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In 1991 George Barna published some disturbing statis-
tics about the beliefs of evangelicals in the USA. His sur-
veys revealed that 87 per cent of them related to God in
ways that were similar to medieval Catholics.

Again in 1972, Present Truth magazine had released equally
unnerving data on church-going Protestants. They had con-
ducted their own research and discovered that more than 90%
of them held Roman Catholic views on salvation.

Perhaps nowhere has this doctrinal drift been more evident
than in the beliefs of Protestant evangelicals with respect to
the human will. Of course, this is not to say that heretical
views on the human will are something new. They have been
around for a long time. One of the most significant contro-
versies which engaged Jesus was on precisely this issue. The
Jews claimed that they were “free”. However, Jesus reminded
them that no one can be truly free while his will is untouched
by God’s grace. “Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin,”
he said, “but if the Son shall make you free, you shall be free
indeed” (John 8:34-36).

Sadly, Jesus’ opponents cherished the mistaken hope that
they were free to love God and live life to the full without
God’s renewal of their souls. They were confused and wrong. 

So are we. We talk about freedom in the West as though it
implies the freedom to sin. In fact, the opposite is true.
Breaking God’s commands is not freedom; it is bondage.

Luther described human bondage in terms of a struggle
between God and Satan. “So the will is like a beast standing
between two riders. If God rides, it wills and goes where God
wills … if Satan rides, it wills and goes where Satan wills; nor
can it choose to run to either of the two riders or to seek him
out, but the riders themselves contend for the possession and
control of it”.

Here Luther hints at the tragedy of our lives apart from
grace. Our thinking is so perverse that we imagine ourselves
to be free as we bind ourselves more tightly with the cords of
sin. The good news of the Gospel is that God dispels our illu-
sion of freedom, breaks the chains that bind us, and renews
our hearts by grace.

Peter Hastie ap
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Dr Bruce Ware is a highly esteemed
evangelical theologian and
author.  He serves at Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary,

Louisville, where he is the Senior
Associate Dean of M.Div. studies, the
Director of the Advanced M.Div program
and a professor of Christian theology. He
came to Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary from Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School, Chicago, before which
he taught at Western Conservative Baptist
Seminary and at Bethel Theological
Seminary. 

Dr Ware has written numerous journal
articles, book chapters, and book reviews
and, along with Dr Tom Schreiner, has co-
edited The Grace of God and the Bondage
of the Will and Still Sovereign, which focus
on a range of issues that are dealt with in
the following interview. He also has
authored God’s Lesser Glory: The
Diminished God of Open Theism, Their
God Is Too Small, God’s Greater Glory:
The Exalted God of Scripture and the
Christian Faith, and Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance.
Dr Ware lives in Louisville, Kentucky.

Dr Ware, am I at this interview of my
own free-will? For example, could I
have chosen not to have come to see
you today, or could I choose at this
very moment to terminate the inter-
view?

They are good but difficult questions.
I don’t believe the common libertarian
understanding of freedom, that is, that we
have freedom to choose either one partic-
ular course of action or its opposite at any
given point in time. This idea of “libertar-
ian freedom” means that you can say:
“Yes, I am free to choose otherwise than
what I have just chosen. In fact, I am com-
pletely free to choose something very dif-
ferent to the choice I have just made.”
Personally, I think that it’s impossible to
successfully defend this concept of liber-
tarian freedom, either philosophically or
biblically.  

Let me give you an illustration so you

can see what I mean. Imagine you’re
standing in front of an ice-cream counter
with 31 flavours. It’s a great thought, isn’t
it? If you have a libertarian view of free-
dom, then you’d say: “I really want
chocolate chip, but I could just as easily go
for peppermint.” At that moment the
peppermint seems so appealing it certainly
seems that you could have chosen pepper-
mint rather than chocolate chip.
Philosophers sometimes call this “contra-
causal” freedom.  In other words, it’s the
idea that you could have caused some-
thing contrary to what you did cause in
the choice you just made.    

However, in my judgement, libertarian
freedom doesn’t stand up to rigorous
philosophical analysis. Why? Because at
its very heart, the idea of libertarian free-
dom asserts that our choices are basically
arbitrary. 

Let me explain it this way.  Imagine
again that you are standing in front of the
ice-cream counter. You decide to choose
chocolate chip although you agonize over
the decision: “Will I pick the chocolate
chip? It looks scrumptious, but oh, that
peppermint is really tempting!” You are

T H E W I L L

Finding freedom
We are all bound by our natures, even God.

Bruce Ware
talks to
Peter Hastie
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probably thinking to yourself at just this
moment: “I could choose either.”
Nevertheless, you choose chocolate chip.
But if someone asked you the reason why
you picked chocolate chip, suddenly
you’re faced with a problem. And here it
is: if you could have chosen otherwise, all
things being just what they were, then any
reason or reasons that you give for why
you chose chocolate chip would be the
identical reason/s for why you might have
chosen peppermint instead, or perhaps
even no ice-cream at all. Well, if the same
reasons are given for why you choose
chocolate chip, peppermint or no ice
cream at all, then doesn’t this mean your
choice for chocolate chip is purely arbi-
trary? However, the problem is that you
actually chose chocolate chip for a reason.
You may not be able to articulate it very
clearly, but you chose it for some reason.
And that’s the problem with the libertar-
ian view of freedom – it fails to take into
account that we make decisions for cer-
tain reasons that pertain to the specific
choices we in fact make.

There are really only two choices that
face us when we are thinking about ideas
of freedom. One says that we are capable
of making completely arbitrary choices
(libertarian freedom) and the other one
says that any real notion of freedom has to
include the idea that our decisions are
based on underlying reasons. 

Let’s go back to the ice-cream counter.
As soon as you admit that our choices are
shaped by reasons, then when you decide
to have chocolate chip, you cannot choose
otherwise. As you stand before that
counter, all things being just what they
are, you have at that moment a prevailing
desire for the one thing you do choose –
chocolate chip – hence you choose it.  So
when you ask why you choose chocolate
chip, you have a reason that is a choice-
specific reason. It may be difficult to
explain what it is. It may be very, very
complicated. It may be that only God
could ever know fully all the factors –
dietary restrictions, genetic make-up, peer
pressure – all of the things that may be
influencing you at that very moment.
Nevertheless, the fact is that at the
moment you choose, all things being just
what they are, you will choose the one
flavour of ice-cream that you most want
to eat.  So that constitutes our freedom.
Only in the simplest and most basic way
could you say, “I could have chosen oth-
erwise.”  That is, if circumstances were
different, if it were 10 degrees cooler out-
side than it is, you might not have chosen
to go inside the ice-cream store.  So, if the

circumstances were different, you could
have chosen otherwise. However, if you
mean by that question: “all things being
just what they are at the time when I make
my choice, could I have chosen other-
wise?”, then the answer is no.  We act
according to our prevailing desires. 

So am I free to be here?
Yes, you’re free because you have done

what you’ve desired to do.  Had you
desired something different you would
have done that, right? (Incidentally, I
hope you don’t feel free to terminate this
interview right now!) 

I should add that probably the fullest
defence of this notion of freedom has
been given by Jonathan Edwards in his
massive treatise on the The Freedom of the
Will. Essentially, Edwards argues that peo-
ple act accord-
ing to their pre-
vailing desires.
Of course, it
should be fairly
obvious that
there is tremen-
dous pastoral
importance to
this particular
notion of free-
dom of the will.
E d w a r d s
reminds us that
the Bible teaches that what we have to do
in the Christian life is retrain our desires
so that we are most strongly inclined,
more often and more fully, to choose that
which honours God.

How do we do that?
We do it by hiding God’s Word in our

hearts (Psalm 119:11). This is where the
spiritual disciplines of the Christian life
become important. God uses meditation,
prayer, fasting, sharing with other
Christians, the preaching of the Word,
testimony and song, to mention just a few,
to retrain our desires. What happens over
time is that we discover that we begin to
care more about the things that God con-
siders important and we care less about
things to which God assigns a lesser sig-
nificance. And so our values are reas-
signed.  Our wills then can be reactivated
in ways that choose what we want, but our
choices are now in line with what God
wants too. The major challenge in
Christian growth is to get our “wanting”
in line with God’s desires.  This should be
one of the major goals of every Christian
– to get his/her wanting in line with God.
And when we do that, guess what? We do

what we want to do, but we also do what
God wants us to do. We freely act accord-
ing to our prevailing desires.  That’s why
we engage in spiritual discipline. It helps
us to transform our inner lives so that we
desire what God wants.

What do most people mean when
they talk about free will? Is it an illu-
sion? Does God have free will?

When most people use the term free
will, what they mean by it is in fact illu-
sory. What they usually have in mind is
the idea of uninfluenced, absolutely unaf-
fected choices.  And, of course, no one has
that kind of freedom.  No one, including
God, has that sort of freedom. Even
God’s choices are affected by certain con-
siderations. He doesn’t make choices for
no reason at all.  All of us, including God,
choose out of our natures.  

Let me give you an example. Do you
see that building outside my window? I
am not free at this moment to fly like a
bird to the top of that building. Why?
Because it is not in my nature. Anybody
who takes a good look at me would realise
pretty quickly that I am not built to fly. I
may think about it, or even dream about
it, but I can’t choose to do it.  

If we think carefully about what we
really mean by freedom, we have to admit
that it can’t refer to absolute and arbitrary
freedom. All of us, whether we realise it or
not, have innumerable limitations placed
upon our freedom. This is true of God as
well. His nature defines the boundaries of
what he can do. Now some people might
think, “Wait a minute, isn’t God infinite
and omnipotent? Can’t God do any-
thing?” No, he can’t. For example, there
are some things that we can do that God
can’t. We can lie – God can’t (Titus 1:2).
We can die – God can’t. So there are some
things that we can do that He can’t.
However, the reason why God can’t do
any of those things is that God cannot be
less than perfect.  Perfection means always
telling the truth.  God can’t be less then
perfect, so He can’t lie.  Perfection means
always living. Since God can’t be less than
perfect, He can’t die. This means that
God is limited by His nature. He has no
limits in being who He is as God, but He
must always be God.

Could we look at some definitions,
then? What does the word freedom
really mean, and how would we dis-
tinguish that from autonomy?

I have already mentioned the popular
idea of libertarian freedom or contra-
causal freedom. In my judgment, such a

The major 
challenge in
Christian
growth is to get
our “wanting”
in line with
God’s desires.



E V A N G E L I S M

concept is philosophically unworkable. It
is contrary to reason and to experience.

The other main option is what is nor-
mally called “compatibilist” freedom. The
compatibilist view of freedom says that
there are circumstances and conditions
which, when they come together, provide
the necessary and sufficient basis by
which choices are made.  According to the
compatibilist view, both the determining
factors and human freedom are compati-
ble – hence the term compatibilist free-
dom.  Of course, a compatibilist does not
believe in human autonomy if by auton-
omy we mean that people are independent
from the factors that would lead them to
do what they would do.  Autonomy, in
that sense, is illusory. On the contrary, we
recognise that there are factors that go
into making our choices; and those fac-
tors or conditions actually lead to the par-
ticular choices that we make.  

As Christians we realise that compati-
bilism fits beautifully with what the Bible
teaches about determinism and free will.
The Bible tells us that God is one of the
factors which bear upon our choices.  Let
me give you an example. The Bible tells us
that what Joseph’s brothers did in selling
him as a slave into Egypt was evil.  On the
other hand, it also speaks of God sending
Joseph to Egypt. Further, it suggests that
God was morally praiseworthy because
He did it for very good reasons (Genesis
50:20). While Joseph’s brothers meant it
for evil, God meant it for good.  The lan-
guage here indicates that both were initia-
tors of the action. The Bible doesn’t say
that the brothers sold Joseph to Egypt
and then God made good out of it after
the fact.  No, the Bible says that God ini-
tiated Joseph going into Egypt but it also
says that the brothers initiated Joseph
going down to Egypt as well.  They meant
it for evil, whereas God meant it for good.
I find it interesting that when Joseph con-
fronts his brothers in Genesis 45:4 he
begins, “You sold me into Egypt”, but
then by verse 8 he says “for it was not you
who sent me here but God. He sent me to
deliver this people”.  So it was very clear in
Joseph’s mind that the one who ulti-
mately stood behind this action was God.  

I guess the central point that I am mak-
ing here is that in order to answer the
question “How did Joseph get to Egypt?”
you have to say two things. You cannot
locate the cause with one party. You have
to say that the brothers sent him there and
God sent him there too.  So you have
compatibility between divine determina-
tion and human free will.  There are many
other examples of this in the Bible, but

this is a good one.  It shows that divine
determination and human moral action
are in fact compatible.

Can I ever use the word freedom
when I’m talking about my choices?
Can I legitimately talk about “my”
choice with the emphasis on “my”?

You can use the word “freedom” and
you should.  It is your choice to be here
today.  No one coerced you to come and
see me.  I think this is where the compat-
ibilist, the person who argues that you
choose according to your prevailing
desire, wants to make the distinction
between free choices and non-free
choices, as to whether or not there has

been restraint or coercion.  For instance, if
you are doing what you want to do, then
obviously it’s your desire to be here in my
office today. There has been no coercion –
you freely chose to be here even though
there are other activities you could have
done. However, if someone had pointed a
gun at your head and you had said “No,
no, I don’t want to go to that interview!”
and you were forced to do it at the threat
of your death, that’s different.  I think you
would say then that you were not exactly
free.

The Bible says that every inclination
of the thoughts of our hearts is only
evil (Gen. 6:8). It also says that we are
dead in our sins and trespasses. In
what way does sin’s effect on us go to
the very heart of the Christian life?

This is a sobering issue. Both Calvinists
and classic Arminians agree that when sin
entered the human race it had a devastat-
ing effect upon man’s mind, emotions,
will and body. There was no part of
human nature that escaped the damage. 

This means, then, that the restrictions
on the choices we make are greatly
increased.  For example, our sin restricts
us from doing what pleases God.  The
writer to the Hebrews tells us “without
faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb.
11:6).  This means while people without

Christian faith are free to make all kinds
of choices, they are never free to choose
anything that will please God.  Since they
are controlled by the sinful nature, they
can’t choose to do anything from a desire
to obey God. (Rom. 8:8).

Jesus says the same thing in John 15:5
– “apart from me you can do nothing”.  I
don’t think we should interpret this in a
way that suggests that people are inca-
pable of simple, everyday tasks. I don’t
think Jesus is saying that unless you are a
Christian you can’t feed your children or
do what others regard as a good deed. So
what does he mean?  

I think the context gives us a clue.
When Jesus says “apart from me you can’t
bear fruit” he is clearly referring to spiri-
tual fruit. In other words, apart from
being united to Christ by faith, we can do
nothing of eternal value for the kingdom.
The restriction upon human freedom is
enormous because of sin.  Total depravity
produces what theologians call total
inability, which means that we are com-
pletely unable to obey or to please God.
Any of us who live with the illusion that
we freely came to God in our sin makes a
mockery of grace.  We must never think
that on our own we choose to come to
Christ. The only way we could make such
a choice is that God in His grace worked
in our hearts to help us do what we could
not do on our own.  God enables us to
believe in Christ. Once we were spiritually
blind, but now God “has shone in our
hearts to give us knowledge of Christ” (2
Corinthians 4:6).  So grace is necessary to
believe, obey, and to do anything that
honours God.  

Even classic Arminians agree that grace
is necessary. Where they differ from
Calvinists is over the nature of that grace.
Calvinists insist that grace is irresistible
and that when it comes it effectually over-
comes the stubbornness of sinners’
hearts. Grace always leads us to faith in
Christ. By contrast, Arminians hold that
God’s grace only makes possible what was
impossible before. According to
Arminians, grace doesn’t guarantee that a
person will come to faith in Christ; it only
makes it possible. It’s up to us whether we
follow through or not.  However, in both
cases, without grace we are dead in our
transgressions and sin and cannot please
God.

Why did the leading Reformers agree
that insisting on the helplessness of
man in sin and the sovereignty of
God in grace are the critical issues in
Christianity?
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The Reformers saw that the effects of
sin upon our minds, wills and emotions
rendered us completely incapable of doing
anything that would restore our relation-
ship with God.  They realised that theolo-
gians and preachers in the medieval period
had not really grasped the damaging
impact of sin on human nature. Sin’s
effect had to be taken much more seri-
ously. The problem at the time of the
Reformation was that many people had a
semi-Pelagian view of human nature. This
meant that they saw the will as merely
weakened by sin, but not completely cor-
rupted. This was the Roman Catholic
position – that the will was debilitated but
not spiritually dead. However, we know
from Paul’s writings that our wills are
essentially unresponsive to God (Rom.
8:6-8; Eph. 2:1). It was because of this that
Luther, Calvin and Zwingli insisted on
our total inability to please God.

So, to use an analogy, we are not sim-
ply wounded soldiers; actually, we are
as unresponsive (towards God) as
corpses?

Yes, that’s right. We are like dead
corpses – utterly lifeless and unresponsive
towards God. A corpse is a helpful anal-
ogy in a spiritual sense. Of course,
wounded soldiers may be able to recover
their position, but dead ones can’t. They
can’t respond at all. Wounded soldiers can
try to get themselves out of danger but a
corpse on the ground has no ability at all.
The idea that we are as spiritually dead as
a corpse indicates our total inability to
please God. And obviously, if we can’t do
anything to please God, then salvation
must be by grace alone. 

How could Arminius insist upon the
need for grace and also the impor-
tance of human co-operation in sal-
vation? 

Well, Arminius insisted on total
depravity – he was a one-point Calvinist.
He held the T of TULIP.  However, he
was faced with a big problem. The only
two viable models for understanding the
relationship of human depravity and sal-
vation were the semi-Pelagian version in
which the will was still active but weak-
ened (the wounded soldier model), or the
reformed one in which the will was dead
to God (the corpse model). 

In the semi-Pelagian model, the will,
while weak, could still co-operate with
God through the help of grace. In this
case, grace is like a walking stick. It might
be very helpful in assisting a person to
walk towards God, but it may not be

absolutely necessary.
On the other hand, the Reformers

believed that the will was lifeless towards
God. In their view spiritually dead people
are incapable of establishing a relationship
with the Lord. If such a relationship is to
exist it can only be because God breathes
life into dead souls.

Now the problem for Arminius is that
the reformed (corpse) model implies that
God is the one who determines who is
saved and who isn’t.  Arminius found that
an offensive doctrine.  Personally, I don’t
agree with him. I believe he read the Bible
wrongly and came to some unsound con-
clusions. One of those conclusions was
that the doctrine of election was unac-
c e p t a b l e .
Immediately he
was faced with a
problem. How
can people who
are “dead” or
unrespons ive
towards God
actually choose
to love and serve
Him?  How can
you have “dead”
people acting
like persons who
are fully alive?  

Arminius tried to find a way around
the problem by introducing a theological
term that he actually borrowed from
Augustine – “prevenient grace”.  Actually,
it was a theological innovation because
Arminius changed the meaning of the
term to teach that God gave a certain
grace without which no one could come,
but this grace only led to potential life.
The effect of this grace was merely to
soften a hard heart and open blind eyes
sufficiently to enable someone to believe
in Christ. But it left the person ultimately
in control of whether he believed in
Christ or not.  So, in a sense, Arminius’
view got people back to where Pelagius
had them by nature.  Pelagius had taught
that people had the natural capacity to
believe if that’s what they chose. But
Arminius asserted that God’s grace
revives us to the point where we can either
choose or reject Christ. Ultimately, the
issue is determined by the exercise of the
human will.

I find this an unacceptable view for
many reasons.  One of them is that it gives
us a reason for boasting.  We all know that
some of the greatest and most praisewor-
thy acts of human beings are choices. We
usually think of great human deeds in
terms of measurable accomplishments –

building huge buildings or fighting large
battles. But choices are just as important.
Imagine for a moment that we have a per-
son who makes a choice to believe in
Christ and one who doesn’t.  Both are
given the same grace; God works in the
same way in each, at least according to
Arminius. In other words, we cannot
explain the difference between the two in
terms of what God has done. It is
explained by the personal exercise of each
one’s will. One made a very good and wise
choice; the other was a fool. On this sce-
nario, surely one of them deserves some
credit? The problem is that Bible-believ-
ing Christians believe that we have no
grounds for boasting at all because we are
saved by grace alone (Rom. 3:27).
Arminius has no effective answer to that
objection.

Why does Luther’s treatment of the
human will in his book The Bondage
of the Will seem so strange and alien
to many Protestants today?

The problem is that many of the peo-
ple in Protestant churches are informally
Pelagian in their theology. In North
America at least, and I assume it’s true in
Australia, people are raised on high doses
of self-esteem psychology. The idea is
bred into us that we have this enormous
power of will to achieve anything we
want. It’s captured in the US Army slogan
you see on advertisements “be all that you
can be”.  That is the essence of the pre-
vailing spirit. We are living in a culture that
feeds our sense of inherent value and abil-
ity.  Then along comes Martin Luther who
says, “We have no ability before God, we
are guilty sinners, our works count for
nothing and we are only worthy of con-
demnation”. Luther condemns both our
nature and our works. In this sense, the
church and modern culture are totally at
odds with the Bible and spokesmen for
the Bible like Martin Luther.

Why do some people accept Christ
and others reject him after the Gospel
has been faithfully presented in an
evangelistic service? Are there
Scriptures that explain this?

Yes, there are. One passage in particu-
lar is very helpful – John 6. Jesus had just
taught the crowds that He was the Bread
of Life. The response to His sermon was
interesting: some believed and some 
didn’t. The Pharisees in particular resisted
His message. Jesus said to them: “You
have seen me and still you do not believe”
(John 6:37). Now here is the problem.
You have all these religious people hang-

We are like
dead corpses –
utterly lifeless
and unrespon-
sive towards
God.



ing on Jesus’ words. He preaches the
truth powerfully and persuasively. Yet
they still don’t believe. Why? The answer
is in verse 37. Jesus says “All that the
Father gives me will come to me, and
whoever comes to me I will certainly not
cast out.”  Why do people who have heard
the gospel still refuse to come? The rea-
son is that they have not been given to
Jesus by the Father.  Again, he says in
verse 44, “No one can come to me unless
the Father who sent me draws him”. In
other words, if they are drawn by the
Father they will be saved. But this in no
way diminishes the responsibility of those
who choose not to come.  The fact that
they are not given to Christ by the Father
does not change the fact they choose to
do exactly what they want to do in their
deliberate rejection of Christ and the
gospel.  

Let’s get back to the issue of respon-
sibility. If we can’t turn to God, why are
we held responsible?

Let me begin by mentioning several
truths as our starting-point. First, God is
always represented in the Bible as being
righteous and just in punishing us.
Second, the Bible says that we are respon-
sible for our sin, “the soul that sins shall
die”.  I know these are difficult concepts
for some people to grasp, but they are
nevertheless true.  So third, what helps us
move forward here is the realisation that
God does not owe anyone saving grace.
God is not obligated to rescue any of us.
He could justly condemn us all.  This is a
very sobering thought. The writer to the
Hebrews tells us that Christ took on our
flesh to save the sons of Abraham, but he
didn’t do this for angels.  Of course, he
could have done so, but he chose not to. 

One of the many things God wants us
to know about Him is that it is His pre-
rogative to decide who will be saved.  “I
will have mercy on whom I will have
mercy.  I will have compassion on whom I
will have compassion.  Before the two
were born, before either had done any-
thing good or bad, in order that God’s
purpose in election might stand” (Rom.
9:11, 14, 15).  Did God have to save any

human beings?
No.  Having
decided to save
human beings, is
He obligated to
offer salvation to
everyone? Again,
no.  The fact that
we can only be
saved if God
renews our wills
does not affect
our responsibility
for being guilty

sinners before God. Nor does it change
the fact that God doesn’t owe salvation to
anyone.  That God saves any of us is grace
upon grace.

The Bible says that faith comes by
hearing the message.  Even if a person
feels that he is bound in sin, even
delights in it, and will always choose
what is against the will of Christ,
would reading the Bible and listening
to sermons be of any help?  

Absolutely. The reason why this is so is
that faith comes by hearing the message
and the message is heard through the
word of Christ.  So how will people
believe? Paul raises this question in
Romans 10 after he has just said “whoso-

ever will call upon the name the Lord will
be saved. But how shall they call upon one
whom they have never believed in, and
how shall they believe in one on whom
they have never heard, and how can they
hear unless there is a preacher, and how
can they preach unless they are sent?”  Of
course, the logic of this indicates that peo-
ple must hear the gospel. It is essential
that we encounter the word of God. We
must either read it or hear it preached in
such a way so that we can encounter it.
When we receive it like this it becomes the
power of God to salvation.

Is there any point in people who
haven’t turned to God confessing
their sins?

Scripture does distinguish between an
acknowledgement of sin that doesn’t
actually save and another kind of
acknowledgement that does. The kind
that does save is one that is genuinely sor-
rowful for the offence that sin causes
God. Sometimes people may be sorry for
consequences of their sins, or sorry that
they got caught, or sorry in some other
sense. But these latter cases are not gen-
uine sorrow for sin.

The sort of sorrow that pleases God is
godly sorrow. We experience this when we
realise that our sin has offended and vio-
lated the character and will of our Creator
God. It is to Him that we owe our whole
heart, allegiance, love, and devotion.  We
often think that the consequences of sin
are the problem. But that is not the case.
The real problem, as David points out in
Psalm 51, is that sin is ultimately rebellion
against God – “against you and you only
have I sinned”. This statement captures
the essence of sin.  It is a personal offence
against the character and the will of our
Creator God to whom we owe every-
thing.  How dare we!

What can I hope to happen to my will
if I’m converted by God’s grace?  Will
I be freer now than I was before?

Certainly. Martin Luther, in The
Bondage of the Will, said God was the
only one who was truly free because He
alone now and always does what is right
out of his nature.  And Luther said this is
our hope – that we can be transformed
from having an enslaved will to having a
free one. This will happen when our sanc-
tification is complete and we are glorified
in the presence of the Lord. When that
happens every one of our thoughts,
deeds, and motives will be pleasing to the
Lord.  

Peter Hastie is issues editor of AP. ap
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can be trans-
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enslaved will

to having a
free one.
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Billy Graham refers to Charles
Finney as “one of history’s great-
est evangelists”, so he must be no
mean figure. Who, then, was

Charles Finney? Charles Grandison
Finney was born on 29 August 1792 in
Connecticut, and died in Oberlin on 16
August 1875, having almost attained the
age of 83. He was a revivalist, theologian,
author, pastor, college professor and
reformer. At the height of his powers, in
1851, he became president of Oberlin
College, resigning in 1866 due to advanc-
ing old age. He married three times, his
last wife dying 100 years ago, in 1907.

Although born in Connecticut, Finney
was raised in New York state where the
family had moved in 1794. The family
does not seem to have been at all religious,
and when Charles left school, he was a
pagan. By the age of twenty, he was over
six feet tall with piercing, almost hyp-
notic, blue eyes. At work, he was studying
law, but at play, he was quite capable both
at sport and music (he played the cello).

Finney was converted in a dramatic
way in 1821 – he went into the woods to
pray, knelt by a log, and was instanta-
neously converted. Later he said that he
felt as though waves of liquid love flowed
through his body. Immediately he
announced his intention to give up his
study of law, and pursue a career as a
preacher of the gospel. He was licensed to
preach by the rather lenient St Lawrence
presbytery in December 1823, and subse-
quently was commissioned a missionary
in the local area by the Female Missionary
Society of Western New York. The fact
that his conversion was followed so
quickly by his being catapulted into full-
time Christian work may not have been
wise (1 Tim. 5:22).

As a preacher, Finney was bold and log-
ical. Crowds flocked to hear him, and

Finney became well-known to the Oneida
presbytery and the whole East Coast area.
However, it soon became obvious that he
had adopted so-called “new measures”,
although these actually go back to prac-
tices that began to emerge about 1800.
Ultimately they were based on a new the-
ology, but it was the practices which drew
attention to the beliefs behind them. 

Finney used an “anxious seat” for souls
under conviction of sin; sinners were
sometimes publicly named; meetings
became protracted; women were allowed
to pray and even
to speak in mixed
public meetings;
and new “con-
verts” were
admitted very
quickly to church
m e m b e r s h i p .
Finney was quite
aware that in pur-
suing these “new
measures” he was
breaking with
Calvinism, both
in theory and
practice. On 4 March 1827 he preached
provocatively in the Presbyterian Church
of Troy on Can Two Walk Together Except
They Be Agreed? (Amos 3:3). Finney
argued that the difference between the
two approaches was a difference between
a dull and dry spiritual life and a spiritual

life animated by warmth and vigour. 
During 1830-31, just as the Second

Great Awakening was fading, Finney
preached to huge crowds at Rochester,
New York. Shopkeepers closed their busi-
nesses, and the whole city seemed to
come to hear him. It was said that his
preaching resembled that of a lawyer
arguing a case before a jury.

As the pastor of the Chatham Street
Chapel in New York City, Finney deliv-
ered a series of sermons published in 1835
as Lectures on Revivals of Religion. The
opening statement of the book declared
that revival was not a miracle but the right
use of means. 

He wrote that a revival “is as naturally
a result of the use of the appropriate

means as a crop is of the use of its appro-
priate means”. Indeed: “If the Church will
do all her duty, the millennium may come
in this country in three years.” Revival was
linked to the power of the human will. As
Robert Dabney later put it: “They expect
and prepare to convert the world as they
built the Pacific railroad, by money and
numbers.”

In attacking Calvinism, Finney
mocked the “ancient men, men of another
age and stamp from what is needed in
these days, when the Church and world

Peter 
Barnes
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are rising to new thought and action”. The
Westminster Confession was repudiated
for teaching “the dogma that human
nature is sinful of itself”. Yet Finney’s
preaching very much aimed to convict his
hearers of sin. 

Finney declared of God: “He has no
right to command unless we have power
to obey.” Sinners were urged to “vote in”
the Lord Jesus Christ; conversion was
simply a matter of the sinner’s exerting
his will. In 1831 in Boston Finney
preached Make yourselves a new heart.
Revival and conversion were viewed by
Finney as works of man, not God. In
keeping with this view, in 1835 he wrote
that “pious parents can render the salva-
tion of their children certain”, although in
1856 he was lamenting that his six chil-
dren were unconverted. The bastion of
Calvinism, Princeton Seminary, was por-
trayed as the enemy of evangelism and
revival. Nor could Finney leave much
room for a godly opposition. His lan-
guage was: “I was divinely directed” and
“God led me by His Spirit, to take the
course I did.”

Charles Hodge of Princeton Seminary
urged Finney to leave the denomina-

tion, and later was to accuse him of virtu-
ally deifying the human will. Finney left
the Presbyterians in 1834 and became a

Congregationalist, although he was sup-
ported by New School Presbyterians. The
Broadway Tabernacle was built for him by
friends. Here pew-rents were abolished,
and slave-owners were not admitted to
communion. 

After a dispute over the slavery debate,
a number of students at Lane Seminary in
Cincinnati, led by Theodore Weld, moved
to Oberlin in Ohio, west of New York, on

condition that
Finney be their
mentor. Finney
became Oberlin’s
theology profes-
sor, and wrote for
the Oberlin
E v a n g e l i s t .
Armed with his
postmillennial
optimism, he
advocated a vari-
ety of causes –

temperance reform, education,
Sabbatarianism, the Sylvester Graham diet
(no coffee, tea, tobacco, pepper, meat,
etc), anti-slavery, and (peace be upon him)
anti-Freemasonry. Mary Jane Patterson
graduated from Oberlin, as the first black
woman in America to receive a bachelor’s
degree.

Finney also gave much pastoral advice
to ministerial students. Some of this is

still applicable today. Students were told
not to spit on the carpet, nor to take off
their boots and socks when visiting fami-
lies. They were not to cut their meat with
their pocket knife, and not to wipe their
mouth on the table cloth. More signifi-
cantly, Finney came to formulate a doc-
trine of Christian perfection: “The sinner
has all the faculties and natural abilities
requisite to render perfect obedience to
God.” 

In Finney’s view, Romans 7 could
not possibly refer to a real Christian;
those who believed that have “hugged
their delusion till they have found
themselves in the depths of hell.”
Finney taught that “It is self-evident,
that entire obedience to God’s law is
possible on the ground of natural abil-
ity.” Yet he also backed off from press-
ing this too hard, and maintained that
“to overcome sin is the rule with every
one who is born of God, and that sin is
only the exception; that the regenerate
habitually live without sin, and fall into
sin only at intervals, so few and far
between, that in strong language it may
be said in truth they do not sin.”

Finney’s Memoirs were published by J.
H. Fairchild in 1876, and sold in great

numbers, although it is only since 1989
that the full text has been in print. In the
course of his life he trained 20,000 stu-
dents, and is credited with the conversion
of 500,000 people. In actuality, the Second
Great Awakening drew to a close about
1830, and Finney did not usher in a new
period of revival, but presided over a
decline in theology and evangelistic prac-
tice. His strongest opponent was the
Calvinistic evangelist, Asahel Nettleton.
He was also Finney’s most charitable
critic: “I heartily pity brother Finney for I
believe him to be a good man, and wishing
to do good.”

In summary, Finney was a strange mix-
ture of energy and insight. He was no
more soft in his preaching than Pelagius
was, but his rejection of the doctrine of
original sin led him to see conversion as
simply an exercise of the human will, and
so he downplayed the role of the Holy
Spirit. It also led him to embrace a kind of
perfectionism which ill accords with
either Scripture or reality. That Billy
Graham sees him as “one of history’s
greatest evangelists” tells us much about
the state of evangelism in 19th century
America, and in our own day. 

Dr Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
Presbyterian Church, NSW ap
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The tsunami in the Indian Ocean
and recent earthquake on the
island of Nias are a grim
reminder that beneath the

earth’s crust are massive geological
plates that move against each other.
From time to time, as pressure builds up,
slippage occurs and potentially destruc-
tive events ensue. In Scripture there are
two gigantic theological plates resting
against each other. The one is called
divine sovereignty and the other human
responsibility. But unlike their geological
counterparts these two are presented in
the Bible in perfect harmony. Attempts
on our part to meddle with this balance
by emphasising one at the expense of the
other carry dangerous (even destructive)
consequences for Christian life and min-
istry.

The balance of sovereign grace and
human choice is nowhere better expressed
than in Jesus’ teaching in the fourth
gospel. Don Carson comments that, “no
New Testament book more acutely
focuses attention on these essentially bib-
lical polarities than the gospel of John”. 

The gospel is a challenge to believe in
Jesus (human responsibility).  

The reason John wrote his gospel is
“that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God and that by believ-
ing you may have life in His name” (John
20:30-31).  He does this by presenting a
series of seven miraculous signs in order
that we may respond in faith towards
Christ and receive eternal life. “Believing”
is the duty of man; it is an act of loyalty
and commitment to Jesus made in
response to His claims to be the Son of
God and to His death on the cross.

Perhaps the challenge to believe is
nowhere more clearly stated than in

the well known verse “For God so loved
the world, that He gave His only begotten
Son, that whosoever believes in Him
should not perish but have everlasting
life” (John 3:16). When we take into
account that this is a world which has
rebelled against God and rightly deserves
His judgment we can only marvel at the
kind of love He shows. The Father’s love
is costly, far exceeding the best expression

of human love, by offering sinful man his
only Son. The enormity of rejection and
unbelief must be set against the cost of
sending his Son to a bitter, shameful and
cursed death on a cross in order to save us.
Some would emphasise the word whoso-
ever and teach that this verse means any-
one who desires can be saved. Yet the
word whosoever is
qualified by the
word believes.
None can be
saved apart from
believing in
Christ.

After healing
the paralysed man
by the pool of
Bethesda on the
Sabbath day
Jesus’ claims are
rejected by the
religious leaders (John 5). While Jesus
acknowledges their diligent study of the
Scriptures, He holds them responsible for
failing to recognise Him in them (John
5:39-40). They had failed to embrace the
true goal of Scripture – Jesus Himself –
and for that they were at fault. 

Following the feeding of the 5000,
Jesus rebuked those who could not see
the miracle’s significance and urged them
to work for the food that endures to eter-
nal life. When asked what kind of work
was meant, Jesus answered that it was, “to
believe in the one He sent” (John 6:29).
The responsibility to believe rests firmly
with man (6:36). The significance of
every one of the miraculous signs carries
the well-meant gospel offer to respond in
faith. The gospel consistently treats us as
capable of making moral decisions and
therefore responsible creatures. To
ascribe all the glory to God for His sov-
ereign grace in salvation does not reduce
man to a nonentity. It is the duty of
mankind to believe in Jesus as presented
in the gospel.

The gospel explains the mystery of
rejection and unbelief (human inabil-
ity).  

There is mystery that is woven into the
fabric of the first 12 chapters of John’s
gospel – the mystery of unbelief. Why was
there such an extensive rejection of Jesus?
So much light was given but the people of
his day preferred their own lights. That is
true even today. People look for meaning
and direction in life but over and over
again hope to find it outside of Jesus – in
science, in materialism, in the New Age
movement or in the various modern “spir-
itualities”.  They do not recognise Jesus as
the light. 

A clue to the root of this unbelief is
found in Jesus’ teaching on human nature.
He says, “I tell you the truth, everyone
who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). The
reason for widespread rejection of Jesus,
despite the light given through His mirac-
ulous signs, is the result of a malicious
slavery to self-centredness, moral failure
and rebellion against God.  To ask a sinner
to come to Christ is to ask the impossible,
humanly speaking, because sin affects his
choices.  

Slavery to sin means that we are not
morally neutral.  Our “free” choices are
consequences of a nature that is con-
strained. Freedom is real only in that we
freely sin!  We act according to our nature
and our ability to do what is right before
God is captive to another power. Our fun-
damental preference is always for sin and
self and never for God. John Piper writes,
“If free will were defined as the native
power in a man to determine his own des-
tiny … there is no such thing in the entire
world.”  To say with some that we can do
something to come to Christ is to misun-
derstand the viciousness of this enslaving
power. Sinners do not want to be saved,
and cannot be saved apart from the gra-
cious intervention of God’s Spirit.

The first thing God does then to help
us is to change the set of our will and

liberate it. The fact of human inability is
met by divine enabling. Jesus explains this
to Nicodemus, who is an authority in reli-
gious matters in Israel, but who thinks
that the kingdom of God can be entered
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by unaided human effort. Jesus tells him,
“no one can see the kingdom of God
unless he is born again (or from above)”
(John 3:3).  Someone has written that
“the power to receive Christ is not self-
generated, even if receiving Christ is an
act of the human will.” In short, we can-
not do anything to will ourselves into the
kingdom. But notice that God does not
save us against our will. God’s strategy is
to gently draw; he never uses the tactics of
force or coercion. He makes us willing to
be willing. The way that God makes us
willing, as someone has stated it, “is not
by the savage constraint of a rapist but
that of the wonderful wooing of a lover.”  

The gospel attributes salvation
wholly to the grace of God (divine
sovereignty). 

People are responsible for coming to
Jesus (6:36).  Man must choose, but by
himself he cannot (because he will not)
choose Christ. He ought to come but he
cannot apart from outside help. The
gospel of John again and again indicates
this initiative belongs to God (1:12-13;
3:1-5; 3:27; 6:37-40; 6:63-65; 8:47; 10:25-
29 etc.). It is described as a drawing. Jesus
says, “No one can come to me unless the
Father who sent me draws him, and I will
raise him up at the last day” (John 6:44).  

Notice that the drawing of the Father
is selective. The grace to receive Christ is
not given indiscriminately.  Jesus doesn’t
say, “Any man can come to me and the
Father will draw him.”  [Elsewhere (John
12:32) Jesus does say He will draw all men
to himself but the context indicates it is all
men “without distinction” (both Jew and
Gentile) rather then all men “without
exception”.]

That God must save, and God alone, is
a severe blow to human pride. The claims
of Jesus are distasteful to natural man. It
certainly was not popular with His first
disciples, because we read that, “From
that time many of his disciples went back,
and walked no more with Him” (John
6:66). Those who were in the beginning
eager to follow Him now desert him in
droves, resenting His message, unpre-
pared to relinquish pride in their own
independence. To them Jesus’ message is a

hard teaching and
they cannot
accept it (John
6:60). It is not
hard in the sense
of “hard to
understand” but
rather intolerable
to human pride
and offensive to
the intellect.

Some might
criticise: if it is true that God is com-
pletely sovereign in salvation, it is ridicu-
lous for Him to then judge us for our fail-
ures and shortcomings. Paul was well
aware of this kind of objection – “Then
why does God still blame us? For who can
resist His will?” (Rom. 9:19). Notice that
Paul does not try to defend the actions of
God; instead he reprimands the spirit and
attitude of the objector. “Who are you, O
man, to talk back to God?” (Rom. 9:20)
We have to learn our place as creatures
before the Creator. God is just in all His
ways. 

The gospel presents divine sover-
eignty and human choice side by side.

Human logic can attempt to probe the

relationship between divine sovereignty
and human choice. But to finite human
reason these two truths are incomprehen-
sible and apparently contradictory. There
is little logical space between the affirma-
tion of God’s sovereignty on the one hand
and human responsibility on the other. C.
H. Spurgeon was once asked if he could
reconcile these two truths. “I wouldn’t
try,” he replied, “I never reconcile friends.”

Norman Geisler tries to reason it out
and ends up (not surprisingly) complaining
that, “if ‘free choice’ is doing what we can’t
help doing because by nature we simply do
those things, then why should I take
responsibility for my actions? If not “the
devil made me do it”, then it will be “God
made me do it”. Such a conclusion he
agrees is false. But then so do those who
hold to sovereign grace in salvation. The
gospel avoids a fatalistic view of life in
which man is not treated seriously but is
seen as a pre-programmed biological robot.
It also avoids an understanding of salvation
in which we can contribute something to
merit eternal life. How is that done?
Simply by presenting human responsibility
for our actions side by side with divine sov-
ereignty. Neither John’s gospel nor any
other part of Scripture attempts to explain
this mystery. In some cases these two
polarities occur within the same verse (eg
Luke 22:22; Acts 2:23).

These two parallel truths do have an
enormous influence on the way we

live and how we go about serving Christ.
The gospel of divine sovereign grace helps
our witnessing to others by sweeping
away all excuses and reliance on human
achievement.  Anything less than sover-
eign grace in salvation creates converts
who cling to some shred of merit which
then becomes an excuse for pride. A belief
in divine grace, far from weakening moti-
vation to evangelism, empowers it. We are
not called to preach the gospel success-
fully but rather faithfully.  

The Gospel of divine sovereign grace
also strengthens prayer because God has
not only decreed the ends (that a person
will eventually believe) but also the means
to achieve those ends (for example
prayer). Prayer is the means not of getting
our way with God in heaven but of God
accomplishing His will through us on
earth. This is the basis of Jesus’ encour-
agement to his disciples to pray. “Until
now you have not asked for anything in
my name. Ask and you will receive, and
your joy will be complete” (John 16:24).

Tony Bird is a lecturer at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne. ap
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 1:1-9
THE POINT Isaiah was commissioned to speak God’s Word to
God’s people spanning the reign of four kings over 60 years.  The
message of the whole book is summed up in these opening verses:
God gave us free will and expects us to use it responsibly; we are by
nature rebels; God punishes rebellion; God’s grace alone saves.

THE PARTICULARS
• The LORD revealed His word specifically and clearly to Isaiah in
a vision (1) so we can be sure of its accuracy and reliability.
• The revelation was absolute, for all Creation to hear/obey (2).
• Domestic animals are programmed for obedience; but God made
man in His image and therefore with free will.  In spite of all His
fatherly love and care, left to their own devices His people have a
natural inclination to act in rebellion against Him.  Are not the ox
and donkey therefore more “free” in the way they relate to their
master whom they “know” (= “are intimate with”) (2-4)?
• God’s people even persisted in their rebellion in spite of clear evi-
dence of God’s punishment of person and property (5-8).
• The maintaining of a faithful remnant is the LORD’s work (9).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why are we so slow to learn the lessons of God’s providence?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 1:10-20
THE POINT God always intended the sacrificial system to be a
sign of grace – His grace to us that would deal with our sinful heart,
restore our fellowship with Him, and thus enable us to behave in a
way that reflects His image in us, His justice and His mercy.  Seen
in this light, the purpose of sacrifices was to point us to His gra-
cious provision of a Saviour (cf Gen. 22:8). Israel, by simply observ-
ing the outward ritual of sacrifice and failing to grasp its real signifi-
cance, continued in their proud, self-centred life-style, making the
ritual of sacrifice more abhorrent to God than doing nothing!
Nominalism is worse than straight out unbelief.

THE PARTICULARS
• By addressing his covenant people as “Sodom” and “Gomorrah”
the LORD made clear where they really stood with Him (10).
• Although God had revealed all the requirements of His Law (sac-
rifices, feasts, etc.) through Moses, what Israel was doing missed the
mark completely and was worse than useless (11-16).
• Only God’s gracious intervention, not outward rituals, can
remove the stain of sin and produce changed behaviour (17-20).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How often and how carefully do you test the way you practise
the ordinary “rituals” of your faith in the light of Scripture?

God gave Isaiah a formidable
task. He had to tell God’s
covenant people what lay in
store for them in the next few

years, in 150 years time, and in 750
years time. There was good news and
there was bad news. There were things
God was going to do because He is
God and has the sovereign right to
carry out His purposes for His own
glory. And there were things God was
going to do in response to the people’s
failure to act responsibly, a failure for
which they would be held to account.

One of the most helpful things I have
discovered is that God’s sovereignty and
man’s responsibility are never treated as
different or opposing issues. They are
both necessary and integral parts of
the same harmonious outworking of
God’s plan of salvation. The interac-
tion between them is much the same as
I experience in my own life as I seek to
“work out my own salvation with fear
and trembling, because it is God who
works in me to will and to act according
to His good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12-13)!

Jesus is the one who holds it all
together (Col. 1:15-17). The Holy
Spirit enables Isaiah to catch a vision
of this to encourage and challenge the
people of his own day with it. We either
respond to this vision through the eyes
of the “natural” man as Ahaz did, or
as one born again of the Spirit of God.

Bruce Christian

DAY 1 Not-so-dumb animals. DAY 2 We even mess up obedience!.

20 daily Bible studies in Isaiah 1-9

Born-again
vision
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 1:21-31
THE POINT God’s patience was wearing out. His people had
turned everything upside down; every good quality He had intended
them to exhibit they had replaced with a wicked one. It was time for
the LORD of Hosts (NIV Almighty), the Mighty One of Israel to
take drastic action to put things back the way they ought to be. The
aim of this action would be restorative and not destructive.

THE PARTICULARS
• Isaiah uses strong word images, the stark contrast of opposites, to
show how far Israel had moved from God’s ways (21-24).
• The enormous task of restoring Israel was such that it required
God to treat His special covenant people as His enemies (24-25).
• The purpose of God’s declared action against His chosen people
was to get rid of all their impurities in order that, by His grace, they
might become what He wants them to be (cf Col. 1:21-22).
• The cleansing process will expose their wickedness and bring
overwhelming shame to all involved in various forms of nature wor-
ship; and for those who continue to rebuff His gracious discipline
there is only the prospect of eternal destruction (28-31).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What aspects of this passage have particular application to the
(Western) Church today?  Are we really heeding the warning?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 2:1-5
THE POINT The strong words of chapter 1 have left us with a
real feeling of despair. What if Israel doesn’t respond in an accept-
able way to the prophet’s message?  If this is how God sees things,
are they even capable of such a response? What if not? What about
His covenant promises?  To address this apprehension God gives
Isaiah a glimpse at the last chapter of His “Complete History of the
World”.  The Sovereign LORD will achieve His purposes, so we are
called on this basis to make a responsible choice (5).

THE PARTICULARS
• In the compilation of Scripture God gave his chosen instruments
clear and accurate information about future events to comfort
God’s people (1-2). This is an important defence against the criti-
cism that Isaiah could not have foreseen Cyrus (cf 44:28f).
• Jerusalem/Zion is the OT symbol of God’s ultimate and universal
rule over the nations.  The final focus of this prophecy is the
Church, the New Jerusalem (cf John 4:21-24, Rev. 21:2).
• God will teach His ways, through His Word, and His Church (3).
• Jesus alone will judge (cf Acts 17:31), and bring peace (4, cf 9:6-7).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you think world peace is possible before Jesus comes again?
• How does Isaiah harmonise God’s sovereignty and our freedom?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 2:6-22
THE POINT Three things are happening today.  As man advances
with his scientific know-how and technology he is becoming more
proud and arrogant, and less inclined to acknowledge God or toler-
ate any who do.  Secondly, as we reject God’s ways and His revela-
tion of Himself in the Bible, so we tend to value our own worldly
ideas and possessions more.  Thirdly, we seem to try to fill the spiri-
tual vacuum produced by these two things with religious notions
and superstitions of our own making, convincing ourselves that this
is quite a valid position to hold.  This is like what Israel did in their
own way in Isaiah’s day. Through Isaiah, God reminds us that “the
LORD Almighty has a day in store” (12) when He will call us to
account before Him for such rebellion – and stupidity!  This day
will come suddenly, leaving no time for repentance or forgiveness
(9), only for running and hiding (10, 19, 21).

THE PARTICULARS
• God had the right to abandon His people because of what they
had done; but His abandonment was to humble them to the point
where they would plead for mercy and so be saved.  Premature for-
giveness (9) would derail this process before being finished.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Go through the individual accusations made in verses 6-8, 12-16,
20 & 22 and see if you can find a modern equivalent for us.

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 3:1-15
THE POINT We too easily take God’s sustaining grace for
granted. In Romans 1:24ff Paul presents us with a frightening picture
of what happens when God withdraws His restraining hand and
leaves us to our own devices. Isaiah had been given a similar vision as
to what a God-forsaken Jerusalem and Judah would be like.

THE PARTICULARS
• God is absolute sovereign in the affairs of both His world and His
Church and we must not presume on His continued grace if we fail
to remain true to the requirements of His written Word.
• When we depart from God’s ways several things result:

– a lack of cohesion and structure becomes evident (1-3, 8);
– there is an inversion of God’s set order of authority (4, 12);
– there is alienation at every level of society (5);
– there is a lack of direction and of good leadership (6-7, 13-15);
– sinful behaviour becomes blatant and will be punished (9, 11).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Has the Church today become too complacent?  Is Isaiah giving
us a wake-up call also?  Are we seeing some evidence of these things
in the life of our Church as well as in the life of Western society
generally?  Is it “time for judgement to begin with the family of
God” (1 Peter 4:17)?  Can you identify the parallels?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 3:16-26
THE POINT Although it is to men that God has given the role of
headship in the overall scheme of things, the unique and powerful
influence of women, either for good or bad, is acknowledged
throughout the Bible. It is not without significance that in the book
of Proverbs “Wisdom” and “Folly” are women. Isaiah knows that the
ultimate defence of the city is the responsibility of the men (25), but
the contribution of the women to its prosperity/demise is crucial.

THE PARTICULARS
• The body language of women is a powerful force that can be used
to rob a society of its spiritual health and stability.  God is careful to
point this out in his Word because often the women themselves
don’t fully realise the effect they are having (16-17).
• Paul and Peter remind the NT Church about the need for women
to be modest in their dress and their use of ornaments (18-23, cf 1
Tim. 2:9-10, 1 Pet. 3:1-6).  This is particularly true today in the light
of manipulative pressure from fashion magazines.
• Isaiah uses Hebrew word-plays to stress the stark contrast
between a prospering city and one under God’s judgement (24-26).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• To what extent is the moral health and stability of our society
influenced by the demeanour (especially dress) of its women?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 4:1-6
THE POINT Out of God’s awful judgement on His covenant
people for their arrogance and godless behaviour comes mercy and
restoration for the faithful remnant, saved by His grace.  This is the
consistent Biblical pattern of hope, pointing to the Saviour who
would bear the wrath of God in the sinner’s place and set him free.

THE PARTICULARS
• The starting point for renewal is the realisation of our dire need –
that our sin has brought us shame and that our only hope is to cry
out to God for mercy and acceptance.  The seven desperate women
(1) are like the prodigal son in Luke 15:18-19.
• Isaiah will enlarge on the concept of the “Branch” in chapter 11.
He will be identified there as a descendant of Jesse and the details of
his nature and achievements will point unmistakably to Jesus.
• God’s work of restoration involves both the removal of all the
stains of sin (4a) and the renewal of wholeness and life to the
redeemed sinner (3). It will be a demanding, costly process (4b).
• Using the Exodus imagery of the cloud and fire (see Ex. 13:21-22)
Isaiah assures the people of God’s presence and protection (5-6).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is your name recorded among the living?  How can you be sure?

DAY 3 A Day of Reckoning.

DAY 4 He will... Come, let us....

DAY 5 Be humble... or be humbled.

DAY 6 A God-forsaken city.

DAY 7 Riches to rags.

DAY 8 Rags to riches.
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 5:1-7
THE POINT Using powerful, poetic imagery, Isaiah paints a pic-
ture to show how the LORD feels about Israel’s apostasy. All the
love and care He had lavished on His people had not brought out the
response He both desired and expected, leaving only the prospect of
judgement. Similar moving expressions of God’s attitude to an unre-
sponsive people are seen in Hosea 11:1-11 and Luke 13:34-35. 

THE PARTICULARS
• This is a key OT passage that shows Israel that God sees her as
His vineyard.  When Jesus told a parable using Isaiah’s imagery the
point was not lost on the Jewish leaders (see Mark 12:12).
• Isaiah is singing his song on the LORD’s behalf and so takes the
opportunity to express his own love for Him and his identification
with Him in his deep concern for Israel’s lack of passion (1).
• Given God’s input, it was undeniably inexcusable for Israel to fail
to bear the fruit expected of her (cf Gal. 5:22f) (3-4).
• God’s stern judgement on those who continue to ignore or fail to
act upon His overtures of mercy is fair and necessary (3-4).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Think of an experience you have had where you have given all the
love you could only to be met with coldness and indifference.  Pray
about your own response to God’s love to you in Jesus.

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 5:8-17
THE POINT The sins for which God’s people were being called to
account by His prophet Isaiah are similar to the sins of which our
own society is guilty today. God’s Word is freely proclaimed across
our nation, but greed and hedonism keep us from even listening, let
alone heeding it. We, too, are under God’s judgement for this.

THE PARTICULARS
• Greed is a proven recipe for loneliness (as our society needs to
realise and many a failed businessman in gaol might testify!)(8).
• Our prosperity (or lack of it) is fully in God’s hands (9-10).
• Too much time spent on entertainment and pleasure draws people
away from God and stops them from seeing the obvious wonder of
His Creation and their responsibility to care for it (11-12).
• The sinfulness of mankind is a great leveller.  God’s inevitable
judgement on man’s arrogance and pride will be the same for rich
and poor alike; it will be completely fair, not vindictive; its cause and
effect will be obvious as we are humbled before Him (13-15).
• In the end, God’s perfect goodness will be vindicated (16-17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Tsunamis, earthquakes, accidents, illness, all cause many today to
question God’s goodness.  How does Isaiah help us to keep a right
perspective and defend God’s character against His critics?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 5:18-24
THE POINT Isaiah was given a job that was impossible by human
reasoning (cf 6:9-10).  How do you warn a nation about impending
doom, and call it to repentance, if it can’t even distinguish right
from wrong!?  Only God’s intervening grace can save them, but the
first step in making this clear is at least to give them warning.

THE PARTICULARS
• Men involved in enjoying the pleasures of sin are, in fact, under a
delusion; they are shackled to their sins like dead weights they are
forced to drag along behind them (18; cf John 8:34).
• People enjoying sin lull themselves into a false sense of security
by making fun of God’s threats of impending judgement (19) .
• Sin is so deceptive that it completely inverts the absolute values
of God’s Word with disastrous results (20; cf Rom. 1:18-32).
• One of Man’s greatest problems is his trust in his own wisdom,
his belief that he knows better than God (21; cf 1 Cor. 1:20-25).
• Widespread tolerance of intemperance and injustice are signs that
a society has disintegrated beyond help because it has rejected the
very basis which God has revealed for its survival (22-23).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How relevant to our own society is Isaiah’s message here?  Can
you find specific current examples relating to each verse?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 5:25-30
THE POINT It’s one thing to come to terms with God’s right to
bring disaster upon His people as punishment for their sin.  It is
quite another thing to accept the possibility that He might do this
through the invasion by a foreign power that does not even know
God!  How could this be fair?  This is what Isaiah was told to warn
Israel was going to happen.  A century later, just before it did hap-
pen, when you didn’t need a political science degree to see it was
inevitable, Habakkuk struggled with this very question.

THE PARTICULARS
• Israel’s God, characterised by his mercy and grace, is also a God
of holiness and wrath who will not be deterred from carrying out
His plan to deal justly to punish sin (25). This is why Jesus died.
• The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, our God, is also
the C-in-C of every army that any nation has ever raised up (26).
• God’s Judgement is swift and sure – and Isaiah’s true words were
no more palatable to his own nation than they are to ours!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In the last few days we have been seeing how much our society is
like the one which Isaiah was sent to warn of God’s impending
judgement.  How would we assess the prospect of being conquered
by a Moslem nation?  Could we see God’s hand in this?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 6:1-7
THE POINT Chapters 1-5 have summarised the burden of
Isaiah’s message to Israel. As God’s chosen, covenant people they
can depend on God’s faithfulness, mercy and grace – and the cer-
tainty of God’s purposes being fulfilled. But they must also accept
the reality of the just punishment that inevitably follows disobedi-
ence.  We can sense the prophet’s apprehension that this message he
has outlined will be universally unpopular and unacceptable. So it is
time to present his authenticating papers, to establish his creden-
tials. He has been called by the nation’s God, none other than the
thrice-holy LORD Almighty, and he has accepted this call.  Like
everyone else, he is a sinner who has no right of his own to speak;
but as God’s messenger he cannot remain silent.

THE PARTICULARS
• Isaiah’s vision was clearly of Israel’s God, the One who is
attended by angelic beings, whose glory fills the whole earth, and
whose holiness separates Him completely from sinful man.  The
smoke had to shield His presence.
• Isaiah was fully aware of his total unworthiness as a sinner.  But
he also experienced God’s purifying and atoning power.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Read 2 Chron. 26:16-23 and compare Isaiah’s approach to the
temple with Uzziah’s. What’s the significance of the timing (1)?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 6:8-13
THE POINT Only God’s electing grace can change hearts of
stone to flesh.

THE PARTICULARS
• Isaiah’s vision of God in all His glory and holiness, coupled with
his graphic experience of God’s power to purify his sinful lips, pre-
pared him for his prophetic calling; but he was still required to make
a personal choice to answer the call and offer to go (8).
• God’s use of the plural “us” points to his being a 3-in-1 God (8).
• Verses 9-10 make no sense apart from the Bible’s teaching on
God’s electing grace.  Man’s wicked heart/mind cannot be renewed
simply by logic or instruction or the impact of visual evidence.  All
these do to the unregenerate man is make him more
hard/deaf/blind.  The fact that the Jews of Jesus’ day rejected Him
is proof of this.  By using clear, simple parables as a teaching tool
Jesus drove the point home, quoting these 2 verses from Isaiah in
answer to the disciples’ question in Mark 4:10-12.
• Isaiah again turns our attention to the LORD’s preservation of a
faithful remnant (cf 1:9 and 4:3), the outworking of his covenant of
grace in the midst of His righteous judgement (11-13).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you discouraged by lack of apparent results in the Lord’s
work? Was Isaiah called to be successful or just faithful?

DAY 9 Unreciprocated love.

DAY 10 A nation under judgement.

DAY 11 Fire danger: High.

DAY 12 Jesus’ Father speaks.

DAY 13 Sanctified lips.

DAY 14 God’s electing grace.
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THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 7:1-9
THE POINT Rezin, king of Aram (Syria), was planning to enlist
the help of Pekah, king of Israel (the northern tribes), against Ahaz,
king of Judah (the southern tribes).  (From 2 Kings 16 and 2
Chron. 28 we deduce that there was much negotiating of alliances
over many years and Isaiah is just recording a small part of it here.)
Ahaz had already lost some campaigns and was scared stiff.  He was
looking to Assyria for help against them.  It is Isaiah’s task to tell
Ahaz to look to the LORD, not to Assyria, but this king is a
son of David by birth only, not by disposition.  He refuses.

THE PARTICULARS
• Ahaz was a typical “natural” (unspiritual) man: perhaps he can
pick up God on his radar screen in his quiet reflective moments, but
in times of panic he can’t think beyond human horizons (2).
• Isaiah’s son, Shear-Jashub (A-Remnant-Will-Return), would be a
sign to Ahaz that the LORD would truly keep his promise (3).
• The logic should keep Ahaz calm.  The two northern firebrands
(“What was Remaliah’s son’s name again?”) are suffering burn-out
(4); they only operate in human categories so their days are defi-
nitely numbered (8-9). Trust the LORD, stand firm (cf 30:15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Where do you look first when you get in a sudden panic? Why?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 7:10-16
THE POINT The LORD, the God of all grace, was bending over
backwards to help Ahaz. But the king, as a “natural” man, was too
uptight even to start to process this. God’s patience was running out.

THE PARTICULARS
• Ahaz didn’t want to “put the LORD to the test” (trying hard to
be very “spiritual” by remembering Deut. 6:16) in case it worked
thus “showing up” all his previous God-less behaviour (12).
• The sovereign LORD would over-ride the king’s “free” will and
give the sign anyway – the glorious sign that would echo down
through the ages to find its ultimate fulfilment in the historically
unique virgin birth of Jesus, the faithful Son of David; not for Ahaz
but for everyone (“you” in v.14 is plural) (cf Matt. 1:22f).
• The Hebrew OT was translated into Greek nearly 2 centuries
before Christ and the word used to translate “virgin” does not mean
just a young woman.  And “the” virgin is quite specific.
• Curds and honey symbolise the diet of a royal child.  The length
of this promised Messiah’s infancy (only a few years) becomes the
measure of the remaining time Judah will suffer affliction from her
2 northern enemies before they are wiped out (15-16).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you think the doctrine of the Virgin Birth important?  Why?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 7:17-25
THE POINT Ahaz rejected God’s sign: the promised Messiah
who would set up God’s true Kingdom and redeem His true chosen
people.  Ahaz wanted Assyria; and his punishment was that God
granted his request!  Assyria came, and after defeating Syria and
Israel, over-ran Judah too.  After that, the “natural man” kind of
kingship, as modelled by Ahaz, never prospered, not even surviving
past the Babylonian Exile.  But the Messiah’s Kingdom is still grow-
ing today! What a watershed decision, with such far-reaching conse-
quences, was made by the king before God’s prophet that day.

THE PARTICULARS
• The rise and fall of all nations is in the sovereign LORD’s hands.
• Flies and bees symbolised Egypt and Assyria respectively (18-19).
• Shaving off a man’s hair signified removing his manliness (20).
• Although there will be plenty to eat in Judah after the Assyrian
invasion that will only be because so few people are left (21f).
• The well-ordered, prosperous agricultural economy, a sign of
God’s blessing, will become a wilderness in which domestic animals
run wild and each man must fend for himself (23-25).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How much does “Ahaz-thinking” influence the Church today?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 8:1-10
THE POINT We can be like Ahaz, seeing things only with man’s
perspective, assessing each situation with no more than human wis-
dom; or we can be like Isaiah, taking God at His Word, trusting Him
for things we cannot see (Heb. 11:1), and walking in obedience.

THE PARTICULARS
• “Quick-to-the-Plunder-Swift-to-the-Spoil” was born as a sign of
the things his father was predicting.  Just as future Immanuel would
be a sign of God’s ultimate deliverance, and the span of His infancy
a measure of the duration of the northern threat (7:15-16), so QttP-
SttS would be an immediate, visible picture of the same thing, and
his name a reminder of their fate.  God confirms His promises with
visible signs and reliable witnesses (1-4). 
• There is irony in God’s dealings with sinful man.  Judah would be
saved from the northern threat, but then defeated by Assyria for
two reasons: rejecting God’s quiet waters (7:4a), she would be
engulfed in Assyria’s flood; and glorying in Rezin-Pekah’s defeat
she would suffer the same pompous fate herself (5-8).
• But wait, this is Immanuel’s land! Isaiah sees past these devastat-
ing events to the comprehensive victories of Messiah (9-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you sometimes have difficulty seeing God’s “big picture”?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 8:11-22
THE POINT The bottom line for Isaiah is: do we follow the rea-
soning of the world? or do we trust God implicitly and walk by
faith rather than by sight (cf 2 Cor. 5:7)?  In this passage God gives
him many reasons, with His strong hand upon him, warning him
(11) why he must reject the former option and choose the latter.

THE PARTICULARS
• Conspiracy theories only instil fear and achieve nothing more; it
is better just to fear the Lord who alone is holy/mighty (12-13).
• For those who trust the Lord He is a rock of refuge; for those
(church-goers?) who don’t, a rock causing them to trip and fall (14-15).
• Even if we must go into hiding and regroup under pressure from
a success-orientated world, trusting God is still the best (16-17).
• The LORD commands the hosts of heaven and reigns among His
covenant people (Zion/his Church). He gives us adequate proof
that He is in control and our own lives are part of that proof (18).
• Focussing on a dying world leads only to confusion and distress;
focussing on a living God who has revealed Himself and His ways
clearly and firmly in writing leads from darkness to light (19-22).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why is it so important for us today to read God’s Word daily?

THE PASSAGE ISAIAH 9:1-7
THE POINT What Isaiah describes here is undeniably the coming
of God’s promised Messiah, requiring the most blatant hardness of
heart to refuse to acknowledge this, or to see it fulfilled in Jesus.  So
sure is the prophet that these things will happen that he writes some
of it in the present or even the past tense. The coming of the heav-
enly Child at last makes sense of all the confusion of God’s judge-
ment and mercy, His punishment and grace. A light has dawned.

THE PARTICULARS
• Out of humiliation comes glory (eg Matt. 5:3-12; Phil. 2:5-11).
The northern kingdom was despised by Judah and suffered most at
the hand of foreign powers so that by Jesus’ time it was the pits (cf
John 1:46). Isaiah was looking far ahead to Jesus! (1)
• Jesus claimed to be the Light of the World (John 8:12) (2).
• As he did with Gideon (Judges 7), God will give victory against
overwhelming odds; and this time it will be permanent (3-5).
• The LORD’s zeal will ensure that all the everlasting promises
given to David (eg 2 Sam. 7:16) will be fulfilled in Jesus (7).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Reflect on Jesus’ ministry/teaching in the gospels.  How did he
show Himself especially and convincingly to be Wonderful Coun-
sellor? Mighty God? Everlasting Father? Prince of Peace?

B I B L E S T U D Y

DAY 15 Panic: a true test of faith.

DAY 16 Immanuel, God with us.

DAY 17 Ahaz... A hasn’t.

DAY 18 In Immanuel’s land.

DAY 19 Two ways to live.

DAY 20 To us a Child is born.



Victorians forge on 

Perhaps the most encouraging meeting
of the Commission of the Victorian
Assembly ever held has just met in
Melbourne, report members who took
part. On every front the commission
unanimously voted for key
missionary/strategic advances. The
Australian Presbyterian World Mission
(Vic.) was authorised to proceed with the
appointment of a part-time partnership
development coordinator, whose task and
responsibility will be to develop partner-
ship links between PCV congregations,
missionaries on the field and those who
are hoping to serve the Lord overseas.
Applications for the position should be
made in writing to the Convener of the
APWM (Victoria) 5 Gordon Court,
Warrnambool 3280, along with the names
and addresses of three referees who would
be willing to provide a character reference. 

GMP cut, grants up

Due to the continuing very healthy
returns on church investments the
amount of GMP being asked of the con-
gregations of the PCV was radically cut.
The Home Mission Committee’s new
tertiary chaplaincy and apprenticeship
program was heartily approved by com-
missioners. Five positions under each
wing of the new program are fully funded,
with applications needing to be submitted
by May through the PCV Home Mission
Committee. The commission approved
the Maintenance of the Ministry
Committee giving a grant of $13,500 to
assist the work of Presbyterian Inland
Mission patrol in south-west NSW and a
one-off ex-gratia payment of $20,000 each
to the Maintenance of Ministry
Committee (or its equivalent) in
Tasmania, South Australia and Western
Australia to assist with the continuance
and expansion of parish ministry in those
states. 

Boost for AP

The Trusts Corporation reported that
the investments in the Common Fund
have been gaining unprecedented returns,
and that the General Assembly’s own
investments have produced a surplus of
$500,000. Because of the resources avail-

able, the commission authorised a number
of grants: $75,000 to Australian
Presbyterian in a variety of ways over the
next five years; $100,000 to King’s
College, Warrnambool to construct an
assembly hall; $100,000 to St Andrew’s
Christian College in Burwood; $30,000
to the Theological Resource Centre
(Church of Central Africa Presbyterian
Blantyre Synod), Malawi; $30,000 to the
Talua Ministry Training Centre,
Vanuatu, and $25,000 to the Middle East
Reformed Fellowship for Diaconal Aid.    

Goals reaffirmed

The commission approved the Strategy
Committee’s proposal that the church
adopt as its goal “to be engaged in making
disciples of the Lord Jesus, both individu-
ally and as a denominations, to direct all
our efforts to preaching repentance of sin-
ners and faith in Jesus, and to nurturing
those who believe the gospel”. The com-
mission also authorised further work to
be done to prepare for the employment of
a state trainng officer and directed that
funding be directed to a statewide demo-
graphic study to allow for future planning
for Presbyteries and the Home Mission
Committee. 

Vale Dr Clowney

Dr Edmund P. Clowney died on 20
March, aged 87. Dr Clowney had had a

very long association with Westminster
Theological Seminary in Philadephia. An
outstanding presbyterian thinker and the-
ologian, he was in the eyes of many the
most gifted proponent and practitioner of
redemptive-historical preaching in the
20th century. Author of a number of
important books, his last, How Christ
Transforms the Ten Commandments, was
accepted by the publisher just days before
his death.  

PLC students honoured

On 30 March, six students of
Presbyterian Ladies College Melbourne
were recognised for their outstanding
achievements in the Victorian Certificate
of Education (VCE) by Steve Bracks,
Premier of Victoria, at the Premier’s
VCE Awards Ceremony. From the Class
of 2004, Rebecca Proietto was presented
with an award for music performance and
Brooke Symington an award for art. The
others were Cheau Wern Chin (top 3
international student), Vajiranee
Malalasekera (mathematics and top all-
round achiever), Wendy Ni (top all-round
achiever) and Karthigayani
Sivasubramaniyam (English). PLC
Principal Mrs Elizabeth Ward was
delighted with the results and congratu-
lated the students on their accomplish-
ments. “The Premier’s VCE Awards
Ceremony recognises the hard work of
some of the most outstanding VCE stu-
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dents. PLC is extremely honoured and
proud of the achievements of each of the
six students,” she said.

Braemar lifts 200%

Braemar Presbyterian Homes for the
Aged (WA) recorded a net surplus on 31
December 2004 of $395,550 – a 200 per
cent increase on the previous period.
Under the leadership of CEO Glenn
Muskett, Braemar has developed a sound
financial position and is well positioned to
grow. Discussions are under way with the
City of Melville concerning the purchas-
ing of land in Willagee. If these discus-
sions do not come to fruition, Braemar
will seek to expand north of the Swan
River. 

De Pyle departs

Captain Martin de Pyle (late of Swan
Hill congregation and now of the 2
Cavalry Regiment) has left for Iraq. He
wrote from Darwin before he left: “I have
finally been given a date to depart on
deployment to Iraq. On April 21 I will
leave by plane with the main body of the
battle group on some huge Russian built
plane that can fit both ASLAV’s and per-
sonnel. I will be the only chaplain for the
450 soldiers deploying to Camp Smitty in
the Al-Mathanna province. I have seen
photos of the place already and it’s noth-
ing more than a temporary military camp

in the middle of a vast desert wasteland
with a great pile of dirt and barbed wire
running around the outside. The theory is
that at night, those on picket are able to
see anyone approaching through thermal
imaging. 

“The preparations to deploy have been
extensive, squeezing lots of training into
each day. Everyone starts very early every
morning and works well into the night.
Everyone is really looking forward to the
three days off over Easter. It will probably
be our last days off before we leave. I
remain very encouraged by the gospel
opportunities that present themselves.
Although missing sermon preparation
and the more formal aspects of parish
ministry, I am finding lots of opportuni-
ties to provide a biblical perspective to sol-
diers of all ranks as they try to find
answers to their questions, issues and
problems. It’s almost the easiest way to
get evangelism contacts that I’ve ever
known.

“Practically speaking we are ready as a
family to be separated until November
but there is no doubt that it will be a
tough time emotionally for us all. We do
recognise that these are the costs involved
with this form of ministry and pray that
God will use our obedience for his glory.
As a family we understand that we must
be a part of the ‘coalition of the willing’,
that is, those who are willing to do all that
God calls us to do. Pray with us that
throughout the deployment and our time

apart as a family the glorious gospel of our
Lord Jesus Christ would be made known
to the 450 soldiers that make up the Al-
Mathanna Task Group and even well
beyond this group. Pray for the safety of
all who are deployed and for Kaylene and
the children as they adjust to a change in
family life.”

NIV modernised

The New International Version of the
Bible, one of the world’s most widely
read Bibles, has been modernized by a
team of 15 American and British scholars.
More than 45,000 changes, which is about
seven per cent of the text, have been
made. The title has also been changed to
Today’s New International Version.
Paige Patterson, a former president of
the Southern Baptist Convention, said
that the translators had gone beyond try-
ing to clarify meaning. “They have an
agenda – to attempt to force egalitarian
and even feminist perspectives on readers
in the name of translation.” But the
scholars who worked on the book
rejected the charges, saying that their
changes were a fair reflection of the orig-
inal Greek or Hebrew tests or updated
colloquial English words.

Baptist Press

Confessing churches condemned

The president of the Presbyterian
Publishing Corporation, Davis Perkins,
has condemned the Confessing Church
Movement within the Presbyterian
Church (USA). Perkins said: “the term
‘confessing church’ has come to mean
something altogether different in the cur-
rent Presbyterian context ... as right-wing
organisations seek to use confessional
statements as theological sledgehammers
to bludgeon Presbyterians into a rigid
orthodoxy that divisively excludes certain
persons from ecclesiastical leadership.” By
“certain persons,” Perkins was referring to
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practising homosexuals, who are prohib-
ited by the church’s constitution from
being ordained as officers. But denomina-
tional leaders have chosen not to enforce
the prohibition and many ministers and
lay officers are open about their same-sex
relations. 

Eritrean children persecuted

Minority Christian groups in Eritrea are
facing arbitrary arrests and detention, a
source at the Association of Evangelicals
of Africa told Ecumenical News
International in Nairobi. “Many have been
persecuted. They have been arrested at
worship, weddings, and other functions.”
Christian Solidarity Worldwide reports
that 131 children between ages two and 18
were rounded up by a group of policemen
as they were in their Christian classes at
the Medhanie-Alem Orthodox Church
in the capital of Asmara. After nearly four
hours, the children ages two to 14 were
released. The remaining group of 30 chil-
dren was transferred to police stations
where they are still reportedly detained.
“The arrest of this large group of children
shows just how far this regime is prepared
to go to persecute innocent Christians,
said Stuart Windsor, National Director
of CSW. 

Christian Solidarity Worldwide

Nigerian Muslims riot

Muslim militants attacked the Christian
community in Demsa village, Adamawa
state, northern Nigeria, on 4 February,
killing 36 people and displacing about
3000 others. The surviving Christians
have taken refuge in Mayolope village in
the state of Taraba. Rev. Jolly Nyame,
governor of the state of Taraba,
expressed sadness over the attacks and
said the country could progress only
through peaceful coexistence. 

Compass Direct

Indians open Bible school

A new Bible school was opened by the
Presbyterian Church of India (PCI) last
May. The synod decided to start this
school because the local Aizawl
Theological College could no longer
offer short-term training in theology and
grant a certificate after a three-month
course. The Presbyterian Church of
India, founded in 1841, has 2320 congre-
gations and 680 preaching stations. The
938,000 members and regular attenders
are served by 651 pastors and 1236 evan-
gelists. 

Moral movies

An annual study of the box office statis-
tics of the top 250 movies released by
Hollywood shows that moviegoers not
only are flocking to G and PG-rated
movies, they also want movies with
strong moral messages. The study done
by the non-profit Christian Film and
Television Commission, revealed that
2004 movies such as The Incredibles,
Spiderman 2, The Polar Express, Shark Tale
and The Passion, earned nearly $US106.7
million on average, which was more than
six times the average of movies with very
strong immoral, negative content or very

strong pagan secular, humanist, homosex-
ual or anti-Christian content.

Lutheran is murder suspect

Authorities in Mozambique have
reported arresting a Lutheran suspect in
the 2004 murder of Brazilian Lutheran
missionary Doraci J. Edinger. Edinger
was killed on 21 February in Nampula,
Mozambique, after it was reported she
had discovered information about traf-
ficking in human organs. Lutheran
World Federation general secretary Rev.
Dr. Ishmael Noke stated his “apprecia-
tion for the progress reflected” in the
arrest of the suspect, who is a pastor of
the Evanglical Lutheran Church in
Mozambique.

Irish choose evangelical

Dr Harry Uprichard, noted evangelical
preacher, has been elected as the next
Moderator of the Presbyterian Church
of Ireland. The minister of Trinity
Presbyterian Church, Ahoghill in County
Antrim, he describes his ministry as one
of “teaching the Scriptures in order to
bring people to faith and to develop their
witness”. He is noted for his expository
preaching and his evangelistic zeal. 
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The doctrine difference

By John Piper    

God gives good press to doctrine. But
surveys of evangelicals usually do not –
until recently. In God’s book, knowing
His Son and believing true things about
Him is transforming liberty. “You will
know the truth, and the truth will set you
free” (John 8:32). God’s self-revelation in
the Bible is not a wax nose. It’s firm. It’s a
standard. You measure truth by it
(Romans 6:17). Our everlasting salvation
is determined by whether we believe it:
“Whoever abides in the teaching has both
the Father and the Son” (2 John 1:9).
Depart from the doctrine, and you depart
from Christ. Or, better, keep watch over
your doctrine and “you will save ... your-
self” (1 Timothy 4:16).  

That’s high praise for good doctrine.
You would think evangelicals would agree.
But we are more likely to hear things like,
“Christ unites; doctrine divides,” or, “Ask,
Whom do you trust?, not, What do you
believe?” 

The minimisation of biblical doctrine is
common. But if we are not willing to get a
high estimation of doctrine from God,
perhaps we can get it from George Barna.
He has been surveying American evangel-
icals to see if we practise what we preach.
He is finding that we don’t preach doc-
trine from the Bible, and therefore don’t

practise differently from the world. 
For example, he says that evangelicals

divorce at about the same rate as the
nation at large. Only 9 per cent of evan-
gelicals tithe. Of 12,000 teenagers who
took the pledge to wait for marriage, 80
per cent had sex outside marriage in the
next seven years. Twenty-six per cent of
traditional evangelicals do not think pre-
marital sex is wrong. White evangelicals
are more likely than Catholics and main-
line Protestants to object to having black
neighbors.  

According to Barna’s definition, an
“evangelical” is willing to say, “I have
made a personal commitment to Jesus
Christ that is still important in my life
today.” In addition, evangelicals agree
with several other things like: Jesus lived a
sinless life; eternal salvation is only
through grace, not works; Christians have
a personal responsibility to evangelise
non-Christians; Satan exists. 

Barna says that 7 per cent to 8 per cent
of the US population is in this group. And
they do not live very differently from the
world. But Barna has now developed a
new set of criteria to define those within
evangelicalism that have a “biblical world-
view”. This means they say that “the Bible
is the moral standard” and “absolute
moral truths exist and are conveyed
through the Bible”. In addition they
believe that God is the all-knowing, all-
powerful Creator who still rules the uni-
verse, that salvation cannot be earned by
their deeds, and that the Bible is totally
accurate in all it teaches. This group is sig-
nificantly smaller than the broad evangeli-
cal group. 

For those who belittle doctrine as trou-

blesome, it may come as a surprise that
these worldview evangelicals live differ-
ently from the world. Ronald Sider, in his
new book, The Scandal of the Evangelical
Conscience, describes the difference:
“They are nine times more likely than all
the others to avoid ‘adult-only’ material
on the Internet. They are four times more
likely than other Christians to boycott
objectionable companies and products
and twice as likely to choose not to watch
a movie specifically because of its bad con-
tent. They are three times more likely
than other adults not to use tobacco prod-
ucts and twice as likely to volunteer time
to help needy people. Forty-nine per cent
of all born-again Christians with a biblical
worldview have volunteered more than an
hour in the previous week to an organisa-
tion serving the poor, whereas only 29 per
cent of born-again Christians without a
biblical worldview and only 22 per cent of
non-born-again Christians had done so.” 

The conclusion is that doctrine mat-
ters. Sider puts it like this: “Barna’s find-
ings on the different behavior of
Christians with a biblical worldview
underline the importance of theology.
Biblical orthodoxy does matter. One
important way to end the scandal of con-
temporary Christian behavior is to work
and pray fervently for the growth of
orthodox theological belief in our
churches.” 

Who would have thought that the very
survey system that lures so many to put
their finger in the wind of opinion would
tell them, take your finger down and teach
the people what the Bible says? 

Reprinted from Christianity Today.
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Last Saturday I pulled 17 items of
junk-mail from our postbox.
Pillow Talk, Optus, and Target
were crammed side by side with

the weekly specials from the corner liquor
store and the local real estate agent. It’s all
evidence – if you need any – that we live in
a Consumer Society. These days, even the
way we vote isn’t based so much on the
ideology of a party, but its economic cre-
dentials. And the bottom line is, we’ll vote
for the party that’s best for our bottom
line. We love choices, we love to be served,
we know what we want, and we want it
now.  We’re born to shop… and we shop
’til we drop.

The problem becomes obvious,
though, when we bring consumerism to
church. People “shop around” for a
church that “meets their needs” in exactly
the same way they browse the stores for a
new TV set. According to a recent semi-
nar I attended, the five key signs of a con-
sumer church are:
• Constant church shopping  – always
looking for a better deal. 
• A critical spirit – always assessing
“what’s in it for me”.
• Minimal attendance – I’ll come when
it’s convenient. 
• Lack of relationship with others – espe-
cially avoiding serving. 
• High expectations of leadership – we
pay them so they should do all the work. 

Naturally, from time to time there are
valid reasons to shop around for a church
– if you’ve just moved into a new area, or
something’s gone disastrously wrong in
your current church, or if the Bible is not
being taught, you may find yourself
browsing the aisles of the church-super-
market.  Choose carefully – and make
sure it doesn’t become a habit. 

The other four tell-tale signs of con-
sumerism are not quite as easy to jus-

tify. A critical spirit will be constantly, and
selfishly, finding fault. Your attendance
patterns will be random and very patchy,
because you’ll only turn up when you feel
the urge. Much like a visit to the movies,
you’ll only go if it’s a blockbuster, and you
feel like an outing. 

Relationships, of course, can be hard
work – so get out of church as quickly as

possible so you don’t have to talk to any-
one. Worse still, you might be asked to
help. And when it comes to kids’ pro-
grams, or scripture teaching, or making
things tick over smoothly on the occa-
sional Sunday you decide to come along,
well … that’s what we pay the profession-
als for. Isn’t it? 

The challenging reality is that the
gospel calls us to switch to the other side
of the counter. Instead of walking into the
“church-cafe” and waiting to be served,
consider yourself a partner in the business
– strap on your apron and start taking
orders! Writing to the church in Philippi,
Paul puts it this way: “In all my prayers
for all of you, I always pray with joy
because of your partnership in the gospel

from the first day until now…” (Phil.
1:5).  

Paul is overjoyed, because in a few
short years, the Philippians have moved
from being gospel consumers to being
gospel partners. In practice, that means
they’ll be bold in their own gospel wit-
ness, they’ll share with Paul in his suffer-
ing, and they’ll send regular financial aid
as he moves on to preach the gospel to the
Thessalonians (Phil. 4:16).  

The Philippians realised that being part
of the church called for partnership – a
vital interest in seeing others grow as fol-
lowers of Jesus, strategic investment in
starting other churches, and a deep and
encouraging affection for their partner,
the apostle Paul, who they supported
through good times and bad.

So run your eye over the check-list one
more time. Maybe it’s time you stopped
being a consumer Christian and became a
gospel partner? Work out ways you can be
part of communicating the good news of
Jesus, right where you are. Invest finan-
cially in gospel partnership within your
church. Find someone to encourage in the
faith. Look for ways to serve, rather than
waiting to be served. Look for newcom-
ers, and work hard to make them wel-
come.  At the very least, look around your
own church family, notice the people who
are serving, and express your appreciation
to those who are labouring as gospel part-
ners for your benefit.

Phil Campbell is part of the ministry team at
Mitchelton Presbyterian Church. ap

Phil
Campbell
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Within the past 12 months anxi-
ety has been expressed about
the political activity of religious
people. Commentators in both

Australia and the United States were
clearly unimpressed that religious beliefs
and denominational affiliations had
become critical factors affecting election
outcomes in both countries during late
2004. While much of this comment
amounted to little more than self-inter-
ested special pleading, I believe there
needs to be limits on the influence of reli-
gion on civic affairs for the sake of the
church’s integrity and the state’s indepen-
dence. 

This article poses three related ques-
tions. First, can Christians be active
members of political parties and not com-
promise their beliefs? Second, should
Christians who are active in political par-
ties use political processes to assist the
church’s mission and ministry? Third, do
public policies that are apparently consis-
tent with Christian beliefs receive divine
assistance? To provide an analytical
framework, I will outline the three con-
trasting views of B.A. Santamaria, William
Temple and Stanley Hauerwas. In the
interests of diversity, I have chosen an
Australian Catholic, an English Anglican
and an American Protestant. I am not
suggesting here that their positions are
typical, only that they reflect the range of
opinions held within the broader
Christian community.

B.A. Santamaria and direct involve-
ment: Santamaria was born in

Melbourne in 1915. As a young man, he
became a virulent opponent of commu-
nism, and believed the Roman Catholic
Church had to be involved in politics to
combat its spread and to curb its influ-
ence. But this appeared to contradict the
traditional Catholic position on church-
state relations known as the “Gelasian
doctrine”. Towards the end of the fifth
century, Pope Gelasius wrote to the
emperor in Constantinople about this
matter. After identifying and separating
the “consecrated authority of priests” and
the “royal power” of the emperor, the
Pope asserted that Christ “has divided the
functions of the two powers, assigning to

each one its proper task and dignity. The
spiritual power keeps itself detached from
the snares of this world and, fighting for
God, does not become entangled in secu-
lar affairs, while the secular power, for its
part, refrains from exercising any author-
ity over Divine affairs. By thus remaining
modestly within its own sphere, each
power avoids the danger of pride which

would be implicit
in the possession
of all authority
and acquires a
greater compe-
tence in the func-
tions which are
properly its own.”

In other words
– a very clear pro-
hibition on fusing
religion and poli-
tics. But
Santamaria was
worried that com-

munists were subverting Australian polit-
ical process and had to be stopped by
political means. He side-stepped the
“Gelasian doctrine”. 

To promote religious influence,
Santamaria envisaged three specific types
of Catholic lay organisation. The first
were those created by the church dedi-
cated to non-political causes under the
direction of the bishops. The second were
thoroughly unofficial political associa-
tions formed outside the church that did
not involve the bishops in any way. These
represented two extremes. In between,
Santamaria asserted there was a place for
organisations of lay Catholics using polit-
ical means to further the moral and reli-
gious interests of the church, acting on
their own responsibility but “united with
the hierarchy” and “effectively under its
control”.

The secret anti-Communist organisa-
tion founded by Santamaria in 1942 was
known as The Movement. It eventually

became the National Civic Council
(NCC). The aim was to infiltrate trade
unions and the ALP industrial groups in
order to engineer the election of Catholic
candidates in key positions as part of a
broader campaign to eradicate communist
influence in Australian public life.
Movement members met secretly and
attempted to achieve their goals covertly.
Santamaria believed that the Catholic
hierarchy was obliged to give its blessing
to direct Catholic involvement in secular
affairs when the outcome of those affairs
had immediate consequences for the
Church and Catholic lay people. The
Vatican directed in 1957 that ‘the
Movement’ be reconstructed as a lay asso-
ciation that “must exclude from its pro-
gram all direct or indirect action on
unions or political parties”. The NCC
then became an ostensibly private organi-
sation. 

The difficulty faced by those like
Santamaria who advocate direct Christian
political involvement is the existence of
theological diversity and sometimes acute
differences of opinion within the
churches, even the Catholic Church, over
the Christian vision of social and political
life. As Father Richard Neuhaus has
pointed out, Christians “must never
equate their penultimate judgments about
what might serve justice with the ultimate
truth that impels us to seek and serve jus-
tice in the first place. To declare some-
thing to be ‘Christian politics’ implicitly
excommunicates those of good standing
in the Church who disagree. It is more
likely to turn Christian against Christian,
rather than Christian against secularist or
pagan”.

While religiously-inspired move-
ments and organisations might

constitute effective and efficient means
of securing power and exerting influence,
is their aim to challenge the ethos driving
political life and establish a more
Christian society or give the secular a
religious veneer? In effect, does direct
political participation always involve the
promotion of only those objectives that
reflect values and ideals that only
Christians hold? If so, why should non-
Christians be obliged to endure them
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and why can’t Christians secure them
privately? If not, are these movements
really Christian or, in fact, something
else? These questions are rarely answered
with precision or clarity.

William Temple and conditional par-
ticipation: Temple was born at

Exeter in 1881. As Bishop of Manchester,
Temple was prominent in a group of
senior clerics who sought to settle the
crippling miners’ general strike in Britain
during 1926. This prompted a good deal
of concern that the church had improp-
erly interfered in a political matter. He
answered his critics at the time but more
fully in Christianity and the Social Order
which was published in 1942 to coincide
with his appointment as Archbishop of
Canterbury.

Temple argued that the church was
bound to “interfere in political affairs” on
four distinct grounds: “[First], the claims
of sympathy with those who suffer; sec-
ond, the educational influence of the
social and economic system; third, the
challenge offered to our existing system in
the name of justice; fourth, the duty of
conformity to the ‘Natural Order’ in
which is to be found the purpose of God”.
For Temple, the Church is bound to
“interfere” because it is by vocation the
agent of God’s purpose, outside the scope
of which “no human interest or activity
can fall”. 

Temple was equally succinct in his
description of the manner of the
church’s interference. “[First], its mem-
bers must fulfil their moral responsibili-
ties and functions in a Christian spirit;
second, its members must exercise their
purely civic rights in a Christian spirit;
third, it must itself supply them with a
systematic statement of principles to aid
them in doing these two things, and this
will carry with it a denunciation of cus-
toms or institutions in contemporary life
and practice which offend against those
principles.”

It was also clear to Temple that the
church ought to recognise and respect the
limits of its competence to comment on
and interfere in social and political ques-
tions, and leave to informed Christian cit-
izens the implementation of religious
principles in their own social and political
contexts.

“The Church must announce
Christian principles and point out where
the existing social order at any time is in
conflict with them. It must then pass on
to Christian citizens, acting in their civic
capacity, the task of re-shaping the exist-

ing order in closer conformity to the
principles. For at this point technical
knowledge might be required and judg-
ments of practical expediency are always
required.” 

Therefore, according to Temple, the
church ought to distance itself from party
politics and refuse, as an institution and a
community, to be drawn into political par-
tisanship in any way. This is not to
demand that Christians abandon political
parties and movements or vacate forums
for political discourse. Rather, the church
must continue to focus on those princi-
ples that emerge from its understanding
of the Gospel. These are things that the
church, and only the church, can offer to
social and political life. Meanwhile, the
followers of Jesus, acting as citizens rather
than as members of the church, are to par-
ticipate fully in social and political life
while always and everywhere conscious of
Christian principles. 

There are three difficulties associated
with Temple’s position. First, there are
frequently as many principles associated
with implementing a policy as there are

with determining its objectives. The devil
is usually in the detail. There is rarely a
clear or absolute divide between means
and ends. They are usually related, and
both involve matters of principle.
Restricting involvement merely to defin-
ing principles might be an abrogation of
responsibility. 

Second, Christians who belong to
political parties are conscious of the need
to compromise in order to achieve certain
objectives. After all, politics is said to be
the “art of the possible”. But when do
those compromises conflict with the
moral integrity of the Christian and
demand that they dissociate themselves
from a movement or a party? 

Third, some serious ambiguities are
created by the tendency of some politi-
cians to self-identify as Christians and
more particularly to disclose their denom-

inational affiliation. When they are pub-
licly associated with a policy that allegedly
conflicts with Christian principles or a
decision which draws criticism from a
church (including their own), how will
they respond? Indeed, how will they
actively dissociate the church from a
potentially objectionable policy or deci-
sion, and how might they respond to
counsel or direction from a leader of their
church that they do so? The “Christian”
politician is vulnerable at this point and
faced with choosing perhaps between the
lesser of two evils.

Stanley Hauerwas and comprehensive
disengagement: Hauerwas was born in

1940. He has been associated with various
denominations, but mainly United
Methodists, and claims a particular sym-
pathy for the Mennonites.  He holds a
personal professorial chair at Duke
University’s Divinity School in North
Carolina and, despite being a layman, was
declared to be America’s best theologian
by Time magazine in 2001. His popular
works include A Community of Character,
After Christendom? and The Peaceable
Kingdom. 

For Hauerwas, Jesus’ insistence that
his disciples were “in the world but not of
it” is of critical importance. The followers
of Jesus were called to live a life faithful to
the biblical story of human origins and
destiny. Jesus had imparted to them a
spiritual outlook and moral ethic that
gave rise to different habits and hopes in
every living. Their peculiar vision of social
and political life was not, Hauerwas
claims, worked out in the enveloping
“world” but elsewhere. Jesus established a
community – the church – shaped by cer-
tain practices necessary to sustain partic-
ular beliefs. Community interactions
were characterised by forgiveness and
redemption, and served as a witness to
the truth of Jesus’ message and their wit-
ness to him as the incarnate Son of God.
The church denied the existence of a uni-
versal moral code from which political or
social consensus could be drawn. The
divine revelations contained in its
Scriptures taught that human will is in
permanent rebellion against God’s com-
mands while human reason is blinded by
self-centredness. Consensus is therefore
impossible in a world fractured by human
sinfulness and divided by its conse-
quences. 

According to Hauerwas, religious wor-
ship involves “a clash of narratives … the
one who gets to tell the story is the one
who determines the politics”. As different
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narratives shape human character and per-
ception of political situations, Christians
must content themselves with living in a
permanently fragmented world. In the
new secular society, “paganism is the air
we breathe, the water we drink. It cap-
tures us, it converts our young, it subverts
the Church”. So Hauerwas speaks of
Christians as “resident aliens” – borrow-
ing a phrase from 1 Peter – as people who
live in this world but whose citizenship is
located elsewhere. He refers to the church
in one place as “a colony of heaven” and
elsewhere as “a beachhead, an outpost, an
island of one culture in the middle of
another”.

He rejects the obvious accusation that
he is advocating withdrawal from social
or political engagement by asking: “how
can the church possibly withdraw when
it, by necessity, must always find itself
surrounded? There is no place to which
it can withdraw. I am not asking the
church to withdraw, but rather to give up
the presumptions of Constantinian
power, particularly when those take the
form of liberal universalism”. He does
not believe the “Christian colony” can
use the dominant culture of the world
without betraying its identity as a com-
munity set apart. 

Hauerwas presents a form of Christian
radicalism that preserves a sharp distinc-
tion between Christian faith and cultural
values by surrendering one form of partic-
ipation – that of utilising the world’s
power structures – in deliberations over
public policy. 

This is an attractive position in many
ways. It is principled, consistent and

disciplined. It avoids any attempt at bring-
ing nearer the kingdom of God in a man-
ner that violates the character of that
kingdom or conflicts with the manner in
which it was inaugurated by Jesus. But
critics argue that the biblical records show
Jesus was directly involved in many con-
temporary political, social and economic
controversies. What else would account
for the number of questions he received
on these matters? The same texts reveal
that the first disciples did not constitute a
sect. They did not renounce the world,
live in social isolation or shun political
debate. They were instructed by Jesus to
be salt and light within the community
and to work for the world’s redemption
by challenging false truths and pulling
down demonic institutions. The early
church also accepted that God worked
outside the Christian community and that
they were not to hinder providential activ-
ity of this kind. 

Adopting Hauerwas’ approach might
encourage the kind of disengagement,
common in religious history, Hauerwas
wants to avoid. There is also the chance
that such a mindset might further fracture
the nation into divided moral communi-
ties – something that would not trouble
Hauerwas – that eventually lost their
capacity to speak in a common language –
something that would. If all but Christian
claims to truth are without foundation, it
might be argued that they are immune to

rational criticism
and unyielding to
suggestions of
compromise. In
effect, this posi-
tion leaves no
room for dia-
logue – only con-
version. If it is all
or nothing, those
presently disin-
clined to listen
might resolutely
refuse to hear.

Some limits on involvement: In answer
to my first question, can Christians be
active members of political parties and not
compromise their beliefs?, the answer is
yes. They can and ought when they are
clear about what their membership has
the potential to achieve and when they are
confident their party will promote princi-
ples consistent with their convictions.
This requires sustained thought and
reflection. Involvement in politics is hard
and demanding work and few are
equipped for its rigours. 

And what of Christian political par-
ties? In my view, they face a number of
objections. In practical terms, how can a
‘Christian’ political party claim that its
platform is genuinely Christian when it
does not have any means, such as a synod,
or any statement of doctrine, such as a
universal or historic Creed, of validating
such claims? And given the difficulties
human beings often face in resolving dif-
ferences of opinion, how would a
“Christian” political party authenticate
any assertion that its own processes
reflected biblical standards of behaviour?
And how should they respond to allega-
tions that they have compromised core
convictions when they agree to drop
opposition to one aspect of public policy
that might offend Christian sensibilities
in order to secure the party’s objectives in
another? 

Christian political parties also weaken
the church’s capacity to act as a distinct
and exemplary community, and turn the
church into a political ghetto ignored by

the major parties unable to secure the
so-called Christian vote. From my
observation, “Christian” parties are usu-
ally supported by churches that have lost
their capacity to influence political
processes or whose members are not in
positions of political leverage but would
like to be. 

Second, should Christians who are
active in political parties use political
processes to assist the church’s mission
and ministry? Possibly, but within strict
limits as I have previously argued. 

Third, are policies consistent with
Christian beliefs assisted with divine
favour? Again, the answer Christians can
give is “Yes” when the outcomes are prin-
cipally expressing love and upholding jus-
tice. Most Christians would also say that
the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus will
come nearer with or without human
agency because “God makes the sun to
shine on the wicked and the good”. But
there are obvious limits to what political
programs can achieve in any domain of
human activity and it is doubtful whether
they have much influence on changing the
focus of the human heart and the orienta-
tion of human will that is at the core of
religious life. 

It is apparent from the foregoing dis-
cussion that the crucial question is

not whether Christians should be
involved in politics. All but the
Exclusive Plymouth Brethren and some
Quakers believe that some involvement
is consonant with responsible citizen-
ship and ultimately unavoidable. The
point of difference is the character and
limits of that involvement and whether
some forms of participation by their
nature constrain or conflict with
Christian beliefs and customs, and cer-
tain political responsibilities and liber-
ties. The Christian churches in Australia
have not engaged in productive dialogue
on this matter, nor have they shown
effective leadership through formal
teaching and preaching. The churches
cannot claim any common mind or any
sophistication of thought among their
members on these matters. Perhaps they
ought to declare a moratorium on fur-
ther involvement until the theological
dimensions have been clarified and some
consensus reached. 

Dr Tom Frame is Anglican Bishop to the
Australian Defence Force. He is working on
a book entitled A Trial Separation? Church
and State in Australia. A version of this arti-
cle appeared in the January-February edi-
tion of Quadrant.  ap

E V A N G E L I S MP O L I T I C S

2 4 •  A U S T R A L I A N  P R E S B Y T E R I A N   May 2005

The churches
cannot claim
any common
mind or any

sophistication
of thought

among their
members on

these matters.



L E T T E R S

A U S T R A L I A N  P R E S B Y T E R I A N   May 2005 •  2 5

A word in season

Congratulations on a great production, I
appreciate receiving it each month – and
I’m not even a Presbyterian!  The follow-
ing is offered in the spirit of “good, better,
best, never let it rest till your good is bet-
ter, and your better, best”. 

In the March edition p.21 (and also the
PIM insert) re Rev. Martin de Pyle
becoming a chaplain the paragraph refers
to the Royal Australian Army.  There is
actually no such thing. Yes, there is a
Royal Australian Navy and a Royal
Australian Air Force.  However this is not
the case in the army.  Many, but not all, of
the component corps and regiments
within the army have the title, but not the
army as a whole.  Thus, Rev. Martin de
Pyle is in the Royal Australian Army
Chaplains Department where the “Royal”
refers to the Department not the Army.

Interesting trivia perhaps – but then,
I’m ex-army!  We do pray for God’s rich
blessing on Chaplain de Pyle’s ministry.

Rev. Keith Noldt
Grace Chinese Christian Church, 

Kogarah, NSW

Fractured Church

Having been the minister of the Mt.
Evelyn church for 14 years and still a min-
ister of the PCA, I am very disturbed by
comments that have been falsely attrib-
uted to me and others in the book
Fractured Families, and about accusations
which go so far as to suggest that I may
have been partly responsible for some-
one’s suicide. To print such a thing with-
out consulting me is disgraceful, as are
reflections on my doctrinal position.
However, what troubles me most is the
suspicion and mistrust that were engen-
dered in the church.

The suggestion that a group called
“The Fellowship” was aiming to take over
the Mt. Evelyn parish caused panic and led
some members of the parish to interpret
everything in that light. The facts are that,
in the four years that people with
“Fellowship” background were in the
church, not one of them was elected to
the board or session, even though the lat-
ter had dwindled, through two deaths, to

four active members. The newcomers and
my own adult children never held any
position of leadership in the church. Nor
did they ever seek it. 

Simplistic explanations regarding levels
of education, wealth, and aspirations to
godliness are likely to win over those
prone to sensitivity on these grounds. The
slightest misinterpretation of a remark
can lead to a “they think they are better
than us” assessment. An earnest attempt
to suggest that we can avoid swearing
when we hit our thumbs with a hammer is
interpreted as saying that the speaker feels
superior to those who react in this way. In
an atmosphere of suspicion such as that
which was created at Mt Evelyn, any men-
tion of Biblical doctrines relating to right
family order will bring opposition and be
regarded as evidence that the preacher is
legalistic. 

What do I hope for? Vindication? No.
Just a handling of the matter in such a way
that reconciliation may be facilitated and
not disrupted by the kind of anger and
hostility that is given expression in
Morag’s book.

Rev. Warwick Davidson
Camberwell, Victoria

Fellowship still inimical

I am a member of the Church and
Nation Committee which was asked to
produce the Fractured Fellowship booklet.
We believed that Rev. M. Jensen, a known
member of the Fellowship, was to meet
the committee, and invited him to involve
anyone else he wished. He declined at the
last minute, so we carried out the task
assigned us by the General Assembly.
That was not to re-try the matter but to
gather the information which led that
Assembly to declare that “the distinctive
beliefs and practices of the group known
as “The Fellowship” are inimical to the
doctrine and practices of the Presbyterian
Church of Victoria” (October 1998,
minute 87.2).

David Hare (AP, February) gives the
impression that there is an official minute
containing the statement saying that “The
Church and Nation Committee convener
agreed that the information used was one-
sided and that they had not made any
attempt to obtain a balancing view from
those implicated in the booklet,” but I
could find no record of this in the 2001
minutes as he implies.

In 1999 the new convener did give an
explanation to this effect during question
time because he was not aware of our ear-

lier approach to get input from Rev.
Jensen. He immediately provided a per-
sonal explanation to the Assembly at its
next sederunt to correct the error. 

David Hare is trying to make it sound
like Fractured Fellowship has been discred-
ited in the assembly. It remains an official
document of the assembly and when a
Fellowship member publicly made the
accusation that Fractured Fellowship was
riddled with errors, without endeavouring
to provide proof, it was ruled that this was
a breach of privilege of the assembly
(October 2000, minute 80). Until con-
trary proof is officially provided in the
courts of the church we must continue to
believe that the information and testimonies
in the booklet are true and accurate. We had
an abundance of material to draw from
and the lack of contrary proof since it was
published in 1999 is simply a confirmation
of the validity of its contents.

Don Elliott
Minister, 

Eltham Presbyterian Church, Vic

Not good enough

I write in response to the letter by Joan
Milne (AP, April) who was apparently a
member of the committee of the
Presbyterian Church of Victoria that pro-
duced the publication Fractured
Fellowship.

I am flabbergasted that she believes
that a telephone call to a single person
constitutes an “attempt to obtain a bal-
ancing view” when the character and the-
ology of hundreds of individuals have
been falsely denigrated in this publication.

David L Hare
Elder

Camberwell Presbyterian Church, Vic

Letters



MAY 2005
21 Robert and Toni Smith Mission

Partners (APWM) workers from Mt.
Tamborine Qld. serving with Wycliffe
Bible Translators in Germany.

22 Wee Waa parish, NW NSW; about 85
c&a (communicants and adherents),
30 yf (younger folk - Sunday School
and youth) and 8 e (elders). Mark and
Angie Powell.

23 Robin Watson Mission Partners
(APWM) worker from South
Toowoomba on leave from SIM in
Burkina Faso, west Africa. Pray for his
health, and relief work following the
locust plague in Burkina.

24 The Japanese congregation meeting at
Creek Road church, Carina, Brisbane,
with about 40 attending. Jack and
Keiko Mitchell.

25 St John’s church Bendigo, Vic.; with
about 70 c&a, 20 yf and 3 e. Andrew
and Simone Clarke.

26 Pray for all students, staff and council
at Covenant College, Canberra.

27 Dalby parish western Qld including
Cecil Plains; with about 245 c&a, 225
yf and 13 e. Roland and Joanne Lowther.

28 Presbytery of Brisbane (north of the
river); 11 parishes totaling 16 congre-
gations with 1070 c&a; 1 deaconess, 1
department head, 3 missionaries, 5 retired
ministers, 2 under jurisdiction, 1 theolog-
ical candidate; Guido Kettniss clerk.

29 Mt Evelyn parish, Melbourne; with
about 45 c&a, 15 yf and 4 e. Mark and
Linda Crabb.

30 Pray for the students, staff and direc-
tion of the Presbyterian Theological
College, Box Hill, Melbourne.
Douglas Milne principal.

31 The work of Compassion among vic-
tims of the tunami in Aceh, Sri Lanka
and India, and the Nias earthquake.
$19,200 was donated through PCQ.

JUNE 2005
1 Philippa Crossan Mission Partners

(APWM) worker from Ashfield serving
with the European Christian Mission in
Sydney, in bookshop outreach. 

2 Pray for the Moderator, preachers and
the filling of the vacancy in the
Unanderra home mission station near
Wollongong; with about 60 c&a, 10 yf
and 3 e.

3 Les Percy Mission Partners (APWM)
worker from Zillmere,Qld, serving as
Australian Coordinator of Middle
East Reformed Fellowship.

4 Scots Church, Collins St, Melbourne
(including St. Stephen’s Flemington);
with about 365 c&a, 35 yf and 31 e.
Douglas and Alison Robertson, and
Richard and Rosemary O’Brien .

5 Pray for all students, staff and council
at Scotch College, Hawthorn, Vic.
(Gordon Donaldson principal;
Graham Bradbeer chaplain) and PLC,
Burwood (Elizabeth Ward principal;
Charles Green chaplain) and the use-
fulness of new buildings recently dedi-
cated at both.

6 Temora parish SW NSW; with about
70 c&a, 5 yf and 7 e. Fred and Hilary
Monckton.

7 Presbytery of Bendigo, Vic.; 4 parishes
and 3 home mission stations totaling
10 congregations with 470 c&a; 1
retired minister, 1 theological candi-
date; Andrew Clarke clerk.

8 Hallelujah Korean home mission sta-
tion, Ashfield, Sydney; with about 100
c&a and 30 yf. Byung Geun and Nam
Soon Kim.

9 Myles and Robyn APWM workers
from Kyneton, Vic. serving with
Wycliffe Bible Translators in Central
Asia.

10 Albury parish southern NSW; includ-
ing Cookinburra with about 205 c&a,

90 yf and 13 e. Bruce and Jan Gorton.
11 Robert Hovenden worker from

Berrigan, southern NSW, serving with
Missionary Aviation Fellowship in
Mareeba, NQ.

12 Stewart Gill from Melbourne, now
Principal of Emmanuel College in the
University of Queensland, St Lucia,
Brisbane.

13 Praise God for 10 years of growth of
Grace Pres Church in NZ including a
new work at Flat Bay, Auckland, and a
new building at Invercargill. Pray for
the leaders and members.

14 Praise God that our Queensland theo-
logical college as part of the
Consortium of Reformed College,
after a long process of preparation can
now award accredited B.Th degrees.
Pray for all involved.

15 Dennis and Glenys Tranter Mission
Partners (APWM) workers from
Frankston, Vic. serving with Australian
Indigenous Ministries in Borraloola,
NT, their 4 sons, and two small aborig-
inal children they are caring for.

16 Urim Korean parish, Chatswood, north-
ern Sydney; with about 85 c&a, 20 yf
and 1 e. Man Kyoung and Mi-Sook Park.

17 Geelong North parish, including
North Shore; with about 40 c&a, 20
yf and 2 e. Alan and Narelle Lendon,
and his health.

18 Presbytery of Central Coast north of
Sydney; 5 parishes and 1 home mission
station totaling some 670 c&a; 2 mis-
sionaries, 7 retired ministers, 1 theo-
logical candidate; Ese Hukkinen clerk.

19 Caboolture parish north of Brisbane;
with about 70 c&a, 30 yf and 3 e.
Gregory and Helen Watt.

20 Kingsford Maroubra parish, eastern
Sydney including a Chinese congrega-
tion; with about 55 c&a, 20 yf and 3 e.
Johnnie and Ellen Li.
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My Father’s World
Philip Graham Ryken

Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2002.

Reviewed by Peter Barnes

Philip Ryken, who is James
Montgomery Boice’s successor at Tenth
Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, has
emerged as a preacher and theologian who
has a fine grasp of both the Word and the
world. A rare bird indeed, as Luther might
have put it. My Father’s World is a collec-
tion of 60 meditations on various topics,
illustrating the twin truths that the
Christian is both separate from and yet
involved in the world. Ryken touches on a
host of topics, from archaeology, embry-
onic stem cell research, alcohol, sport, the
Bible, history, and on to postmodernism,
and the state of modern evangelicalism. In
short, there is a little bit on everything –
or whatever of everything can be dealt
with in less than 300 pages. 

Both world and church are in confu-
sion these days, but Ryken shines light on
whatever subject he looks into. One of
the most stimulating comments comes
from Isaac Newton: “In the presence of
any other proof, the thumb alone would
convince me of the existence of God.” On
the other hand, the most frightening com-
ment comes from the liberal chaplain at
Duke University. In 1995 he apparently
surveyed the preaching in professedly
evangelical churches, and concluded:
“Been There, Preached That”. It is a dan-
gerous business to be in the world yet not
of the world. Ryken helps us in our
attempts to do just that, with the wisdom
of a serpent and the innocence of a dove.

Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Is It Nothing To You?
F. S. Leahy

Banner of Truth, 2004.

Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

Professor Leahy is a retired minister of
the Reformed Presbyterian Church of
Ireland and was formerly the Principal of
the Reformed Presbyterian College in
Belfast. He has produced this wonderful
little book of 10 sermons on “the
unchanging signifance of the Cross”. Is It

Nothing To You? displays the Reformed
faith at its absolute best, Christianity
based on the Bible, centred on the Cross
of the Lord Jesus Christ calling for non-
Christians to believe and Christians to
take fresh courage as they seek to live for
their Saviour day by day. 

Is It Nothing To You? is filled with light
and hope. Read for example “Nailed to
the Cross” with the discussion of the
inscription on the Cross, or “The Sign of
the Rent Veil”. The reader of this book is
offered fresh light on the Cross of Jesus
Christ which of course is no small
achievement. The preacher who reads this
book, after his heart is warmed by what he
reads, is given an admirable model of
exposition and application by the grace of
God to emulate. We look forward eagerly
to the next collection of Professor
Leahy’s sermons.

Stuart Bonnington is minister of South
Yarra, Vic.

Grief and Pain in the
Plan of God
Walter Kaiser

Fearn: Christian Focus, 2004.

Reviewed by Peter Barnes

Walter Kaiser refers to the book of
Lamentations as “an orphan book” in the
Christian Scriptures. It is not a work that
we are usually eager to study, yet it has
obvious and abiding significance – as
September 11 surely makes clear. Kaiser
proves to be a helpful guide as he takes us
through a book that many would only
know through Thomas Chisholm’s hymn
Great is Thy Faithfulness, based on
Lamentations 3:22-23. The mood of
Chisholm’s hymn differs greatly from the
original context of its chorus. Chisholm
surveyed God’s character, the order of
nature, and the blessings of salvation; the
author of Lamentations (presumably
Jeremiah) surveyed devastation, and his
only hope was to cling to God’s promises.

The last chapter of Grief and Pain lists
eight kinds of suffering, just to make the
reader aware that the retributive suffering
of Lamentations is not to be applied to
every situation. As Kaiser works through
the essentially acrostic structure of
Lamentations, he argues for a pivotal
point in each chapter, which opens up the
wider context. The reader is not left to
wade unassisted through the miseries of
the destruction of Jerusalem in 587BC.
All in all, this is a work that has much to
commend it. 

The Guide:
Christian Comfort
R. Ellsworth

Evangelical Press, 2003.

Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

Evangelical Press should be warmly con-
gratulated for publishing such a volume as
Christian Comfort and Mr Ellsworth for
writing it. This is exactly the kind of book
the “ordinary” working pastor will wel-
come. Why? Here is very good material to
use to counsel those in need of comfort
due to their difficult and discouraging cir-
cumstances. 

Ellsworth raises and brings comfort
into 21 common areas of pastoral work
that touch most of the people in most
congregations. Further, as I read through
Christian Comfort, a number of series of
sermons seem to come before my eyes. In
addition this book is designed to be used
for bible study (personal and group). 

All that being said the generally helpful
layout of the text – changes of type face,
headings and spacing – at times perhaps
needed a bit more work. This is a compar-
atively minor quibble; Christian Comfort
will do much good. There is also a web site
linked to the books forming part of The
Guide series for readers to submit ques-
tions and receive answers.
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Are all sins equal before God? This
question leads into what for many
evangelicals has become uncharted
territory. We think of conversion

as the moment when the guilt of all our
sins — past, present, and future — is
washed away by the atoning blood of
Christ. As sinners justified by faith and
heirs of promised glory, we rejoice in sal-
vation and think no more about our con-
tinued shortcomings and how God might
“weigh” them.

If asked, we explain our attitude as true
evangelical assurance. But is it?

The Puritans of history were evangeli-
cals too, but on this point they differed
from us considerably. They remembered
that Christ taught us to pray daily for for-
giveness. One of their spiritual disciplines
(not yet one of ours, generally) was self-
examination each evening to discern what
actions in particular, done or left undone,
they needed to ask pardon for.

In the forefront of their minds was the
holiness of God, the awfulness of His
anger, and His amazing patience in nur-
turing and correcting His irresponsible,
recalcitrant children. These were the real-
ities framing their certainty that the pre-
cious blood of Christ cleanses faithful
repenters from all sin. Most later evangel-
icals were with them until the 20th cen-
tury. We are the ones out of step.

Scripture shows that in God’s estimate
some sins are worse and bring greater

guilt than others, and that some sins do us
more damage. Moses rates the golden calf
debacle a great sin (Ex. 32:30). Ezekiel in

his horrific allegory says that after Oholah
(Samaria) had ruined herself by unfaith-
fulness to God, Oholibah (Jerusalem)
“became more corrupt … in her lust and
in her whoring, which was worse than that
of her sister” (Ezek. 23:11). John distin-
guishes sins that do and do not inevitably
lead to death (1 John 5:16), picking up
Jesus’ warning about the unforgivable sin
(Mk 3:28-30).

Answers 151
and 152 of the
W e s t m i n s t e r
Larger Catechism,
a Puritan product,
bring clarity by
analyzing aggra-
vations of sins,
thus providing a
means for dis-
cerning their grav-
ity and guilt. On
one level, all sins
are equal in that
no matter how
trivial they seem, they all deserve God’s
“wrath and curse, both in this life, and
that which is to come, and cannot be expi-
ated but by the blood of Christ”. No sins
are small when committed against a great
and generous God. Beyond this, however,
the gravity of each transgression depends
on varying factors.

First is the extent to which the trans-
gressors know better, are in the public eye,
and are objects of public trust, “guides to
others, and whose example is likely to be
followed by others”. For instance, there is
Solomon in 1 Kings 11:9-10 and the
unwise servant in Luke 12:48-49 —
trusted persons knowingly sinning;
Nathan describing David’s sin with
Bathsheba in 2 Samuel 12:7-10; and Jews
who set themselves up as guides to godli-
ness in Romans 2:17-23.

Second come transgressions catego-
rized by persons offended, ranging from
the Father, the Son, and the Spirit to “any

of the saints, particularly weak brethren.”
For example, there are those publicly dis-
honoring Christ in Hebrews 10:28-29;
and those who cause people to stumble in
Matthew 18:6, Romans 14:13-15, and 1
Corinthians 8:9-12.

Third comes the extent to which, defy-
ing conscience and censures from others,
the transgressors act “deliberately, will-
fully, presumptuously, impudently, boast-
fully, maliciously, frequently, obstinately,
with delight, continuance, or relapsing
after repentance”. Thus we find cumula-
tive defiance of God in Jeremiah 5:8 and
Amos 4:8-11; disregard of conscience and
correction in Romans 1:32 and Matthew
18:15-17; and falling from grace in 2 Peter
2:20-22.

Fourth is “circumstances of time and
place”, which make the bad worse —

for example, joining sin with hypocritical
religiosity in Ezekiel 23:37-39, and involv-
ing others in one’s sin in 1 Samuel 2:22-24.

Finally, there is the unforgivable sin —
such resistance to the light of Spirit-
taught truth about the deity and grace of
Jesus Christ as rules out all possibility of
faith and repentance, hence its lethal con-
sequence. Its nature is evident from
Matthew 12:31-32 and Mark 3:28-30.

We must learn to think of sin clear-
headedly, to deal with it in ourselves real-
istically, and to negate and hate it every-
where wholeheartedly.

J.I. Packer is Board of Governors’ Professor
of Theology at Regent College and an exec-
utive editor of Christianity Today, where
this article first appeared.  ap

E V A N G E L I S M

2 8 •  A U S T R A L I A N  P R E S B Y T E R I A N   May 2005

Weighing sin
The Puritans have a vital lesson for modern evangelicals.

J.I. Packer

R E F L E C T I O N

In God’s 
estimate some
sins are worse
and bring
greater guilt
than others,
and some sins
do us more
damage.
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