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editorial

W

hile millions of people have joined in a vast outpouring of grief after the Madrid bombings,
counter-terrorism officials meeting in Sydney have
been debating whether Australia is next-in-line as
the 11th country after 9/11 to become a victim of al-Qaeda’s
wrath.
The consensus seems to be that we are, but the government is not prepared publicly to concede the fact. Whether
Australia’s involvement in Iraq has made us a more likely target for terrorists is a moot point, because Osama bin Laden
declared Australia a target even before the Bali bombings.
The question Australians are asking is “what to do?”
Hopefully, evangelicals with a sense of history will recall that
Martin Luther faced similar circumstances in the 16th century.
At the height of the Reformation, Muslims launched a crusade
against western Europe. The Turks of the Ottoman Empire,
driven by jihadic zeal, killed and plundered all the way to the
gates of Vienna. The Pope’s response was to call on Christian
nations to launch a new Crusade to drive back the invaders.
Luther vehemently disagreed. In his treatise, On War
Against the Turk (1529), Luther asserted, contrary to the Pope,
that it was not the responsibility of governments to wage war
against a particular religion. After all, he said, “if the Emperor
was to destroy the unbelievers and non-Christians, he would
have to begin with the Pope… and perhaps not spare us or
himself ”.
In Luther’s eyes, Scripture only allowed a ruler to wage war
“to perform the … duty of his office, which is to protect his
subjects”. A conference on counter-terrorism, anti-terrorist
legislation, and a foreshadowed Office of Homeland Security
seem sensible initiatives for our government in view of the
present threat.
But Luther counseled further response. Along with the
bells of thousands of German parishes, he called on Christians
to pray: “I have wanted Christians to… know how much need
there is to pray. The Turk is such a mighty lord that no king is
strong enough to resist him alone, unless God is with him.”
Luther has a point. As Christians, “our help is in the name
of the Lord”. We must first repent and pray (Luke 13:5). As
Luther warns: “If anyone wants to go to war in any other way,
let him take his chances.”
Peter Hastie ap
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Deep reading
Christians must approach the Scriptures rightly and constantly.

D

r Tremper Longman III is the
Robert H. Gundry Professor of
Biblical Studies and head of
department at Westmont College
in Santa Barbara, California. He also lectures part-time for Fuller Theological
Seminary. He is an acclaimed Old
Testament scholar who has written several
books, including How to Read the Psalms
and, more recently, How to Read the
Proverbs (IVP 2002). He holds a PhD
from Yale University in ancient nearEastern languages and literature. Before
his appointment at Westmont in 1998, Dr
Longman had been a professor of Old
Testament at Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philadelphia since 1981. He is
a leading scholar in Hebrew wisdom literature and has published a number of outstanding commentaries on Daniel,
Ecclesiastes, The Song of Songs, and a
soon-to-be released volume on the
Proverbs. Peter Hastie spoke with him
recently about reviving the practice of
Bible-reading.

What part has the Bible played in

Tremper Longman III
talks to

Peter Hastie
influencing your life? How has it
shaped you?
I think it’s had a dramatic influence on
my life. It has certainly shaped my
thoughts and character. However, I
wouldn’t want to give the impression that
the Scriptures’ impact on me has measured 10 out of 10 on the Richter scale
every day. On some days God speaks to
me in quite dramatic ways. On other
occasions, the Scripture’s influence on me
is more subtle. The important thing is to
keep reading it regardless of the intensity
of its impact.
How has it influenced me? First, it was
through reading the Bible that I became a
Christian. I remember I first began to
consider Christ seriously after reading
Hal Lindsey’s book, Late Great Planet
Earth. Lindsey drove me to the Bible to
find out if what he said was true. I discov-
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ered that while he was wrong in the
details, he was right in the main point,
namely, that those outside of Christ are
under God’s wrath and that the end of the
world could come any minute. He seemed
to have the idea that the end was going to
come in the mid-’70s. So the prospect of a
coming judgment had a major impact on
my life.
How does the Bible shape me? I have
been doing a lot of study and writing on
the Bible’s wisdom literature in recent
times. I know that when I was working on
Proverbs I became especially conscious of
how the Bible should be shaping my
behavior and life-style. One area where
the Bible has had a big influence on my life
is in the area of speech and conversation.
Studying the Scriptures has made me less
impulsive in my speech and actions. The
book of Proverbs has definitely affected
my daily interaction with people. So, in a
very significant sense, it’s constantly
influencing my life. But again, I have a way
to go to conform to the sort of behaviour
that the Bible tells me is the mark of a
child of God.

Is it possible to contain God’s
thought in human words? Do you
believe the Bible is actually the word
of God?
Yes, I strongly believe that the Bible is
the word of God. But the first part of your
question is the interesting part. While we
can speak truthfully about God in human
language, nevertheless I think it’s impossible to talk about Him in any kind of
exhaustive way using human speech. God,
in His essence, is incomprehensible. The
Reformers taught this. Further, I don’t
think these two statements are in opposition to each other. After all, most of the
teaching about God in the Bible is
metaphorical or is based on similes and the
use of analogy. We say things like, “God is
like such-and-such…”.
Basically, I believe that the Bible itself
recognises that we have accurate and adequate knowledge of who God is. It’s just
that we don’t have exhaustive knowledge
of Him. Metaphorical language is by its
very nature indirect language because it’s
saying things like “God is like a shepherd”, “God can be compared to a warrior”, “God is like a king”. This forces us
to ask: “In what ways is God like a shepherd, a warrior or a king?” Eventually you
come to the point where you have an area
that is grey. Analogy can only take you so
far. It leaves a lot of things unsaid. In this
way, the mystery of God is preserved.

Some people think that all Bible reading is beneficial. Is that so?
No, it’s not. Some ways of reading the
Bible can be quite unhelpful and can actually obscure the message. Jesus said to the
Pharisees: “You search the Scriptures
because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures
that testify about me, yet you refuse to
come to me to have life” (John 5:39, 40).
Obviously, there was something seriously
wrong with the way they were studying
their Bibles!
On the positive side, I’d say that the
entire Bible is enormously beneficial if we
read it the right way and with the proper
attitude. That’s where I think the parable
of the soils speaks with such force. You
know the story. Christ talks about a farmer
who sows his land with seed. Some of the
seed falls on hard ground. In this instance,
I think he’s talking about a person’s attitude as he receives the word of God where
there is no spiritual growth at all. The Bible
is not a magical book that produces an
effect no matter what we do. So our heart
condition is important in determining
what sort of impact it has on us.

There’s something else that’s important too. Paul reminds us that every part
of the Bible is instructive and beneficial
for us. I think that’s even true of some of
the more abstruse parts of Scripture like
the genealogies of Chronicles and the
tribal allotments in the second half of
Joshua. All these have important theological implications and real-life applications.
Having said that, I should probably
qualify it by saying that while all Scripture
is useful to us, some parts may speak with
greater force to us at certain points in our
lives. However, that doesn’t deny the fact
that since every part is beneficial, it always
deserves our reverent attention.

How important are our motives in
reading the Bible? Do some motives
actually block revelation taking
place?
Motives are
crucial, and, yes,
some motives
The only
certainly do preproper way to
vent revelation
approach the
taking
place.
Scripture is to
Again, I appeal
put yourself
to the parable of
under it.
the sower and
the soils. I
wouldn’t deny
that God can work in people who have
bad motives for reading the Scriptures
because I believe that God can certainly
change people’s hearts.
I think some Biblical scholars do
approach the text with the purpose of
undermining its message. That doesn’t
mean, of course, that God’s Spirit can’t
turn that person’s evil intentions into
good. We see this sort of thing among
scholars of the “minimalist” school in Old
Testament studies who have a definite
intention of challenging the text as they
read it. Or, on the other side, there are
those who read the text with the intention
of finding support for some position
that’s dear to their hearts and which they
want to promote. For example, I think of
Christians who want to promote the
“health and wealth Gospel”. The way they
justify their position is by taking certain
texts in isolation and ignoring other parts
of the Bible which directly contradict
them. This is how they make their point.
The only proper way to approach the
Scripture is to put yourself under it, and to
have a desire to hear its true message. We
need to approach Scripture with a prayerful and expectant attitude and with a
desire to be open and willing to change in
response to hearing God’s word.

What sort of aims should Bible readers have if they’re going to spiritually
profit?
First and foremost, I think that we
should want to hear God speaking to us in
His word. Then we should have a desire to
change as we discover things that require
change. Another important aim is the
desire to meet with God and meditate
upon His character and deeds. We should
want to find out more about the God we
love.
Once these basic aims are in place, then
we need to have a desire to study the text
and to work through it so that we can discover its original intention. This will get
us into such interesting topics as when the
book was written, what were the people
like at the time, how would the original
audience have understood the words, and
what does this passage mean in the context of the message of the whole book as
well as the Bible? So that’s what comes to
mind when I think of aims.

The apostle Paul tells us that the natural man cannot receive the things of
the Spirit because they’re spiritually
discerned. Is it enough, as some
Biblical scholars obviously think
these days, to study the Bible academically?
Ultimately I don’t think it’s possible to
understand the Scriptures unless you are a
person of faith. Of course, I assume that
by “understanding” you mean empathising with its message and applying it. I
think if people are unbelievers, while they
may understand what a book says, they
can’t affirm it and apply it to their lives in
any meaningful sense. For instance, they
may be able to describe the events in the
book of Exodus, but that doesn’t mean
that they can appropriate its message in a
spiritually helpful way. “Understanding”
is not just intellectual assent or recognition of what the text means; it includes
understanding how it is supposed to
impact and shape our lives as well.

If the Spirit is the author and the
interpreter of Scripture, with what
attitude should we study? Is it possible to study the Bible apart from
prayer?
I don’t think so. Of course, it depends
on what you mean by “possible” and
“study”. This doesn’t mean that people
who study the text of the Scripture without faith or apart from prayer have nothing useful to offer. I think that what it
really means is that they can only go so far
in their observations. They may be able to

AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N • 5

B

offer some historical and literary insights,
but they won’t really be able to say much
about the spiritual message of the book.
I think it’s important to remind ourselves that it’s not just unbelievers who
don’t study the Scripture in a prayerful
manner. Unfortunately, a lot of Christians
are guilty of this as well. They don’t
recognise that Bible-reading is really like a
conversation with God. God is speaking
to us and as we pray, we’re responding to
God. If you cut out either side of that
equation, you get a one-sided conversation. Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 2:12
that we can only understand the word of
Christ if we have the Spirit who is from
God. I am not convinced that Paul is saying here that unbelievers have no understanding at all. I think that what he means
is that non-Christians cannot have a clear
understanding of the Scriptures that leads
them to faith in Christ. They’re unable to
enter into the world of the Bible in any
meaningful sense because that world is a
world of faith.

In what way will a spiritual or prayerful reading of the Bible affect our attitude towards God and our relationships with others?
A prayerful reading of the Bible in
reliance upon the Spirit will have a profound effect on us. Incidentally, I think I
should mention that a so-called spiritual
reading of the Bible does not mean that
we can’t refer to Bible commentators. I
think you can read the Bible spiritually by
looking at what commentators say and
then weigh their conclusions. One role
that commentators can play is that they
can give us access to the ancient world
that we may not otherwise have that will
deepen our understanding of the background. We need to remember that commentators themselves can be reading the
Bible spiritually even though their prose
sounds very academic.
When it comes to the transformation
of our lives, I think that a spiritual reading
of the Scriptures is going to have an effect
on the whole person, that is, our emotions, intellects and wills. Everything is
going to be affected. Naturally, since all of
us are affected by sin, we will resist some
things that we hear in the Scriptures.
Nevertheless the change should affect us
as whole people.

The Bible seems to have been given
for a number of purposes. What are
some of them, and is there an overall
unifying purpose?
There is definitely an overall unifying
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purpose. That purpose is to point us to
Christ so that we can have a relationship
with him and be transformed into his
image. Christ made it clear that this is the
case when after his resurrection, he
explained to his disciples that his suffering
and rising from the dead are the link
between Old and New Testaments (Luke
24:13ff). As Augustine said, “the New is
in the Old concealed”. In Augustine’s
eyes Christ was the key to understanding
the Bible.
Of course, there are a number of other
purposes that flow out of this dominant
one. There’s a historical purpose. I think
the Bible is bearing witness to God acting
in history. I think there’s a theological
purpose too, which is to reveal who God
is. These two are intertwined since our
God is a God who acts in history. I think
it’s vital we see these two subsidiary purposes because some evangelicals today
think that they can preserve the theologi-

Commentators
can give us
access to the
ancient world
that will
deepen our
understanding
of the background.
cal purpose of Scripture – to believe in
Jesus as the Christ – while denying the
historical purpose of Scripture. I think
that’s a very sad and unhelpful error.

Can you explain what you mean by
people who affirm the theological
purpose of Scripture while denying
its historical one?
Sure. What I have in mind is a position
that would say something like, “the
Exodus is a good story of God as a deliverer of oppressed people, but it really
didn’t happen”. Now I think there are
legitimate genre questions to ask about
different parts of Scripture and we should
ask them. It’s not always obvious that
there is a historical intention. But I think
most people would agree that the book of
Exodus has a historical intention. At least,
the people I’m thinking about certainly
wouldn’t say that the author of the
Exodus account didn’t think it happened.
But nonetheless, we are now finding
people with viewpoints in the evangelical
community who claim that it’s only the
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theological message that’s important and
inspired. As far as they are concerned,
whether it happened or not is irrelevant.
I’ve had a lot of conversations like that
recently with evangelical Old Testament
scholars and doctoral students. It worries
me because I don’t think they are recognising the historical purpose of scripture.

Luke tells us that Jesus explained
what was said in the Scriptures concerning Him. What did Jesus mean by
this?
I think that what Christ meant in Luke
24 is that his death for sin and his rising
again form the central message of the
Bible. He meant that the entire Hebrew
Bible – law, prophets and writings which
are the three parts of the Hebrew Bible,
including all the books we affirm as part of
the Old Testament – bear witness and
anticipate his coming suffering and glorification. It doesn’t mean that they all do
so in the same way. It doesn’t mean that
they’re all prophetic. It just means that in
some way they all anticipate him. I’m trying to avoid, of course, the charge that’s
leveled toward the school of thought that
I’m part of, which says that we tend
toward allegorisation of the text. Those
who make this claim like to suggest that
we arbitrarily attach meaning to the text.
Now I won’t deny that sometimes evangelicals have indulged in some allegorical
interpretations with respect to Christ –
but that’s not what I mean. If we take
Christ’s words seriously, we realise that
he’s saying that the witness that’s borne to
him from the Old Testament is more than
just a few messianic prophecies here and
there.

Let’s probe that a little bit further. I’m
reading in the book of Judges. Where
do I find Jesus in that?
Good question. As you read the book
of Judges – and I’m just looking at the
bulk of the judges – you encounter a series
of imperfect deliverers. For all their frailty
and fallenness, they were still able to give
their people great victories. These are men
and women (in the case of Deborah) who
are raised up by God in response to the
cry of repentance of the people after
they’ve sinned and been oppressed by a
foreign ruler.
As you read the book, you see that
these charismatic deliverers – military
men who are given the Spirit – always have
some fundamental flaws in them. And the
flaws seem to become bigger the further
you read in the history of Judges. While
Deborah seems to have been a virtuous

woman, it’s pretty clear from the text that
what’s strange about this situation is that
Barak should be leading. There’s a failure
of leadership there. (That doesn’t mean
that women can’t serve in leadership roles
in modern public life, by the way.)
Then we move on to Gideon and his
building of the ephod. Even if he didn’t
want people to worship it, it still became
an occasion for idolatry. By the time you
get to Samson and Jephthah, there’s no
question that all of these leaders have huge
flaws. Samson does nothing from virtuous
motives. It’s all for his own lust. I think
everyone would agree that the judges are
very imperfect deliverers. The writer is at
pains to make us realize that the period of
the judges was a very dark time in Israel’s
history because, as he says, “ there was no
king in Israel, and everyone did what was
right in their own eyes.” It’s as though he
wants us to understand that life will never
get better in our fallen world without a
king – and a special sort of king at that.
One of the problems of the judges, by
the way, is that their leadership was local.
Samson was a local leader in the west;
Jephthah’s influence was confined to
north-east Israel. They couldn’t bring the
sort of unity and peace that was possible
under a king. Israel was not a united entity
at that time. That’s one of the benefits of
a king. A king is theoretically over all the
tribes and unites them in a more effective
way. But we soon discover in the books of
Samuel and Kings that the kings don’t do
well, either. They’re sinners too.
Of course, as you read the Kings it
makes us think that there’s got to be
something better. The covenant God
made with David points us towards the
ultimate king who is Christ himself. I
think the judges are imperfect proto-king
figures who make us yearn for something
better. They create in us a longing which
only a perfect king, Jesus Christ, can satisfy. In order to enjoy the benefits of a
united and peaceful society we must have
an almighty king who’s got the power of
an endless and indestructible life. In this
sense, the book of Judges awakens a longing for a king like Jesus.

is the story of the protection of God’s
people who are the recipients of the
promise of the Messiah. If they’re wiped
out, Christ will never be born – so I’d
probably approach it that way. Again,
when I say all the Old Testament points to
Christ, it doesn’t mean it’s always in some
dramatic, specific way. Esther is an important element in
redemptive history, which ultimately points to
We can’t have
how God will
a meaningful
overcome
all
Satan’s designs to
encounter
prevent the comwith God
ing, the sacrifice
without
and the victory of
Scripture.
Christ. If I were
preaching
on
Esther, I would
make that point.

So you’d say the story of Esther is
how God delivers His people from
the prospect of complete annihilation. And this points to the greatest
deliverance of all.
That’s right. The only other point I
would make is that the deliverance Esther
talks about was absolutely essential.
Without it, there wouldn’t have been a
New Testament. The Jewish people would
have been wiped out. It’s a little bit like
the Joseph story. The Joseph story is really
a story about the providence of God in
which God overrules the evil actions of
some in order to save many others.
If I was preaching on Joseph, I’d talk
about Acts 2 where Peter says, “you
meant it for evil when you crucified
Christ, but God raised Him using that
very act”. Personally, I think it’s hard to
preach on a chapter of Esther without
referring to the rest of the book and making different points relating to Christ. I
am of the school of thought that believes
that it is important to present the gospel
in every sermon in a Christian church.

Where is Christ in the book of
Esther? The writer doesn’t even mention God.

Mystics don’t use the scripture as an
instrument for encountering God.
They believe that they have direct
access without it. To what extent is
Scripture necessary for us to know
God?

It’s true that God is not explicitly mentioned in the book of Esther. But there’s
no question that He’s behind all the coincidences. The providence of God is certainly there. God saves His people from
utter disaster. I would probably pick up
on this general theme. The story of Esther

This might sound radical, but I’ll say it
anyway. I don’t think we can have a meaningful encounter with God without
Scripture because it’s only through the
Scripture that we know the God we are
meeting. We only experience the true God
by reading the Scriptures and meditating

on them prayerfully.
While an experience of creation can
give us a sense of a God “out there”, without Scripture we cannot know that God
has made Himself known to us through
Christ. All we are left with is a general
sense of the numinous. I believe Scripture
is absolutely essential to a meaningful
encounter with God.

Do you think many people give up
Bible reading because they just feel
they have no helpful guide through
the maze? Do you think giving people a guide is the most important
thing that pastors can do?
I think pastors can provide an invaluable role in helping people to read the
Bible. In the United States there’s been a
huge failure of the church to do that. I’ve
come to this conclusion based on the students who come to me from churches
who have very little knowledge of
Scripture. They love God, but hardly
know Scripture. The reason they come to
college is that they’re dying to know
Scripture. When I get up and talk about it,
most of them are enormously receptive.
One of my main concerns about the
church in the USA is that youth groups
have gone overboard on “we need to have
good times for the kids to attract them to
church”. This is usually accompanied by
the additional idea that “we don’t want to
get too heavy with them” (‘heavy’ in
terms of reading the Bible). For the most
part, I hear lots of good sermons in the
USA. However, many of them are only
loosely connected to the Bible. There’s
not a lot of expository preaching going
on. That doesn’t mean it’s not biblical; it’s
just that you don’t learn how to read the
Bible for yourself from many of the sermons you hear.

Do you think the Bible is sufficient to
speak to all human need? Can it
address all the emotional problems
we face?
Yes, the Bible does speak to all our spiritual needs, but there’s still room for wise
biblical counselors to get additional information that may assist in resolving our
problems. I am thinking of things like
bulimia and anorexia. You can’t go to the
Scriptures and find things about bulimia
and anorexia directly. But you can find
things that are relevant to it.
There’s no medical information that
I’m aware of in Scripture about hormonal
causes of various mental and emotional
ailments. For example, I know someone
who has suffered post-natal depression
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and it was at a time when there wasn’t a lot
of talk about it. I remember that she was
getting a lot of spiritual counsel at the
time. Her counselors were searching for
the sin that was causing her to lose sleep.
Then she talked to a good Christian
friend who explained that while there may
have been spiritual issues involved, the
most important thing was to get some
sleep. So he prescribed a pill. The pill
helped, and then she could deal with other
issues.
So I guess it’s sometimes a combination. I don’t think all human problems are
referred to in an exhaustive sense in the
Scriptures, but I do think every one of
them is addressed in some way in
Scripture because Scripture tells us who
we are, how our hearts are deceived by
idols, and how we can break free from our
idols and experience a true relationship
with God. I think it’s good for Christian
psychologists and Christian biblical
scholars to be aware of the wider literature in the field and use any significant
insights that do not contradict Scripture.
Sometimes this wider reading opens our
eyes to something we hadn’t seen in
Scripture before.

Is it possible to be completely objective in reading the Bible? What are
some of the most unhelpful assumptions that can affect our understanding?
I don’t think it’s possible to be completely objective, although it’s possible to
be reasonably objective by being aware of
the presuppositions that you bring to
your interpretation of Scripture and by
listening to the views of others who may
be different from you. I sometimes learn a
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lot by talking to my female colleagues
about what they see in Scripture that
sometimes I miss. But, of course, I just
don’t listen to them uncritically. I go back
and check what they say in terms of what
the Scriptures say. I always do that. So no,
it’s not possible to be completely objective. As Cornelius Van Til said to us many
years ago – “it’s not possible to be objective about anything”. I think we need to
be particularly
wary of unspoken
assumptions like
In the “the Bible is not
ancient world the word of
a shepherd God”, or “I don’t
was a royal have any presupmotif. Psalm positions”, or “I
know scripture
23 talks of
well enough and
Yahweh as I’m not open to
king. new ideas” –
those are unhelpful things.

How should we best prepare ourselves to read the word of God in the
right spirit?
As a biblical scholar I pray something
like this: “Lord, open my heart to hear
what you are saying through the Word so
that I will not only learn content, but so
that you will also change my life through
my interaction with the text”. That’s one
type of spiritual discipline that I practise
as I study and write. The other one is to
learn Hebrew and to discover more about
the ancient world in which the Scriptures
were originally spoken.

So you think that learning the biblical background and studying
Hebrew and Greek are worthwhile
pursuits?
Yes, I do. I’m not saying that every
Christian needs to learn the original languages; that’s unrealistic. But I do want
people to realise that a tremendous
amount of study is required if we are to
have better access to the Word of God.
Some people think that understanding the
text of scripture is relatively easy. But even
if we have the benefit of good and clear
translations, that doesn’t minimise our
responsibility to do the further study
that’s necessary to understand the images
and metaphors of God.
For instance, just think for a moment
of the simple metaphor of God as a shepherd. You can understand that. But you
can understand it better when you realise
that in the ancient world the shepherd was
a royal motif, and that Psalm 23 is talking
about Yahweh as king. Let me give you
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another example. Take the idea of
covenant. One of the most interesting
insights about the covenant is its connection with ancient treaties. You can still
understand the idea of covenant without
knowing that it’s connected with these
treaties, but you can appreciate it a lot better if you do know.

What questions do I need to constantly keep in my mind if I’m
really to profit from my daily Bible
reading? What sort of questions are
you asking yourself as you read the
text?
I think the questions are:
1. What did this text mean to the original audience? (Original meaning.)
2. What does it mean to me now?
(Contemporary significance.)
3. How do I get from A to Z?
(Bridging the horizons.)

Can you suggest a helpful routine to
enrich our daily understanding of the
Bible?
I think reading the Scripture is primary
and I would suggest we should read both
long sections and short sections. Get a
sense of the whole by reading long sections, but then also on the same day have
some kind of routine where you’re reading say a Psalm, a few Proverbs and a
chapter of a narrative from the Old and
New Testaments. There are all these oneyear Bibles available today that can help us
develop a disciplined approach to Biblereading.
I think a goal of reading through the
Scriptures once a year is a good one. And
then, second, read good books about
reading the Bible and its theology. That’s
one of the reasons why I write such
books. I think they can be helpful to people. Through a pastor, get advice about
what kind of books can be helpful.
Again, we must learn to read in community. I had a student say to me the
other day, “I’ve decided I’m just going to
read the Scriptures myself and I’m not
going to listen to sermons or read books
about the Bible. I’m just going to read the
Scriptures without help from anyone.” I
said, “That sounds virtuous but you’re
going to end up weird. You’re going to be
one of those people who has strange ideas
about the Bible because you need to read
the Bible in a community. It’s a helpful
self-corrective.” On the other hand, if
you’re a person who just reads what other
theologians and Bible scholars say, that’s
not good either. It’s really not becoming a
part of you. You will need to get some balap
ance here.
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Tuning in to God
A Bible study differs considerably from a sermon.

I

f it’s true that there’s more than one
way to skin a cat, there is certainly
more than one way to write a Bible
study. I do not want to be thought of
as an expert in this. But it is what I do. At
our church, we write our own Bible studies based on the sermon series, and so it’s
just one of those things that I routinely
have to do. What you’re getting here is
more like an invitation to look over my
shoulder than the last word on writing
Bible studies.
Let me say first of all that having to
prepare anything from the Bible is a
means of grace for me. Having to sit
down and look and listen to what God’s
saying keeps me interacting with God –
it’s good for my soul.
Writing Bible studies for me is a lot like
writing sermons. At the moment I’m
writing studies on Luke 9.28-14.35. I’ve
read through this section a number of
times and I’ve made a judgment call and
broken it up into 11 sections.
Luke 9.28-56: Rocky Mountain high –
Rocky valley low
Luke 9.57-10.24: The radical call of
Jesus the Christ
Luke 10.25-37: How to get saved
Luke 10.38-11.13: The Lord’s pPrayer
Luke 11.14-36: Living in upside-down
land
Luke 11.37-12.12: False leaders
Luke 12.13-34: First things first
Luke 12.35-59: It’s all in the timing
Luke 12.54-13.35: What’s the time, Mr
Wolf?
Luke 14.1-24: A tale of two dinners
Luke 14.25-35: The cost of discipleship
By the time I’ve got to the passage and
the title, I’ve worked out a bit of an idea of
what the passage is saying. I’ve either done
that through just reading the passage, or
looking at a commentary, or looking at
another Bible study. What I am really trying to do is come up with a central idea
that represents the thrust of the passage.

T

he Bible studies I write aren’t investigative. I try to make sure they go
somewhere. They have a beginning and an
end, an introduction and a conclusion.
The big difference between a sermon
and a Bible study, in my mind, is that you

David
Thurston
can spend a bit more time noticing some
of the detail within a passage – letting people discover some of the links, the similar
ideas or words for themselves. Because I
write a Bible study with a point in mind,
the questions and the structure combine
not only comprehension questions or discovery questions, but summary questions
that bring people up to the point where I
want them to be.
Some people
find this a little
If a piece of
directive, but if
background
I’m wanting to
information is
take
people
helpful for me,
somewhere,
I
it will probawant to make
sure they’re still
bly be helpful
on the bus before
for everybody
I drive off.
else.
One thing I
do try to do is
make sure there’s plenty of information in
the studies. If a piece of background
information is helpful for me, it will probably be helpful for everybody else. For
instance, the story of the good Samaritan
really does require some detail about the

relationship between the Samaritans and
the Jews.
Every study booklet has, at the back, a
weekly space for prayer points. Over the
years I’ve found that prayer, when it’s relegated to the end of a study, will nearly
always be squashed into the time available.
Rather what I’ve learned is to do it first.
Having the prayer points actually incorporated into the study booklet means that
we can keep track of what we should be
praying for during the week.
I write my Bible studies a fair way in
advance of when I’m going to preach
them as sermons. It really does contribute
to the preparation of the sermon series. I
also don’t have any problems asking questions I don’t have answers for. My guess is
that God’s people might be able to help
me come up with insightful ways of
understanding His word, so I’m quite
happy to have real questions and not necessarily have the answers for them.
Part of my philosophy is to write a
study that will get people to think. I want
to introduce them into a bigger world
where their understanding of God will be
stretched and expanded. Sometimes it
works. Sometimes it doesn’t. But the
Bible study is only a platform to help us
listen to God’s word together, and to help
each other hear it well.
I don’t write my Bible studies expecting them to be perfect or to be the defin-
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itive study on anything. They’re just part
of the process of trying to tune my ear,
and the ear of our congregation, into the
frequency that God speaks.
There are a number of helpful books
on leading Bible study groups that have
been written by Australians that are well
worth reading, such as Growth Groups by
Col Marshall, and Leading Better Bible
Studies.
Here is an example of one of my studies…

How to Get Saved – Luke 10.25-37
Read Luke 10.21-24. How do you
think we are meant to respond to this
“expert in the law” who is trying to test
Jesus?
Look at the question the expert in the
law asks (v25b) and how he asks it. How
does knowing that he is testing Jesus
shape how we understand his words?
Why do you think Jesus throws the
question back on the man in v26?
Read Deuteronomy 6.5 & Leviticus
19.18. What had the man done? How
does his answer relate to the Ten
Commandments?
Does Jesus’ answer imply that it is possible to be saved by works (v28)? What is
the motive behind the man asking “And
who is my neighbour?”
The Road from Jericho to Jerusalem
was an important road but it wound its
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way through desolate territory, wilderness. It was an ideal place for an ambush.
What is also significant is the bad relationships between the Jews and the
Samaritans. Strangely, little has changed.
If we substitute Jew and Palestinian, the
point is the same. The Samaritans were
heretics in the eyes of the Jews and especially experts in
the Law – they
had set up an
If we substi- alternate temple
on
Mount
tute Jew and
Gerizim, which
Palestinian, was destroyed by
the point is the Jews before
the same. the birth of Jesus
and was part of
the reason why
the Romans had
come to Judea – the Samaritans had asked
for protection.
Who do you think the expert in the law
is meant to identify with? Look at v29.
What is the significance of the priest
(one who served in the temple) passing by
and the Levite (one who taught people the
law) passing by?
If the expert in the Law has put himself
in the place of the man who has been
beaten up and in great need – what is the
shock of Jesus’ parable?
What emotions and what action did
the Samaritan express and do towards the
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man who was beaten up?
In v36, Jesus asks the question: “Who
was the neighbour to the man?” How difficult is it still for the expert in the Law to
say: “the Samaritan” (v37)?
The expert in the Law finds in this
parable that Jesus tells that the tables have
been turned. He starts out wanting to
know what to do and Jesus writes him
into a story where he can’t do anything –
he can’t save himself and the temple and
the Law won’t save him. He must be rescued, but he is rescued by someone who is
despised, a heretic and a trouble maker.
How might this be a parable of Jesus’
ministry?
What is Jesus asking the expert in the
Law to do when he says: “Go and do likewise”?
Who is the equivalent of a Samaritan –
Jew relationship in your life?
How could you be a good Samaritan to
them?
Read the story of Martha and Mary in
Luke 10.38-42. How might they relate to
the interaction between Jesus and the
expert in the Law?
What is the “one thing” that is needed?
Are you Martha or Mary?
How could you become more like
Mary?
David Thurston is minister of Central
ap
Sydney Presbyterian Church.
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The gain-weight diet
God will transform us by his word, our daily bread.

I

f you are anything like me, what I am
about to describe is familiar. After
promising yourself that you are
finally going to begin a regular program of Bible reading, you pick up your
Bible, open to the book you have chosen
to read … and almost instantly feel that
familiar sensation slide over you. It’s the
sensation caused by two common questions.
The first question is: “How am I meant
to read this book so that I understand it as
God intended?”
The second question, usually hot on
the heels of the first, is something like:
“Even if I can understand it, how do I go
about applying it to my life?” This second
question is usually enough to shatter our
resolve and send us fleeing back to the TV.
In giving some guidance on these two
questions, I want to deal with understanding three things: the nature of God’s
Word, the meaning of a passage, and the
importance of the purpose. Having some
insight into all three is important for us in
reading the Word with profit.
The starting point for all profitable
Bible study is in understanding the nature
of God’s Word. Here I want to mention
only a few things briefly, because I am
assuming that most Presbyterians are
aware of and agree about them.
First, we know that all Scripture is
infallible and completely trustworthy (2
Tim. 3:16). We should never write off any
part of the Bible as useless, or as some sort
of accidental inclusion on God’s part.
Not only that, but because God intends it
to be useful to us, He has given it to us in
a form that we can understand. Some
books require more work than others, but
there is nothing in the Bible that we
should be afraid of approaching with the
right tools.

S

econd, Scripture has a purpose and the
power to achieve it (Heb. 4:12). As we
read the Bible, God’s Spirit works
through it to transform us. If we make
Bible reading a regular habit, we should
not expect to walk away unchanged.
Third, due to the power of sin within
us, Scripture is impossible for us to understand without God’s help (1 Cor. 3:14).
Unless God reveals the truth to us we

Jacob
Shadwick
cannot know it. This means that all serious Bible study must begin and continue
in prayer.
Fourth, we need to feed on God’s
word as vitally as we need our earthly food
each day (Dt 8:3). We notice very quickly
the effects of going without food for a
day, including a loss of physical alertness
and strength. The same principle applies
to our spiritual lives when going without
God’s Word.
So, with these
principles
in
mind, where do
The message
we start in underwas less about
standing
the
imitating
meaning of a pasChrist than
sage of Scripture?
forsaking all
Let’s
begin
things to
with context. At
follow him.
the macro level,
this
means
understanding
where the passage fits into the overall narrative or argument of the book. Each passage is going to be related to what has
come before it and what comes immediately after. Does broadening the scope of
the reading to look at these things help
bring out the meaning?
For instance, in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17,
Paul warns: “Don’t you know that you
yourselves are God’s temple and that
God’s Spirit lives in you? If anyone
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy
him; for God’s temple is sacred and you
are that temple.” For a long time I
assumed that he was referring to individuals as the temples of God’s Spirit. So I
assumed the passage meant that if anyone
harms another Christian, God will judge
that act.
But when I looked at the wider context, I discovered that it was about leadership and divisions in the church. The
Corinthians were siding with human leaders against each other, rather than being a
unified body under Christ. In this broader
context, it becomes clear that the temple

is not an individual but the whole of the
church body. Paul is warning against any
human leader who brings division to the
church body and directs attention away
from Christ.
So the immediate context of a passage
is very important to us.
The Biblical context is also important.
Each passage is part of a book, and each
book is part of the entire Bible. And the
Bible, because it is from the mind of God,
has a unity of message and purpose that
binds it together. If we understand that
the primary focus of the Bible is the revelation of God’s redemptive purposes in
Christ, and on glorifying God Himself,
then how does the book you are reading
fit into that unfolding message?
Last, we need to consider the historical
context of the book. When was it written,
by whom and to whom? These things can
help us understand specific cultural or historical elements that might exist in the
text.
Consider, for example, the cross. To us,
it is a symbol of Christ. But to a 1st century Jew or Roman, it was a symbol of the
death given to common criminals. Does
this context help us understand Jesus’
instruction to followers to “take up his
cross daily and follow me” (Lk 9:23)? I
have often read this to mean we need to
imitate Christ even to the point of suffering or death. But the original hearers
never thought that Jesus was going to be
crucified, and could not have made this
association. To them, they were being told
to effectively “die” before they followed
Jesus. So the message was less about imitating Christ than forsaking all things to
follow him. The context allows us to
understand what the cross meant to Jesus’
hearers.

A

nother key step in understanding a
passage’s meaning is to look for its
central themes. One useful method is to
look for concepts or words that are
repeated. Think about the first few chapters of Paul’s letter to the Romans and
how frequently he uses words such as
“faith”, “justification” and “grace”. That
sort of repetition is a clear indication of
what some of his key concerns are.
In some biblical texts, we may need to
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examine a much larger body to get at the
key themes. Consider, for example, the
narrative of Joseph, which comprises the
last 13 chapters of Genesis. One of the
key themes is God’s sovereign grace
working throughout Joseph’s life to bring
about good for His people. But this is
only really identified when you study the
narrative as a whole, rather than any individual chapter.
We have covered context and theme. A
third important step in identifying meaning is to seek to understand the text as the
original recipients would have. In other
words, what was the author’s original
intent? Only when we have done this
should we try to apply it to our modern
context. This will prevent us from putting
a modern interpretation on a biblical text
that it could never have originally possessed, for example, interpreting the book
of Exodus as a justification for a Marxist
opposition to capitalism. Our most
important rule here is that, unless we have
a specific reason for believing otherwise,
the contemporary meaning of the text will
always be exactly what it was to its original recipients – so deriving this original
meaning is critical.

Applications are invited
from a self-supporting, retired
ordained or lay person, for the
position of minister in

St Stephen’s
Presbyterian Church,
Warialda
Duties include preaching at
one service every Sunday,
conducting a quarterly
nursing home service plus
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northern NSW.

Further details
available from:
Mrs Dot Smith
100 Stephen Street, Warialda
NSW 2402
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In all of these things – context, theme
and original intent – we can benefit
greatly from using commentaries, Bible
dictionaries and other tools available to
us. God has already led many wise people
through the process of understanding his
Word. Why not benefit from the insights
He has given them?
Lastly, recognise that the Bible is a
complex book. It was written over a
period of 2000 or so years, and it has
numerous authors from many walks of
life, who have a wide range of styles.
Different sorts of
approaches tend
to be needed for
Scripture different types of
answers our writing. A good
deepest spirit- book on the subual needs and ject is How to
Read the Bible for
longings. All It’s Worth by
Gordon Fee &
Douglas Stuart.
Many people
stop with understanding the meaning of a
passage, but this does not go far enough.
The Spirit of Christ wrote the Bible for a
purpose, and it’s that purpose he seeks to
achieve as we study it. We need to know
more than simply what a passage means.
We need to know its purpose.
Consider Romans 5-8. Here Paul provides for us many arguments and illustrations designed to assure us of our security
in Christ. He talks of Christ being like
Adam, and Christ’s sacrifice redeeming
mankind in a similar but greater way than
Adam’s sin condemned it. He speaks of
the power of the indwelling Spirit to
change our wills and make us obedient to
Christ. He speaks of our freedom from
slavery to sin. He talks about the forgiveness and love of our God, who, if He was
willing to give up His own Son when we
were His enemies, will surely not hesitate
now to fulfill His purpose in us.

W

ithout doubt, our first step is to
understand the meaning of these
things. But even once we have done that,
what is equally important is why God has
written them.
Why is Romans 5-8 there? Could it be
because God knows how fragile our faith
can be? Because He knows how fearful
we can become that something will one
day remove us from Him? Because He
knows we find it hard to believe one
man’s death can really atone for our sin?
Because He knows that like wayward
sheep, even as His children, we sometimes wander down dark paths and just
can’t seem to find a way back?
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I think we have Romans 5-8 because
God recognises these frailties within us,
and wanted to give us something to cling
to whenever such fears overcome us. It is
meeting this spiritual need that is one of
the purposes of this passage. And in realising this, we will turn to it in times of
doubt and darkness, thereby using it as
God intended.
Discovering the purpose of a passage
involves taking the meaning and asking
questions of it. What need in me does this
answer? What sin does it expose? What
erroneous thinking does it correct? What
fear does it relieve? What assurance does it
provide? What comfort does it bring?
What holiness does it encourage? What
praise does it evoke? What is it within me
or my relationship to the world or to God
that this passage seeks to redress?
All of Scripture is there to teach us, to
encourage us, to rebuke us, to train us.
All of it addresses in some way the character of God, the character of man, and
the shattered (and restored) relationship
between the two. It answers our deepest
spiritual needs and longings. Whatever
passage you are reading, it will act towards
these goals. We discover its purpose when
we find out how it does this.
Because of this, one of the best ways to
approach this process is to ensure other
people are involved. Studying the Bible in
groups is extremely beneficial. When several people are all asking these questions
of the text, and are sharing what impact it
has on them, then we can all understand
more fully the way the Spirit uses it to
achieve God’s purposes.
It would be nice if the Bible was a book
we could simply pick up, understand easily, and walk away from feeling fully transformed. Then we would not have to lift a
finger in our efforts to relate to our Lord.
But God has chosen not to give it to us in
quite that way. He wants us to put effort
into our relationship with Him, just as He
is always working to love and care for us.
God wants us to read and meditate on the
Word. It can take some work. It may
often mean studying it alongside a good
commentary or a group of our brothers
and sisters. It might mean doing more
than just reading, but actually taking
notes, re-reading sections and otherwise
applying a rigorous analytical approach.
But the Bible is there for our good. It is
our bread and we should eat it. We should
not fear the food our Father has set out
before us.
Jacob Shadwick is a consultant for Price
Waterhouse Coopers and is an elder at
Ashfield Presbyterian Church, Sydney. ap
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el Gibson has compelled
the world to think seriously
about the death of Jesus
Christ. Personally, I have
strong reservations about any movie
that uses a sinful human being to try
and portray the sinless Son of God,
and I have even more trouble with a
movie that mixes extra-biblical mythology with historical gospel facts. God
has chosen to use the power of His written Word to confront and convict the
hearts of men with the reality of His
redeeming love and when we venture
into other means of communicating
such truth we are on slippery ground.

The Passion

Nevertheless, if Mel Gibson’s purpose
was to stir people out of apathy and
indifference he has succeeded. We will
be drawn into discussions with family
and friends, colleagues and neighbours, Jews and Moslems (and ordinary Australian pagans), over who
killed Jesus, whether the New
Testament is anti-Semitic, whether it
is possible for Jesus to have been subjected to such violent cruelty, etc.
It is hoped that these studies will help
us to understand the events that make
up the last 12 hours of Jesus’ life as
God has revealed them to us so that we
will be better equipped to turn these
discussions into effective evangelistic
opportunities.

20 daily Bible studies on
Matthew 26-28

Bruce Christian
DAY 1

Man proposes, God disposes.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:1-5

History was happening at two levels: God was
working out His eternal purposes exactly according to plan right
down to the very last detail including the timing; and men opposed
to God’s ways were at the same time scheming a sinful course of
action for which they would ultimately be held to account. The
amazing thing is that both of these factors would produce only one
series of events! God’s sovereignty and Man’s responsibility are
both firm realities, without contradiction or inconsistency.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus knew with certainty that this was to be the Passover Feast
when he would be sacrificed by God’s appointed priests as the true
Passover Lamb to which nearly one and a half millennia of Jewish
ritual had been pointing... and inextricably moving.
• The Jewish priests had no idea they were carrying out God’s eternal Plan of Salvation; they only thought they were doing Him a
favour by getting rid of a troublemaker! (see Acts 22:3-4)
• Although they had planned to kill Jesus at the earliest opportunity, they had not planned for it to coincide with the Passover.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Can we find comfort in knowing that even our sinful plans and
actions can be used by God to achieve His sovereign purposes?

Messiah: Anointed for burial.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:6-13

The Jews were waiting expectantly for their
promised Messiah (‘Anointed One’). Those who were in the box
seat to recognise Him (because they knew the Scriptures) were
instead plotting to kill Him. It was left to an unnamed woman to do
the anointing, and the crowning glory of this Messiah would be His
shameful death (see John 12:32-33). God’s ways are not our ways.
His way of salvation revealed in His Word could not be the product
of human wisdom – no other religion comes anywhere near it.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus, the King, associated with the outcasts and the lowly.
• The simple woman’s eye of faith could see what learned minds
had missed. Her immensely sacrificial act, confirmed by Jesus’
comment on it, makes clear that she recognised His true identity.
• Even the disciples were still seeing everything through unregenerate human eyes; they were making secular value judgements.
• Our first loyalty and devotion must always be to Jesus our dying
Saviour; helping those in need will flow out of this. Jesus had made
this clear once before in Bethany (see Luke 10:38-42).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Have you set your priorities right regarding Jesus the Messiah?
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DAY 3

“Yes, it is you.”.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:14-25
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Sleeping partners.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:36-46

THE POINT

The Bible confronts us with striking contrasts: the
people who should have been the first to recognise Jesus plot to kill
Him; an unknown woman appears, and from her own limited
resources, gives Him His rightful anointing; and now one of His
closest friends makes plans to betray Him. But even this doesn’t
take Jesus by surprise; it is still part of God’s pre-arranged Plan!
(Psalm 41:9). And Judas’s empty plea of innocence when his intentions were exposed is a good reminder to us of the universal incisive
effects of sin in our hearts (cf Adam and Eve in Eden – Genesis 3).

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

THE PARTICULARS

• It seems that Judas could only have been motivated by greed in
taking the initiative to betray his Master (see 1 Timothy 6:10).
• Judas’s initiative was critical to the timing of the crucifixion!
• Jesus was in full control of all the events associated with His passion; it was a completely voluntary giving of His life for us.
• Jesus chose a most favourable, intimate situation to give Judas the
opportunity to change his mind. The fact that the betrayal was part
of God’s eternal Plan did not excuse Judas for his sin.

• In spite of being aware of their feet of clay, Jesus still took Peter,
James and John to the established prayer grove for moral support.
• The thought that the cost of redemption was to be cut off from
His Father because of our sin was almost unbearable for Jesus.
• In spite of all that Jesus had told them, the disciples had clearly
not grasped the full implications of what Jesus was facing.
• Jesus knows all about human weakness: the anaesthetising effect
of sin; the power of temptation; and our struggle to stay awake to
pray! But He perseveres with us over and over again.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Reflect on all the factors at work in the demise of Judas. What
warning signal does this send to us? (see 1 Corinthians 10:12)

DAY 4

Simple meal, solemn meaning.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:26-30

Jesus took the common elements of the Passover
meal, an annual festival celebrated by every Jewish family to commemorate their miraculous deliverance from Egypt, and gave them
a new meaning. In fact, after nearly 1500 years of ‘shadow’, he
revealed the real significance of this ancient ritual. At last, the ‘mystery’ of how blood sprinkled on vertical and horizontal cuts of timber (see Exodus 12:21-22) could provide escape from death and the
path to freedom was being explained. The reality, to which the ritual had only ever been a pointer, was about to happen.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

Gethsemane was the real battleground. For 3 years
Jesus had wrestled against Satan’s attacks. At the beginning of His
earthly ministry the devil had met him in the wilderness and offered
3 alternatives to the way of the Cross (Matthew 4:1-11). His own
disciples had tried to divert Him from His ‘suicide’ mission
(Matthew 16:21-23). Now, on the eve of His divine appointment at
Calvary, He struggled within Himself to find another way to
redeem the Elect. If only there were some alternative to obedience!
It is times like this you look to close friends for support.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why is our prayer life such a struggle? What is the cure?

The Judas kiss.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:47-56

It is hard to imagine what was going on in Judas’s
mind as he greeted Jesus, showing both respect (‘Rabbi’) and affection (the kiss). Did he expect Jesus to be fooled by this charade,
especially after what Jesus had said just a few hours earlier (Matthew
26:25, cf John 13:25-27)? How confused the human heart/mind
becomes when it is bent on evil (cf Jeremiah 17:9)! But Jesus
remained calm, in full control of events. Again we are reminded that
His death was completely voluntary – He laid down his life.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The breaking, distributing, and eating of the bread symbolised the
actual death of Jesus in history, and the application of all the benefits of His death to everyone who turns to him in faith.
• The pouring out and consuming of the wine was a symbol of the
shedding of Jesus’ human blood to seal God’s eternal covenant with
His elect. The covenant in the OT was always sealed by the shedding of an animal’s blood (eg Exodus 24:6-8); the just and holy God
accepted the sacrifice in the place of the sinner and forgave him
(Lev. 17:11, Heb. 9:22). Jesus’ death substantiated this.

• Judas’s whole strategy – the planned deception, the large armed
force – demonstrated that even after 3 years as a disciple he had
learnt nothing about Jesus’ person, power or purpose (cf v. 53).
• Jesus’ final word to Judas (v. 50) was calm, compassionate and
composed; full of sadness but in submission to His Father’s will.
• Peter (see John 18:10) also had much to learn about the ways of
Jesus’ kingdom; but, unlike Judas, he had a teachable heart.
• Jesus pointed out the plain inconsistency in the crowd’s behaviour; but He acknowledged the infallibility of God’s Word.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How is the Lord’s Supper a foretaste of heaven (see Rev. 5:12)?

DAY 5

Tough tongue, feeble frame.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:31-35

• Do you stand firm on God’s Word in the face of man’s injustice?

DAY 8

Crooked, cracked or Christ?.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:57-68

The fact that Jesus was crucified is proof that He
did claim to be God’s Messiah, the Son of Man. It was this that
drove the Jewish leaders to their ultimate act of vindictiveness. If
His claim was false, He deserved to die – or at least to be put away
as mad. On all the evidence, Jesus cannot be revered as just a good
(even the best ever) human teacher/leader but nothing more. There
are only 3 possibilities: He was either liar, lunatic or LORD!

THE POINT

Why did Jesus choose Peter to be a leader and then
so often draw attention to his weakness? Was it to give us all a bit
of encouragement? Peter was always so good at promising and professing but such a failure in practice – at least before Pentecost!
Jesus made it clear that He knew all this about him, just as He knew
about Judas, but He still chose him ... gave him responsibility ... and
forgave him and reinstated him when he failed (John 21:15ff).

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus was about to face the great spiritual battle for which He had
come to earth. One of His 12 close friends was off collecting 30
pieces of silver to betray Him. He knew the other 11 would desert
Him. All of this was part of His Father’s eternal Plan.
• Great and distressing as the battle would be, Jesus could see
beyond it to the victory of His resurrection, as this was also foretold in Scripture and so nothing could stop it (Matthew 5:18).
• In spite of Peter’s convincing protest, Jesus knew exactly what
would happen, for He understood Peter’s heart (see John 2:24f).

• The Jewish leaders knew they needed a trumped-up charge to
bring a case against Jesus. They would have to misconstrue deliberately something He had said or done to counteract His well-established credentials among the people. That He had to die was clear;
how to justify this required a bit more ingenuity!
• Finally, they were forced to ask the crucial question. They not
only got the answer they wanted, but with an elaboration that made
Jesus’ Messianic claim absolutely and abundantly clear.
• The Jewish leaders made no mistake about who Jesus claimed to
be. The mistake they made was in not seeing, on the basis of all the
evidence, the equally clear fact that his claim was true!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What important thing did Peter have to learn about himself
before he could be used by God (see 1 Peter 5:6-7, 10)? Read about
Peter in Acts 5:27-29, 40-42. What made the difference?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N • 1 4

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why do so many people fail to see the clear truth about Jesus?

B
DAY 9

I

B

L

E

Immediately a cock crowed.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 26:69-75

The Gospel writers do not try to overlook the
graphic contrast between Peter’s loud protestation that he, of all the
disciples, would never deny his Master (Matthew 26:33), and the
reality that only a few hours later he was afraid to own up to being
a disciple, not just once but three times in quick succession, and in
two of these it was young servant girls who rattled him. Like all of
us, Peter had much to learn about his own human frailty.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• It is to Peter’s credit that he at least followed Jesus to the trial.
• The initial testing of Peter’s actual ability to put into practice the
deep desires of his heart (ie to be his Master’s loyal hero) came
about in circumstances that were much more conducive to success
than might otherwise have been the case. The fact that even with
the bar at this level he failed to qualify (3x) would have driven home
the stark reality of the weakness of his flesh.
• Peter’s denials that he knew Jesus were just as vocal as his denials
that he would ever deny him. He was never half-hearted!
• The cock was God’s gentle alarm warning bell for Peter.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Christian growth is about letting God’s Word ‘teach, rebuke, correct and train’ us (2 Timothy 3:16). How are you growing?

DAY 10

Sorry, but not repentant.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:1-10

Matthew’s reporting of the outcome for Judas’s failure at this point draws our attention to its contrast with Peter’s situation. We see from the context that Peter was truly repentant
whereas Judas only suffered remorse (the Greek word is different
from the one usually used for true repentance). It may be that Judas
only meant to force Jesus’ hand to establish His kingdom (although
the text mentions only greed as his motive), but now the enormity
of his sin was exposed as he (probably) watched the proceedings of
the trial. His remorse was real, but unrepentant.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The critical thing about Judas’s change of mind was not in what
he did (return the betrayal money), but in what he failed to do. His
two vital omissions were (a) he made no attempt to procure Jesus’
release on the grounds that his conspiracy led to his unlawful arrest;
and (b) instead of seeking God’s mercy to atone for his sins he
sought to atone for them by taking his own life.
• The Scripture fulfilled by these events was actually from
Zechariah (11:12-13) which is found in The Prophets scroll of the
OT, commonly identified by the name of its first book, Jeremiah.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you looking to Jesus’ death alone to atone for your sin?

DAY 11

He opened not His mouth....

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:11-26

Bar-abbas means ‘father’s son’, almost the Aramaic
equivalent of Mr Anybody. The names that Bible characters bear
often give part of the story God is revealing through them. As
Jesus’ trial proceeds by human machinations, the sovereign hand of
God brings events to a climax where the final choice for death is
between Jesus and Mr Anybody. What a wonderful picture this is
of substitutionary atonement! Who killed Jesus? Pilate? The Jews?
God, the Father (cf Romans 3:25)? You and I? - after all, we have
been saved from eternal death because Jesus died.

THE POINT

S

T

U

D Y

The depth of His love.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:27-31

In Philippians 2:9-11 God tells us that a time is
coming when every knee will bow before Jesus as the rightful Lord
and King. On that day, I wonder what will be going through the
minds of Pilate’s soldiers who had brought all their mates into the
barracks to ridicule Him as the victim of a comic-opera sort of coup
attempt that never had the slightest chance of success. What will
make it worse will be that they will also realise for the first time that
He voluntarily allowed it all to happen out of love for cruel, spiteful,
self-serving sinners. It appeared to them at the time that this disillusioned upstart was powerless to defend Himself; they will see then
that it was actually sacrificial love that restrained Him from using
His power to turn the tide.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The scarlet robe was the closest the soldiers could find to serve as
a mock royal (purple) robe; but it was ideal as a symbol of a true
King taking on Himself the sins of the world (see Is. 1:18).
• The sharp thorny crown, a mocking imitation of Caesar’s sign of
his ruling office, anointed Jesus with His own shed blood, so declaring Him to be the true Messianic King-Priest and Saviour.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How might we be guilty of mocking the kingship of Jesus today?

DAY 13

The God who wins by losing.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:32-44

Matthew is more concerned with the intense and
excruciating spiritual/mental/emotional pain suffered by Jesus as
the dying Saviour than with His equally excruciating (crux=cross)
physical pain. We can better relate now to the physical pain; perhaps in heaven we will see more clearly what Jesus really suffered
for us in order that we might be there (see Rev. 5:6-14)!

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• Simon’s conscription to carry Jesus’ cross could well have led him
and all his family to faith (see Mark 15:21, Romans 16:13).
• Golgotha (Heb.) and Calvary (Lat.) both mean Skull, the hill outside Jerusalem being so named, probably because of its shape.
• The offered liquid would have had some anaesthetising effect;
Jesus refused any relief from the suffering He had to bear for sin.
• Even the mocking sign on the cross declared God’s truth.
• Jesus’ conscious choice to stay on the cross, and appear powerless
to meet the taunts of the mockers, was His greatest victory.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read Psalm 22:1-18, written about 1000 years earlier, and see how
many specific prophecies were fulfilled in these events. What does
this say about who was really in control that day?

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

It is finished.
MATTHEW 27:45-50

The ultimate meaning of the cross is now made
clear to all who are willing to consider the facts. We are left in no
doubt that whatever other factors were involved – Judas’s betrayal,
the disciples’ frailty, the Jewish hatred and arrogance, the Romans’
merciless exercise of power, etc – Jesus was in complete control.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus answered Pilate’s question but remained silent in the face of
the Jews’ accusations. They had already seen the evidence and
closed their minds to it (John 9:39-41). Only judgment remained.
• Pilate was under great pressure from all directions. He thought
the Barabbas solution would fix everything. He had not counted on
the single-minded hostility of the Jewish leadership.
• The Jews didn’t (couldn’t?) answer Pilate’s question in vs 23.
• Pilate’s feeble attempt to exonerate himself led to the Jews’ rash
acceptance of total blame for generations to come (cf Acts 5:28).

• The 3 hours (noon – 3pm) of darkness over the whole land, as the
sinless Son of God suffered the cruelest and most agonising form of
torture and death ever devised by man, demonstrated that this death
had significance and impact far beyond the local scene.
• Jesus’ cry of dereliction at the end of his agony, using the opening
words of Psalm 22, announce the fact that He was bearing the sins
of a wicked humanity as a substitutionary act of atonement before a
holy God. He was diverting God’s just wrath away from us and
onto Himself, so that we might be saved.
• The pitiful ‘Elijah’ misunderstanding/response drives home the
reality of how devoid the natural man is of spiritual wisdom.
• Jesus (voluntarily) gave up his spirit when everything He had
come to do was accomplished (see John 10:17-18; 19:30).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Jews today say the gospels are anti-Semitic. What can we say?

• Does Jesus’ cry of dereliction help you see the enormity of sin?

THE PARTICULARS
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DAY 15
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Redemption accomplished.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:51-54

Creation and Redemption cannot be separated. The
Bible leaves us in no doubt that the Cross is the focus of all that
God does. Jesus is the Lamb that was slain from the creation/foundation of the world (Revelation 13:8, cf Ephesians 1:4). It should
not surprise us, therefore, that when this pivotal event actually
occurred in history it was attended by unusual, or supernatural, phenomena. We’ve already noted the 3 hours of daytime darkness.
Now we see a miraculous tearing of the heavy temple curtain, an
earthquake, and a raising to life of many holy dead. The significance
of all this wasn’t lost on some of the Roman guard!

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The temple curtain, symbolically dividing the sinful people from
their holy God, and only permeable by 1 person (the High Priest)
once a year (the Day of Atonement), was split (atypically) from the
top down. God was declaring that the death of Jesus, once for all,
removed the need for ritual sacrifice to come before Him.
• The resurrection appearance of some OT believers in Jerusalem
just after Jesus’ resurrection is proof redemption had worked.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What does it tell us about human nature that so many (especially
Jewish) people persist in unbelief in the face of such evidence?

DAY 16

Preparations for Sunday.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 27:55-66

Three quite different groups of people are interested
in the burial of Jesus’ now-dead body. The women who have been
with Him, behind the scenes, for 3 years, are concerned that the
appropriate anointing of the body itself is done. Joseph, an influential follower of Jesus, is in a position to provide a decent tomb and
has enough clout with Pilate to obviate the custom of just throwing
the bodies of common criminals on the scrap heap. The Jewish
authorities wanted to make sure no-one came and stole the body
and then claim there had been a ‘resurrection’! All 3 unwittingly
had a role in God’s plan for Sunday morning.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• Although not counted among the Twelve, there were women who
played a significant supporting role in Jesus’ ministry.
• Many others like Joseph of Arimathea (eg Nicodemus – see John
19:39) were identified among Jesus’ disciples while not belonging to
the Twelve. In God’s providence, Joseph had all the right connections to give Jesus a proper burial (see also Isaiah 53:9).
• Pilate was quite prophetic in his doubting that a human guard on
the tomb would make much difference in the scheme of things!
• What has God done for you recently? Have you thanked Him?

“He has risen from the dead”.

THE PASSAGE

T

U

D Y

DAY 18

Suddenly Jesus met them.

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 28:8-10

The women had seen the empty tomb with their own
eyes, but it was an encounter with Jesus Himself that gave them assurance.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The women’s emotions were on a bit of a roller-coaster. The
prospect that their Jesus was alive filled them with overwhelming
joy. But such a notion seemed impossible: how could it be?
• Whatever might be the explanation of all this, something quite
out of the ordinary was happening and they needed to tell the disciples without delay, just as they had been instructed to do.
• The meeting with the risen Jesus in person would have made all
the difference. The spontaneous and only appropriate response in
the light of the past week’s events was to bow in worship.
• Jesus’ word to them was simple and direct, and consistent with all
the angel had said: they were not to be afraid; the good news must
be given to the disciples that Jesus would meet them in person back
in their familiar territory in Galilee where they had first met Him
and where His ministry had begun. (We know from Luke/John
that Jesus also spoke to the disciples Himself in Jerusalem to reassure them before they journeyed back to Galilee.)
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you have a first-hand relationship with the risen Christ?

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

None so blind.
MATTHEW 28:11-15

Many times the Gospel writers draw our attention
to the fact that Jewish unbelief was not just passive, not just the
result of having insufficient information about the identity of their
Messiah among them. Rather, there was a pattern of active refusal to
believe in the face of undeniable evidence. The episode with the
man born blind in John 9 is a clear example of this attitude, which
came to a climax at the trial. Now, bribing the guard to change their
story, instead of realising Jesus’ true identity was proven beyond
doubt, only highlights the extent of their spiritual blindness (see
John 9:39-41; Jesus might well say here: ‘If you had not put a guard
on the tomb you might be excused...’!)

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The fact that the guard had to be paid a large sum of money to
falsify the facts shows how desperate the Jewish leaders were.
• Cover-ups seldom survive for long before a whistle-blower’s conscience gets the better of him. Because of what the guards experienced at the tomb it is unlikely that their secret would have gone
with them to the grave. Matthew is reporting facts.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

DAY 17

S

MATTHEW 28:1-7

In just a few verses God reveals a truth that immediately makes sense of all that has happened: victory comes through
suffering.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• The two Marys were at the tomb as soon as it was legally and
physically possible: dawn, Sunday. They were the first there.
• The guards were probably not in a good frame of mind: keeping
watch over a dead body for more than 30 hours is not exciting work
for soldiers. So the radiant heavenly messenger(/s, cf Luke 24:4)
and the violent earth tremor were too much for them.
• The removal of the heavy stone sealing the tomb’s entrance was
not to let the risen Jesus out, but to allow the women, and later others, to go in and see the now empty place where He once lay.
• The angel’s message was clear: there was no cause for fear; the
crucified Jesus was no longer a dead body in the tomb; He had risen
from the dead, confirming what He had predicted during his ministry; they could see the evidence with their own eyes; they were to
hurry to tell the good news to his disciples and instruct them to go
back up north to Galilee and meet Him there.

• Is it possible to lead people to faith in Christ by sound, logical
argument? What does this teach us about prayer in evangelism?

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

The Great Commission.
MATTHEW 28:16-20

Yesterday’s reading could easily leave us discouraged
about ever having success in evangelism, especially Jewish evangelism! But Jesus’ words here give us an entirely different perspective.
It’s not about our apologetics, it’s about His power; it’s not about
our resourceful arguments, it’s about His resurrection authority; it’s
not about organising and gathering, it’s about obeying and going;
it’s not about much discussing, it’s about making disciples; it’s not
about our exciting programs, it’s about His eternal presence! It is
wrong focus that makes the Church weak.

THE POINT

THE PARTICULARS

• When we meet with Jesus at His appointed place He commissions
us to do the work He has prepared for us to do (see Eph. 2:10).
• The disciples were commissioned in the context of obedience to
Jesus’ summons or call, and of worship that acknowledged His right
to demand a response. (Even the doubting few were there!)
• Our task is to make disciples of all nations; the going, the baptising and the teaching are just necessary contributing factors.
• We have Jesus’ authority and presence: why are we lethargic?

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is there something about God’s providence you are finding very
perplexing at present? How does the passion narrative help?

• The one true God has given Jesus authority to build His Church
everywhere. Does the way we do evangelism today reflect this?
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Across
Australia
Urgent aid

Thashereceived
Presbyterian Church of Australia
an urgent appeal for financial
assistance from the Presbyterian Church
of Vanuatu following catastrophic damage caused by cyclone Ivy between 25 and
27 February. The PCA has a partnership
agreement with the Vanuatu church, and a
long history of involvement in and assistance to that church. The ModeratorGeneral, Rt. Rev. Jack Knapp, has initiated an appeal for prayer and financial
assistance. Donations can be forwarded to
the PCV via the PCNSW Church Offices
at PO Box 2196, Strawberry Hills, NSW
2012 earmarked Vanuatu Cyclone Appeal.

Four new ministries

Ftheebruary
was a momentous month for
Presbytery of New England with
four new ministries beginning. The Home
Mission congregation at Glen Innes has
been without settled ministry for several
years and are rejoicing over the private
appointment of Mr Lance Jackson, who
had been at West Wyalong for five years.
The
Tamworth
Community
Presbyterian Church has had its ministry
strengthened by the setting apart of Rev.
Phillip Chang as assistant to Rev. Keith
Walker.
The Tamworth-Manilla Pastoral
Charge has been functioning for a year
with only one minister, Rev. Stuart
Andrews, who is also the NSW moderator. So it was with great joy that Rev.
Andrew Satchell, an exit appointment,
was ordained and set apart by the presbytery, specifically to work at Manilla.
Then to cap off a very busy three
weeks, the presbytery moderator, Mr
Don Murchie, conducted a service at St
Paul’s, Armidale, on 18 February, to
induct Rev. David Seaman into the
Armidale Pastoral Charge. Mr Seaman
had
previously
ministered
at
Muswellbrook in the Hunter Presbytery.

E

W

S

Graham appointment

T

he Moderator-General elect, Rev. Bob
Thomas of St Kilda (Vic) has been
appointed chairman of the organising
committee for the visit to Melbourne of
Franklin Graham in 2005. Mr Thomas
visited Durban in South Africa in midMarch to meet Franklin Graham and to
observe his ministry there.

At its February meeting the Presbytery
of the Northern Rivers elected Rev. Ian
Schoonwater (Grafton) to serve as moderator of presbytery for the next 12
months. The Presbytery of Melbourne
East has elected the Rev. Graham
Bradbeer, chaplain of Scotch College in
Melbourne, as its moderator.

New elders

P

Scotland’s patron saint

R
ev. Peter Playsted of St. Columba’s,
Castle Hill (NSW) preached on St
Patrick’s life and theology on 21 March,
following the theme that St Patrick was a
Scot. He did this as a result of discussions
about St Patrick with members of the
congregation.

Ministerial moves

M
r Roger Marsh was ordained and
inducted to Kingaroy (Qld) by the
Presbytery of Darling Downs on 5
December. Roger grew up in northern
NSW (Alstonville) and became a
Christian while living in Ipswich when
reading a Christian tract and Gideon’s NT
(red edition). Roger, who has a BA in politics and biblical languages, is married to
Anna and they have three children,
Catherine 5, Thomas 3 and David 1.
On the very hot evening of 5 February
Rev. Walter Jones was inducted by the
presbytery into the Miles (Qld) charge.
Walter is an all-round Queenslander; who
grew up on a cane farm and was converted
at a youth group. Walter worked with Rev.
Arch MacNicol and Rev. Rudi Schwartz
at Townsville for five years before his call
to Miles.
On 10 February the Presbytery of
Wagga Wagga ordained and inducted Mr
Michael O’Connor in the change of
Henty.
On 14 February the Presbytery of
Sydney South inducted Rev. Harrijanto
Rusli as pastor of Hurstville Indonesian
Presbyterian Church. On 26 February
the presbytery also ordained and inducted
Mr Adriaan Mark Schepel as associate
pastor of Hurstville Presbyterian
Church.

hillip Roy Peachey and Willem
Andreas Mechiel (Willie) Schwartz have
been ordained and inducted and Donald
Ross and Wilhelm Andre Schwartz have
been inducted into the eldership of St
Andrew’s, Townsville (Qld). The service
was a highlight of the ministry for the
Minister of Townsville, Rev. Rudi
Schwartz as Willie is his father and Andre
is his brother.
David Dingwall was ordained and
inducted and Allan Campbell was
inducted into the eldership of Graceville
(Qld) congregation on 29 February. On
the same day Helen Agnes Brown and
Jennifer Alison Stanbury were ordained
and inducted into the eldership of St IvesPymble (NSW) congregation.

New songs

P

salm Tree Productions has released
three new CDs, following on from three
volumes of Hymn Music for Worship,
Reflective Hymns and a Christmas CD.
The new CDs are Hymn Music for
Worship volumes 4 to 6. Volume 4 has 26
hymns commencing at 234 in Rejoice and
going through to 267, including some of
the best loved praise hymns such as “All
Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name”, “Crown
Him with Many Crowns” and “Ye Gates
lift up Your Heads on High”.
Volume 5 has 27 hymns – Rejoice 269
to 316 – including “Christ is Made the
Sure Foundation”, “The Church’s One
Foundation” and “We Love the Place O
God”. Volume 6 has 32 hymns, from
Rejoice 317 to 357. Favourites on this CD
include “Shout for the Blessed Jesus
Reigns”, The “Aaronic Blessing” and
“Now O Father Mindful of the Love”.
The hymns all include a short introduction and the correct number of verses for
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the hymn as printed. Some hymns have
been omitted because of copyright and
some have been omitted because they are
the same as some recorded on earlier volumes in the collection. The CDs, at $15
each, are available from Scots Presbyterian
Church PO Box 3187 North Mackay Q
4740 Phone (07) 4957 2835 Email
scotsmky@mackay.net.au

Outreach on the rails

T

he Westlakes congregation (NSW),
which is led by Rev. Esa Hukkinen, plans
an outreach breakfast at the local train station this month and a mission trip to
Papua New Guinea in September. The
congregation is involved in an number of
ministries including “Mac n Chat”, an
outreach to students at Wadalba High
School held at the local McDonald’s as
well as a caring ministry, “Hands 4 God”.
Details of these ministries and the Church
services can be obtained from Mr
Hukkinen on (02) 4353 0868.

Preventing abuse

Athebuse
in the church has been much in
news, and the Presbyterian Church
of NSW has recognised the ongoing need
to provide assistance, education and preventative measures within the church. The
assembly last year approved a Child
Protection Unit (CPU). The unit began
on 23 February with the appointment of
Mrs Elizabeth McClean as director.
Mrs McClean
has worked in
industrial relations
and management
consulting for the
past 15 years. She
says: “I see one of
the most important
functions of the
Elizabeth McClean CPU as providing
support for those
offended against, those accused of offending, and those convicted of offending
within a process that is fair and understanding.”
The CPU is committed to providing all
parishes, presbyteries, organisations, and
committees with the best possible support,
advice and resources in relation to this
important issue. All enquiries and complaints in regard to child protection matters
should be directed to Elizabeth McClean,
Director, Child Protection Unit, 168
Chalmers Street, Surry Hills, NSW, 2010
marked “Confidential” or via email on emcclean@pcnsw.org.au or on (02) 9690 9324.

E

W

S

Around
the World
Just barge in

Christianity or Hinduism, and this tribe
abandoned cannibalism long ago. “These
days we prefer chicken,” one tribal official
said.
The Presbyterian Record Canada

Progress in Iraq
AScotia,churchmorebuiltthanin Cape
Breton, Nova
125 years ago by After months of tensions, Iraq’s interim
Scottish Presbyterians has proven, not leaders have finally signed a new temposurprisingly, to be of solid construction
after taking a three-day trip on Cape
Breton’s Bras d’Or lakes to the Nova
Scotia Highland Village museum in
Iona. “It is in remarkably sound shape”’,
museum director
Rodney Chaisson
said. “The people
who built it definitely knew what
they were doing.”
Built in 1874,
Malagawatch
Presbyterian
Church was sold
A church on the to the museum for
move
$1. Too wide for
the narrow road
bridges in Cape Breton, the church had to
journey to its new home by barge. The
move, which included constructing a new
wharf, hiring a tugboat, disconnecting
telephone and power lines, and securing
permits and other paperwork, cost
$350,000.
The Presbyterian Record Canada

Hungry for forgiveness

W
hen Thomas Baker, a 19th century
missionary, sailed to the Pacific island of
Fiji to evangelise the people, he was wellreceived at first. But not knowing the local
customs, he caused great offence by
touching the head of a tribal chief. The
tribe ate every part of him, even his
clothes. His boots were spared, being
tough leather. They are now on display in
a museum in Suva, Fiji’s capital.
The Fijian tribe has felt a curse was
placed upon it because of its deed. So, 136
years after the missionary’s death, the
tribe has invited
his descendants to
a
ceremony
designed to lift the
curse. The tribe
has
assured
Baker’s descendants they have
nothing to fear –
Fijians have conThomas Baker verted to either
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rary constitution which human rights
watchdogs hope will guarantee Christians
and other minorities at least some rights
in Iraq’s volatile society amid reports of a
Christian revival.
In a boost for Christian churches, the
constitution cites Islam as “a source” of
law rather than “the source” as Muslim
hardliners wanted, although critics point
out that the document still recognises
Islam as the nation’s “official” religion.
The new constitution also acknowledges the basic rights of all segments of
Iraqi society, calling for democracy and
pluralism in the new federal republic of
Iraq. Women will be represented in government and Kurds will retain basic
autonomy in the north.
Assist News Service

Muslims rampage in Nigeria

F

orty-eight people have been killed in
Yelwa, Nigeria, by armed Muslims, many
during a church meeting, according to
Christian Solidarity Worldwide (CSW).
A recent upsurge in violence in southern Plateau State in Nigeria has claimed at
least 100 lives and in the worst single incident so far, at least 48 people were murdered, many during an early morning
prayer service on 24 February, CSW
reported.
Armed Muslims invaded the service,
ordered the congregation to lie face down
and proceeded “to machete and axe them
to death in their house of worship”
according to the Christian Association of

Visiting
Melbourne?
Worship with us at South Yarra
Presbyterian Church
621 Punt Road
Every Sunday 10 am. & 6.30 pm.
Minister: Rev Stuart Bonnington
Phone: (03) 9867 4637
(Less than 3 kms from CBD)
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Nigeria (CAN). The victims included
women and children.
CSW reports that more than 10,000
people have died in religious violence
since 1999 when several northern states
decided to implement the Sharia penal
code in defiance of the country’s secular
constitution. The Wase area of southern
Plateau State has experienced intermittent
violence since the summer of 2002 when
attacks by armed Muslims on the predominantly Christian Taroh tribe left at
least 5000 people dead, 100,000 displaced
and over 80 villages destroyed.
A local source told CSW the violence
may ultimately be aimed at undermining a
recent decision by the Plateau State
Government to allow the area of Kadarko
to administer itself separately from the
Wase Emirate. Kadarko is the largest of
only three Christian areas remaining in
Wase LGA following the violence of 2002.
Assist News Service

relief work following the Gujurat earthquake and the Orissa Cyclone and then
funneled to pay for fascist-minded Hindu
extremism in India.
A similar investigative report, The
Foreign Exchange of Hate, was launched
last year in the US by an organisation
called Stop Funding Hate.
Assist News Service

Funding hatred

Stephen Unwin has used a 200-year-old
formula to calculate the probability of the
existence of an omnipotent being. Bayes’s
Theory is usually used to work out the
likelihood of events, such as nuclear
power failure, by balancing the various
factors that could affect a situation.
The Manchester University graduate,
who now works as a risk assessor in Ohio,
said the theory starts from the assumption
that God has a 50/50 chance of existing,
and then factors in the evidence both for
and against the notion of a higher being.
Factors that were considered included
recognition of goodness, which Dr
Unwin said makes the existence of God
more likely, countered by things like the
existence of natural evil – including earthquakes and cancer.
The unusual workings – which even
take into account the existence of miracles
– are set out in his new book, which
includes a spreadsheet of the data used so
that people can make the calculation

T

he Dalit Freedom Network has
announced an international investigation
into the funding of violent activities
against Christians in India. Prepared by
Awaaz-South Asia Watch Ltd, a Londonbased secular network, the report is titled
In Bad Faith? British Charity and Hindu
Extremism.
On 26 February England’s House of
Lords reviewed an investigative report
that states that a UK-based charity (Sewa
International) has channeled millions of
pounds raised by the British public to
organisations associated with the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in
India.
The RSS is an organisation that advocates Hindu supremacy and repression of
minorities and initiates large scale violence
against minority groups in India. This
report details the trail of funds raised by
charitable organisations in the UK for

On the
Agenda
God’s odds on
Stewart Maclean, Catherine Bolsover and
Polly Curtis

A67 per
scientist has calculated that there is a
cent chance that God exists. Dr

themselves should they doubt its validity.
The book, The Probability of God: A
Simple Calculation that Proves the
Ultimate Truth, was due to be published at
the end of March.
Dr Unwin said he was interested in
bridging the gap between science and religion. He argues that rather than being a
theological issue, the question of God’s
existence is simply a matter of statistics.
“On arriving in America I was exposed
to certain religious outlooks that were
somewhat of an assault upon my sensibilities – outlooks in which religion actually
competes with science as an explanation
of the world,” he said.
“While I could not be sure, having slept
through most of the cathedral services I
had attended during secondary school,
this did not seem like the version of faith
I had remembered. In many ways, this
project was for me a journey home – a reconciliation of my faith and education.”
Despite his findings, Dr Unwin maintains that he is personally around 95 per
cent certain that God exists.
However, Graham Sharp, media relations director at bookmaker William Hill,
said there were technical problems with
giving odds on the existence of God. “The
problem is how you confirm the existence
of God. With the Loch Ness monster we
require confirmation from the Natural
History Museum to pay out, but who are
we going to ask about God? The church
would definitely confirm His existence.”
Mr Sharp said William Hill does take
bets on the second coming, which currently stand at 1000/1. For this confirmation is needed from the Archbishop of
Canterbury.
“We do take bets on the second coming;
whether that confirms the existence of
God is up to the theologians to argue; most
people wouldn’t believe that, though.”
This article is reprinted from The Guardian
newspaper, England.
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Building the church
Should we have new buildings? Whose job is it?

C

an Presbyterians build new church
buildings? Should they? These are
questions I never imagined myself
asking, not because I doubted the
usefulness of buildings – I always knew
they were good at keeping the rain off –
but because buildings were always there
and it was someone else’s job to think
about them and look after them.
But now I find myself in a new situation, pastoring the congregation of
Bundoora in the northern suburbs of
Melbourne, where we own no buildings at
all, and this has concentrated my mind
somewhat on the question. Buildings, in
fact, are becoming a pressing practical
issue.
As our situation – a church plant in an
urban area where there is no church property and also not a lot of free land – is not
unique, it can usefully illustrate the challenges congregations like ours face in relation to physical resources.
The congregation in which I minister
was planted out of Eltham Presbyterian
Church by Scott Linday 11 years ago. The
church plant had a dual focus – ministry
to university students at the neighbouring
LaTrobe and RMIT campuses, and also
establishing a ministry to families in the
suburb of Bundoora, a lower middle class
suburb at the base of Melbourne’s northern growth corridor.
In its short life it has had three rented
homes – the local YMCA, the local high
school, and its present location, Bundoora
Community Hall. Each time it has moved
it has done so because, by God’s grace, it
has grown, and the Lord has provided
each time a better venue than the previous
location. In many ways the community
hall is ideal – it is shared with the community, has adequate parking, is light, heated
in winter, air conditioned in summer, has a
great kitchen, and the council does the
maintenance.

A

s we grow, however, we are also starting to encounter some difficulties
with the limitations of the building, and
also some frustrations in having no permanent home. Like all those who rent
venues, we have to set up and pack up
each week (and the more who come the
bigger the job), deal with anything

Neil
Chambers
remaining from the building’s use the
night before, struggle with limited storage
space (for example, we can’t create a carpeted area for the children to sit on during
the talks – we were offered the carpet but
had nowhere to keep it), and reset the
public address system each week in an
echoey building. All that absorbs energy
and person-power.
Because of the regulations of our particular lease we can display no permanent
sign on our meeting place, making us a
more or less invisible congregation six
days out of
seven. If we run
other activities
A permanent on any day but
home would Sunday we are
overcome severely conmany of the strained by the
disadvantages. availability of the
hall. Whether it
is a kid’s club or
an evangelistic
program like “Introducing God”, we must
find other venues and lose the advantage
of the contacts made in these activities
having the opportunity to become familiar with our regular meeting place. We do
have slots at the community hall for a
women’s bible study and two playgroups
but there is no flexibility in meeting time
and no room in the hall’s timetable to
expand on site.
On Sundays our Sunday school and
creche, meeting in one room with two
dividers, has very little room to grow, an
issue as our baby population is growing.
Our main meeting area has a maximum
capacity of 200 because of fire regulations,
and as we creep close to that number we
have had to reconfigure out seating. It has
become long and narrow in shape, we use
all available chairs, and visitors and latecomers can feel pretty uncomfortable as
they seek out a place to sit. We are reaching a point where our rented premises,
rather than serving and facilitating our
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activities and growth, are at risk of inhibiting and frustrating them.
It is in these circumstances, especially
as we have found no better venue in the
area, that we have started to think about
buildings and the value for gospel work of
having a permanent home.
I noted facetiously that buildings are
useful for keeping off the rain, yet that is an
aspect of their most important role. They
facilitate the gathering of Christian people
to listen to God’s word, a task that requires
protection from the elements, and also, for
example, comfortable seating, good
acoustics, and space to relate to each other.
A permanent home would overcome
many of the disadvantages mentioned
above, or at least give us the opportunity
to develop permanent solutions to issues
as they arise. We would, for example, cease
to be invisible, and use of the building for
different activities during the week would
allow those who come to identify and
become familiar with our meeting place.
For our student population, which is very
mobile, a permanent home would allow
the development of a collective ‘memory’,
a memory that can be passed on by those
returning to the country or overseas to
those yet to come to LaTrobe and RMIT
to study.
Permanent facilities would also testify
to our commitment to engage in and support student evangelism for the long haul.
The universities in our area are making long
term commitments, investing in infrastructure. They bring thousands of new students from all over Victoria and all over the
world onto their campuses year after year.

A

permanent home, built wisely, would
invite growth. A building that could
seat 400 and had an adequate number of
rooms for Sunday School would allow
enthusiastic and comfortable expansion
without the need for repeated moves, plus
more mid-week activities. Finally while
there would probably be no saving of
money at least the money we pay now in
rent would instead be spent on maintaining an asset that coming generations could
use and enjoy.
So why don’t we buy or build?
The simple answer is that we, as a congregation, don’t have the resources to take

that step. We have already had preliminary
discussion with architects to find out the
costs involved. We asked them to consider
two scenarios, either buying land in our
area and building from scratch, or buying
a factory and renovating.
In our area the first is not a likely scenario as vacant land is both scarce and very
expensive. Preliminary costing of a new
building to seat 300-400 with some classrooms was $1.8 to $2.25 million, not
counting the price of land. Preliminary
costing of refurbishing a factory in our
area was not very much less.
These are only preliminary guidelines
without any detailed planning, and doubtless we could do the work in stages and
find ways to trim the costs. Nevertheless
they have given us some idea of the costs.
Plainly, as a new congregation of university students and young families who are
nearly all on one income, we don’t have
that kind of money. More, we also don’t
have the personnel resources for this kind
of project. Our congregation is not populated by architects, surveyors, property
developers or builders. We can’t develop a
permanent home for our congregation
alone, and it is this realisation that brings
me to my question. Can, should,
Presbyterians as a whole, as a denomination, be involved in building new
churches?
The situation of congregations like
Bundoora represents an opportunity and
a challenge to the whole denomination.
One of the aspects of being a denomination is that congregations can unite
together for a common purpose to
achieve shared goals and realise a collective vision. This has been seen traditionally, for example, in the creation and maintenance of theological colleges, retirement
provisions for ministers, the work of
social service departments. But now we
face a new situation where the denomination is seeking to establish new congregations, not just in new housing developments and suburbs but in established
urban areas like ours. Are we able as a
denomination to pool resources to provide buildings that will encourage and
promote gospel growth?

S

ome may reply that in the past congregations have been responsible for
financing their own buildings, and carrying the debt. Why shouldn’t Bundoora?
First, circumstances have changed. The
denomination is seeking by these church
plants to re-establish its presence in
already established urban areas, where
house and land prices have risen greatly.

New congregations, like first home buyers, have a much tougher hurdle to get
over to get into the market, and unlike
new home buyers we can’t look around at
other more affordable areas. In addition,
congregational expectations have grown.
People look for creches, for a good youth
program, for facilities for their children
and a range of small groups.
Second, we need to see that saddling
the congregation with a large debt would
actually frustrate the work it has been
planted to do. Our congregation has been
established to promote the gospel in the
suburb and in the
neighbouring
university camPerhaps we
puses. This is a
have started to
labour-intensive
believe that
work,
which
Australia is
requires a continual investment in
doomed to
training others,
be a postand needs us to
Christian
be
constantly
society.
outward looking.
Even if we had an
income to get a loan, which we don’t, the
debt would be a distraction and frustration.
Saddling young congregations with
substantial debt does not promote a focus
on evangelism and discipleship.
Third, the whole denomination has an
interest in the well-being of its new congregations. They are often where the
young families or, as in our case, the university population, are going to
Presbyterian churches. They are the
recruitment and training ground of a new
generation, including a new generation of
ministers. Two men have already gone
from Bundoora to the theological hall as
candidates for the ministry. Generosity
now will, the Lord willing, be richly
repaid. University congregations in particular are in a very strategic position,
receiving young people from throughout
the state who come to the city to study
and then sending out committed and
trained Christians throughout the state as

they take up positions in teaching, or
nursing, in agriculture or information
technology. It is in the denomination’s
interest that such a work prospers.
Before anyone dismisses the suggestion that it is a denominational role, think
what the decision to leave new congregations entirely to their own resources could
suggest.

I

t could suggest that we are really congregationalists, unable or unwilling to
act together. Or perhaps it would mean
that we do not see planting congregations
through preaching the gospel as our core
activity, that there is no common mind on
the need to establish new congregations,
and the real business of the denomination,
the one we all have an interest in, is not its
congregations but the business of its committees. This would be a sad misunderstanding.
Or perhaps, more seriously, our unwillingness to engage in the costly and longterm investment involved in expanding
and establishing congregations speaks of
pessimism about the power of the gospel
or the Presbyterian place in spreading
God’s gospel in Australia. Perhaps we
have started to believe that Australia is
doomed to be a post-Christian society
and so our efforts should be focused on
preservation of what we have.
I hope that this is not the case and that
we Presbyterians, working together, convinced of both God’s mercy and the
power of God’s gospel for all, will be wise
enough and faithful enough to use the
material wealth entrusted to us to facilitate gospel growth, not half-heartedly or
tentatively, but with confidence.
At Bundoora we are investigating all
options. Above all we are praying, for we
are confident in God and His provision. It
is God’s gospel we preach, and it is His
people He calls to Himself through that
gospel, and He has no shortage of
resources.
Neil Chambers is minister of Bundoora
ap
Presbyterian Church, Vic.

MALAWI!
Can you help APWM (Vic.) help the Church grow?
3 appeals have been launched for books and funds for the
• Theological Resource Centre
• Mulanje Mission School
• Rev. Colin M’Bawa
Details available from The Convener, APWM Vic.
pjburns@dodo.net.au (03) 5561 7899
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Mission possible
In a post-Christian culture, the mission field is right outside our front door.

M

aybe you’ve had a vague sense of
unease for some time but you
don’t want to admit it. But stop a
minute and look around.
Australia is no longer a “Christian” country. While past generations of church-goers
could comfortably assume they represented mainstream Australia, these days
fewer than 1 in 10 Australians regularly
attend church. And the numbers are
shrinking fast.
The most recent National Church Life
Survey shows an overall decline in church
attendance of 7 per cent. The Catholic
Church has haemorrhaged most dramatically, with a drop of 13 per cent, and the
regular attenders are almost all over 50
years old. The Uniting Church has
dropped 8 per cent in the past five years,
and – before we get smug – the
Presbyterian Church 3 per cent.
Christian “values” are disappearing
too. While most people once turned to
the church to celebrate rites of passage,
like births, deaths and marriages, that’s no
longer the case. Marriage itself is out of
vogue, with the number of children born
outside marriage up 10 per cent in the
past decade. According to Morgan
Research, there was a 2 per cent decline in
marriage rates over the five-year period
from 1998.
The notion of a shared base of agreed
“Christian values” and shared public traditions in other areas is also in decline –
despite a rear-guard action from some conservative politicians, “Christmas” is under
attack from multiculturalism, and “Easter”
holidays face extinction. Charity organisations are struggling. According to Dr
Stephen Judd, chief executive of The
Hammond Care Group, “the loss of a
sense of community has left us with two
key entities: the State and the Economy.
Increasingly in this post-Christian world, it
has become difficult to argue, within the
‘language’ available in our culture, why anyone should sacrifice one’s interests for the
sake of others.”
In all of this, we’re following the decline
of Christendom in Europe, and leading the
USA. The shared heritage of public
Christendom, the legislative basis of
Western civilisation since the Emperor

Phil
Campbell
Constantine, is all but over. The first draft
of the new European Union Constitution
very purposefully makes no mention of
God. Church attendance in most European
countries is less than five per cent. Less
than half of the British public can name any
of the four New Testament Gospels.
Almost a third of all Dutch no longer know
why Christmas
day is celebrated.
When asked in a
Our message recent poll to
an
is unclear, and nominate
“inspirational”
figour methods
ure, 65 per cent of
are outdated. Britons named
We need to Nelson Mandela,
take stock. 14 per cent picked
Prime
Minister
Tony Blair, 10 per
cent said “none of
the above”, and six per cent said Britney
Spears. Only 1 per cent named Jesus
Christ.
That’s no accident. Robert Manne, professor of politics at Melbournes’s La Trobe
University, sums it up this way. “During the
period we call the ’60s one of the deepest
movements in the West was the war that
was waged against old authority, on almost
every front. In this war, one of the most
important sources of authority which was
questioned and, to a large extent, undermined, was that of the church.”
Deconstruction of old notions of
authority, and of the sacred, has been relentless and systematic.

S

adly, the “establishment church” has
responded with a public display of disunity, moral ambiguity, corruption and
decline. Any casual observer of current
affairs would surely typecast “the church”
as a declining group of social conservatives,
desperate to cover up decades of child sexual abuse. For example, a recent US report
revealed that 10,667 children were
allegedly victimised by 4392 priests from
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1950 to 2002. Apart from the sheer magnitude of suffering these figures represent,
the impact on public perception is
immense.
In short, respect for the “traditional
church” has hit an all-time low. The church
is seen as an archaic “authority” structure,
pushing an outdated morality on the community while failing to observe even more
fundamental standards itself. Our message
is unclear, and our methods are outdated.
We need to take stock.
Identifying similar trends in the United
States, Tim Keller, senior pastor of
Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New
York, says that the church must switch into
“missional mode”. While traditionally we
have seen the mission field as “over there”
– distant gospel efforts in non-Christian
cultures – we need to realise that the nonChristian culture is now all around us. The
mission field is right outside our front
door. We need to regain a foothold in our
own communities, with a message that is
both clearly explained, and clearly demonstrated. We need to both proclaim “Christ
crucified”, and visibly demonstrate sacrificial love to a fractured community. We need
to stop assuming that our community has
any “residual knowledge” of Christian doctrine. We need to demonstrate the beauty
of sacrificial service modeled on Christ. We
need to be warmly welcoming. We need to
be different.
Tim Keller points out that, although
there was a time when biblical technical
terms were well-known both inside and
outside the church, those days are over. “In
a missional church, terms must be
explained.” Here are some ground-rules
from Redeemer Presbyterian Church in
New York which have instant application
to our Australian context.
The first rule is, use plain talk. Avoid
“tribal language”, stylised prayer language,
unnecessary evangelical pious jargon, and
archaic language that seeks to set a
“spiritual tone”. Avoid we-them language,
disdainful jokes that mock people of different politics and beliefs, and dismissive,
disrespectful comments about those who
differ from us. Avoid unrealistic sentimentalism, and “inspirational” talk.
Instead we engage the culture with gentle,

self-deprecating but joyful irony the gospel
creates. Humility, irony and realism are
appreciated by our culture. The gospel adds
joy to the mix.
Always talk as if non-Christians are present. Keller says, “If you speak as if your whole
neighborhood is present (not just scattered
Christians), eventually more and more of your
neighborhood will find their way in or be
invited.”
Importantly, Tim Keller notes: “Unless all
of the above is the outflow of a truly humblebold gospel-changed heart, it is all just marketing and ‘spin’.”
Second, enter and re-tell the culture’s stories
with the gospel. In the context of changing
social values, it’s easy to withdraw, or simply
criticise. However, Tim Keller argues that in a
missional church preaching and communication should always assume the presence of
skeptical people, and should engage their stories, rather than simply talking about our “old
times”. That means entering our culture, and
showing sympathy toward, and deep acquaintance with the literature, music, theatre, and
movies of the existing culture’s hopes, dreams,
“heroic” narratives, and fears. We need to work
hard at understanding what makes people tick,
and showing how the gospel interacts with
contemporary issues and needs. The content
of our public preaching, and our overall “discourse” and language, must connect with real,
everyday people. We need to be both sensitive
and well informed.

T

hird, we must create Christian community
which is counter-cultural and counterintuitive. In a missional church, Christian
community must go beyond self-sustaining,
nurturing relationships to create and embody
a “counter-culture”, showing the world how
radically different a Christian society can be.
Keller argues that we must demonstrate key
differences in the culture-dominating areas of
sex (avoiding both contemporary idolisation
or traditional fear), money (promoting radical
generosity) and power (modeling servant leadership both within the church and towards the
world).
“In general,” says Keller, “a church must be
more deeply and practically committed to
deeds of compassion and social justice than
traditional liberal churches and more deeply
and practically committed to evangelism and
conversion than traditional fundamentalist
churches. This kind of church is profoundly
“counter-intuitive” to observers. It breaks
their ability to categorize (and dismiss) it as
liberal or conservative. Only this kind of
church has any chance in the non-Christian
west.”
Phil Campbell is Culture Watch editor.
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Letters
Passionate defence

T

hanks for presenting two viewpoints
on The Passion. Whilst I appreciate Luke
Tattersall’s reservations, I think the evangelistic opportunities do outweigh the
negatives. It is qualitatively different from
other films (eg Zefferelli’s). Gibson does
not take the outrageous liberties others
have with the text – his Jesus is no homosexual, nor the lover of Mary Magdalene,
nor a wavering psychological cripple.
This director presents the Son of God
bearing our sin as historical reality. Yes,
we need to be aware of Catholic window
dressing. But will it cause your average
moviegoer to embrace full-blown
Catholic theology? It’ll go right over
their heads. Yes there are annoying, gratuitous additions the film would have been
better without. But not enough to kill it
as a Gospel teaching aid.
Some things Luke claims are not in the
Gospels are actually imaginative visual
presentations of biblical theology from
other parts of scripture (eg Gen 3:15).
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Nor is it fair to complain “a non-believer
would walk out [without] ...any clear
understanding of why Jesus had died”.
You could say the same about someone
reading Mark’s Passion account. We need
the whole New Testament for a complete
view of the Atonement. And surely the
inclusion of Isaiah 53:5 at the start counts
for something, despite Tattersall’s cursory
dismissal.
The film doesn’t have to give all the
answers. It presents the Cross and
Resurrection as historical reality and hints
that Jesus somehow defeated Satan and
bore our sins. That’s enough, in my opinion, to make me recommend it to unbelievers in the hope it will lead them to the
full story in the written Word.
Greg Munro
Scottsdale, Tas

An evolving confidence

Tbigger
he Battle for the Bible (AP, October) is
than many imagine. Today, we
Western Christians face an “intellectual”
death as we hear the mantra “You believe
the Bible? But the world is billions of
years old and so the Bible can’t be true!”.
The inference is that Christians are men-

tal midgets if they actually believe the
Bible. Two quick examples illustrate: there
was no death before Adam’s sin (Romans
5:12), and there were only 77 generations
between Adam and Jesus (Luke 3:23-38).
These two passages time-bind God’s
creation, and conflict with modern teaching about the earth’s age. If clear, unambiguous statements like these in the New
Testament are “wrong” (and of course
they are not!), then other favourite verses
like John 3:16, Romans 8:1 and 8:28
would become suspect too. Either the
whole Bible is God’s Word or it isn’t.
Worth noting here is that the science of
origins specifically excludes divine creation as described in the Bible – so it’s not
even on the radar screen of the scientific
investigators. Evolution, while taught as
fact, is only a theory, and is a theory which
has collapsed.
Read The Collapse of Evolution by
Scott M. Huse or The Lie – Evolution by
Ken Ham and you will be staggered at just
how flimsy or wrong is the popular evidence claimed to support evolution. You
will also gain renewed confidence in
God’s whole Word, be encouraged to
apply it to your daily life and to share it
with joy.
Remember, the facts provide much
stronger evidence for God’s version of

Vacant Parish
The congregations of the

Numurkah,
Tallygaroopna
and Cobram
Parish in the Presbytery
of Benalla are seeking a
minister, (full or part time)
to lead them in a challenging pastoral ministry.
For expressions of interest
contact The Interim
Moderator Rev. Kyung Ee
at 51 Wright Ave.,
Shepparton 3630
Phone 0358316494
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creation than for the version sinful man
developed to explain a creation without
God!
Spencer Maddrell
Cherrybrook, NSW

Men wanted

COUNTRY & TERTIARY STUDENTS
ACCOMMODATION
We aim at providing not only first class accommodation but an
atmosphere where young people can grow through pastoral care and
the opportunity to study God’s word.
These units are under direct on-site management.

Tgateden years
ago, Swiss authorities investihow religion passes from one gen-

APPLICATION FORMS AND FURTHER
INFORMATION FROM:

eration to the next. They found that in
families where the father was a regular
churchgoer but the mother non-practising, 44 per cent of the children eventually
became regular churchgoers.
If the father was non-practising – even
if mum attended church regularly – only
2 per cent of the children become regular
worshippers.
In the US, according to pollster
George Barna, 43 per cent of American
men attended church in 1992. Within
four years, that decreased to 28 per cent.
This was an era when the move to female
clergy, acceptance of fatherless families
and “gender-free” Bibles accelerated
rapidly.
You can’t “feminise” the church without losing the men. Lose the men, and
the children are lost. Then – until a
return to tradition occurs – the church
plummets towards extinction.

Mrs. J. Baldwin, Honorary Secretary
Presbyterian Council for Students’ Residences
1 Rosemeadow Drive Cape Cabarita, 2137.
Phone: (02) 8765 1642
Managers’ Phone: (02) 9569 7613

Hills
Family Funerals
Offering Christian Care & Concern
• Christian Funeral Directors
• David is an Ordained Minister
of the Presbyterian Church
• Australian family owned and operated
• Kindness and understanding
• Bereavement counselling
• Serving all Sydney suburbs
• 24 hour service
• Pre-Paid and Pre-Arranged Services

Arnold Jago
Mildura, Vic

RTC Biblical Preaching
Workshop 2004

I

David & Josie Brand

(02) 9838 7711

Email: info@hillsfamilyfunerals.com.au Web: www.hillsfamilyfunerals.com.au

–––––––––––––––––––––

ST ANDREWS CHRISTIAN COLLEGE

“Preaching Christ
from the Psalms”

PREP –YEAR 10

–––––––––––––––

––––––
Reformed Theological College
125 Pigdons Rd Waurn Ponds
Geelong Vic. 3216

Diary the dates now.
Programme & Enrolment Forms
out in June

–––––––––––––––––––––
Ph 03 5244 2955
Fax 03 5243 6055
Email: hquake@rtc.vic.edu.au

St Andrews Christian College,
333 Burwood Highway, Burwood 3125
Tel: 9808 9911 Fax: 9808 9933
Email: saintandrews@bigpond.com

Thursday 30 September
& Friday 1 October

Are you looking for a school that will support you in your God given duty as a parent? Our ethos is to support parents by offering a sound, traditional, academic education within a Christian framework.
At St Andrews Christian College we want to grow God’s kids, God’s way!
If you are looking for a Christian education for your children, come along and see St
Andrews Christian College — Melbourne’s best kept secret! Our aim is to provide a
traditional, academic education within a Christian framework.
Find out about our special Primary/Secondary transition programme in the Middle
School, the new computing laboratory, Accelerated Reading Programme and our
LEM phonics scheme.
For further information, application forms or an appointment with the Principal, Mr.
Bob Speck, please telephone (03) 9808 9911.

SPECIAL BENEFITS OF ST ANDREWS
Comprehensive curriculum & consistently excellent academic results
Junior and Middle School organization
Strong Creative Arts programme
Parental involvement program that ensures a working partnership between staff,
students & parents.
Before and After School Care
Easy access via public transport
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APRIL 2004
21 Ulverstone parish Tasmania; (about
100 c&a (communicants and adherents), 10 yf (younger folk – Sunday
School and youth) and 2 e (elders).
David and Amanda Combridge.
22 Lower Clarence parish northern NSW
including Maclean, Yamba and
Lawrence; with about 190 c&a, 50 yf
and 12 e. Mark and Lyndal Mitchell
and Mark Cooper White.
23 Cherie De Garis APWM partner society worker from Bicton WA serving
in Central Asia with Interserve.
24 Presbytery of Central Coast NSW; 5
parishes and 1 home mission station
totaling 685 c&a; 2 missionaries, 7
retired ministers, 1 theological candidate; Esa Hukkinen clerk.
25 Robert APWM partner society
worker from Croydon Hills, Vic. serving in Central Asia with Pioneers
studying language and culture with a
view to church planting.
26 Byron Bay-Mullumbimby parish
northern NSW; with about 130 c&a,
55 yf and 8 e. Keith and Melissa
Boulden, and Jon Nuttall.
27 Assistance being given by our
Victorian church to the Theological
Resource Centre in Malawi southern
Africa by sending books and a visiting
lecturer.
28 Ingleburn home mission station ,
southern Sydney; with about 30 c&a
and 4 e. Jan Frost.
29 Dion and Annette Bremner APWM
partner society workers from Dalby,
Qld, serving in Sydney with WEC
International.
30 Carol Whipp APWM partner society
(WEC) worker from Somerville Vic.
beginning work in Hindi speaking
congregation in Wolverhampton,
England with Dutch co-worker

R A Y

E

R

Maartje Rinkema; she previously
worked in India and Fiji.
12
MAY
1 Denise Scott APWM partner society
worker with The Leprosy Mission in
Queensland.
2 The vacant Blayney home mission station mid-western NSW including
Carcoar, Neville and Trunkey creek;
with about 130 c&a and 7 e.
3 The General Assembly of South
Australia at Norwood this week – Reg
Mathews moderator; Rupert Hanna
clerk. (Also the synod of the PCEA
[“Free Church”] at Elanora Heights,
NSW.)
4 The Entrance parish, north of Sydney;
with about 105 c&a, 20 yf and 7 e.
Robert and Wendy Boase.
5 Nambour-Eumundi parish north of
Brisbane; with about 65 c&a, 1 yf and
3 e. John and Lyn Tucker.
6 The Presbytery of Tasmania; 5
parishes and 6 special (home mission)
charges totalling 20 congregations
with 1010 c&a; 1 missionary, 2 retired
ministers; Muriel Bissett clerk.
7 Shepparton parish, Vic. Including
Kyabram and Stanhope; with about 80
c&a, 15 yf and 8 e. Kyung Rae and
Kilran (Sarah) Ee.
8 Christians in Indonesia being persecuted by Muslim extremists.
9 Tracey Croll APWM partner society
worker from Epping NSW serving in
Zambia, southern Africa with SIM
helping the church minister to those
with HIV/AIDS.
10 Al and Naomi Burke in his exit
appointment at Coonabarabran parish
NW NSW including Baradine; with
about 175 c&a, 25 yf and 11 e.
11 Dr. Daniel Priest and Tammy APWM
partner society workers from

13

14

15

16
17

18

19
20

Westlakes NSW serving at Rumginae
PNG with Pioneers.
Peter Dunstan beginning work at
Hunter Baillie church Annandale
inner Sydney; with about 85 c&a and
9 e.
Presbytery of The Hunter NSW
(Newcastle area); 12 parishes and 4
home mission stations totaling 31
congregations with 1615 c&a; 2
defence chaplains, 2 hospital chaplains,
6 retired ministers; Robin Turner
clerk.
David and Alison Seaman beginning
work in Armidale parish northern
NSW, an important educational centre; with about 190 c&a, 30 yf and 9 e.
Cliff and Sue Letcher giving leadership to Australian Indigenous
Ministries at the Winmallee office,
NSW Blue Mountains, and their
PCEA colleagues Trevor and Pamela
Leggott.
Scots Kirk Mosman northern Sydney;
with about 185 c&a, 10 yf and 14 e.
Richard and Audrey McCracken.
Ian and Dorcas Denness APWM partner society workers from Albury area
serving among drug addicts in
Pakistan with Red Sea Team
International.
John and Betty Thompson in an
“intentional interim ministry” in
Wauchope home mission station,
NSW north coast, to prepare it for the
future; it includes Comboyne and
Rollands Plains and has about 105
c&a, 55 yf and 5 e.
Malvern parish, Melbourne; with
about 75 c&a, 1 yf and 8 e. Phil and
Sharon Daffy.
Dion and Naomi Reed APWM partner society workers from NSW serving in Nepal with Interserve.

Subscription form
Please send me Australian Presbyterian magazine ...
1 year subscription ($35.20 inc. GST)
2 year ($60.50 inc. GST)
Overseas: $A43 per year.
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Deliver to:
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book from a man who is steeped in the
Bible, and who knows how to communicate its message. It is recommended most
heartily

Truth for Life:

Peter Barnes is books editor of AP

A Devotional Commentary on
the Epistle of James

Great God of Wonders

John Blanchard
Darlington: Evangelical Press, 1982,
reprinted 2003.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

Maurice Roberts
Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 2003.
Reviewed by Bob Thomas

When Maurice Roberts, minister of the
Imentary
t is difficult to tell whether this is a com- Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) in
or a series of sermons. But no Inverness, was editor of Banner of Truth
matter – either way, it is a splendid example of Christian teaching. John Blanchard
is full of helpful stories and illustrations.
For example, he tells of a rich unbeliever
who said of a poor believer: “When I die,
I shall leave my riches. When he dies he
will go to his.” On James 3:1 which warns
us that not many should become teachers,
John Blanchard quotes an American pastor who said to him: “We are suffering
now for what happened in this country a
few years ago, when anybody with a
bright tie, a flashy pair of socks and a big
Bible could get a job as an evangelist.”
Yet there is a willingness also to enter
into the more difficult parts of the text.
On the contested reading in James 4:5,
Blanchard sides with Calvin, Robert
Johnstone and Alec Motyer in the view
that it refers to God’s jealous Spirit rather
than to man’s spiteful envy, which is the
interpretation of the NIV, NEB, Thomas
Manton, and James Adamson. This is a

Christian Singles
Any nice singles can join!
Send for FREE colour brochure:

PO Box 122 WALLSEND 2287
Ph/Fax: 02 4955 5445

www.christiansingles.com.au

O Worship the King!
St John’s
Forest Street

Bendigo
invites you to
worship when
visiting Victoria
The Lord’s Day
10:30 am
Minister: Rev Andrew M Clarke
(03) 5443 6189

magazine he set the standard for the writing of editorials in Christian publications.
Month by month during the five years of
his editorship he usually managed to raise
the bar another notch. The quality of his
writing called for a more permanent
medium than mere publication in a journal which tends to be read today and filed
away tomorrow. Hence this present volume is the third in a series (following The
Thought of God and The Christian’s High
Calling) which draws them together in a
more enduring form.
Great God of Wonders arranges the editorials into two sections – The Life of
Grace and The Hope of Glory – and several sub-sections: Prayer, Living for God,
The Fellowship of the Church, Delighting
in the Character of God, Understanding
God’s Truth, The Second Coming and
Heaven. This means that while each essay
is complete in itself, they all hang together
and build on one another to lead us

through the vagaries of this life and on to
the victory of the life to come.
The publishers tell us that one reader
observed of The Christian’s High Calling:
“Any Christian who wishes to be gently
drawn above and beyond the rising tide of
superficial Christian literature will be
richly rewarded by reading this book.”
One can only reiterate the words of whoever that reader might have been.
Bob Thomas is minister of St Kilda
Presbyterian Church, Vic.

The Ancient Machine
Justyn Walker
Multimedia Interface, 2003
Reviewed by Kylie Farah

Tis anhe entertaining
Ancient Machine, by Justyn Walker,
allegory with a hint of
Alice in Wonderland. As Georgie and
Thomas attempt to stop a machine which
threatens to end the world they meet a
vivid bunch of animal characters who
bring a great deal of humour to the story
line. The well-thought-out plot, however,
is undermined by some disappointing
writing, with an excessive and predictable
use of adverbs, adjectives, similes and
metaphors. The reader can be easily distracted from the story at hand. There is
much that could be worthwhile in this,
but something that is overdone is ultimately undone.
Kylie Farah is a schoolteacher, at St George
Christian School.

Caulfield/Elwood Presbyterian Church
An Evangelical Multicultural Bible-believing Congregation

Seeks an

Ordained Minister
who adheres to the Reformational Confessions of Faith,
and who feels called to present the Gospel of the Lord Jesus
Christ to the people of this parish, to teach sound doctrine, to
lead the Session and members of the congregation in their
witness to the Gospel and to provide a caring pastorate.

For further information please contact the Interim
Moderator: Rev Stuart M Bonnington on (03) 9867 4637
Email: melbonn@bigpond.com
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Closet love
Secret fellowship is best of all.

“But when you pray, go into your room,
close the door and pray to your Father, who
is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what
is done in secret, will reward you” (Mt.
6:6).
t the bottom of man’s existence is
a deep sense of loneliness. When
we honestly search our hearts we
must admit with the poet of Psalm
25, “I am desolate”.
Our deepest loneliness stems from
the fact that we are without God in this
world. Ever since the gates of Paradise
closed behind us, we have gone our own
lonely way. We are alone in this life, and
are certainly alone in death. Yet by grace,
there is also another kind of solitude, the
solitude of the closet, where God’s child
experiences secret communion with
God in prayer. This solitude is to be preferred above all the friendship of the
world. Even if in the closet we experience how miserable we are in God’s
sight, it still is the best place that man
can find on earth.
In the days when Christ walked on
earth there was much ignorance about
secret prayer. Certainly people prayed; the
Pharisees even stood on street corners to
pray. But the Pharisees didn’t understand
that prayer is a matter between God and
the soul alone.
“But when you pray,” said Christ, “go
into your room.” This is a lesson we need
to learn in our day. What will it profit us
to have great gifts of public prayer if we
have no knowledge of an intimate relationship with God? Indeed, no matter
who we are, if we haven’t personally
learned what it is to pray, we will meet an
unknown God after death.
Do prayer closets exist today? These
words are not addressed to the world. We
all know that there are no bended knees
there. But we are addressing those who
from childhood have known that there is
a God in heaven who hears prayer. Do
you still have closets?

A

O

bviously Christ does not mean a separate room in our home. Even there a
truly prayerful heart can be lacking. But
the question is: “Is there still true prayer?”
Do we have a secret and personal fellow-

Frans
Bakker
ship with the Lord? This may happen
even at work. Nehemiah prayed while he
spoke with the king.
We do not overstate when we say that
there is no spiritual life if the activity of
secret prayer is missing. Prayer is the
breath of the soul. Just as the body cannot
live without breathing, so the soul cannot
live without prayer. A mineworker will die
if contact with
outside air is cut
off. If there is no
Here you can prayer, the soul
cannot breathe.
confess to God
It is by prayer
what you can- that the soul has
not entrust communion with
to man. God.
“Go into your
room, close the
door…” Yes, the
door must be shut; the door of the hustle
and bustle of this world, the door of
hypocrisy – all the doors which can hinder
true prayer. The door must be closed, for
everything here is so tender and intimate.
Here the right attitude is one of being
spiritually uncovered in our shame and
misery, exposing our sin and guilt and
being stripped of our righteousness
before the all-seeing God.
Behind those closed doors the sinner
experiences the first and the last struggles
he will ever have. Here the heart is poured
out before God. Here no prayer is too
short or too long. Here you can confess
to God what you cannot entrust to man.
Christ himself has given his church the
example of praying in secret. How often
he went to pray alone on a mountain. He
did not have a single secret sin to confess.
How much more, then, do sinners need
the closet!
The Lord will make a separation
between those who pray hypocritically
and those who pray sincerely. The first
shall be amazed that they are not
counted with the sheep. They shall say,
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“Have we not called on thy name on
earth?” The latter will be forever amazed
because they are not counted with the
goats. In that day all things will come to
light – all hypocrisy and all truth. Then
many first shall be last and many last,
first.
To be sure, this life of prayer does not
always function actively from day to day.
At times the heart can be cold and prayerless. Heaven can seem so closed that no
prayer seems to penetrate.

T

hose who truly pray will more and
more shamefully and painfully learn
that they cannot pray. Yet they will not
exchange even the unhappiness experienced in the closet for all the joys of the
world. Unhappiness here is preferred to
the happiness of the world. Daniel would
rather go into the lion’s den than leave his
prayer closet.
Reader, do you have a closet? If the
floors of your home could speak, would
they witness to bended knees? Do you
dare call the walls of your home to witness
to your prayer life? Be honest. What
could the walls and doors say about you?
Remember that the Lord requires truth in
the inward parts. Therefore this is a matter known only to God and you.
This is an edited excerpt from Praying
Always by Frans Bakker, (Banner of Truth
ap
Trust, Edinburgh, 1995).

Songs of
Deliverance
The new CD by gifted Australian
singer-songwriter Jason Coghill
formerly of Sons of Korah
Featuring new settings of 10 psalms
including Ps 8, 34, 51 and 102
$29.95 including postage,
jcoggers@hotmail.com, 0421 163 624,
7 Davey St, East Geelong 3219
Jason is available for ministry in churches
singing and sharing from the psalms.

