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One thing the Bible is clear on is the primacy of
preaching the Word of God in the growth of the
church. The Scripture leaves no room for doubt that
preaching is the divinely sanctioned means for

expanding God’s work. 
This is so because God chooses to be present in His Word

and to initiate His purposes through it. For instance, we learn
in Scripture that God created the world through His Word
(John 1:3). He also sustains it in the same way (Heb. 1:3). We
discover too that the new creation comes into being through
the Word: “He chose to give us birth through the Word of
truth” (James 1:18). Indeed, it is because the Word is “living
and active …and judges the thoughts and intentions of the
heart” (Heb. 4:12) that we can be confident that the preach-
ing of the gospel is the most dynamic force at work in any
community.

The early history of the church confirms the fact that
preaching played a strategic role in the growth of the
Christian movement. In fact, Luke seems to suggest that
there is a direct link between the two. Several times he men-
tions the connection between spiritual blessing and faithful
preaching: “So the Word of God spread. The number of dis-
ciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of
priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). “The Word
of God continued to increase and spread” (Acts 12:24). 

In view of the Bible’s clear testimony to the spiritual
power of preaching, it should be of deep concern to evangel-
icals that communication experts and marketing consultants
are encouraging church leaders to de-emphasise preaching
and to use other forms of communication in its place. Today
preachers are warned to keep it short, appeal to felt-needs and
to use humour. In the place of systematic expository preach-
ing we are being told to use story-telling, pop psychology,
social commentary, drama and dance. Sadly the sheep are
starving while the goats are being fed.

Leaders in the church must recapture the vision of preach-
ing that is articulated by Dr Murray Capill in this issue, who
recalls us to biblical exposition that is aimed at the heart.

Peter Hastie ap
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Dr Murray Capill is a lecturer in
practical theology at the
Reformed Theological College in
Geelong, Victoria. Having pas-

tored churches in New Zealand and
Australia over the past 15 years, he now
has a passion to help train another gener-
ation of bibical preachers who are com-
mitted to applying God’s Word to peo-
ple’s hearts. 

His doctorate, from Westmister
Theological Seminary in California,
focused on Richard Baxter’s preaching
ministry. The fruit of his study, Preaching
with Spiritual Vigour, was published by
Christian Focus in 2003. Baxter is usually
studied as a great pastor, but Murray’s
focus was on his powerful experimental
preaching ministry that interfaced with
his monumental pastoral work.

Murray was born in New Zealand, and
moved to Australia with his wife and five
children in 2001. He is a member of the
Christian Reformed Churches of
Australia. As well as his work at the
College, Murray is a regular speaker at
camps and conferences on both sides of
the Tasman.

Murray, in the light of the modern
communications revolution, is it
right to question the traditional
mode of preaching?

I think preachers need to remember
that preaching has never been fashionable.
Preaching has always been seen as weak
and foolish in the eyes of the world. So the
idea that preaching is somehow out-
moded in today’s world isn’t a new phe-
nomenon. I don’t think we should be
overly intimidated by all that’s happening
in modern technology and multi-media
presentations. Paul didn’t conform to the
desires of the Greeks for wisdom and
sophistry, nor did he appeal to the desire
of Jews for a “signs and wonders” move-
ment. He resolved to know nothing but
Jesus Christ crucified. He had confidence
that God’s power worked in the foolish-
ness of preaching. So the short answer is
no, we ought not to question the mode of

preaching. It’s God’s ordained way of
communicating the Gospel. It’s unique
and even its very weakness is part of
God’s plan for displaying His power.

That may be so, but modern technol-
ogy has given us some very innova-
tive ways of packaging a message that
are designed to strengthen and rein-
force what we want to say. In view of
this quantum leap in communica-
tion, is there any room for innova-
tion?

Well, it’s essential to remember that the
uniqueness of preaching is that it’s a min-
istry of the Word. God is the God who
acts through His Word. Biblical religion is
a religion of the written Word. God is the
One who spoke and brought the world
into being. He’s the God who entered
into a covenant relationship with His peo-
ple which has been verbal and dialogical.
He’s the God who has ordained prophets,
apostles and preachers. There’s a certain
uniqueness to “word” ministry that no
amount of imagery, graphics or visuals can
ever hope to match. Word ministry has a
special kind of power. It is perhaps

P R E A C H I N G

Inspiring words
Preaching should aim at the mind, the conscience, the will and the affections.

Murray Capill
talks to
Peter Hastie
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inevitable that preachers are going to feel
threatened by new forms of communica-
tion. If this forces them to strive to com-
municate really well in a verbal sense, then
that’s all to the good. However, the one
thing that preachers shouldn’t do is aban-
don the primacy of the ministry of the
Word. Preaching is absolutely central to
communicating the Gospel.

How have preachers tried to come to
terms with this revolution in media
and communications? What, in the
main, have been their responses to it?

I tend to see three broad categories of
response. The first of these has been the
“needs-based” response. We see this, for
instance, in those who have developed a
topical approach to preaching. This
approach is basically designed to address
felt-needs and tries to be seeker-sensitive
and user-friendly. People who use this
approach often claim that they’ve gained a
hearing for the Word through those
means. But often I think that the hearing
has been at the expense of being able to
give “meat” in preaching. It’s hard to have
a solid Biblical-theological diet if your
approach to preaching is going to be top-
ical and oriented to the felt-needs of peo-
ple.

The second broad approach has been
taken by those who have really lost confi-
dence in preaching per se. Their alternative
is to supplement, or even substitute,
preaching with other modes of communi-
cation. This explains why some churches
have experimented with dance, drama,
multi-media presentations and puppetry...
indeed the whole works.

Do you put clowning in there?
Sadly, yes. We had a spate of clowning

in Australian churches about ten or so
years ago. It achieved nothing except to
misrepresent the Gospel. For some
strange reason people try to latch on to
anything which might appeal to human
nature – anything that seems more palat-
able, amusing, exciting, and dramatic.
People are so entertainment-driven today
that they think that any form of commu-
nication which avoids boring, authorita-
tive monologue must be superior.

Are there any other approaches to
preaching?

Yes, there’s a third group of preachers
who haven’t wanted to go in either of
those directions. They are still convinced
that expository preaching is the right way
to go and must not be abandoned at any
price. At the same time, they have realised

that the standard can be improved. Their
main response has been to sharpen their
Biblical, theological, and exegetical skills.
A lot of conservative theological seminar-
ies are trying to train and produce these
sorts of preachers. I think it’s the right
road to go, but simply improving our
interpretive skills is not enough. I think
most Christians realise that it’s possible to
be sound but dull. We’ve all listened to
preachers who are faithful to Scripture,
but who are very uninspiring and dry.
Simply adhering
to a strong tex-
tual, expository
kind of ministry
doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that
you’re going to
have a ministry
of life and
power in which
the presence of
the Holy Spirit
is obvious. 

So are you saying that the real prob-
lem today is not so much with getting
better communication techniques,
but with gaining spiritual power in
preaching? Is that the missing ingre-
dient?

Absolutely! We need a recovery of
Spirit-empowered preaching. And the evi-
dence of the Spirit’s power is that the
Word cuts to the heart. I firmly believe
that Biblical, textual preaching is the way
to go, but it must be aimed at people’s
hearts. Personally, I am convinced that the
real issue today is not communication but
spiritual vitality. Preachers need to know
how to bring the truth of God’s Word to
bear on people’s hearts, not just on the
practical issues of their lives such as how
to have a happy marriage, how to run your
finances, how to cope with stress and
pressure. The challenge for a preacher is to
go to a level below those practical issues
and probe – what is it that’s driving peo-
ple? What are they really living for? What
are the issues that are festering away in
their consciences? What are the deepest
affections of their lives? I think we dis-
cover spiritual vitality in preaching when
we bring the Word of God to bear on
those deeper issues in people’s lives.

So what are the marks of really effec-
tive preaching? What kind of preach-
ers are you seeking to train in your
college?

I’ve always been impressed by one of
Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s statements in his

book, Preaching and Preachers, in which
he says that he can forgive a man a bad ser-
mon, in fact he can forgive a man almost
anything, if he at least brings to the con-
gregation a sense of the presence of God.
Preaching at the end of the day ought to
do that. It ought to give us a sense that we
have encountered the living God in all His
awesomeness and majesty. We ought to
come away with a sense that God’s been
dealing with us. I think that’s the mark of
great preaching. We don’t just come away
impressed by the communicator. We
come away impressed by God and how
He’s been dealing with our soul. That’s
the sign of truly effective preaching.

In our world, people are often casting
around for success stories which give
us models to follow. Have we got any
useful models among modern
preachers? 

There are certainly some models that
we could look to today, but I’ve found
there is real value in looking at models
from the past. Models from the past have
one distinct advantage: they are tried and
proven; we’ve seen the finished result.
However, we have yet to see the end of
the story for many of the models around
today. Often it’s hard to determine the
real spiritual influence of a contemporary
preacher.

Do you have any well-known preach-
ers in mind?

Well the big names of the day are Bill
Hybels, Rick Warren, and other mega-
church pastor-preachers. They’re the
flavour of the day. But we have yet to see
what their legacy will be.  What’s going to
be their influence on the rising generation
and the generation after that? 

Are you prepared to make a guess
about their likely influence?

My own suspicion is that if you have a
ministry that’s aimed chiefly at people’s
“felt needs”, then you’re not going to go
deep enough to address the real needs of
people’s hearts. This means that there is
always the danger that people are caught
up in a movement, caught up in some sort
of emotional experience, and they may
not even have experienced real conver-
sion. Will there be depth? Will there be
maturity? Will there be any stability to the
movement beyond the charismatic leaders
who are shaping it?

That’s not to say that some of these
well-known preachers are not being truly
used of God. I’m sure in the lives of many
people they are. And some of what they

I am convinced
that the real
issue today 
is not 
communication
but spiritual
vitality.
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write and say about preaching and about
church life is spot on. But we ought to
evaluate ministries on spiritual depth, not
numbers. And before buying into a
model, we ought to be very sure that it’s a
model that produces true and lasting bib-
lical spirituality. 

The point that I am trying to make is
this: the legacy of the Puritans, to whom
I’ve turned, is clearly proven. There’s a
stability in their ministries and lasting
spiritual fruit. There’s a maturity. There’s
a spiritual depth and vitality to them that
you still sense when you read their works
four hundred years later.

So why do you find someone like
Richard Baxter of Kidderminster so
useful for today? He comes from an
entirely different era. Is there any-
thing we can really learn from him? 

Although Baxter is far removed from
us in time and circumstances, there are a
number of transferable concepts from his
ministry. Although we can’t automatically
import his model of pastoring, it has a
number of important emphases if we
think carefully about what he did. 

The first thing that we need to remem-
ber about Baxter is that he was really pas-
sionate about the Gospel. He was very
intense and focused. Although he is rather
verbose, that was a characteristic of the
age. However, he was always passionate in
the way he presented his case. There is no
half-heartedness there. Instead, he has an
infectious enthusiasm about the ministry
and about preaching. 

Another interesting feature of Baxter is
that he is always really thorough. We live
in a day where we want quick formulas
and instant solutions to our problems.
However, Baxter was living in a different
day. Things were slower. He dealt very
thoroughly with every pastoral issue that
came up and he did so in a way that was
faithful to the Scriptures. I think that we
can learn a lot from his thoroughness in
dealing with issues. 

Another major strength of Baxter’s
was the way he connected his preaching to
the whole of his pastoral ministry and per-
sonal life. He was never just dealing with
how to be successful or how to get results
or a response. He was concerned with the
whole person. He saw preaching as being
an integral part of his pastoral ministry so
that his preaching simply flowed out of
his pastoral labours. These emphases
make him very helpful and refreshing
because he gives us a different paradigm
through which to think through our cur-
rent situation.

When you are talking about preach-
ing to the heart or experimental
preaching, how important is doctrine
in that process?

The Puritans typically had three main
sections in their sermons: doctrines,
proofs and uses. The mere fact that they
called the first section of their sermon
“doctrine” shows where they were com-
ing from. They saw the opening of a bib-
lical text as being the opening of truth, of
a doctrine, of an aspect of theology about
the true God. And the whole task of
preaching is to expound truths and then
prove them – to show they are Scriptural
– to show that they deal with the real

world and then
apply them. 

Their so-called
uses were
designed to drive
the expounded
truth home and
show the practical
implications of
what it meant to
believe.  I think
that’s what the
preacher should
be attempting to

do all the time. Preaching must always
expound the truth and then explain its
practical implications. Great preaching
always results from handling important
doctrines and showing how these truths
apply to the hearers’ lives. If a preacher is
only ever dealing with small or secondary
issues, then it’s possible to end up with
very small-minded preaching. But if he
deals with the great doctrines of God, sal-
vation and eternity, then we have a foun-
dation for great preaching.

You asked about experimental preach-
ing. I think experimental preaching is
where you take those great truths and
endeavour to impress them on the heart
of man. And for the Puritans, the heart
was understood in terms of different “fac-
ulties” of the heart. They typically
thought in terms of the mind, the con-
science, the will and the affections.
Experimental preaching seeks quite delib-
erately to speak logically and substantially
to the mind. Then it challenges and con-
victs the conscience at any point where
one’s life is not in line with that truth.
Next, the preacher endeavours to per-
suade the will. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly of all, he should be preaching
for change at the level of the affections.
Baxter called the affections the “bottom
of the soul”, that is, the deepest part of
man. Conversion represents a fundamen-

tal change in those affections. It is not
chiefly or solely about the will – about
what we choose to do – it’s more about
what we love and what we hate. It’s about
a growing love for God, delighting in
Him, wanting to glorify and enjoy Him
and live wholly for His pleasure. It’s also
about a growing hatred of evil and a
loathing towards sin. In other words,
there’s an affective change in a person’s
soul and the real aim of experimental
preaching is to see people moved by the
things of God at that affective level.

Do you agree with Baxter’s view that
a preacher’s personal life and spiritual
vitality forms the foundation of his
ministry, and if so, why?

I am absolutely convinced that the
spiritual condition of the preacher is the
number one issue. If you’re going to
preach to the heart, then it’s got to come
from the heart. You can only impress
truth on others’ minds, consciences, wills
and affections if that truth has already
been impressed on your own. If you try to
do it without your own heart experience
of the truth, then it’s just hypocrisy and
showmanship; it won’t ring true. Even if it
does sound true, is it going to be accom-
panied by the power of the Holy Spirit?
God has established a definite connection
between the spiritual life of His messen-
gers and the message that they proclaim.
If you look at the qualifications of leaders
in the New Testament Church, in 1
Timothy 3 and Titus 1 and elsewhere,
they’re nearly all to do with spiritual qual-
ities – with a leader’s character of life, rela-
tionships and spiritual maturity. So if we
are going to handle truth in a spiritual
manner that is aimed at the heart, then we
need to have a true experience of that
truth ourselves.

In what way do seemingly insignifi-
cant sins in the life of the preacher
undermine his ministry? Are there
particular sins that preachers need to
watch out for which erode their min-
istries? 

I think we underestimate the extent to
which our sins can blunt our ministries.
It’s so very easy to avoid addressing cer-
tain issues because they’re too close to
home for us. I think it’s possible for
preachers to do it subconsciously. We can
skirt around issues without even being
aware of it.

The real problem for the preacher is
that if he doesn’t have a clear conscience
before God it becomes impossible to
preach out of a sense of joy in the gospel.
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Again, preachers have to acknowledge the
reality that their sins grieve the Holy
Spirit. And if the Spirit is grieved by the
preacher’s sin, how can the preacher ever
have any assurance that the Holy Spirit
will empower him in the work of preach-
ing? These were issues that the Puritan
Richard Baxter felt very keenly. He chal-
lenged his contemporaries to search their
hearts to see if they were harbouring sin.
When he did that, he often identified par-
ticular sins. For instance, he often identi-
fied the danger of hypocrisy in ministry;
it’s so easy for us to fake it. Another sin he
often highlighted was the sin of pride –
the subtle and multitudinous ways in
which we can stroke our egos in Christian
ministry. You know, it’s possible even to
be proud of our humility. One of our
great sins is the sin of worldliness – of just
being overly attached to the applause of
men, or to material comfort, or to an
indulgent lifestyle.

Another sin we must never underesti-
mate is the terrible allure of sexual temp-
tation. So many Christian ministries have
collapsed because of infidelity on the part
of pastors and church leaders. So we need
to take Proverbs 4:23 seriously, “Above all
else guard your heart, because it is the
wellspring of life.” If we don’t have that
wellspring pure, it’s going to pollute our
ministries.

What’s the best way for spiritual lead-
ers to cultivate and develop their own
spiritual lives?

The phrase that the Puritans always
used was “communion with God”. By this
they meant that we are to have a deep fel-
lowship with the Triune God – to know
the love of the Father, to know the grace
of the Lord Jesus Christ, and to know the
fellowship and companionship of the
Holy Spirit. We develop this communion
with God through a life of prayer and
study of the Word. We need to learn to
meditate on God’s Word and study other
books that ignite our hearts. And we need
to stir up a love for God in ourselves so
that we can enjoy communion with Him
as an end in itself – and not simply for the
sake of our public ministries – that’s the
challenge.

How has modern corporate thinking
impacted on the pastoral care that
Christians experience in the Church
today?

There’s been an interesting change in
the whole area of shepherding. In the
ancient Near East a shepherd had a flock
of around a hundred sheep. He knew their

bleats and they knew his voice. It was a
close and intimate relationship – that’s the
picture behind Psalm 23 and John 10.
Nowadays we have massive sheep stations
with tens of thousands of sheep and hun-
dreds of hectares and loads of farmhands. 

Interestingly, we’ve had exactly the
same move in the churches from small
congregations of close, personal relation-
ships – to sometimes massive churches.
And the larger a church becomes,
inevitably the more remote the pastor is
going to be from his people. When
churches become very large it literally
becomes impossible for the pastor to
know all the congregation well. In this sit-
uation ministers tend to have contact with

only a small percentage of the congrega-
tion. So the pastor really becomes a CEO
– he sees himself as the vision caster, the
leader, the driver of the whole operation.
But the question is always left hanging –
although the minister is called the pastor,
is he really still the pastor? Does he still
shepherd people? Does he still have time
with the weak and the straying as well as
the strong? Does he still have a ministry
of personal care? Of nurturing individual
souls? That’s always going to be a tension.
Baxter worked in a large church and strug-
gled with that tension himself.

So how important is it for pastors to
know individual people in the
church? What sort of implications
does that have for the mega-church
movement?

I think the model of biblical shepherd-
ing requires that pastoral ministry is
always going to be very relational. Maybe
it’s not always possible to know every
member individually. Further, we need to
remember that the leadership of the
church is meant to be by a plurality of
leaders, not just the pastor himself. But
pastors need, I think, at the very least to
pastor “representatively”. If they can’t
pastor comprehensively, they should pas-

tor representatively. Every minister
should be in touch with a whole range of
soul conditions among their flock. They
need to spend time with the unsaved, with
the newly saved, with back-sliders, with
those who are struggling with particular
sins and temptations, with the strong, and
with potential leaders. Having a represen-
tative ministry means being in touch with
a wide range of people and dealing with
real issues in their lives. If we are to be
faithful pastors and effective preachers we
need to be intimately involved with all dif-
ferent sorts of people and their spiritual
struggles.

What responsibility does a minister
have to people who may be outside
his Sunday congregation?

One of the things I’ve learned from
Richard Baxter is not to put evangelism
and pastoral care into two separate cate-
gories. I think ministers need to see that
evangelism is actually part of pastoral care.
In John 10 when Jesus speaks as the Good
Shepherd He says, “I have other sheep
who are not of this flock and they also
must be brought in”. As the Good
Shepherd he was concerned about those
who were not yet part of the flock but had
been sovereignly chosen to join the flock
one day. They are rightly part of our pas-
toral charge. We have a duty to go out and
seek the sheep that have not yet come in.
So evangelistic work – care for those out-
side the flock – is part of the charge of a
pastor. And we do it because we know
that the Lord has chosen those who will
be His and that they must be called in.
Further, these people are added to the
flock not just by big evangelistic cam-
paigns but by love and nurture – by the
shepherding skills of the pastor.

What are some of the longer-term
lessons of Baxter’s personal strategy
that we can follow today in showing
effective spiritual care of people? 

I think a number of Baxter’s principles
of pastoral care are very transferable. His
model certainly needs to be adapted to
individual settings, but the underlying
principles are enduring. 

One of those principles is an awareness
of the different conditions of people’s
souls. We just can’t treat everyone the
same. People are in many different kinds
of spiritual states and there is no one-size-
fits-all in pastoral work. Another principle
is the priority that a pastor ought to place
on the shepherding ministry. For Baxter,
this meant devoting at least two days a
week to intensive pastoral work alongside

God has 
established 
a definite 
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His messengers
and the 
message that
they proclaim.



other days of preparing to preach, as well
as an extensive writing ministry. I think
one of the lessons of Baxter’s life is that
we must learn to prioritise faithful shep-
herding.

Another important principle which he
practised was to ensure that all his pastoral
contact was spiritually focused. He was
very spiritually intentional. I think pastors
need to realise that being faithful in caring
for people’s souls means a lot more than
socialising with people and drinking end-
less cups of tea and coffee in their homes.
Baxter always had spiritual intent – a
desire to bring people to the Lord and to
see them grow and advance in Christ. He
always sought to use time profitably when
he was meeting with people. I think those
are probably the main points.

Where do people’s emotions come
into your scheme of understanding?

I prefer to use the term “the affec-
tions” rather than people’s emotions. The
affections are really the driving forces of
our hearts. You can speak of positive
affections – the things which you chase
after – the things that you pursue and love
and which drive your life at its deeper lev-
els. For instance, a person’s life could be
driven by sport or by sexual attraction to
another person or by the pursuit of
wealth. These drives are not emotions;
they’re more fundamental than that. They
are the deep-seated drives and ambitions
that fuel our lives. Or a person might be
driven by negative affections – things that
he loathes or hates or simply can’t bear.

The affections represent the deepest level
of the human heart – they are the things
we live for or don’t live for.

So when you’re preaching, you’re say-
ing that while you may be appealing
to a person’s intellect, you can’t stop
there; true preaching proceeds to a far
deeper level which engages our fun-
damental motivations?

Yes, that’s
right. I guess one
thing that con-
cerns me is that it
is very easy in
Presbyterian and
Reformed circles,
where we are con-
vinced of the
importance of the
Word and of doc-
trinal preaching,
to only preach to
the mind. If we
adopt this

approach, our preaching will become very
dry, very academic, and very sterile. The
real danger in this situation is that knowl-
edge puffs up and we really just produce
learned, maybe even arrogant, listeners.
However, a true ministry of the Word
accesses the heart via the mind, but it’s
focused upon the whole of our lives and
the whole way that we operate.

What do you see then as the ultimate
goal of preaching?

I think there are two significant goals at

the end of the day for every message that
we preach: evangelism and edification.
First, we must turn people from hell and
prepare them for heaven. Then having
brought them to Christ, we must take
them on to maturity – to fullness in
Christ. Every message ought to be aiming
at one or the other, or sometimes both.
It’s also helpful to remember that
Christians need to hear the gospel time
and again, so evangelism isn’t just for non-
Christians. Non-Christians also need to
hear of the heavenly life. So a hard and fast
distinction between evangelistic and edifi-
cational preaching isn’t, in my judgment,
very helpful. I believe that both emphases
ought to colour the whole of one’s
preaching ministry. Those are the two
things that we should be aiming for.

How important then is emotion or
passion in preaching?

Once you realise that heaven and hell
are such awesome realities and that you
have a responsibility to bring a true mes-
sage from God to needy people, it’s really
impossible to be disinterested in the out-
come of what you are doing. I think we
need to remember that God has ordained
not only the message but the very manner
of preaching. We are to bring His Word
with conviction, boldness and urgency,
otherwise there’s a real disjunction
between the message and the messenger.

What does it mean to depend upon
the Holy Spirit in preaching?Paul
says that when he went to
Thessalonica he didn’t just preach to
them in word only, but also in the
Spirit and with power. What did he
mean by that? 

I believe preachers need to be deeply
aware that they can’t change anyone’s
heart. No matter how compellingly we
speak, no matter how truthfully we argue,
it’s not within our capacity to change the
heart of another. We’re utterly dependent
on the work of the Holy Spirit. This
means that we need to go about preaching
with a sense of dependence on the Spirit’s
work.  We need to be utterly dependent
on Him to illumine our thoughts as we
prepare the message. We’re also depen-
dent on Him to prompt and lead us as we
preach to a congregation. We’re absolutely
dependent on God to work in people’s
hearts as we preach. Everything needs to
be carried out in prayer for the powerful
operation of the Holy Spirit both in us
and through us.

Peter Hastie is issues editor of AP. ap
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Between mouthfuls of spaghetti
David told me about his previous
church experiences. “For a while I
went to an Anglican Church in

Sydney.   But six months was as long as I
could take. The people were nice but the
sermons were really boring. They were
like listening to a Bible commentary.
They never really spoke to where I was
at.”

It’s a familiar conversation, isn’t it?
Sermons that don’t include practical
advice die an ugly death at the hands of
frustrated listeners.  However, the prob-
lem for preachers is that there are some
parts of the Bible  which are very difficult
to apply to people’s lives. This point was
particularly driven home to me as I
recently preached through Romans 1 to
11.

It had taken me four years to work up
the courage to preach from Romans. The
epistle scares me. It is so theologically
intense and Paul’s logic seems so difficult
to follow at times that I wasn’t sure if I
could understand it well enough to preach
it confidently. I soon discovered, however,
that understanding these doctrinally
packed passages was only one of my prob-
lems. I also had to apply them! But how
do you apply Paul’s discussion on the
elect remnant of Israel to a housewife
who’s main daily agenda is how to cope
with four young children?

Let me offer four steps which have
helped me.

Step 1: What does the writer say? The
first step in any sermon must be to under-
stand what the text is saying. In some
parts of Romans this is no mean feat in
itself! However, when we preach we must
do more. 

We must be able to summarise it to a
single key idea which we can ver-

balise in a simple straightforward way. For
example Romans 6:1-7:6 contains a very
elaborate discussion of the interplay
between grace, sin and the law. There are
many intricate twists and turns to Paul’s
logic but good preaching requires that
these complicated ideas be stated simply.
My one sentence summary for this sec-
tion was “it’s inconsistent for a Christian
to be casual about sin.” This clarification

of the issues made the task of applying
them much easier.

Step 2: Why does the writer say it?
Once we know what the text means we
must now consider why the author wrote
it. This is perhaps the key step in deter-
mining how to legitimately  apply a pas-
sage. Unfortunately a lot of preaching is
very poor at this point.

Recently I
heard a sermon in
which it was
stated that
Simon’s mother-
in-law waiting on
Jesus (Mk 1:31)
shows us the need
to make
casseroles for
each other! This
sort of undisci-
plined, subjective
a p p l i c a t i o n
springs from not
coming to terms with the author’s origi-
nal intentions. Even the most obscure
Old Testament incident and even the
most abstract New Testament passage
has some pastoral issue behind it. We
need to discover what the issue is in order
to apply it appropriately.

To consider an example from Romans,
why are chapters 9 and 10 full of state-
ments about God’s election of a remnant
of Israel? Are these verses simply to give
Calvinists proof texts for predestination?
Within Paul’s logic Romans 9-10 come as
a defence of God’s faithfulness. Having
affirmed God’s trustworthiness in chapter
8 Paul immediately defends it by explain-
ing why national Israel is now separated
from the love of God. Paul argues that it
has always been God’s pattern to reject
the majority of national Israel and use a
faithful elect remnant.

Paul’s pastoral concern in Romans 9-10
is therefore to affirm in his readers that
God is consistent in His actions and can

be relied upon. Seeing this reason behind
Paul’s writing immediately helps us in
making applications of this complex pas-
sage. The fact that God is dependable has
application for everyone in any walk of
life.

Step 3: What should we do? Some peo-
ple would suggest that by now most of
the hard work is done. We now under-
stand both the text’s meaning and the
writer’s pastoral agenda. Surely all that
remains is to “brain storm” for applica-
tions. This is not as easy as it sounds.

For most of us specific, practical appli-
cations don’t rapidly come to mind

so it is important that we invest time in
this step. The sermon which is finished
off late Saturday night may well be
strong on steps 1 and 2 but more often
than not it is weak at this point. When
this step is rushed our applications (if we
give any at all) tend to be superficial and
repetitive.

My preparation schedule is structured
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Apply or die!
There are lots of ways to kill a sermon, especially avoiding application.
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The air was heavy with tension. It
was Bible study – and it was hard
work. Nehemiah was a part of the
Old Testament most of them had

never heard of, let alone read. Sure, in some
ways it was a good yarn – “But where’s the
moral?” cried Anne. “I want something
relevant. Can’t we do a study on the fruits
of the Spirit?” 

It’s a fair enough question, because all
of us want the Bible to speak to us – we
want to get to the “moral”, with as little
hard work as possible. But sadly, life isn’t
always that easy.

Typically, though, we massage the text,
we squeeze it, we suck out every last drop
of possible application. Nehemiah the wall
builder becomes Nehemiah the archetypal
leader, Nehemiah the hero of the faith who
galvanised a nation, Nehemiah the man of
prayer. The Jerusalem walls become our
new church hall, or our church extension,
or the new carpet in the manse. And
Sanballat and Tobiah, Nehemiah’s arch
enemies become – let’s be creative here –
sin in the modern believer’s life. Better
still, let’s make that “the sins that try to
stop us reaching our full potential”.
Mmmm, nice.

There’s only one problem. And that is,
we’re not doing justice to the original
intention of the text. We might be scratch-
ing where people are itching, but we’re
missing the Author’s intention entirely –
and ultimately, that’s a disaster.

Sure, a sermon or study with no practi-
cal application is dangerously dull, but the
perils of over-application are even worse.
For when we over-apply, we’re simply sell-
ing our own ideas, the products of our
unbridled imagination, and packaging
them with all the authority of the Word of
God. And most people simply won’t
notice the difference.

So what safeguards can we apply? Let
me make a few suggestions, with
Nehemiah as a model.

1. Apply within the immediate narra-
tive framework. Often, our application
within a sermon or study tends to be
localised, limited to the few verses we are
dealing with. Sometimes that’s a danger –
especially in a book like Nehemiah that
has a clear narrative structure and direc-
tion.

Take, for example, the dramatic public
repentance of the Israelites midway

through the story. It’s great stuff, and it’s
tempting to milk it dry. Mind you, when
you read a bit further, each of their three
vows before God are broken. Their decla-
ration of repentance isn’t worth the paper
it’s written on! Fair enough, you can ide-
alise their response on Sunday the 3rd, and
by the time you get to the bad news on
Sunday the 24th everyone will have conve-
niently forgotten. But surely, you’ll be
doing more justice to the point of the
book if you’re looking ahead at the wider
narrative framework.

Likewise, the wall. Ideally, the new
Jerusalem wall is going to keep Israel safe
from the influence of the nations – a “sin
barrier” to protect God’s covenant people
and maintain their faithfulness. But before
we get too excited about Nehemiah’s suc-
cessful building project, we need to ask
the question “Does it actually work?”

so that I write my first draft of a ser-
mon four to six weeks before I finally
preach it. I find this  invaluable in allow-
ing me time to think over the specific
and varied applications. For example,
when preaching on the role of the Holy
Spirit in helping us grow in holiness
(Romans 8:1-17), I had time to reread
sections of the very practical book The
Pursuit of Holiness by Jerry Bridges.
This was helpful in strengthening my
application.

Step 4: How should we do it. In many
of our sermons application stops at step
3. But there is still more to do. As well as
tell people what to do we need to offer
suggestions about how they should go
about doing it. Failure to do this will
mean that our sermons only ever tell
people what to think. We need to help
them translate that correct thinking into
specific action.

Let me return to Romans 6:1-7:6. I
suggested earlier that this passage was
about sin being inconsistent with the life
of the Christian. Applying that passage
means not only urging Christians to get
serious about removing sin from their
lives but also telling them something tan-
gible to do, so as to help them. The
advice I offered was that we should pick
a Christian we trust and respect and tell
him or her about the sins we are strug-
gling with and how we are going to try to
overcome them. 

Such accountability is helpful because
it not only keeps us honest to the task

but it reflects a genuine seriousness in
becoming holy. This sort of application
didn’t just tell people what to think. The
application was fleshed out so they had
something very concrete to go away and
do.

So there you have them: four steps
which help me prepare sermon applica-
tion from the Bible. Each step is
important. More than that, each step is
necessary. Ignore step 1 and you have
rubbish which doesn’t faithfully
explain the text. Ignore step 2 and you
have a very dangerous and uncon-
trolled means of reading the Bible.
Ignore step 3 and you may as well read
a theology text book to the church.
Ignore step 4 and someone like David
will tell his next minister that your ser-
mons “...never really spoke to where I
was at”.

Bryson Smith is the pastor of Dubbo
Presbyterian Church in country NSW,
Australia. This article is reprinted from
www.perspective.org.au ap
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Over-applying puts our imagination in place of God’s Word.



A U S T R A L I A N  P R E S B Y T E R I A N   May 2006 •  1 1

And the short answer is no! By the end of
the book, arch-enemies Sanballat and
Tobiah have infiltrated the inner sanctums
– worse still, they’re welcomed with open
arms. In short, the walls are never going to
solve the Israelites’ heart problem – and
Nehemiah knows it. And significantly,
nothing short of a new heart-changing
covenant will ever make the slightest bit of
difference. 

Good application will watch the road
ahead; good application will be sensitive to
the overall thrust of the book – because the
local narrative context is the single best
measure of the values we’re meant to
attach to significant features of the story.

2. Apply within the wider narrative
framework. If the local narrative frame-
work is the framework of the individual
book, sensitivity to the wider narrative
will mean looking at the book itself
within the overall story of the Bible. The
Israel narrative in the Old Testament
takes us from Genesis 12 through to the
end of Nehemiah – the birth of the
nation in God’s promises to Abraham,
through exile, to the stumbling efforts to
re-establish the nation and regain God’s
blessing.

Nehemiah fails. So what lies ahead? The
wider narrative of the Bible leads us inex-
orably to Jesus, and the real restoration of

Israel. What Nehemiah failed to do, Jesus
does perfectly – and if our application
doesn’t lead us to this point, then we’re
ultimately failing to bring our audience
into contact with a message that’s relevant
to them, now. After all, it’s only because of
our inclusion in the people of God through
Jesus that the Old Testament has anything
to say to us at all. 

Some consequences. Maybe most peo-
ple will give at least grudging assent to
what I’ve just said. But here’s the cutting
edge – and let me restate it boldly. It may
be that sometimes we need to apply less
rather than more. Because if the key point
of the passage isn’t apparent until later in
the narrative, then it’s true to say “good

things come to those who wait”. 
Much will depend on the structuring of

your individual sermons here. You might,
for example, decide to preach through
Nehemiah in a single slab, picking up the
key issues and resolving them in the same
week. And that’s probably a fine idea. In
my case, though, I chose to break the book
up in such a way as to create suspense – and
hinting on the way through that some of
the “good things” we observed were
doomed to frustration.

In short, though, it meant that I was
effectively bypassing all the “traditional”
applications of the book of Nehemiah,
because in context, they weren’t just
unsupported – they were actually wrong.
But now for the good news. The hard work
is worth it – and in one church at least,
there’s a bunch of Christians who grieved
over the unfaithfulness of Israel, who
shared in God’s frustration at their unre-
pentant hearts – and who rejoice at the fact
that they’ve been included in the Israel of
New-heartedness, through faith in Jesus
Christ. Who cares about building projects
anyway?

Phil Campbell is minister of Mitchelton
Presbyterian Church, Queensland. 
This article is reprinted from 
www.perspective.org.au ap
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As Christians around the world cele-
brated their holiest festival last
month, Christianity is slowly being
expunged from the region that

gave birth to their religion. Melbourne aca-
demic Abe Ata says there were 400,000
Palestinian Christians in 1948; today there
are 60,000, and falling fast.

Christians are under pressure in both
Israel and the West Bank. But their plight
is much worse in other parts of the
Middle East, and other Muslim countries.

In Afghanistan, Christian convert
Abdul Rahman escaped the death penalty
only because of international outrage. An
Afghan court avoided a ruling on the
grounds he was insane, but he still had to
flee for his life. Thousands of other con-
verts to Christianity in the Islamic world
face death for apostasy, and many are
murdered every year.

Christians in many Muslim-majority
nations are the forgotten victims, incon-
venient to the secular West and even to
Western churches, and thus ignored. They
feel betrayed by the West, whose main
preoccupation, they believe, is to appease
Islam.

Here, one caveat is essential. This is
not an attack on Muslims, in Australia or
overseas, the vast majority of whom (like
the vast majority of everyone else) simply
want to get on with their lives as best they
can. Nor is it an attack on the religion of
Islam, whose record on religious tolerance
was better than Christianity’s until the
Enlightenment.

But in most Muslim countries, Islam is
privileged – there, separation of

“church” and state is a problematic con-
cept – and it is unfortunate that there is so
much in the Koran that some Muslims
can use to justify violence because they do
use it. This in turn is exacerbated by sharia
law, which codifies discrimination against
non-Muslims.

The problem is not only religion, as
such, but a much wider social and political
context. Persecution of non-Muslim
minorities – and, often, Muslim minori-
ties – has got much worse in the past three
decades largely because of the intensity of
Muslim humiliation and resentment of

the West from colonial days until now. 
Christians should admire and emulate

Muslim solidarity. But there is one nega-
tive effect. According to Islam, all
Muslims form the “ummah” so that an
injury to one is an injury to all.
Unfortunately, many in Muslim countries
believe Christians think the same way and
that all the West is Christian, so they retal-

iate against per-
ceived injuries by
attacking the only
Christians they
can reach: local
ones.

Some of the
oppression is
cynically manipu-
lated by secular
governments – as
with the burning
of churches in
Syria earlier this
year after the
Danish cartoons

– but, even so, minorities seldom find
their plight alleviated when the mullahs
take charge. Just ask the various religious
minorities in Iran.

Muslims in the West are justifiably
vocal about inequities they suffer, and
they receive a great deal of support from
Christian churches, as they should. But
their selectivity smacks of hypocrisy,
because there is no equivalence between
their plight and those of many minorities
under Muslim rule.

Why don’t Muslims speak up about
oppression of Christians struggling
against the imposition of sharia in the
Sudan, which has cost two million lives?
Or the blasphemy laws in Pakistan, which
are used to persecute minorities? Or the
persecution of Sabean Mandaeans in Iraq?
Or... the list is a long one.

The West could do much more to
model a just society. We – Christians and
secular alike – should be much more con-

cerned about the situation of Muslims
battling poverty and prejudice, seeing
their religion constantly vilified.
Christians must realise that they are not
the “other”, they are our neighbours,
whether they are in Melbourne, in riot-
torn Paris or in tsunami-ravaged Aceh.

But Christians in Palestine, Pakistan,
Egypt and Afghanistan are our neighbours
too, and it is to our ever-lasting shame that
we have so forgotten it. As the Apostle
Paul wrote (Gal. 6:10): “As we have oppor-
tunity, let us do good to all people, espe-
cially to the household of faith.”

Their plight is an urgent problem, and
the West must not ignore it. One of the
brightest signs of hope for such
Christians is the evolving policy of Pope
Benedict XVI in pushing for “reciproc-
ity”. If Saudi Arabia can spend $65 million
building a mosque in Rome, a great
Christian centre, why is there not a single
church in Saudi Arabia? Indeed, it is
almost impossible for Christians to build
new churches in many Muslim countries.

Too many church leaders around the
world sacrifice the persecuted church

to pursue interfaith relations at home.
They argue that to raise the plight of
Christians in the East will intensify divi-
sions in the West.

Too many Muslims, who have come to
the West to enjoy its greater freedoms,
including religious freedom, are silent
about injustices in their former homelands. 

Too many politicians forget the UN
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
under the requirements of oil or trade or
diplomatic relations. There must be ways
to put this on the agenda without hector-
ing or lecturing other countries – pro-
vided it is seen as important. Ordinary cit-
izens can join campaigns, write to their
members of parliament and write to the
embassies of countries that persecute
minorities.

Let us not, like Pilate on this day some
1976 years ago, wash our hands, ask
rhetorically “what is truth?” and turn
away.

Barney Zwartz is religion editor of The Age,
where this article first appeared.               ap
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E V A N G E L I S MB I B L E S T U D Y

The LORD called Amos to proclaim a pow-
erful message to the northern kingdom of
Israel around 760 BC (archeologists date
the earthquake mentioned in 1:1 at about

this time).  God’s final judgment upon that people
came less than 40 years later when Shalmaneser,
king of Assyria, removed them from their land in
722 BC, an exile from which they would never
return as a nation (see 2 Kings 17).

Amos’s message of God’s inescapable judgement on
even His covenant people is yet another reminder
to us of our need for a Saviour.  At the very end of
his prophecy Amos looks forward to a future time
when the LORD “will restore David’s fallen tent”
(9:11).  We praise God that this promise has now
been fulfilled once and for all in Jesus.  Although
we are now trophies of His grace alone, we are in
grave danger if we make the same mistake as
Israel made and fail to take our covenant responsi-
bilities seriously.  God is still saying to His
Church, “Woe to you who are complacent in Zion,
and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria, you
notable men of the foremost nation, to whom the
people of Israel come!” (6:1)

It would be hard to find a message more appropri-
ate for our own times than the one given to Amos
to preach.  We would all do well to listen to it
carefully and hear what God is saying to us today
(2 Timothy 3:16-17); those of us who are called to
preach would do well to let Amos be our mentor in
our calling so that the Church might once again
be challenged by preaching that is powerful, perti-
nent and penetrating.

Bruce Christian4

Powerful
preaching

20 daily Bible studies in Amos
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B I B L E S T U D Y

THE PASSAGE AMOS 1:1-8
THE POINT The one true God, the Creator of the Universe,
isn’t an absentee landlord but a God who speaks out to warn us
of His judgement.

THE PARTICULARS
• Because Amos came from the Southern Kingdom of Judah
(Tekoa being almost 20 km due south of Jerusalem) he would
have been persona non grata in the north. But he didn’t shrink
back from heeding God’s call; he was a man of great faith and
courage (1). 
• The LORD gave Amos a loud and clear vision as to what he
was to say to sinful Israel concerning the coming Judgement
(1-2). 
• Amos captured the attention of his audience by beginning

with a more palatable message: God’s judgement on their ene-
mies (3f)!
• The repeated phrase, “for 3 sins ... even for 4” (1:3,6,9,11,13;
2:1, 4,6), implies God has patiently ignored some of the
nations’ sins in the hope they will repent; but His patience is
now exhausted.
• Syria (Aram) was noted for cruelty in war; Philistia was
noted for slave-trading. Although these nations were neither
within God’s covenant nor under His written Law, their con-
sciences should have cried out against their actions (cf Romans
2:14-15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• The message of God’s Word to our generation is very clear.
Are we letting its unpopularity deter us from speaking it out?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 1:9-2:3

THE POINT The shepherd-prophet now turns his attention

to another four nations who were found wanting by a right-

eous and just God. The LORD’s people Israel, among whom

Amos had come, might take some comfort in finding out that

the wickedness of her old enemies under whose cruelty she

herself had suffered long, did not go unnoticed by the Judge of

all the earth. But can she fail to see that the radar beam is

scanning in ever decreasing circles – ideologically and ethnicly,

even if not always geographically? 

THE PARTICULARS
• Phoenicia (Tyre) was another nation outside God’s covenant,

but their inhumane people-trading was completely inexcusable,

as we saw earlier in the light of the argument of Romans 2:14f. 

• Edom (Esau’s – and therefore Isaac’s – descendants) had had

links with Abraham’s covenant family tree, as had Ammon and

Moab, the sons of Lot by incest through his daughters

(Genesis 19:37-38). But they were all guilty of atrocious,

unnececessary war crimes, especially against those whom they

should have thought of as “brothers”. God could no longer

overlook such gross sin.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Can any nation (or individual for that matter) claim immu-

nity from God’s Judgement on the basis of ignorance? Why

not?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 2:4-5

THE POINT Up to this point the people in Israel receiving

the message from Amos could have been justified in thinking

he had come from the south to reassure them that, in spite of

the longstanding tensions between Israel and Judah, they were

all still the LORD’s chosen people, descendants of Abraham,

Isaac and Jacob – and that their God was now going to fulfil

His covenant promises and punish their enemies for all their

sinfulness. Surely this shepherd from the south isn’t going to

speak against his own people, God’s covenant people, to whom

belong “the adoption as sons ... the divine glory, the covenants,

the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises,

... the patriarchs ...” (Romans 9:4-5)!

THE PARTICULARS
• God’s covenant people are not exempt from His judgement;

in fact, the basis of this judgement is no longer conscience but

the written law. The surrounding nations were not judged for

their idolatry but for their inhumanity: even fallen man should

know in his heart the requirements of Commandments 5-10.

Judah, on the other hand, is judged for failing to keep

Commandments 1-4!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What can we infer from these verses about how God will

judge the Church, the custodian of His written Word, differ-

ently from the way He will judge the world? (Cf Luke 12:47-

48)

THE PASSAGE AMOS 2:6-16
THE POINT Amos now fires his decisive arrow. The mission
the LORD gave him was to the Northern Kingdom and all he
has said so far has been to put his message into context. The
rest of his prophecy is to be directed at Israel alone, warning
them of God’s judgement, spelling out in detail the points he
makes in today’s passage.

THE PARTICULARS
• There was a sense in which the Northern Kingdom had
already distanced itself from the covenant by breaking away
from the Temple in Jerusalem and the Davidic line 170 years
earlier. Amos’ message is therefore less on Commandments 1-4
(their obligation as the covenant people) and more on the other
6 (social justice).

• They had no concern for the God-fearing poor and needy
(6b-7a).
• They had had become involved in gross immorality and
Canaanite temple prostitution and all that goes with it (7b-8).
• They failed to remember all God’s past mercies to them (9-
10).
• They undermined spiritual leaders God had given them (11-12).
• God’s judgement for these sins would be swift and final (13-
16).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Unlike our situation, Israel was a Church-State. How can
the Church today be involved as salt and light in action for
social justice as it proclaims the saving power of the Gospel of
grace?

DAY 4 Ready, Amos, fire.

DAY 1 Shepherd’s warning.

DAY 2 Coming closer to home.

DAY 3 To whom much is given....
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THE PASSAGE AMOS 3:1-8
THE POINT It is important for Israel, and the Church today,
to understand that we live in a fully God-controlled, cause-and-
effect world.

THE PARTICULARS
• Israel (the Church) is a unit with a collective responsibility
(1, cf Ezra’s identification with the sins of the people – Ezra
9:ff).
• God does not shrink back from harsh discipline of His
Church as the expression of His great love for it (2, cf
Hebrews 12:5-11).
• We live in a world where experience shows us that everything
that happens has a cause. Because God the Creator is a God of
order we are not part of a random universe – science is possible

and meaningful: humans act on the basis of rational decisions;
animals have predictable responses to different stimuli; even
mechanical devices can be made to act in a predictable way (3-
5).
• There is no event that is outside the LORD’s sovereign con-
trol – both a comfort and a warning to His people (6, cf
Romans 8:28).
• The LORD does not act in judgement upon His chosen peo-
ple, His Church, without giving prior warning through His
appointed prophets – and especially in our case through His
Word (7-8).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
•Are tsunamis, earthquakes, famines, cyclones in God’s hands?
What lesson do we need both to learn and preach from Amos?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 3:9-15
THE POINT Israel had become complacent in its prosperity,
enjoying the LORD’s blessings but neglecting the require-
ments of His Word (cf 6:1). God’s justice demands her pun-
ishment, but in His love and compassion he sends Amos His
prophet to warn them about it.

THE PARTICULARS
• Israel has established fortresses by inhumane loot and plun-
der. But God does not only intend to show them that such
failure to distinguish right from wrong will be judged and dealt
with justly, He intends to use them as “Exhibit A” to warn
Philistia and Egypt, surrounding nations who have built similar
fortresses (9-10).
• God is not averse to using His enemies to carry out His will

(11).
• If a hired shepherd had to report to the owner a sheep lost to
a predator, the law required him to salvage a body part to prove
he hadn’t stolen it himself. After the destruction of Israel, the
only thing left would be an odd leg or scrap of damask (NIV
has Damascus) from a luxury bed/couch they enjoyed lying on
(12).
• All the lifestyle luxuries that had become the focus of
Israelite life, including token religious ones, would be destroyed
(13-15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What important warnings are there today for the Church in
the prosperous West in this part of God’s Word? (cf 1 Peter
4:17ff.)

THE PASSAGE AMOS 4:1-5
THE POINT Quite apart from gender equality or equal

opportunity considerations, women in every period of history

have had the capacity to exercise a very powerful influence on a

whole society – for good or for ill. Although ancient Israel was

a chauvinistic, patriarchal community, much harm was being

done to its moral fibre by rich self-indulgent women. In spite

of an outward show of “respectable religion”, God was not

happy with His people!

THE PARTICULARS
• The cows of Bashan, bred in northern Transjordan, were the

ancient equivalent of pampered grain-fed cattle. The women

of prosperous 8th century BC Israel had so established them-

selves in society as a kind of upper-class, expecting their hus-

bands – and everyone else – to wait on them hand and foot, and

devoid of all spiritual sensitivity, that Amos drew a close parallel

between them and the spoilt cows – and was not afraid to share

it (1).

• Self-indulgence and disregard for the needy are seldom apart

(1).

• The LORD’s holiness requires that all the haughty who act

as if they are God will be dragged off by hooks as slaves (2-3).

• Even their boasted religion was false and sin in God’s eyes (4-

5).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What special spiritual duties has God entrusted to women?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 4:6-13
THE POINT When God acts in historical events to warn/dis-
cipline/correct the people he loves, He always makes His pur-
poses crystal clear by the divine nature of these actions. On
the Day of Judgement, that He has been doing this will be
obvious enough to leave us all without excuse. We ignore
these warnings now to our peril.

THE PARTICULARS
• God alone is the primary source of all our daily needs (6).
• God has absolute and complete control over every aspect of
the weather right down to the finest detail, the last drop of rain
(7).
• God inflicts His covenant people, His Church, with hardship
and suffering, with disease and pestilence, with defeat and

death, but always and only in order to bring them back to
Himself (6-11, 13).
• Israel ignored, and therefore learnt absolutely nothing from,
the LORD’s patient warning shots over many years (6, 8, 9, 10,
11).
• God does not leave us in the dark about what He is doing in
the world He has created and which He sustains on a daily
basis; He wrote the Scriptures for this purpose (13, cf 2
Timothy 3:16-17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why are Christians today so loath to attribute war, disease,
pestilence, natural disasters, etc, to God? By failing to do so,
are we missing out on being taught a valuable and urgent les-
son?

DAY 8 Prepare to meet your God.

DAY 5 Where there’s smoke there’s fire.

DAY 6 A warning to the Church.

DAY 7 The hand that rocks the cradle....
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THE PASSAGE AMOS 5:1-6
THE POINT God intends us to have a vital, personal relation-

ship with Him, the source of our life. Formal, institutional reli-

gion (represented in Israel by the centres at Bethel, Gilgal and

Beersheba) too easily becomes an end in itself and chokes out

spiritual life. Amos knew that Israel’s only hope was not its

institutions but in the LORD.

THE PARTICULARS
• God expresses His very special relationship with His

covenant people by calling her His Virgin (Daughter – cf

2Kings 19:21 and Jeremiah 14:17 where the term is applied to

Judah); but the sad truth is that she dies a virgin, His hopes for

her unfulfilled (1-2).

• Amos is singing a funeral dirge, a lament. Unlike Judah,

which would later be deported to Babylon for 70 years and

then return, Israel’s demise would be final; the nation which

constituted the northern Kingdom would cease to exist forever

(1; cf 8:14).

• Prosperous Israel prided itself in its military strength, but the

Sovereign LORD is able to reduce its forces to only 1/10 (3). 

• If religion becomes a substitute for seeking and knowing

God at a personal level each day it will kill our spiritual life (4-

6). 

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What difference does knowing Jesus make to your daily walk

with God? Does going to church help or hinder you in this?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 5:7-13
THE POINT Between his exhortations to Israel to “seek the

LORD and live” (4-6, 14-15) Amos states clearly the heart of

the problem: their institutionalising of religion, with all its out-

ward rituals, has blinded them to the unjust practices and

immoral oppression of the poor that have become part and par-

cel of their national life. Only a brief reflection on the great-

ness and power of the LORD (8-9) will show how foolish it is

to think that such gross sin and hypocrisy could go unpun-

ished. But in fact, this sin has become so entrenched and

accepted that a wise man keeps his mouth shut!

THE PARTICULARS
• A society is in big trouble when it reaches the point of

opposing truth and openly despising the pursuit of righteous-

ness (7, 10). 

• The just Creator is powerful and not to be trifled with (8-9)!

• In the end, wealth gained at the expense of the poor will not

be enjoyed; it is the all-seeing God who keeps the accounts

(11-12).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Has our society reached a point where the voice of a

Christian conscience in terms of justice and morality is being

rejected? Can an economic policy that results in the rich get-

ting richer and the poor getting poorer be justified in the light

of Amos’s message? Should Christians take action to warn

against self-indulgence?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 5:14-17
THE POINT Like the other prophets, Amos was faced with

the impossible task of convincing spiritually dead “religious”

people that they were in trouble; they believed the LORD was

with them when in fact He wasn’t; thinking they were alive,

they were dead. In this situation Amos was not at all opti-

mistic of success, but at least he had to tell them that mercy

was available on the basis of true repentance – repentance con-

firmed by a radical lifestyle change.

THE PARTICULARS
• Authentic faith is demonstrated by godly living, not just

words. Sinful man is very good at convincing himself that all is

well with his soul when God, the just Judge, declares it isn’t (14).

• Our merciful God always holds out the genuine offer of par-

don and life on the basis of life-transformng repentance and

faith (15).

• The LORD was not unaware of the hardness of His people’s

hearts, and the degree to which they were firmly set in their evil

ways; hence the pronouncement of judgement, and the wailing

that will accompany it (16-17), even after an offer of mercy

(15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What does the death of Jesus show us about the extent of

God’s mercy? Why does Amos use the words “perhaps” and

“remnant” in speaking of God’s mercy (15)? What is the basic

problem?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 5:18-27

THE POINT Israel’s picture of “the Day of the LORD” was a

day of rejoicing when their God, the one true God, the God of

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, would come to reign over all the

earth through His chosen people, Israel. It was something to

look forward to. The LORD had made His Covenant with

them, an everlasting covenant that could not be broken – and

they were doing their bit: bringing all the necessary sacrifices,

observing the various feast days, meeting together and singing

lots of nice sounding, stirring songs. Yes! Bring on the Day of

the LORD! But God showed Amos quite a different picture –

and commissioned him to preach it to them.

THE PARTICULARS
• On the Day of the Lord (when Jesus returns) there will be

no escape provision for those who do not belong to Him (18-

20).

• The sacrifices/feasts/worship were God’s gracious provision

for Israel; their abuse of them, by observing them in their own

way, would be the basis of God’s judgement upon them (21-27).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do we hear much preaching on the Day of Judgement today?

What picture does Jesus give us of the events accompanying His

Return, of which the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD was a

foreshadowing (cf Mark 13)? Is this the picture the average

Australian has? Do we have a responsibility to warn him?

DAY 12 The Day-Night of the LORD.

DAY 9 Seek me and live.

DAY 10 Too evil for words.

DAY 11 Judgement... and mercy?.
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THE PASSAGE AMOS 6:1-7
THE POINT Amos speaks a harsh word of condemnation

against those who have been given the responsibility to lead

and feed God’s flock but who instead sit in comfort, enjoying

God’s blessings, totally oblivious to their own spiritual bank-

ruptcy, the material needs of their people, and the dangers

around them. The King James Version begins Amos 6: “Woe

to them that are at ease in Zion...” – a timely word for Church

leaders of today and every generation.

THE PARTICULARS
• Amos’s main target is Israel (Samaria), but he also speaks out

against the same sins of the southern Kingdom of Judah (Zion)

(1). 

• The common folk in Israel, the poor of the land (cf

Deuteronomy 15:11), brought their needs to the leaders only

to find them to be completely unaware and unconcerned about

their plight (1). 

• V. 2 is probably laden with sarcasm as Amos puts words in

the mouth of the leaders: “What are you complaining about?

You’re all much better off than your Syrian and Philistine

neighbours!”

• By not facing up to the reality of God’s pending judgement

the leaders were only making things worse in the long run (3).

• God will punish (7) their decadence (4, 6) and false piety (5).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What is Amos saying to the Church today? Are we listening?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 6:8-14
THE POINT The almighty, holy God, by His very nature,
cannot continue to overlook pride and arrogant self-sufficiency
in sinful man; there must always come a final day of reckoning
and punishment.

THE PARTICULARS
• Amos combines many attributes of God in announcing the
coming Judgement: He is the Sovereign LORD (Adonai
Jehovah); He is Jehovah Elohim Sabaoth; He is the One who
alone must swear by Himself (see Genesis 22:16, Hebrews
6:13); He is the one who declares (8).
• Things will be so bad on that day that the most natural thing
to do would be to break the 3rd Commandment and use God’s
name as a swear word (today, things don’t even have to be bad

for that to happen!); better not to mention God’s name at all
(9-10).
• Nothing will escape the total devastation and destruction (8,
11).
• Israel has as much chance of success as a God-blessed nation
while condoning social injustice, as an army/farmer has of suc-
cess using horses/ploughs respectively on rocky steeps (12)!
• Israel’s past petty victories will count for nothing (Lo Debar
= “nothing”) when God comes in judgement using the armies
of Assyria to conquer and oppress them from north to south
(13-14).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you depend on any of your achievements to impress
God?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 7:1-9
THE POINT The LORD revealed to Amos how He saw
Israel’s sin, and what the consequences would be if He acted on
the basis of His justice alone – complete, life-destroying devas-
tation. If God did not disclose this aspect of His nature to us,
and we only knew Him as a God of love, it would be meaning-
less to talk about His patience! But in this little episode we see
how great is His justice, His love, and His patience all together.
We also see the powerful place our prayers have in the interac-
tion of these attributes; and that His patience, because of His
justice, eventually runs out if we fail to respond to His mercy
while there is still time (cf 2 Peter 3:8-12). 

THE PARTICULARS
• It was the LORD who prepared the locust swarms (1) and

called forth the cosmic, nuclear holocaust (4; cf ‘deep’ in
Genesis 1:2). 
• God’s just judgement sometimes seems unfair from our side;
the leaders denounced in Ch. 6 maintained their affluent
lifestyle by taxing the whole first crop: and that is to escape the
locusts (1)!
• Amos prayed earnestly and the LORD heard and desisted (2-
3, 5-6).
• In the end justice must prevail; God’s judgement is not vin-
dictive or arbitrary but based on our failure to obey his Word
(7-9).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does Jesus help us reconcile the tensions in this pas-
sage?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 7:10-17
THE POINT If Amos was stirring up trouble in Israel on the

strength of his own conspiracy theory of what might happen,

the priest and king would have every right to be upset; his

preaching was causing considerable unrest throughout the

nation. But if Amos’ claim was correct, that the message came

from God and was intended as a gracious warning in the hope

of leading them to repent and so divert the judgement, then

they were foolish not to listen.

THE PARTICULARS
• The priest and king had their little comfortable power base

which was being challenged by the prophet’s preaching (10-11,

13).

• Amaziah was a vocational priest; he assumed Amos was just

another vocational prophet who’d strayed out of bounds (12).

• Amos knew he wasn’t a “professional”- he prophesied a spe-

cific message in Israel, not as a job, but because he had no

choice (cf Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:16-17); he was a shepherd-

farmer (14f).

• Amos did not water down his message under pressure (16-

17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Amos’ preaching was rejected by the leaders of God’s people;

the same thing happened to all the OT prophets, and finally to

Jesus and the apostles (cf Luke 13:34, John 1:11, Acts 13:45-46).

What warning does this sound to us concerning God’s Word?

DAY 16 Compelled to preach.

DAY 13 Couch potentates.

DAY 14 The wrath of God.

DAY 15 Prayer–patience–plumbline.
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THE PASSAGE AMOS 8:1-8
THE POINT Israel’s sin – hypocrisy, greed, injustice, compla-
cency – had come to its full maturity; all that was left was for it
to yield its fruit of destruction at the hand of the LORD, the
God who had made His everlasting covenant with her, the
Pride of her father Jacob. 

THE PARTICULARS
• The farmer waits patiently for fruit to ripen; but when it is
ripe he has to act. The vision Amos received showed that the
LORD’s time for waiting for Israel to repent has finally run
out (1-2).
• The people had an outward display of religion, but their
hearts were really motivated by greed; the keeping of feasts and
sabbaths had become a tiresome ritual, a drag on profit margins

(5a).
• Once the shekel had displaced the LORD from the centre of
their lives (cf Luke 16:13), the heartless oppression of the poor
and needy through dishonesty and extortion was inevitable (4,
5b-6).
• God’s judgement on all this will be swift, devastating and
final: orderly worship will become chaos followed by the
silence of death (3); the land which was the lifeblood of their
economy, and therefore the root of their greed will heave and
sink (3, 7-8).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In what ways is the message of Amos here applicable to
nations today that might boast a long and prosperous Christian
heritage?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 8:9-14
THE POINT It seems that during most if not all of my life-
time Australians have tended to take everything for granted:
the regular cycle of day and night that doesn’t vary much year-
round; pleasant, stable weather patterns; freedom to adopt a
healthy lifestyle; freedom to practise our faith; freedom to
preach God’s Word. What if any or all of these things were
taken from us? Are we starting to see the possiblity of it hap-
pening even in our own day? We have already seen many par-
allels between our own situation and the situation Amos was
addressing in Israel. Is God’s patience running out for us?
Could His judgement on us be near?

THE PARTICULARS
• God’s Judgement on man’s sin has cosmic proportions;

man’s rebellion against God affects all Creation (9; cf Mark

15:33).

• The privilege of joining with other believers in joyful praise

to God each week is a gift of His grace; He could take it away

(10).

• Physical famine and thirst are devastating experiences; but if

God withdrew the ministry of His Word it would be worse

(11-12). 

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you feeding on a healthy regular diet of God’s Word day

by day and Sunday by Sunday while it is freely available to us?

What effect would a spiritual drought have on our complacent,

multicultural society (cf the warning in verses 13-14)?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 9:1-7
THE POINT We have seen some unbelievably horrific disas-

ters in the first few years of this millennium: the destruction of

the Twin Towers in NY City; the SE Asian tsunami, the

Pakistani earthquake, etc ...  with devastating loss of life and

damage to property.  But the vision Amos was given of Israel’s

destruction under God’s judgement was much worse than any

of these – with no escape. 

THE PARTICULARS
• In the vision Amos received it was Israel’s covenant LORD

who called for the destruction of His own worship place to

wipe out every last one of the worshippers; even any who

might manage to escape He himself will kill with the sword.

Such a suggestion would have been incomprehensible to Israel,

just as most people today will not accept the possibility of such

a God (1; cf 5-6).

• Amos goes to great lengths to emphasise the fact that there is

no place to hide from God’s wrath (just as Psalm 139 declares

that there is nowhere we can go from His presence) (2-6).

• Equally unacceptable is the idea that their covenant God

could treat them in the same way as their uncircumcised neigh-

bours (7)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are we silent about the Day of Judgement today because

what the Bible says about it offends people’s false concept of

God?

THE PASSAGE AMOS 9:8-15

THE POINT Surprisingly, after all he has said, Amos finishes

on a positive note. In spite of the LORD’s strong pronounce-

ment of total destruction in verses 1-8a, right out of left field

He declares, “yet I will not totally destroy the house of Jacob”

(8b)!  There will be a restoration, but with some serious sifting

of men’s hearts – and no error will be made (9). Moreover it

will be a whole new deal, involving the southern Kingdom of

Judah as well (11).

THE PARTICULARS
• The sinners of the sinful kingdom must face the righteous

judgement of a holy God; and the one sin singled out was to

reject the word of the LORD through His prophet and refuse

obstinately to acknowledge that judgement was coming – or

even possible (10).

• Acts 15:12-19 makes it clear that the promised restoration

will go far beyond just the nation of Israel – north and south; it

will include the Gentiles.  Amos’ prophecy here is not about a

return of Israel to Samaria after her exile (which never hap-

pened), or of a return of Judah to Jerusalem after her later exile

(which did happen), but about a brand new Israel – the Church

(11-15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does the coming, and rejection, of Christ the Messiah

disqualify Israel as a nation from the fulfilment of this promise?

DAY 20 The New Israel – the Church.

DAY 17 Ripe for ruin.

DAY 18 The days are coming....

DAY 19 No escape.

B I B L E S T U D Y
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Cyclone spares churches

Far North Queensland has been
severely hit by the recent Cyclone Larry.
The damage to church property has been
minimal, although the manses at Earlville
(Cairns) and Gordonvale sustained some
damage from the storm and lost some
trees. Some members of the church, are
of course farmers who have suffered loss
of crops, which will have a knock-on
effect in the industries and factories they
supply, and others have suffered property
loss and/or damage. The Presbyterian
Church of Queensland has instituted an
appeal for funds to be distributed at the
discretion of the members of the
Presbytery of North Queensland.
Cheques should be made out to
“Presbyterian Church of Queensland”.
Donations should be mailed to: North
Queensland Cyclone Appeal C/- The
General Secretary, Presbyterian Church
of Queensland, PO Box 1508, Fortitude
Valley Q 4006.

World-sized vision

Australian Moderator-General Bob
Thomas was elated by the second
General Assembly of the World
Reformed Fellowship, held in
Johannesburg, South Africa in March.
Evangelical Reformed leaders from six
continents and 17 nations met together
some of the challenges facing the church
in the 21st century. 

Mr Thomas said: “On a scale of 1 to 10,
I scored the General Assembly 12. The
Presbyterian Church of Australia has
stepped aside from wider church involve-
ment over most of the last 30 years, hav-
ing been badly burned by the so-called
Ecumenical Movement, but the WRF
General Assembly has drawn us gently
back in to the wider church. We all made
so many valuable contacts through WRF
and were given a greater vision of what
can be done in working with Presbyterian
and other Reformed Christians of ‘like
precious faith’ that we were challenged
and refreshed. In particular we can see
many opportunities for co-operation with
brethren in the African churches, which
we have begun to explore.”

The fellowship established three major
working groups. The first group, chaired

by Dr Andrew McGowan, principal of
Highland Theological College in
Scotland, has been charged to write a new
Statement of Faith for the 21st century.
Members come from a wide variety of
denominational, national and ethnic back-
grounds, but all are committed to the
inerrancy of Scripture and to the historic
Reformed faith. The second group,
chaired by Dr Wilson Chow, president of
the China Graduate School of Theology
in Hong Kong, has been formed to pro-
vide support and sharing of resources in
theological education among evangelical
Reformed Christians around the world.
The third group, chaired by Dr John
Nicholls, executive director of the
London City Mission in England, has
been formed to build an international net-
work of evangelical Reformed Christians
working in the areas of missions and evan-
gelism. 

Islam seminar

The Church and Nation Committee of
the Presbyterian Church of Victoria is
organising a two-day seminar on “the
challenge of Islam” with Dr Patrick
Sookhdeo of Barnabas Fund, a world
expert on Islam and adviser to the British
Government. It will be held on 25 and 26
October in the Assembly Hall, 156
Collins Street. The topics to be covered
include the contemporary context of
Western (Australian) society, the origins
and development of Islam, beliefs and
practices of Muslims, theological contrast
between Islam and Christianity, issues
Islam poses for the Church (spiritual, the-
ological, missiological, political and social)

and the Christian response. There will be
an evening session on the Wednesday
night around the theme of “the perse-
cuted church, past and present”, but
focused more on the present.

The seminars will be conducted on a
registration basis to ensure only
Christians attend. For the Wednesday
evening, the committee has decided that
all attendees must sign in with name,
address, church and confirm they are
Christian. It says this is an unfortunate
consequence of the Victorian religious vil-
ification legislation.

Music at camp

The Victorian Home Mission
Committee of the PCV is conducting the
2006 Ministers’ Family Camp from 19 to
22 June, at the Norval Campsite at Halls
Gap in the Grampians. The theme for the
camp will be “maintaining musical har-
mony in the church”.  Rev. Randy
Mayfield, missions and outreach pastor at
the Central Presbyterian Church in St
Louis, Missouri, USA, will speak on the
theology of music in the church today.
Mr Mayfield will discuss some of the con-
troversies regarding the various musical
styles used in worship today, comparing
“traditional” church music with the more
“contemporary” styles of worship music.
He will also share some insights on the
purpose and biblical basis for both tradi-
tional and contemporary styles of music
in worship with the hope of helping pas-
tors and church leaders better educate
their congregations on what is “Godly”
music in contrast to simply “personal
preference” or “styles” of music. 
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Ordinations and inductions

Warren John Esdale was ordained by
the Presbytery of Sydney North on 2
April 2006. Mr Eskdale was a student at
St Andrew’s Chatswood and was
appointed as assistant to Rev. Jeff Read in
January. The Presbytery of Sydney
inducted Rev. David Tsai as the minister
of the Chinese Presbyterian Church on
19 February. Mr Tsai had been the minis-
ter at Epping for a number of years. Mr
Read has been appointed Interim-
Moderator.

New elders include John McGeachie at
Terrigal (NSW), and Peter Dowie, Ian
Marshall, Don Ross and Gary Waterson
at Wynnum (Qld).

New lecturer

The Consortium of Reformed
Colleges (Qld) has received a new lec-
turer: Dr George Omerly (along with
Mrs Audrey Omerly). Dr Omerly
teaches Old Testament and holds a Ph.D.
from Westminster Theological Seminary.
The Omerlys are missionaries with
Mission to the World and have served for
many years in Peru.

Free Church row

The Free Church of Scotland
(Continuing), which split from the Free
Church six years ago over a sex scandal
involving a senior minister, has announced
it is willing to hold talks with the Free
Church. Last year the Free Church
(Continuing) launched a legal action in
the Court of Session in an attempt to gain
control over the church’s assets.
However, the court dismissed the action
and ordered the Free Church
(Continuing) to pay the costs of the case.
The Free Church (Continuing) said it
would appeal the decision, but later
offered to drop its appeal against Lady
Paton’s ruling as a “goodwill gesture” to
prompt talks with the larger body. The
offer to begin reconciliation talks has been
rejected.

Teacher disappears

Florence Chuckwu, a Christian teacher
at the Government Day Secondary

School in the capital of Bauchi state,
Nigeria, went to work on the morning of
February 20 with no hint that her
attempt to exercise classroom control
would threaten her life and lead to the
killing of more than 20 believers. Violent
outbreaks over the publishing of carica-
tures of the prophet Muhammad had
erupted in two other northern states the
previous weekend. When Chuckwu con-
fiscated a Koran from a female student
who was reading it instead of listening to
her English lesson, soon Muslim stu-
dents jumped on tables and began to
throw books at her. “Infidel, you’ve
defiled the Koran,” a Muslim student
shouted. Army personnel rescued
Chuckwu, but other security agents
whisked her away, and her whereabouts
are unknown. In subsequent rioting,
many Christians were killed. 

Pakistani Christian freed

Pakistani Christian Parvez Masih, who
was arrested and jailed under false blas-
phemy charges five years ago in April
2001, has been released. After years of
inhumane treatment, threats, beatings and
trials, the headmaster of a private
Christian middle school was found not
guilty of violating Law 295C (blasphem-
ing the prophet Mohammed).

When Parvez Masih’s Iqbal Memorial
School (comprised of 25 Christian and
125 Muslims students in 2004) was gain-
ing influence in a village near Lahore,
Pakistan early in 2001, the jealousy of a
Muslim group running a rivaling school
was roused. Shortly thereafter, some of
Parvez’ students asked him if it was true
that Mohammed had a nine-year-old wife,
to which he mentioned her name, Aisha,
telling them to find more information
about her from their mullahs. 

Parvez was arrested on 1 April 2001
and accused of blaspheming Mohammed
under Law 295C. He was taken to a
nearby river and told to deny his faith in
Jesus at gunpoint on this date, but he
would not. The accusations are believed to
have been instigated by a teacher of the
rival school. While in prison, eight cell-
mates have fought with Parvez many
times, and he has suffered three police
beatings.

Working toward his release, Voice of
the Martyrs’ PrisonerAlert.com sent
nearly 8000 emails regarding his status,
resulting in 2623 encouraging letters writ-
ten and 856 emails sent to government
officials.

Voice of the Martyrs  
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Violence in India

Easter in India was marred by violence
throughout Holy Week. In the southern
state of Karnataka, 15 Hindu extremists
said to be from the extremist Bajrang Dal
organisation attacked a Sunday morning
church service, assaulting Pastor V. P.
Paulouse, injuring his head and fracturing
both hands; his wife also was severely
beaten. In Madhya Pradesh state, on
Good Friday, two Christian women in
Jabalpur district were arrested for “pro-
moting conversion”. Near Mumbai, at
least two pastors suffered serious injuries
when about 50 Hindu extremists from the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad barged into a
prayer meeting of 500 Christians and
assaulted them with chains and iron rods.

Compass Direct

Creationist replaces Demski

A professor who teaches the biblical ver-
sion of creation will lead the Centre for
Theology and Science at Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary in
Louisville, Kentucky. Kurt Wise replaces
William Dembski, a leading proponent of
intelligent design, who’s leaving to
become a research professor of philoso-

phy at Southwestern Baptist Seminary
in Fort Worth, Texas.    

Wise advocates a young-Earth cre-
ationism in harmony with a literal reading
of the book of Genesis. He concedes
that’s a minority view even among
Christians, but says he looks forward to
preparing future Baptist pastors to lead
their congregations with faith in the valid-
ity of Scripture.

Christian World News

Basilica turns 500

Pope Benedict XVI has celebrated the
500th anniversary of the laying of the first
stone of the current St Peter’s Basilica in
Rome, saying he hopes it awakens
Catholics’ desire to be “living corner-
stones” of the church’s growth. Benedict
made the remarks after delivering a tradi-
tional blessing the day after Easter from
his window at the papal summer residence
at Castel Gandolfo south of Rome.

He noted that on 18 April 1506, Pope
Julius the Second laid the first stone of the
new St Peter’s basilica. It was erected over
one built in the fourth century by
Constantine, the Roman emperor who
was a strong supporter of Christianity.
The quest for funds for the basilica, which

led to the selling of indulgences in
Germany, was a catalyst for the
Reformation led by Martin Luther. 

AP

Baptists help rebuild

Three predominantly black denomina-
tions have formed a partnership to bring
$1 billion in resources to help New
Orleans recover from Hurricane Katrina.
A projects director for the new National
Baptist Convention Development
Initiative says it will work with pastors
and their congregations to rebuild homes
and reopen churches and businesses. The
initiative is a joint effort of the National
Baptist Convention USA, the National
Baptist Convention of America and the
Progressive National Baptist
Convention.

Christian World News

‘Illegal’ missions in Uzbekistan

Pentecostal Christians and Jehovah’s
Witnesses are being accused of illegal mis-
sionary activities in Uzbekistan. An offi-
cial with the State Committee on
Religions says Pentecostal missionaries
held sermons in Uzbek and Tajik lan-
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guages in order to convert local Muslims.
He accused Jehovah’s Witnesses of hold-
ing non-sanctioned religious gatherings to
celebrate Christian holidays. The Uzbek
official also said that illegal imports of
religious literature have increased.

President Islam Karimov, who has
ruled Uzbekistan since before the 1991
Soviet collapse, tolerates no dissent and
does not permit any religious activity,
including Islam, outside state-controlled
institutions.

AP

Chinese president accused

At what was supposed to be his moment
of glory at the White House last month,
Chinese President Hu Jintao has been
accused to his face of being a killer and a
religious persecutor. As he began speak-
ing, a woman who had received press cre-
dentials through a Falun Gong newspaper
screamed, “President Bush: Stop him
from killing!” and, “Stop him from perse-
cuting the Falun Gong.” Bush later apolo-
gized personally to Hu for the embarrass-
ing breach of protocol. The woman was
arrested, but her complaints were echoed
all day by hundreds of Falun Gong practi-
tioners outside the White House gates,
and within earshot of those inside.

AP

Americans detained

An overseas church monitoring group
says Chinese police detained five
Americans in a raid last month on a
Christian retreat in south-western China.
The China Aid Association says about
120 officers took part in the raid, and that
the Americans were released after five
hours of interrogation, along with two
Taiwanese and 80 Chinese citizens from
congregations worshiping outside the
state-controlled official Protestant
church. The monitoring group says inter-
rogators accused the Americans, three of
whom are ethnic Chinese, of being “for-
eign religious infiltrators” – not a formal
criminal charge, but a reflection of the
Communist Party’s fear that outside
forces are using burgeoning Christianity
to undermine its rule.

Christians sue school

A lawsuit filed by the Alliance Defence
Fund accuses a school district in suburban
Philadelphia of censoring prayer club
members and threatening discipline if stu-
dents speak out against homosexuality.

The federal lawsuit accuses the
Downingtown Area School District of
forcing a student group to drop explicitly
Christian or Scriptural references from its
literature, and to meet as the “Prayer
Club” instead of the preferred “Bible
Club”. Students also want the right to air
anti-gay and other viewpoints free from
punishment outlined in the school’s
speech code.

AP

Cruise baby name unknown

If Suri – the name actors Tom Cruise
and Katie Holmes chose for their new-
born daughter — means “princess” in
Hebrew as they claim, it is news to
Israelis. One radio announcer in Israel
says, “Nobody here has ever really heard
of it.” An Israeli TV anchorman says “We
seem to have learned a new Hebrew word,
and from Tom Cruise, no less.” But a
Hebrew scholar says that for central
European Jews, Suri can be a pet name for
Sarah, and Sarah means “Princess.” The
name does have some odd meanings in
other languages. In Japanese, suri means
“pickpocket.” In southern India, it means
“pointy nose.” Suri is also a breed of
alpaca from South America.

The agony of love

By Jonathan Krause

I heard a child screaming today. I saw her
face screw up in agony, and tears run
down her cheeks. I saw her mum put her
arms around her and hold her and try to
take the pain away. But nothing could.

This girl had had an operation to
straighten her leg in a hospital in Nigeria.
Now, physio was required to strengthen
the muscles. There were no short cuts.

I keep going back to the opening pages
of Alan Marshall’s book I Can Jump
Puddles. He also had polio and also
endured the exercises, focusing on a print
of wild horses on the kitchen wall.

I’d underestimated the bigness of what
these children in some of the world’s
poorest countries go through. There are
so many smiles, such warm welcomes, it
can all become just a good-hearted happy-
ending movie on TV. 

The girl is screaming in pain. Another
girl in the corner of the children’s ward is
weeping uncontrollably, her leg infected
and dangerous. And last week, a tiny
child, not even two, had a cataract opera-
tion, and all seemed well. Just three hours
later, she died.

Let’s never pretend this is easy. That
these medical miracles happen without
pain. These children suffer. They cry.
They scream. Sometimes they don’t make
it.

These mothers watch their children
suffer. They wipe away the tears when
their children cry. They have soft words of
comfort when their children scream. They
give up every part of their life to try to
take the pain away, and never do they
count it as a loss. They carry their own
hurt in silence and never stop loving. 

People ask me how I cope with what I
see. I think I could make myself cope
really well, but I don’t want to. I want to
carry away scars, I want to be “weird”
when I get home, I want to not be able to
explain things. If I can explain things, then
I can lock my feelings up in a box, put
them away somewhere safe, and never
have to hurt.

The easiest thing I can do to cope is
donate money to help them. And it’s true,
that’s what makes the medical miracles
happen. But no matter how much I gave,
I don’t think it could ever feel enough.
Money doesn’t really cost me anything,
doesn’t hurt. 

When I look at Jesus, I see Him in the
villages and the out-of-the-way places.
The people come to Him, sick, suffering
with disability, torn apart by demons of
despair. Rejected. Abandoned. 

Jesus doesn’t say, I’m God, I’m safe, I
can handle all this. 

He doesn’t just click His fingers, make
everything better, buy them off with a
miracle so He can be quickly on His way.
Jesus weeps for them, bleeds for them,
and ultimately He dies for them. If I’m
really going to follow Jesus, then that’s
the gift I must be ready to give too.

This is an excerpt from the book Miracles for
Life! written by Jonathan Krause, a
Christian Blind Mission staff member.

Anglicans urged to repent

By Barney Zwartz

Sydney’s version of Anglicanism is bad
for people’s spiritual health and all
“Sydney Anglicans’’ should repent,
according to one of Australia’s leading
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theologians. Dr Charles Sherlock – a lec-
turer at the Melbourne College of
Divinity and one of two Australian
Anglicans on the Anglican Roman
Catholic International Commission _
made the charge while launching a new
book attacking Sydney Anglicans last
month. 

He said he was launching The New
Puritans, by leading Melbourne laywoman
Muriel Porter, “as an act of public repen-
tance for not confronting more directly
the reality that ‘Sydney Anglicanism’ is
bad for one’s spiritual health, making the
‘food of the soul’, the holy scriptures,
indigestible’’.  He said Dr Porter had done
what he ought to have done, seeking to
expose a movement  spiritually dangerous
for the good health of both church and
society.

Dr Sherlock urged every Sydney
Anglican to seek to live out “an
Anglicanism faithful to the full, life-giving
Gospel of Jesus Christ. I need to say to
them, ‘for God’s sake, listen to this
book!’”

Dr Sherlock told The Age that by
“Sydney’’ he meant a mindset, rather than
every Anglican who lived there. The
Sydney diocese is much Australia’s
biggest and most powerful, strongly
opposes women priests and teaches a con-
servative evangelical theology.

He said Dr Porter’s book was too mild,
if anything. At Sydney’s cathedral people
did not attend worship or a service but a
“meeting’’ in which the content was “a
well-delivered lecture in which you are
asked to consider certain propositions’’.
There was no sense of mystery.  Sydney
Anglicans would not engage with people
who thought differently, even other evan-
gelicals, he said. 

A spokesman for the Sydney diocese,
leading layman Robert Tong, responded
that it was revealing that twice as many
people went to Anglican churches in
Sydney as Melbourne.  He said Dr Porter
and Dr Sherlock represented a 19th cen-
tury form of Anglicanism that was mar-
ginal worldwide. 

“The statistical snapshot given to the
General Synod last year showed evangeli-
cal places are thriving, High Church peo-
ple have become invisible and liberals are
in steep decline,’’ Mr Tong said.

He said Dr Sherlock’s comments put
him in the camp of former national leader
Peter Carnley who accused Sydney of
heresy. “That makes him immediately sus-
pect. We wouldn’t want to give him much
time.’’

The Age

Scholar rehabilitates Satan

By Barney Zwartz

Henry Angsmar Kelly has an ambitious
project, rehabilitating “the most maligned
figure in history’’: the devil. According to
Professor Kelly, the devil – aka Satan, the
Accuser, the Prince of this World, the
Father of Lies – has endured 17 centuries
of unjustified character assassination. 

Better the devil you know, the saying
goes, but according to Professor Kelly
we only think we know him. In fact we
don’t – our image was shaped from the
second century church fathers to the
middle ages. The biblical picture is quite
different.  

“For 1700 years, Satan has been the
enemy of God, whereas in the Bible he
works for God, he’s his Prime Minister or
Attorney-General, in charge of policing
the world. He is one of God’s angels and
his job is to test people,’’ Professor Kelly
says.

The professor, 71, has been the devil’s
advocate for more than four decades, pub-
lishing books and scholarly articles. The
former Jesuit, turned University of
California professor, calls himself a “dia-
bologian’’.

He says the devil doesn’t have a king-
dom, doesn’t rule over hell, and doesn’t
try to damn people. These ideas developed
from the second to the fourth centuries
AD, and were refined for the next 1000

years.
According to Professor Kelly, it is

tremendously important to recapture the
biblical understanding of Satan to combat
Augustine’s doctrine of original sin, “in
which the whole human race is delivered
to Satan’’. “That’s the most immoral doc-
trine in Christianity, that the whole of the
human race is doomed to hell for some-
thing they didn’t do. Once you get rid of
that, Christianity becomes less unreason-
able,’’ he believes.  

He says Satan’s rare appearances in the
Old Testament are not by one person, but
a number of angels doing God’s work. In
the account of Adam and Eve’s fall in
Genesis 3, the tempter was a created ani-
mal – the serpent, the smartest animal.
Theologian Justin Martyr identified the
serpent with Satan in the second century
AD. 

In the prophet Zechariah, Satan is the
public prosecutor of the high priest
Joshua, who gets off because he has a bril-
liant defence lawyer, the Angel of the
Lord (usually identified as the second per-
son of the Trinity), according to Professor
Kelly.  

The reference in Luke’s Gospel to
Satan falling like lightning from heaven is
explained in Revelation 12, and is still
future, Professor Kelly says. 

He would like his theories to attract
more official hostility, he says, because
then they would be better known. 

The Age
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Headlines around the world last
month announced the publica-
tion of a “long lost” and “sup-
pressed” ancient document,

known as The Gospel of Judas. The
National Geographic Society announced
the publication at a major media event on
6 April, just in time to boost publicity for
its special on the National Geographic
Channel three days later. 

The announcement led to a frenzy of
media coverage, ranging from responsible
reports to outrageous sensationalism.
According to some commentators, the
publication of this new document will
force a complete reformulation of
Christianity and our understanding of
both Judas and Jesus. In reality, nothing of
the sort is in view. The document is highly
interesting, however, offering an ancient
and authoritative source into the thinking
of heretical groups who offered alterna-
tive understandings of Christianity. 

The document purports to be written
by Judas, even though it certainly was
written long after Judas’s death.
Nevertheless, the very existence of this
document, rooted in the third century
after Christ, indicates something of the
struggle Christian leaders confronted in
defining and defending the authentic
Gospel against heretical groups such as
the gnostics. 

A quick look at The Gospel of Judas
reveals the contrast between this docu-
ment and the four canonical Gospels of
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The
English version, edited by Rudolphe
Kasser, Marvin Meyer, and Gregor Wurst,
presents an accessible and readable ver-
sion of the portions of the Codex Tchacos
now available. The most remarkable fea-
ture of this text is its thoroughly gnostic
character. 

The substance of this Gospel bears vir-
tually no resemblance to orthodox

Christianity — a fact which explains why
the early church recognised this writing
for what it is, and rejected it as neither
authoritative nor authentic. 

In The Lost Gospel: The Quest for the
Gospel of Judas Iscariot, Herbert Krosney
explains how the codex was discovered
and traces the events that led to its publi-

cation in English this week: “In the mid-
to late 1970s, hidden for more than 1500
years, an ancient text emerged from the
sands of Egypt. Near the banks of the
Nile River, some Egyptian peasants, fel-
lahin, stumbled upon a cavern. In biblical
times, such chambers had been used to
bury the dead. The peasants entered the
cave, seeking ancient gold or jewelry, any-
thing of value that they could sell. Instead,

among a pile of
human bones,
they discovered a
crumbling lime-
stone box. Inside
it, they came
upon an unex-
pected find — a
m y s t e r i o u s
leather-bound
book, a codex.” 

The portion of
the text that is
now translated is
taken from 13
pages of papyrus,

with the text written in Coptic, a language
of ancient Egypt. Most scholars agree that
The Gospel of Judas was originally writ-
ten in Greek, and later translated into
Coptic. This was the history of many
gnostic texts, especially those associated
with groups common to the area in which
the manuscript was found.

The Lost Gospel reads like a suspense
thriller at times, tracing the odd and
admittedly remarkable story of how the
codex was preserved and eventually pub-
lished. Those familiar with the story of the
Dead Sea scrolls and the documents of the
Nag Hammadi library will recognise sig-
nificant parallels in the saga of how the
texts and manuscripts were found and
eventually made available for scholarly
review and publication. 

The gnostic character of the text is
immediately evident. In his supposed con-
versations with Judas, Jesus speaks in

gnostic categories such as “aeons” and an
“eternal realm”. Judas is identified as the
“13th spirit” who was appointed by God
to be the agent of releasing Jesus from the
physical body in which He was trapped in
the incarnation. 

When Judas speaks of a vision and asks
for its interpretation, Jesus answers:
“Judas, your star has led you astray.” Jesus
continues: “No person of mortal birth is
worthy to enter the house you have seen,
for that place is reserved for the holy.
Neither the sun nor the moon will rule
there, nor the day, but the holy will abide
there always, in the eternal realm with the
holy angels. Look, I have explained to you
the mysteries of the kingdom and I have
taught you about the error of the stars;
and ... sent it ... on the 12 aeons.” 

The concept of secret and mysterious
knowledge was central to gnostic

sects. The Gospel of Judas purports to
reveal conversations between Jesus and
Judas that had been kept secret from the
rest of humanity. The gnostics prized
their secret knowledge, and taught a pro-
found dualism between the material and
spiritual worlds. They understood the
material world, including the entire cos-
mos, to be a trap for the spiritual world. In
essence, the gnostics sought to escape the
material world and to enter the world of
spirit. 

Accordingly, the most revealing state-
ment in the entire text of The Gospel of
Judas records Jesus saying to Judas, “But
you will exceed all of them. For you will
sacrifice the man that clothes me.” 

In other words, Judas would perform a
service to Jesus by betraying Him to those
who would then crucify Him, liberating
Jesus from the physical body and freeing
Him as spirit. The editors of The Gospel
of Judas indicate in a footnote: “The death
of Jesus, with the assistance of Judas, is
taken to be the liberation of the spiritual
person within.” 

Needless to say, this is in direct conflict
with the Christian Gospel and the New
Testament. The consistent witness of the
New Testament is that Jesus came in order
to die for sinners – willingly accepting the
cross and dying as the substitutionary sac-
rifice for sin. 

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 2006

Gospel untruth
The Gospel of Judas reveals the ancient world, not Christ.

Albert
Mohler
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This redemptive action is completely
missing from The Gospel of Judas. For
that reason, the text was rejected by early
Christian leaders. Writing about the year
180, Irenaeus, a major Christian figure
among the early church fathers, identified
the text now known as The Gospel of
Judas as heretical. In his foreword to The
Lost Gospel, Bart Ehrman, a professor at
the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, explains: “This gospel was
about the relationship between Jesus and
Judas, and indicated that Judas didn’t
actually betray Jesus, but did what Jesus
wanted him to do, because Judas was the
one who really knew the truth, as Jesus
wanted it communicated.” 

Ehrman, no friend to orthodox
Christianity, has correctly explained the
problem. Irenaeus rejected the text pre-
cisely because it was in direct conflict with
the canonical Gospels and with the teach-
ing of the Apostles. Accordingly, it was
his responsibility to warn the church
about the heretical nature of this docu-
ment. Still, the very fact that Irenaeus
mentions the document with such a spe-
cific reference gives considerable credence
to the claim that The Gospel of Judas is as
old in its origin as its patrons now claim. 

We now know a great deal about the
Gnostic sects common to the first

centuries of Christianity. The particular
sect thought to be associated with the ori-
gin of The Gospel of Judas was known as
the Cainites. The peculiar teachings of
this sect included the rehabilitation of
many characters presented negatively in
the Bible – starting with Cain. In essence,
the Cainites attempted to take the nega-
tive figures of the Bible and present them
in a heroic light. In order to do this, of
course, they had to create alternative texts
and an alternative rendering of the story
of Jesus. 

What are Christians to make of all this?
The publication of The Gospel of Judas is
a matter of genuine interest. After all, it is
important for Christians to understand

the context of early Christianity – a con-
text in which the church was required to
exercise tremendous discernment in con-
fronting heretical teachings and rejecting
spurious texts. 

The scholarly research behind the pub-
lication of The Gospel of Judas appears to
be sound and responsible. The codex
manuscript was submitted to the most
rigorous historical process in terms of dat-
ing, chemical composition, and similar
questions. In the
end, it appears
that the docu-
ment is most
likely authentic,
in terms of its ori-
gin from within a
heretical sect in
the third century. 

Nevertheless,
e x t r a v a g a n t
claims about the
theological signif-
icance of The
Gospel of Judas are unwarranted, ridicu-
lous, and driven by those who themselves
call for a reformulation of Christianity.

The resurgence of interest in gnostic
texts such as The Gospel of Thomas and
The Gospel of Judas is driven by an effort,
at least on the part of some figures, to
argue that early Christianity had no essen-
tial theological core. Instead, scholars
such as Elaine Pagels of Princeton
University want to argue that “these dis-
coveries are exploding the myth of a
monolithic religion, and demonstrating
how diverse – and fascinating – the early
Christian movement really was”. 

What Pagels and many other figures
argue is that early Christianity was a caul-
dron of competing theologies, and that
ideological and political factors explain
why an “orthodox” tradition eventually
won, suppressing all competing theolo-
gies. Accordingly, these same figures
argue that today’s Christians should be
open to these variant teachings that had
long been suppressed and hidden from
view. 

Metropolitan Bishoy, leader of the
Coptic Orthodox Church, dismissed The
Gospel of Judas as “non-Christian bab-
bling resulting from a group of people try-
ing to create a false ‘amalgam’ between the
Greek mythology and Far East religions
with Christianity ... They were written by
a group of people who were aliens to the
main Christian stream of the early
Christianity. These texts are neither reli-
able nor accurate Christian texts, as they
are historically and logically alien to the

main Christian thinking and philosophy
of the early and present Christians.” The
Metropolitan is right, but we are better
armed to face the heresies of our own day
if we face with honesty the heresies of
times past. 

Simon Gathercole, a New Testament
professor at Aberdeen University,
defended the text as authentic, but rela-
tively unimportant. “It is certainly an
ancient text, but not ancient enough to
tell us anything new,” Gathercole explains.
“It contains themes which are alien to the
first-century world of Jesus and Judas, but
which became popular later.” 

Indeed, those gnostic ideas did become
popular later, and they are becoming
increasingly popular now. The truth of the
Gospel stands, and Christians will retain
firm confidence in the authenticity of the
New Testament and, in particular, of the
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and
John. Nevertheless, old gnosticisms are
continually repackaged and “rediscov-
ered” even as new forms of gnostic
thought emerge in our postmodern cul-
ture. 

Informed Christians will be watchful
and aware when confronting churches

or institutions that present spurious writ-
ings, rejected as heretical by the early
church, on the same plane as the New
Testament. 

The verdict of Athanasius, one of the
greatest leaders of the early church, still
stands: “Let no man add to these, neither
let him take ought from these, for con-
cerning these the Lord put to shame the
Sadducees, and said, ‘Ye do err, not know-
ing the Scriptures’. And He reproved the
Jews, saying, ‘Search the Scriptures, for
these are they that testify of Me’.”

Albert Mohler is president of the Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary at Louisville,
Kentucky. ap
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significance of
The Gospel of
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unwarranted
and
ridiculous.
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Jim Wallis has a radical religious
proposition: if Jesus were setting
American priorities, the first two
would not be tax cuts for the rich or

the occupation of Iraq. 
This might come as a surprise to

America’s religious right, who solidly
endorsed both policies, along with most
of the Republicans’ platform. But plenty
of people are listening: among them
British Prime Minister Tony Blair, heir
apparent Gordon Brown, and probable
US presidential candidate Hilary Clinton,
all advised by the dapper American rev-
erend.

Jim Wallis is the evangelical Christian
who has loosened the stranglehold of the
religious right on American politics. He
did it by asking loudly and often: how did
Jesus become pro-rich, pro-war and pro-
America alone?

These questions resonate with a much
wider audience than just Christians,
including  all those who resent the way the
right – religious and political – managed to
hijack faith and reduce it to a couple of
narrow issues. 

“We’ve been able to change the conver-
sation. Now it’s a dialogue,’’ says Wallis,
who was in Sydney and Melbourne last
month to launch the Australian edition of
his best seller, God’s Politics: Why the
American Right Gets It Wrong and the Left
Doesn’t Get It.

“The good news is that the monologue
of the right is over. Everyone acknowl-
edges that. The media doesn’t just tell
their story now. It looks at other voices
too. That’s good for society. Dialogue is
always better than a monologue.’’

According to Wallis, moral or religious
issues for Christians go far beyond

abortion and gay marriage – the only top-
ics the religious right allowed under that
rubric at the 2004 US election. The envi-
ronment (caring for God’s earth) is a reli-
gious issue, so is war (Christians are called
to be peace-makers), truth-telling, human
rights (people are made in the “image of
God’’) and, above all, poverty. The Bible
has several thousand verses on poverty.
Clearly, it matters to God, and much more
than some issues that the religious right
prefers to talk about.

Wallis charges that the religious and
political right get the public meaning of
religion wrong, focusing on sexual and
cultural issues while ignoring justice. The
left, meanwhile, tends not to get the
meaning of faith for politics at all, but dis-
misses spirituality as irrelevant to social
change. But the answer is not a religious
left, to counter the religious right. “The

country is not hungry for that, but for a
moral counter where we find the chal-
lenges that lie underneath the debate.
Don’t go left or right, go deeper.’’

People accuse Wallis, who founded a
Christian activist community called
Sojourners, of being a left-winger. He sees
himself as a theologically conservative
evangelical who takes the Bible seriously.
As a teenager, he campaigned for the black
civil rights movement – Martin Luther
King is his role model – and the anti-war
movement. He has been preaching his
message a long time. It’s been like speak-
ing in a stadium without a microphone –
you can only reach a section at a time.
Now he has the microphone. And who’s
listening? Nearly everyone.

“We are having these town meetings
disguised as book signings, and they are
almost revivals in book stores. There’s
younger evangelicals who don’t feel the
loud television preachers speak for them,
who care about poverty, the environment,
Dafur, sex trafficking. Catholics are com-

ing who want to apply their social teach-
ing to domestic and foreign policy.
Mainline Protestants are coming, a lot of
black church people who have a tradition
of this, young Jews and Muslims are com-
ing.’’

In March Wallis launched his book in
Britain, which is even more secular than
Australia. He says BBC listeners were sur-
prised and delighted to find an American
Christian telling them he didn’t think
God was American or a Republican whose
only agenda was abortion and gay mar-
riage. Young people poured into book-
stores to meet him. Non-Christians
thanked him for making them feel wel-
come. 

“There are two great hungers in our
world today, one for spiritual integrity and
the other for social justice. And the con-
nection between the two is the one the
world is waiting for,’’ he says. 

“The churches ask for the edges of
people’s lives, and that’s what they get, the
edges. A whole generation of young peo-
ple are looking for an agenda worthy of
their energy and gifts, something big
enough to give their lives to.’’ 

What changes history, Wallis believes,
are social reform movements, especially
in the United States, and the best ones
have spiritual foundations: slavery, suf-
frage, child labour, civil rights. All were
built and driven by faith and religious val-
ues. “There’s a new social movement
growing around the world committed to
overcoming extreme poverty. The
poverty we just accept will no longer be
tolerable.’’ 

Wallis is convinced that the values
debate, including religious values,

will shape politics for years to come.  “We
need a new moral discourse in public life.
It’s something we all need, and are all
needed for,’’ he says. Most people practise
the “politics of complaint’’ about how
things are, but the world is hungry for a
vision that says we can change things. 

“The religious right are more American
nationalists than evangelical Christians.
They talk about taking back the nation,
I’m talking about taking back the faith.
It’s hard to find many references to patri-
otism in the Bible. ‘God bless America’ is
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God’s politics
Faith transcends partisan politics – but will increasingly shape it.
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not in the Bible.’’
In God’s Politics, Wallis describes how

President George Bush – whose faith is
deep and sincere, he believes – confuses
the biblical message to build a theology of
American empire. For example, Bush
quoted a popular hymn in one speech,
saying “there is power, wonder-working
power in the goodness and idealism and
faith of the American people’’. But the
wonder-working power in the hymn is the
power of Christ in salvation, not the
power of the American people. Another
time he quoted the Gospel of John – “the
light shines in the darkness. And the dark-
ness has not overcome it’’ – then applied it
not to Christ but the American ideal, “the
hope of all mankind’’.

President Bush should not claim
God’s blessing for America’s policies,
saying God is on America’s side, Wallis
says. That leads to triumphalism, self-
righteousness and dangerous foreign pol-
icy. Rather he should seek, as Abraham
Lincoln said, to make sure he is on God’s
side. The change in emphasis should
bring  humility, reflection and account-
ability. 

Because the right is comfortable with
the language of religion and values, they
have come to own that territory, Wallis
says. But they reduce it to abortion and
gay marriage – and even there they get it
wrong. “If I’m an unborn child I should
stay unborn. Once I’m born I’m off the
radar screen of the religious right – no
child care, no support for mothers. It’s
pro-birth, not pro life.

“I agree there’s a family crisis of break-
ups and kids falling between the cracks
and high divorce rates, and parenting has
become a counter-cultural activity in
America. But all this has very little to do
with gay and lesbian people. Caring for
the family is the right thing to do, but this
is the wrong circuit.’’ 

So how did the religious right capture
the debate in the first place? It was a

project of the political right, Wallis says.
They  met TV preachers and made a deal:
give us your data bases and we’ll create
this power bloc. “People don’t know
quite how bad it is. The Republican
national committee asks churches for
membership lists. It’s a very compro-
mised relationship. They appealed to gen-
uine concerns and grievances church folk
have, or the banality of the moral climate.
Then they turned that into wedge issues
to divide people.’’

The Democrats, meanwhile, ignored
religion altogether and allowed them-

selves to be seen as secular fundamental-
ists, hostile to faith.  Wallis says the left
needs to recover its progressive history
and moral vocabulary, and not concede
the whole territory of religion and values
to the right.

If Jim Wallis has the ear of Tony Blair,
Hilary Clinton and the Democrat leader-
ship – in Australia his friends include
Tim Costello and Peter Garrett – and if
he constantly batters the right, doesn’t
he run the risk of being typecast on the
left? He agrees he has to be very careful
not to let that happen. “The biblical
prophets were in the presence of the
king, but never in the pocket of the king.
Yes, I talk to the people you mention, but
I also talk to Republicans. I talk to gang
leaders and welfare mothers and at-risk
kids. You have to carry a conversation
between the streets and the corridors of
power.’’

And when he talks to Democrats, it’s
straight talk about their lack of moral con-
tent, he says. Martin Luther King never
endorsed a candidate, he made the candi-
dates endorse his agenda. 

Following King’s footsteps is impor-
tant to Wallis. “The prophetic faith is the
tradition I identify with. On the wall of
my office are the mothers and fathers of
my faith: Martin Luther King, Dorothy
Day, Stephen Biko, Nelson Mandela,
Desmond Tutu, Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
Thomas Merton.  That’s where my hope
comes from.’’

And for Wallis hope, even more than
faith, is the key. The biggest choice of

our time, he believes, is not between reli-
gion and secularism but between hope
and cynicism. “Cynics are realists, they
see the world as it is, and are against the
bad stuff.  But they get discouraged and
believe the bad stuff can’t change.
Cynicism becomes a buffer against com-
mitment. Hope, in contrast, is not a state
of mind or a feeling, but a decision you
make. And it’s a decision that animates
social change. Desmond Tutu used to say,
we are a people who are prisoners of
hope’.’’ 

Wallis has helped bring many people
hope. Thousands emailed him after he
appeared on John Stewart, a comedian
who appeals to people under 30. “One kid
at an airport shook my hand and said,
‘you’re the only Christian I see and don’t
throw up afterwards’.’’ Now there’s a trib-
ute. 

Barney Zwartz is religion editor of The Age,
where this article first appeared.               ap

On America
The religious right are more

American nationalists than evangelical

Christians. But “God bless America’’

is not in the Bible.

On President Bush
George Bush’s faith is sincere and

deeply held, but he has bad theology.

He confuses nation, church and God.

The resulting theology is more an

American civil religion than Christian

faith. 

On Iraq/terrorism
American foreign policy is based

primarily on fear. The war in Iraq was

argued and justified almost entirely on

the basis of fear. 

To believe that your own nation is

“the greatest force for good in his-

tory” and that those who oppose us

are “evil” is a dangerous religion for

the world.

On poverty
There are more than 2000 verses in

the Bible about poverty. Fighting

poverty is a moral issue.

On faith and politics
The privatising of faith has weak-

ened its impact on critical public issues

and opened the door for a right-wing

“Christian politics’’ which both nar-

rows and distorts a biblical agenda.

On politicians wooing church
leaders

I want to see politicians in the front

row of the church hearing the sermon,

not on the platform doing the preach-

ing. 

On religion
Religion can play a unifying or divi-

sive role. When it becomes sectarian

and self-righteous it doesn’t serve as

well. When it calls us to accountability

it moves to a higher ground.

The political
gospel according

to Wallis



Evangelical Christianity now offers
heaven on the instalment plan.
Through a magical kind of faith we
can take advantage of a spiritual

layby plan. We can sell the gospel on a 90-
day payment system. The future can be
ours, now.

How does this legerdemain work?
With the proper formula, the new magic
brings the rabbit out of the hat without
the use of mirrors. It is the “name it and
claim it” gambit, a ploy that even Houdini
failed to grasp. If we name it and claim it
we can have heaven and all its benefits
now. Before we die. Before Christ comes.
Before the kingdom is consummated.

Recently I went to my orthopedic sur-
geon armed with the hope that somehow
I could find relief from degenerative
arthritis. He checked my knees, my
shoulders, and my spine and concluded,
“All you need is ... a brand new body!” I
thought to myself, “Where can I go to get
a new body?” I almost said to my doctor,
“You know, I have an appointment in
heaven. When I get there I will receive a
new body. A glorified body. A body with
no arthritis. No bones spurs. No aching
joints and creaking bones. My new body
will be like Jesus’ resurrected body.”

Until then, however, I must endure the
daily disintegration of the body I

have. In heaven I will be able to walk to
the first tee, take out a ball and club, and
swing with a fluid motion without spend-
ing several minutes stretching and bend-
ing to limber up. In heaven (which surely
has beautiful golf courses), I won’t have
to carry a bottle of Absorbine Junior in
my golf bag. 

In the meantime I race the clock in this
mortal body that seems unable to defeat
the curse of the Fall. I age. I ache. I move

inexorably toward the graveyard where
these arthritic bones will someday be laid
to rest. 

Every Christian who has lived on the
earth for the first 1800 years of Christian
history has died. St Augustine’s body
wore out. Thomas Aquinas succumbed to
disease. Martin Luther endured countless
physical infirmities before he died. Calvin
was stricken. Edwards was afflicted. None

of the saints of
history ever man-
aged to “name it
and claim it” until
they got to
heaven.

Some TV
preachers offer
the secret the
saints all missed.
They tell us that
God always wills

healing. Instant cures for all diseases, all
sin, all poverty can be ours for the asking
and the claiming. All we have to do is
claim the promises. Buy now. Pay later.

They tell us that God never takes any-
one’s life. He helplessly wrings His celes-
tial hands while His faithless servants suc-
cumb to the ravages of Mother Nature.
Mother Nature is nasty. She kills every-
body. She is the most ruthless murderer of
all time. She kills men, women, and chil-
dren. She strikes with accidents, wars, and
diseases. And Satan is her chief hench-
man. Nature coupled with the devil makes
Murder, Inc. seem like a benevolent char-
ity.

But, we hear, “healing is in the atone-
ment”. And of course it is. So is sanctifi-
cation. The final result of our Lord’s
atonement will be total freedom from sin
and its consequences. In heaven we are
promised no pain, no suffering, no death,
no sin. God will wipe away our tears once
and for all.

I remember the tender moments in my
childhood when I scraped my knee and

went bawling to my mother. I clutched
her apron as she stooped over and kissed
away my tears. Her touch on my cheeks
ended my sobs.

Now, when my grandson gets hurt, he
cries and says, “I need ice-cube”. A cold
cube of ice on the sore spot makes every-
thing better. Until the next time. Then
another ice cube is required. I made many
trips to my mother’s apron. She could
stop my tears, but not forever. I still cry.
My tears will not cease until God wipes
them away in heaven. Then they will van-
ish. My tear ducts will find use only for
the tears of ecstasy.

God promises me a new body. He guar-
antees a life without pain. But not

now. Now He promises me the opposite.
He tells me that in the world I will have
tribulation. God promises no man free-
dom from pain and suffering in this
world. There is no way to grasp heaven in
advance. There is no “buy now, pay later”
plan of salvation.

God promises us His presence in the
midst of pain. He promises us His com-
fort. But until the last enemy is finally and
fully destroyed, we must walk in faith. We
have hope. We have the certainty of a glo-
rious future. But there is no magic.

There is a reason why God forbids the
consultation of wizards and fortunetellers.
He abhors ungodly magic. We have a
future. But it is not ours until the time He
has appointed comes to pass. The wizards
promise the future now. It is grasping at
the promise of God before its time.

Faith without patience is an insult to
the Lord of history. I’ll get my new body,
but not yet. ap
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Buy now, pay later
“Name it and claim it” is a travesty of Christianity.
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Mutilated Messages

The following, gleaned from PCA web-
sites and newsletters, shows a sad laxity of
theological understanding in today’s
church in Australia. 

“God so loved us that he send[sic] his
son into the world – the man Jesus Christ.
By dying in our place, Jesus took our pun-
ishment and bought forgiveness.”

“Did you know that you are so precious,
that God your Creator gave you the most
precious and valuable possession He has,
His Son ... Jesus Christ. He took your
place of punishment and died for you. Yes
He died for you.”

“Jesus … died in our place to forgive us
so that we could be right with God.”

“Jesus lived a sinless human life and
offered Himself as the perfect sacrifice for
the sins of all people.”

“A person is saved (from going to hell)
by believing that Jesus came to earth and
died on the cross for his/her sins.”

The above – and many like them –
addressed all readers, believers or no.
Spurgeon preached: “You may believe that
Jesus Christ died for you, and may believe
what is not true; you may believe that
which will bring you no sort of good
whatever... Do not get that into your
head, or it will ruin you. Do not say, ‘I
believe that Jesus Christ died for me’, and
because of that feel that you are saved. I
pray you to remember that the genuine
faith that saves the soul has for its main
element — trust — absolute rest of the
whole soul on the Lord Jesus Christ to
save me, whether he died in particular or
in special to save me or not, and relying, as
I am, wholly and alone on him, I am
saved.”

Neil Mansfield
Waurn Ponds, Vic

Presbyterian Pravda?

As someone who has recently renewed
his subscription to AP, I am mystified at
the lack of communication between your
writers and readers.  The website invites
no feedback or comment, except for sub-
scriptions.  There are no Letters to the
Editor. There are no stories about people
and churches – the “News” section hardly
qualifies.  Articles are solid and informa-

tive and most of Peter Hastie’s interviews
with different theologians and writers are
interesting. But on the whole it seems to
be a very closed publication, lacking bal-
ance, warmth and humanity.  Is this why it
has dropped the “Life” from its title?  

The same people write the same sec-
tions and generally do the Book Reviews!
An article like Hastie’s “Gender Role
Call” in the February issue tackles Giles’
book The Trinity and Subordination with-
out, I thought, really coming to terms
with much of Giles’ challenging writing
and solid insights.

I have been trying to be positive about
the magazine and have appreciated a num-
ber of its articles and reviews, but its
closed nature and confinement to decid-
edly like-minded writers means that it
presents more like a Presbyterian Pravda
than the magazine of a national church. In
the case of Pravda the party line was all
the truth that people were permitted.
Surely Presbyterians deserve more than
that.  

John Bracht
St. Andrew’s Canberra

Forgotten people

Re the covenant discussion (AP, March)
I found the article stimulating and a good
exploration of the traditional themes,
however I was disturbed by what was
omitted. Despite the subtitle “Covenant
is first and last I will be your God and you
will be my people”, it did not seem to have
occurred to interviewer or interviewee to

include the Jewish people in the discus-
sion. As you are aware they are described
in Scripture as a covenant people and that
this status remains to this day, as per
Romans 11:1, the implications of which
are drawn out by Paul in the remainder of
that chapter.

I am Reformed in my theology and yet
I am reminded on almost a daily basis that
Dispensationalists are the ones who have
a strong awareness of the Jewish people,
admittedly often to excess, but among
Reformed Christians today the Jewish
people are all too often off the radar
screen. It was not always so. 

In the context of the interview it would
not have been out of place for J. Lygon
Duncan III to have made mention of
Israel as part of his answer to your third
question, i.e. one consequence of losing
the idea of covenant would be to diminish
our awareness of the faithfulness of God
as exemplified by His dealings with the
people of Israel up to the present day. 

Similarly it would not have been out of
place for a question to have been asked
along the lines of how does covenant the-
ology guide us in our view of the Jewish
people today, with regard to their spiritual
need and the significance of their survival
as a people. When our thoughts are almost
daily focused on the Israel issue it seems a
remarkable omission. Whatever the
answer given, the question has to be seen
as relevant to readers’ lives. 

Paul Morris
Christian Witness to Israel

Bondi, NSW

L E T T E R S
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MAY 2006
21 Laszlo and Eve Mihalyi from Donvale,

Melbourne mission partners (APWM)
workers preparing to serve in
Hungary as church planters with
Pioneers.

22 Residents, staff and management of
facilities for the aged at Norwood,
Launceston, Tas. And Braemar homes
East Fremantle, Bicton and Willagee,
W.A. and spiritual ministry to them.

23 Annerley parish southern Brisbane
with about 50 c&a (communicants
and adherents), and 3 e (elders); Paul
Seiler.

24 Arabic Merrylands parish with about
225 c&a, 130 yf (younger folk –
Sunday School and youth) and 5 e;
Hamdy and Samia Awad, Sami and
Samia Gerges.

25 Darren and Naomi from Blaxland,
NSW mission partners (APWM) 
workers in South Asia with Interserve
lecturing in physiotherapy.

26 Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Rochester-Timmering parish Victoria
with 2 congregations, about 100 c&a,
25 yf and 4 e.

27 Keith and Norma Briggs of Dalby,
Qld mission partners (APWM) workers
continuing to support Pioneers work
in PNG where they served for many
years.

28 Presbytery of Sydney South, 13
parishes and 2 home mission stations
totaling 20 congregations with about
1175 c&a and 360 yf, 3 missionaries, 1
theological candidate, 4 retired minis-
ters and 3 under jurisdiction. Richard
Lee clerk.

29 Calvin and Ruth Mathys from
Warburton, Vic. mission partners
(APWM) workers planning to serve
in PNG with Pioneers in aeronautics

and linguistics.
30 Moruya-Tuross Head-Narooma parish

NSW south coast with 3 congrega-
tions, about 100 c&a, 15 yf and 9 e;
David and Cherryn Hassan.

31 The Gap (Carmel) parish NW
Brisbane with about 55 c&a, 20 yf and
5 e; Chris Perona, recently inducted,
and Michele, and Clare Niven, youth
worker.

JUNE 2006
1 Phillippa Crossan of Ashfield mission

partners (APWM) worker in Sydney
among overseas students and in litera-
ture production with European
Christian Mission.

2 Berry parish NSW South coast includ-
ing Shoalhaven Heads with about 75
c&a, 20 yf and 5 e; Ted and Joyce
Brooker.

3 Paul and Anthea from South Yarra 
mission partners (APWM) workers in
the Middle East in community devel-
opment and health with Pioneers.

4 Pray earnestly for reformation and
revival in our own and other churches
as at the Pentecost recorded in Acts 2.

5 Andrew and Rosemary Williamson
from Wee Waa mission partners
(APWM) workers returning to Talua
Ministry Training Centre, Vanuatu to
lecture and work on a Bislama Study
Bible.

6 Our relations with other Reformed
and Presbyterian churches within and
beyond Australia and the national
committee fostering these relations -
Allan Harman convener.

7 Brett and Ruth Richardson from
Parramatta City parish mission partners
(APWM) workers in Cordoba
province, Spain as church planters
with European Christian Mission.

8 Presbytery of Maroondah, Melbourne
with 8 parishes and 1 home mission
station totaling 10 congregations with
about 455 c&a and 170 yf, 7 retired
ministers and 2 under jurisdiction.

Doug Fraser clerk.
9 Williamstown parish, Melbourne with

about 60 c&a, 15 yf and 4 e; Bruce
and Cherie Riding.

10 St Aidan’s South Wagga parish with
about 250 c&a, 100 yf and 12 e; Sandy
and Karen McMillan, Jason Clift.

11 Graham and Sue Hammond from
Croydon Hills, Melbourne mission
partners (APWM) workers going to
PNG with Wycliffe Bible Translators.

12 St Andrews parish Rockhampton, Qld
with about 100 c&a, 90 yf and 10 e;
Charlie and Marion Kennedy, Tony
Salecich.

13 Carol Whipp from Somerville, Vic.
mission partners (APWM) worker at
Wolverhampton, England in a Hindi
speaking church with WEC.

14 Pray for the moderator, preachers and
filling of the vacancy in Cessnock-
Kurri Kurri home mission station,
Newcastle NSW with about 85 c&a,
25 yf and 4 e.

15 Barbara Sayers of Cairns mission part-
ners (APWM) continuing her help to
the Wik people of Aurukun where she
long worked with Wycliffe Bible
Translators.

16 The Presbyterian Inland Mission Board
– Robert Duncanson, Convener, Stuart
Bonnington, Superintendent – and the
Patrol padres.

17 Moorabool parish Victoria (Batesford,
Bannockburn and Anakie) with about
90 c&a, 15 yf and 7 e; Andrew and
Joy Bray.

18 Presbytery of Canberra, ACT and
NSW – 6 parishes and 5 home mission
stations totaling 18 congregations with
about 1500 c&a and 210 yf, 6 retired
ministers. Peter Davidson clerk.

19 North Pine (Petrie) parish, northern
Brisbane with about 55 c&a, 10 yf and
2 e; Paul Cornford.

20 Christian witness in your local public
and secondary schools by Christian
students, staff, chaplains and visiting
RE teachers.
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Paul: Fresh Perspectives
N. T. Wright

London: SPCK, 2005.

Reviewed by Peter Barnes

The New Perspective has been around so
long, and Tom Wright has no wish to
identify with everything in it or against it
(neither E. P. Sanders nor Don Carson!),
that he suggests Fresh Perspectives. Wright
is as historical in his approach as
Bultmann is existential. The result is cer-
tainly more convincing. Wright has a mas-
tery of the English language, and the
capacity to summarise issues in a memo-
rable turn of phrase, such as when he says
of the cross: “The symbol which had spo-
ken of Caesar’s naked might now spoke
of God’s naked love.” Wright’s treatment
of the Gospel and Empire is not exactly
original, but it makes some good points. 1
Thessalonians 4:17 which refers to saints
meeting Jesus in the air does not so much
deal with an escape from the wicked
world, but an escorting of the king into
the city. This was widely practised with
pagan emperors, and it would make
Caesar’s empire a parody of the true
empire of King Jesus.

Wright is always stimulating and sug-
gestive, but there are still too many places
when one can only grimace. He sees salva-
tion “not as an ahistorical rescue from the
world but as the transhistorical redemp-
tion of the world”. This needs careful
defining before one could accept it. When
he asserts that forgiveness and the inclu-
sion of the Gentiles are “in fact part of the
same thing, both to be equally stressed”,
there is a failure to distinguish the founda-
tion (forgiveness) from the necessary con-
sequence (the calling in of the Gentiles).
Worse is the claim that in Galatians 2:11-
21 justification “obviously refers to the
way in which God’s people have been rede-
fined”. That is not obvious at all.
Justification is almost always a forensic
term, one that would be used in a court of
law. It refers to acquittal and its opposite is
condemnation (see Rom.8:33-34). 

Furthermore, Wright’s treatment of
Galatians 3:10-14 is, to cite John Knox in
another context, a “mingle-mangle”. If
Paul was referring to the true Israel’s
return from a metaphorical exile, he could
have said so more clearly. I am still not
convinced that pistis Christou should be

translated as ‘the faithfulness of Christ’
rather than ‘faith in Christ’ (see Gal.2:16,
20; 3:22; Rom.3:22, 26; Phil.3:9). And to
say that the significance of baptism can
“hardly be overestimated” is to lurch from
one error to its opposite. 

Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Call of Grace

Norman Shepherd

Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2000.

Reviewed by Darren Middleton

What do theological heavy weights like
John Frame, Richard Gaffin, Doug
Wilson, James Jordan, Peter Lillback, R.C.
Sproul Jnr, Don Garlington and John
Piper all have in common? In varying
degrees they share or have supported the
views of Dr Norman Shepherd on justifi-
cation by faith and works. Until his dis-
missal, Shepherd taught systematic theol-
ogy at Westminster Theological Seminary
for close to 20 years. His dismissal in 1982
ended a seven year controversy at WTS
but the debate in Reformed churches and
seminaries is still ongoing today.

The controversy was triggered by
some of Shepherd’s students in 1975
answering Presbytery questions concern-
ing justification. Their response (true to
what they were taught) was that justifica-
tion is conditional upon faith, repentance
and obedience and perseverance. Over the
next seven years controversy raged, until
finally Shepherd was dismissed in 1982. 

In many ways The Call of Grace is
Shepherd’s belated articulation and
defence of his reformulation of the doc-
trine of justification as understood
through Covenant theology. In the first
part of this short book (105 pages),
Shepherd surveys the Abrahamic, Mosaic
and New Covenants and concludes that
each are made up of promise and obliga-
tion. Consequently, properly understood,
all the covenants can be said to be condi-
tional since the signs of the covenant (cir-
cumcision, baptism) place the recipients
under an obligation to live obediently
(faithfully) before God if they are to
receive the promise of salvation. 

As a result, the first part of the book
concludes with the belief that our accep-
tance with God (justification) is condi-
tional upon, and received by a repentant
and obedient faith. All of this, he hastens
to add, is non-meritorious, since Shepherd
rejects the whole concept of merit.

At this point readers ought to be aware

that Shepherd is attempting to reformu-
late the doctrine of justification by faith
predicated on the belief that the essence
of faith is obedience. This is a significant
departure from orthodoxy which has
always spoken of obedience as an obliga-
tion for those who are justified but never
as a condition for justification. In arguing
that faith, repentance, obedience and per-
severance are conditions for acceptance
with God, he leaves himself open to the
charge of justification by faith and works. 

In the second part of the book,
Shepherd tackles the issue of evangelism.
He argues that Reformed people tend to
look at covenant from the perspective of
regeneration whereas they should look at
regeneration from the perspective of
covenant. Thus the entry point into
covenant with God is not regeneration
but baptism. This is what Shepherd calls
covenant evangelism as opposed to regen-
eration evangelism.

There are many insightful aspects to
this book. However, on the whole
Shepherd comes so close to teaching bap-
tismal regeneration and justification by
faith and works that he should be read
with caution. A final word of warning,
since his theology has spread to most
Reformed institutions and churches in the
USA, you can be sure we will encounter it
here in Australia – so be warned and be
well read. 

Darren Middleton is minister of Caringbah
Presbyterian Church, NSW.

An Exposition on the
Shorter Catechism
Alexander Whyte

Christian Focus, 2004.

Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

This is an edited reprint of the famous
commentary on the Shorter Catechism by
Whyte (1836-1921) who was, despite his
evident conservatism, a major figure in
allowing the rise of destructive theological
liberalism in the Scottish churches. In
itself it is a good little book (although the
current reprint is a large format hardback)
but while it is good that the present edi-
tion has printed the text of the
Confession of Faith and the Larger
Catechism why the biblical references to
them have been omitted seems a bit
strange.

Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scots Kirk,
Fremantle, WA.
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The fact that we are growing older
tends to be something that others
notice before we do. I heard of an
undertaker speaking to a widow

just before the funeral of her husband. He
asked: “How old was your husband?” She
replied: “He was 98, just two years older
than I am.” Then she added: “It’s hardly
worth going home, is it?” We smile, but it
is a serious business to grow older and
slower, to decay, to lose some of our men-
tal and physical powers, and finally to die.

The first thing that the Bible would say
to us is: “Face the fact of old age and
death.” The Preacher tells us: “Remember
also your Creator in the days of your
youth, before the evil days come and the
years draw near of which you will say, ‘I
have no pleasure in them’.” (Eccles. 12:1).
The “evil days” are the days of cataracts
and slow reactions. 

The pop psychologists will tell you not
to think about death, and will come up
with clichés such as “you are only as old as
you feel”. The Bible, as a contrast, is real-
istic and blunt: “The years of our life are
70, or even by reason of strength 80; yet
their span is but toil and trouble; they are
soon gone, and we fly away … So teach us
to number our days that we may get a
heart of wisdom” (Ps. 90:10, 12). In old
age, both Joshua and David describe their
approaching deaths in terms of “going the
way of all the earth” (Josh. 23:14; 1 Kings
2:2).

Old age is not without its compensa-

tions. Grandchildren, for example, are
“the crown of the aged” (Prov. 17:6). In a
godly society there will be respect and
honour given to the aged (Lev. 19:32). Yet
underneath it all is the tragedy that our
hearing will become indistinct, our sight

blurred, our
bones will ache,
we will remember
50 years ago bet-
ter than we
remember yester-
day, our friends
will die, our
spouse will die,
people will be left
alone, and we will
die. Only a fool
refuses to face
these facts.

Thankfu l ly,
God promises to uphold His people
throughout their lives. The God of Jacob
is the one who carries His people from the
womb to their old age. He has made
them, and will bear them, and so will carry
and save them (Is. 46:3-4). God has
promised never to forsake His people
(Heb. 13:5).

Indeed, we can take this further. The

Christian has the hope of usefulness in
God’s kingdom even in old age. The
Psalmist prayed: “So even to old age and
grey hairs, O God, do not forsake me,
until I proclaim Your might to another
generation, Your power to all those to
come” (Ps. 71:18). Another Psalm tells us:
“They still bear fruit in old age; they are
ever full of sap and green” (Ps.92:14).
Literally, they shall be “fat and flourish-
ing”! 

Men like Moses and Joshua served the
Lord into good old age. Caleb at 85
declared that he was still as strong then as
he was when Moses sent him out into
Canaan as one of the 12 spies (Josh.
14:11). Moses himself had died at 120,
with his eye undimmed and his vigour
unabated (Deut. 34:7).

Yet what if affliction overtakes us? By
1651, when only aged 43, John Milton

had become totally blind. In his Sonnet
XIX he pondered why God gave him this
one talent of writing, but now he could
not see. Milton’s answer is this:

God doth not need 
Either man’s work or his own gifts; who

best 
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best.

His state 
Is kingly: thousands at his bidding speed, 
And post o’er land and ocean without

rest; 
They also serve who only stand and wait.
Bearing fruit in old age may not mean

fighting battles as Caleb did at Hebron. It
may mean bearing a faithful and cheerful
testimony to the Lord’s goodness in
times of adversity and even incapacity.

The secret to such a perspective is
found in Paul’s words in Philippians 1:21,
“For me to live is Christ, and to die is
gain.” Before D. L. Moody died in 1899,
he declared: “When the press boys call,
‘Moody is dead’, don’t believe it. At that
time I shall live more than ever.” To the
Christian, old age is still a time of useful-
ness in the Lord’s service, and death is the
doorway that brings us to where we shall
see Christ as He is, and be made like Him.

Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
Presbyterian Church, NSW. ap
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Old and useful
Old age is still a time of fruitfulness in God’s service.

B A C K P A G E

‘Constitution, Procedure and Practice’
of the Presbyterian Church of Australia

‘Constitution, Procedure and Practice’ is the Code Book of the Presbyterian Church of Australia.
The 2006 edition, authorised by the General Assembly of Australia and published by the

Code Committee of that Assembly, is the first full edition since 1950.

The book has been printed on both sides of the page and each chapter begins on a new
page so that when future alterations are made the whole chapter can be replaced. It will fit

within the binder first issued in 1993. Copies are available from Miss Suzanne Jensen,
Presbyterian Church in N.S.W., PO Box 2196, Strawberry Hills, NSW 2012, or through

PTC Media in Melbourne.

The cost is:- Printed insert only $13 plus postage
Binder only $5 plus postage
Printed insert and Binder $18 plus postage

A special price is available for students for the ministry. 
It is also available on disk from Miss Jensen at a cost of $5 plus postage.

So even to old
age and grey

hairs, O God,
do not forsake

me, until I
proclaim 

Your might to
another 

generation.
PSALM 71:18


