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editorial
nyone who reads the book of Acts dispassionately
will find it difficult to resist the conclusion that
Luke’s account of the growth of the early church
would be better classified as a record of the progress
and triumph of the word than a simple narrative of the acts of
the apostles.
From the opening of the book it is clear that the church’s
growth is intimately related to the word’s proclamation in the
power of the Spirit. Jesus says to His disciples, “You will
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you and you
will be My witnesses….” (1:8). Obviously, in Jesus’ mind
people were to be added to the body of believers through the
Spirit-empowered preaching of the gospel. Again, when Luke
tells us that people joined the church, he makes the point that
these newcomers “were continually devoting themselves to
the apostles’ teaching” (2:42). Already, at the beginning of the
church’s life, Luke draws our attention to the intimate
connection between the hearing and study of the word and
the expansion of the Christian movement.
Later in the book Luke makes this connection more
explicit. In 6:7 he says, “So the word of God spread and the
number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly…” Then
in 12:24 he says, “But the word of God continued to increase
and spread.” Later, in 13:49 he says, “The word of the Lord
spread through the whole region.” The rather obvious point
that Luke is making is that the church grows where the word
of God is heard, studied, observed and preached. Although
signs and wonders were wrought through the apostles,
Luke’s overriding emphasis in Acts is not on the effect of
miracles but on the impact of the word.
Luke’s focus on word-based ministry has important
implications for the modern church, and especially for
theological education and missionary training. As David
Cook reminds us, the Bible must dominate in both these
spheres. If the way that the kingdom exerts its presence in the
world is through people coming under the hearing and
convicting power of God’s word, then Christian training
institutions must dedicate themselves to equipping their
students to that task. We can do nothing better than “exalt
God’s name and His word” (Psalm 138:2).
Peter Hastie ap
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A moving word
Acts is really about the progress of God’s word.

avid Cook, an ordained minister
of the Presbyterian Church of
Australia, is principal of Sydney
Missionary and Bible College,
Croydon, NSW. David has served in this
role in theological education and
missionary training for the past 22 years.
Before that David was the minister in Wee
Waa (northern NSW) and Ashfield
(Sydney). He is a graduate of Sydney
Missionary and Bible College (SMBC)
and Moore Theological College and has
pursued further studies at the University
of South Africa and Macquarie University.
Earlier, David worked in the economic
research department of the Reserve Bank.
He is the director of SMBC’s School of
Preaching and speaks at Christian
conventions throughout Australia and
overseas. David lectures in preaching and
pastoral subjects. He is married to
Maxine, and they have five adult children
(four married) and six grandchildren.
His new book, Teaching Acts, Christian
Focus 2007, is an excellent guide to those
wanting to preach through the book.
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David Cook
talks to

Peter Hastie
David, the first century AD was as
culturally diverse as modern
Australia. How relevant does this
make the book of Acts for the church
today?
I think the book of Acts is highly
relevant to the modern church scene,
particularly in view of some of the
similarities that exist in the intellectual
climates of both eras. For instance, some
of the philosophical trends that were
present in the first century are also
present in modern postmodernism. So,
the spiritual supermarket of ideas which is
evident throughout Acts, the many
alternative religions that you see, plus
society’s demand for tolerance of all
religions, are the things that are
characteristic of the 21st century. This
makes Acts highly relevant for the church
today because we are operating in a similar
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spiritual environment. Tolerance is seen as
a major virtue in the great supermarket of
religious ideas.

Acts is said to be a tonic for the soul.
What are some of the things that
Luke records in Acts that are so crucial for our spiritual strength and
vitality?
Well, it’s interesting that the expression
“tonic for the soul” is a quote from
Martyn Lloyd Jones. Actually, I would
have expected Lloyd Jones to have said
that Paul’s letter to the Romans is the
great tonic for the soul. But he says: “I
know of no greater tonic for the soul than
a thorough reading of the book of Acts.”
I think the matters that Luke believes
are a spiritual tonic are the things that he
constantly repeats. It’s one of the reasons
why I suspect that Luke was a father. I
don’t know whether he was or not, but he
seems to repeat the really important
things three times, just as a father is
always repeating important things to his
kids. It’s interesting that he repeats the
coming of the Holy Spirit three times, the

conversion of Saul (or Paul) three times,
then the conversion of Cornelius, the first
Gentile Christian three times, and finally
he repeats the declaration of the Jerusalem
Council – that the gospel is based on faith
in Jesus Christ alone – three times. And
those are the important things that run
through the narrative. These are the
spiritual realities that make Acts a tonic
for the soul.
In Acts, Luke is saying, “Listen to
these things; they are vitally important to
you.” The coming of the Holy Spirit, His
presence in the church, the conversion of
the primary messenger, Saul/Paul,
through whom the gospel is taken to the
Gentile world and who becomes the
means through which people like
Cornelius, and after him, others like
Martin Luther, John Wesley and Charles
Wesley come to saving faith in Christ –
these are crucial things for the spiritual life
of the church. And then he reminds us of
the great doctrine of justification by faith
which is affirmed by the Jerusalem
Council. Here we learn that our faith in
Christ is sufficient for salvation – we
don’t need to supplement it with
additional things like circumcision in
order to be saved.

What purposes did Luke have in
mind when he wrote the book of Acts
and to what extent do you think Acts
is a book about preaching as the
means of church growth?
I think the book of Acts is primarily
about the progress of the word, which is
why I find it rather ironic that it’s actually
called the book of Acts. It is really about
the victorious movement of the word of
God from Jerusalem, then to Judea, over
to Samaria and then on to the ends of the
earth. I think that’s Luke’s great emphasis.
He just follows the preaching of the word
of God by the apostolic messengers
throughout the known world, and as he
does so he shows us that the word is
unstoppable. Of course, this has
considerable implications for church
growth and for preaching, but I don’t
think that the book of Acts is primarily a
book about preaching as such. It is
essentially a book that reminds us that
mission lies at the heart of God and that
His purpose is that the gospel reaches the
ends of the earth. Luke wants us to sense
that nothing can frustrate God’s plan for
the gospel.
Professor Blaiklock, the late professor
of Classics at Auckland University, said
that to press beyond the fringe is always
sound policy, provided that it’s done with

vigour and devotion. And that’s how he
sums up the major lesson of his
commentary on Acts. “Acts,” he says, “is
calling us to press always beyond the
fringes.” It doesn’t matter whether it’s the
next house, the next street, the next
suburb, the next village, or even the next
city, for that matter. It is always God’s
purpose that the gospel reaches the ends
of the earth. And what is important is that
Luke chooses the last words of his book
quite deliberately. I think it’s significant
that the very last word in the Greek text
of the book of
Acts
is
“unhindered”.
The church
That’s the word
in every
with which the
generation
book of Acts
needs to push
finishes. Luke
beyond the
says that when
Paul gets to
fringe, beyond
Rome
he
the furthest
preaches and
boundaries.
teaches
the
kingdom
of
God “unhindered”. What a great way to
have such a dynamic finish to the book of
Acts!
Actually, I have a hunch that Luke
wanted to write a third volume, because
when Paul writes to the church in Rome
he says, “I want to come and visit you”,
which he actually achieves by the end of
Acts. However, he also says to the
Romans that he wants their support for
his trip to Spain (Rom. 15:24). In the
ancient world you couldn’t go any further
west than Spain. In fact, the rock of
Gibraltar, which was also called the rock
of Hercules, was considered to be the end
of the earth. So Paul wants to go there. I
imagine that Luke was probably thinking,
“Well, I’ll follow Paul to Spain and that
will be my third volume.” There is a sense
in which the book of Acts still remains
unfinished because the gospel continues
to make progress in our day. Even now we
are seeing it reach out to the very ends of
the earth. And this is what we want to be
involved in – in pushing it out. The church
in every generation needs to push beyond
the fringe, beyond the furthest boundary
– that’s the theme.

In Acts 2:42 Luke makes it clear that
the early church was a growing
church that devoted itself to the apostles’ teaching. On your reading of
Acts how critical is expository
preaching to the health and mission
of the church?
Well, it’s absolutely vital. You can see

that throughout the book of Acts –
everywhere faithful biblical preaching
precedes people’s repentance and trust in
Christ. The great apostolic model for
pastoral ministry with respect to
preaching is found in Acts 19 and 20. Paul
tells us that he preached in the hall of
Tyrannus for two years (19:10) and during
this time he was teaching and preaching
the word of God. Luke also tells us that
during this period God did some
extraordinary miracles through him
(19:11).
Now Luke’s reference to preaching
and miracles is really interesting. I
remember that (Sydney Anglicans) John
Woodhouse, Phillip Jensen and I once
went to see John Wimber before his Signs
and Wonders crusade in Sydney. We
actually asked him to leave the city and
not conduct the crusade because we
believed that it was unbiblical. We met
him in the basement of his hotel.
Interestingly, he was quite congenial
towards us. But he had a theological
advisor who had much more of an edge to
him who said to us, “The trouble with you
people in Sydney is that you are looking
for an epistle-led recovery and it’s not
going to happen. John Wimber, on the
other hand, is on about an Acts-based
revival.”
Now, what was interesting to me was
that they were taking Acts 19 as the model
for pastoral ministry. They said that it
consisted of both signs and wonders as
well as preaching. They claimed that both
elements were necessary for people to be
saved. However, what was interesting to
me is that if you go to Paul’s rehearsal of
what he did in Ephesus in Acts 20, he does
not mention the signs and wonders
phenomenon at all. What he mentions are
four words in Greek that are translated by
six English words. For instance, he says in
20:20, “I have preached… I have taught”,
verse 21, “I have declared”, verse 24, “I
have testified”, and “preached” again in
verse 25, and “proclaimed” in verse 27.
Now this is the burden of his ministry.
These terms define what he did. He says
that he did these things in public and from
house to house.
So, if you ask Paul, “What is the
apostolic model of ministry?”, he would
say that it’s the ministry of the word, both
publicly and privately. It is proclaiming,
teaching, and testifying to the word of
God and it’s interesting to see what he
says qualifies as true preaching. It is
preaching anything that would be
spiritually helpful; it is declaring
repentance and faith in our Lord Jesus; it
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is testifying to the gospel of God’s grace;
it is preaching the kingdom; it is
proclaiming the whole counsel of God. So
I think that’s what Paul means by
preaching. This is the sort of preaching
that is meant to permeate the church. I
think that Paul is rehearsing his Acts 19
ministry in that way because he wants the
elders in Ephesus to duplicate it. He is not
focusing on signs and wonders because he
realises that they are passing things. It is
the preaching of the whole counsel of
God that he wants them to continue.

So, you think that Richard Baxter
was right to identify the principles we
find in Acts 20 as setting out the
model for pastoral ministry?
Absolutely. I think two of the great
needs in pastoral ministry today are the
systematic preaching of the word of God
and the regular visitation of the people of
God. I am convinced especially of the
latter, because I find that very few pastors
visit on a regular basis. If pastors are going
to help people change they must love
them, and you love people by visiting
them. Every year I have a final word at our
end-of-year dinner and I always say
something about pastoral visitation.

You said that Luke highlights the
ministry of the word in Acts. What
implications should we draw from
this for mission-minded church leaders today?
It’s interesting that Luke gives us
statistical summaries throughout the
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book of Acts as to how the word of God
is going. To me, that shows that his great
interest is in the progress of the word. So,
throughout the book he is saying, “and
the word of God continued to increase
and spread … and three thousand… five
thousand… were added”. What is really
fascinating is how he contrasts this
progress with other incidents of a
problematic nature. For example, in
chapter 6 the Greek-speaking widows are
grumbling, but
Luke says that the
We tend to word of God
think that continued
to
people learn on spread
(6:7).
the job after Then in chapter
they leave 12, Herod is
theological eaten by worms
college, but by and dies, and in
contrast to that
then they have he says, “The
learned all word of God
their bad continued
to
habits. increase
and
spread” (12:24).
In Acts chapter 19 they bring out all of
their magic scrolls and burn them to
ashes, but in contrast the word of God
“spread widely and grew in power”
(19:20). He is giving a brilliant contrast
here, and I think it’s his way of saying,
“Look, this is what’s happening. The word
of God is triumphing”.
The other thing I love about his
statistical summaries is that he gives us
summaries of 3500 people converted, and
then he focuses down on one man. You

ask, “Why is he telling me about the
Ethiopian eunuch?” and I think he is
saying that every individual is precious to
God. In chapter 8 he comes to all of these
great statistical summaries and he says,
“Now, let me tell you the story of one
man, because God’s dealing with this one
man is typical of his dealing with the
many, and everyone is precious to him”. I
think that’s wonderful.

What implications does Luke’s focus
on the word have for theological education?
Look, all I can say to you after being at
Sydney Missionary and Bible College for
nearly 23 years is that the Bible must
dominate all theological and missionary
training. It is no good sending people who
don’t know God into the world for
ministry. The only way they are going to
know God is through His word.
I also think that there needs to be a
strong emphasis on preaching in our
theological colleges. I think we tend to
think that people learn on the job after
they leave college, but by then they have
developed all their bad habits. Students
have a strong focus on preaching at
SMBC.
I think that being mission-aware is
vitally important. Theological colleges
and seminaries must have a place for
mission in their courses. Mission is God’s
great commitment. That is what Acts is
about. So I think there are all those sorts
of implications for theological education.

Luke emphasises the role of the Holy
Spirit in the book of Acts. What is the
significance of the Holy Spirit in the
Christian life, and what does Acts tell
us about our need for the Spirit?
The Holy Spirit dominates the pages of
Acts from the very beginning. Luke refers
to the Spirit at the outset where he says in
1:2, “Until the day that Jesus was taken up
to heaven, after giving instructions
through the Holy Spirit to the apostles
He had chosen”. Here we are introduced
to the Spirit and Luke then goes on to
show us that everything the church
achieves is really accomplished in the
power of the Holy Spirit. So, he says,
“Peter stood up and in the power of the
Holy Spirit said…” In other words, true
Christian preaching is undertaken in the
power of the Spirit.
The coming of the Holy Spirit to the
Jews is mentioned in chapter 2, to the
Samaritans in chapter 8, and to the
Gentiles in chapter 10. These three
comings are absolutely vital to the
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message of the book. When we come to
the book of Acts we have already met
Peter, but he has just failed Christ through
denying Him three times. However, here
in the book of Acts Peter proclaims
Christ to a hostile crowd. Luke doesn’t
leave us in any mystery about that and he
says in 4:8, “Then Peter filled with the
Holy Spirit proclaimed…”. So Peter’s
courage comes from the Holy Spirit. So, I
think that this is a necessary corrective
because it’s easy to be theoretically
correct in our preaching while having little
confidence in the Holy Spirit to help us.
One of the characteristics of many of
our students (at least at our college) is that
many of them are keenly aware of their
weaknesses. I’ll say to them, “There’s a
job going in ministry in such-and-such a
place”, and they will say, “Oh, I could
never do that!” While I am always
encouraged by their humility, sometimes
their responses exhibit a lack of
confidence in the Holy Spirit. I mean,
who among us is really capable and
worthy of doing this work? None of us is.
I need to remember constantly that the
Holy Spirit lives in me, that He empowers
me – and note this – that he constantly
reminds me of Jesus. Now I say this
because in a rather paradoxical way I think
the message of the book of Acts is, “don’t
seek the Holy Spirit”. Luke is at pains to
emphasise the Spirit’s work, but he wants
us to realise that we must come to Jesus in
order to receive the Spirit.

Can we be baptized in the Spirit without speaking in tongues? What does
the book of Acts say?
Well, the book of Acts relates about 20
different experiences of people who
received the Holy Spirit and were
converted. Some of them spoke in
tongues and others didn’t. If speaking in
tongues were crucial to genuine Christian
experience, you’d think Luke would have
made a definite point of mentioning it.
But he doesn’t. So there is no consistency
of experience in Acts. If you want to build
your theology of Christian experience on
Acts, you are going to run into some
difficulty. When well-meaning Christians
say we need to have the experience of the
early church, I ask, “Which experience?”
The problem is that there are a number of
different experiences mentioned there.
For example, tongues are mentioned
specifically in chapter 2, but they are not
mentioned specifically in the case of
Cornelius. The biggest one most people
have difficulty is with the Samaritan
believers in chapter 8. Here Peter and

John go down to Samaria where people
have already believed, but they haven’t yet
received the Holy Spirit. The apostles lay
their hands on them and then they receive
the Holy Spirit. They have a two-stage
experience. They come to Christ and
believe, and then later they receive the
Holy Spirit.

How do you explain that? It was certainly unusual.
Well, Anglicans and Roman Catholics
say, “Here is the basis for the doctrine of
confirmation.” The Pentecostals say, “No,
this is the basis for our teaching about the
doctrine of subsequence in relation to the
baptism of the Holy Spirit.”
Personally, I think that it’s more likely
that, first, the Samaritans needed to realise

The word is
powerful; it is
powerful to
change a
person’s life,
but it does not
work in everyone’s heart.

that they’d received the Spirit through the
Jerusalem apostles so that the idea that
there should be any ongoing competition
between them and Jewish Christians was
now entirely inappropriate; and, second,
the Jerusalem disciples needed to realise
that the Samaritans were not inferior to
them in any way. They may have received
the Holy Spirit, but so had the Samaritans.
Further – and this was important – Peter
and John could report back that they had
witnessed the Samaritans receiving the
Spirit to the Jewish believers in Jerusalem.
So, I think there are valid historical
reasons that explain their two-stage
experience of the Holy Spirit. We have a
similar problem in Acts 1and 2. The 120
disciples who were with Jesus at His
ascension had experienced forgiveness,
but they did not receive the Spirit in His
fullness until the day of Pentecost. So, in
Acts 2, the question is, “Should I have the
experience of the 120 who were with Jesus
when He ascended, or is my experience
meant to be like that of the 3000 who
received forgiveness and the Holy Spirit at
one time? I think that the normal
experience after Pentecost is that of the
3000.

We know that preaching accomplishes its spiritual purposes not
because of the skills of the preacher,
but because of the power of the Spirit
operating through faithful biblical
preaching. How do we see that principle illustrated in the sermons in the
book of Acts?
You see it consistently throughout the
book. Wherever you have a sermon in the
book of Acts there is always a divided
response. There are always those – and I
think the clearest statement of that is
when Paul speaks to the Greeks at the
Areopagus in Acts 17 – who sneered at
him and others, like Damaris and
Dionysius, became followers. I think this
is the clearest instance of the principle.
Wherever the apostles preached, whether
in the synagogues or the market-place,
there is always a divided response. The
word is powerful; it is powerful to change
a person’s life, but it does not work in
everyone’s heart. God doesn’t promise
that He will convert everyone who hears
the preached word, but everyone who is
converted will only be transformed
through the preaching of that word.
Obviously, when we understand that
the word has this power to change
people’s lives we will be driven to prayer.
God has the power to save and we have
every encouragement to ask Him to
renew sinners’ hearts. There’s nothing
automatic or magic about preaching the
gospel. We know that the sovereign God
is the great evangelist in Acts and we
must pray that He will empower the
preaching of the word with His Holy
Spirit. So, there is a very close
connection between the sovereignty of
God, His mercy toward sinners, and the
Spirit who breathed out the word of
God, and the Spirit’s use of that word in
preaching.
This means that if I want to see people
saved, I must pray that as the word is
preached and heard the Holy Spirit will
open their eyes so that they understand it
and come to salvation. We see this clearly
in Acts 8 with the Ethiopian eunuch, who
is reading the Scripture in Isaiah 53.
Phillip intercepts his chariot and explains
to him about Jesus from the passage. Luke
says he “gospelled” the Ethiopian. That’s
the word he uses and the man is convicted
of his need to repent and trust in Christ.
His immediate response is, “Well, what is
to stop me being baptized?” No doubt
Philip said that you have got to repent and
be baptized and you will receive
forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit,
and that is exactly what he did.
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Ministers are often bewildered about
how they ought to spend their time
faced with so many competing
demands. Does Acts 6:4 contain any
priorities for Christian leaders about
how they should use their time?
I think Acts 20 is the great apostolic
model, but Acts 6:4 is also a key section
because here we see a problem within the
church that threatens to impede the
progress of the Gospel. The Greekspeaking widows grumble about the fact
that they are being unfairly treated in the
daily distribution of food. Now the
apostles display some excellent leadership
here because they remind the church that
it would not be right for them to divert
their energies from the ministry of the
word of God in order to focus on issues of
welfare relief. Mind you, looking after
these widows was a very important
priority for the church – let’s not forget
that. But the apostles realised that they
must not neglect their first priorities,
which were prayer and the preaching of
the word.
I think A. W. Tozer understood this
principle very well. You might remember
that he was once asked, “Do you ever read
a good book?” He replied, “I never read a
good book; I only ever read the best. The
good is the enemy of the best”. Now, is it
good to distribute food and welfare to the
poor? Yes, it is good; but it’s not meant to
divert the apostles from their main work
of prayer and preaching. That’s why they
say, “We will set apart seven men for that
so we can focus on prayer and the
ministry of the word.” I remember many
years ago sitting in Presbyterian
assemblies and listening to elderly
ministers saying, “Moderator, we are
called to the ministry of the word and
sacrament”, and I would think, “No, I am
called to the ministry of the word of God
and prayer. That is my primary calling”,
and I have never wavered in my view on
that score.
Incidentally, it’s interesting that when
the apostles responded by giving their
attention to prayer and the ministry of the
word of God, Luke makes a statement
about the progress of the word of God in
6:7. He says that “the word of God
spread”. In fact, he says more than that; he
says that it deeply penetrated into the
priesthood in Jerusalem. I think we are
meant to see that the deep penetration of
the word within the Jerusalem
community was due to their singleminded leadership.

What indications do we have in the
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book of Acts that Satan wants to
silence preachers and prevent the
spread of the gospel? Are there any
warnings for the church today?
I think that Acts is a very realistic
book. It is full of stirring stories about
challenges and obstacles that are placed in
the way of the progress of the gospel The
early Christians faced persecution,
spiritual hypocrisy, internal dissension,
violence, shipwrecks, imprisonment,
conspiracies – Luke mentions them all. I
think he is trying to tell us that taking the
gospel to the world is going to be hard and
that we will face a lot of opposition.
Several times Luke tells us that God
appears to Paul in a direct way – an angel
speaks, or the Lord speaks, and says,
“Don’t be afraid, just keep at it”, and that

Acts is a very
realistic book,
full of stirring
stories about
challenges and
obstacles to
the progress of
the gospel.

indicates to me that Paul was a man who
was naturally afraid and that he needed a
direct word of encouragement. So, I think
what you are seeing in Acts is that
preaching the word is going to be hard
work. We have got to persevere. Christian
ministry is never easy. I think Christian
ministers need to realise that we are
engaged in a life and death struggle against
the powers of evil. It’s a fierce conflict but
we must constantly remember that we are
on the winning side.
I have two favorite verses in Acts that
help me when I face spiritual opposition.
The first is 18:10 where God says to Paul
in Corinth, “Just keep going, no one is
going to attack or harm you. I have got
many people in this city.” What should
keep us going in our struggles is that God
has His elect. We don’t know who they
are. We must preach the gospel as widely
as possible knowing that God will call
them to Himself. The other verse that I
really love, because it gives us such insight
into Paul, is 20:24, where he says,
“However, I consider my life worth
nothing to me if only I may finish the race
and complete the task the Lord Jesus has
given me, the task of testifying to the
gospel of God’s grace.” When a student
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comes to our college he has to sign our
doctrinal statement. Now don’t get me
wrong; I am not downplaying that.
Nevertheless, I would love to get him to
sign that verse: “I consider my life worth
nothing to me. Send me wherever you
will; I only have one task”. And the
challenge for all of us is, can we sign that
verse?

What do we learn about prayer in the
book of Acts? How crucial is it to the
advance of the gospel?
Since the great evangelist in the book
of Acts is God Himself, prayer is simply
imploring God to do what lies on His
heart. It is asking Him to save the lost. We
know that God is in control of the whole
process of evangelism. If someone else
was in control, if human free-will was in
control, then we should pray to free-will.
However, if God is sovereign and He is in
control, then we must pray to Him. It is
absolutely vital to the ongoing work. That
is why the apostles gave themselves, not
simply to the ministry of the word, but to
prayer and the word. So, as a pastor I
don’t do the best by my people simply by
preaching faithful sermons to them; I
must be backing that up by praying that
God will bless the preaching of the gospel.

How do you interact with the text of
Acts as you are reading it? For
instance, do you just read it or do you
mark and underline it?
I try to be an active reader so I often
read with a pen or a highlighter in my
hand. Many years ago while I was doing
theological studies a Presbyterian
minister, Dr J. Graham Miller, used to
meet with me and a few others and show
us how to read the Bible. He was
supposed to be teaching us Presbyterian
polity, but the most valuable thing I
learned from him was how to read my
Bible. Apart from what I learned from Dr
Broughton Knox in Doctrine 1, I think I
learned more from Graham Miller than
anyone else. What he taught us to do was
summarise the Bible passage in our own
words, in a number of points – at least five
– and then come up with a “big idea”.
That’s how I read my Bible today. It’s also
how I train people to preach. I just take
Graham Miller’s method and say, “Read
the text, just summarise what it says in
your own words, and then ask, “what do I
think the big idea of the text is, what’s the
big question it’s answering?” That is how
I read my Bible.

What levels of application should

preachers be aware of when preparing
a sermon?
Well, I think you need to be aware of
three levels of application. One, what is
the necessary application of this passage?
What must I do in response to this
passage? Then I think that it’s important
to go to the opposite of the necessary, and
ask “What is the impossible application of
this passage? What cannot this passage
mean?” I guarantee you that in any
audience at least half are probably living
consistently with the impossible
application of the passage.
Now, let me give you an example of the
impossible application. In Matthew 6:24
Jesus says: “No one can serve two
masters, either he will hate the one and
love the other, or he will be devoted to the
one and despise the other. You cannot
serve both God and money.” The verse
starts with a “no one can” and it ends with
“you can not”. And Jesus saying, “You
cannot serve both God and wealth; you
just can’t do it”. Now, the necessary
application of the passage is, “I must not
serve both God and money; I must serve
God alone.” That is the necessary
application. It means that I must repent of
serving only wealth.
The impossible application of the
passage is: “Oh, I can serve both God and
money”. Interestingly, this is the very
opposite of what the passage teaches. I
think if you work out the impossible
application of a passage, it is really very
helpful. I say that because I think that
over half the audience probably believes in
the impossible application. I have seen it
time and time again. For example, Paul
says we are only saved by grace through
faith in Jesus. The impossible application:
You need to add something to Jesus’ work
on our behalf. I think most people are
adding things: “Oh, but I need to do the
right thing as well, and I need to do this,
and I need to do that.” This is the
impossible application of the passage, but
people still follow it.
This means that when I preach I state
both the necessary application and then
the unnecessary one. I say, “This is the
way that this text applies to everybody,
and then this is the way it cannot apply to
anybody.”
Finally, I get to possible applications:
“This is how the text may apply to you”,
and at that point I talk about how it may
possibly apply to me. I then say that it
may apply to them in that way as well, or
it may not, but I am careful with the
possible application not to push it into the
level of the necessary, because then I may

have transformed what is only a wise
insight into a general rule that is binding
on everyone. I have got to be careful of
doing that. How does this work out for
me, that I serve God and not wealth? For
me this may work out in the way that I
budget. I might give you an experience of
that, so that you
can see the way it
works for you.
I tell my
So, this may be
students:
the way it works
Never tell
for me, and it
jokes (while
may possibly be a
preaching)...
way that it works
out for others
It trivialises
too.
what is a

weighty
John Piper has
matter.
said that there
is a preaching
atmosphere that is plagued by triviality, levity, and flippancy today. Is that
sort of preaching completely out of
step with what we find in the book of
Acts?
Yes it is. In Acts preaching is weighty.
The apostles were dealing with eternal
issues. People’s destinies were being
determined. What was preached was of
vital importance. That’s why I emphasise
to my students: never tell jokes. I am not
against humour, but I think that telling
jokes is unwise. I never do it because I
think it trivialises what is a weighty

matter. When I was the minister at
Ashfield I used to visit the old Western
Suburbs Hospital and I could never get
parking there. So I used to park right out
the front where it said “Reserved for
Doctors Only”. I was always ready for
anybody who wanted to challenge me
leaving my car there. My answer was, “I
am a doctor. I’m a doctor to the soul and
I am about the business of eternity.” I
think ministers have lost that idea – that
they are ministers of eternal things. You
see, we have an accountant, we have a
lawyer, we have a plumber, and they all
look after important earthly matters. But
we also need pastors who watch over our
souls and keep us accountable to God.
I think that when you stand up to
preach you are preaching to people about
the weightiest matters of their lives, about
the health of their souls. We have lost that
sense of accountability to God. Paul talks
about accountability in Acts 20, where he
says: “I am innocent of the blood of you
all because I have declared to you the
whole counsel of God.” So, I think that
you don’t find any triviality in Acts. We
are involved in important business. So,
Paul can say, “My life is worth nothing to
me.” I think we need to regain that
perspective in ministry – that I am
involved in weighty matters that have
eternal consequences.
Peter Hastie is issues editor of AP.
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God still acts
Grace shines amid tragedy in an Aboriginal community.

n 1803, when Hobart was set up as a
penal settlement, a group of
Aborigines hunted kangaroo at
Risdon Cove near the mouth of the
Derwent River. They were fired upon and
about 50 of them, including women and
children, were killed. Aboriginal resistance in the ensuing years was crushed.
John Harris writes in One Blood that
“many were cruelly tortured, maimed,
blinded, burnt and castrated… They were
shot for dog’s meat.” The indigenous
population in Tasmania went from about
4000 in 1803, to about 400 in 1830.
In October 1832, the first Church
Missionary Society mission station in
Australia was started in the Wellington
Valley under the Rev. William Watson and
the Rev. Johann Handt. They tended the
sick, taught school, began agriculture and
learnt the local Wiradjuri language.
Venereal disease was rife among young
Aboriginal girls sexually abused by white
settlers. One eight-year-old girl suffering
from the disease came to the mission for
treatment – she was one of four such children kept by a stockman.
By the late 1800s, in the south-east of
Australia, the depletion of warriors
through conflict and of women and girls
through venereal disease led to a loss of
ability and desire to reproduce – they lost
all hope, Harris says.

I

Pierre
Thielemans
These glimpses in the rear-view mirror,
far from comprehensive, nevertheless tell
us that the history of this country is
stained with abominations. The call of our
God has always been “let justice roll down
like waters, and
righteousness
like an ever-flowstream”
These glimpses ing
5:24).
in the rear- (Amos
There
remains
an
view mirror
historical deficit.
tell us that the The present is a
history of this product of the
country is past.
stained with
And what a
abominations. present! You only
need look at
recent headlines.
Rampant sexual
abuse of children. Violence as a way of life.
Squalor, hopelessness and alcohol.
Victims become perpetrators. I’ve seen
the cannibalised cars, crammed conditions
and carpets of VB cans – the drunks at
noon. I’ve heard the grog-fuelled fights

and the coughs of the elderly in their early
50s. You could read the papers or stroll
through places like Alice and conclude
that the picture for indigenous
Australians is entirely bleak.
But when a team of students from
Sydney Missionary and Bible College
went to central Australia with Australian
Indigenous Ministries in June-July 2007,
we saw a very different picture. In the
midst of bleakness, we saw God at work
among indigenous people – He has His
faithful ones; He has those hungry for his
word and for Him. We saw Him active in
the midst of tragedy and had the privilege
of seeing Him use us.
We spent most of our time with a graduate of the college, Andrew Hadfield,
with his wife Cindy, their children and
other AIM missionaries, Richard and Sue
Davies, in Epenarra, an indigenous community of about 250 people a few hundred kilometres north-east of Alice
Springs. We ran a program for children in
the mornings and repeated it at nights for
the adults – children came again.
We’d prayerfully considered what and
how we should teach. Our program
focused on the life of Peter – his sinfulness
making him afraid of Jesus (Lk 5:1-11);
his fear of the waves when walking on
water (Mt 14:22-33); his fear of men and
denial of Jesus (Lk 22:54-62); the relentless love of Jesus which restored him (Jn
21:1-19); and having been with Jesus, his
fearless proclamation (Acts 4:1-22) – concrete, relational stories dealing with the
issues of fear, assurance and tasks
entrusted to believers. We wrote scripts in
simple English, memorised lines, made a
puppet “who” explained and applied our
skits. We used Aboriginal iconographs to
re-tell the stories visually, taught a memory verse, sang songs, did craft and
painted a banner – all of these together
communicating the message on that banner, “Fear not. Follow Jesus”.

A

t the end of five days, the men camped
overnight with locals at a nearby
waterhole. That night in Epenarra, supposed to be our last, an argument broke
out between a 17-year-old dad and 16year-old mum. He threw something and
accidentally hit their three-month old
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daughter in the back of the head. Three of
the women on the team are nurses – they
sprang into action to keep her alive, travelling 65 kilometres over dirt in the back
of a troop carrier to an air strip with landing lights. When the flying doctor arrived,
she told them to stop the CPR. The baby
was dead.
Fear descended on the community.
Anyone involved would have payback
done on them – violence: for grandma
holding the baby; for being a relative of
someone who can’t be found; for who
knows what. Fear! And here, like the
desert wind blowing, God ministered –
through what He’d orchestrated and we’d
taught all week, encapsulated in our memory verse, “The Lord is my helper. I will
not be afraid. What can other people do to
me?” (Heb. 13:6).

T

his was no time to leave our new
friends, so we stayed on for a couple
of extra days. On the last night, they
called a meeting. We sat together in the
dust under the Milky Way – church –
more people there than any previous
meeting. Further out, we could hear carloads arriving from other communities
and wailing in the darkness. But for those
gathered together – black and white, there
were words of encouragement and challenge, prayers, songs. They started playing, He is Lord – slow country guitar, and
we got up out of the dust. As is the custom at a death, you shake hands. So we
were all mingling, shaking hands, singing
that Jesus is Lord. And the old women
were hugging us and saying, “Thank you,
brother, for coming”. One old woman
with tears in her eyes said to one of our
nurses: “You’re my Alyawarra sister.” We
were one people – one blood – gathered
under the grace and lordship of our King,
Jesus.
It’s the vision of Psalm 47 – the nations
gathered in submission to God and worshipping Him with songs of praise. It’s
Jacob’s ladder (Gen. 28) – the house of
God, destroyed and built again in three
days then relocated in living stones (1 Pet.
2:5). It’s God present with His people and
at work in a world of darkness and wailing.
At the sorry camp, the grandfather of
the dead girl took an unprecedented step
– there was to be no payback; things
would be done the Christian way.
This is none other than the work of
Jesus. The Gospel of Luke gives an
account only of what Jesus began to do
(Acts 1:1). The account of what he continued to do is found not only in the book

of Acts, but also in the pages of church
history and in our lives.
The one who does this work is the
exalted Lord Jesus. Luke’s emphasis, at
the start of Acts, on the ascension of Jesus
(1:2, 9-11, 22) leaves us in no doubt that
Jesus now works from a position of
unhindered authority.

The grandfather of the
dead girl took
an unprecedented step –
there was to be
no payback;
things would
be done the
Christian way.
Just as the Lord Jesus chose apostles
while on earth (Acts 1:2), so He chooses
apostles from on high (1:24). He sends
the Holy Spirit (2:4 & 33). He causes the
church to grow (2:47). He works in
Epenarra.
How are communities changed? How
does justice roll through our land? Yes,

there must be government initiatives in
relation to employment and grog and
more. Yes, there must be consultation
with indigenous leaders and informed lobbying. But change must also come in people’s hearts. And this only comes through
the work of the exalted Lord Jesus. But he
uses means.
Our Lord Jesus tells us, “The harvest is
plentiful, but the labourers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest” (Matt 9:37-38). He calls us to pray
for workers.
In remote areas, that means workers
who’ll get alongside, hunting for bush
tucker, reading the Bible, sharing the
gospel. Workers who’ll be there long
term, building relationships, serving and
seeing God do His work through His
word – raising up indigenous leaders and
building his church.
Where was the church in the 1800s?
Where is the church today? We carry an
historical deficit – the ground on which
we walk is red. We have the assurance that
the exalted Lord Jesus is now at work –
nothing is too hard for Him. And we have
a call from His lips – pray!
Pierre Thielemans lectures at the Sydney
ap
Missionary and Bible College.
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Out of Jerusalem
Stephen saw God’s grand horizons. We must, too.

ave you ever a heard a comment
like one of these in a church
meeting? “We couldn’t possibly
plant a church/ support a missionary/ afford a youth worker/ extend
our building/ outreach to Muslims/ minister to refugees.”
It’s the sort of statement that’s often
followed by a comment like “we’ve never
done it that way before”. Or “we must be
financially responsible”. Or “we need to
crawl before we can walk”.
We often presume to know what God
wants for His church, and that we’ve got
God figured out. And yet the message of
Acts is that God is into things that have
never been done before, God’s plans are
bigger than we could ever imagine, and
God Himself is bigger than any box we
might try to fit Him in!
Michael Green, in his book on Acts,
Thirty Years That Changed The World,
says that Acts “has so much to say to our
half-hearted
and
cold-blooded
Christianity in the Western world. It
rebukes our preoccupation with buildings
and ministerial pedigree, our syncretism
and pluralism, our lack of expectancy and
vibrant faith. As such it is a book
supremely relevant for our time’’. Amen
to that!

H

W

e see the beginning of God’s surprising plans even before Jesus’
ascension. In chapter 1 Jesus tells His disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the
promised gift of the Holy Spirit. This
would mean the keeping of Jesus’ own
promise (Luke 24:49) as well as God’s fulfillment of prophecy (Ezekiel 36:27;
Isaiah 44:3; Joel 2:28-29). The disciples
could only see such a gift as the beginning
of a new age for Israel, “Lord, are you at
this time going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?” (1:6).
Jesus rebukes them that they mustn’t
put God in boxes, and then expands their
horizons. “But you will receive power
when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of
the earth (1:8).” In other words, “Forget
Israel! For God, Israel’s just the beginning!”
Further on into Acts Peter and Paul

David
Balzer
both receive further horizon-expanding
visions that show that God’s plans are bigger than they could ever imagine. For
Peter it takes a dream of unclean animals
served up for lunch to send him to the
house of the Gentile Cornelius, resulting
in another Pentecost, as the Holy Spirit
falls even on Gentiles. He concludes
(11:17): “If God gave them the same gift
as He gave us, who believed in the Lord

Acts is full of
speeches and
sermons, to
Jew and
Gentile,
Christian and
non-Christian,
in settings
from royal
courts to
riverbanks.
Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I
could oppose God?”
For Paul’s part, he had planned his second missionary journey to be nothing
more than revisiting those churches he
had planted throughout Galatia and Asia
on his first journey (see 15:36). However
God had different ideas. Paul was kept by
the Holy Spirit from preaching the word
in Asia, and when he tried to enter
Bithynia, to the north of Asia, the Spirit of
Jesus prevented them. Instead he had a
vision of a man from Macedonia begging
for help. Paul concluded that God had
called them to preach the gospel in
Macedonia, on a new continent entirely
(16:10).
Despite the clarity of Jesus’ call, the
scope of God’s strategy, and the promise
of Spirit-power in 1:8, the disciples seem
to be slow-learners. Following Jesus’
ascension, the Spirit comes, thousands of
Jews are converted, and by 6:7 even a large
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number of priests come to faith. But the
gospel had gone no further than
Jerusalem. What would it take for the
Christians to be faithful to their commission in 1:8, and to begin seeing the world
the way God did?
The crucial turning point comes in
chapter 7, Stephen’s speech to the
Sanhedrin. It’s a chapter I suspect many of
us skip over on our way to something
more interesting.
Acts is full of speeches and sermons –
more than one third of the total number
of verses – to Jew and Gentile, Christian
and non-Christian, in settings from royal
courts to riverbanks, mostly from the lips
of the Apostles Peter and Paul, the two
pillars of the early church. However it is
Stephen’s speech that occupies more
space than any other. He is a “simple deacon” who appears in chapter 6 and disappears in chapter 7. What in this speech so
interests Luke that he devotes 52 verses to
recounting it?
Paul Barnett’s reconstruction is probably correct – Stephen represents the views
of Greek-speaking Jewish Christians, who
had grown-up outside Israel, and had a
less Jewish-focused perspective of God’s
purposes than the Hebrew/ Aramaicspeaking Christians. That the two groups
were distinct seems obvious from the
need for seven (probably Greek-speaking) deacons to look after the daily distribution of food.

S

tephen is arrested for preaching Jesus
in the Greek-speaking synagogue. He
is falsely accused of speaking against
Moses and the law, against “this place” –
i.e. the temple.
His defence seems to wander aimlessly
through the history pages of Israel, yet he
is doing something far more significant.
No one in Acts sees God’s worldwide
purposes as early or as clearly as Stephen
does. A major point is that God’s interest
and activity are not confined to within the
borders of Israel alone – He appeared to
Abram in Mesopotamia, then spoke to
him in Haran. When Joseph was sold into
slavery in Egypt, God was with him there.
God increased the numbers of His people
in Egypt, then raised up Moses. After
Moses fled to Midian, God appeared to

him at Mt Sinai, which was holy ground
though not in the land. God led His people out of Egypt and for 40 years in the
desert, where He also gave them the law.
Success in conquering the land under
Joshua came because of God’s presence
among them, represented by the movable
tabernacle. And even when Solomon built
a permanent temple, he was aware that the
Most High does not live in houses made
by men.

W

hile the tabernacle-tent was made
according to God’s plan (7:44), the
temple was “made with hands” (7:48).
This is a sharp attack on the attitude of the
Jews who had made an idol of their temple since it is the same phrase Stephen uses
to describe the golden calf (7:41). Thus
Stephen’s accusers are just like their
fathers (7:51).
Rather than a defence, his speech is
more of a counter-attack, and it so angers
the narrow-minded and place-focused
Sanhedrin that Stephen is stoned, becoming the first martyr of the Christian
church. It is the trigger to a great persecution that drove the Christians out of
Jerusalem, preaching the word wherever
they went (8:4; 11:19-21), to Judea, then

Samaria (8), then eventually to all the
Gentile world.
From Stephen’s vantage point, provided by a cultural background different
from that of many in the Jerusalem
church, he was able to perceive a potential
danger hidden from his Hebrew Christian
brothers and sisters. To the
Hellenist,
the
Christians’
Though the
remaining
in
events Acts
Jerusalem and
describes were
continuing
one-off,
God
attachment to
hasn’t
Jewish nationalischanged, and
tic institutions
such as the temneither have
ple could lead
His plans.
them into the
same errors of
attitude
and
action that had ensnared Judaism. Jesus
the Messiah had commanded a worldwide
mission (Mt 28:19; Acts 1:8) but the
young church had not obeyed. The geographical, cultural and religious provincialism of their Jewish background had
stood in the way.
The Apostles were constantly sur-

Chaplaincy Coordinator
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prised at God’s plans. And even though
the events Acts describes were one-off,
God hasn’t changed, and neither have His
plans – they’re still bigger than we could
ever imagine.
Where have we become comfortable
and place-focused? Where has our gaze
been reduced to nothing more than a
squinty-eyed myopia concentrated no
further afield than our church, our suburb, our own people group, or our country?
The recent General Assembly of
Australia heard of the re-planted
Presbyterian church in Darwin, as well
as plans for the planting of new churches
in Perth. Will we see these opportunities
to jump on board with God’s big purposes?
Let’s see our world the way God does.
He’s the God who is into things that have
never been done before!
David Balzer lectures in Acts at the
Presbyterian Theological Centre, Sydney,
and is the minister at Western Blacktown
Presbyterian Church in the western suburbs
of Sydney. Four years ago his church planted
another congregation in Glenwood, a nearby
ap
suburb.
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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
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God’s quiet invasion
Not a pretty picture, but a powerful one.

hristmas controversies have
become as seasonal as candy canes
and eggnog. Last year’s flap over
Wal-Mart forbidding its employees
to wish customers “Merry Christmas”
reveals how absurd the battles have
become.
Christian legal societies stay busy each
holiday season, holding the line. But in
focusing on the public battles, we may
miss a less visible danger in our own
ranks.
What image does the mention of
Christmas typically conjure up? For most
of us, it’s a babe lying in a manger while
Mary and Joseph, angels and assorted
beasts look on. It’s a heartwarming picture — Jesus in swaddling clothes. But
Christmas is about much more than a
child’s birth — even the Savior’s birth. It
is about the Incarnation: God Himself,
Creator of heaven and earth, the ultimate
reality, becoming flesh.
This is a staggering thought. The
Jews believed the Messiah would arrive
as a king on a stallion with a flashing
sword. But God, who delights in confounding worldly wisdom, dealt with
Satan’s cruel reign with a quiet invasion
of planet Earth. Instead of sending a
mighty army, he chose an unknown,
teenage virgin.
Thirty years after His humble birth,
Jesus increased the Jews’ befuddlement

C

Visiting
Melbourne?
Worship with us at South Yarra
Presbyterian Church
621 Punt Road
Every Sunday 10.30am & 5.30pm.
Session Clerk: Mr Jack Adlawan
Phone: (03) 9808 7391
(Less than 3 kms from CBD)

Charles
Colson
when He told His followers, “The time
has come. The kingdom of God is near.
Repent and believe the good news” (Mark
1:15).
Then He read from the book of Isaiah:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because He anointed Me to preach the
gospel to the
poor … to proclaim release to
Jesus’ the captives, and
announcement recovery of sight
of the to the blind, to
kingdom is as set free those
who are downmisunderstood
trodden.
…”
today as it Then Jesus closed
was in His the book and
time. a n n o u n c e d :
“Today
this
Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21).
In effect, the carpenter’s son had just
announced that He was the king — an
outrageous claim to the Jews, and so radical that people wanted to kill Him that
very day.
Sometimes I think Jesus’ announcement of the liberation of the Jewish people and the coming of God’s kingdom is
as misunderstood today as it was by the
Jews of His time. Christ was bringing in
the reign of God on earth; first, through
His own ministry, and then by establishing a peaceful occupying force — His
church — which would carry on God’s
redeeming work until Christ’s return in
power and glory and the kingdom’s final
triumph.
As I’ve written in my forthcoming
book, The Faith Given Once, for All,
Jesus’ announcement was the decisive
moment in the whole of human history.
Preoccupied with self and distracted by
affluence, many Christians try to confine
the gospel to a superior form of therapy;
they fail to see it as a cosmic plan of
redemption in which they, as fallen crea-
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tures, are directly involved.
But while the average Christian may
not “get” this announcement, those
locked behind bars certainly do.
Whenever I’ve preached to inmates
over the last 32 years, I’ve read Jesus’ inaugural sermon. When I quote His promise
of freedom for the prisoners, the inmates
often raise their arms and cheer. Jesus’
message means freedom and victory for
those who once had no hope. They aren’t
distracted by the encumbrance of wealth.
People in the developing world “get it”,
too. Whenever I share these words with
poor, oppressed people in foreign lands, I
see eyes brightening.
They understand that Jesus came to
proclaim a new kingdom, which is one
reason why Christianity is exploding in
the Global South. People stripped of
every material blessing and exploited by
earthly powers long for Christ’s bold new
kingdom. He turns the world upside
down.

I

t’s no wonder that those opposed to
Jesus’ rule ordered Him crucified. He
was a threat to the established order and
the champion of everyone who acknowledged their imprisonment to sin.
As I like to tell prisoners, Jesus was
“busted”, betrayed by a “snitch” and
sent to death row, utterly rejected. He
was strip-searched and then died on the
cross between two thieves, so that we
could be freed from the grip of Satan and
death.
At Christmas we should go ahead and
decorate our trees and arrange the figures
of our crèches. But we should do so in the
light of this beautiful and earth-shaking
truth: The birth of the baby in the manger
was the thrilling signal that God had
invaded planet Earth.
Christianity won’t rise or fall on
whether Wal-Mart employees can say
“Merry Christmas“. But its future does
depend, in part, on how God’s people
advance God’s kingdom, as we help establish His peaceful rule in the present historical moment, until Christ reigns in all
His glory.
Reprinted from Christianity Today.
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s Paul reflected on the work of Christ – His
incarnation, humiliation, and obedience to
death – he was able to proclaim with
absolute certainty: “Therefore God exalted
Him to the highest place and gave Him the name
that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and
under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father”
(Philippians 2:9-11). In the light of this truth, the
church is given the task of bearing the name of
Christ to the whole world so that people might come
to embrace Him as saviour before they have to face
Him as judge. The early church took this responsibility seriously, and we should no less.

A

These psalms will serve to encourage us in this task.
They will tell us of the hopeless plight of man
through the recorded experiences of Israel – their
obstinacy, their profanity, their ingratitude – that
make a saviour necessary. They will tell us of the
attributes of God – His power, His love, His mercy,
His grace – that make a saviour possible. And they
will give us some very clear prophetic details that
willl make the saviour recognisable and knowable
when He comes. These psalms, as songs of reflection and praise, were of great value to God’s people
before Jesus came, bringing them comfort and hope
in anticipation of the fulfilment of His promises;
they are of even greater value to us, strengthening
our faith and giving us greater confidence and
impetus for our urgent task of evangelism.
Bruce Christian
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Sing... praise... tell....

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

S

PSALM 105:1-22

THE POINT God’s people need constant reminders of what

He has done for them in the past, His proven track record, the
reliability of His promises, and their responsibility to tell all
this to a lost world.
THE PARTICULARS

• God’s proven greatness in history calls for 3 proper
responses: giving Him thanks and praise and rejoicing in Him;
calling on His name and relying fully on Him; telling others
about Him (1-4).
• God calls on His covenant people, His Church, never to forget all He has done for them – not just His miraculous interventions on their behalf, but His amazing declarations for all to

hear (5-7).
• God’s promises to His people are irrevocable; the physical
land of Canaan, promised to Abraham and his descendants forever, becomes but a symbol for heaven, our true eternal inheritance (8-11; cf Hebrews 11:10, 15-16, 39-40; 12:22-24; 13:14).
• God has always been faithful in the care and protection of
His little flock, His Church (cf Luke 12:32). His providence
is often harsh and confusing, but the story of Joseph (Genesis
37-50) encourages our confidence in the promise of Romans
8:28 (12-22).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Has the Church today lost confidence in the infallible truth of
the Bible, the certainty of its promises, and its power to save?

God has spoken.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 105:23-45

THE POINT The Bible records the story of how God has

made clear, specific promises to His chosen people, and then
has used His sovereign power to fulfil these promises. The
Church today can therefore be confident about its future
because of God’s infallible word.
THE PARTICULARS

• Faith is about trusting God’s promises in spite of mixed signals: Israel grew numerous (cf Gen. 15:5) – but in Egypt! (2324)
• God’s people are always aliens in the world (25; cf John 15:19).
• The experience in Egypt (Cush/Ham) fulfilled the prophecy
of Genesis 9:22-25 – as has Middle Eastern history ever since
(23).

PSALM 106:1-12

THE POINT As Psalm 105 was about God’s faithfulness,

goodness and power, its sequel is sadly about Israel’s continued
failure to respond appropriately. To start with, the relevance of
all God did to show His love for them in Egypt was completely
lost on them.
THE PARTICULARS

• God’s lovingkindness-and-tender-mercy (Hebrew “chesed”)
endures for ever; therefore He can’t be thanked or praised
enough (1-2).
• Although we try to live upright lives before God, it is still
only by His grace that we enjoy His blessing among His people
(3-5).
• The psalmist acknowledges this by identifying himself with

• How might this Psalm encourage the persecuted Church
today?

the documented sinfulness of his forebears (6). The same
humility and contrition is demonstrated by other OT saints, eg
Ezra 9:5-15.
• During the course of His ten plagues on Egypt, Israel had
ample opportunity to observe clearly and unambiguously the
power God had to perform miracles to save His people; but the
depth of the sinfulness of their hearts was demonstrated by
their failure even to notice this and therefore to trust Him at
the Red Sea (7).
• Nevertheless, God showed them mercy and still redeemed
them, which they at last acknowledged ... for the time being ...
(8-12)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you see yourself as a sinner saved by grace (1 John 1:8-10)?

...Rebellion in the desert....

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

Ingratitude in Egypt....

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

• The plagues of Egypt were a sign for all men throughout history of God’s power to fulfil His sovereign purposes on behalf
of His covenant people – a warning of what happens to any
who might dare to challenge His rightful rule (26-36; cf Rom.
9:14-24).
• God has promised an eternal inheritance to His Church, and
He will keep that promise, as He did for Israel, providing her
with all she needs to sustain and guide her along the way (3744).
• God’s overarching purpose in all this is that we might walk in
obedience to His revealed will (45; cf Eph. 2:8-10).

PSALM 106:13-33

THE POINT “But they soon forgot...” sums up the whole sad

tale of the OT; but it is the background against which we can
understand the extent of God’s mercy, power and love in sending His Son to save a people who were totally incapable of ever
saving themselves. During the forty years in the desert Israel
demonstrated every human weakness, serving to illustrate the
depth of Man’s sin. We easily recognise our own society in
this rebellious rabble.
THE PARTICULARS

• Instant satisfaction of every physical desire was a top priority;
but the outcome included “leanness of soul” (15 KJV) (14-15).
• Israel’s catalogue of sins included: envy (16-18; cf Num. 16,
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Matt. 27:18); idolatry (19-23; cf Ex. 32, Rom. 1:23); lack of
trust in God to save and provide (24-27, cf Num. 14); apostasy
(28-31; cf Num. 25); and defiance (32-33; cf Num. 20).
• Phinehas (Num. 25:7-13) anticipates Jesus who “intervenes”
not by killing us, but by dying Himself in the place of the sinner.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read Matthew 4:1-11 and reflect on the contrast between
Israel and the way Jesus approached His 40 days in the wilderness.
• Is there a pressing need today for Christians to be “salt and
light” by being content (cf Phil. 4:12) and exercising restraint?
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...Apostasy in Canaan.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 106:34-48

THE POINT God’s people had failed in Egypt and in the

desert; surely, with all that behind them, and a set of clear
guidelines for new life in the Promised Land, all would be well.
Why aren’t we surprised that they failed yet again? Because we
know our own hearts, and how much we desperately need a
Saviour if we are to be reconciled to our God who is holy.
“Save us, O LORD our God.”
THE PARTICULARS

• The instructions for life in Canaan were simple and unambiguous: get rid of the inhabitants and their religious beliefs and
practices completely. But Israel rebelled, settled down comfortably with the Canaanites, and adopted multiculturalism
(which, of course, included the LORD!) as the preferred

option. Familiar? (34-39)
• For disobedience there is inevitable judgement; but this
judgement never loses sight of the fact that the apostates do
not cease to be God’s “inheritance” just because of their
actions: the repeating sin-sorrow-salvation cycle (40-46) is the
basic theme of Judges.
• The cry “Save us” contains the word from which “Jesus”
comes. As we have seen throughout this psalm, Israel’s only
hope is in the provision of a “Saviour”; its optimistic conclusion can only look forward to Jesus. Let all the people say,
“Amen!” (47-48).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is your hope in being able to mend your ways, or in Jesus
alone?

Never beyond his reach.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 107:1-22

THE POINT This psalm begins the psalter’s final Book 5, but

its similarity with those before as well as after (cf 106:1 and
107:1), coupled with the fact that 105-107 seem to form a
“choice-chastisement-change” trilogy, minimises the significance of the division. There are 4 sections in 107 that follow the
same pattern: predicament, cry for help, rescue, thanksgiving/praise (with 6/13/19/28 and 8/15/21/31 even using identical words); but each is set in a different context, and they are
followed by a final conclusion. The point of the psalm is that
regardless of our experiences and circumstances God in his love
can always change and restore us.

THE PARTICULARS

• God’s redemptive, reconciling work, flowing from his enduring love/kindness/mercy, gives us cause to thank/praise him (13).
• There are times we feel like lost souls in a desert, but God can
settle, protect and refresh us in his presence, in his “city” (4-9).
• Sometimes we suffer bitterness, pain, rejection and bondage
as a result of our own foolish rebellion against God’s word –
but He still hears our cry and sets us free (10-16); such foolishness can even make us terminally ill – but there is healing and
joy (17-22).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Have you learnt to “cry to the Lord” in ALL your troubles?

Jesus is Lord... and LORD.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 107:23-43

• Being in a boat in a wild storm is very scary, a vivid reminder
of our smallness and vulnerability. Jesus’ disciples’ experience in
Luke 8:22-25 was traumatic; in the light of Psalm 107 there can
be only one answer to their question, “Who is this?”! (23-32)
• Scientists are divided over who is to blame for climate
change. God makes clear in His word that He completely
controls every detail of the weather (and of everything else),
and that He does this mercifully as part of His revelation of
Himself to sinful man. We will all be held accountable for
ignoring the signs (33-42).

THE POINT Our Scientific Age is overloaded with knowl-

edge, but devoid of wisdom. The wise man acknowledges that
the whole Universe, and every aspect of life, is governed completely by a sovereign, loving Creator: the LORD (43; cf
111:10). We cannot read this psalm without recognising Jesus
as this LORD – the Redeemer (1-3), the living water (9), the
giver of freedom (14), the healer and giver of life (20), the
calmer of storms (29), etc. All this is spelt out clearly in Jesus’
quotation of Isaiah 61:1-2 in Luke 4:18 (cf also Isaiah 42:1-9,
and the link between Revelation 1: 8, 17-18 and Isaiah 44:6).
Jesus knew He was Jehovah/Yahweh/LORD!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Psalm 107 points to Jesus; does verse 43 point us to John 3:16?

My heart is steadfast.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

THE PARTICULARS

PSALM 108:1-12

THE POINT This psalm is a copy-and-paste of the second half

of Psalms 57 and 60. An important lesson from the psalms,
especially those of David, is to keep on praising God before the
whole world for His love and faithfulness, even if we’re in trouble. Our natural tendency is to be downhearted and grumpy
when things are going wrong, but David encourages us to make
such times an occasion to “tell out, my soul, the greatness of
the Lord”! This then gives us a good backdrop for remembering His past goodness and for earnestly seeking His help in
prayer, knowing victory is certain.
THE PARTICULARS

• David’s steadfast heart isn’t daunted by adverse circum-

stances. All he wants to do is tell everyone about his infinitely
loving and faithful God, and he will turn up the volume of his
string ensemble! How could anyone possibly stay asleep when
God’s glory is to be proclaimed everywhere? (1-3)
• God loves His Church so much that He sent His Son to save
it (cf Romans 8:31-39); this Saviour is now at God’s right hand,
and David with the eye of faith can plead for help on this basis
(6).
• David attributes all his past victories to his God alone (7-13).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is your heart steadfast? How can you make it more steadfast?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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Justtice and vengeance.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 109:1-20

THE POINT Some of the sentiments expressed in this psalm

are a problem to followers of the One who said, “Love your
enemies” (Matthew 5:44). We know David to be “a man after
[God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14) who showed persistent
kindness to his enemy, Saul. So how can he write verses 6-20?
Is he not just as guilty before God as those he is accusing in
verses 1-5? The key is the good king’s plea for justice, not for
vengeance; and in this his language parallels that of Jesus against
those who rejected His offer of mercy (eg Matthew 22:13).
The heat of such language serves to emphasise the extent of
God’s wrath against sin, and since Jesus has already borne this
for us on the cross to satisfy God’s justice, its application is

only to any who “ignore such a great salvation” (Hebrews 2:3).
It is the language of “righteous anger” which my sinful heart
should be very wary about using!
THE PARTICULARS

• David, foreshadowing his promised Descendant, suffered
much at the hand of wicked men – by slanderous, deceitful
speech as much as by cruel, physical abuse; and like Jesus, he
responded continually with love, kindness, forgiveness and
friendship (1-5).
• For all who reject God’s mercy, His condemnation is just (620).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you find it difficult to love the sinner while hating his sin?

If God be for us....

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 109:21-31

THE POINT All that really matters in the end is our relation-

ship with God. Our enemies seem to get the upper hand, and
we are humiliated; we feel weak and broken and emotionally
exhausted, with no “fight” left in us; and our physical bodies
start to show the effect of constant battering. But this is when
we can truly lean on our God and experience His love and
mercy at a deeper level than is ever possible while things are
going well; the one thing that our foes can never take away
from us is our assurance of the truth that He is there for us,
God-with-us, Immanuel! No one can stop Him from giving
us His blessing, for “without His will [all things] can neither
move or be moved” (Heidelberg Catechism, Q.28).

PSALM 110:1-7

THE POINT In the psalms we’ve looked at so far this month

we have noticed Christ moving in the wings: now we see Him
taking centre-stage, with all the lights focussed on Him. Even
the Jews recognise this as a Messianic Psalm, and Jesus Himself
used it to prove to them His identity as God-in-human-flesh
(cf Mark 12:35-37). If Psalm 110 is Messianic, Jesus of
Nazareth claimed to be the Messiah!
THE PARTICULARS

• The one who will sit at the LORD’s right hand as the conqueror of all His enemies is clearly the promised Messiah (cf
2:1-9); it is therefore appropriate for David to recognise His
divine status by calling Him “my Lord” (1). But other
Scriptures (eg 2 Samuel 7:11b-16) indicate that he is, as Jews

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Can you endorse Paul’s comments in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10?

have always believed, a flesh-and-blood descendant of David – a
man! So how can He be both God and Man? This is the
question Jesus put to those who refused to see who He was in
spite of His many miraculous signs.
• The conquest of the Priest-King Messiah will be as absolute
as it is divine (2, 4-6); but will be gained in a human context (3,
7).
• Although Melchizedek is only mentioned twice in the OT
(here and in Genesis 14:18), the author of Hebrews takes verse
4 as a foreshadowing of Christ as the true Anointed (Messiah)
priest.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How important is it to believe that Jesus is fully God and
Man?

The beginning of wisdom.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

• We can trust our sovereign Lord to rescue us from our
attackers because His name (character/honour) is what is at
stake (21).
• Our life-testimony to a world continuing to ignore or reject
God should make it clear to them that He alone sustains us
(22-27).
• God is able to turn things “right-side up” for His people (2829).
• God “stands at the right hand of the needy one” simply
because he is needy; praise Him for the blessing of helplessness
(30-31)!

David’s son, David’s Lord?.

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

THE PARTICULARS

PSALM 111:1-10

THE POINT For those of us who believe that the Bible is

truly God’s Book, His infallible revelation to us in words and
propositions with content and meaning, it is quite obvious that
to reject Him, or even just to ignore Him, would be the
mother of all foolishness. This was exactly the conclusion the
psalmist came to (10) after reflecting on the attributes of God
he was aware of through the wonders of creation, the evidence
of history, and his own day-to-day personal experience. So ...
Praise the LORD! Hallelujah!
THE PARTICULARS

• The exalting of our God is something best done in the company of other believers; this is why the regular gathering for
worship must be the top priority in a Christian’s weekly sched1 8 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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ule (1).
• All God’s sovereign actions in history reflect His justice (2-3,
8).
• God has recorded His deeds accurately and truthfully in
Scripture – displaying His grace and compassion, His providence, and the exercise of His faithfulness and power on behalf
of His elect covenant people – in order to ensure that they are
not forgotten (4-8).
• God’s unsurpassed act – the one that proves His fear-inducing holiness – was the provision of eternal redemption for Man
(9).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How does the whole thrust of verse 9 point us only to
Christ?
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Two ways to live.

DAY 13

cations of the previous one are in terms of practical daily living.
Because “all His precepts are trustworthy” and “the fear of the
LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (111:7, 10), the man
whose life is founded on these facts will be a quantum leap
away from the man who denies or ignores them. A Christian
who is born again of the Spirit of God is not just “better” than
the unregenerate man; he is a completely different entity. This
is what “new birth” means.

“ungodly” man; one fears the LORD and loves His word, the
other doesn’t .
• We should not be surprised to see godliness resulting in family blessing and lasting material/financial prosperity ... (2-3, 5-6,
9)
• ... but even when trouble comes (as it certainly did in the case
of Job!) the Lord will enable him to remain steadfast in spite of
his hardship, and in the end he will come out victorious (4, 78). If we need any reassurance about this we need only look at
Jesus!
• Scripture knows of no consolation prize for the ungodly (10).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• “Blessed is the man” (1) directs us back to Psalm 1 which
spells out clearly the contrast between the “godly” and the

• Does godliness shine more clearly from prosperity or suffering?

THE PASSAGE

PSALM 112:1-10

THE POINT This psalm follows through with what the impli-

Who is like the LORD our God?.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 113:1-9

THE POINT Since Jesus moved to centre stage in the

Messianic Psalm 110, it has been impossible to ignore Him.
Psalms 113-118 were used in connection with annual Passover
celebrations, so for us their true focus is on “Christ our
Passover lamb” (1 Corinthians 5:7). “There was more relevance in these psalms to the Exodus – the greater Exodus –
than could be guessed in OT times.” (Kidner).
THE PARTICULARS

• The domain in which the LORD is to be praised has no
boundaries – neither in time (“both now and for evermore”)
nor in space (“from the rising of the sun to the place where it
sets”) (1-3).
• Graham Kendrick’s Christmas hymn, “What kind of great-

ness can this be, that chose to be made small” (Source, 567),
captures the meaning of this psalm: God’s greatness and
majesty being shown most strikingly, not in His rule over the
nations, but in His willingness to “stoop down” to save helpless
sinners ... (4-6)
• ... A wonderful example of this was His miracle through
Hannah (cf 1 Samuel 2:8), as through Sarah, to bring blessing
to the whole world. The barrenness of these two women
extends ultimately to the virginity of another humble, insignificant Jewish girl who became the mother of the world’s Saviour
(7-9, cf Luke 1:46-47).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Would/Could Man have ever “invented” this concept of
God?

You are God’s temple.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 114:1-8

to Christ with the Passover as a backdrop.

THE POINT In the OT, after the Exodus, the focus of wor-

THE PARTICULARS

ship for God’s people, His Church, was a physical structure –
the Tabernacle or Tent from Moses to David, and then the
Temple in Jerusalem (while ever it was standing) from Solomon
onward. But even with this emphasis there was a feeling of
inappropriateness about confining God to a building (cf 1
Kings 8:27), sensing that God was always among His people.
Jesus confirmed this thought as a reality (eg John 4:21-24), as
did Paul (1 Corinthians 6:19), and God when He finally
destroyed the building for ever in 70 AD. So we’re not too
surprised to find in the psalms a reference to Judah/Israel as
His “sanctuary/dominion”. Again, Scripture points us forward

• God’s rescue Plan from Egypt was not isolated or arbitrary; it
had a particular focus on a particular people, His people (1-2).
• Two major obstacles between Egypt and Canaan, the Red Sea
and the Jordan River, were nothing before the sovereign God ...
(3, 5)
• ... even rock-solid Mount Sinai became bouncy before Him
(4, 6), and the desert was made to provide water for the travellers (8).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Can Israel’s God be trusted to still care for His Church
today?

Worlds of difference.

DAY 16
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 115:1-18

THE POINT God has made us and placed us in a time-space

Universe which He has created to display His glory. The
planet He has given us to look after and provide all our daily
needs is unique in this Universe (and the further we look the
truer we find this to be!). Our greatest act of rebellion is to
live as if this Universe, what we can know through our physical
senses, is all there is, and then to fashion “gods” in our own
material image, objects we can interact with through these
senses, and ignore the one true God who is there and real but
not part of our time-space world. The big advantage of this is
that we can be in charge and keep all the honour and glory for
ourselves instead of giving it to Him to whom it rightfully
belongs. Psalm 115 addresses this problem.

THE PARTICULARS

• Apart from anything else, the LORD’s love/mercy/kindness
and faithfulness to His people earn Him alone ALL the glory
(1).
• God is Spirit, but real and capable of 2-way communication
with us; man’s “gods” are visible and tangible but dead and useless (2-8).
• In spite of man’s ridicule because we can’t “prove” the existence of the One who means everything to us (2), this has no
effect on the reality, joy and blessing of our relationship with
Him (9-18).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read 16ff. What are Man’s 2 main responsibilities in this
life?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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Be still, my soul....

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 116:1-11

THE POINT This psalm is a very personal response to God’s

saving grace.
THE PARTICULARS

• This heartfelt cry is not theological reflection, but comes
from a very real experience of answered prayer in desperate
straits. It is similar to Jonah 2, and since Jesus applied the
“sign of Jonah” to Himself (Matthew 12:39-40), anticipates His
suffering (1-4).
• These words are a deeply moving expression of docile, childlike trust in God that we all long to experience in testing times
(5-7).
• The secret to a satisfying, godly life is not in being kept from
the trials of a broken world, but in knowing the peace of God

in the midst of the storm (cf Philippians 4:6-7); not in seeking
selfish advantage from the ways of the world, but in seeing
God’s saving grace as giving further opportunity to walk before
Him (8-9).
• It is because of unshakable faith that God is real and His
word reliable that we can accept all the adversity He sends our
way as part of His sovereign will; sad as it is, it does not surprise us that the natural man will deny, even resist, this truth
(10-11). These verses fly in the face of “prosperity theology”
that tries to tell us that hardship/illness/“failure” are due to lack
of faith!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you need to stop struggling and to simply rest in God’s
love?

Thanksgiving.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

PSALMS 116:12-19; 117:1-2

THE POINT (I need to tag 117 on the end of 116 because of

space, but it’s not out of place there! Because of Messiah,
what applies to Israel first eventually extends to all nations – cf
Romans 1:16, 2:10.).
THE PARTICULARS

• We can offer nothing of our own to the Lord to repay Him
for all He has done (cf Luke 17:10); all we can do is acknowledge with gratitude the fact of His unmerited saving grace. We
do this at the Lord’s Supper (as Israel did at Passover), and by a
daily life that always looks to Him and obeys His word. We
obey because we are His people, not so as to become His people (12-14).
• Knowing that our sins are forgiven, that we are released from

PSALM 118:1-18

THE POINT Most of us can identify with this psalm. The
opposition can be physical or spiritual, expressed by hurtful
words and attitudes. But thanks be to God who gives us the
victory (cf 1 Corinthians 15:57).
THE PARTICULARS

• That our good God’s love/mercy/kindness “endures forever”
is to be on everyone’s lips, regardless of state or station (1-4).
• The pressures of daily life in a godless society bring challenges to our faith and piety; what we need to remember is that
we can never be outnumbered or outwitted with God on our
side (5-7).
• Tempting as it often is to seek security in human resources

• In what specific ways are you expressing your thanks to
God?

that are more visible and at hand, in the end they will always fail
us; our only reliable security is in the God we cannot see (8-9).
• The song of verses 10-14 could have been sung many times in
the history of God’s people – verse 14 is imported from the
Red Sea song of Exodus 15. But it also contains the sentiments David expressed to Goliath on behalf of Israel (cf 1
Samuel 17:45).
• The LORD reigns, so victory is always assured; but not without much chastening and learning to be done along the way
(15-18)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Take an honest inventory of where your securities are placed
at present. What can you do to come more into line with 8-9?

Hosanna, loud hosanna!.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

...the Lord is on your side.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

the bondage of sin (cf John 8:34), makes death something to
look forward to rather than fear. God longs more to have us
safely “home” than we usually do to be there (15-16).
Matheson sums up 16 well: “Make me a captive, Lord, and then
I shall be free.”
• Again, expressions of praise and thanksgiving should be public, regular and disciplined (17-19; cf comment on 111:1, Day
12).
• The LORD is to be praised internationally for His faithfulness and love; His salvation extends to all people (117; cf
Romans 15:11).

PSALM 118:19-29

THE POINT Any inkling in the first half of this psalm that its

ultimate reference is to Christ is now confirmed. It is impossible to avoid relating the symbolism of the “rejected cornerstone” to how Jesus was treated by the Jews; or the application
of the “Hosanna” chorus to the events of Palm Sunday that led
to the culmination of Salvation History at His crucifixion and
resurrection.
THE PARTICULARS

• The whole idea in verses 19-21 of salvation being obtained by
someone entering the “gates of righteousness” responds to the
Genesis 3:22-24 account of our being cast out of God’s presence because of sin; and it clearly foreshadows Jesus’ unambiguous proclamation, “I am the (only) gate/way” (cf John
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10:7-10; 14:6).
• The NT leaves no doubt that verses 22-23 foreshadow
Christ: Jesus applied them directly to Himself (Mark 12:1011), and this was taken up by Peter (Acts 4:11, 1 Peter 2:7). The
reference in verse 24 to this event being a very special “day of
the LORD”, a day for great rejoicing, points therefore to the
resurrection, a point implied by Peter in Acts 4:10. Let us
rejoice and be glad!
• “Hosanna” is Hebrew for “save us” (25); Jesus is the “light”
of the world; the children waved the “boughs” (27) – the Lord
is good!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How could those who knew the Scriptures have been so
blind?

N

E

W

S

Church anniversaries

Across
Australia
Giant teen camp

Iministry
n the year that the interdenominational
of the Boys’ Brigade celebrates
125 years of pioneering international voluntary Christian youth camping and leadership training, close to 400 teenage boys
and volunteer leaders from all over
Australia, the Cook Islands, Singapore and
the UK converged from 3 to 12 January at
the Phillip Island Adventure Resort for
their 16th Pan-Australia camp.
Among the expected activities of body
boarding, go-karting and posing on the
winner’s podium of the grand prix track,
the campers spent one night in Melbourne
to see the sights, tour the MCG and take
part in a worship and thought-provoking
time in a city park.
NSW Moderator David Seaman was
among the chaplaincy team that used the
theme of “being agents of God’s
Kingdom” to encourage campers to be
reflections of God’s character and mission
in all the places, situations and among the
people that God has placed them in.

S122nd
t John’s, Annerley (Qld), celebrated its
anniversary on 4 November. The
service was well attended with an ethnically diverse congregation and a number
of visitors. The day was one of mixed
blessings as Michael and Miranda
Nakhla were farewelled. They had
worked in the congregation for several
years while attending Queensland
Theological College in Brisbane.
Gayndah Presbyterian Church (Qld)
held its 47th anniversary on 27 and 28
October with quite a good turnout of
people from the community and visitors
who had been involved with the church in
the past. Saturday night started with a
rousing hymn session which included
hymns, songs and choruses both old and
new. Lively Sunday worship was followed
by a full lunch in the hall with some highlights of the history of the church showing on a large screen.

Visiting speakers

D

r Bill Edgar, lecturer in cultural apologetics at Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philadelphia, will be the
keynote speaker at Fire on the Mountain
conference in Queensland from 1 to 3
August.

r Kent Hughes and his author wife
Barbara will visit the Queensland
Theological College in Brisbane next
month, speaking on parenting as well as
preaching. Dr Hughes served as a senior
pastor of College Church in Wheaton,
Illinois, for 27 years, retiring in 2006. He
continues to be involved in training pastors in biblical exposition and preaching.
He is author of more than 25 books
including Disciplines of a Godly Man and
16 commentaries in the Preaching the
Word Series. His wife Barbara is author
of Disciplines of a Godly Woman and they
co-wrote Common Sense Parenting.

Lecturer moves

Goswell visits Perth

Star speaker

D

D
r Leigh Trevaskis has recently joined The Rev. Dr Greg Goswell, acting printhe faculty of Queensland Theological cipal of the Presbyterian Theological
College, Brisbane, from the Sydney
Missionary and Bible College where he
taught Old Testament and Hebrew.

‘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

College in Melbourne and Old
Testament lecturer, visited Perth from 7 to
10 December to present a series of education sessions for ministers, elders and
interested congregation members, sponsored by the Theological Education
Committee. His lectures drew more people than the organisers expected, including people from other denominations.
Dr Goswell spoke at Trinity
Theological College (The Lost Books of
the Bible) and Scots Church in
Fremantle (Use of the Old Testament in
the Westminster Confession of Faith, Fathers
and Sons in Samuel and Preaching on the
Minor Prophets) as well as preaching at

Living Hope and Bicton and addressing a
lunchtime gathering at Bicton on The
Cursing Psalms. The substance of Dr
Goswell’s lecture on the use of the Old
Testament in the Westminster Confession
has just been published in the Reformed
Theological Review (66:3 Dec 2007). The
Reformed Theological Review is available
from PO Box 635, Doncaster, Victoria
3108 for an annual subscription of
$21.

New manse

Tmanse
he old Peppermint Grove (WA)
was placed on the market at the
start of February. It is being sold to fund
the refurbishment of the existing church
hall and a new manse next door. It should
take about a year to do all the restoration
and construction work. The Rev. Keith
Morris and his wife Anne have moved to
2 Capri Place, Safety Bay, WA 6169 (08
9592 6964) until the new manse is available. Prayer is requested for the on-going
completion of the biggest building project
in the congregation’s history since the
opening of the church in 1910.

Leederville’s new look

M

uch work has been done around the
Henderson Memorial Church in
Leederville (WA) in recent months under
the able supervision of the Rev. Steve
Young and the willing participation of
members of the congregations who meet
there. The church manse and hall have
been completely repainted, with new floor
coverings also being laid in both. Air conditioning has been installed in the church
and hall. The first stage of the maintenance of the pointing of the brick work
has been completed. The 10:30 am congregation attracts about 20 people with
about 30 attending at 1pm. The year
began very joyfully with the marriage of a
young couple from the church, which saw
the building filled to capacity.

Mission to Charleville

A

team of people from St David’s
Presbyterian Church in North
Toowoomba (Qld) embarked on their
first ever mission trip, a 620-kilometre
journey west to Charleville. The focus of
the mission was to encourage the congregation of Charleville Presbyterian
Church and to assist with a children’s
holiday club outreach program. On
Sunday the team took part in the morning
service, followed by a barbecue lunch. For
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the rest of the week, the primary objective
was to engage children from Charleville
and surrounding areas with the message
of the gospel within the context of a holiday club program, which was organised by
local Presbyterian Inland Mission padre
Andrew Purcell and his wife Kerri. The
theme, enjoyed by 54 children over the
week, was a jungle adventure run by
Sydney ministry Quiz Worx.

Second chaplain

F(Qld)
airholme College in Toowoomba
has recently inducted an assistant
chaplain, Marlei Klapper. “That a school
of 850 students should have two full-time
chaplains is strong evidence of the commitment of the board of directors that
Fairholme should be a truly Christian
school,” said Fairholme principal Stan
Klan. The induction service was carried
out by the Rev. Roland Lowther, moderator of the Downs Presbytery and minister of Dalby Presbyterian Church, where
Marlei grew up.

Mitchelton plant flourishes

A

bunch of eager families, a small schoolroom and an orange have combined in a
vibrant new church in north Brisbane at
Eaton Hills. Just 10 months ago, a group
of families said goodbye to Mitchelton
Presbyterian Church and began Eatons
Hill Presbyterian Church. Mitchelton
had been bursting at the seams for some
time and it was known that a cluster of
church families resided in the Eatons Hill
area. So, after much prayer and lengthy
discussions, the green light was given to
start the church plant in February 2007.
The orange features in the church’s advertising as “a fresh church”, which has
helped lift the congregation to about 30
families. About half the congregation are
children.

Caloundra – Qld
Self contained 2 BR Units.

Ocean views, BBQ & heated pool,
close to shops and beaches.
Contact Marianne/Martin
07 5491 7155

or email info@seafarerchase.net
Web www.seafarerchase.net
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Around
the World
WORLD

Torrance dies, 94

TTorrance,
he Very Rev Prof Thomas F.
Moderator of the General
Assembly of Scotland in 1976, passed
away on 2 December 2007. He was 94.
The son of Christian missionaries,
Professor Torrance was born in China in
1913. He served as professor of Christian
Dogmatics at New College, Edinburgh
University, for 27 years until his retirement in 1979.
Professor Torrance, author of a great
many books, was elected moderator of
the General Assembly in 1976 – a role in
which his son, Iain, followed in 2003.
Commenting on the news, the Rt Rev
Sheilagh Kesting, the present moderator,
said: “I was saddened to hear of Professor
Torrance’s death. He has been a worldrenowned theologian and was a leading
thinker on the relation between theology
and science and I was privileged to have
him as one of my professors when I was
training. The world has lost a distinguished theologian and his family a
devoted father.”

‘Buy less’ credit card

Tencouraging
he Methodist Church in Britain is
people to buy less and live
more this Lent, with their new alternative
Buy Less: Live More credit card.
The card cannot be used to make purchases, but is designed to be placed in a
wallet in front of other credit and debit
cards to remind people to think twice
before they spend.
Buy Less: Live More aims to challenge
people to curb their spending and shrink
their carbon footprint.
The Rev Michaela Youngson,
Methodist Secretary for Pastoral Care
and Spirituality, said, “When we take
time to think about the things we buy and
why we buy them, it can help us to reconsider our priorities.”
Christian Today

Scots reject boycott

T

he Church of Scotland has rejected
calls to boycott The Golden Compass
movie and instead published a leaflet to
mark the film’s release.
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The church is going against the tide of
Christian opposition to the movie,
released in Australia on Boxing Day. The
Golden Compass is the film adaptation of
the first book in British author Philip
Pullman’s His Dark Materials fantasy trilogy, which attacks God and especially the
Catholic church.
The Catholic League called for a boycott, saying the film promoted atheism.
But the Church of Scotland’s Mission &
Discipleship Council says, however, that
the film “provides a golden opportunity
to stimulate discussion on a wide range of
moral and spiritual issues”.

First anti-smack conviction

N

ew Zealand family lobby group Family
First NZ is calling for changes to the
country’s controversial anti-smacking law
after a father was convicted of assault for
smacking his eight-year-old on the bottom.
The Masterton father, 33, the first to be
sentenced under the new law, received
nine months’ supervision in the
Masterton District Court last last year.
He had admitted losing his temper, grabbing his son by the shoulder, holding him
on his knee and hitting him with an open
hand.
Family First national director Bob
McCoskrie said: “Here we have a young
family, an expectant mother, a father
attempting to do his very best, and a law
which treats him as a criminal rather
than a system that offers the support,
encouragement and resources they may
need.”
Assist

Lourdes saves purgatory: Pope

P

ope Benedict XVI is offering relief
from purgatory to Roman Catholics who
travel to Lourdes over the next year, the
Vatican has said.
Pilgrims to the shrine in south-west
France will receive “plenary indulgences”
from the Pontiff, which the church says
reduce the time spent being “washed” of
sin after death. The indulgences will be
available until 8 December.
The Church teaches that people who
do not go directly to heaven must spend
time in purgatory, where they can be purified of residual sin. This year the shrine
celebrates the 150th anniversary of when
the Madonna was said to have appeared to
a peasant girl in 1858.
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Muslims to visit Vatican

Kirk on climate

Ttenced
hree Islamic extremists have been sen- A landmark meeting between Catholic The Church of Scotland has appointed
to 19, 14 and 10 years in prison officials and Muslim scholars that aims to a climate change project officer to help
respectively for beheading three Christian
teenage girls and shooting two others
non-fatally in 2005. Rahman Kalahe,
given 19 years, was also found guilty of
involvement in a 31 December 2005 bomb
attack on a market in Palu that killed at
least eight people. Another man, Abdul
Muis, was also convicted for this crime
and likewise received a sentence of 19
years. The two men were also convicted of
murdering the Rev. Irianto Kongkoli and
two high school students in 2006.

SU launches WorldLive

Snewcripture
Union has launched a creative
experience in using the Bible. The
WordLive website went live on New
Year’s Day and provides online users with
free audio Bible passages, video clips, worship songs and prayer activities, as well as
a daily Bible reading and explanatory
notes.
Scripture Union, which specialises in
printed Bible reading guides, has developed its first digital Bible experience to
make engagement with God’s word easier
and more accessible to more people.
Chief Executive Keith Civval called
WordLive SU’s most significant development for a generation.
Christian Today

Imams halt missionaries

Ahasfghanistan
President Hamid Karzai
been told by the country’s Islamic
council to stop foreign aid groups from
converting locals to Christianity. The
influential council of Islamic clergy and
scholars also called for the reintroduction
of public executions, which have not
taken place since the fall of the Taliban in
2001.
“The council is concerned about the
activities of some ... missionary and atheistic organs and considers such acts
against Islamic sharia (law), the constitution, and political stability,” the council
said in its statement.
Missionary work in Afghanistan came
under fire in 2007 when a group of 23
South Korean missionaries were kidnapped and held hostage by the Taliban,
who accused them of converting Muslim
Afghans to Christianity. They were later
released, but not before two of the group
were murdered.
Christian Today

spur dialogue between Christianity and
Islam is planned to take place in Rome
soon, a senior Vatican official said.
The top Vatican official in charge of
relations with Islam, Cardinal Jean-Louis
Tauran, said he expected an advance
group of three Muslim representatives in
February or March to lay the groundwork
for the meeting.
Some 138 Muslim scholars wrote to
Pope Benedict and other Christian leaders
in October, saying “the very survival of
the world itself ” might depend on dialogue.
Christian Today

Catholics can’t say Allah

The Malaysian government has clarified that a Catholic newspaper must abide
by a previous directive prohibiting it from
using the word “Allah”. But in the weekly
Herald’s January 6 issue, it continued to
use the word since the renewal of its publishing permit did not come with any
restrictions. The government previously
had threatened the Herald with closure if
it used the word. The chairman of the
Christian Federation of Malaysia,
Bishop Dr Paul Tan Chee Ing, expressed
“disappointment and regret” over the
government decision. Father Lawrence
Andrew, editor of the Herald, said the
publisher will press ahead with its lawsuit
against the government over its right to
use the word “Allah”.
Compass Direct

Williams condemns US

T

he head of the Anglican Communion,
the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr
Rowan Williams, has criticised US foreign policy saying that the country has
lost the moral high ground since the 9/11
terrorist attacks in 2001.
“We have only one hegemonic power
at the moment. It is not accumulating territory, it is trying to accumulate influence
and control. That’s not working,” the
archbishop said during an interview with
Muslim lifestyle magazine Emel.
Asked if he believed the USA had lost
the moral high ground since 9/11, he
responded, “Yes”. He compared the US
military campaign in Iraq with the actions
of the British Empire, which poured
“energy and resources” into its colonies.
Christian Today

expand and develop the Kirk’s contribution to the climate change movement in
Scotland.
The decision follows the debate on climate change at the General Assembly in
May 2007, during which members
accepted the church paper “Energy for a
Changing Climate” and its call to make
the lifestyle changes necessary to reduce
energy use and consumption of the
Earth’s resources.
Christian Today

On the
Agenda
Prepare for persecution

Twhilehe persecution
founder of Gospel for Asia says
is increasing worldwide
for Christians, he believes it will soon
impact believers in America — and K.P.
Yohannan says they need to get ready for
it.
Persecution against Christians is
increasing worldwide, especially in countries such as India, where attacks on
churches and Christians by Hindu
extremists have increased dramatically. In
fact, when missionaries graduate from
Gospel for Asia Bible colleges, they are
told to expect persecution — and perhaps
even death — for spreading the gospel.
According to GFA founder K.P.
Yohannan, Christians in those countries
expect such treatment and are prepared
when the tough times come. But he
believes Christians in America will soon
be faced with persecution as well — and
he is fearful that many are not ready.
“The great falling-away from faith
could be worst here in [America] because
people are absolutely not prepared to face
suffering or persecution — because we
cannot imagine a gospel with the cross
and the suffering in it,” says Yohannan.
“Yet the Bible teaches very strongly about
it. So as the word of God says: He who
has ears, let him hear.”
The ministry leader is convinced that
prosperity has caused many Christians in
America to focus on material possessions
instead of surrendering all to Christ. The
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result, he says, is that American
Christians have become “very naïve” in
thinking that real persecution will never
come their way.
“These are warning signs,” he exclaims.
“God is telling us [that] we need to prepare our lives. And preachers going
around saying that revival is coming, and
everything is okay, and all these things? I
think that people are [being] set up for
huge disaster and denying their faith when
they face problems.”
It is estimated that more than 16,000
Christians are martyred worldwide each
year for their faith.
American Family News Network

UN must protect converts
By Elizabeth Kendal

TRapporteur
he
United
Nations
Special
on contemporary forms of
racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, Doudou
Diene, has presented a report to the UN
Human Rights Council on the manifestations of defamation of religions and in
particular on the serious implications of
Islamophobia on the enjoyment of all
rights.
Doudou Diene’s report should be
studied by all religious liberty advocates
and everyone else interested in free
speech. Diene postulates that “defamation” of Islam generates dangerous
Islamophobia, which leads to the repression of Muslim rights and in turn drives
Muslims to extremism. This forms the
foundation for his recommendation that
our international human rights covenants
be reinterpreted and amended.
I would propose that the very heart of
the issue is not “defamation” of Islam or
“baseless” Islamophobia, but the fact that
the dictators of Islam are now as ever consumed with and driven by “apostaphobia”! Many Muslim countries apply the
death penalty to apostates – Muslims who
convert away from Islam.
Indeed the new openness brought to
the world through globalisation and
developments in information and communication technologies is causing the
power stakeholders and religious dictators
of the non-free world to be seriously
gripped by apostaphobia: a well-founded
fear of loss of adherents, which is manifested primarily as uncompromising
repression and denial of fundamental liberties, by violent and subversive means.
The UNHRC must add “apostaphobia” to its vocabulary. Further to that, the
UNHRC must confront apostaphobia by
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upholding the international human rights
covenants that protect the fundamental,
universal right of individuals to religious
liberty, not seek to reinterpret and amend
those covenants to protect religions and
apostaphobic religious dictators from the
threat posed to them by religious liberty.
World Evangelical Alliance

Scots use their loaf

‘T

hink Bible, think two thousand years
of history, think Mediterranean…think
loaves and fishes!” says Wendy Barrie as
she takes on a new project in an unusual
conjunction with The Scottish Bible
Society.
“Healthy eating and the life-giving and
social properties of food all come into the
mix. When I was approached I was
intrigued by the idea of using the Bible as
a starting point for an educational food
demonstration for all ages.”
Scottish food expert and writer Barrie
has been working with the charity focusing on the world of the Bible and food.
The outcome of this collaboration is A
Good Book Cook Book, containing new
recipes for a buffet meal and a dinner
party and offering a thoroughly modern
and practical look at the food that is often
central to many Bible stories. The photographic illustrations show all of the
recipes in full colour.
Food and the business of preparing and
eating it together have always been important in every culture. In the Old and New
Testaments of the Bible food is written
about often and in many different contexts.
The first miracle that Jesus is said to
have performed was during a meal at a
wedding party. The last supper that He
took with His disciples is one of the main
episodes of the gospel stories.
After His resurrection Jesus shared
meals with His followers in lots of different places. Throughout the Bible, the
importance of sharing meals and of hospitality is emphasised.
“I’ve had great fun researching in the
Good Book and coming up with recipes
and links that will inform and intrigue different adult groups as well as fitting in
with the school curriculum,” says Barrie.
“There’s a very lively world in the word.”
Barrie spends a lot of her time working
throughout Scotland, meeting Scottish
cooks and restaurateurs and promoting
good, healthy, local food.
“Just as with the Bible, the stories and
messages around food have been in the
public domain forever. All of the time I’m
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looking for a new angle, for a different
way of bringing old favourites to people’s
attention.
“There’s no lack of interest and it is
easy to argue that my subject matter is life
giving, yet we all occasionally have a jaded
palate.
“What we serve up has to reflect the
love and care that has gone into the preparation. We need always to consider that
food is not an end in itself. It can be something so much more and that’s what I
want to try to put across in this latest project.”
Christian Today

Blasphemy and the beast
By Maria Mackay

E

ngland’s Evangelical Alliance has
voiced support for a British Government
consultation on proposals to abolish
blasphemy laws. The Government
rejected the proposals from Opposition
MP Evan Harris on the grounds that it
wanted time to consult with the Church
of England first.
The Evangelical Alliance warned that
abolishing the blasphemy laws may erode
the special place of the sacred in society.
“When Parliament prioritises the
abolition of legislation it is not a neutral
act. It sends out a signal to society about
what values it considers to be important.
In this case the message suggests that
there is no longer a place for respect for
the sacred in society,” said Dr Don
Horrocks, head of public affairs at the
Evangelical Alliance.
“Even though it is widely accepted that
the blasphemy laws are unlikely ever to be
used again, their abolition should not
consequently send out a signal that
gratuitous abuse and offence are therefore
now acceptable.”
Dr Horrocks also urged the
Government to extend the consultation
beyond the Church of England to include
other faith groups.
“We should be clear that we are not
talking about restriction of free speech,
the right to critique, caricature or parody
religion. Nor does God need legal
protection,” he said.
As MPs debated the blasphemy law,
Labor MP John Austin, who has
repeatedly tabled motions to remove the
Anglican church’s special status in
England, put down his latest motion,
listed in the House of Commons as 666 –
the Number of the Beast (Rev. 13:8)!
Christian Today

C H R I S T I A N
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A to-be list
Steps to a fresh start with God.

hen I turned 50, I had a complete physical check-up.
Doctors poked, prodded, Xrayed, and even cut open parts
of my body to assess and repair the damage I had done. At the same time, I scheduled a spiritual check-up, too. I went on a
silent retreat led by a wise spiritual director.
In those days of solitude, I pondered
what I needed to change to keep my soul
in shape. The more I listened, the longer
grew the list. Here is a mere sampling, a
portion of a spiritual action plan for my
next 50 years.
Question your doubts as much as your
faith. By personality, or perhaps as a reaction to a fundamentalist past, I brood on
doubts and experience faith in occasional
flashes. Isn’t it about time for me to
reverse the pattern?
Do not attempt this journey alone. Like
many Protestants, I easily assume the
posture of one person alone with God, a
stance that more and more I see as
unbiblical. The Old Testament tells the
story of the people of God; Jesus’ parables unveil the kingdom; the epistles
went primarily to communities of faith.
We have little guidance on how to live as
a follower alone because God never
intended it.
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llow the good — natural beauty, your
health, encouraging words — to penetrate as deeply as the bad. Why does it take
about 17 encouraging letters from readers
to overcome the effect of one that is caustic and critical? If I awoke every morning,

Philip
Yancey
and fell asleep each night, bathed in a
sense of gratitude and not self-doubt, the
in-between hours would doubtless take
on a different cast.
For your own sake, simplify. Eliminate
whatever distracts you from God. Toss catalogs, junk mail, and book club notices in
the trash. If I
ever get the
nerve, my television
set
Why does it
should probatake about 17
bly land there as
encouraging
well.
letters from
Find what
Eric
Liddell
readers to
found: someovercome the
thing that allows
effect of one
you to feel God’s
that is caustic
pleasure. When
and critical?
the sprinter’s
sister worried
that his participation in the Olympics might derail his
missionary career, Eric responded, “God
made me fast. And when I run, I feel His
pleasure.” What makes me feel God’s
pleasure? I must identify it, and then run.
Always “err,” as God does, on the side of
freedom, mercy, and compassion. I continue to marvel at the humility of a sovereign God who descends to live inside us,
his flawed creatures. “Quench not the

Spirit,” Paul says in one place, and in
another “grieve not the holy Spirit of
God”. In so many words, the God of all
power asks us not to hurt Him. Do I
show that same humble, non-coercive
attitude toward people of whom I disapprove?
Don’t be ashamed. “I am not ashamed
of the gospel,” Paul told the Romans.
Why do I speak in generalities when
strangers ask me what I do for a living and
then try to pin down what kind of books
I write? Why do I mention the secular
schools I attended before the Christian
ones?
Remember, those Christians who peeve
you so much — God chose them too. For
some reason, I find it much easier to show
grace and acceptance toward immoral
unbelievers than toward uptight, judgmental Christians. Which, of course,
turns me into a different kind of uptight,
judgmental Christian.
Forgive, daily, those who caused the
wounds that keep you from wholeness.
Increasingly, I find God uses our
wounds in His service. By harbouring
blame for those who caused them, I slow
the act of redemption that can bring
healing.
My spiritual checkup offers one clear
advantage over my physical checkup. No
matter what I do my body will continue
to deteriorate, but, spiritually I can look
forward to growth and renewed vigor as
long as I listen and then act on what I hear
God saying.
Reprinted from Christianity Today.
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A common faith?
A recent invitation to dialogue by Muslims is largely Islamic evangelism.

omething quite unusual has happened in the past year on the world
stage regarding religion. Muslims
have said to Christians, “come now,
let us reason together for the sake of peace
between us”.
In late 2006 Pope Benedict XVI sent
the Islamic world into one of its periodic
tantrums when during a speech at the
University of Regensburg, Germany, he
quoted from a 14th century Byzantine
emperor, Manuel II Paleologus who had
said to a Muslim scholar, “show me just
what Mohammed brought that was new,
and there you will find things only evil
and inhuman, such as his command to
spread by the sword the faith he
preached”.
This speech drew a sharp response
from a group of 38 Muslim scholars in
early 2007 in the form of an open letter in
which they sought to correct some of the
Pope’s views concerning Islam, but also
hinting at the possibility of finding some
common ground on the subject of love of
God and neighbour.
This was then followed up by a
remarkable open letter, entitled A
Common Word between Us and You
(hereafter A Common Word), signed by
138 Muslim religious and political leaders
and sent at the end of Ramadan 2007 to
the Pope, 20 Orthodox patriarchs and
leaders of all the main Protestant groupings.

S

T

he Muslim signatories were drawn
from a broad range of Muslim constituencies, a wide geographic spread and
include a number of women. According
to those knowledgeable, while some of
the signatories are known for their moderation and peaceful intentions, others are
Wahhabists, Deobandists and members of
the Muslim brotherhood.
Noting that together Muslims and
Christians make up more than half the
world’s population, A Common Word
begins by stating that “the future of the
world depends on peace between Muslims
and Christians”. The letter then draws
attention to what is said to be held in
common between Christians and
Muslims – the unity of God and the
necessity of love for Him and neighbour,

David
Palmer
all of which is supported by quotations
drawn from the Koran and the Bible.
These three matters are said to serve as the
basis for their invitation to Christians “to
come together with us on the basis of
what is common to us”.
In an interview Dr Nayed, the Muslim
spokesman said, “the dialogue, or rather,
set of dialogues, we hope A Common
Word will initiate are multifaceted, multilayered, multidisciplinary, and multilateral. It is more a
set or matrix of
polyphonic disThe first way courses that are
to understand united through
the letter is to their exclusive
accept it as a focus: Loving
worship of the
genuine One God, and
straightforward love of our
call to neighbours. The
dialogue. matrix includes
theological, spiritual, scriptural,
juridical,
and
ethical discourses. It is to be conducted in
cooperation with a broad range of partners from all active Christian churches
and denominations including the
Catholic, Protestant (both traditional and
evangelical), and the Orthodox communities.”
The open letter received, with few
exceptions, a generally favourable, even
ecstatic response from the media, politicians, individuals and many church
groups, mainly Protestant.
These
responses may be viewed at:
http://www.acommonword.com/.
The main Protestant response took the
form of full page advertisement in the
New York Times entitled “Loving God
and Neighbour Together”, and signed by
300 prominent Christians, liberals and
evangelicals alike including Bill Hybels,
Rick Warren, Timothy George and John
Stott.
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This particular response can only be
described as enthusiastic, heaping lavish
praise upon the Muslim signatories.
The Vatican’s response has been to
invite representatives of the 138 Muslim
scholars to a meeting with the Pope but is
otherwise subdued, noting as a fact that
differences between Christians and
Muslims cannot be “ignored or downplayed”. It is noteworthy that A Common
Word failed to take up the challenge of
Benedict XVI’s Regensburg address when
on that occasion he said, “we Christians
feel in solidarity with all those who, precisely on the basis of their religious convictions as Muslims, work to oppose violence and for the synergy between faith and
reason, between religion and freedom” (italics added).

T

here are at least two ways to read A
Common Word, and these ways may
in part be determined by differences
among the Muslim signatories, but also in
who may be the intended audience, for
not only are Christian leaders and the
Western media in view but there is a
Muslim audience as well.
The first way to understand the letter is
to accept it as a genuine straightforward
call to dialogue for the purposes of easing
tension and removing misunderstandings
on the basis of shared convictions concerning God, love of God and love of
neighbour.
This appears to be the way the 300
church leaders in “Loving God and
Neighbour Together” have chosen to
read A Common Word. They begin by
saying how “deeply encouraged and challenged”, they were “by the recent historic
letter”.
The church leaders go on to say, “what
is so extraordinary about A Common
Word Between Us and You is not that its
signatories recognise the critical character
of the present moment in relations
between Muslims and Christians. It is
rather a deep insight and courage with
which they have identified the common
ground between the Muslim and
Christian religious communities. What is
common between us lies not in something marginal nor in something merely
important to each. It lies, rather, in some-

thing absolutely central to both: love of
God and love of neighbour”.
Their response includes a biblically
sound exposition of the Christian understanding of love of God and neighbour
and a commitment “to meet together and
begin the earnest work of determining
how God would have us fulfil the requirement that we love God and one another. It
is with humility and hope that we receive
your generous letter, and we commit ourselves to labour together in heart,
soul, mind and strength for the objectives
you so appropriately propose.”

A

particularly helpful aspect of the
Christians’ response, contra the
Muslims’ letter, is to make clear the priority of God’s love over our response of love
toward Him.
However, what is incredibly foolish in
“Loving God and Neighbour Together” is
that it opens with an apology to Muslims
and a request for the forgiveness of “the
All-Merciful One and of the Muslim
community around the world … for the
past (e.g. in the Crusades) and in the present (e.g. in excesses of the ‘war on terror’)”. This is particularly unfortunate
given statements within A Common Word
implying Christians to be at fault in wars
involving Christians and Muslims.
If the letter of the Muslim leaders is a
genuine straightforward call to dialogue
and it certainly carries with it no apologies for 13 centuries of jihad against
Christians, then a responding expression
of apology and request for forgiveness
by the Christians, while it may be “a
Christian thing” to do, speaks more of a
grovelling dhimmi than of an equal conversation partner. Certainly, expressions
of apology are appropriate to historic
Christian Muslim relations but such
apologies should follow rather than precede dialogue and in any case must be
mutually made. Additionally, Christian
leaders are in no position to apologise
for the war on terror, that being a matter
for Western states rather than the
church.
The second way to understand A
Common Word is to see it as a straightforward call to infidels to make submission
to “God – He alone”, as A Common Word
expresses the matter.
This will almost certainly be the way
that many Muslims will read the letter
given the Koranic texts quoted and
explained in A Common Word concerning
the unity of God.
Before explaining this, something else
needs to be said.

From the Islamic texts in general, we
know that the themes of loving God and
neighbour are not prominent in Islam.
There is simply nothing comparable to
the parable of the Good Samaritan. If
God’s love is central to the New
Testament, then submission to Allah to
central to Islamic texts.
Somewhat speculatively, the Barnabas
Fund in their analysis have suggested that
A Common Word may be read as the
proposition that if Christians will accept
Islam’s concept of the unity of God (and
thus deny the Trinity and deity of Christ),
Muslims will accept the Christian values
of love for God and neighbour as central
to Islam.
Well, what can be said of texts cited in

The letter is
an invitation
to the church’s
leaders to
become
Muslims, and
will be read
as such by
Muslims
generally.

A Common Word concerning God?
The first thing that must be said is that
the section dealing with the love of God in
Islam is dominated by the theme of God’s
unity. Not only so, but through the quotation of four specific Koranic texts, A
Common Word represents a clear unambiguous rejection of the Christian doctrines of the Trinity and the two-fold
nature of Christ as God and man.
The texts read as follows, using MAS
Abdel Haleem’s recent OUP translation
(emphasis added).
“Say, He is God the One, God the eternal. He fathered no one nor was He
fathered. No one is comparable to Him”
(K112:1-4, note that “He fathered no
one” is omitted in A Common Word)
“Say, ‘People of the Book, let us arrive
at a statement that is common to us all: we
worship God alone, we ascribe no partner
to Him, and none of us takes others
besides God as lords.’ If they turn away,
say, ‘Witness our devotion to Him.’”
(K3:64)
“Even so, there are some who choose to
worship others besides God as rivals to
Him, loving them with the love due to
God…” (K2:165)

“Say, my prayers and sacrifice, my life
and death are all for God, Lord of all the
Worlds; He has no partner.” (K6:162, 163)
So, while the invitation to “a common
word between us and you” is couched in
expansive and generous terms, it clearly
places the Islamic doctrine of God front
and centre as the basis for agreement
between Muslims and Christians.
Indeed, in turning to the Bible for
Christianity’s doctrine of God, the one
and only text that the letter quotes is
Jesus’ repetition of Deuteronomy 6:4,5
found in Mark 12:28f: “Hear O Israel, the
Lord our God, the Lord is One!”
No attempt is made to even acknowledge the rich terrain of the biblical, and
therefore Christian understanding of the
one God.
So while A Common Word is presented
as a bold new approach in interfaith dialogue, it can also be read as a classic example of Islamic mission (da’wa) – in this
case addressed to the topmost echelons of
the world wide Church of Jesus Christ!
In other words, the letter from the 138
Muslim scholars and leaders, whether
moderate or extremist, is an invitation to
the church’s leaders to become Muslims,
and will be read as such by Muslims generally. No one should be in any doubt on
this point, least of all those proposing to
meet with these scholars. In particular, the
lack of response of the Orthodox
Patriarchs to A Common Word rather
underscores this understanding of the
Muslims’ letter.

S

o, should church leaders heed this call
to dialogue and what might they hope
for? Having noted the underlying call to
submission, it is still good that Christian
leaders should with open eyes accept the
letter at face value, as a genuine call to dialogue with a view at the very least of
reducing tensions between Christians and
Muslims. This certainly is owed to those
moderate Muslims who have signed A
Common Word, and who are unlikely to
press the call for submission.
Second, Christian leaders for their
part, out of loyalty to Christ and His
Church and in response to their own
creedal formularies, must make clear their
own adherence to the far richer revelation
of the triune God given through Scripture
and in the person of our Lord Jesus
Christ. To do otherwise would be a
betrayal. The failure of the Christian signatories to “Loving God and Neighbour
Together” to answer the Muslim challenge
on the doctrine of God must not be
repeated. In fact to answer the challenge
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will be to test Muslim commitment to
dialogue.
Muslims need to hear this uncompromised truth about the one true God from
the very pinnacle of church leadership.
Da’wa needs to be answered by Christian
apologetic and evangelism!
If dialogue is to take place, then what
should be the goal of such dialogue?
Christian leaders should limit their goals
for which they should be seeking public
commitments from the Muslim leaders,
such commitments preferably backed by
the issuing of authoritative fatwas, that is,
legal determinations made by the appropriate Muslim scholars.
These goals should be:
• the right of both Muslims and
Christians anywhere to worship freely and
to proselytise, even the right to proselytise persons of each other’s faith.
• the right of non-Muslim minorities
together with their religious institutions
to share fully in an unhindered way, in the
life of their respective nations, without
fear of persecution – in practice this must
mean the dismantling of the status of a
dhimmi as a second class citizen in
Islamic society. With estimates of
Christians facing persecution by Muslims
running as high as 1 in 10, significant,
lasting movement on this issue is an
imperative for Muslim credibility among
Christians.
• the right of persons to change their religion without fear of interference, persecution, or death at the hands of the State
or other persons, including family members.
Muslims living in the West already
enjoy these three rights, and so the issue is
one of reciprocity.

T

here are two additional goals for
which commitments backed by fatwas should be sought.
The first is that there need to be positive steps taken by Muslim leadership in
all Islamic traditions and at all levels to

Visiting
Ballarat?
Worship with us at Ebenezer
Presbyterian Church.
Every Sunday 10.30 am.
214 Armstrong Street South.
Rev. Dr John Woodward
Phone: (03) 5334 2909

A M

proscribe terrorist activities targeting non
Muslims and secular Muslims. The second is for Muslims to acknowledge the
religious neutrality of the state in the West
and therefore the primacy of state law in
Western nations over sharia.
Quite apart from the issue of getting
some uniformity of agreement from
internally disparate groupings of Muslims
and Christians, itself a major issue, the
difficulties at the Muslim Christian divide
are considerable.
In the first place agreeing on what the
unity of God
means is impossible and should
not be even
Getting attempted, even
Muslims to for
those
move on issues Christians who
such as might wish to
that
dhimmis and affirm
Muslims
and
apostates will
Christians worbe extraordi- ship the same
narily difficult. God.
The second
difficulty concerns
the
Muslim understanding of terms used in A
Common Word, terms which would be
understood differently by Christians. For
example, the meaning of “freedom of religion” for a Muslim means freedom to
practice Islam. As previously noted, the
term “unity of God” constitutes a rejection of the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity. Also problematic is the Islamic
use of “devotion” as a synonym for
“love”.
The immutability of the Islamic sacred
texts represents a third difficulty. These
texts contain many alarming things for
Christians and persons of other faiths.
Aside from Islamic teaching, the history
of Muslim-Christian relations clearly tell
us that Islam has never been at peace with
Christianity. For Muslims to accept coexistence with Christians, knowing their
doctrine of God, would be an astonishing
development.
Getting Muslims to move on issues
such as the status of dhimmis in Islamic
society and the treatment of apostates
(Muslim converts to Christianity) will be
extraordinarily difficult.
A fourth difficulty concerns the
Islamic doctrine of taqiyya.
Whereas for Christians, lying is considered a sin, the use of taqiyya in Islamic
jurisprudence and theology, as a precautionary deception and keeping one’s convictions secret from unbelievers is
regarded as a virtue and a religious duty.
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And unbelievers is precisely how Muslims
consider the Pope and other Christian
leaders.
A major problem that will frustrate the
Muslims concerns the issue of what it is
that the Muslims are seeking and this
issue is allied to the implied fallacy in A
Common Word that Christian leaders can
speak for Western nations. This is an
understandable misunderstanding for
Muslims as Islam is as much a political
ideology as a religion in a way that
Christianity is not, the Crusades notwithstanding.
This coalescence of religion and political ideology in Islam helps explain why
true freedom of religion remains so foreign to it. By issuing this challenge to
Christianity, Islam in fact challenges itself
to recognise the religious neutrality of the
state and therefore religious freedom for
all its citizens regardless of their particular
religious beliefs.

S

o, what are the Muslims seeking? One
answer has already been suggested –
the conversion of church leaders, beginning with the Pope. This can be no more
than a fond hope, even for the most conservative Muslim.
Arguably, the main objective for the
Muslim political leaders signing A
Common Word must be to gain the assistance of church leaders in bringing the
war on terror, or in Muslim eyes, the war
on Islam to a speedy end. In this they
will be disappointed. The disappointment will not be with the words and
actions of church leaders who with few
exceptions will willingly comply, but
rather with the discovery that the church
leaders’ voice will count for so little in
determining the course of the war on terror.
So, should Christians enter wholeheartedly into dialogue with Muslims on
the basis of A Common Word? Certainly,
but not at the cost of failing to declare the
crown rights of Christ our King, the only
begotten Son of God! Anything that can
reduce tension in the world, anything that
opens up cordial lines of communication
between Muslims and Christians, anything that assists our persecuted brethren,
anything that opens up opportunities for
evangelism amongst Muslim peoples,
anything that declares the love of God for
all people and demonstrates love of neighbour and even enemy must be embraced.
The love of Christ compels us to nothing
less!
David Palmer is convener of the Victorian
ap
Church and Nation Committee.
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No, as the Church has held for centuries, worship of God is something-inparticular, for it surely cannot be nothing!
Neville Taylor,
Sunnybank Hills, Qld

Letters

An immodest example

and roll hedonist, immodest dress, collecting the offering in hot pants is a great
contradiction. I often apologise for the
behaviour of the immodest Western
Christian to the Muslim.
Neil Cadman,
Norman Park, Qld

Worship: everything and nothing

Thank you for your article on the most
Iwhowasleftonetheof September
many commissioners important things that influenced
General
Muslims for Christ (AP, November). We
Assembly of Australia in Sydney, before it
ended,
to
catch
pre-booked
return flights. The Overture on
the Worship-is-all-of-life issue still had
not been dealt with, but it was an evenhanded statement of an actual divisive situation which required GAA decision, by a suggested panel of respected
theologians from our Presbyterian colleges. I had expected that the proposal
(to achieve a resolution, for good order
and harmony) would be welcomed by all.
It was disappointing and frustrating to
learn how the matter had been removed
from the agenda, unresolved. How could
that be in the best interests of the Lord’s
people? This matter appears to arise
from a failure to distinguish between the
all-of-life commitment/service of the
Christian (Rom. 12 etc) and the various
acts of worship in Scripture (Gen. 22, Ex.
24, Mat. 4, Acts 10, Phil. 3 etc). This latter
worship for the Christian is covered by
WCF Ch. 21.
If worship is all-of-life, it is everything
in general. If it is everything in general, it
is nothing in particular. If it is nothing in
particular, it is nothing.

need to be vitally concerned about our
witness to these people. I am myself. I
know that they are receptive. I remember
one woman’s ear-to-ear smile when I said
“Jesus”, in reply to her question as to what
the tract I was giving her was about.
It is good to know that the gospel
speaks powerfully to them. I always try to
have a copy of John and Romans with me
to give to them. To hear that they find it
compelling reading leaves me with no
excuse not to give thousands more if the
Lord enables me. To know that they like
to hear of the Good Shepherd, His love
and the Sermon on the Mount is also
good for I like speaking upon those passages. I’ll speak more of them.
It is good to know that many are
impressed by the modest, loving lifestyle
of missionaries among them who have no
gap between their moral profession
and practice. But in Australia a great gap
exists. Christian Australians have rejected
the Christian lifestyle. They are
“Christian hedonists”. Those who profess
Christ should read the moral code in
Leviticus, the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew and judge themselves. The rock

Visiting
Western
Qeensland?

??
:

Worship with us at the

maranoa
presbyterian church
roma, opposite police station

:

Worship Service

Sunday 9am
Contact: Rev. Walter jones
at miles on (07) 4654 3100
Free temporary accommodation is
available for visiting ministers or lay
preachers of the reformed tradition in
return for preaching arrangements

AUSTRALIAN BANNER OF TRUTH
CONFERENCE 2008
For Ministers, Christian Workers & Wives
February 26 to February 29 2008
Venue:

The Collaroy Centre, Homestead Avenue, Collaroy, Sydney.

Speakers: ANGUS FISHER – Nowra Baptist Church, NSW
JAMES FREW – Magill Free Church, Adelaide SA
PETER HASTIE – Ashfield Presbyterian Church, NSW
IAN HAMILTON – Cambridge Presbyterian Church, UK
IAN O’HARAE – Stanmore Baptist Church, NSW
TOM RADFORD – St Helen’s Park, NSW

Enquiries: Contact Mrs Robyn Phillips: ajp162@bigpond.net.au (02) 9522 9152 after 6pm
Postal Address: PO Box 29, Sylvania Southgate NSW2224.
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NSW – 6 parishes and 2 home mission
stations totaling 13 congregations
with about 685 c&a and 185 yf. Lance
Jackson clerk.
Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Abbotsford-Five Dock parish (one
congregation) Sydney with about 65
c&a, 12 yf and 6 e.
Balwyn Korean parish Melbourne
with about 100 c&a, 30 yf and 4 e;
Sun-Won Kim.
Students and all staff at the
Presbyterian Theological Centre,
Burwood, Sydney – John Davies principal.
Dennis and Glenys Tranter and family
mission partners (APWM) workers
from Frankston, Vic. on leave this
year from their ministry with
Australian Indigenous Ministries
(after 10 years) and Presbyterian
Inland Mission at Borroloola NT;
based at Raymond Terrace, NSW and
working on putting scripture passages
into Borroloola-style English.
Epping parish northern Sydney with
about 530 c&a, 90 yf and 29 e and
supporting a number of missionaries;
Matthew and Fiona Oates.
Wodonga district parish Vic. including
Rutherglen with about 35 c&a, 6 yf
and 1e; Neil and Jenny McDonald.
Pray for the moderator Paul Seiler and
filling of the vacancy in Manly-Lota
home mission station (one congregation) SE Brisbane with about 60 c&a,
65 yf and 6 e; Des Gallagher supplying.
Trinity Church, Camberwell,
Melbourne with about 235 c&a, 110
yf and 17 e; Philip and Lavena Mercer.
Julie Lawrence mission partners
(APWM) worker from Epping,
Sydney in Peru with SIM
International involved in teaching
English.
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FEBRUARY 2008
21 Presbytery of Penola SA –3 parishes
totalling 10 congregations with about
450 c&a (communicants and adherents) and 85 yf (younger folk –
Sunday School and youth). Brian
Johnson clerk.
22 Middle Clarence parish far northern
NSW composing South Grafton.
Cowper and Ulmarra with about 195
c&a and 10 yf, and 5 e (elders);
Stephen and Hanli Jonker.
23 Mr Robin Watson mission partners
(APWM) worker from South
Toowoomba in Burkina Faso, West
Africa with SIM International
involved in Fulani translation and literacy.
24 Burwood parish Sydney with about 65
c&a, 15 yf and 1 e; and Burwood
Chinese parish with about 385 c&a,
120 yf and 6 e; Dennis and Dorcas
Law, Eugene and Pauline Hor, Joe and
Verena Lin, and Amy Leong.
25 Cherie mission partners (APWM)
worker from Bicton WA in Central
Asia with Interserve involved in work
in the office and with street kids.
26 Kyogle parish far northern NSW with
about 52 c&a, and 10 yf; Phil and
Karen Wiedemann.
27 Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Morwell parish eastern Vic. with about
105 c&a, 10 yf and 11 e.
28 Wollondilly parish (Tahmoor) south
of Sydney with about 70 c&a, 35 yf
and 5 e; Robert and Christine
Coleman .
29 Dal and Corrine mission partners
(APWM) workers from Woonona
NSW in South East Asia with
Overseas Missionary Fellowship
returning there with their second child
recently born.

MARCH 2008
1 Presbytery of Darling Downs Qld: 7
parishes and 11 home mission stations
totaling 35 congregations with about
1775 c&a and 645 yf, 1 school chaplain, 2 theological candidates, and 3
retired ministers. Graeme McKay
clerk.
2 Wattle Range SA parish comprising
Penola, Millicent, Rendelsham,
Dergholm Vic. and Kalangadoo) with
about 160 c&a, 5 yf and 14 e; Alan
and Laleen Clarkson.
3 Nambour-Eumundi parish north of
Brisbane comprising 2 congregation
with about 65 c&a, 1 yf and 3 e; John
and Lyn Tucker.
4 Westlakes (Warnervale) home mission
station NSW Central Coast with
about 65 c&a and 3 e. Esa and Kerryn
Hukkinen.
5 Joseph mission partners (APWM)
worker from Victoria involved in confidential ministry.
6 Church and Nation committees
preparing and publishing material on
public and moral questions –
Convener Stefan Slucki GAA & SA,
Peter Greiner NSW, Les Percy Qld,
Rod Waterhouse Tas., David Palmer
Vic.
7 Shepparton-Stanhope-Kyabram parish
Vic. comprising 3 congregations with
about 80 c&a, 15 yf and 8 e; Kyung
Rae and Sarah Ee.
8 All staff of church offices Chalmers
St, Sydney, Collins St, Melbourne and
Fortitude Valley, Brisbane.
9 Templestowe home mission station
northern Melbourne with about 50
c&a, 30 yf and 1 e; Adrian and Sue
Kebbe.
10 Pray for the moderator, preachers and
filling of the vacancy in Bombala
home mission station southern NSW
with about 190 c&a, 10 yf and 5e.
11 Presbytery of New England northern
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Books
The Hand of God

Frederick S. Leahy
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2006.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

F

rederick Leahy from the Reformed
Presbyterian Church of Ireland died
in January 2006, soon after this manuscript had been handed over to the publishers. In all his writings, Professor
Leahy demonstrates a sure and light
touch in dealing with deep issues. He was
obviously one who could both think and
preach. In this work of a little over 200
pages he deals with the hand that creates,
governs, provides, redeems, keeps,
guides, chastens, blesses, enables, and
judges.
Each topic is deftly handled, with
good references and illustrations to help
the reader, and also the preacher. The
writer is not afraid to venture his opinion.
For example, he writes that “To speak of
forgiving oneself is like dropping the
anchor inside the ship instead of on the
bed of the ocean.” It is refreshing to read
a work that comes from clear thinking
and a warm heart.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Thomas Moore
of Liverpool

Peter G. Bolt
Camperdown: Bolt Publishing Services, 2007
Reviewed by Gregory Goswell

T

his is the story of the man behind the
name, Moore College, in Sydney. The
basic content was prepared and presented
as lectures and sermons given during the
celebration of the 150th anniversary of the
college in 2006. Peter Bolt’s labour of love
has rescued from obscurity the facts of a
man who did much for the cause of God,
both in his lifetime and after his death
through a generous legacy.
The college’s benefactor left nothing
for his nephew, for when he was dying,
Moore was asked if he would have something for his relatives but he replied: “No,
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God gave it all to me, and I shall give it all
back to him!” Moore did so in the form of
a benefaction toward a college to educate
young men of Protestant persuasion in
the principles of Christian knowledge.
The portrait of Thomas Moore is now
in storage at Moore college. Three reasons
are usually cited for the refusal to hang the
portrait: its large size, it is not well executed, and it is a gloomy full-length portrait. The portrait was done on the urging
of Bishop Broughton, that it might hang
in the college in memory of its founder. I
trust that the day will rapidly arrive when
the portrait is put on permanent public
display as a fitting tribute.
The origin of the book as a series of
lectures during the sesquicentenary of the
college shows itself in some repetition of
material, but this is no way detracts from
the inherent interest of the subject.
(Available from Bolt Publishing
Services, PO Box 147 Camperdown NSW
1450, $44.)
Gregory Goswell lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne.

Raising Children
God’s Way

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones
Banneer of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 2007
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell

T

his short book contains sermons
preached by Dr Lloyd-Jones as part
of a long series of expositions of the book
of Ephesians. In five hard-hitting sermons
Lloyd-Jones masterfully teaches from
Ephesians 6:1-4. The Trust is to be commended for publishing a manageable portion of the large volume of sermons on
Ephesians so that many can have a taste,
perhaps for the first time, of Dr LloydJones’s teaching.
This is not a how to book of raising
children in the modern counseling sense
but the messages are clear and, like all
Lloyd-Jones sermons, incisive. There is
compelling teaching, among other issues,
on discipline, parental responsibility for
the emotional and spiritual raising of children, dealing with the unconverted parent
for the converted child and the opposite
situation which arises in families. His
comments on parents sending their children to boarding school must have caused
consternation in the ranks of some who
heard him!

One has to remember these sermons
were preached around 1960 and yet Lloyd
Jones has scathing comments on society
as it was then in Britain. Maybe some
readers of this review have rose coloured
glasses about the good old days! If so, this
book will be good medicine. The sermons
are still relevant. The teaching is so biblically based and so grounded in common
sense living that the modern reader will
gain much.
Dr Lloyd-Jones is concerned for the
way parents are given little help in basic
communication skills and guidance principles. Many parents struggle with having
had little good example themselves in
their own growing up years. We are all apt
to err on the side of one extreme or
another. Here is teaching on this vital subject of raising our children that will help
us live more in the balance of scriptural
teaching.
Mignon Goswell is manager of PTC Media
at the Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne and mother of four children.

The Treasure Principle
Randy Alcorn
Multnomah, 2001
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

W

hat a refreshing book this is, bearing
as it does the sub-title “unlocking
the secret of joyful giving”. Alcorn basically challenges the Christian to view
money and possessions in the light of
eternity and the multitude of gospel
opportunities all around us. However it is
rather uncomfortable to read, for it shows
that our spiritual state is revealed when so
often many of us we are “rich towards
ourselves, rather than toward God” (see
Luke 12:20).
Alcorn calls us to fresh repentance and
new faith by heeding again the teaching of
Jesus in Matthew 6:19-21 – and on the
basis of this putting in to practice the
Treasure principle. The Treasure Principle
is one of a number of books appearing on
the question of Christian stewardship. As
a very wealthy Christian in a world that
stands in such need of the gospel, I really
needed to read this book. Perhaps you do
as well, dear friend. What a liberating message it brings!
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Fremantle
Presbyterian Church, WA.
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A living word
The challenge of Wilberforce: memorise Scripture.

rekking for nine hours a day in
the Himalayas leaves one with a
bit of time to think, in between
admiring the scenery, watching
one’s step, and trying to breathe. On our
recent expedition, I took with me a selection of the writings of William
Wilberforce. A cheerful and joyful man,
with a splendid singing voice, Wilberforce
spent most of his working days as a
politician. He sat in the British House of
Commons from 1780 until he retired in
1825, and is best known for his role in the
abolition of the slave trade.
What is less known and hardly appreciated today is the motivation behind his
life in the world of politics. The received
wisdom in many circles is that religious
faith renders one biased and unscientific,
and so disqualifies one from the public
arena. To Wilberforce, however, “the best
preparation for being a good politician…
is to be a truly religious man”. He
sought, in his own words, “to act from a
pure principle and leave the event to
God”. Such an approach to life does not
come wrapped with the old school tie.
Wilberforce would preserve the early
morning for prayer and Bible study, and
as a result his writings are studded with
references to biblical verses. He came to
know all of Psalm 119 off by heart, as well
as most of Paul’s epistles. Yet he also
lamented: “I fear that I have not studied
the Scriptures enough!”
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ilberforce’s example was a challenge
to me to contemplate how much
Scripture I had actually memorised.
While watching out for loose rocks and
deep ravines in Nepal, I tried to call to
mind all of John’s Gospel. There were, I
am pleased to say, whole sections which I
could recite off by heart. There were
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Peter
Barnes
other parts that descended into paraphrase, and yet other parts where I was
stumped. I then tried the same exercise
on the book of Galatians – a book which
I had much studied in recent times. Alas,
the result was better, but not dramatically
so. Wilberforce
could recite most
Grandma can of Paul’s letters; I
recite poetry struggled to get
she learnt at the gist of one.
This is supschool while
posed to be the
the grand- information genchildren can eration. It is cergoogle-search tainly the generaany poem tion that looks
they like. down on learning
by rote. This
often translates
into generational differences: Grandma
can recite poetry she learnt at school
while the grandchildren can google-search
any poem they like. But the word of God
is not dismissive of the use of memory.
The Psalmist declares: “I have stored up
your word in my heart, that I might not
sin against you” (Psalm 119:11). There is
nothing unthinking about this. In the
fifth century B.C., Ezra and the Levites
read the Law of God clearly to the people
in the square before the Water Gate in
Jerusalem, and gave the sense, so that the
people understood the reading (Neh.
8:8).
One of the best examples of the way
God can use Scripture memorisation
can be seen in the life of John Newton.
Newton’s mother died of tuberculosis
in 1732, two weeks before John’s seventh birthday, but she had taught John
from the Bible and from Isaac Watts’
songs. Sixteen years later, on 10 March
1748 (in the Julian calendar, which
became 21 March when the Gregorian
calendar was adopted in 1752) Newton
was on board the Greyhound when it
was caught in a storm that was so terri-
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fying that he was lashed shirtless to the
helm.
For 16 years he had lived a dissolute,
rebellious and hardened lifestyle. He had
composed bawdy ballads, made up blasphemous oaths, and had even taken to
worshipping the moon. On one occasion
he nearly lost his life while retrieving his
hat while intoxicated after a drinking contest. Faced with death, however, he
recalled the words of Scripture; the seeds
sown by his godly mother bore fruit. The
words of Proverbs 1:24-31 (“Because I
have called and you refused to listen… I
also will laugh at your calamity”) flooded
into Newton’s mind, and he was convicted that they applied to him.
This conviction of sin led finally to
the assurance of amazing grace in Jesus
Christ. Later Newton was to testify of
his mother’s role in this work of God:
“She stored my memory, which was then
very retentive, with many valuable
pieces, chapters, and portions of
Scripture, catechism, hymns and poems.”
Humanly speaking, without Newton’s
having the Scripture stored, albeit much
neglected and almost forgotten, in his
mind, the Holy Spirit would have had far
less to work with when the day of grace
came.

W

hen Jesus was tempted three times
by the devil in the desert, He replied
on each occasion with a quotation from
the book of Deuteronomy (see Mt. 4:111 and Deut. 8:3; 6:16; 6:13). I may have
carried a book on Wilberforce through
the mountains of Nepal but it is scarcely
believable that our Lord carried a concordance with Him into a Middle Eastern
desert. Jesus obviously knew the
Scriptures off by heart, and used them to
ward off Satan.
This is rather easier to write about
than it is to practise, but for the word of
Christ to dwell within us richly (Col.
3:16), there is clearly a need for it to dwell
within us first. My project is to try to
learn John’s Gospel off by heart. How
about you?
Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
ap
Presbyterian Church, Sydney.

