their
boxes and squealed with glee.  But there
was more: they wanted to know about
Jesus. They knew that the presents were

coming to them because of something to
do with Jesus. We watched with amaze-
ment as box after box contained clothing
that perfectly fit the child who received it. 

You need experience to understand: We
found that many things were different
from what we expected. Through this
short experience of Aboriginal culture we
have grown exponentially in our ability to
understand and empathise with their pain,
confusion, distrust and loss of hope. We
are all convinced that first we need to
meet them and experience their culture.
Then we can start to understand. Only
then can we truly play a part to help.  

We can’t leave it up the government to
fix things by pouring money into
Aboriginal communities. Money can
never be the full solution. We realised how
important it is to learn their language,
learn their culture and for people to come
and work long-term with them. All six of
us were struck by the need to get involved
with more than just money — the need to
get involved with our hearts and our lives.

Critiquing our own culture: What chal-
lenged us was that the Aboriginal peo-

ple are far more open to the gospel mes-
sage than we are: we have become arro-
gant, thinking they need a message we
ourselves have become closed to. The
Aboriginal people in the settlements we
visited were so often happy even when
they had very little in the way of material
possessions. Their culture is centred on
relationships and trust. Experiencing
their culture helped us to see the shallow-
ness of our fascination with things! 

These girls will urge others to get
involved, stimulate their peers to ask dif-
ferent questions of the whole reconcilia-
tion debate, and will themselves never be
the same again. They will now look
beyond the money side of aid organisa-
tions to involvement. 

What about you? Is there some way
you can get involved? In the refugee
debate? With Aboriginal people? With the
homeless? With young single mothers? 

Dr Greta Gaut is chaplain of Presbyterian
Ladies’ College, Sydney. ap
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Being there
We all need to roll our sleeves up and get involved.

Greta
Gaut

M I S S I O N S

The Australian Presbyterian World Mission supports

the training of nationals at the Presbyterian Bible

College in Bangladesh, which has been running for 2

years. The APWM (NSW) provides financial support

for rental of the building, salaries for staff and fees

for approximately 30 students. It costs around

$1,000 per year to train a student for 1 year. Our

church here in Australia has the unique opportunity to

support this new frontier ministry in a country which
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Contact: Rev. Bill Lutton (02) 9792 1373.
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‘O the difference, the inexpress-
ible difference, between
enjoying God’s presence, and
pining in its absences.” These

are the words of Augustus Toplady, the
famous hymn writer and preacher.

On numerous occasions he was able to
write in his journal after the Sunday ser-
vices, “the presence and power of God
was among us”.

Sadly, such expressions are rarely heard
on our lips. What do we know of the pres-
ence of God among us? Do we desire
experiences of God?

Is it something we pray for and look
for in our own private devotions and as we
meet together at our Sunday gatherings
and midweek meetings?

Some ministers of the gospel have
never thought about the matter and feel
rather uncomfortable when it is raised. A
subject which to a former generation was
considered of vital importance is now
treated with some degree of suspicion, if
not scepticism.

There may be a number of reasons for
this neglect of the theme of God’s pres-
ence. The renewed interest in all things
“spiritual”, from Celtic crosses to New
Age experiences, makes Bible-believing
people wary of something that is not, to
their way of thinking, clearly definable.

There may also be an overreaction to
charismatic excesses, so that anything out
of the ordinary or which arouses the pas-
sions and moves the emotions is dis-
counted as “enthusiasm”. Others may be
put off considering this subject because of
the contrived atmospheres that are often
produced by the “worship leader”.

That some view the subject of God’s
presence as purely a matter of personal
feeling is understandable. I well remember
being in one of London’s football stadi-
ums where a well-known evangelist was to
preach.

The chairman asked us to raise our
hand to indicate if we felt the Lord was
present; in all honesty I could not join the
vast array of arm-waving.

Some people enter a lofty church or
cathedral and are convinced that they have
felt God come close to them.

It is also a sad fact that in recent years
a number from evangelical backgrounds

have been drawn into eastern Orthodoxy.
From belonging to churches where the
worship was very informal and relaxed,
they have moved to an idolatrous and
anti-evangelical religion in order to expe-
rience (as they would put it) a sense of the
reality of God.

Are we wrong, then, to expect any
kind of felt divine presence in our meet-
ings? Is it enough to believe that if we
have prayed to God for help and meet in
the name of Jesus then he will be there by

his Spirit to speak
to people as the
Bible is taught?
Are we to be con-
tent with a take-
it-by-faith, non-
experimental reli-
gion? Was
Toplady deluding
himself when he
noted in his jour-

nal some of the intense experiences of
God he felt on Saturday evenings, assur-
ing him of divine blessing as he preached
the following Lord’s Day?

Though God is infinite and present
everywhere and at all times, he has
ordained to reveal his presence and to
cause it to be felt in different places, at dif-
ferent times and in varying degrees of
intensity.

God reveals his presence in heaven in a
way he does nowhere else, and it is where
the God-Man, Jesus Christ, is at the
moment. It is the place God has chosen to
call home.

God also made his “home” in an
earthly tent set up by Moses in the centre

of the Israelite camp. In the days of
Solomon, the tent gave way to a splendid
temple – “the house of the Lord”. In both
cases the glory of the Lord so filled these
earthly representations of heaven that
God’s ministers were not able to enter.
Though God is the high and lofty one, he
has also ordained to dwell with the person
who has a contrite and humble spirit.

These Old Testament texts are filled
out in the New Testament. God, in the
person of his Son, lived on earth in the
tent of his human nature as the man
Christ Jesus. And the disciples saw his
glory.  The church meeting locally is
God’s temple where the Spirit of God
dwells (Eph. 2:19-22). And the individual
believer is a temple of the Holy Spirit (1
Cor. 6:19). Jesus speaks of the Father and
the Son making their home with the per-
son who loves him and keeps his Word.

The Bible also witnesses to God’s
absences from his people.

Expressions used to describe this include
God “hiding his face” and “the glory has
departed”. Israel’s experience, in the days
of Eli and Ezekiel, show that it is possible
for people to think they have God with
them when that is not the case.

The New Testament can speak of the
Spirit being quenched and of the Lord
standing outside the local church (1
Thess. 5:19, Rev. 3:20).

The divine absence was most keenly
felt by Jesus Christ during those three
dark hours on the cross, when he experi-
enced the cup of God’s fury to the full. If
we belong to Jesus Christ we shall never
have to endure that kind of absence.

The biblical evidence suggests it is pos-
sible to be conscious of the objective real-
ity both of the Lord’s absence and his
presence. There are also degrees of that
presence and absence.

What do we know of the gospel com-
ing “in power, and in the Holy Spirit, and
with much assurance”? Is Isaiah’s cry our
own: “Oh that you would rend the heav-
ens! That you would come down! That
the mountains might shake at your pres-
ence”?

Philip H. Eveson is principal of the London
Theological Seminary. ap
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Here in spirit
Seek – don’t fear – the presence of God, urges Philip H. Eveson.
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to Jesus Christ
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have to endure
that kind of

absence.



Unleashing the deluge

If Dr Rowland Ward (AP, June) is
“aghast” at the views expressed in my arti-
cle on the Flood (AP, May), I must also
express a certain astonishment at his own
views.

Ward advances the views of “Talmudic
sages” in (presumably) his attempt to
prove that a global flood is an innovation
in the history of interpretation. In fact,
Jewish opinion is mixed. The Jewish
Haggadah (homilies) poses the opinion
that the Flood did cover the entire world,
but the land of Israel was spared. Rabbis
commenting on Gen. 8:22 proposed that
the present world has six seasons, while
other rabbis opined that the Flood
changed the seasons, or at least during the
Flood year suspended them. In each case,
one can say Jews in former ages did
believe in a worldwide flood, and major
interruptions or changes in the world sys-
tem as a result.

The appeal to Calvin is quite mis-
guided. Calvin clearly held to such views
as a global flood, a six-day creation less
than 6000 years ago, death and suffering
as a result of Adam’s sin, etc., i.e. the very
views Ward dismisses as those of “pop-
ulist”, young-earth creationists. Thus in
his comment on Gen. 7:17ff Calvin states:
“Moses copiously insists upon this fact, in
order to show that the whole world was
immersed in the waters.”

The appeal to Mt. 24:21 involves an ele-
mentary but important blunder: the
Greek word thlipsis does not mean
“destruction”, but “tribulation, suffering,

or pressure”. Jesus refers there to the suf-
ferings of 70AD, when many Jews
starved, were driven to cannibalism, and
were crucified in prodigious numbers.
Those who perished in the Flood died by
drowning, a quick death by comparison,
and suffered none of the extremities Jesus
envisaged concerning the Jews. 

Ward insists, “the flood’s universality is
not to be established by our benchmarks
but God’s”. Precisely so! As we read Gen.
7:17-24 there is the repeated emphasis
that the water prevailed on the earth and
all the high mountains were covered;
every living thing perished: birds, live-
stock, wild animals, swarming animals,
and all mankind! Everything was wiped
out! (emphasis added). 

If all this is insufficient to specify a
worldwide flood, and if God wanted to
tell us about such an event, how else does
he say it? 

Murray R. Adamthwaite
Tecoma, Vic

Typical argument

With all due respect to Rowland Ward,
his choice of principles for his arguments
can be equally used against his own posi-
tion. Of course the world was different
post-flood to pre-flood. Yet it may not
have been “radically” different. How are
we to know? It was different enough for
Eden to be totally lost to us.

Ward tells us to define the flood not on
our own benchmarks but God’s. Yet he
states that only the animals and food that
Noah and his family could round up in
seven days could have been in the ark.
Whose benchmark is setting that
premise?

My basis for believing in a worldwide
flood stems from my commitment to
Jesus. The ark is a type of Christ, not only
in that it saved mankind, but in that it was
the only way of salvation. A local flood
means that whether people made use of
other avenues of escape or not, they could
have. If people could have escaped by
another means other than the ark, the
how sure are we that Jesus is the only way
of escape?

Arguments from science do not
impress me. It is not because I have my
head stuck in the sand, but because I
know that much of what is called science
is conjecture, things that have been
absolutely proven in the past have been
overturned later. 

I am not implying that people who do
not agree with me are less Christians than
I am. However, I do not appreciate the
implication that because I am on the side
of a “populist” position I am unthinking.

Having said all that, I would not be
keen on imposing this as a mark of ortho-
doxy.

Wally Rakete,
Milton, New Zealand

Shallow case

God who speaks clearly, and does not lie,
plainly states in his infallible word that the
Flood covered the entire earth. (Gen.
7:19-23; Mt 24:39; 2 Pet. 2:5; 3:6, and oth-
ers quoted by Murray Adamthwaite in his
excellent article, AP May). Rowland Ward
dares to contradict God. 

An increasing number of highly quali-
fied Christian geologists, zoologists, geo-
graphers, and archaeologists are showing
us how well the actual evidence supports
the plain biblical historical descriptions of
a worldwide flood. 

Actually, Ward has done us a service in
revealing just how flimsy are the argu-
ments on which “local flood” believers
like himself rely. The Talmud? It’s only
human opinion. The post-flood rivers
were totally different, but were given
names familiar from the pre-flood world.
The animals “came” (Gen. 7:9) to Noah,
under God’s direction, so he could easily
load the 35,000 or so animals needed in
the available time. 

And yes, the Flood pre-figures the final
judgment – both are universal, and not
limited to a narrow local area. Yes, right-
eous Noah is a type of Christ, who pro-
vides the way of salvation to a totally new
and cleansed world. Jesus plainly spoke of
“all” except those in the ark being swept
away in the Flood. He also gave a solemn
warning to us: “Whoever is ashamed of

letters
L E T T E R S
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me and my words in this adulterous and
sinful generation, of him will the Son of
Man be ashamed when he comes in his
Father’s glory with the holy angels”
(Mark 8:38). God said it, and that settles
it – whether Ward or anyone else believes
it or not.

Frank Savage,
Trundle, NSW

Muddying the waters

Rowland Ward all too quickly glosses
over the scientific evidence that many
believe actually argues for a universal del-
uge. For instance, why do we find sea
shells on the tops of mountains? Why do
so many cultures from around the world
have a record of it adversely affecting
them? This is especially strange if it was
just a “local shower” that only affected a
particular people. But in reponse to his
letter I would like to make the following
points. 

Ward states that Noah only had seven
days to accomplish all that God had com-
missioned him to do. However Genesis
6:3 and 1 Peter 3:20 would suggest that it
was more like 120 years! (cf Gen. 6:22 and
7:11). 

Does Ward believe that the sinfulness
of mankind was also localised? Genesis
6:5, 11-13 are pretty clear that the result of
the fall had effected everyone on the “face
of the earth”. Further, if the flood was
merely local, were there people other than
Noah (Gen. 6:8), who had found favour
in God’s eyes? 

On a practical level, just how localised
does Ward think this flood actually was?
Where I live, we experience flooding quite
regularly. But even in the really severe
ones, you can still see the tops of houses
and trees. It must be remembered that the
Genesis account states that even the
mountains were covered to a depth of 20
feet (Gen. 7:20)! With that much water
involved just how localised would this
“shower” have really been? 

While Ward is an acclaimed Christian

scholar whom I deeply respect, he has
clearly departed from the orthodox teach-
ing of God’s Word (James 3:1). 

Rev. Mark Powell 
St Andrews Presbyterian Church, 

Wee Waa

God meant it

I am aghast that a Reverend Doctor –
Rowland Ward – is so adamant (June AP)
that there was not a global flood. Surely
the flood’s universality has been defined
by God’s benchmark, yet Ward has the
temerity to define it by his benchmark or
that of the Jewish Talmudic sages. 

Does Ward believe that the Bible is the
inspired Word of God? Would he please
note how often the word “earth” occurs in
that chapter? And how about “....all the
high mountains under the entire heavens
were covered.”(Gen. 7:19). 

I believe, as do an increasing number of
modern-day scientists – biologists, zoolo-
gists, palaeontologists, physicists, archae-
ologists and the like – that God in the
Bible says what he means and means what
he says: he did create the world, he did
send the global flood, and he will create a
new heaven and and a new earth. 

Marjorie Hennessy,
Wahgunyah, Vic

Cloud of witnesses

Hitler’s Germany boasted many church-
goers but few Christians; in truth, neither
the Reich Church nor the (political)
Confessing Church upheld the teachings
of Holy Scripture. Peter Barnes’ reference
to some of the more prominent figures in
this latter group (AP, May) is liable to cre-
ate a false impression: although the
Confessing Church leadership opposed
Nazi totalitarianism, this did not necessar-
ily coincide with biblical belief. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, rightly executed
in 1945 for plotting Hitler’s assassination
(notwithstanding the Führer’s heinous
criminality he was – like King Saul –
God’s appointed ruler) promoted views
entirely inimical to true Christianity. His
compatriots Niemöller and Ehrenberger
were ecumenists who continued to push
their inclusivist agendas after the war. The
existentialist Bultmann and his student
Käsemann were closely associated (for
some time at least) with the Confessing
Church. Karl Barth may well have
opposed the Nazi regime; nevertheless,
he was responsible for leading an entire

generation astray with his neo-orthodox
heresy.

The real heroes of the Nazi horror
remain largely unknown and unheralded.
Lone voices and despised (of whom the
world was not worthy), they sought to
uphold the truth of every word of Holy
Scripture – crying out against the godless-
ness and unbelief of the professing church
and its leaders; opposing Hitler and pray-
ing for his removal; and doing everything
in their power to walk in righteousness
and obedience in the midst of unimagin-
able iniquity. Like Christ, they had no
place to lay their heads.  

Harry M. Klomp.
Boronia, Vic

Humble petition

Thank you for producing such an excel-
lent Christian magazine. I look forward to
receiving and reading each one. If you
have not done so in the past, would you be
able to devote one issue to the important
subject of prayer? 

Tina Kal 
Blacktown, NSW

Editor replies: We have one on the drawing
board for some time in 2003. ap

L E T T E R S

The rhetoric is that our universities
are places of honest intellectual
inquiry and open debate and dis-
cussion; the truth is often very dif-
ferent. However, the Sydney
University Evangelical Union is
working hard to bring the two a lit-
tle closer together! 
From August 26 to September 5 this year, the
EU will be holding a series of public debates
and talks, under the theme of ‘absolute God’.
Keynote speaker, world renowned American
theologian Dr William Lane Craig, together
with well known evangelical leaders such as 
Dr Peter Jensen and Rev. Ian Powell, will
seek to engage Sydney University in a battle
for mind and heart. These debates (with out-
spoken anti-Christian broadcaster and author
Phillip Adams) and talks will cover many of
the major relevant issues that people face —
justice, truth, science, sex, reality, and forgive-
ness, and how they relate to the truth of our
absolute and sovereign creator, who has
come to us in the person of his Son. 

For more info, visit 
www.mission.sueu.org.au or email
the team on mission@sueu.org.au. 

O Worship the King!
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10:30am Minister:  
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AUGUST 2002
21 The Conference on Proverbs being

held at the Presbyterian Theological
Centre Burwood NSW this week with
Professor T. Longman.

22 Presbytery of New England, NSW; 4
parishes and 2 home mission stations
totalling 14 congregations with 670
communicants and 363 adherents, 1
licentiate; Vic. Johnson clerk.

23 Rhondda Price from Castlemaine, Vic,
involved in the work of the Sudan
Literature Centre, Nairobi, Kenya
with Pioneers (formerly SUM and
Action Partners).

24 The vacant Concord (North Strathfield)
parish, Sydney – the members, elders,
interim moderator and all who preach.

25 Clunes-Dunoon-Bangalow parish, far
northern NSW – five congregations
including also Pearces Creek and
Springvale; about 75 communicants
and adherents, 12 younger folk and 7
elders; Dr. Peter Lush.

26 Devonport parish Tasmania; about 90
communicants and adherents, 25
younger folk and 5 elders; Stephen
and Val Warwick.

27 Douglas and Jeanette Bennett from
Woolsthorpe, Vic, translators with
WBT for the Awad Bing people,
Madang province, PNG since 1980
and regional area directors.

28 All work of the Social Services com-
mittee, Victoria – Duncan McGregor
convener.

29 Peter Morphew NSW state director
for Scripture Union and Cassandra
teaching scripture at PLC.

30 Somerville parish, Melbourne; about
75 communicants and adherents, 20
younger folk and 4 elders; Ian and
Heather Brown.

31 Scots Church, Clayfield, Brisbane;
about 50 communicants and adher-

ents,12 younger folk and 5 elders;
vacant, interim moderator Robert
Herrgott.

SEPTEMBER 2002
1 Mt Barker home mission station in

the Adelaide Hills; about 40 commu-
nicants and adherents and 8 elders;
Rupert Hanna.

2 Pray that the Lord of the Harvest will
raise, prepare and send out more can-
didates for every kind of home and
worldwide ministry.

3 Roslyn Gill from Camberwell congrega-
tion Melbourne learning the Khmer lan-
guage and teaching cultural and tourist
studies in Cambodia with APWM.

4 West Lakes parish (Hamlyn Terrace)
between Sydney and Newcastle; about
45 communicants and adherents, 25
younger folk and 4 elders; Esa and
Kerryn Hukkinen.

5 Presbytery of Melbourne West, Vic;
10 congregations with 690 communi-
cants and adherents in 6 parishes and
3 home mission stations, 1 university
chaplain; Bruce Riding clerk.

6 The “Fire on the Mountain” Christian
worldview teaching weekend now on
at Mt. Tamborine, Qld; speakers
Doug Green, Frank Stootman, Esther
Kulp, Daniel Scot and Roger Marsh.

7 Seek God’s guidance and blessing on
the concept of “PCA Ministries”
(Proclaiming Christ to Australians) to
equip and employ lay people to work
in vacant parishes and assistantships –
Rev. Dr Reg Mathews, SA.

8 The vacant St Marys parish, western
Sydney; about 70 communicants and
adherents, 30 younger folk and 7
elders; pray for the interim moderator
and preachers.

9 Nicole Linklater from NSW working
in Chad with WEC. 

10 Bombala-Delegate-Cooma home mis-
sion station, southern NSW, including
also Nimitabel; about 260 communi-

cants and adherents, 10 younger folk
and 8 elders; vacant, pray for the mod-
erator, Arnold Bartholomew, and
preachers.

11 Bassendean parish, Perth; about 45
communicants and adherents, 16
younger folk and 3 elders; vacant.

12 Five Dock Samoan home mission sta-
tion, Sydney; about 50 communicants
and adherents, 40 younger folk and 12
elders; Fa’au’uga and Fa’atuai Si’itia.

13 Presbytery of Sydney North, NSW;
20 parishes totalling 25 congregations
with 3070 communicants and adher-
ents, 3 ministerial candidates, 16
retired ministers, 7 under jurisdiction,
1 deaconess; Peter Boase clerk.

14 The vacant Glen Innes parish, north-
ern NSW; pray for this vacant parish
with about 60 communicants and
adherents, 35 younger folk and 4
elders and for preachers and the
interim moderator Lyle Sims.

15 Peace, stability and gospel progress in
the Philippines of whose 76 million
people 67% are Roman Catholic,
some 22% Protestant and 5% Muslim.

16 Department of Ministry and Mission,
NSW convener John Irvin; superin-
tendent Bruce Meller.

17 Grace Church Wodonga and
Rutherglen; about 35 communicants
and adherents, 6 younger folk and 1
elder; vacant.

18 Pray for the musical ministry in your
congregation, that both old and new
forms of praise may glorify God and
build up all ages in their faith.

19 Ashburton parish, Victoria; about 60
communicants and adherents, 5
younger folk and 2 elders; Peter and
Toni Orchard.

20 Wentworthville parish western Sydney
including Girraween; about 170 com-
municants and adherents, 75 younger
folk and 6 elders; David and Margaret
Griffin.
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By the time you read this, the
school holiday movie season will
be over. It’s been a feast of holi-
day fun, and – with kids of appro-

priate ages under my wing – I’ve munched
popcorn through movies like Spiderman,
Minority Report, and Bend it Like
Beckham. Star Wars Episode II didn’t
make the list … for this fan at least, the
Lucas magic has finally worn off.

So how does a responsible Christian
parent (or grandparent) decide what’s
appropriate viewing these days? In my
experience, it’s a question not enough
Christian parents are asking. In the
Campbell family we’ve had a simple rule –
at the very least, we abide by the ratings.
For our under 15s, M-rated movies are
simply out of bounds – a tough call for a
14-year-old who wants to ask her less-
choosy friends over for a video night.

Painful or not, it’s a rule we stick to;
but it’s less than perfect. Spiderman, for
instance (rated M for violence) is ulti-
mately a highly moral movie. The forces
of good – clad in blue and red tights – take

on the forces of
evil, and good ulti-
mately triumphs.
The only trouble
is, there’s a fair bit
of blood on the
floor in the
process. After
causing more than
his fair share of
suffering, the ugly
guy in green meets
a dreadful end.
Even so, this is
standard comic

book fare. Sitting in the theatre for the
midnight screening on opening night, 18-
year old Nathan and I had a great time …
if it weren’t for the scary bits, I’m sure the
younger family members would have
enjoyed it as well.

Not so with Minority Report, the latest
Tom Cruise movie based on an old sci-fi
novel by Philip K. Dick. Loaded with reli-
gious sub-themes, this dark tale of crime
and punishment is set in a time when
murders can be predicted, and stopped
before they happen. Set in a very believ-
able 2052, the technical wizardry is superb

– though the mechanisms of crime pre-
diction owe more to fantasy than science-
fact. Ultimately, though, this was one M-
rated movie that left both Nathan and me
feeling chilled to the bone. 

So what about Bend it like Beckham?
Rated PG, it’s the charmingly told tale of
a young Indian girl caught between cul-
tures. Growing up in England, Jessminda
Bamre is besotted by Manchester United
soccer captain David Beckham. It gets
worse. Jess isn’t just a fan – she wants to
play. And on the field, her skills are simply
awesome.

Naturally enough, it’s not a plan that
meets with the approval of mum and dad.
After all, says her mum, “What man
would want a girl who runs around after a
ball and can’t make chappatis?”

The scene is set for a clash of expecta-
tions. Jess decides to ignore the soccer
ban imposed by her parents; on the pre-
tence she has a job at the local record
store, she heads off to training instead. At
the same time, she’s fiercely protective of
her parents’ culture. “Arranged mar-
riages?” laugh the girls in the change
room. “Better than sleeping around with
guys you don’t intend to marry,” says
Jessminda.

Director Gurinder Chadha draws on
first hand experience to paint a warm and
believable picture of a girl caught between
two worlds. Believable, because rather
than falling for the simple “love one, hate
the other” stereo-type, Jess loves both.
The painful climax comes as Jessminda’s
team reaches the grand final on the day of
her sister’s wedding. 

According to Sydney Morning Herald
movie critic Miranda Devine, Bend it Like
Beckham should be mandatory viewing
for all eight-year-old girls. “It is the first
movie I have ever seen which offers gen-
uine, unpatronising inspiration to girls
who want to excel like boys, on their own
terms, without losing their femininity.”

But a word of caution. Before you drag

off the family to see
what could have
been a great movie,
be prepared for the
totally unnecessary
issues of sexuality
that are included in
the plotline.
Jessminda’s cousin
struggles to come
to terms with his
homosexua l i ty,
while in a “comic”
sub-plot, the
mother of team-mate Jules is convinced
that soccer-playing girls must be lesbians.
Set in the midst of what most reviewers are
calling “the feel good movie of the year”, it
was enough to make this daddy blush.

Finding the right movies for family
viewing is tough, but here’s a final tip. If
you’re looking for up-to-date advice on
what movies are suitable for your children,
take a look at the website www.kids-in-
mind.com, where each movie has a coded
rating for sex, violence and profanity. 

Phil Campbell is editor of Culture Watch,
and a member of the ministry team at
Mitchelton Presbyterian Church.  ap
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Family viewing?
Pick your way through the celluloid minefield.

Phil
Campbell
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Time, as Augustine pointed out, is
utterly absurd. The past has van-
ished, the future has yet to come,
and the present is problematic.

Only the tiniest indivisible instant can be
called the present, and it flies from the
future into the past imperceptibly quickly
– for if it has any extension it is divided
into past and future. 

Yet time, with space, exists so certainly
that it is the locus of our existence. There
is consensus among authorities as diverse
as Plato, the early Hebrews and modern
physicists that time began with the uni-
verse and will end with it.

If time is a difficult concept, how much
more is eternity, the abode of God. Why
should readers struggle towards the lim-
ited understanding that is the best we can
achieve? Precisely because it is where God
dwells; because it is our hope and our
promise and our comfort. “The eternal
God is your refuge, and underneath are
the everlasting arms” (Deut. 33:27).
Eternity is a concept that belongs to
believers; who else will ponder it? 

People use the word in different ways –
including the mutually exclusive infinite
time and no time at all – but it always
stands in contrast to time, expressing the
transcendence of the limits of time.

The classical definition of eternity was
given by Boethius at the start of the 6th
century: “the complete and total posses-
sion of unending life all at once.” Our now,
as if running along, makes time; the divine
now, permanent, not moving and standing
still,  makes eternity. God is the same yes-
terday, today and forever, observed the
writer to the Hebrews (13:8); in him there
is no successiveness, no change. 

If God is outside time, transcending
time, it is incoherent to ascribe to him the
limits of time –  as, for example, open the-
ists do in doubting his knowledge of the
future. He doesn’t need a temporal tele-
scope – our future is as open to him as our
past, for it is all one. 

But this does not mean God is discon-
nected from time. Christian philoso-

pher Brian Davies observes that the
immutability of God is merely a negative
description, telling us what God is not

(i.e., not changing). But, just as when I
teach  someone must learn, and the
change is in the pupil, so though God is
unchanging he can bring about change in
others. He can act, and he does. 

Modern relativity theory invests time
with the same sort of paradox as
Augustine found, though from a different
starting point. Einstein showed time is
elastic, being stretched and shrunk by
motion. The faster you go, the more time
shrinks.

Past, present and future are not objec-
tive states. Physicists do not see time as a
sequence of events which happen. Instead,
all of past and future are simply there, and
time extends in either direction from any
given moment in much the same way as
space stretches away from any particular
place. 

The relation
between time and
eternity is com-
plex, but philoso-
phers Stump and
K r e t z m a n n
explain it well.
(The illustration is
demanding, but
worth persevering

with.) Picture two infinite parallel hori-
zontal lines. The upper, representing eter-
nity, is a uniform strip of light (where light
represents an indivisible present). The
lower, representing time, is dark every-
where except for a dot of light moving
along it. As the dot of light glances on
each portion of the lower strip, that por-
tion of the lower strip is simultaneous
with the whole of the upper strip. Because
each dot location is simultaneous with the
whole upper strip, each is simultaneous
with precisely the same portion of eternal
duration – that is, all of it. 

But eternity, in Scripture, is not just the
opposite of time, it is a state of being.
Ecclesiastes 3:11 tells us God has set eter-
nity in our hearts. The eternity of God’s

dealings with mankind corresponds to
something inside us: we have a capacity
for eternal things, and a sense of some-
thing which transcends our immediate sit-
uation, the sensus divinitatis. 

Despite his vast researches,
Ecclesiastes’ author finds nothing in the
finite earthly realm which can ultimately
satisfy the human heart. Though he has
resolved to understand “all” that is under
the sun (Ecc. 1:13), he realises he can
never comprehend God’s plan in its
entirety. He understands what Augustine
so beautifully summarised: “You have
made us for yourself, and our hearts are
restless until they rest in you.” 

Karl Barth describes three sorts of
time: God’s time (eternity); our time,

separated from the existence that God
created by the fall; and the time of God’s
revelation – the incarnation. “The word
became flesh” also means “the Word
became time”. In that revelation, eternity
and time meet.

The eternal life promised in the New
Testament, which those in Christ inherit
and for which this world is a preparation
(Rom. 5:21),  is, literally, “the life of the age
(to come)”. Like Plato, “the age” is con-
trasted with chronos, the time created with
the world. It expresses the longed-for
blessings of salvation in the new heaven
and new earth. It is life which belongs to
God, a qualitative concept rather than tem-
poral, though it will also be endless life. 

John paints eternal life in contrast to
the old, fleshly life. It does not just begin
in the “future”, but is already the posses-
sion of those in fellowship with Christ. In
Christ, eternity has broken into time. As
Kierkegaard observed, the eternal has sub-
jected itself to the law of becoming, the
All-Holy has taken upon itself the condi-
tions of human existence, God has
become man.

In the face of that towering, timeless
truth, the Christian can only worship with
Paul (1 Tim 1:17): “Now to the King eter-
nal, immortal invisible, the only God, be
honour and glory for ever and ever.”

Barney Zwartz, a senior journalist with The
Age in Melbourne, is AP production editor. ap
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Timeless truth
It is always timely for Christians to contemplate eternity.

Barney
Zwartz

God doesn’t
need a tem-

poral telescope
– our future 

is as open 
to him as 
the past.


