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editorial
tienne Gilson, the French Roman Catholic philosopher, once referred to the systems of medieval theology as “cathedrals of the mind”. Like cathedrals, these
systems embodied the highest ideals and attainments
of their age. The epithet could be applied just as appropriately
to the Westminster Confession which represents the pinnacle
of Protestant theological achievement. Alexander Mitchell,
the historian of the Westminster Assembly, reminds us that
the Confession embodies the quintessence of Reformation
theology and brought to fulfilment the process begun by
Zwingli, Calvin and Bullinger 125 years before.
However, the Westminster Confession is more than a
summary of the previous century’s evangelical understanding
of the Bible; it also represents the high point of 16 centuries
of theological reflection. Shortly after the Confession was
completed, the enterprise of Western Christian thought was
derailed by the forces of the Enlightenment so that no subsequent creed has ever rivalled the Westminster Confession for
its clarity, precision and technical competence. As John Leith
says: “The Confession is, therefore, the last statement of faith
before the shattering intellectual and social experience of
modern man.”
In Australian Presbyterian history not everyone has shared
this view of the importance of the Westminster Confession.
On several occasions prominent figures within the denomination – the likes of Charles Strong, Samuel Angus and Peter
Cameron – have called on the church to cast off the shackles
of what they believed was an outmoded creed.
It is inevitable that the place of the Confession within the
church will be questioned from time to time. The apostle Paul
warned Timothy that the church will experience periods
when “men will not put up with sound doctrine”. In such
periods of instability the advice of John A. McKay in his
book, Heritage and Destiny, is apt: “There are times, critical
times, when a rediscovery of yesterday opens a new path for
tomorrow, when the awakening of a sense of heritage
becomes a potent determinant of destiny.” As we advance
into the unknown future of the 21st century, Presbyterians
need to be like rowers who move forwards by fixing their
eyes on prominent features on the distant, receding shore.
The Confession is such a landmark.
Peter Hastie ap
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Our faithful guide
The confession remains a bridge to a biblical Christianity.

r Carl Trueman is a professor of
historical theology and church
history
at
Westminster
Theological
Seminary,
Philadelphia. He is married to Catriona,
who is from the island of Lewis, off the
west coast of Scotland. They have two
sons, John and Peter, aged 11 and 13. Carl
was brought up in a very supportive but
non-religious home, and was converted to
Christ at a Billy Graham rally when he
was 17.
Soon after he became a Christian, he
went to study at the University of
Cambridge. It was there he came under
the influence of Dr Roy Clements, the
minister of Eden Baptist Chapel. Through
this ministry Carl began to develop growing convictions about the truthfulness of
the doctrines of grace and Reformation
theology. On completing his studies at
Cambridge he went to the University of
Aberdeen to study for his PhD in
Reformation church history. In Aberdeen
he began attending a Presbyterian Church
(Church of Scotland). It was here that he
first
encountered
Reformed

D

Carl Trueman
talks to

Peter Hastie
Presbyterianism that drew its strength
and vitality from the doctrines outlined in
the Westminster Confession.

Carl, you began your Christian life as
an Anglican charismatic. What led
you to move from there to the Free
Church of Scotland, which is a
strongly confessional church?
There were a number of reasons. First,
I started as an Anglican charismatic only
by default. The Christian friend who took
me along to the Billy Graham rally was
from a Charismatic Anglican church so
when I returned from the Billy Graham
rally that was the natural place to attend
church. However, soon after I became a
Christian I began to read authors like
Martyn Lloyd-Jones and Jim Packer and,
along with the preaching of Roy
Clements, I moved closer towards a
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Reformed approach to theology. At some
point in my mid-20s I also became convinced of the value of the great historic
creeds of the Christian Church. Further, I
realised that a broad evangelicalism that
was not explicitly committed to the great
historic creeds of the 17th century always
tended towards the lowest common
denominator in theological and ecclesiastical terms, and I felt that this was anomalous and wrong. When as a young university lecturer I began to teach 17th century Reformed orthodoxy it dawned on
me that the way to respond to some of
these problems was to press for a revitalisation of confessional orthodoxy.

Why are you attracted to a church
with a confessional stance?
It gives me a place to stand and engage
the modern world. It allows me to understand my place in life in relationship to the
past. And from a biblical point of view, the
Bible talks about a “faith that was once
delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). I believe
there is a system of doctrine taught in the
Scripture and that the church has the duty

to articulate and preserve that from generation to generation. And the best way to
do that, in my judgment, is through confessions.
The church needs to define itself in
relation to other churches and society in
general. It also needs to define itself in
relation to the past. It must state whether
it stands in continuity with what
Christians have said in the past. A confession is one aspect of a church being itself
and showing the world what it is.

How do you respond to those who
criticise church confessions like the
Westminster Confession by saying,
“We have no creed but Christ!”?
That’s a complex question because the
statement “No creed but Christ!” could
be motivated by a number of things. At a
creedal level, I think it could be motivated
by a misunderstanding of the way church
confessions are meant to work. For
instance, creeds or confessions were never
meant to undermine a person’s trust in
and focus upon Christ. They are meant to
be explanations or elaborations of what
Scripture teaches about Christ; so I don’t
think there is any contradiction between
subscribing to a confession and trusting in
Christ.
There is, of course, a problem when
people try to assign a greater importance
to confessions than to Scripture. What I
often find is that when people make a
statement like “no creed but Christ” they
actually do have some well-defined views
on Jesus Christ; it’s just that they don’t
want to write them down publicly in a
creed because then their views can be criticised by others. It’s actually a very convenient way of exempting your own position from criticism while dismissing
everyone else’s.
There’s possibly also a third motivation
behind the claim and that is that all truth
is ultimately relative and changes from
generation to generation. On this view a
historic creed written 400 years ago has
nothing to say to us today because it was
composed for a different time, a different
place and a different context.

In 2 Timothy chapter 1, Paul wrote of
the character of the Christian faith
and he described it consecutively as a
“pattern”, a “deposit” and “sound
teaching”. How is the Westminster
Confession a “pattern” of the
Christian faith?
I think the emphasis it places upon the
glory of God and the requirement of
human beings to glorify God and enjoy

Him forever means that there is great
Christian piety informing it as a confessional statement. That’s how I would see
it as being a pattern.

How about a deposit?
I think it’s a deposit in the sense that it
represents an attempt to articulate the
system of doctrine that is taught within
Scripture.

And what about sound teaching?
For me, the Westminster Confession
of Faith represents teaching that is consistent with what the Bible itself declares.

One of the
criticisms of
A candid
m o d e r n
reading of the
church leaders
Confession
is that they are
shows how the
more involved
self-esteem
in
creating
vision statemovement is
ments
and
driven by what
strategies for
the world
the
church
teaches.
than
being
concerned
about teaching doctrine. How does
something like the Westminster
Confession act as a guide for the
church and protect it from many of
the modern fads?
I think the Confession of Faith highlights what the church is meant to be and
to do. It’s meant to be about preaching
the gospel, administering the sacraments,
and helping individual believers become
true disciples through faithful pastoral
care and oversight. I think that on that
level it is a mission statement. The current
fad for mission statements in the church
often has more to do with the intrusion of
business models into the way the church
thinks about its operations than it does
with what the Bible itself teaches about
the nature and mission of the church.

Is the Westminster Confession of
Faith able to help us face some of the
pressing theological challenges of
today? For example, how does it help
us face the challenge of the cults or
the modern self-esteem movement?
It helps us to deal with the cults by
demonstrating important continuities
between what we believe today, what the
Reformers and the Westminster divines
believed in the 16th and 17th centuries,
and what the early church itself believed
and taught. When you study the
Confession in any depth, you soon

become aware of the extent to which the
Westminster divines drew upon a continuous tradition of teaching that goes right
back to the early church. So the
Confession is useful in allowing us to see
the development of doctrine in a godly
way and by helping us to see that a
Reformed understanding of Christianity
predates the 16th century and has its roots
in the early church.
As far as the modern “self-esteem”
movement is concerned, I think one of
the things that the Westminster
Confession does – as indeed do all of the
Reformed Confessions – is to focus primarily on God, and then upon human
beings in relation to Him. However, the
self-esteem movement is all about placing
yourself at the centre of the universe and
understanding everything else in relation
to how it serves your personal interests.
The Westminster Confession of Faith, the
Heidelberg Catechism, the Larger and
Shorter Catechisms of the Westminster
Assembly – all of these documents understand man, woman, and the created universe in the context of God, and not viceversa. A study of these documents certainly helps us to focus our priorities. I
think any candid reading of the
Confession would help us to grasp quite
easily how much of the self-esteem movement is driven by what the world around
teaches and not by what Scripture says.

How is it possible to justify almost
400-year-old documents like the
Westminster Confession and the
Shorter Catechism in a world that is
vastly different from the one in
which it was conceived?
I think there are a number of things we
could say in this context. First of all, if the
Westminster Assembly met today I am
sure that it would not produce something
identical to the Confession and catechisms that it did in the 17th century.
There would certainly be linguistic differences and other cultural issues that would
affect the drafting of such documents. We
need to recognise that all theology is produced in a specific culture and bears the
marks of that culture.
So, on one level, one could say quite
legitimately that the Westminster
Confession is a document of its time and
that we are living in quite a different era.
However, if you are committed to the idea
that the truth is unchanging and that
Scripture teaches a system of values, then
the only question one has to ask is, “Does
the Westminster Confession make sense
of what Scripture teaches”? To the extent
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that the Confession makes sense of what
Scripture teaches, then to that extent it
continues to be a relevant and useful document today. Personally, I think the benefits of keeping the Confession as it is are
greater than any advantages we may derive
from revising it every 10 years or so in
light of the latest cultural fads.

Why is it that the Westminster
Confession attracts the sort of criticism that it does from contemporary
theologians and church historians?
I think the short and pious answer is
that it contains some very powerful truths
and a lot of people want to resist those
truths. Of course, if you ask around you
will find a variety of reasons why there is
so much antipathy to the Westminster
Confession. I think some of the people
who criticise it have never read it. They
just hear things about a terrible document
that teaches predestination, total depravity, limited atonement and other ideas.
Sadly, they are swayed by the prejudices of
others.
Then again, there are others who are
enamoured of things that are new and
have an iconoclastic view of anything that
comes from the past. They live in a world
where the past is seen as nothing more
than a prerequisite to the present and
where older ideas have no intrinsic value
in themselves other than the fact that they
point forward to something better. I think
we need to face the fact that any ancient
document is up against it in the modern
world; it is much more plausible to criticise a document from 400 years ago than
from this time last week. So there are
some very powerful cultural as well as theological forces that are arraigned against
any serious attempt to learn from the
Confession.

From another angle it has been said
that theological time is not the same
as chronological time and that
church confessions don’t need to
date. Can you comment on that?
A confession doesn’t date if it makes
sense of what Scripture teaches. On the
other hand, some confessions have contained statements of only limited value
because they are based on less than complete knowledge. For instance, there’s a
Hungarian confession from around the
period of the Reformation that has a section on nightmares. If you read that in the
light of contemporary medical knowledge
then it seems quite dated. Nightmares are
not an issue in the church today nor are
they something that’s likely to come up in

a church’s confessional material. So that
section is dated rather badly.
However, when the Westminster
Confession teaches about God’s sovereignty, is that dated? Is its teaching on justification dated? How about the need for
the believer to be sanctified and to grow in
grace? Is that dated? I believe the clear
answer in each of those cases is that it’s
not dated at all. Perhaps the language may
have become a little antiquated. I mean, it
would have been expressed in more contemporary idiom had it been written
today. But the substance of what the
Confession is saying is not dated at all.

The theologians in the
17th century
had a level of
competence
in biblical
scholarship
that is rare to
find these
days.
In what sense is the Westminster
Confession of Faith an illustration of
outstanding theological achievement
and technical competence? Is it superior to many modern confessions,
and if so, why?
The more I study the Westminster
Confession and those who were involved
in formulating it, the more awed I am by
their learning. This applies even to the
minor characters of the Westminster
Assembly. For instance, they were perfectly capable of doing their daily devotions in unpointed editions of the Hebrew
text. How many of us could do the same?
The theologians in the 17th century had a
level of competence in biblical scholarship
that is rare to find these days. They had an
impressive level of competence across a
number of disciplines and the depth at
which these men studied all aspects of the
theological curriculum was quite awesome.
We tend not to do that these days; we
specialise in particular areas. I mean I have
a whole lot more to read now as a historian. I have to run to stand still even in the
field of church history, let alone achieve a
high level of competence in Greek,
Hebrew, Old Testament, New Testament,
preaching etc. In the 17th century, however, scholars had very high levels of competence across a number of fields. So

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

July 2007

when the delegates came to the
Westminster Assembly most of them
were perfectly capable of holding highlevel discussions on any one of a number
of major theological topics. Further, they
had the skills to integrate their conclusions into a coherent scheme of theology.

How do we explain their depth of
understanding? Was their area of
study more confined but at a deeper
level?
Yes, I think it was. They seemed to
have focused their studies more. There
were a lot less books to study but they
could read them at greater depth. Even
though books were cheaper then than
those which had been written prior to the
Reformation, books were still a relatively
expensive commodity and fewer books
were written. Further, there were no televisions or other amusements to distract
people from learning so education in the
17th century was, from our perspective,
certainly a lot deeper.

You have mentioned that the
Westminster divines were very skilled
in the biblical languages, more so
than perhaps today. Have the standards of biblical scholarship actually
declined in the 20th century?
I think that’s a question that could take
an hour to answer, but I’ll focus on one
thing. The rise of Greek and Hebrew as
disciplines was intimately connected to
the fact that the Protestants considered
the Bible to be the word of God delivered
in the original languages. It was this conviction that drove the study of Greek and
Hebrew and cognate languages in the
16th and 17th centuries. Catholics caught
on quickly because they had to have
responses to the Protestants in an attempt
to vindicate their position.
What Presbyterians need to realise is
that the move to place the biblical languages at the core of the theological curriculum was a profoundly theological one.
Today, the displacement of those languages by other things may not be theologically motivated but nevertheless it’s a
move of profound theological significance. If you no longer think that it’s
important to engage directly with the
word of God in Greek and Hebrew then
you have already shifted from a 17th century theological position. And I think that
has much to do with the way theological
curricula have changed in the last 50 years.
Some of these changes have to do with
the need to get students through their
courses more quickly; there are economic

factors that place pressure on how we
structure our theological degrees. But I
also think that an unfortunate consequence of this trend is that we are diminishing our understanding of the word of
God by placing less importance on the
mastery of the original Greek and
Hebrew languages in which the Scriptures
were written.

Do you see the disappearance of
learning Greek and Hebrew as a retrograde step?
Absolutely! When pastors don’t know
and understand the original languages, the
church is once again put into the hands of
the priesthood of scholars. It’s hard
enough to avoid this at the best of times,
but it is always harmful to the church.
Unless we have an educated ministry that
is proficient in the original languages the
Protestant churches will lose the great
advantage that they gained at the time of
the Reformation. If you take the original
languages away from the pastor and the
pulpit you’re making it more difficult for
the church to thrive under the hegemony
of the scholarly guild.

In what sense is the Westminster
Confession superior to other confessions that have followed in its wake?
Is confessional revision always helpful?
Confessional revision does not always
imply decline. But I think in many cases
over the last 50 years or so, especially in
the Presbyterian Church, confessional
revision has been undertaken with the
definite theological aim of loosening the
hold that traditional orthodoxy has upon
the church.
In my own denomination, the Free
Church of Scotland, the Church passed a
Declaratory Act in 1892 relative to the
Westminster Confession. This Act didn’t
revise the Confession itself, but it did
revise how the Confession functioned
within the church. In the Declaratory Act
the point was made that ministers were
only obliged to hold to the Westminster
Confession on those issues that touched
on the “substance of the faith”. Naturally,
there was a lot of debate about what constituted the substance of the faith. Those
who adopted a very narrow construction
of the term obviously had considerable
freedom about what they needed to
believe. The result was that the
Confession was marginalised in the
church. It had little or no significance to
many within the leadership of the denomination.

My own view is that much of the push
for confessional revision within the mainline churches has been undertaken with a
view to neutralising and ultimately disposing of the old orthodoxy, or what we
might describe as the “substance of the
faith”.

What exactly do you mean by the
“substance of the faith” in reference
to the Westminster Confession? Does
it refer to the Calvinistic system of
theology that underlies it?
It’s interesting to look at the
Westminster divines because they often
have lists in their own writings of what
they call fundamental articles, or the minimum beliefs that one needs to have to be
a Christian in good standing. The lists
vary somewhat between different theologians, but on the whole doctrines such as
the Trinity, the
incarnation, the
deity of Christ,
penal substituTheologians
tionary atoneneed to think
ment, justificaabout what
tion by grace
their statements
through faith,
will look like
final judgment
and the resur90 years into
rection of the
the future.
body are considered essentials for true
Christian faith.
Personally, I think these are the sort of
basic points that are absolutely essential to
anything remotely resembling biblical
Christianity. Obviously, the Confession
covers a whole lot more ground than
these particular doctrines, but if you
reflect on these doctrines for any length
of time, you will quickly realise that they
don’t stand in isolation but are intimately
connected to a whole host of other doctrines so that they form a seamless web of
truth. I think this should be apparent to
any thoughtful Christian who gives the
matter more than a moment’s consideration.

Karl Barth said that theology is
meant to be written for today and not
for the future. Would the Reformers
have agreed with that?
I’m not exactly sure of the context of
Barth’s statement on this matter but I
have always been impressed by the statement of P. T. Forsyth, the Scottish
Congregationalist theologian, who said
that when people write theology they
should be writing for three generations

from now. In other words, theologians
need to think about what their statements
will look like 90 years into the future. I
think I am more comfortable in some
ways with P. T. Forsyth’s views at this
point than I am with Barth. Nevertheless,
Barth does have a point in saying that theology must speak to today.

Do you think there is any need to
revise the Westminster Confession
for use in the church today?
From a personal point of view I don’t
think there is. If there is any revision
required it should only be undertaken
with great caution, great respect for the
past and only after long and arduous
exegetical and theological reflection.

Do you think there is need for greater
clarity on some issues? For instance,
do we need a more nuanced statement on the relationship between
church and state?
I could certainly envisage the church
making some declarations about some of
the moral and ethical issues that we are
facing with respect to stem-cell research,
cloning, and homosexuality. Further, I
guess with divorce rates careering out of
control, there are certain emphases that
are missing in the Confession that it
would be useful to have today. Whether
that requires confessional revision, or
whether it simply means that the church
makes additional binding declarations on
its leaders and members, is a matter for
discussion in church assemblies or synods. I suspect the latter is probably a better way of doing it.

Is it important to study the historical
background of creeds, and how does
this help us in understanding the
Westminster Confession of Faith?
As a church historian I think it’s
important to study the historical background of anything. I think it serves a
couple of useful functions. On the one
hand, it can inject a certain healthy relativism at times. There are those who
engage in an almost idolatrous attitude
towards certain periods in church history,
be it the fourth century, or the 17th or the
19th. However, a good study of church
history helps you to realise that all periods
of church history bear the marks of
human fallibility and corruption. History
reminds us that even famous Christian
leaders act from mixed motives – often in
their finest moments. We need to bear this
in mind when we are studying something
as important as a church confession. We
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need to be aware of political influences at
work in the production of the document.
Unfortunately, our tendency is to forget
these things.
The other benefit of studying history is
that, in addition to injecting a note of realism into one’s appreciation of what happened, it can also instil greater confidence
in the documents that record these events.
I think when you read the writings of the
Westminster divines and look at the
debates that were going on in the assembly, you begin to realise how carefully and
thoughtfully the document was put
together. You understand in many ways
how ecumenically-minded these men
were. They were trying to produce a consensus document that kept as many
brethren on board with them as possible.
They were exceptional scholars – intellectually astute, exegetically adept, very good
at the original languages, and up-to-date
on international trends of thought. So
studying the history of the Confession
can help to instil a lot of confidence in its
teachings.

What were the main issues that the
Westminster Confession was seeking
to address?
Initially, the assembly was called to
revise the Anglican articles and the liturgy
of the Church of England. These issues
had been the subject of heated controversy for more than a century. The
Church of England was divided between
those who regarded the Elizabethan settlement based on the Book of Common
Prayer as being a satisfactory reformation,
and those who wanted to see a more thorough reformation, particularly with
respect to worship and church government.
During the rise of the Puritan movement there had been ongoing controversies about the wearing of the priestly surplice and whether Christians should kneel
to receive the Lord’s Supper. These sorts
of issues and also the desire to have
church discipline exercised within the
courts of the church rather than by the
state were matters that created the need
for the assembly.
As Parliament was gearing up for the
assembly, war broke out between Charles
I and the parliamentary forces in 1642-43.
At this point, Parliament realised that
there was a need to bring the Scots in on
the side of the parliamentary forces in
order to secure victory.
So the
Westminster Assembly invited a number
of leading Scottish churchmen, ministers
and elders to join it. This had the effect of

radicalising the assembly. From that
moment onwards it became concerned to
devise a completely new confession of
faith and directory of worship instead of
simply revising the existing Anglican
statutes.
It is important to remember that the
Scottish commissioners, although few in
number, wielded huge influence because
of their strength of personality and theological erudition. Samuel Rutherford and
George Gillespie, in particular, were intellectual giants and extremely effective in
the cut and thrust of theological debate.
They were certainly dominant personalities – possibly not the easiest people to
deal with on a committee.

Although
the
Westminster
Confession was devised in England,
how do you explain its influence in
places like America, Australia, and
Korea?
On one level,
that’s pretty simIt’s the
The Directory ple.
impact
of misof Public
sionaries.
Worship offers
Scottish
emia way of grants came to
reflecting on A m e r i c a ,
worship that is Scottish missioncloser to aries travelled to
apostolic and Australia, and
early church then American,
practice. Australian and
Scottish missionaries went to
places like Korea. So humanly speaking,
you can trace the influence of the
Confession by looking at the spread of
missionary activity.
What is perhaps more difficult to
understand is why the Confession takes
root in a place like Korea and becomes so
influential among Christians there – that
is more difficult to understand. Why does
this happen in Korea and not in England?
The Confession seems as though it would
have had a more accepting audience in a
place like England, as opposed to Korea.
Although my professional training as an
historian predisposes me to look to secondary causalities that I can check out
rather than speculating on what’s in God’s
mind, in this case I can only look to the
sovereignty of God and say that the
Westminster Confession, because it
makes sense of what Scripture says, resonates with people who take Scripture
seriously.

To what extent was the Westminster
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Assembly an attempt to clean up the
worship of churches in England,
Ireland and Scotland?
One of the first tasks of the
Westminster Assembly was to produce
the Directory of Public Worship. This was
prompted largely by the perceived problem of leaving vestiges of Roman Catholic
dogma and ritual in the Book of Common
Prayer. So the major focus of the first part
of the assembly, as I understand it, was on
cleaning up Christian worship from a
Reformed perspective.

In what sense was the Directory of
Public Worship a priority for the
assembly?
I
mean,
should
Presbyterians today place a lot of
weight on the Directory of Public
Worship? Did it represent the best,
and in a sense, the most urgent
thought of the assembly?
I think so. One of the interesting
things about Reformed theology in the
17th century is that there were many different groups who subscribed to its essentials such as the doctrines of grace and a
high view of Scripture, who nevertheless
had different approaches to worship. For
instance,
many
Presbyterian/
Independents in England believed that
those who used the Anglican Book of
Common Prayer were not engaged in
God-honouring worship. So the
Directory of Public Worship was a very
important document for them.
I think the directory deserves more
attention than it gets in modern church
life because it offers a way of reflecting
upon Christian worship that is historically
closer to apostolic and early church practice than what we have today. I also think
that at the heart of the Directory of Public
Worship lies the regulative principle,
which is something that should be dear to
the hearts of true Presbyterians. I believe
we need to remember that the regulative
principle in the 17th century was not just
about what you could, and could not do,
in worship. It also established the limits of
official interference in worship. For
instance, the regulative principle meant
that no official could barge into your
church and force you to sing something
that wasn’t in Scripture.
And the emphasis on the regulative
principle that comes through implicitly in
the Directory of Public Worship is important for Christian freedom because the
principle protects a congregation from the
imposition of false worship upon it,
whether it comes from the state, or illinformed clergy or some fad. Sadly, that

protection is something we have lost
today. We need to remember that in the
17th century the regulative principle was
seen as actually something very liberating
whereas today it is often seen as a negative
and restrictive imposition. So I think it is
worth reflecting on the Directory of
Public Worship from that perspective.

Some would debate whether the divines
really understood the relationship
between church and state correctly. And
the American version of the Westminster
documents modifies the original
Confession to make it articulate what I
understand to be a biblical view on the
church and civil government.

formulation and our understanding of salvation.

Not many of the Westminster divines
had the equivalent of modern PhD’s.
Do you think they were really qualified to put together such an important document?

To what extent was covenant theology a key part of the Westminster
Confession of Faith? Was it simply a
Puritan invention that was thrust
upon the Confession as alleged by
some modern historians?

No, it is certainly not. First, Calvin has
never been regarded as normative in the
Reformed tradition. So the whole idea of
judging confessional statements by
Calvin’s writings is somewhat strange –
ecclesiastically and historically. Frankly, as
an historian of the period I find it a rather
odd view.
Second, I acknowledge that there are
changes in the Confession that seem to be
different from Calvin. For example, there
is the issue of faith and assurance where
Calvin in the Institutes seems to teach that
assurance is the essence of faith.
However, the Westminster Confession
makes it clear that one can have true faith
without always being assured. I see that as
a necessary pastoral corrective to what
Calvin said. Calvin was reacting against
centuries of medieval theology that said
that nobody should really have assurance.
Calvin overreacts against that. His own
theology creates a pastoral context where
assurance becomes an issue in a way that it
had never been an issue before. The
Westminster divines, after 100 years of
Reformed pastoral practice, inject a certain caution, or a little bit of a corrective,
into Reformed theology at that point.
Again, I am aware that it has been said
that we don’t find the language of
covenant or a covenant of works in
Calvin. However, more recent scholarship
on Calvin has shown that those conceptual concerns relating to a covenant of
works are certainly present in his writings.
What happens in the late 16th and early
17th centuries is that a term is coined for
expressing a particular covenantal concept
that has been there right from the beginning. So I see the Westminster Confession
as a faithful development of Reformed
ap
theology in a 17th century context.

I think the PhD is a relatively modern
invention. It’s a union card that you need
today to get to get a job in an institute of
higher learning. It doesn’t necessarily
indicate that you are learned in any way.
When you look at the ability of the 17th
century divines to handle biblical languages, Scriptural texts, theology, and the
traditional theological trajectories of the
church, they are clearly as competent as
many churchmen and professors today.
I have said it before but it’s worth
repeating – there is nobody that I know of
teaching in a seminary in North America
who would have been regarded as
remotely qualified to have taught at a seminary in the 17th century. None of us have
sufficient depth over the range of areas to
be regarded as a theological teacher in the
17th century sense of the word. So I am
very cautious about criticising the
Westminster divines for any so-called
deficiencies. Thomas Gataker, a clergyman who had written 31 books by 1643,
was a member of the assembly. In the
1640s he wrote the first work in English
comparing the grammar and syntax of
koine Greek and Talmudic Hebrew. A
book of this technical sophistication is a
learned treatise to write. I couldn’t do it;
I doubt that any of my colleagues at
Westminster Seminary could do it. So I
take people at the assembly like Gataker
very seriously indeed.

How important was the issue of
church government to the assembly?
Did they get it right?
It’s a very important issue because the
reason why the Scots joined in the English
Civil War is they wanted a Presbyterian
settlement for England, Ireland and
Scotland. They wanted uniformity of
government and worship across the three
kingdoms. Whether you think the assembly got it right depends on whether you
are a Presbyterian or not. Broadly speaking, what the assembly offered was a
Presbyterian form of church government.

Calvin was
overreacting
against centuries of
medieval theology that said
nobody should
really have
assurance.

I think the place of covenant theology
in the Confession is an interesting question because recent works on the history
of covenant theology have traced its influence right back to the early church and on
through the Middle Ages. The specific language and the formulation of a covenant of
works / covenant of grace that you find in
the Westminster documents is relatively
new at that point in time. But the concepts
underlying the language can be traced back
quite a long way in church history. So I
would say yes and no to that question. Yes,
the terminology of covenant theology is
something to which the Westminster
Confession gives a new clarity; but it is not
something that is coming out of the blue
or is being imposed upon the Confession
in a completely novel way. It’s arising out
of centuries of reflection, particularly on
the Adam/Christ parallel in Romans 5, and
the significance of that for confessional

It has been claimed by some that the
Westminster Confession of Faith is
actually opposed to the theology of
Calvin, and represents an unhealthy
brand of 17th century scholasticism.
Is that a fair criticism?
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The beauty of baptism
Baptism points to Christ, covenant and cleansing.

ost ministers will be familiar
with applicants for baptism for
their child who think that baptism is essential for salvation or
that it actually conveys the grace of which
it speaks. This view had been common
before the Reformation and continued
very much the emphasis of the Church of
Rome. But it is also true that baptism is
frequently neglected nowadays and a
position taken up that in effect says that
the child can decide for itself when he or
she is old enough. This essentially Baptist
approach was also in view when the
Westminster Divines were meeting, as the
new and small Baptist movement was very
vocal in the 1640s and its ideas were
spreading.
The Divines wrote in their first completed production, the Directory for the
Public Worship of God, that “outward
baptism is not so necessary that, through
the want thereof, the infant is in danger of
damnation or the parents guilty, if they do
not contemn (despise) or neglect the
ordinance of Christ when and where it
may be had”.
Two years later they wrote in their
Confession of Faith (28:5): “Although it
is a great sin to contemn (despise) or
neglect this ordinance (of baptism) yet
grace and salvation are not so inseparably
annexed unto it, as that no person can be
regenerated or saved without it, or that all
that are baptised are undoubtedly regenerated.”
It is likely that most Australian
Presbyterians accept that baptism is not
essential to salvation, but it is less clear
that all are convinced that it is a great sin
to neglect it. We need to explore what our
fathers in the faith understood to be the
nature and effect of baptism to understand what is involved.
A Christian is essentially a disciple or
follower of Jesus, but we don’t make ourselves disciples. If people are commonly
said to fall in love – an expression suggesting that they couldn’t help it – there is a
sense in which this is true of Christians
too. Christians are chosen in Christ from
before the foundation of the world. The
Lord opens their hearts to receive the
truth (Acts 16:14). We indeed respond to

M

Rowland S.
Ward
God’s grace, but it is God who both takes
the initiative and enables us to respond by
a saving faith. Such a faith unites us to
Christ, and brings us into the fellowship
of Christ’s people, the church, so that we
are light to the world (Mt 5:14). We are
called to be God’s special people to proclaim the praises of Him who called us out
of darkness into His marvellous light (1
Pet. 2:9).
The previous
paragraph highlights
three
things
often
If water bapneglected or mistism in some
understood: the
way points to wonder of God’s
the Cross we gracious election
can under- – his choice
our
stand how before
choice;
the
vital
important it is.
reality of union
with Christ; and
the importance
of the church.
The New Testament does not envisage
a person being a disciple without being
baptised. It’s the normal and expected
thing. Whether old or young, male or
female, at night in a prison or travelling
through the wilderness, baptism of those
who profess faith is the rule, and is easily
administered, even by one who had been
beaten and imprisoned (Acts 16:22). It is
not John’s baptism but Christian baptism
(Acts 19:4-5), yet the two are linked in
some ways, for Jesus was baptised by
John.

J

ohn said Jesus would baptise with the
Holy Spirit and with fire (Mt 3:11). In
the context this means the fire of judgment. John doesn’t understand the full
significance of what he says. Thinking
perhaps of water baptism as a sign of
cleaning, he was not comfortable baptising Jesus, but Jesus said, “Permit it now; it
is proper to do this to fulfil all righteous-
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ness” (Mt 3:15). Whatever else this
means, it surely includes reference to
Jesus’s self-identification with sinners
which ultimately leads to the Cross where
Jesus is judged in their place.
Jesus Himself says: “I have come to
bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it
were already kindled! But I have a baptism
to undergo, and how under pressure I am
until it is accomplished!’ (Luke 12:49-50).
He desires the fire to be poured out that
will result in division among people (Luke
12:51ff), but he must undergo the baptism of his death for that to occur. Linking
in with Matthew 3:11, it would seem that
the primary reference is to the fire of
judgment – a judgment that brings salvation through the Spirit, but also a judgment which brings condemnation to
those who do not believe.
If water baptism in some way points to
the Cross we can understand how important it is. If you reject it you are in a sense
rejecting Christ’s death for sinners. In the
same way, the Old Testament rite of circumcision was seen as encapsulating
God’s covenant, and those who refused
the visible sign were to be cut off from the
people in judgment (Gen. 17:10,14 cf. Ex.
4:24ff).
The link between circumcision and
baptism is not simply a matter of inference. Paul, in rejecting the necessity of
physical circumcision, says that believers
were circumcised with a circumcision
made without hands through the putting
off of the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ (Col. 2:11-12). There
are two possible meanings to these verses.
Most likely Paul is saying that the
death of Jesus (the putting off the body of
the flesh, cf. Col. 1:22) was the circumcision of Christ, with the implied token
physical cutting which anticipated it now
superseded, since by virtue of union with
Christ they have been buried and raised
with Him to new life. Or we may take
“the body of flesh” to refer to the
believer’s sinful nature (as in the NIV), in
which case the circumcision God has
accomplished in Christ (the inward
removal of sin) is symbolised by baptism
which renders physical circumcision
obsolete. In other words, Christ’s death is

the basis of the true circumcision of the
believer, and our participation in Christ
has baptism as its visible sign.
We can conclude from the foregoing
that circumcision and baptism are linked
in that both point to Christ, and both
include the idea of symbolically removing
that which defiles. Further, in the earlier
time circumcision was the sign and seal of
God’s covenant, while in the new
covenant baptism has that function.
This leads us to the view that, without
a specific repeal in the New Testament,
the place of children in the covenant is
secure, and this is confirmed by the references to the baptism of households (Acts
16:15; 34). True, only male Israelites were
circumcised, but the whole nation was
considered to be the covenant people of
God. Infants were circumcised at eight
days when they knew nothing of what
was happening. But how well this reminds
us that the gospel is first and foremost
about what God has done and does, not
what we have done or do!
The family is good, but sin had entered
and defiled all relationships. Yet God’s
grace acts against sin, not against the family. Those who belong to Christ are
Abraham’s spiritual children and heirs of
the promise God gave him (Gal. 3:29). At
its most fundamental, the promise is: “I
will be your God and the God of your
children after you” (Gen. 17:7). There is
nothing more wonderful than this in the
new covenant; rather the profound implications of God’s commitment to His people is revealed in the person and deeds of
the Son of God who loved us and gave
Himself for us.

W

hen we look at the meaning of the
Greek word for baptism as used in
New Testament times it does not refer to
an action which requires submersion in
water. Nor should we be content to
describe the idea of baptism simply as
washing or purification. Originally, baptizo (I baptise) was an intensive form of
the word bapto, to dip, and thus originally
meant an effective dipping and then dyeing, since materials were immersed in the
dye. But soon the focus moves from the
dipping/immersion to the change
wrought by the action.
In the Greek translation of the Old
Testament circa 200 BC, the Septuagint,
there are only two uses of baptizo despite
a number of places where total immersion
is in view. In Isaiah 21:4 it is used for the
horror that overwhelmed the prophet
when he saw the vision of Babylon’s fall;
in 2 Kings 5:14 it describes Naaman’s dip-

ping himself seven times in the Jordan and
experiencing cleansing from his leprosy.
The common idea in these two cases is
not immersion but the transforming
effect of the experience.
In short, baptizo can refer to a literal or
metaphorical washing that brings about a
new state of affairs. Thus classical Greek
writers use it for a sunken ship which lies
on the bottom of the sea instead of sailing
proudly over it, or for those baptised with
wine so as to be in a drunken state, or for
those overwhelmed by debt. In religious
contexts it embraces ritual washings
designed to remove disqualification in
God’s sight.
There is no Old Testament precedent
which provides a satisfactory basis for an

Infant baptism
reminds us of
the grace of
God, His
choice before
ours, His
promise to be
our God and
the God of our
children.
immersion baptism, as almost all were
sprinklings or of a self-administered general nature.
Given the root idea of a literal or
metaphorical washing which brings about
a new state of affairs, we can more deeply
appreciate Jesus’ reference to his death as
a baptism. It is an experience which is
absolutely transforming, marks Jesus’
transition from the state of humiliation to
the state of exaltation, ratifies the new
covenant and secures life for all believers.
Our water baptism does not involve
the spilling of blood as did circumcision.
The blood that truly circumcises the heart
has been shed by Jesus. It is through the
effective work of God’s Holy Spirit that
we are brought into a faith-union with
Christ, and the sprinkling of clean water is
a suitable method of baptism with Biblical
warrant (cf Ezek 36:25-27). The likely
early mode was by sprinkling or pouring
while standing in shallow water.
It is vital to recognise that becoming a
Christian means union with Christ. If we
are baptised we are baptised into His
death (Romans 6:3). The meaning of baptism is the key thing, and attempts to
illustrate death, burial and resurrection by
the mode of baptism inevitably fail.

Our brief review challenges us with the
implications of baptism. The baptism of
the infant children in particular reminds
us of the grace of God, His choice before
ours, His promise to be our God and the
God of our children. They are baptised
not to make them children of the
covenant but because they are already
children of God’s covenant. Baptism is
not an empty sign nor does it automatically convey grace; rather, it confirms and
seals what is already true in the promise of
God. If you believe His promise you will
not neglect its sign and seal.

I

t follows that the responsibilities baptism puts upon us are to be fulfilled
within the fellowship of believers. Calvin,
favourably quoting one of the early
church fathers, states: “He who does not
have the Church as his Mother cannot
have God as his Father.” God has created
a new community and neglecting it is a
recipe for trouble.
But the nurture of the children in spiritual things is also a parental responsibility.
In the careful, prayerful, regular use of the
ordinary means of grace one may expect
to see the children grow up to love and
serve the Lord. It is possible for there to
be an excessive emphasis upon felt religious experience, and spasmodic evangelistic efforts, as if there must be a dateable
crisis conversion. More normal perhaps is
growing up without ever not knowing the
love of the One who loved us before we
loved Him.
Rowland S. Ward was ordained by the
Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia in
1976 and has served in Melbourne since
1981. His most recent book, God and
Adam: Reformed Theology and Creation
Covenent, is a doctrinal and historical study
ap
of the subject.
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A Scottish thistle
Inflexible, yes, but few loved the Lord like Samuel Rutherford.

amuel Rutherford is one of the
most respected figures of Scottish
Presbyterianism of the 17th century. Indeed, James Walker in 1872
called him “the greatest scholastic of our
Presbyterian Church”. Less appreciative,
a century later, was T. F. Torrance who said
of Rutherford: “His formulation and presentation of doctrine was governed
throughout by rigid forensic and logically
necessary relations.” These are soft days
for classic federal theology.
Rutherford was born in 1600 in the little village of Nisbet in the rural part of the
Scottish Borders. During the reign of
King James I of England (who had been
the king of Scotland before the childless
Elizabeth I of England died in 1603),
there were repeated attempts to impose
bishops on the Church in Scotland. As
James’s reign moved towards its end,
Rutherford took up tutoring in Latin at
the University of Edinburgh, but had to
demit in 1625 over some – now unknown

S

Peter
Barnes
– irregularity to do with his marriage. This
did not stop his becoming the pastor of
Anwoth in south-west Scotland.
Because of his outspoken opposition
to rule by bishops, Rutherford was taken
from Anwoth in 1636, and confined in
Aberdeen. This
exile did not last
long, and by July
“Give Christ 1638 Rutherford
was back in
your virgin
Anwoth, but in
love; you 1639 he became
cannot put the Professor of
your love and Theology at St
heart into Andrews. When
better hands.” the Westminster
Assembly was
SAMUEL RUTHERFORD
called to meet in
TO A LAIRD
London from
1643 to 1647,
Rutherford was
one of the four Scottish ministerial commissioners, along with Alexander
Henderson, Robert Baillie and George
Gillespie. In the events leading up to the
final days of Oliver Cromwell as Lord
Protector, and finally the Restoration of
the monarchy in 1660, Rutherford did not
trust Charles II, and so, as a Protester,
opposed
the
more
moderate
Resolutioners. A year after the
Restoration, Rutherford died.
Rutherford is best known for two
works, namely his Letters and his work of
political theory, Lex Rex (The Law is
King). Rutherford once acknowledged to
David Dickson: “I am made of extremes.”
Certainly, his life and his works reveal a
different personality in different areas.
Rather famously, Alexander Whyte was to
comment that Rutherford’s work, Lex
Rex, has as much emotion in it as the multiplication table, while his Letters are
“overcharged with emotion”. Kingsley
Rendell even says that he was “strongly
sexed”.
It is not altogether easy to gauge a man
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who from the pulpit and in his letters
waxed lyrical on Christ in language drawn
from the Song of Songs, and yet who also
delighted in dealing with philosophically
esoteric subjects at great length. For
example, he pondered: “Is there anything
impossible save as it has its original impossibility from God?”
Man is a mystery, and Rutherford was
more
mysterious
than
most.
Nevertheless, some lessons can surely be
drawn from the life of this “fair little
man”.
At Anwoth, Rutherford preached the
loveliness of Christ: “O what a happiness
for a soul to lose its excellency in His transcendent glory.” He was almost mystical,
indeed sensuous, at times in his yearning
for fellowship with Christ, whom he
called his “lovely Jesus, fair Jesus, King
Jesus”. His letters are full of such sentiments: “My one joy, next to the flower of
my joys, Christ, was to preach my sweetest Master, and the glory of His
Kingdom.” Rutherford combined a strict
almost scholastic approach to theology
with the warmest, almost Moravian, devotion to the person of Christ.
Rutherford would speak and write of
Christ as a besotted lover would speak
and write of his beloved. To one laird he
wrote in 1637: “Give Christ your virgin
love; you cannot put your love and heart
into better hands. Oh! If ye knew Him,
and saw His beauty, your love, your liking,
your heart, your desires would close with
Him, and cleave to Him.”

R

utherford might be regarded as the
envy and bane of all preachers! He
was said to be always praying, always
preaching, always visiting the sick, always
teaching in the schools, always writing
treatises, always reading and studying!
One is not surprised to learn that he rose
at 3am each morning. He wrote: “I had
but one joy out of heaven next to Christ
my Lord, and that was to preach Him.” In
all his pastoral work, he maintained a good
conscience, and so could affirm: “I gave
Christ to you with good-will.”
As George Gillespie lay dying in 1648,
at the age of 35, Rutherford wrote to him
and cited Galatians 2:20 (“I have been crucified with Christ, and the life I now live,

I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me”). He
could be reassuring to God’s poor and
afflicted people, and so taught that “a little hand with small fingers may receive a
great heaven and lay hold on the great
Saviour of the world”. The Puritans knew
how to issue a gospel appeal to sinners,
and Rutherford was no exception.
Rutherford was too flowery at times, but
he calls out to the sinner: “Bring hell, and
sins red as scarlet and crimson; come and
be washen: come at the 11th hour, and
welcome; fall, and rise again in Christ; run
away, and come home again, and repent.”
Rutherford held to federal theology as
the best way into understanding the biblical faith. What Adam did, Christ undid.
As Rutherford put it, somewhat quaintly:
“This do, was the condition of the
covenant of works. This believe, is the
condition of this covenant, because faith
sendeth a person out of himself, and
taketh him off his own bottom, that in
Christ he may have his righteousness.” A
Christian can rest confident in the work
of Christ. In Rutherford’s words: “I have
paid all, because my Surety has paid all.”

I

n one sense, salvation is simple, yet it is
never simplistic. Faith is both the hardest and the easiest thing in the world. In
Rutherford’s view, “There be some pangs
in the new birth.” Men will not flee to the
Saviour unless they know that they need
to be saved; “men cannot prize Christ,
who have not found the terrors of the
law.” “It is true, all sinners are obliged to
believe, but to believe after the order of
free grace; that is, that they be first selflost and sick, and then be saved by the
physician.” Like the rest of the Puritans,
Rutherford sought to preach law and
gospel in the right proportion and balance. The main lesson remains: “Take
humble thoughts of yourselves, and noble
and high thoughts of excellent Jesus to
heaven with you.”
Rutherford’s personality was such that
one is tempted to believe that there were
two Rutherfords. Like every Christian, he
experienced the double-sided nature of
life, especially in suffering. He himself
knew blessing in suffering, and so
declared that “Grace groweth best in winter”, yet he also acknowledged that “it is
hard to keep sight of God in a storm”.
In theology he was a fierce supralapsarian – one who believed that the decrees of
God preceded the fall of Adam into sin.
He engaged in a substantial debate with
Dr Robert Barron, who was apparently
more infralapsarian than Arminian.

Kingsley Rendell speaks for many moderns when he says that there is “a hard
fatalism in Rutherford’s doctrines of predestination and election”.
His predilection for speculation led
him to the view that God’s justice need
not be satisfied. Hence he wrote: “God
punishes sin by no necessity of nature.
Nay, if He chose, He might leave it altogether unpunished.” Such a view seems to
fly in the face of Paul’s emphasis on God’s

“Ere your day
come, I will be
where few
kings and
great folk
come.”
SAMUEL RUTHERFORD
TO CHARLES II

being just and the justifier of sinners with
faith in Jesus (Rom.3:25-26). Ultimately,
God can only be merciful to sinners
because Christ has satisfied divine justice.
For God to be just, sin must be punished.
William Blaikie has claimed that “The
love and the loveliness of Christ was what
Rutherfurd (sic) delighted most to proclaim.” That is undeniable, but when
Rutherford came to deal with the healing
of the daughter of the Syro-Phoenician
woman in Mark 7:24-30, he spent 27 ser-

mons in exhausting his topic. This probably strikes most modern preachers and
congregations as being somewhat excessive. The Puritans did not see things that
way, although Rutherford did write to
Lady Jane Campbell about these “muchdisputing and over-writing times”.
By October 1660, copies of Lex Rex
were publicly burned by the hangman,
first in Edinburgh and then in London.
The seraphic Rutherford had stood up to
the Stuart kings with their tyrannous
emphasis on the divine right of kings. To
Rutherford, Christ is the true king of all
the earth. He argued that “Tyranny, being
a work of Satan, is not from God ... and,
therefore, a power ethical, politic, or
moral, to oppress, is not from God, and is
not a power, but a licentious deviation of
a power; and is no more from God, but
from sinful nature and the old serpent,
than a license to sin”. He considered that
“God hath given no absolute and unlimited power to a king above the Law”. In
short, God’s law is king, and no human
king is law.
Charles II sought Rutherford’s life, but
on 27 March 1661 Rutherford was a dying
man. He wrote: “Tell them … I behove to
answer my first summons, and ere your
day come, I will be where few kings and
great folk come.” He died three days later.
His last words – which were fitting indeed
– were “Glory, glory dwelleth in
Immanuel’s land!”
Peter Barnes, books editor of AP, is minister
of Revesby Presbyterian Church, Sydney. ap
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That old libel
Happy feet, but an unhappy caricature of Presbyterians

et me begin by saying that I’m
not a movie buff. Let me add that
I would probably make a poor
film critic. Too often I find that
parts of a film press some of my buttons
and too often I then respond by reaching for the remote and also pressing a
button: the off button! In that way I’ve
often missed in a movie some redeeming
quality that someone has later told me
about.
Over the years I have therefore also
learned to be a little cautious in my criticisms of movies. Movies are works of art.
While there are objective standards by
which we can decide whether a work of
art is good art or bad art, there is also a
subjective element. Some people like
some works of art that others strongly
dislike. Different people respond differently to different movies.
At the same time movies are more than
works of art – they lend themselves to
becoming tools of propaganda. Movies
often preach and the message that they
preach is powerfully enhanced by a visual
smorgasbord. Consider for example Al
Gore’s “documentary”, An Inconvenient
Truth, on global warming.
All this was at the back of my mind
when my wife and I recently spent a relaxing evening watching the animation
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Happy Feet. It’s the story of an odd-bod
young penguin, Mumble, who just
doesn’t fit into the culture of his emperor
penguin community. The emperor penguins are singers but Mumble can’t sing.
Instead Mumble has the ability to dance.
In a penguin colony, where the locals only
shuffle while on land, a dancer is not only
very different but in this community he
becomes an outcast. Dancing just isn’t
done.

The penguin
elders are a
caricature of a
faith that is
still prepared
to call wickedness “sin”.

Happy Feet is one of these animations
that takes you in right from the beginning. Magnificent polar scenery, complete
with the lights of the Southern Aurora,
form the backdrop to an opening love
story and some great development of the
various main characters. Like many similar animations this movie too is designed
for children but with much of the humour
aimed at the adults looking in. It has a PG
rating because of some scary segments
that could give younger children nightmares. Adult themes and sexual innuendo
is another reason why a PG rating is more
than appropriate.
My major discomfort with the movie
began with a scene where the elders of
the penguin colony speak out against
attempts by Mumble and his foreign
companions to get the whole colony to
dance. The lead elder speaks with a
thick Scottish accent. His beef with
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Mumble and his supporters is that they
are upsetting the traditions of the
colony.
Not only that but the words of the
elder take on a distinct religious tone as he
opposes what Mumble is trying to do.
The Penguin elders praise a penguin deity,
“the great one who put souls in our hearts
and fish in our bellies”. The leader also
explains why the colony has gone hungry.
He blames the scarcity on “backsliding”
and “sin”, which “offend” their deity, the
great ’Guin.
My reformed hackles were immediately raised. To me this was such a blatant
send up of Scottish Presbyterianism,
which has always been interpreted by the
world as strait-laced Calvinism at its worst
– in which life is tightly controlled by an
endless list of prohibitions. The penguin
elders are a caricature of a faith that is still
prepared to call wickedness “sin” and
speak of life being controlled by a God
who is sovereign over all of life. That is a
strong anti-Christian element in the
movie.

P

erhaps what troubles me even more
was that when I spoke about this to a
young Christian who had seen the film, he
couldn’t see it. Had I read something into
the movie? Or was the propaganda so
subtle that today’s young people miss the
message?
A check on-line soon showed I wasn’t
the only one with concerns.
You’ll be pleased to hear that this time
I didn’t reach for the remote and press
the off button. Perhaps the fact that we
were watching it in someone else’s home
had something to do with that! So I did
see some “redeeming” qualities in the
movie. Mumbles is a saviour figure (of
sorts) demonstrating our need for deliverance. The movie shows that (fallen)
mankind has not done a very good job of
managing God’s creation. However, I’m
not sure that those redeeming features
made up for my annoyance with the
movie’s non-too-subtle anti-Christian
propaganda.
John Westendorp is associate pastor at
ap
Toowoomba Reformed Church, Qld.
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ike Israel of old, the church since Pentecost
has gone through times of growth and times
of decline, times of prosperity and times of
adversity, times of unity and times of division, times of faithfulness to the Scriptures and
times of apostasy. When we make the mistake of
thinking the health of the church depends only on
human effort we can easily become discouraged.
One of the great contributions of the 16th and 17th
century Reformers was their rediscovery of the
covenant theology which undergirds formulations
like our own 1642 Westminster Confession of Faith.

L

The prophet Isaiah was given the task of declaring
God’s mind to a nation that, although God’s special
people, His “elect”, had turned from His ways and
was under His inevitable judgment. What hope did
they therefore have? Was there any at all? Left to
their own devices there was none. But the latter part
of Isaiah’s prophecy reminds them of the sovereign
LORD’s covenant with them, and the love and
faithfulness that came as part of the package. This
was their hope – and this is what points forward to
the faithful Servant, the true Israel, whose faithfulness would fulfil all the requirements of the covenant,
and whose love would lead Him to suffering and
death, to seal the covenant with His own blood.
Does the church need to be gripped again by
covenant theology, and in the light of this to cry out
to God for mercy? – and to expect a response? “For
He says, ‘In the time of my favour I heard you, and
in the day of salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now
is the time of God’s favour, now is the day of salvation.” (2 Cor. 6:2, quoting Isaiah 49:8)
Bruce Christian
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Who makes whom?.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 46:1-13

THE POINT The sovereign LORD, through His mouthpiece

Isaiah, encourages Israel to keep on trusting Him to deliver
them, even when their circumstances seem to indicate that the
gods of other nations, in this case Babylon, are more powerful.
In the end, there is only one God who makes promises and
then is able to keep them.
THE PARTICULARS

• Securities (gods) of man’s devising always become a burden
to their “maker”. Bel and Nebo were Babylonian gods (as
reflected in the names of kings Belshazzer and
Nebuchadnezzar), but they would soon be shown to be powerless to resist God’s planned and declared deliverance of His

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you ever find yourself doubting God’s sovereign hand in
your circumstances? How does His Word here encourage you?

The deadly sin of pride....

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

people from captivity (1-2).
• Men make, and have to carry, their gods; in contrast, the
LORD has made us, and He always rescues, carries and sustains us (3-4).
• Far better an invisible living God who looks after His people,
than visible, but lifeless, man-made gods (5-7; cf Ps. 115:4-7).
• The many fulfilled prophecies of God’s infallible Word have
left men without excuse for failing to acknowledge Him (8-11).
• God will finally save and vindicate His Church on earth (1213).

ISAIAH 47:1-7

THE POINT Pride is Man’s biggest problem. We are not sat-

isfied with being “like” God, made in His image; we want to
“be” God. This is why we “died” spiritually in Eden. Babylon
is a picture of this pride.
THE PARTICULARS

• The lure for potential Islamic suicide bombers demonstrates
the value men place on virgin women as the ultimate “prize”.
In the time of Isaiah, Babylon may have vaunted itself as pure
heaven, the desire of all nations, but it was soon to discover
that the God of Israel had other, quite different, plans for her.
Her true identity would be revealed for all to see: a sordid slave
(1-3, 5).

• The different names/titles of Israel’s God reveal His character and power, and point ultimately to Christ: “our Redeemer”;
“the LORD” (cf 44:6, Revelation 1:17-18); “Almighty” (or “of
armies”); and “the Holy One” (cf Mark 1:24). All history centres on Him!
• Babylon was God’s instrument to discipline His people; but
this did not indemnify her against God’s punishment for her
own wilful arrogance and pride. We need to be very careful if
God ever uses us to expose the sins of others (6-7; cf Mt. 7:1-5)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• This prophecy was fulfilled when Cyrus the Persian conquered Babylon in 539 BC. Read Revelation 18 to see its final
fulfilment.

...and its aftermath.

DAY 3

seeing himself as the apex of evolution; secure in his scientific
ability eventually to solve all his problems; in denial of his mortality; assuming he is accountable to no one; thinking he can
“buy” his way out of any predicament; and yet, strangely and
inconsistently, turning to his horoscope for comfort and reassurance! God makes it quite clear that no salvation can be
found in any of these things.

• We are slow to admit to the reality of our mortality, failing to
consider the consequences of many of our lifestyle choices (8-9).
• If a society rejects God’s revealed truth it is headed for a disaster from which there can be no escape; sadly, we are on this
very course and, like Babylon, are completely unaware of it (1011).
• The fact that many professing Christians know their star-sign
and its supposed influence on their personality, even consulting
horoscopes, is an indication of our spiritual poverty (12-13).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• One of the sins plaguing our society is wantonness, or living
for pleasure; it leads to a self-indulgence that disregards others
(8).

• We are much concerned today about global-warming. What
sort of “warming” should concern our society more today (1415)?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 47:8-15

THE POINT How apt a description this is of Modern Man:

Time for Judgment?.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 48:1-11

THE POINT Stephen’s condemnation of the Israel of his day

(Acts 7:51-53) is in line with what God says here through
Isaiah; there is a long genetic history of stubbornness that persists even today.
THE PARTICULARS

• Israel’s nominal, and even professed, status as God’s people
did not insulate her from His coming in Judgment against her
(1-2).
• One of the reasons for God revealing Himself in propositions in Scripture is to leave us without excuse for not knowing
that He is the true and sovereign God who speaks and then
acts to fulfil what He has said; no man-made “god” has this
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capability (3-6a).
• Those who hold the view that Isaiah could not have predicted
the coming of Cyrus (44:28, 45:1), and therefore argue that this
part of the prophecy was written after the return from Babylon
(long after Isaiah’s death), are doing just what God condemns
Israel for doing in rejecting clear predictive prophecy (6b-8).
• God’s holy name is too important to allow His Church to go
on bringing it into disrepute; He therefore must act to refine
her, not enough to destroy her (“not as silver” in 10 implies
that there is nothing good left in her!), but for her improvement (9-11).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is the Church today guilty of this same sin (cf 1 Pet. 4:17-19)?
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Time for mercy.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 48:12-22

THE POINT Isaiah pleads with God’s chosen people, Israel:

the Babylonian captivity is inevitable because of her sin, but
there is mercy for her if she will but open her eyes and
acknowledge His ways!
THE PARTICULARS

• God’s main dispute with Israel was her constant bias towards
combining her worship of Him with the worship of the gods of
other nations; it is time that she recognised Him once and for
all as the only true God (cf Exodus 20:3, Deuteronomy 32:39),
who always is, was and will be (cf Revelation 1:8, 17-18, where
this fact is also applied to Jesus!), who called her to be His very
own people, and who made and rules the whole universe (1213).

• Nor can Israel escape the evidence of predictive prophecy:
even Cyrus (cf 44:28) is the sovereign LORD’s chosen vessel
(14-15).
• What great blessings of joy, peace and prosperity we can miss
out on by failing to walk in the ways of the God who has
revealed Himself so clearly in His Word (and for us, in Jesus)
(16-19)!
• The offer of salvation is open to all who will receive it; the
evidence of God’s power to save is there for all who will look
for it; there is no eternal rest for any who refuse the offer (2022).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you still shutting God out of your life against the evidence?

The Servant King.

DAY 6

40-66 can only be solved in Jesus. From the beginning God
had called Jacob’s descendants to be His “servant”, faithfully
declaring the ways of the LORD to Gentile nations around
them. Because they failed in this calling, the rest of Mankind is
left without hope – unless a “redeemer” is found, to be the
“true” Israel, doing what national Israel failed to do, and so be a
“light” to the Gentiles, even to the farthest island of the world.
Jesus alone is this “true” Servant.

eternity (1).
• Isaiah acts as the spokesman for the Redeemer, Jesus – God’s
living Word who penetrates men’s hearts (cf Rev. 19:11-16)
through His written Word (cf Heb. 4:12), but who remained
“hidden” until He appeared on earth (cf Eph. 3:2-6) (2).
• The theme of final universal victory/honour through apparent failure/defeat clearly points forward to Jesus, the Messiah
for both Israel and Gentiles; but Isaiah himself would easily
have identified with it through his own experience (3-7; cf 6:813).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• The “Israel-Jesus” Plan of salvation has been in the mind of
God, the Creator and sovereign LORD of history, from all

• Do we measure our service for God by success or faithfulness?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 49:1-7

THE POINT The mystery of the “Servant” passages in Isaiah

The Day of Salvation.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 49:8-18

THE POINT Isaiah is looking forward to the time when the

Messiah he has been describing will restore the Creation that
has been ruined by Man’s sin. This is the event referred to so
many times in the NT (eg by Jesus in Matthew 19:28 and by
Peter in Acts 3:21).
THE PARTICULARS

• Paul confirms for us the Messianic application of this passage
by quoting it in 2 Corinthians 6:2 – the “day” of salvation is the
time between the first and second comings of Jesus when
God’s favour is shown and Creation’s restoration is accomplished.
• Jesus, the true Israel, holds in Himself the fulfilment of all
God’s covenant promises concerning the land and the people

(8).
• The restoration includes: fertility of the land (8b); emancipation of the people (9a); provision of all their daily needs in an
ideal climate/topography (9b-11); return of the exiles from afar
(12).
• God uses in Scripture the two soft, familial ties of parentchild and husband-wife to help us know and feel how He longs
to relate to us. Our sin destroys these ties, making us feel
alienated, even forsaken; but by His mercy there is full restoration (13-18).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What picture does verse 15 give us of God’s faithfulness?
• What picture does verse 16a give of God’s love (cf John
20:27)?

Revival!.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 49:19-26

THE POINT The glimpse of heaven God gave to John in

Revelation 5 bears out the prophecy He gave to Isaiah here:
people from all nations in overwhelming numbers becoming
part of God’s people and rejoicing in the victory He has given
to His Redeemer-Saviour.
THE PARTICULARS

• A constant source of discouragement and anguish for the
Jews was the threat, and reality, of being overrun by other
nations, separated from their promised land and dispersed
among them. The task of Isaiah (and many other prophets)
was to warn them it would happen. Now Isaiah gives them
hope of a full scale re-gathering of the LORD’s people back

into His care, children they weren’t even aware existed (19-21;
cf 54:1-2, Luke 14:21-22).
• The sovereign LORD is able to engage even His enemies in
the care of His own for the sake of His Church and His glory
(22-23).
• It is easy to be discouraged when we see the powerful
armoury the world uses to capture men’s hearts, particularly
the young, through entertainment, materialism, and lust. But
our sovereign God is more powerful than all these (24-26; cf 2
Corinthians 10:3-5).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you pray regularly and expectantly for the advancement
of God’s Kingdom and the spiritual well-being of His Church?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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ISAIAH 50:1-11

THE POINT Solomon wrote: “There is a way that seems right

to a man, but in the end it leads to death” (Prov. 14:12, 16:25).
God’s people Israel always chose that way; His true Servant,
Jesus, did not.
THE PARTICULARS

• The LORD’s sending of His people into the Babylon captivity was not out of capriciousness (cf Deut. 24:1) or desperation
(cf Ex. 21:7); it was because of their own sin (1).
• If they had only cried to Him for help He was willing to hear
and save, just as He had in Egypt, at the Red Sea and in the
desert (2-3).
• Isaiah was given a very difficult task (cf 6:9-13), but he did
not shrink back from it regardless of the cost. He was thus a

D Y

“type” of Jesus, the Servant-Messiah (4-6; cf John 4:34, 5:30,
6:38).
• Because the LORD is sovereign over all, His suffering
Messiah will be the victor: by “losing” He wins; He set His face
resolutely to the cross, for beyond it lay the certainty of the
empty tomb! It is His enemies who will finally perish (7-9; cf
Philippians 2:5-11).
• Acknowledging God’s rightful rule in our lives, and obeying
His Servant, Jesus, is the only way to true wisdom and peace
(10-11).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Our “enlightened” society with its “torches” of human wisdom has rejected belief in hell. What warning does verse 11
give us?

Looking back; looking forward.

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

U

The wise, obedient servant.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

S T

ISAIAH 51:1-8

THE POINT God chose Abraham to be the father of a great

nation through whom He would bring the blessing of Salvation
to the whole world, the restoration of Adam’s fallen race to the
Garden of Eden. The nation failed, but God’s promise cannot
fail; it is fulfilled through Abraham’s true Offspring Jesus
(Galatians 3:16).
THE PARTICULARS

• Isaiah calls on disobedient Israel to consider their genetic
roots in Abraham, the epitome of saving faith. In Romans 4,
Paul will call on the Church to see these “genetic” roots, not as
physical (being a “circumcised” descendant of Abraham), but as
spiritual (being someone who exhibits the same faith as

Abraham) (1-2).
• In the same vein, there is the hope of a new “Jerusalem”
(Zion). Destruction of the physical city where God “dwells”
(cf Psalm 76:2) will not be final. The salvation God will bring
in through His obedient Servant will involve the rebuilding of
an eternal City with all the features of Eden, and in the context
of a new Creation embracing all the nations (3-6; cf Revelation
21-22).
• As we seek to live as those with God’s law in our hearts we
ought not be discouraged by a hostile but decaying world (7-8).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you persevering with Abrahamic faith (Hebrews 11:819)?

The cry of faith.

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 51:9-16

THE POINT In the light of all that God has been saying to

him, Isaiah can contain himself no longer: it is time for God to
act to accomplish the salvation which He promised and which
He therefore knows is inevitable; and the LORD replies with a
gentle reminder to the prophet about just who it is who is running the whole show!
THE PARTICULARS

• In the Exodus, God had clearly demonstrated His power
over Egypt (Rahab – cf 30:7). Why does He now seem to
sleep? (9-10)
• In spite of appearances, Isaiah was in no doubt about the
final, eternal Salvation of the captive sinners God has redeemed

(11).
• From a purely human viewpoint things seem quite hopeless.
The resources available to the world to undermine and even
destroy the work of the Church are daunting; and the hearts of
men are in bondage to sin. But from God’s perspective it is a
very different story: God is the “I AM”, whereas Man is mortal
and fading; God is the Creator of all things, even those who
oppress us; the LORD Almighty who rules the waves can set
prisoners free and sustain them; the Gospel the Church proclaims is His Gospel and we are His people. This is the God
who comforts us (12-16).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you maintain an optimistic view of the Church’s future?

Our God who punishes saves.

DAY 12

needs to keep an important truth before them: their pain and
defeat are not the result of human scheme or effort, but the
deliberate outpouring of God’s wrath upon them because of
their sin. It is not surprising therefore that they find no help
in their own resources, and that they have become completely
demoralised. So now God wants to reassure them that all is
not lost because it is equally within His power to remove the
cup of His wrath from them completely and to put it in the
hands of their oppressors to drink.

people, His holy city, are really the ones who need to be woken
from slumber in order to witness the salvation He will bring
(17).
• The exile in Babylon brought unbelievable discouragement
and distress to a people who believed their God was all-powerful and His holy city invincible. Self-help was out of the question, and they were really beyond consolation (18-20; cf Psalm
137).
• When the purpose of God’s punishment/discipline of those
He loves has run its course He will surely step in to save (2123).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• It is now God’s turn to do the rousing (cf 9). His chosen

• Are we slow to see God’s redeeming grace at work today?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 51:17-23

THE POINT In bringing God’s message to His people, Isaiah
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Christians awake!.

DAY 13
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 52:1-6

THE POINT The intense sentiments expressed here by Isaiah

are reflected in Christ’s love for His Church: His intention for
us is that we be “a bride beautifully dressed for her husband”
(Revelation 21:2), that we be “a radiant Church, without stain
or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless”
(Ephesians 5:27); and as Peter reminds us, “it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed ...
but with the precious blood of Christ” and “once you were not
a people, but now you are the people of God” (1 Peter 1:18-19;
2:10).
THE PARTICULARS

• God is much more excited about the strength, glory, purity

and liberty of His Church than so often we seem to be or show
(1-2).
• God’s dealings with His people are always on the basis of His
sovereign power and grace; He does not do deals with men (3).
• God does not remain untouched by the distress of His people (cf 53:4ff). The Babylonian captivity is now added to the
Egyptian bondage and the more recent Assyrian battering (cf
10:24), and God’s name is being discredited as a result. It is
time to act (4-5).
• Predictive prophecy is proof of God’s sovereign power (6).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you as excited about the Church as Paul is in Ephesians
1?

“Our God reigns”.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 52:7-12

THE POINT Isaiah now reaches the climax of what God’s

Servant-Messiah will achieve, before explaining what it will cost
Him to achieve it. He can hardly contain his exuberance as he
declares that “all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of
our God”. It is not surprising, therefore, to find the apostle
Paul quoting from this passage as he too expresses his excitement about the effect of the preaching/hearing/believing of the
Gospel (Romans 10:8-15)!
THE PARTICULARS

• The ultimate victory of our sovereign God, with the subsequent ushering in of peace and prosperity (“salvation”), is
surely “good news” – the bearers of it skip light-footed across

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How excited (collectively) do we get about what God is
doing with His Church? Does our excitement lead to a unity
of spirit? Is it reflected in our public worship/singing each
Lord’s Day?

Hallelujah! What a Saviour.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

mountains (7)!
• The revival of Jerusalem/Zion after its destruction brings an
overwhelming joy expressed by unity of voice and mind (NIV’s
“with their own eyes” is literally “eye to eye” as in KJV) (8-9).
• The “New Jerusalem” (heaven) will be full of God’s holiness;
His salvation has holiness as its aim (10-11; cf 1 Peter 1:14-15;
2:9).
• This salvation, not as swift as the Exodus, will be as sure (12).

ISAIAH 52:13-53:3

THE POINT In the light of how our unbelieving world at best

ignores Jesus as irrelevant and at worst derides and shuns Him,
when He comes again, and “every knee shall bow”, it will be
like an incredible revelation to them. Many people on that day
will strike their forehead with the ball of their hand in stunning
disbelief: “How could it possibly be that the crucified, Galilean
carpenter was in fact the Messiah and Saviour of the world, the
Son of God?”
THE PARTICULARS

• The people who met Jesus on earth had conflicting opinions
of His identity: they were amazed by His “divine”
wisdom/power while struggling with His base humanity (cf

Mark 6:2-3); some were even prepared to write Him off as a
sinner (John 9:24) and this is certainly how they treated Him at
His trial! But had they been more careful in their reading of
the (OT) Scriptures they’d have anticipated an enigmatic
Messiah with a persona that somehow combined ugliness and
beauty, odiousness and grace.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Could the “Servant” described here be anyone other than
Jesus?
• When men fail to recognise Jesus, does the problem lie with
Him or with them? What does this tell us about the effect of
sin? Can clear evidence alone save us? ... condemn us? (cf John
3:16-21).

The only Saviour.

DAY 16

according to Isaiah”. Not only has there never been an historical figure other than Jesus to whom Isaiah could be pointing,
but the description fits Him perfectly; and in doing so it leaves
us in no doubt that He has died in the sinner’s place, that He is
the perfect and only acceptable sacrifice for our sin, and that
the heart of the Gospel is substitutionary atonement. There
can be no other Saviour.

Christ alone, and we receive this gift through faith alone. This
truth was essential to the Protestant Reformation, as it is to the
very fabric of our own Westminster Confession of Faith.
• No one is exempt from the need of a Saviour (6a); it is God
alone who designed and executed this Plan of Salvation (4b, 6b,
10). So there is “no other name by which we must be saved”
(Acts 4:12)
• The Plan was fulfilled by Jesus exactly and completely (7-9);
and it incorporates the final victory over sin and death (10-12).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Jesus has taken Man’s sin and guilt upon Himself and borne
all the punishment for it (4-6, 8b, 11b, 12b). We can contribute
nothing to our salvation. We are saved by grace alone, through

• What is the eternal destiny of sincere Moslems, Hindus, etc?
• Why won’t unbelieving Jews see the clear message of Isaiah
53?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 53:4-12

THE POINT This passage has been described as “The Gospel
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An “expectant” Church?.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 54:1-8

LORD, [their] Redeemer” (5, 8).

THE POINT The inability to have children was considered a

THE PARTICULARS

sign of God’s disapproval/rejection (cf Ps. 127:3-5); this is what
made the faith of Abraham so exemplary (cf Heb. 11:11-12).
Like Israel, the Church can often feel unproductive and
deserted by God. This promise of God, given through Isaiah,
stands firm for every age. Paul’s reference to it in Galatians
4:21-31 is very timely for places today where the Church is suffering such cruel persecution under Islam; and in conjunction
with his concern and hope for the Jews in Romans 9-11 it
should stir us on to redouble our own efforts in Jewish evangelism! Do we have a vision to see the Church grow, to see
Moslems and Jews in large numbers turning to Jesus as “the

• Isaiah called on the people of God to be “expectant” of abundant blessing from the LORD and to make the necessary
preparations.
• God is sovereign over all He has made and wants His Church
to know Him as Creator, husband/carer, defender and
Redeemer (5).
• The God who disciplines His Church is full of compassion
(7-8).

ISAIAH 54:9-17

THE POINT It is because of His great, unfailing love for His

Church that God continues to discipline us (cf Proverbs 3:1112; Hebrews 12:4-11); and He will keep on disciplining us till
Jesus returns to take us up as His Bride. But because of His
covenant faithfulness He could never abandon us. He is
bound by His covenant promise to Noah till the end of time
(cf Genesis 8:21-22; 9:8-17); so will He remain bound by His
covenant commitment to His Church.
THE PARTICULARS

• God’s promise never to rebuke or be angry with His Church
again (9) must be understood in the light of our need for
strong warnings/discipline (cf 1 Corinthians 10:1-13; Hebrews

3:7-19) lest complacency about His mercy lead us into apostasy. But whatever else happens, God’s covenant of mercy still
stands, enabling us to remain at peace with Him (cf John 14:27;
16:33).
• Ultimately, Isaiah’s vision is of heaven (11-14; cf Revelation
21), although the Church should strive to be a reflection of it.
• The sovereign LORD is our protector; all who attack His
Church to try to bring it down, whether using weapons or
words, must realise that all their equipment comes from His
foundry (15-17)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Eternal security is the sure inheritance of all who are His
(17b).

Come... buy... without money!.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

• Biological children are a great blessing from the Lord; spiritual
“children” are a greater blessing. Are you “in labour” for some?

God’s covenant of peace.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

ISAIAH 55:1-7

THE POINT Isaiah has been setting before us the theological

framework of the LORD’s covenant with His people: there is
punishment for sin, but there is sovereign grace in the loving
heart of a merciful God who will suffer and die in the sinner’s
place; and there is victory and redemption and re-creation and
eternal bliss for the covenant people, the Church. Now the
ball is in our court, in your court and in mine. The Great
Wedding Feast is ready and the invitations go out (cf Matthew
22:1-14). Who will come?
THE PARTICULARS

• People who are unaware of their sin, who have no thirst for
the holiness (and therefore wholeness) of God will never come
– the invitation is only for sinners (1; cf Matt. 5:6; 9:13; 11:28-

30).
• Salvation is a legal transaction. The eternal life God
promises is not just given, it is purchased; yet it is purchased
without any cost to us, but with the precious blood of God’s
Servant-Son-Messiah, as we saw in chapter 53 (cf 1 Peter 1:1721).
• Jesus is God’s eternal Messiah-King (3b-5); the search for
peace and meaning in any one/thing apart from Him is futile
(2-5).
• Coming in faith requires true repentance (6-7; cf Luke 3:714).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Have you answered His invitation? Right now is the right
time!

As sure as rain!.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 55:8-13

THE POINT God’s Word is our only reliable guide in our

confused society.
THE PARTICULARS

• We cannot work out the way of salvation by human logic.
The reason why many would-be believers baulk at the doctrines
of justification by faith and God’s electing grace (predestination) is because they are looking at it from a purely human perspective. The Bible holds many things in tension (eg God’s
sovereignty and Man’s responsibility, Jesus being God and Man,
etc) and Isaiah reminds us here that we just need to accept
God’s word because it is His Word. He is telling us, not asking our opinion (8-9)!
2 0 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

July 2007

• It is comforting to know that, in spite of problems we might
have with what some parts of the Bible teach, it is God’s Word,
He has given it to us for a purpose (cf 2 Tim. 3:16-17; Heb.
4:12-13) and, as sure as rain, this purpose will succeed (10-11)!
• What God has done for us in Christ (our eternal salvation, a
foretaste of which we enjoy even this side of the grave as we
share His blessings in the fellowship of His covenant people,
His Church), impacts all of Creation, reversing the curse (1213).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you struggle with some aspects of the Reformed Faith?
Try reading the Westminster Confession with the Bible proof
texts.

N

Across
Australia
Presbyterians honoured

Stheeveral
Australians with connections to
Presbyterian Church were honoured
in the Queens’ Birthday awards. Those of
whom AP is aware are as follows.
Officer (OA) of the Order of
Australia: The Honourable Justice Alex
Chernov QC, Court of Appeal,
Supreme Court of Victoria, for service to
the law and education. Justice Chernov
was a council member of the Presbyterian
Ladies’ College, Melbourne, from 1981
to 1990.
Emeritus Professor Peter LePoer
Darvall, Melbourne, for service to
education, as Vice-Chancellor of Monash
University and as an engineering
academic and researcher. Professor Darvill
has served on the councils of Korowa
Anglican Girls’ School, Mannix College
and PLC.
Member (AM) of the Order of
Australia: Mrs Ruth Elizabeth Bunyan,
Melbourne, for service to education
through the Invergowrie Foundation,
the Council of International Schools,
and as principal of Strathcona Baptist
Girls Grammar School. Mrs Bunyan
served nearly a decade at PLC.
Mr Arthur John Garland, Perth, for
service to the real estate industry. Mr
Garland was an inaugural member of the
Presbyterian Ladies College Foundation.
Medal (OAM) of the Order of
Australia: Mr Kenneth Leo Bedgood,
Wagga Wagga, NSW, for service to the
welfare of veterans and their families, and
to the community of Tarcutta. Mr
Bedgood is an elder at Wagga Wagga
Presbyterian Church.
Mr Thomas McLeod Carmichael,
Melbourne, for service to the community
of the Yarrawonga district through a range
of church, local government, emergency

‘The Manse’
Stanley, Tasmania
Holiday Accommodation
3 bedroom furnished home available
to Presbyterian family and friends
Very Reasonable Rates
For More Information phone:
(03) 6458 1116 (03) 6458 1321
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service, educational, and sporting
organisations. Mr Carmichael has been
chairman of Bundalong Presbyterian/
Uniting Church since 1986.
Mr Norman Harold Deane,
Montrose, Tasmania, for service to sailing
and to the community through a range of
charitable, service and church groups. Mr
Deane, now of Glenorchy Uniting
Church, was a member and elder at St
Matthew’s
Presbyterian
Church,
Glenorchy, from 1948 to 1972.
Mr
William
Martin
Kelly,
Coonabarabran NSW, for service to the
community. Mr Kelly is a former elder of
the
Coonabarabran
Presbyterian
Church and a former commissioner for
Dubbo to the General Assembly.
Mr Graeme Louis Woolacott,
Melbourne, for service to the community.
Mr Woolacott was an elder at St
Andrew’s Uniting Church Frankston
(formerly, St Andrew’s Presbyterian
Church).

GAA to hear appeal

SA assembly meets

T

he South Australian General
Assembly met in early May at the wellappointed Mt Gambier Presbyterian
Church. The Rt. Rev. Gary Ware, moderator for 2008, presided. The Rt. Rev. Paul
Logan, minister of St Peter’s, North
Sydney and clerk of the GAA, was the
guest preacher, while the Rt. Rev. Stuart
Bonnington, moderator of the WA
General Assembly and superintendent of
the Presbyterian Inland Mission brought
the assembly devotions.
Mr Ware and Mr Rupert Hanna (Home
Missionary at Mt Barker) were appointed
commissioners from the General Assembly
to the 2007 GAA. The Rev. Ian Touzel,
recently received back into the Presbyterian
Church
from
the
Westminster
Presbyterian Church was elected to the
Assembly Business Committee, replacing
Miss Mary Macgregor.

Men only as elders

Following the Barrier Act procedure,
U
pon receipt of a requisition signed by the South Australian assembly resolved by
39 commissioners of the 2004 General a large majority to change the SA Code to
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of
Australia from all states, the ModeratorGeneral, the Rt Rev. Dr Bob Thomas,
has called a special meeting of the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of
Australia in terms of Article 1.8 of the
Articles of Agreement.
This is the first such meeting ever held
in the 106-year history of the PCA.
Commissioners to this special meeting of
the Assembly will be the commissioners
to the 2004 General Assembly of
Australia. The assembly will meet in the
Scots Church, 44 Margaret Street, Sydney,
on Tuesday 24 July 2007, commencing at
9.30am and continuing until the business
is finished. Before the Assembly will be 22
appeals against various decisions of the
General Assembly of Victoria and 2 petitions on related matters.
Prayer is asked for the ModeratorGeneral, the clerk, all the other assembly
officers, for those presenting the appeals
(the Rev. P. D. Mercer, Associate
Professor D. Hare, the Rev. G.
Nicholson, the Rev. M. Jensen, the Rev.
A. N. McDonald, Mr. P. Barton, Mr. J.
Hare, R. Gleadow, C. Thorn, K.
Hodge, J. Hinkins, B. Hare, A. Taylor),
for the respondents for the General
Assembly of Victoria, the Rev. D.
Robertson and the Rev. N. Chambers
and for all commissioners attending the
special meeting.

allow for only biblical qualified men to be
eligible for election to the eldership.
The assembly approved regulations to
allow the holding of meetings via telephone conferences and for prospective
elders to undergo a course of training by
the session before their election.
A special capital expenses fund of
$100,000 was established to assist congregations with necessary capital development. This fund was created through the
final financial settlement following sale of
the old “Free Church” properties.
The small but growing Largs North in
Adelaide was granted $5,000 a year for the
next three years along with a $3500 grant
from the SA Home Mission Committee.
The assembly resolved to set aside suffi-
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cient finances to ensure the return to the
PCSA of Mr Damien Carson, who is
studying at the Queensland Theological
College in Brisbane.

Growth in Perth

TPerthhe average
Sunday attendance of the
Japanese Christian Church has
grown to around 30. A nucleus of
Christian young single adults has added
strength to the PJCC. There have been a
number of baptisms from this age group
as well. The Thursday evening Bible study
attracts about 15 weekly. The Rev. Steve
Young, a missionary of the Presbyterian
Church of America working with the
PCWA has returned to the USA for four
months. Serving in his place is the Rev.
Kazusuke Mori, who recently retired as
minister at the Yokohama Presbyterian
Church after 46 years.

Chatswood calls minister

T

he Chatswood Presbyterian Church
(NSW) has called the Rev. Warren Esdale
as associate minister. Mr Esdale has been
assisting the Rev. Jeff Read for the past
year. He was inducted by the Presbytery
of Sydney North on 19 March. The congregation has two new student ministers,
Mr Brad Fletcher and Mr Andrew
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Poyser. They join Mr Tom Wall and Mr
Russell Williams and trainee Deaconess
Miss Rebekah Earnshaw. Since 1994,
Chatswood has been greatly enriched by
having 14 trainee ministers and 4 trainee
deaconesses all of whom have successfully
entered the ministry and are providing
great leadership in the Presbyterian
Church in NSW.

Unions want right to worship

U

nions NSW last month asked the
Federal Government to establish a “right to
worship” protection in its “Fairness Test”
covering Australian Workplace Agreements.
The call came after a member of the
Hillsong congregation was refused the
option of taking Sundays off to worship
when negotiating an AWA with a call centre.
Unions NSW secretary John Robertson
said the worker involved attempted to
negotiate flexibilities based on his religious
convictions when negotiating the AWA,
but was told that being available for work
seven days a week was not negotiable.
A Unions NSW spokesman said the
group would meet with major faith organisations over the coming weeks to build
support across the faith community for
“Right to Worship” protections. Sydney
Anglican Archbishop Peter Jensen is one
who has expressed concern in the past.

PFA reunion

CBrisbane
reek Road Presbyterian Church in
is hosting a PFA reunion on
Saturday 11 August 2007, from 4.30pm to
9.30pm. There will be a time for renewing
past friendships, and re-visiting the “good
old days” of PFA, according to organisers
Everald Compton and David Cahill.
There will be a fellowship tea, followed by
a worship service, with a charge of $5 a
person to cover costs.
RSVP to Robert Caitens, 100 Rue
Montaigne, Petrie 4502, or email
robcaitens@bigpond.com by 31 July.

Around
the World
Martyr teachers freed

ARebekka
small crowd gathered to welcome Dr
Zakaria, Eti Pangesti and Ratna
Bangun as they walked free from the
Indramayu district prison in West Java,
Indonesia early on 8 June. They had served
nearly two years of their three-year sentence. The three women were arrested in
May 2005 and sentenced to prison that
September for allowing Muslim children to
attend their Sunday school program, even
though the parents had consented to their
children’s attendance. Authorities quietly
moved the release from 9am to 6am after
Muslim extremists said they would gather
outside the prison to protest the reduced
sentence. During their 2005 trial, Muslim
extremists had made murderous threats
within and outside the courtroom. The
women said they had no fears for the
future and were convinced that God would
protect and guide them forward. “It was
really moving to see how the other prisoners cried when they waved goodbye to
them,” an eyewitness told Compass.
Compass Direct

Vale Ridderbos

Ttheheforemost
Rev. Dr Herman Ridderbos, one of
developers of the redemptive-historical approach to biblical theology following the teaching of Geehardus
Vos (1862-1949) died on 8 March a few
days short of his 98th birthday. Dr
Ridderbos was widely known for a number of monumental books such as The
Coming of the Kingdom (1962) and Paul:
An Outline of His Theology (1975).
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Malay’s conversion illegal

M
alaysia’s highest court on 30 May
handed down a decision that prevents
Lina Joy, a Muslim convert to
Christianity, from having her conversion
legally recognised. In a 2-1 majority decision, the Federal Court ruled that the
National Registration Department was
right in requiring Joy to produce a declaration from the sharia (Islamic law) court
stating that she is no longer a Muslim
before it would remove the word “Islam”
from her identity card. The ruling comes
after a seven-year legal battle to have Joy’s
conversion officially recognized. The Rev.
Dr. Herman Shastri, general-secretary of
the Council of Churches of Malaysia,
reportedly said: “We believe that the constitutional provision in Article 11 of the
Federal Constitution, which guarantees
freedom of religion in our country, has
been severely violated.”
Compass Direct

Recreated in Canada

Athemuseum
that tells a Biblical version of
Earth’s history, asserting that the
planet is just a few thousand years old, has
opened quietly in western Canada.
Owner Harry Nibourg had braced for
demonstrators – as was the case when a
similar museum opened in the United
States in June – when he opened what he
claims is Canada’s first museum dedicated
to creationism, or scientific evidence that
backs up a literal interpretation of the
Bible. But only a handful of media, visitors
and residents turned up.
Nibourg dismissed accusations that
the Big Valley Creation Science
Museum was an evangelical attempt to
convert people to Christianity, saying he
just wants people to have all the evidence.
A $27 million US museum – founded
by former Australian school teacher Ken
Ham – that says Earth was created in a
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single week just a few thousand years ago
attracted thousands to its opening as protesters rallied outside. Ham founded the
non-profit Answers in Genesis ministry
that built the hi-tech museum, which promotes the biblical story of creation as
being literally and scientifically true.
Sydney Morning Herald

Muslims distrust US

A

survey by WorldPublic-Opinion.org
suggests that the United States may
already have lost the struggle for Muslim
hearts and minds.
Overwhelming majorities of those surveyed in Egypt, Morocco, Pakistan and
Indonesia say they believe that the US
seeks to “weaken and divide the Islamic
world” and to “achieve political and military domination to control Middle East
resources”. Most say they think that alQaeda defends the dignity of Muslims by
standing up to the U.S., and most share
the terrorist organisation’s goal of evicting the US military from the Middle East.
More alarming is the support among
citizens of allied countries for attacking
US troops in Iraq. That includes 91 per
cent of those polled in Egypt, 68 per cent
in Morocco, 35 per cent in Pakistan and 19
per cent in Indonesia.
The pollsters found two rays of hope
relevant to Washington strategists. First,
large majorities of the Muslims polled

strongly disapprove of attacks on U.S.
civilians. Second, probably due to the carnage that he has inflicted on fellow
Muslims, Osama Bin Laden’s ratings are
falling.
LA Times

German summit fails

AGermany
Christian-Muslim summit in
has not been able to resolve
controversies over Islam. But the participants are determined to continue their
dialog. For the third top level meeting
between Muslims and Protestants in two
years, representatives of the mainline
Protestant Churches in Germany and of
the new Coordinating Council of
Muslims in Germany met at the Yavuz
Sultan Selim Mosque in Mannheim.
One of the main issues under debate
was religious liberty. The Protestant
leader, Bishop Wolfgang Huber, said
people must be allowed to change religion
and that threats against the lives of
Muslims who have become Christians are
unacceptable. He regards the mere fact
that a discussion of this issue was possible
as a step forward.
According to Hermann Groehe,
Christian Democratic member of the federal Parliament, the church cannot keep
silent about “alarming developments” in
the Islamic world. The politician, who
belongs to the leadership of the
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Protestant Churches, referred to the brutal murder of three Christians in Malatya,
Turkey, in April.
Assist News Service

Egyptian convert released

Itiesn ahave
surprise gesture, Egyptian authorireleased a Christian convert
from Islam who had been jailed without
charges under Egypt’s controversial emergency laws for the past two years.
Officials at the Wadi el-Natroun Prison
released Bahaa el-Akkad on 28 April, and
he was reunited with his wife and three
children by nightfall. No official reason
was given for his release. Hours before he
was freed, officers from the State Security
Investigation had reportedly told ElAkkad that he would remain in prison for
another 10 years if he did not return to
Islam. The convert had responded calmly,
saying, “God has brought me to this place,
and He alone will let me go to my home.
You cannot do anything against God.” A
Christian source in Cairo said El-Akkad is
still “closely monitored and under threat
all the time”.
Compass Direct

Wear veil, Christians ordered

ASadr’s
n undated letter issued by Muqtada alMahdi army to Christians in
Baghdad orders Christian women to veil
themselves or face grave consequences.
The letter, obtained and translated by the
Assyrian International News Agency,
states that the Virgin Mary was not
unveiled and so Christian women should
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not be unveiled. The letter ends with an
ominous note that committees have been
established to monitor the Christian populace and enforce the decree.
AINA says that for the Christian
Assyrians (also known as Chaldeans and
Syriacs) in Baghdad, the imposition of
Shari’a (Islamic law) is coming from both
Sunnis and Shiites.
According to AINA, on March 18 alQaeda moved into the predominantly
Assyrian Dora neighborhood in Baghdad
and demanded payment of the jizya, the
poll tax demanded by the Koran which all
Christians and Jews must pay. Families
that could not pay the jizya were
instructed to give a daughter or sister in
marriage to a Muslim.
Assist

Moderator calls for unity

T

he Church of Scotland’s first female
minister to be elected as Moderator to
the General Assembly has preached on
the importance of unity in her first sermon at St Giles’ Cathedral in Edinburgh
in May.
The Rt Rev Sheilagh Kesting, 53,
took up the post of moderator at the
opening of the General Assembly. She follows Dr Alison Elliot as the second
woman moderator.
Present at the ceremony were
Scotland’s new First Minister Alex
Salmond, the Queen’s representative, the
Lord High Commissioner the Duke of
York, and the Lord Advocate Elish
Angiolini QC.
Christian Today
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Dalits seek rights

Aaffirmative
report of an advisory panel favoring
action benefits for Dalit converts to Christianity has raised the hopes
of India’s 16 million lowest-caste believers
as they await a Supreme Court hearing
this month. The National Commission
for Religious and Linguistic Minorities
has recommended repeal of a clause in the
Indian Constitution entitling only Dalits
from Hinduism, Sikhism or Buddhism to
governmental affirmative action, the
national daily The Times of India has
reported yesterday.
The commission also called the denial
of rights to Dalits after their conversion
out of Hinduism “violative of constitutional guarantee of non-discrimination on
religious grounds”. Dr Joseph D’Souza,
president of the All India Christian
Council said: “We are one step closer to
justice for all Dalits,” adding that action
on the report could “reverse the decades
of religious-based discrimination against
the lowest-strata in society”.
Compass Direct

Murder confession leaked

Textensive
urkish newspapers have started leaking
details from secret police interrogations of the last of five suspects
charged with murdering three Christians
in Malatya last month. In one leak,
accused killer Emre Gunaydin allegedly
told police investigators that he had
planned to murder another Protestant
pastor after the Malatya attack. Two
Turkish converts to Christianity and a
German Christian were bound hand and
foot, tortured with multiple stab wounds
and had their throats cut on 18 April at
the Zirve Publishing office in Malatya, in
southeastern Turkey. The victims were
Pastor Necati Aydin, 36; Ugur Yuksel,
32; and Tilmann Geske, 46.
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On the
Agenda
Christians defy purge

D
espite President Musharraf ’s assurances and his reported alliance with the
West in the war on terror, religious liberty
and security for Pakistan’s three per cent
Christian minority have deteriorated
markedly. Many thousands of Islamic
madrassas continue to pump out militant
and angry Taliban who are fluent in the
Koran and hungry for jihad in
Afghanistan as well as the Islamisation of
Pakistan.
At the root of Pakistan’s problem is the
pro-Sharia, Islamist Muttahida Majlis-eAmal (MMA: an alliance of six proSharia, Islamist parties), an avowed enemy
of secularisation, progress and “enlightened moderation”.
MMA holds the balance of power in
Pakistan’s National Assembly and
President Musharraf frequently makes
quid pro quo deals with them to advance
his own agenda, which is to stay in power.
But by doing this Musharraf is enabling
MMA to advance their agenda, which is
the Islamisation of Pakistan.
On 9 May the MMA tabled its
Apostasy Act 2006, under which a man
who leaves Islam would receive the death
penalty and a female would be imprisoned
for life or until she “repents”. Apostates
would also forfeit their property and lose
legal custody of their children.
The testimony of two witnesses would
be sufficient for a conviction. The
National Assembly passed the bill for
review by a standing committee. During
the same session, the assembly rejected a
draft bill to amend the notorious
Blasphemy Law.
The MMA governs Pakistan’s North
West Frontier Province, bordering
Afghanistan. Islamisation, Taliban and
lawlessness are rife. Over recent weeks
Islamic militants there have perpetrated
numerous terrorist bombings aimed at
purging the region of everything unIslamic. In Charsadda district (154 kilometres north-east of the provincial capital,
Peshawar) bombs planted in local markets
have destroyed numerous video, music
and CD stalls and barber shops. Owners
of stores trading in anything “un-Islamic”
have been ordered to close or “suffer dire
consequences”. Female students in neighbouring Mardan district have been threat-
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ened if they keep attending school. Girls
Higher Secondary School at Gumbat
was bombed in the early morning of 4
May. On Tuesday 15 May a suicide
bomber killed at least 25 people in a
restaurant in Peshawar.
Some 500 Christians live in Charsadda
district. Last week their churches were
issued hand-written letters in Urdu with
the ultimatum that Christians had 10 days
to close their churches and flee. Any who
stayed and did not convert to Islam would
suffer the consequences. While some families have reportedy fled, others despite
their fear have declared publicly that they
will not flee and will not convert. Security
has been tightened and uniformed and
plainclothes police are providing protection and patrolling local churches.
World Evangelical Alliance
Religious Liberty Commission

Hindus step up persecution
By Elizabeth Kendal

Iforces
ndia’s Hindutva (Hindu nationalist)
want their Barantya Janata Party
(BJP) to win power at state and federal
levels with absolute majorities so they can
rule outright and not have their
Hindutva program hamstrung by coalition partners. They are working to
Hinduise the traditionally animist tribal
masses as religious conversion is a path to
political conversion. Also, uniting Hindus
to dragnet the Hindu vote is vastly important to Hindutva as India, which is almost
80 percent Hindu, has numerous political
parties. In going after the Hindu vote the
Hindutva forces propagandise that
Indian harmony, culture, identity, security,
sovereignty and territorial integrity are
seriously under threat from indigenous
Christian missionaries, whom they
describe variously as terrorists, separatists
and CIA operatives. According to the
Hindutva propaganda, the only way to
save India is to unite behind Hindutva.
“Hindu Jago, Christi Bhagao!” – “Arise
Hindus, throw out the Christians!” – is
their slogan.
Hindu nationalists are now committing their violent attacks in front of television cameras. The TV images turn the
thugs who perpetrate these violent criminal acts into Hindutva cult heroes! This is
a seriously concerning development. It
encourages and emboldens Hindutva
hoodlums and terrorises Christians.
India is second only to the USA for the
number of missionaries its Church sends
out – over 40,000. Most Indian missionar-

ies are engaged in local and cross-cultural
mission inside India because there are
only 25 million Christians in its population of over a billion (2.4 percent). There
are more unreached people groups in
India than elsewhere in the world. The
need is enormous.
In February, Punjab and Uttarakhand
which were held by Congress fell to the
BJP in state elections. In Uttarakhand the
BJP is only one seat short of a clear majority. In both states there are now
calls for “anti-conversion” legislation.
Subsequently the BJP contested the Uttar
Pradesh state election in May with
supreme confidence, distributing a highly
controversial, primarily anti-Muslim sectarian CD, confident they would win on
communalism. However they were profoundly rejected and the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP) reaped the benefit, winning
with a clear majority on a “Dalit-centred”
platform of development with justice. The
BSP was led by Mayawati, a Dalit woman
who grew up in slums, fielding 139 uppercaste candidates including 86 Brahmins,
alongside 91 Dalit candidates (“untouchables”). The massive rejection of the BJP
campaign in Uttar Pradesh (a state of 170
million) is very encouraging.
World Evangelical Alliance
Religious Liberty Commission

PREZRA
School of
Theology
and PCA Ministries
Please COME OVER and HELP US
in Adelaide and South Australia
We need Ministers and Home Missionaries
to come to Churches without a Pastor who
will preach the Gospel, care for the flock
and reach out in Evangelism.
Otherwise, come to Adelaide and study at
the PREZRA School of Theology and get
equipped in the Bible and the Christian
Faith for Practical Christian service. Prepare
to become a Home Missionary, or a resident
Supply Preacher, or a PCA Lay Ministries
Worker.
PREZRA courses are FREE. They include the
Australian College of Theology’s ThA
(Associate In Theology) and the Advanced
Diploma of Theology (ThL) Diplomas, as well
as the Home Missionary Certificate
(HMCertif) and PREZRA’s Certificate of
Biblical Studies for lay workers.
Contact: PREZRA / PCA Ministries
for 2007 Handbook:
Rev Dr Reg Mathews
regmathews@picknowl.com.au
(08) 83 95 78 41
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No secret
Another money-making Gnostic scheme hits the headlines.

soteric (hidden) spirituality is
going public. The website of The
Secret announces “a new era for
humankind”, kick-started by the
sale of two million books and six million
DVDs. The Secret, kept since Babylonian
times, is now available on Amazon.com.
What’s the rush?
The Secret’s website claims: “The
Secret is released to the world! This
ground-breaking (book, DVD and audio
CD) presentation reveals The Great Secret
of the universe. It has been passed
throughout the ages, travelling through
centuries... to reach you and humankind.
This is The Secret to everything – the
secret to unlimited joy, health, money,
relationships, love, youth: everything you
have ever wanted.”
The Secret continues a series of bestselling spiritual volumes, from MacLaine’s
Going Within, to Redfield’s “The Celestine
Prophecy,” to Brown’s The DaVinci Code.
They have all done very well, thank you.
But money is not the only motivation.
We are, says The Secret, “the generation that will change history”. That generation is particularly American, as
Australian editor, Rhonda Byrne, admits.
Good ol’ US of A pragmatic, positive
thinking, (as developed by New Thought
and Norman Vincent Peale and as marketed now by multi-millionaires Dyer,
Robbins, and Dr Phil) is joined to
“Nature spirituality”, and includes occult
channellers like Neil Donald Walsch
(who appears on the DVD version of The
Secret). It promises to make spiritual and
material millionaires of us all. New Age
researcher Tony Schwartz calls such spirituality “an emerging American wisdom
tradition” that will fill our pockets and
save the planet.

E

O

n his private island with his new wife,
Tony Robbins must be kicking himself. His brand of positive thinking never
produced such a successful spiritual product. The Secret is the power of positive
thinking on spiritual steroids — actually a
new hybrid religion that:
Joins the self-indulgent materialism of
the West with the Hindu/Buddhist spirituality of the East.

Peter
Jones
Takes principles and quotations from
all religions and
Reveals that guilt is passé and that the
“law of attraction” is neither good nor
evil; whatever you desire and attract to
yourself “you deserve”.
Such “revelation” arrives on the scene
just in time. Sociologists tell us that modern society has made a “subjectivist turn”
away from understanding life as “established roles” and
“given order”,
toward life as a
The options state of concould not be sciousness that
the
more clearly considers
presented: inner self as the
hope in the norm for behavdark secrets of ior and that values “subjective
humanity or w e l l b e i n g ” .
hope in God. Material and spiritual well-being is
just what the
modern gurus ordered.
The Secret is not just a unique commercial success or the latest version of the
human potential movement. It is another
proof that, since the ’60s, the “Christian”
theistic West has been turning back to
pagan, pantheistic monism. The vocabulary of this ancient pagan religion abounds
in the glossy pages of The Secret:
“You are the master of the universe”
“You are eternal energy… which can
never be created or destroyed”
“We are all One”
“Everything is One universal Mind”
“We are the creators of the universe”
“You are God manifested in human
form.”
Notice what is happening. Human
potential has become divine potential,
monistically adopting the unique
attributes of God the Creator. This is
classic Nature worship, which eliminates God, the transcendent and separate Creator.
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Scholars of religion identify two types
of spirituality. The first is esoteric (inner)
religion, the God within, finding truth
within the human heart (since humanity is
divine). The second is exoteric (outer) religion that finds truth beyond the sphere of
Nature and humanity in the person of
God, Creator and Redeemer, whose
being, as Creator, is outside of created
things.
A classic text from the Christian scriptures said this with surprising clarity 2000
years ago. This is no secret! There are only
two kinds of religious people, those who
worship and serve creation and those who
worship and serve the Creator (Romans
1:25). These two kinds of spirituality
describe the only two religious worldviews. They both require faith and service.
They are mutually exclusive, and everyone
must choose between them — but you
would not know that from reading The
Secret.

T

he age-old esoteric option, presented
with such brilliant marketing skill in
The Secret offers power, money, human
“divinity”, the elimination of all things
distasteful and the promise of a
humanly-realized
earthly
utopia.
However, it fails to take seriously huge
issues that we ignore at our peril—
human evil, physical death and the reality
of God as separate from us, demanding
our allegiance.
The exoteric option, found in the
Bible, faces squarely the present reality of
evil and the ugliness of death while finding
final hope only in the Creator as the loving Redeemer.
The options could not be more clearly
presented: hope in the dark secrets of
humanity or hope in God, who declares to
us the real secret we need to know: “Draw
near to me, hear this: from the beginning
I have not spoken in secret”….Thus says
the LORD, your Redeemer, the Holy
One of Israel: “I am the LORD your
God, who teaches you to profit, who
leads you in the way you should go”
(Isaiah 48:16-17).
Peter Jones is director of Christian Witness
ap
to a Pagan Planet.
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The new atheism
Militancy can disguise their own psychological needs.

n recent months the Australian public has been treated to a veritable barrage of books and TV documentaries
in support of a new and militant atheism. Books such as Richard Dawkins’ The
God Delusion, Christopher Hitchens’
God is Not Great, and Sam Harris’ Letter
to a Christian Nation are selling faster
than Easter bunnies and prompting some
spirited debate in public forums and on
prime-time television.
The interesting twist about the latest
round of atheistic offerings is the tone.
Gone is the measured argument that one
would expect on such an important subject. The approach is now far more belligerent and bare-knuckled. As far as
Dawkins and Hitchens are concerned
their mission is not simply to condemn
belief in God; they also want to destroy
every last vestige of respect for it.
Religion is not simply illogical or naive;
it is the refuge of “many credulous idiots”.
It encourages an unhealthy servility, a
dangerous sexual repression and opens
the door to flagrant child abuse. It’s as
though Christianity (lumped in with religion in general) is the cause of everything
that’s corrupt in the world. By so linking
the Christian faith with problems
spawned by other religions, the new atheists hope to achieve a quick debating
knock-down. However, anyone who has
an eye for rhetorical sleight-of-hand can
see the obvious flaws in this approach.
The sins of one religion are not necessarily the sins of another. Although here is
not the place to respond to these claims,
they have been capably answered by Alvin
Schmidt in his book, How Christianity
Changed the World.

I

T

he aim of this short article is much
more modest: to simply point out the
hypocrisy of the new atheists and to
remind ourselves of the real reason behind
this new ideological onslaught. What is
often forgotten by Christians is that these
attacks are not simply intellectual in
nature; they have a psycho-spiritual origin. This may come as a surprise to some
of us because we have been led to believe
over the last century that Christians, not
atheists, are the ones with the so-called
“psychological” needs. Religion is often

Peter
Hastie
tagged as a crutch for those who have
deep-seated needs for comfort and security. Such folk, it is claimed, need to
believe in God because an empty and
chaotic universe is too frightening for
them to contemplate.
Interestingly, the apostle Paul says that
the boot is on the other foot. Paul says
that belief in God comes naturally because
it is not just a matter of being logical; it is
actually
hardwired into our
The new
make-up.
He
claims that “what
atheists are
can be known
positively selfabout God is
righteous in
plain to them,
their attempts
because God has
to demonise
shown it to
Christianity
them” (Romans
and claim the
1:19). Atheists
moral high
know deep in
their souls that
ground.
God is real. They
have an intuitive knowledge of His existence that no amount of argument can
erase. This means that their unbelief is not
ultimately rooted in reason; it has some
other aetiology. In fact atheism is best
explained in psychological terms because
atheists have some very real needs of their
own.
Why do the likes of Dawkins and
Hitchens deny the existence of God?
Well, their rejection of God appears to be
driven by the fact that the God of the
Bible is so threatening. As the writer to
the Hebrews says, “It is a fearful thing to
fall into the hands of the living God”
(Heb. 10:31). The Bible tells us that when
God manifests Himself it is a traumatic
experience for us as sinners (Isaiah 6:1-8;
Rev. 1:17). Atheists know this at the level
of their consciences whether they choose
to admit it or not.
What we need to realise is that while it
is certainly possible for people to want to
believe in a god for purely psychological

reasons, there are even more powerful
psycho-spiritual reasons for denying His
existence. Why? Because the holy God of
the Bible is a threat to sinners and the pain
of thinking about Him is so great that the
ungodly want to “suppress the truth in
unrighteousness” (Rom. 1:18). The simple reality is that the atheists “have their
own dogs baying in the cellars” and feel
profoundly uncomfortable in a world
where God is real and sin is a punishable
offence.

W

hat is striking about the new breed of
atheists is that they appear so unwilling to concede that this is so. They are positively self-righteous in their attempts to
demonise Christianity and claim the moral
high-ground. Perhaps a good dose of the
transparent soul-baring of someone like
Aldous Huxley, an atheist of a former generation, helps to set the context for the tendentious rantings of our latter-day atheists.
Huxley reminds us that atheists are often
operating with an undisclosed agenda.
In his book, Ends and Means, he confides: “I had motives for not wanting the
world to have a meaning; consequently
assumed that it had none, and was able
without any difficulty to find satisfying
reasons for this assumption. The philosopher who finds no meaning in the world is
not concerned exclusively with a problem
of metaphysics. He is also concerned to
prove that there is no valid reason why he
personally should not do as he wants to,
or why his friends should not seize political power and govern in the way that they
find most advantageous to themselves….
For myself, the philosophy of meaninglessness was essentially an instrument of
liberation, sexual and political.”
It is not often that we find atheists
making such honest admissions. Here
Huxley admits that he used reason for
purely selfish ends. In doing so, he
reminds us that reason is certainly not a
neutral tool and that there are probably
more frauds and psychopaths among
atheists than they claim exist among the
followers of Jesus Christ.
Peter Hastie is issues editor of AP and minister of Ashfield Presbyterian Church,
ap
Sydney.
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Manifest bias
Michel Onfray deliberately distorts religion to attack it.

rench
philosopher
Michel
Onfray’s new book The Atheist
Manifesto can be summarised in a
sentence borrowed from Ambrose
Bierce: its covers are too far apart.
I got plenty of vitriol late last year
when I dismissed Richard Dawkins’ The
God Delusion in The Age (as did many
reviewers, mostly non-religious) as an
undergraduate diatribe. Michel Onfray
being a respected philosopher, I opened
this book with considerable optimism,
expecting a reasoned and careful attack on
monotheism.
Alas, no. It is another deliberately distorted, bile-filled jeremiad employing the
methodology any philosopher knows is
invalid of taking the most extreme behaviour of what you want to attack and treating it as typical or representative. He can’t
find a good word for religion or religious
people.
He says he doesn’t despise believers,
but they all “prefer the comforting fairytales of children to the cruel hard facts of
adults – even at the price of perpetual mental infantilism. What a demonstration of
metaphysical sleight of hand – and what a
monstrous price!” No, no contempt there.
No believer seems capable of scrutinising his or her beliefs. So Onfray “cannot
fault those who need a metaphysical
crutch ... but with the man who claims to
be his shepherd the case is different”. Are
not such men (and women) also believers? Apparently they are all cynical
manipulators.

F

J

esus probably didn’t exist, Onfray suggests. None of the gospel writers knew
him; extra-biblical references in
Suetonius, Tacitus and Josephus were
inserted by later monks copying the texts;
the Christian archives are ideological fabrication. He doesn’t put these as suggestions, possibilities, but as fact.
The apostle Paul was weak, hysterical,
filled with loathing for himself and the
world (especially women), was probably
impotent, a masochist, a sycophant
squirming to please the authorities, who
delighted in being humiliated and detested
intelligence. (Since the Bible is utterly
unreliable as a source, I wonder how

Barney
Zwartz
Onfray can be so certain; if it is reliable,
such a picture is simply bizarre.)
Judaism and Islam fare, if anything,
worse than Christianity under Onfray’s
onslaught. But it’s simply irresponsible to
say that the “most exalted spheres of
world Islam rejoice in worldwide jihad carried out under the auspices of al-Qaeda”.
Against that, I do have some sympathy
for his claim that the jizya (the extra tax
Christians and Jews traditionally pay
under sharia law to live as second-class citizens) is “like the
Mafia’s ‘protecAtheism needs tion’ of an indito rethink from vidual forced to
the
the ground up, finance
a sort of Year organisation that
Zero in which persecutes him”.
So are there no
all the Judaeo- w o r t h w h i l e
Christian insights in The
heritage is Atheist Manifesto?
dumped. Of course there
are. Onfray is
deeply erudite and draws together some
fascinating threads.
But his most important contribution is
also his most frustrating failure. He
recognises that atheism is largely parasitic
on theism, grows from it and has unwittingly absorbed its deepest values, that
theism set the vocabulary that still gives it
the high ground.
“We possess no positive term to
describe the man who does not worship
phantoms of the imagination. All we have
is this linguistic construction suggestive
of amputation” – a-theist, mis-creant, agnostic, ir-religious, im-pious etc.
Atheism needs to rethink from the
ground up, a sort of Year Zero in which all
the Judaeo-Christian heritage and values
and institutions are dumped. There is no
good name for such a philosophical system, which will deconstruct theology
using psychology, metaphysics, archaeology, palaeography, history, mythology,
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hermeneutics and linguistics, aesthetics
and philosophy.
Onfray suggests “atheology” for this
philosophical deconstruction that he
hopes to institute. But his manifesto stops
well short of suggesting what an atheological society might look like or how it
should be achieved. The section “toward a
post-Christian secularism” occupies a
mere two pages, the last two.
Similarly, many of his condemnations
are clearly justified. No believer can deny
that religion’s record is often bloodstained and cruel. But what Onfray wilfully ignores is the double truth that this is
not the only aspect of the religious record
and that no atheist system has been better.

W

e have had anti-theist regimes that
try to eliminate religion: Communist
Russia or Cambodia under Pol Pot, for
example. There have been empires with
only rudimentary religion, such as the
Mongols before they became Muslim.
Surely the lesson is that the capacity for
exploitation, violence and cruelty is buried
deep within human nature, whatever religious or political system we employ.
Then there’s Onfray’s writing. I’ve no
reason to doubt that Jeremy Leggatt’s
translation from the French is apt and
accurate, but almost every sentence contains dramatic flourishes, florid rhetoric,
elaborate metaphors, exaggerations,
hyperbole – eventually it becomes
tedious. This passage is typical: “Clearly
the announcement of God’s death was as
world-shaking as it was false – trumpets
blaring, news bellowed from the rooftops,
drums thundering in an orgy of premature rejoicing.”
So the best condemnations of religious
practice remain those written by religious
practitioners. It’s fine to despise religion.
But a philosopher has a responsibility to
reason (to be reasonable), to context and
to fairness. Onfray’s disdainful caricature
of the three monotheistic faiths is not
going to persuade a fair-minded thinker.
He is just another strident voice bellowing at the already (un)converted.
Barney Zwartz is religion editor of The Age,
ap
where this review first appeared.
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Letters
Far from feminists

O
n reading the April AP, I was aghast to
think that women as elders and ministers
could be labelled as feminists.
Did the author, J. Ligon Duncan III,
and interviewer Peter Hastie take the time
before this article to find out whether
these women had been called by God or if
they had the intention of just replacing
Men?
Please remember, book knowledge is
not necessarily heart knowledge.
I, as an elder, can assure you, I am no
feminist and would not like to be one. I
was definitely called and fought it all the
way until I had to give in!
Such a disgraceful article by men, supposedly called Christians, can only lead to
more men and women leaving the church,
as my late husband would certainly have
done had he read this article.
In our marriage neither one was dominant, but we worked in a close relationship, with Christ Jesus in our hearts, sharing and discussing all things which eventuated.
There is a reason why women have
come out of the kitchen into the world.
Do you remember World War II? At that
time able bodied men were away fighting
and the women were left to cope with
everything in their lives. They had to learn
and learn quickly.
Please take note that Paul said in
Galations 3:27-28: “For all of you who
were baptised into Christ have clothed
yourselves with Christ. There is neither
Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, Male nor
Female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus.”
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mate change which became the basis for
my
AP
article
(see
http://candn.pcvic.org.au/media/
pdf/70214ClimateChange.pdf).
I find Associate Professor Burcham’s
letter somewhat more disturbing. Trying
to discredit my position, he imputes various positions to me that I do not in fact
hold. I don’t seek to promote the gay
rights lobby. I don’t support the raising of
children by same-sex couples. I believe
what the Bible says about homosexuality
and said so in the “Civil List” article.
With respect, I suggest that my article
was based on considerable and thoughtful
consideration of “the substantive issues
accompanying contentious public policy
debates”.
My question to Associate Professor
Burcham is this: is it not possible to
debate matters fairly without denigrating
your opponent(s) by falsely ascribing
views to them which they do not in fact
hold? The whole debate in Victoria has
been bedevilled by those who spend considerable effort in attacking through their
publications those fellow evangelical
Christians who do not see matters as they
do.
The report in June’s AP on the
Victorian Assembly’s debate over relationship registers (“Defending Marriage”,
p23) is incomplete in that it does not draw
attention to the fact that there was in fact
a majority report and a minority report
before the Assembly. Crucial elements in
the majority report’s deliverance which
would have committed the Assembly to
the position “that there should be no
recognition of same-sex couples in law”
were defeated. The Victorian Assembly
was convinced of a clear distinction
between a Tasmanian style “relationship
register” and UK style “civil partnership”
legislation.
My article “State of tension” (AP,
June) was only a draft. The final version is

posted at: http://www.acl.org.au/pdfs/
load_pdf_public.pdf?pdf_id=875&from
=NATIONAL
Rev. David Palmer
Sandringham, Vic

The right Spirit

T

he May AP on eldership was very good
and quite relevant for, as with an army,
success and failure begin with the leadership. Although a change is in the air, the
Presbyterian Church in Australia has not
succeeded. Ian O’Harae ponders the
question as to what leadership is, saying
that there is a great variety of opinions on
the matter. Since people follow others for
many different reasons with many different consequences I have found that it is
best to speak of leading up or leading
down. Hitler, Napoleon, the Pharisee led
down; likewise the rock star, today’s
entertainer and sport star. Christ is the
leader who truly leads up.
Everyone eventually leads; either up or
down, they edify or entertain, build up or
destroy, glorify God or idols: themselves
and others. Almost every action, great or
small leads one way or the other. You can
only lead upwards if you uphold something or someone greater than yourself.
The Christian can lead upwards for he has
God within, the Father and the Son
dwelling in him. He has the Spirit. He is
conscious of building the Kingdom of
God.
The Church is primarily destroyed
through leaders who resist the Spirit, not
having Him, not recognising Him in others, not recognising His work, not accepting His authority, not obeying Him. The
first requirement of an elder is that they
be filled with the Spirit. If so it is almost
impossible for a Church not to grow.
Neil Cadman,
Norman Park, Qld

Flora Walker,
Bundanoon, NSW

Invitation
Cannon from right and left

Iletters
see that I’m attacked in last month’s
from both the left (Mr Crofts)
over my “Keep Cool” article and the right
(Associate Professor Burcham) over my
“Civil List” article.
I don’t have a problem with Mr
Crofts: no one really knows for sure what
will happen over global warming. I do
have an extended 31-page paper on cli-

125th Anniversary
St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Crookwell NSW
Celebration service on September 30th 2007 at 11am.
Lunch provided.
For further information contact:
Reverend Chris Balzer
or Rob Murray
Ph/fax 4822 2344
email balzer@wirefree.net.au

Phone 4845 0243 / fax 4845 0220
email robmargmurray@hotmail.com
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AUGUST 2007
1 Richard and Linda Buchanan mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Redcliffe Brisbane in Qld and North
Eurasia with Wycliffe Bible Translators
involved in youth and other ministry.
2 Albion Park-Shellharbour home mission station south of Sydney with
about 70 c&a, 20 yf and 5 e; Gordon
and Leang Coleman.
3 Tablelands parish N. Qld including
Atherton and now Mareeba with
about 85 c&a, 25 yf and 5 e; Cameron
and Renee Wills.
4 Clifton Hill-Essendon parish
Melbourne; Peter and Lorraine
Phillips.
5 Kenmore parish western Brisbane;
Steve and Lyndel Blencowe.
6 Glen and Rachael Connor mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Central Sydney (Darlington) church
with the Presbyterian Church of
Vanuatu involved in lecturmg and discipling students at Talua Ministry
Training Centre.
7 Camperdown-Terang parish W Vic.
including also Garvoc with about 60
c&a, 10 yf and 4 e; Bernie and Maree
Thomas.
8 Ministry to the deaf community; Alan
and Kati Kilborn (Sydney), Anthony
and Anne Salisbury (Melbourne).
9 Michael Graham mission partners
(APWM) worker from SouthYarra,
Vic. in Mill Valley, California sharing
the Gospel with followers of alternative spiritualities.
10 Tamborine Mountain parish with
about 160 c&a, 45 yf and 6 e; Kim and
Sandra Dale; and the annual Fire on

11

12

13

14

15

16
17
18
19

20

The Mountain conference this weekend: Peter Lillback and other speakers.
Presbytery of Bass northern Tas., 4
parishes and 3 special (home mission)
charges totaling 16 congregations with
about 770 c&a and 135 yf, 1 theological candidate, 1 retired minister and 2
under jurisdiction. Muriel Bissett
clerk.
Peppermint Grove parish, Perth with
about 105 c&a, 20 yf and 5e; including
Japanese and Mandarin services: Keith
and Ann Morris, Steve and Sarah
Young.
Carol Whipp mission partners
(APWM) worker from Somerville,
Vic. in Wolverhampton, England with
WEC International involved in a
Hindi language church.
Allowah Hospital, Dundas, northern
Sydney for children with special needs
– all patients, their families and staff:
Tracey Szanto, Executive Director of
Nursing.
Barbara Sayers veteran mission partners
(APWM) worker (50 years among
aborigines) from Gosford and Cairns
with Wycliffe Bible Translators still
involved in ministry to the people of
Aurukun.
Wahroonga parish, northern Sydney
with about 85 c&a, 35 yf and 7 e;
Murray and Lynn Fraser .
All recovering from the June flood
damage in Hunter region of NSW and
the ministry of churches to them.
Gateway Family parish Anna Bay
NSW with about 95 c&a, 50 yf and 5
e; Robin and Julia Turner.
Rowan mission partners (APWM)
worker from Parramatta City church
NSW in South Asia with Interserve
involved in electrical engineering.
Sydney Chinese church, Surry Hills
with about 650 c&a, 150 yf and 18 e;
David and Meredith Tsai.
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JULY 2007
21 Presbytery of Brisbane – 13 parishes
totaling 17 congregations with about
1170 c&a (communicants and adherents) and 630 yf (younger folk –
Sunday School and youth) 2 missionaries, 1 defence chaplain, 1 theological
lecturer, 1 minister at large, 5 retired
ministers and 2 under jurisdiction.
Guido Kettniss clerk.
22 Lyle Sims (and Kathie) recently
appointed at Gunnedah home mission
station including Boggabri, NW NSW
with about 90 c&a, 35 yf and 3 e
(elders).
23 Rhondda (nee Price) and Rhys Hall
mission partners (APWM) workers
from Castlemaine, Vic. (and SA) in
Sudan with ACROSS and Pioneers
involved in radio ministry.
24 Cornerstone special charge Glebe,
Hobart with about 100 c&a, 35 yf and
5 e; David and Ruth Jones.
25 Ronda Johnson and Beth Durham
from Qld on short term ministry in
South Korea with SIM International.
26 Tocumwal-Finley-Berrigan parish
southern NSW with about 195 c&a,
80 yf and 8 e; Bruce and Jacki
Hammonds.
27 Oakey home mission station Qld with
about 35 c&a, 6 yf and 2 e; Ken and
Emily Gardner.
28 Macquarie Chapel Eastwood, Sydney,
(near Macquarie Uni.) with about 125
c&a, 12 yf and 12 e; Richard and
Wendy Quadrio, Duncan Robinson.
29 Belgrave Heights parish Melbourne
with about 12 c&a, 25 yf and 2 e;
Mark and Alison Tonkin.
30 All students and staff at the
Presbyterian Theological College, Box
Hill, Melbourne: Douglas Milne principal.
31 Presbytery of Central Coast NSW 5

parishes and 1 home mission station
totaling 6 congregations with about
650 c&a and 120 yf, 1 theological candidate, 6 retired ministers and 1 under
jurisdiction. Laurie Pye clerk.
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Books
Practising Proverbs

Richard Mayhue
Christian Focus, 2003
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington.

S

ubtitled “Wise Living for Foolish
Times”, Practising Proverbs is “…actually nine books in one. First, it can be
employed as a devotional book for family
or personal use. Second, it is a discipleship
book to be used in the local church, small
groups, or family discipleship. Third, it
provides a Bible study book that can be
selected for group study on Sunday.
Fourth, it supplies a biblical counselling
book that will serve not only as a ready
reference for the counselor, but also a help
for the counselee. Fifth, it acts as a grandparents book, i.e. a volume from which to
pass on eternal wisdom to grandchildren.
Sixth, it serves as a Proverbs illustration
book for pastors and Bible teachers who
are looking to shed light on ethical teachings found elsewhere in the Old and New
Testaments. Seventh, it functions as reference volume for pastors, Sunday school
teachers, or individuals to pull together
rapidly all of the Proverbs in a particular
topic. Eighth, it comes as a ready made
resource for the Christian school teacher
and missionary to teach ethics, morality
and values from a biblical perspective.
Ninth, it can be enlisted by a nation’s,
state’s, or city’s school system to teach a
Christian perspective on living.”
On these abundant grounds, a diligent
commitment to Christian stewardship
alone, would suggest we should all have a
copy of this book. This resolve is
strengthened by the fact it is also excellent.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle.

Caught in the Web

Faith Cook
Evangelical Press 2006 Paperback
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell.

T

his latest of Faith Cook’s historical
novels is set around the events of
Lady Jane Grey’s life. Lady Jane was
queen of England for nine days following
the death of her cousin Edward VI. The
main character in the story, Hal Tylney, is
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the fictional page to Lady Jane. We see
events through his eyes and live through
his emotional and spiritual responses.
Some of the characters are represented in
their historical accuracy, while others are
fictional though based on actual people.
Faith Cook alerts the reader to this in her
explanatory remarks at the beginning of
the book.
The spider-web analogy is used
throughout the book to show how some
of the main characters could do little to
control their circumstances once the
power brokers of England had them in
their sights. Whereas Faith Cook’s first
book about Lady Jane Grey (also published by Evangelical Press) concentrated
on her early life and ended with her death,
with only a brief overview of events after
that, this novel continues the story
through the reign of Queen Mary and the
many martyrs of that time period.
Like her first historical novel, Under
the Scaffold, this is a great gift for
teenagers and adults alike who might
prefer reading a novel rather than a historical text. One cannot fail to be stirred
by the young queen’s commitment to
her godly, biblical, Protestant beliefs. We
live in an age where we are told that compromise and working together is more
important than standing up for our biblical beliefs. This book reminds us that
many of our brothers and sisters have
died for their faith and we must be ready
to as well.
Mignon Goswell is Manager of PTC Media
at the Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne.

Stolen Identity

The Conspiracy to Reinvent
Jesus

Peter Jones
Colorado: Victor, 2006.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes.

P

eter Jones has written a simple book
on a rather complicated subject. He
begins by saying that the true Jesus is
either Dan Brown’s Vitruvian Man or the
one in Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the
Christ. That might have been better
phrased, but Dr Jones means that Jesus is
either the historical Jesus of the biblical
Gospels or the esoteric being of the Nag
Hammadi library. Ultimately, the apparent dualism of the Gnostic writings dissolves into a kind of pantheistic monism.
That sounds terminal – and it is – but this
is a work that takes the reader step by step
through the process of understanding

what the Gnostic authors, Carl Jung, the
Jesus Seminar, Shirley MacLaine, and Dan
Brown have in common.
In the Gnostic Gospel of Philip one is
“no longer a Christian: one is Christ”. In
the Gospel of Mary, Peter asks Jesus:
“What is the sin of the world?” And Jesus
replies: “There is no sin.” In a strange and,
at first sight, contradictory way, the physical world is repudiated, yet absorbed in
some way. Hence the sexual act is seen as
evil and yet deeply infused with powerful
spirituality – which is the distorted and
degraded message of Dan Brown’s The
Da Vinci Code.
The resurrection has already happened (cf. 2 Tim.2:18) because it is spiritual, not physical. One becomes one’s
own saviour, and, for that matter, one’s
own lover. V. Gene Robinson, the homosexual Episcopalian bishop of New
Hampshire could thus tell a prayer
breakfast for Planned Parenthood in
2005: ‘What an unimaginative God it
would be if God only put one meaning in
any one verse of Scripture.’ The trouble
is that the God who is everything is, in
the end, nothing; and the God who communicates everything communicates, in
the end, nothing.
Dr Jones deals with such topics as the
God of Jesus, the message of Jesus, the
humanity of Jesus, spirituality, sexuality,
morality, and the death and resurrection
of Jesus, and finishes with powerful chapters on “Your Choice” and “My Choice”.
We can be grateful that this book was
written; it is a clear light shining in murky
days.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Is Anybody Out There?
John Blanchard
Evangelical Press, 2006.
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington.

A

s we have come to expect from John
Blanchard, here is an excellent little
booklet setting out in simple brief compass the biblical answer to the great question: “Is anybody out there?” The answers
given in this booklet are given expanded
treatment in Blanchard’s major book Is
God Past His Sell-by Date? Is Anybody
Out There? could be used for evangelism,
for church discussion groups or as the
foundation for evangelistic talk, with
nearly all the chapters having a very
snappy title to arrest attention.
The above titles are available from
Reformer’s Bookroom: (02) 9569 9857.
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Where God looks first
What we are in secret is what we really are.

ho are you behind closed
doors? This three-fold test
reveals the true index of your
spirituality.
You may have heard these words (or
some variation on them) quoted before:
“What a man is in secret, in these private
duties, that he is in the eyes of God and no
more.” The most frequently quoted version is usually attributed to the young
Scotsman, Robert Murray McCheyne.
But other masters of the Christian way
have echoed these sentiments. Perhaps
they borrowed unconsciously from one
another; more likely, they all learned the
same lessons the hard way — by personal
experience. In any event, they all came to
see the same three elements to be vital for
right Christian living.
First, they learned that it is in secret,
not in public, that what I really am as a
Christian becomes clear. It is not visible
service so much as my hidden life of devotion that is the index of my spirituality.
That is not to despise my public life, but
to anchor its reality to the ocean-bed of
personal fellowship with God. I may
speak or pray with zeal and eloquence in
public; I may appear to others to be master of myself when in public; but what
happens when I close the door behind
myself and only the Father sees me?
Is it insignificant that in the Sermon on
the Mount Jesus warned his disciples
against hypocrisy before men, and
encouraged them to be transparent before
God? How easily in our culture we are
deceived into thinking that it is what is
seen in public that really matters. How
curious it would have seemed to the apostles that the services of worship in which
we can so easily be visible spectators are so
much better attended than our meetings
for closed–eye prayer. Will the bubble of
our visible success ever burst?

W
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ccasionally the statistics indicate how
great the gap is between the image we
present as evangelicals and the reality that
we mask. We do not always exercise “sincere faith” (1 Tim. 1:5 — unhypocritical
faith, faith that does not need the actor’s
mask). Life has a way of ripping off the
mask, to reveal what is really there. Just as

Sinclair
Ferguson
abuse of or inattention to the body reveals
itself in older age, so with the abuse of the
spirit. Inevitably it manifests itself in
stunted, ill-disciplined, or twisted character. The Father has a way of rewarding us
openly — one way or another (Mt. 6:5-6).
Therefore, live well in secret, be moulded
by Scripture; learn to pray; control your
thought life by
God’s grace.
S e c o n d l y,
these past masSanctification
ters learned that
is not a
the Christian life
glandular
is not lived on the
condition, but
basis of our feelthe submission
ings, but in fulfillof our wills
ing
duties.
Sanctification is
to the will
not a glandular
of God.
condition, but
the submission of
our wills to the
will of God.
Twentieth-century evangelicalism has
been so sensitive to the heresy of “Boy
Scout Christianity” (“I promise to do my
best, to do my duty”) that it has truncated
the Christian gospel to half-Christ
(Savior, but not Lord) and a half-salvation (blessings, but not duties). How
foolish we have been, when so much of
the New Testament catalogues the specific duties that arise out of our relationship to Jesus Christ.
A survey of only a few passages in the
Epistles will exorcise the ghost of thinking that duty is alien to Christian living.
Just look at Romans 12:1–15; Galatians
5:13-6:10; Ephesians 4:1-6:20; Philemon
4:2-9; Colossians 3:1-4:6; 1 Thessalonians
4:1-5:28; 2 Thessalonians 2:13-15; James
1:19-5:20; and 1 Peter 1:13-5:11.
Doubtless some scholar somewhere has
counted the number of imperatives (‘Do
so-and-so”) in the New Testament. Every
one of them matters; every one of them
grows out of God’s grace.
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Are we frightened that fulfilling our
duties will overturn the grace of God?
Look at the busy housewife whose entire
life is governed by her multi-faceted
responsibilities. And why? Duty. Love for
God and duty are two parts of the same
thing. How foolish we have been to separate them, and to regard “duty” as a bad
word. It is the essence of Christ-likeness
(Jn. 4:34). Therefore, know your
Christian duties, and fulfill them.

T

hirdly, these masters learned to live
visibly, even in secret; they knew they
lived coram Deo (before the face of God).
That one principle is enough to transform
the whole of life, and to rid us of all deception — of others, of God, of self. Nothing
is hidden from the eyes of him with
whom we have to do. Has that thought
sufficiently gripped my mind and begun
to dominate my every action, producing
the quality of transparency in my life? It is
the one sure way to enjoy liberty from the
pressures of the world to conform to its
mold, and to overcome the fear of man.
Those who make it their aim to have a
conscience void of offence before God are
Christ’s free men. Therefore, live the
whole of your life as in the presence of
God.
Here, then, are three things that provide a good measure of where I am, spiritually: What am I really like in secret?
How do I react to the word “duty”? Am
I living with a sense of how visible my life
is to God?
This article was previously published in
ap
Eternity Magazine, February 1987.
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