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editorial
ome of the most memorable insights into modern culture that I have experienced have taken place in museums. Only recently I visited the Jewish Holocaust
Museum in Washington DC. The museum, which is
one of the most powerful presentations of Jewish suffering
that I have seen, serves as a reminder of our capacity as human
beings to harm one another. Staring at the thousands of shoes
of victims who were murdered in Auschwitz and being confronted by bales of human hair shorn from the dead in Nazi
concentration camps was a grim reminder of how easy it is to
exploit fellow human beings.
Earlier, I had another epiphany about the way contemporary culture is shaping our views on human nature. Several
years ago I visited Sydney’s Australian Museum to see the
exhibition on the evolution of man. Next to a wax model of
a human mother and her baby was a similar model of a female
chimpanzee with her baby. The labelling was tendentious. It
told viewers that humans were simply a more developed form
of primate descended from the chimpanzee. Then, in the next
exhibit, onlookers were informed that chimpanzees were
renowned for their promiscuity and violence. The seemingly
inescapable conclusion was that instinctive sex and violent
behaviour are part of a primate’s genetic make-up. The logic
seemed irresistible.
However, what appeared to be a harmless exhibition in a
natural museum had a darker side. The subliminal message
was that human beings are meant to find their identity within
the animal world. There was no sense that persons are unique
and sacred because they bear God’s image; while they were
seen as sophisticated primates, they remained animals
nonetheless.
This reversal in the significance we attach to human beings
is a modern phenomenon. Until recently people have been
regarded as unique and non-expendable. Traditional western
values have regarded human life as something to be cherished.
However now we have entered an era in which Christianity
has been displaced by secularism and the sanctity of human
life is under serious threat. What we are witnessing is a transformation of western cultural values which is leading to the
devaluation of human life, and the main flash-point is the
realm of bioethics.
Peter Hastie ap
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Brave new world?
Embryo research is the new holocaust, genocide behind closed doors.
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University.
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through questions relating to euthanasia.
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So, what are bioethicists attempting
to do?

Peter Hastie
the Westminster Confession of Faith. He
is married to Joan, and has two married
adult children and three grandchildren.

Douglas, what is bioethics?
Bioethics is the study of ethics in the
light of the new biotechnologies that have
arisen in the second part of the 20th century. As a discipline, it focuses on human
life and human beings. Since we believe
that human beings have ultimate value and
intrinsic dignity, the manipulation of
human life, for example, raises immediate
ethical questions about human worth and
dignity. Bioethicists are concerned about
the rights and wrongs of manipulating
human life at any stage, whether at the
beginning of life, where many of these
technologies are concentrated, or in the
middle of life, through genetic engineering, or even perhaps at the end of life,
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Bioethicists are professionals whose
role is to look into the legitimacy of new
technologies, therapies and techniques
that arise in relation to modern medicine,
and to express an expert opinion, usually
to ethical committees or medical professionals, who have the responsibility and
the know-how to manage these technologies.

Do they have any special claim to
expertise?
They are professionals in their own
right. They have now displaced philosophers and theologians, who figured more
in the early days of biomedicine.
Bioethicists receive special training in
ethics as well as in how to relate to hospital committees and other medical professionals who have the responsibility for
forming public policies. So, they learn to
serve a number of groups of people who
have a stake in bioethics.

Do they tend to have a better understanding of ethical issues than theologians or philosophers?
I am not convinced that they do. There
is widespread opinion that for all the
bioethical input that is available today,
there seems to be a dangerous imbalance
between the crucial sorts of decisions that
are being made and the kind of serious
debate that is required to address the
underlying issues. The overall impression
that observers are developing is that
bioethicists tend to accede to the requests
of scientists or those with vested interests
in biotechnology.

Are there many Christians involved
in the field of bioethics?
That very much depends on what
country you are taking about. Certainly
the United States has a lot of Christians
engaged in biomedicine. The Americans
are the ones who have mounted the most
serious and worthwhile challenges to
some of the things that are going on or
being proposed. Some centres in America
specialise in bioethics and publish some
excellent information for the general
Christian public.

Who are they?

The vested interests are easily identified by following the money trail. They
are almost always associated with funding
because the main stake holders in biotechnologies today are large and powerful
bodies like governments, pharmaceutical
companies and multinational organisations. A lot of these bodies give generous
grants to research and so they carry enormous influence. It can be very difficult for
an individual to stand up to these vested
interests and parties. There is a lot of lobbying that goes on in the world of
biotechnologies that involves huge quantities of money. What drives most of it is
the dollar and profit margins. This goes a
long way to explaining why governments
have such a vital interest in the area. It certainly explains a lot of the intense interest
from researchers and pharmaceutical
companies. In a sense, they are all people
who support one another.

My own personal favourite is the
Centre for Bioethics and Human Dignity
in Deerfield, Illinois. It has a website:
www.cbhd.org The centre provides quite
outstanding and thoroughly up-to-date
resources for
people all over
the world. It
Bioethics offers
gives a Christian
an opportunity
view point on
for the
the latest develChristian
opments
and
churches to
technologies and
speak a word
also provides a
for God the
global coverage
of the most
Creator.
recent events in
biomedicine. In
a country like Australia the Christian
community tends to be more on the back
foot. Christians in Australia are a minority, and we have tended to concentrate our
efforts on more in-house interests like
evangelism and worship and have been
less concerned about the interface
between the church and secular culture.

Who are the main players in the field
of bioethics, particularly in Australia?

Why is bioethics such an important
subject for Christians?

At the moment, the main players are
probably the state and federal governments. This is so for a number of reasons.
First, there is a lot of prestige that attaches
to breakthroughs in new research. If governments can capture the very best people
in these fields to come and work in their
own city or state, then this certainly promotes a state, city or major research centre. So, it’s good for kudos. But there’s
also the money factor. When certain
places become renowned for research and
development, then there are financial
spin-offs. When a place becomes wellknown internationally it has to be good
for tourism. Foreign investors are also
likely to be interested in frontline research
in biotechnology. The potential for profits
is enormous.

It’s important for a number of reasons.
First, it raises ethical issues. Christianity is
an ethical religion. Ethics are an integral
part of Christian teaching and form a central part of the teaching of the Bible. We
only have to think of Jesus and the
Sermon on the Mount or the Ten
Commandments in the Old Testament.
That’s the first reason.
Second, bioethics raises philosophical
issues that touch the very foundations of
the Christian faith. It raises issues about
the nature and identity of humankind, and
questions about who we are, why we exist,
how we should live in society, and what
values we should choose. Further, it raises
questions about the status of the institution of marriage and reproduction, and it
also puts issues of eschatology on the dis-

Who are the vested interests behind
the push for biotechnologies? How
powerful are they?

cussion table as well. For instance, what
sort of society do we plan for in the
future? What sort of principles should
govern life in the world that we are shaping with biotechnology?
Third, bioethics is going to have a significant impact on the shape of the world
our children inherit. Since it will be an
important formative influence on our cultural values, we owe it to our children to
become increasingly involved in this
debate. We need to be more aware of the
shape of things to come and so that we
can give informed Christian advice to our
children and other believers who are
struggling to understand the significance
of what is taking place around us.
Finally, I think that bioethics is an
important area for Christian engagement
with society because it offers an opportunity for the Christian churches to speak a
word for God the Creator, and to provide
the final Christian answer which we
believe is in Jesus Christ. So, bioethics
offers evangelistic entry points into society too.

You said that one of the signs of a
civilised society is a respect for the
sanctity of human life. What is happening in the West that is threatening
a distinctively Christian view of
human life?
Basically the theological view of the
sanctity of life is being replaced with a
much more secular and pragmatic belief in
the quality of life. Belief in the sanctity of
life is certainly a Christian distinctive
which has played a major role in shaping
the Christian Hippocratic tradition for
2000 years in western medicine. In the
20th century we have seen the decline of
Christian influence and the rise of alternative movements like post-modernism and
relativism. What we are discovering at the
moment is that we need religious underpinnings to safeguard belief in the sanctity
of life. That has been now largely lost and
in its place has come a concern about socalled quality of life.

Can you define “quality” for us?
Quality of life for many bioethicists
means a life worth living according to
their own subjective judgments. Of
course, different people will have different
views about what constitutes that, but
basically quality of life refers to a level of
well-being which would enable people to
interact socially and enjoy a meaningful
existence in a community. It would also be
related to their ability to contribute something to the social wellbeing of that group.
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For example, would quality of life
include things like deafness or blindness?
Well, the more radical representatives
of this position, people like Peter Singer
for example, would take the view that
such disabilities could well make such a
life not worth living. Accordingly, they
would place deaf people on a lower scale
than hearing persons, and this, in turn,
would imply that deaf people were less
entitled to legal rights and protection than
people without disabilities.
The more radical people in this group
would be willing to deny full legal protection to people who, through genetic testing or other scientific means, could be
shown to be more likely to suffer significant impairment to their quality of life in
the future. This explains their support for
abortion and their willingness to eliminate
defective embryos. It also affects their
approach to the problems of old age. For
example, they are in favour of euthanasia.
In some countries at the moment we have
voluntary euthanasia but, as we know
from history, what starts out as voluntary
euthanasia can very easily become compulsory euthanasia.

So, are you suggesting that some of
these radicals, based on their line of
reasoning, would have eliminated
people like Beethoven and Helen
Keller before they even came into the
world?
That’s exactly right. Beethoven suffered from profound deafness and Helen
Keller was born blind and without any
hearing. Presumably, if they had been subjected to today’s genetic testing in utero,
they would never have been born. We
would never have enjoyed Beethoven’s
famous fifth symphony, for instance.
Incidentally, the fact that ethicists like
Singer see no problem in terminating
embryos which could conceivably
develop into famous writers and composers is a strong argument against their
position that doesn’t entail any religious
justification. Some of the accomplishments of disabled people show us that
quality of life isn’t always tied up with our
bodily condition. That reminds us that
human existence is more than the life of
the body, as Jesus Himself taught us.

What sources of knowledge does a
bioethicist rely upon to formulate his
or her views?
Most bioethicists (who are usually not
Christians) start by accepting the consensus of modern medicine about basic prin-
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ciples, such as non-maleficence, beneficence, justice and autonomy. I mention
these four because they are cardinal principles in modern biomedicine, and they
have been popularised and established as
guidelines through the work of Tom
Beauchamp and James Childress. Their
book is a classical text and it’s still a standard text for people in the field today. It
draws its values from a number of sources
– human experience, philosophical ethics
based on generally accepted moral values,
a moral understanding of human nature
and pragmatism.
So, it lacks the
broad foundation
Beethoven of
Christian
suffered from ethics.

profound
deafness and
Helen Keller
was born
blind.

Is it enough for
Christians to
know
their
Bibles
when
dealing with
bioethics?

The Bible is
the best place to start and, indeed, a necessary place to start for Christians doing
bioethics. However, I think it’s desirable
to add other helps to the Bible. I am
thinking here of the discipline of
Christian theology because I have already
said that biomedicine raises conceptual
issues. For instance, bioethics raises the
issue, “What is man?” So, we need a good
biblical and Christian anthropology in
order to do bioethics. The whole idea of
the image of God is central to that. The
problem for Christians doing bioethics is
that the Scriptures don’t specifically
address most of the problems that we face
in modern medicine. So the Christian
worldview that Scripture gives us needs to
be developed if we are to tackle the sort of
questions that arise. In addition, I think
it’s good to be conversant with history of
Christian ethics and ethics in general.

Do you need to have any knowledge
of science and medicine?
That is essential as well. You certainly
need some knowledge of biology, particularly cellular life and development. You
would also need to know something
about modern genetics and the scientific
techniques for manipulating, dividing and
reconnecting DNA. All of that is basic for
understanding genetic engineering and
the issues it raises.

What are the major doctrines in
Scripture that underpin the sanctity
of life?
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The first would be the doctrine of
divine creation out of nothing. I know that
most scientists in the field of biotechnology believe in some form of evolution,
nevertheless I think it’s very difficult to
sustain a high view of human dignity using
these assumptions (even those of theistic
evolution). So, I think a clear and strong
doctrine of creation, that is, of special creation, is most consistent with a belief in
the sanctity of life. I have got in mind here
the early chapters of Genesis where God
creates the human being with a great deal
of purpose and forethought, and describes
the human being as an image bearer of
God. And that is true of all human beings,
not just Christian believers. So, this is a
defining aspect, if not the most defining
aspect of our humanity. It’s on that basis
that Christians have asserted the sanctity
of human life at every stage.

Why is the moral status of the
embryo the most fundamental of all
moral issues in bioethics?
The moral status of the embryo is now
agreed as being a fundamental issue by
Christians, secular philosophers, as well as
by scientists operating in the field of
biotechnology too. The reason for this is
that many of the technologies involved
are directly related to what we can discover about or do to human life at its very
beginnings. The status of the human
embryo is a fundamental issue because the
use of embryos is central to a number of
new technologies such as IVF, embryonic
stem cell research, pre-implantation diagnosis, and other therapies that are being
considered for the future. So, if anything,
the moral status of the embryo is gaining
in importance and is not receding into the
background.

When does human life begin?
Human life begins at conception when
the egg and the sperm finally unite and
form a new unique individual human
being. The Bible seems to point strongly
in that direction. For example, Psalm 139
bears witness to God’s engagement with
the human being from the beginning.
One of the strongest supports for this
belief comes from biblical theology and its
insights into the incarnation of Jesus
Christ. The question has to be asked:
“When did God become man? When did
Jesus Christ become the man Jesus?”
There seems to be only one answer to that
question. It was when Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit in the womb of
the Virgin Mary. It was at that point, when
Mary conceived, that God became man.

That has been the instinct of faith of
Christian people down through the ages.
It is expressed classically in the words of
the Apostles’ Creed, which we often
recite in worship services. So, the witness
of the church supports that view historically, and the Bible, both textually and theologically, does so too.

Why do you preference the point of
conception as against other points
like 14 days or 24 weeks?
Because the scientific evidence suggests that the development of the embryo
is a continuum; it is an unbroken, though
not unvaried, development of human life.
This development starts in the womb at
conception, proceeds through gestation,
birth and adult life. We could put it like
this: there are only two defining moments
in human life; one is conception, when we
actually begin to live, and the other is
death, when our life ceases. Everything in
between is relative. And that’s true of the
various stages of development of new
organs within the foetus while it’s inside
its mother.

Are there any difficulties about saying that life begins at conception?
Yes, there are some. One of the most
significant ones relates to the number of
lost pregnancies that occur naturally. The
figure is something like 70%. If we believe
that life does take place at conception and
that every human embryo is a person,
then that does present us with significant
problems. The problems are not insurmountable in view of the sovereignty, wisdom and compassion of God, but they are
real. There is no question that there is a
high degree of loss of human life, and that
does present difficulties for us.

Is there any biblical evidence that
suggests that life starts at conception?
I have already mentioned Psalm 139. I
have also referred to our Lord being conceived by the Holy Spirit in Mary. We
should also notice that the Bible everywhere ties in God with the beginning of
human life. In the Old Testament, particularly in some of the narratives, it is very
clear that God is the giver of life. He is
said to be involved with the processes in
the womb. The Bible writers regard the
womb as a sacred place.
One further reason why I believe that
life begins at conception is that everywhere in the Bible man is referred to as a
spirit/body. He is a duality. He has form as
well as freedom. Without the one, the
other does not operate. Adam is made of

dust, but he is also dependent on the
breath of God for his life. This suggests
the impartation of soul or spirit. At any
rate, the Bible indicates that the soul is the
life of the body and consequently we
think of death as the departure of the soul
from the body. Death begins at that point.
Now if that is true of death, then it stands
to reason that the beginning of life occurs
at the point where body and spirit combine for the first time. Now if we apply
this reasoning to the embryo, it seems
that the process of animation or, as we traditionally call it, the impartation of soul,
coincides with the point where the
embryo is animated. And this takes place
at conception. So, the presence of life
indicates the presence of spirit and soul.
This is another argument that comes from
Scripture to support the view.

The impartation of the soul
coincides with
the point
where the
embryo is
animated –
conception.
Do theology and philosophy have
any light to throw on the status of
human embryos?
Well, I think theology certainly does.
Classical theology has always taken a high
view of man at every stage.
Philosophy is also able to help us with
some of its arguments. Aristotle, in particular, held a view of man that is very
close to the biblical one. He believed that
the soul is the principle of life in matter.
He also distinguished, though he didn’t
separate, potentiality from actuality. He
argued that living things actually become
what they potentially always were. We
find support for Aristotle’s position in the
genetic coding of the embryo from the
beginning. DNA is almost like the soul in
Aristotle. It is what drives the embryo to
become what it is or what it will be. So,
there are principles in philosophy that can
be helpful and provide supportive confirmation of Christian positions.

Given that scientists are creating
thousands of embryos at the moment
which are frozen, what should be
happening to them?
Well, my own personal view is that it’s
wrong to be creating human beings in this

way and then freezing them. I don’t think
that freezing embryos reflects their
proper status and intrinsic value.

Do you have an idea of how many are
actually being created?
There are millions of embryos being
manufactured by scientists around the
world, and then frozen and destroyed.
While some survive and are used in scientific procedures to create life, the vast
majority of these frozen embryos will be
destroyed.

When you look at it from a Christian
point of view, does this constitute the
new genocide?
This is the new holocaust. I don’t think
there is any doubt about that. What we
effectively have is a genocide being conducted behind closed doors. The general
public never sees it and the statistics are
hushed up. The problem is that none of it
is televised as in Darfur or Kosovo. We
don’t actually see it happening in front of
our eyes. It’s kept off the front page of
newspapers.
The rhetoric of biomedicine carries
much of the blame for this. Rhetoric is an
interesting aspect of modern medicine.
People use pleasant sounding terms for
some pretty nasty procedures. Scientists
dress up a lot of their procedures by talking about finding cures and discovering
how disease works. They regularly use
justifying language to veil actual procedures that kill human life.

How?
Well, one common instance is the way
medical professionals now speak about
abortion as a treatment. They use language to describe abortion as though it is
nothing more than a medical procedure.
It’s never referred to as the destruction of
a human life.

How late can abortions actually take

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)
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place in Australia at the moment?
Well, legally it’s up to around the
beginning of the third trimester, so that
takes it up to about the six month mark.
After six months there is really no doubt
that what is involved is the destruction of
a viable infant.

So, for example a child who is 24 weeks
in the womb could be destroyed?
Most abortions are limited to the first
trimester, before 13 weeks gestation.
After 23 weeks which is regarded as a late
abortion the question is referred to the
hospital’s own review committee and the
woman receives extensive counselling.

Should embryos have full legal protection?
There is a movement afoot at the
moment in America that is seeking this
protection. I think that in some ways it
expresses a consistently Christian position. If human embryos are new human
beings at the first stage of their life’s journey, then they certainly ought to be protected by law. Another way of putting this
would be to say that, in general practice,
experiments or operations ought not to
be made on human subjects unless they
themselves 1) have approved them, and 2)
will benefit from them. Now, in neither
case does that happen with human
embryos. So, there is a very real case for
saying that in current practice human
embryos are denied human rights. I
believe there is a strong moral and legal
case that human embryos should have
human rights, and should have those
human rights guaranteed by law.

How should we classify the Downs
child, the unborn baby, the
Alzheimer victim? Just because they
are missing certain capacities does
that make them any less human?
This touches on the debate about the
nature of human personhood. Indeed the
term “personhood” is a modern one
which suggests a capacity in itself or a

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
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property that some human beings may
have and others may not, so in certain
respects it is an undesirable term but it is
part of the common discussion now, so
we will continue to use it. There are those
who make a distinction between a human
being and a person on the basis of certain
capacities. Very often these qualities or
powers come down to things like the
capacity for self-awareness, the ability for
social contribution, which have to do with
a healthy adult person.

So, are all these definitions artificial
constructs?
They are more than artificial; they are
quite mischievous because they introduce
divisions into the human family that
should not exist. If we go back to our biblical theology we see that man is made in
the image of God. This is the best start-

The statistics
are hushed up.
The problem is
that none of it
is televised as
in Darfur or
Kosovo.

ing-place for understanding who or what
the human person is. We must begin with
God. When we do that we can find no justification for distinguishing the divine
being from the divine persons. God is personal and that is the very nature of His
divine being. In the same way, we cannot
separate personhood from human being
when we are speaking about people. So, to
be a human being is to be a human person.
When we think of embryos, or foetuses
of unborn children, or elderly people who
have lost their mental powers, we are still
dealing with human beings. We are dealing
with human beings who lack at this stage,
in the case of newborns or unborn, certain
capacities, but capacities that they will in
time develop and demonstrate. In the case
of elderly people, it may be the loss of
capacities that they might never recover.
Whatever the case, the human being is a
human person and that is the only category that we ought to work with.

Does the Bible have anything to say
about how we should view disabilities?
If you look at the laws of Moses as a
guide to social ethics, which I believe is a
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useful application of these laws, you’ll discover that again and again God speaks of
His compassion and care towards the disabled. The disabled are listed in a variety
of ways. One of them is to refer to such
people as “widows” or “orphans” or
“strangers” or “the poor”. These terms
identify representative classes and would
involve other classes such as disabled people today. So there is strong biblical warrant for protecting the disabled that goes
back to the moral character of God. In the
New Testament, we think of the parable
of the Good Samaritan as a classical case
of the need to show compassion to the
disadvantaged. Jesus tells us to go and follow the example of the Good Samaritan.
Here was a man who was utterly disabled,
he was probably dying, and would have
died apart from the assistance of the
Samaritan. He took all the trouble to
attend to him and to see him into hospital
and to pay for his care there. So, there are
certainly pointers in the Bible of our need
to protect the disabled.

Is life only for the strong and the
beautiful?
The strong and the beautiful make a
serious error of judgment if they think
that life is about the body, the body beautiful, the healthy body, and the perfect
body.
The Bible, on the other hand, says that
life consists of far more than physical
attributes. The fullness of life that Jesus
spoke of is always life in relation to God.
Our life is greatly impoverished if we have
no relationship with God. We may be
healthy, wealthy and wise but the important part of our human existence is to
know our Creator. This is the relationship
that enriches every other aspect of our
lives. So it is quite possible to be a disabled
person physically, or even mentally, yet if
we know God then we already taste something of that true and abundant life that
God has promised.

Is there anything wrong with treating infertilities? Do you have any
advice for couples who are struggling
with this issue?
Infertility is both a religious and a medical issue. If we are dealing with a
Christian couple, I think it’s an issue of
faith to begin with, although obviously it’s
a medical issue as well. In one sense, it’s a
little bit like singleness in that the infertile
couple need to reach the point where they
are willing to accept that not having biological children may be God’s will for
them. If they start from that position,

they are better placed to deal with their
problem in a balanced and God-honouring way.
Initially, infertility is a test of faith. Are
they willing to accept that this might be
the will of God for them? Can they rest in
that? There are good things that can actually come out of infertility. Let’s assume
that it’s a permanent condition. Does this
mean that there are no redeeming factors
in the situation? I was talking to a man
recently who told me that he became
involved in all kinds of youth work which
would have been closed to him if he had
children of his own. One can think of couples in the history of the Christian church
who have been in that position. That is one
aspect, the pastoral aspect of it.
Then there’s the question of coming to
terms with the medical solutions or medical helps. Initially, that would probably be
in vitro fertilization (IVF), although it
depends upon the type of infertility. If it
involves sperm or eggs there are all sorts
of solutions for that medically. IVF is the
standard route that most couples follow.
It is a long story. There are all sorts of
aspects to it – financial, personal, the status of the embryos, to mention just a few.
Presently the usual practice, although the
numbers have dropped, is to create spare
embryos and then to transfer two or three
to the woman’s uterus knowing that two
of them perhaps will not implant and will
be lost. It’s also possible that spare
embryos will have to be frozen or kept for
another cycle at another time. So, there
are huge ethical issues in IVF as it is practised at the moment. They relate mainly
to the creation of extra embryos and the
almost certain destruction of this human
life that has been created.

problem given the number of genes
involved in a human being but institutions
and laboratories around the world are
working on this tirelessly. It is only a matter of time before a momentum develops
to proceed in this direction.

Are you saying
that it’s bad for
scientists
to
manipulate
genes to get rid
of blood pressure
or
a
propensity
towards colon
cancer or shortsightedness?

Now we have
the capacity to
manipulate
genes there is
a huge temptation to
enhance them.

No, I am not.
All those therapies would be in the spirit
and tradition of medicine, which is to
remove disease wherever possible and to
make people whole. The problem is that
enhancement goes several further steps.
In a sense it’s like inventing human beings
again, only with vastly superior abilities.

What, so if we discover that our child
is going to get an IQ of 110 we can do
something to supercharge them up to
160?
Exactly! And that will apply to height,
beauty, musical and artistic ability, physical prowess, IQ and physical powers and
dexterity.

And so we are playing God?
Yes, I believe we are. I think the
Christian position should be no enhancement, full stop. I have noticed that some

Christian leaders in the USA have come
to this position. It’s okay to restore people using gene therapies; that’s traditional
medicine. There is nothing threatening or
morally difficult about that. Where we
have to draw the line is over playing God
by
using
genetic
enhancement.
Enhancement will come with the new creation and we are to wait for that patiently.
In the meantime we are to help restore the
fallen creation in which we live, as far as
we can and in legitimate ways.
It is also instructive to notice how
Jesus healed numerous people suffering
from many different kinds of illnesses and
disabilities but in no one case did Jesus
enhance people although presumably he
was capable of doing so since he was the
messianic Son of God.

Are there any good books on this
subject?
I would suggest John and Paul
Feinberg’s volume, Ethics for a Brave New
World. It’s a very thorough book and pays
a lot of attention to biomedical ethics.
There is also a book by Nigel Cameron
and Joni Eareckson Tada, How to be a
Christian in a Brave New World, which is
very readable and popular. It is more upto-date than the Feinberg volume. The
other book that I would mention is by
Scott Rae and Paul Cox titled Bioethics.
This is an important book because it looks
at how we should be presenting Christian
values in the public square. It provides a
model for reasoning through an ethical
dilemma and gives actual cases that the
authors take you through. So it is a very
ap
practical volume with a difference.

What is coming around the corner in
Australia in terms of bioethics challenges?
I believe that the major issue that will
confront Christians in the near future is
the question of genetic enhancement.
The processes are already underway. We
now not only have the ability to cure
embryos of disease or defects while they
are in the womb, but the potential exists
to also enhance them. Some scientists
have said that enhancement is the next
logical step beyond healing. They regard it
as inevitable. If you can restore something, then why can you not take it to the
next step and make it even better?
Now that we are understanding how
genes interact and we have the capacity to
manipulate them, there is a huge temptation to enhance our genes. It’s a complex
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Pregnancy for profit
Surrogate motherhood may be baby-selling. And that’s just the start.

ndoubtedly, surrogate motherhood is the most controversial of
the
new
reproductive
technologies. In most cases, the
surrogate bears the child for the
contracting couple, willingly gives up the
child she has borne to the couple, and
accepts her role with no difficulty. In
those cases, the contracting couple views
the surrogate with extreme gratitude for
helping their dream of having a child
come true. The surrogate also feels a great
deal of satisfaction, since she has in effect
given a “gift of life” to a previously
infertile couple. But in some cases that
have been well publicised in the media, the
surrogate wants to keep the child she has
borne and fights the couple who
contracted her for custody.
There has been significant debate not
only over the legality of surrogacy, but
also whether or not it is a morally
justifiable way to procreate a child.
Viewed from the perspective of the
parameters for procreation that come
from the Bible, surrogacy can be viewed
as analogous to other third-party
contributor situations. Thus there is a
prima facie principle against third-party
contributors that surrogacy would appear
to violate. In terms of public policy, the
case both for and against surrogacy is
made on broader, non-theologically
oriented grounds.
Both commercial and altruistic (no fee)
surrogacy raise moral issues, though some
of the concerns do not apply to altruistic
surrogacy. The most serious objection to
commercial surrogacy is that it reduces
children to objects of barter by putting a
price on them. Surrogacy violates the
13th Amendment to the US Constitution

U

Scott
Rae
that outlawed slavery since it constitutes
the sale of human beings. It violates
commonly and widely held moral
principles that safeguard human rights
and the dignity of human persons, namely,
that human beings are made in God’s
image and are His unique creations.
Persons are not fundamentally things that
can be purchased
and sold for a
It is not
price. The fact
difficult to that proponents
imagine the of surrogacy try
various ways so hard to get
in which sur- around the charge
rogacy brokers of baby-selling
would attempt indicates their
of
to hold costs acceptance
these underlying
down in order moral principles
to maximise as well.
their profit.
Surrogacy
proponents are
sensitive to the charge that paying a
surrogate a large amount of money for
bearing a child for another couple is babyselling. They sometimes insist that fee
only pays for gestational services
rendered, and does not constitute the sale
of a child. They argue that it is only fair for
a woman to be compensated for her time,
risk, and sacrifice that pregnancy entails.
Just as it is legitimate to pay surrogate
child-rearers in a day-care setting,
proponents insist that it should be
legitimate to pay surrogate child-bearers.
However, it would appear that the fee
paid to the surrogate, which is beyond her
expenses, is for much more than
childbirth services rendered. What really
counts in a surrogacy arrangement is not
only the successful birth of the child, but
also the transfer of parental rights from
the surrogate to the infertile wife. She
must adopt the child for the “deal to be
done”. In surrogacy cases in which the
surrogate supplies both the egg and the
womb, she is the legal mother of the child.
In cases of gestational surrogacy, in which
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motherhood is up for debate, the
surrogate is not recognised under the law
as the mother and the legal charge of
baby-selling would not apply.
To be consistent, if the fee paid to the
surrogate is only for gestational services
rendered, the surrogate would be paid the
same amount whether or not she turned
over the child to the contracting couple. If
the fee only pays for childbirth services, it
is hard to see how a couple could take the
surrogate to court to get the child, since
the surrogate would have fulfilled her part
of the contract once the child was born. In
addition, if she miscarried at some point in
the pregnancy, her fee should be prorated
over the number of months that she
performed a gestational service. But this
would make surrogacy very risky for the
contracting couple, and it is unlikely that
they or the brokers could live consistently
with a fee for the gestational services
scheme.

T

hus the debate is not whether human
beings should be bought and sold,
rather it is over whether commercial
surrogacy constitutes such a sale of
children. If it does, most would agree that
the case against commercial surrogacy is
quite strong. As the New Jersey Supreme
Court put it in the Baby M case, “There
are, in a civilised society, some things that
money cannot buy ... There are values ...
that society deems more important than
granting to wealth whatever it can buy, be
it labor, love or life.”
A second area of concern about
surrogacy is the potential for commercial
surrogacy to become exploitative. The
combination of desperate infertile
couples, low-income surrogates, and
surrogacy brokers motivated by profit
raises the prospect that both surrogates
and contracting couples can be exploited.
But statistics on hundreds of surrogacy
arrangements to date indicate that this
potential for exploitation has not yet
materialised. Most surrogates are women
of average means, not destitute but also
clearly motivated by the money. The fee
alone should not be considered
exploitation, but is a clear inducement.
However, this does not mean that the
potential for exploitation should not be

taken seriously. It is not difficult to
imagine the various ways in which
surrogacy brokers would attempt to hold
costs down in order to maximise their
profit. Some people have suggested that
those with financial need actually make
the best candidates for surrogates since
they are the least inclined to keep the child
produced by the arrangement. It is easy to
see the potential for exploitation of poor
women in desperate circumstances,
particularly as surrogacy is outsourced to
other parts of the world.
One of the most serious objections to
surrogacy applies to both commercial and
altruistic surrogacy. In screening women
to select the most ideal surrogates, one
looks for the woman’s ability to easily give
up the child she is carrying. Normally the
less attached the woman is to the child,
the easier it is to complete the
arrangement. But this is hardly an ideal
setting for a pregnancy. Surrogacy
sanctions female detachment from the
child in the womb, a situation that one
would never want in any other pregnancy.
Thus surrogacy actually turns a vice, the
ability to detach from the child in utero,
into a virtue. Should surrogacy be widely
practiced, bioethicist Daniel Callahan of
the Hastings Center describes what one
of the results would be. He states: “We
will be forced to cultivate the services of
women with the hardly desirable trait of
being willing to gestate and then give up
their own children, especially if paid
enough to do so ... There would still be
the need to find women with the capacity
to dissociate and distance themselves
from their own child. This is not a
psychological trait we should want to
foster, even in the name of altruism.”

A

nother serious problem with
commercial surrogacy might also apply
to altruistic surrogacy. In most surrogacy
contracts, whether for a fee or not, the
surrogate agrees to relinquish any parental
rights to the child she is carrying to the
couple who contracted her services. Should
she have a desire to keep the child, under
the contract she would be forced to give up
her child. This assumes the traditional
definition of a mother, the woman who
gives birth to the child. It is a new
phenomenon to have one woman be the
genetic contributor and a different woman
be the one who carries the child. In some of
the cases of surrogacy, the surrogate
provides both the genetic material and the
womb. Thus by any definition, she is the
mother of the child. To force her to give up
her child under the terms of a surrogacy

contract violates her fundamental right to
associate with and raise her child.
This does not mean that she has
exclusive right to the child. That must be
shared with the natural father, similar to a
custody arrangement in a divorce
proceeding. But the right of one parent
(the natural father) to associate with his
child cannot be enforced at the expense of
the right of the other (the surrogate). The
problem with allowing the surrogate to
keep the child is that it substantially
increases the risk to the contracting
couple. They might go through the entire
process and end up with shared custody

What happens
in the womb is
formative for
the child, and
not just
physically, but
emotionally
and psychologically too.
of a child that they initially thought was to
be all theirs. To many people, that doesn’t
seem fair. But to others it is just as unfair
to take a child away from his or her
mother simply because a contract states
that she must. Whether or not this
argument applies to gestational surrogacy
is open to debate, and turns on how one
defines the mother in those arrangements.
How one defines the mother in these
arrangements is a critical consideration.
According to the law established by court
precedent, genetic surrogates are
recognised legally as the mother of the
children they bear since they have both
key
biological
components
of
motherhood, the genetic connection, and
the gestational environment. In cases of
genetic surrogacy, the charge of baby
selling would be applicable and the
contract could not force the surrogate to
give up her child against her will. By
contrast, in cases of gestational surrogacy,
the surrogate is considered by US law as a
“human incubator” or a “prenatal
babysitter” with no rights to the child she
is carrying. Under the law, the surrogate
cannot be charged with baby selling since
she has no legal rights to the child. All the
above discussion about baby selling would
not apply.
To be specific, in cases of gestational
surrogacy, who should be recognised as

the mother — the genetic contributor, or
the surrogate, who is the gestational
contributor? The argument in favor of
the genetic contributor is the recognition
that genetics plays such a key role in
determining many of the child’s critical
traits and features. Genetics has a
powerful influence on who the child
becomes. Further, until the embryo is
implanted in the womb of the surrogate,
there is no debate on who the “owners” of
the embryo are. They are clearly the
genetic contributors — the couple whose
gametes created the child. To recognise
the rights of the surrogate would involve
the very awkward and cumbersome
process of transferring maternal rights to
the surrogate at the point the embryo is
implanted, so that at the child’s birth, she
can then give up maternal rights back to
the genetic contributor. It seems much
more straightforward to insist that
genetics be weighted more heavily than
gestation in terms of its influence on
whom the child becomes.
However, that implies that the womb
is a neutral environment that contributes
nothing more than nutrients and shelter.
That seems to assume that not much
occurs in the womb that shapes who the
child becomes. We are learning more
about the types of influences that the
child experiences while in the womb. It it
hardly analogous to prenatal babysitting.
What happens in the womb is formative
for the child, and not just physically, but
emotionally and psychologically too.
Further, the surrogate, by virtue of
carrying and giving birth, would appear to
have made a more significant investment
in the child — her “sweat equity” in the
child appears to be greater than the
genetic contributor’s.
It would seem that the case for the
surrogate being the mother may be
stronger than one would think at first
glance. If this is true, then the gestational
and genetic surrogates would be situated
the same and the charge of baby selling
would apply equally to both. But if the
genetic contributor is weighted more
heavily than the gestational surrogate, then
the way the law treats them would be
correct — the charge of baby selling would
not apply and the gestational surrogate
would have no rights to the child she is
carrying. However, some of the other
concerns about exploitation and the
surrogate distancing herself emotionally
from the child, still would apply.
Scott Rae is professor of philosophy of religion
and ethics at Talbot Theological Seminary,
ap
Biola University, Los Angeles.
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Untimely ripped
However you word it, abortion is taking a life.

n the English-speaking world, abortion has been allowed, virtually on
demand, for about 40 years now.
This has been so in Britain since
1967; in the USA since 1973; and in
Australia since two court decisions –
the Menhennit decision in Victoria in
1969 and the Levine decision in NSW
in 1971.
These decisions have led to an horrendous number of killings of unborn
children. In the USA the annual figure
has usually been about 1,500,000,
although it has dropped in recent years.
In Britain it is about 190,000, and in
Australia about 100,000, although only
South Australia keeps accurate records.
If unborn children are simply children
who are unborn, this amounts to a
wholesale slaughter of the innocents on
a scale that far outweighs any barbarity perpetrated by Pharaoh and Herod
(Ex. 1; Mt. 2).
We human beings, however, only do
evil after first convincing ourselves that
we are doing good – or at least doing
something that is morally defensible. In
the 1960s and 1970s it was common to
hear desperate abortionists and feminists refer to the unborn child as a
“protoplasmic mass”, “just a clump of
cells”, “contents of the uterus”, or
“foetal tissue”.
Abortion itself went by any number
of euphemisms, and was called “a
method of post-conceptive fertility
control” or, more simply but just as
deceptively, “the termination of a pregnancy”. Just as Americans through the
Dred Scott decision of the Supreme
Court in 1857 were encouraged to view

I

Peter
Barnes
slaves as chattels, so Westerners were
encouraged to view unborn children as
somehow not quite human. We were
even treated to the verbal gymnastics
whereby the unborn child was said to
be human life but not a human person.
Such a conflict with reality was not
destined to last, and the 1980s and
1990s saw an
increasing ambiguity in the way
We human even many sobeings, how- called pro-choice
ever, only do people came to
evil after first view abortion.
convincing In 1979 Linda
Francke
ourselves that Bird
was
one
of the
we are doing
first to express
good – or at some misgivings.
least some- She had aborted
thing morally one of her childefensible. dren, but felt
obliged to admit
that “there was
no doubt that life was right there, in
my womb”. Yet she did not turn her
against the practice of abortion, and
she simply shrugged her shoulders with
regard to the expectant mother: “Who
is to say what she should or should
not do?”
Australian bioethicist Leslie Cannold
has also admitted that “any attempt to
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place a wedge somewhere in this gradual
process and declare that before the wedge
the foetus doesn’t matter, while after the
wedge it does, is a decision that is as
much a part of the sea of subjective
values around abortion as any other”.
Yet she too wants to continue to support the right to abortion on the somewhat bizarre- sounding ground that it is
an exercise in the responsible decision
to “kill from care”. Another pro-abortion writer, Janet Hadley, has said that
she wants abortion to become more
humanitarian.

A

t the same time a number of
celebrities have spoken on the issue
in rather confused tones. In 1995 two
well-known literary figures, Naomi
Wolf and Peter Carey – one female and
one male – publicly expressed their
regret over being involved in abortion,
with Naomi Wolf even speaking of the
need for some kind of atonement. In
2007 rock singer Suzi Quatro published
her racy memoirs, entitled Unzipped.
Here she records that in the 1960s she
had an affair with a married man, and
this led to her having an abortion. Her
own words, both poignant and tragic,
are: “When I get to those golden gates
(hopefully) this is the sin I will pay
for. Not a day goes by that I don’t
think about who that baby would be
now. Children are a gift.” Yet, she still
proclaims a woman’s right to abort her
child.
In recent times there have been
some spectacular changes of mind on
the part of some of those most
involved in the abortion issue. One
such example is Dr Bernard
Nathanson, the New York gynaecologist who in 1969 helped to form the
National Association for the Repeal of
Abortion Laws and who himself performed or supervised some 75,000
abortions. An ardent atheist at the
time, he nevertheless soon came to the
conclusion that the foetus is, in fact, a
tiny human being, and worthy of all
protection.
He has also denounced the culture
of lying associated with the abortion
industry. It made a habit of falsely

inflating the figures for the number of
illegal abortions in past ages and the
number of maternal deaths resulting
from abortion. In the USA it was routinely claimed that before abortion was
legalised, there were about 5000 to
10,000 deaths a year due to illegal abortions. Since his change of heart on the
issue, Nathanson has written: “I confess that I knew the figures were
totally false, and I suppose the others
did too if they stopped to think of it.”
It is incontestable that the number of
maternal deaths fell during the 20th
century in the West not because abortion was legalised but because penicillin
was discovered.
The story of Carol Everett is somewhat similar. She was involved in selling 35,000 abortions in the United
States, and had one herself, and felt the
pain of depression, guilt, and shame –
even a sense of being raped – as well
as the breakdown of her marriage.
Finally, she was converted to Christ,
and faced her sin honestly. Norma
McCorvey too has swapped sides. She
was the Jane Roe in the Roe v. Wade
case that led to the United States
Supreme Court decision of January
1973 when it struck down all abortion
laws in the country, and legalised the
practice of killing children right up to
birth.
Ms McCorvey was supposedly gang
raped – but that was untrue – and in
fact she never had an abortion. She was
used and manipulated by celebrity proabortionists, and came to work for the
Jane Roe Women’s Center in Dallas,
Texas. Her experience is the human one
that “it’s not an easy thing trying to
confuse a conscience that will not stay
dead”.

at conception. The heart beat can be
measured at about 20 days, and at six
weeks brain waves can be detected. The
child has all vital organs by eight
weeks, and by about 12 or 13 weeks
can be seen to recoil from pain or to
suck his or her thumb.

The issue of
sex selection
in abortion
has thrown the
pro-abortion
movement into
disarray.

The Bible views conception as a precious gift from God, the giver of life
(for example Gen. 4:1, 25; 21:1ff; 25:21;
29:31-35; 30:17-24; 33:5; Deut. 7:13;
28:4; Judges 13:2-7; Ruth 4:13; 1 Sam.
1:1-20; Psa. 113:9; 127:3-5; 128:1-6; Isa.
54:1; Luke 1:24; 1 Tim. 2:15). The
unborn are always treated in Scripture
as human – they can move, even leap
(Gen. 25: 22, Luke 1:41, 44), be conse-

crated in God’s service (Jer. 1: 5, Gal. 1:
15), filled with the Holy Spirit (Luke
1: 15), and blessed (Luke 1: 42).
Furthermore, the same Greek word is
used to describe the unborn John the
Baptist (Luke 1: 41, 44), the newborn
baby Jesus (Luke 2: 12, 16) and the
young children who were brought to
Jesus (Luke 18: 15). If the unborn child
is not a human being, it is difficult to
see how these statements could have
any meaning. And it is surely significant
that when the eternal Son of God
became Man, He entered Mary’s
womb. The incarnation, the union of
the divine with the human, must be
dated from the conception, not the
birth, of our Lord.
That is why John Calvin wrote so
vigorously against abortion: “If it seems
more horrible to kill a man in his own
house than in a field, because a man’s
house is his place of most secure refuge,
it ought surely to be deemed more atrocious to destroy a foetus in the womb
before it has come to light.” Ultimately,
we are all, in the graphic words of Paul
Ramsey, “fellow foetuses”.
Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
ap
Presbyterian Church, Sydney.

T

he issue of sex selection in abortion has thrown the pro-abortion
movement into disarray. In India and
China it has become common to abort
female foetuses. If abortion is like
removing a toenail, this should present
no moral problem, but the fact that it
kills baby girls has landed feminists in
a quandary – when they think about it.
Most have denounced the practice, and
have been embarrassed at the implications this has for their icon, the right
to abortion.
Advances in medical science have
shown what Scripture always maintained, that the child in the womb is
human from the day of conception. All
46 chromosomes are normally present
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One (sort of)
The quest for unity can only get so far this side of heaven.

etween 1875 and 1892 George
Müller travelled the world
preaching with seven objectives
in view. The fourth of these was:
“To promote among all true believers,
brotherly love; to lead them to make less
of those non-essentials in which disciples
differ, and to make more of those great
essential and foundation truths in which
all true believers are united.”
No real Christian could discount such
an aim. Yet since these words were spoken
no great advances have been made toward
attaining this goal. How is that to be
explained? I offer some reasons:
First, unity has too often been pursued
by those who are not advocates of the
“great foundation truths”. Unity — interpreted as organisational oneness — has
been treated as a good remedy to stop the
decline of Christian influence, with fellowship given priority over doctrine, contrary to Acts 2:41.
Second, the quest for unity around
personalities and preachers (the threat in
the Corinthian church) is never lasting,
although it may seem to have short-lived
success.
Third, Müller’s call “to make less of nonessentials” is not exactly straightforward,
and the very phrase is liable to misinterpretation. True believers do disagree over some
issues in Scripture — church government
and the ordinance of baptism, for a start.
Yet history has shown that all attempts to
downplay these distinctives, and thus to
end denominations, are going to fail.
The policy of John Wesley and others
to deem anything “not fundamental” as
“mere opinion” is not good enough.
Given the imperfect understanding of all
Christians, and the need for corporate
agreement on some secondary issues,
denominations of one kind or another
will remain. Better for us to accept this
fact and, as J.C. Ryle says, keep the walls
as low as possible and shake hands over
them often. This is not to deny that the
distinction between secondary and fundamental truths, while not always easy to
determine, is an important one.
Fourth, Christians agree that unity is
the gift of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:3). It
follows that when believers experience

B

Iain
Murray
more of His grace and power, the bond
between them will grow. Conversely, what
William Hamilton once said is true, “the
more carnal a Christian is, the more sectarian he will be”.
An outpouring of the Spirit always
brings
greater
unity.
What
While
Daniel
Baker
contending for reported as hapthe faith, we pening in the
should do our revival
at
utmost to avoid Beaufort, South
was
derogatory Carolina,
terms in true in many
speaking of parts of the States
fellow at the time of the
Second
Great
Christians. Awakening. He
wrote:
“The
effect no one can conceive who was not
present. Politics were laid aside; business
stood still . . . The union of sects produced
on the occasion was not the least striking
feature of the event. Distinctions were
laid aside. Christians of all denominations
met and worshipped together, indiscriminately, in either church, and the cordiality
of their mutual attachment was a living
commentary on the great precept of their
Teacher, ‘Love one another’.”
It was unity of this kind, then widely
enjoyed, that gave rise to those great
trans-denominational efforts of the 19th
century which shaped the history of the
world. I am thinking of missionary societies, Bible and Tract societies, in which
there was wider cooperation than had
been known before. Remembering this
should restrain our controversies over
issues which do not directly concern the
gospel itself.
George Whitefield would never have
accomplished what he did had he not
acted on the principle, “I despair of a
greater union among the churches, till a
greater measure of the Spirit be poured
from on high. Hence, therefore, I am
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resolved simply to preach the gospel of
Christ, and to leave others to quarrel by
and with themselves.”
What are the needs in the contemporary scene with regard to unity?
First, in an age of doctrinal indifference, we need to be awake to the difficulty
of obeying the injunction to “follow peace
with all men” while contending for the
faith. In that regard, we should do our
utmost to avoid derogatory terms in
speaking of fellow Christians. All distinctive identity labels should be used very
sparingly. Christians are to love and serve
one another in all circumstances.
Second, we need to be alert to the
threat that innocently adjusting services
to the musical taste of modern culture
poses to the reverent worship of God.
God’s powerful works have always been
accompanied more by awe, penitence, and
silence than by noise and “celebration”.
Practice, as well as faith, needs to conform
to the simplicity of the New Testament.
The fear of God and the comfort of the
Holy Spirit belong together (Acts 9:31).
True worshippers should know something of what is said of Jacob: “He was
afraid and said, ‘How awesome is this
place! This is none other than the house
of God and this is the gate of heaven’.”
(Gen. 28:17).

T

hird, instead of attempting to form
new alliances and organisations, we
need to discern what God is doing. His
work will last for eternity. It is one of the
brightest hopes in the US that gospel
preachers, from different denominational
backgrounds, are being spontaneously
drawn together in a common concern for
Christ. This cause does not need new
labels or structures; most of all it needs
the anointing of the Spirit, more prayer,
love, and humility. Announcements of
success, or satisfaction with numbers, are
to be feared rather than sought. God’s
work needs no publicity. A true advance
and recovery will be marked by the sense
of weakness and need which gives all glory
to God.
This article is reprinted from the Banner of
ap
Truth magazine.

BE I V B A L NE G

The lesson
of Joseph
20 daily Bible studies in
Genesis 42-50
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he story of Joseph interacting with his 10
half brothers, his full brother, Benjamin,
and his ageing father, Jacob – coupled
with the amazing impact his godly behaviour had on the people in the Egyptian royal
household – is a good lesson for us in the church
today. Modern man, basking in the pride of his
impressive scientific achievements, feels free to
usurp God’s rightful place in his life and work.

T

Joseph’s world-view was uncompromisingly Godcentred. Everything he said, everything he did,
was guided by what his covenant God had
revealed, outwardly through history and inwardly
through the Spirit’s witness in his soul. His 10
older brothers’ world-view was dominated by the
thinking of the natural man, the cravings of his
sinful nature, and the preference for what is expedient rather than what God has declared is right and
true. If Joseph had adopted their approach the outcome would have been quite different, and quite
disastrous for the future of God’s plan of salvation.
But this great man of God acted as salt and light
in very difficult circumstances and God’s covenant
purposes made significant advances through him.
God has called us to be salt and light today (Mt.
5:13-16). It is not an easy task, and we will not be
popular for taking it on (cf Mt. 5:3-12). It wasn’t
easy for Joseph either, yet one of him made a big
difference in every area where his life impacted others. Let us learn from Joseph. Let us trust God’s
sovereign grace – and do the hard yards, seeking
first His Kingdom and His righteousness, regardless of the cost. There are great blessings at the
other end!
Bruce Christian
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Go down there... that we may live!.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

S

GENESIS 42:1-20

THE POINT There is nothing like an attack on our integrity

to make us focus on the past and assess our performance. As
soon as his brothers bowed to him Joseph, because of his earlier dreams, was aware of God’s hand in all this. He was therefore more than ready to forgive them for all they had done to
him (cf 50:19-21), but there was an important lesson they
needed to learn first about themselves, and the part God’s
providence plays in human affairs.
THE PARTICULARS

• The 10 sons of Leah and the servant girls, like their descendants in the desert under Moses, were not men of faith and
action. Was Jacob implying by his admonition that if only
Joseph were still alive he would know how to handle the food

crisis? (1-2)
• Benjamin was Jacob’s tie to his beloved Rachel (4; cf 35:1620).
• After 20 perplexing years, Joseph has begun to see the significance and fulfilment of his dreams – his God is faithful (5-6; cf
18).
• In trying to establish their honesty, the brothers gave Joseph
the information he longed for about his father and brother (813).
• Joseph was desperate to see his only full brother, Benjamin,
and to see what the others had learned about responsibility (1420).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you troubled by aspects of God’s providence? Be patient.

The old man of faith is tested still.

DAY 2

the connection between their past sins and their present
dilemma. But he must wait patiently to see his plan through
until its full purpose is achieved; the immense emotional turmoil that seeing his brothers has caused within him must
remain contained until just the right time – still months away.
God will use all these circumstances to do His perfect work in
moulding at least 13 hearts to His will. And for Jacob: Just
who is this enigmatic Egyptian official?

ence it for themselves, which is a much more effective teaching
tool!
• Reuben had at least made some attempt to save him (cf
37:21-22, 29-30), so Joseph held Simeon, the second oldest,
responsible for what happened. They would have realised the
impossibility of Jacob’s ever trusting Benjamin to their care
(did he suspect their ‘wild animal’ story?), so would they see
Simeon again (22-24)?
• The brothers were now getting their first taste of what it’s like
to be on the receiving end of injustice; but it won’t be their last.

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

The brothers now see more clearly the distress they had caused
Joseph and their father; but they are also called on to experi-

• Have you learned to trust God completely in spite of injustices?

THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 42:21-38

THE POINT Joseph’s plan is working: they are starting to see

Tho’ He slay me, yet will I trust Him.

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 43:1-14

you must. Take Benjamin! I’ll just die in my grief.”

THE POINT Why did Jacob finally let Benjamin go? Was it

THE PARTICULARS

the pressure of the effects of the famine? ... or the slightest sign
that the brothers had become just a little more responsible and
reliable? ... or could it just be that Jacob’s father-heart, and his
steadfast faith in the over-arching providence of “God
Almighty” (El Shaddai – 14), coupled with this strange tale
about the ruling official in Egypt who was so concerned about
the 10 brothers’ family, and the inexplicable appearance of the
silver in the sacks ... did these things ... perhaps make Jacob
think ... that maybe ... the lost son, who so long ago had
dreamed that the whole family would one day bow down and
worship him ... was, in fact ... ? No, it could not be! “Go if

• First Reuben (42:37), and now Judah (8-10), tried to prove
their sincerity by putting their own welfare on the line for
Joseph’s little brother; they were now truly repentant for past
failure.
• The availability of honey/nuts/etc in Canaan didn’t solve the
famine problem because of a lack of their staple grain diet (11).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Jacob the schemer, who all his life had been in full control –
had manipulated, pulled the strings – now had to hand everything over to El Shaddai. Have you reached this point in your
life?

The Lord’s Table.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 43:15-25

and with childlike trust in His providence.

THE POINT Joseph provides us with a picture of God’s com-

THE PARTICULARS

passion and grace, a foreshadowing of Christ. Like Joseph,
God works behind the scenes caring for all our needs, down to
the smallest detail, yet often putting on a stern face: disciplining/correcting/teaching us; confronting us with the sin in our
hearts and gently leading us to repentance. These 10 brothers
and Benjamin were to become the root stock of God’s chosen
people, His Church; and from one of them, Judah, would eventually come a Messiah who would be the Saviour for the whole
human race. They must learn to see God’s sovereign hand at
work in all their experiences, the bad as well as the good, to
accept chastisement as gladly as blessing, without complaint,

• Although Joseph’s actions to this point in his dealings with
his brothers might appear vengeful and deceptive (with still
more of the same to come!), we see the true side of his loving
and forgiving nature in his almost over-the-top hospitality
towards them.
• The 10 brothers’ fear and suspicion stems from the repressed
guilt they still bear because of their treatment of Joseph 20
years ago.
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TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read 2 Samuel 9. How do Joseph’s actions here foreshadow the
way David will treat Mephibosheth – and how Jesus treats us?
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None so blind....

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 43:26-34

THE POINT Based on all the brothers’ background knowl-

edge: Joseph was more likely to be alive than dead, more likely
to be in Egypt than anywhere else, and more likely to be “running the show” than staying at the bottom of the ladder; and
based on their present experiences: the “official” knowing their
order of seniority, his special concern for Benjamin (Joseph’s
only full brother), and his mention of the providence of “the
God of your father” (23); they would have had to have been
particularly “thick” not to see that the “official” was Joseph.
This is what sin does. There is no doubt that the Christian
Gospel is the most reasonable explanation of all that is; but to
accept it requires confessing our sin before a holy God, and our

need of a Saviour. No, his brothers were not yet psychologically capable of recognising Joseph!
THE PARTICULARS

• It will be many hours before the brothers realise that the person they were bowing (perhaps even grovelling) before was the
one who had once shared his dreams with them – dreams they
could never see as valid; dreams that had made them detest
their little brother enough to get rid of him altogether – dreams
they were now fulfilling, and would fulfil again, to a tee (26, cf
44:14)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is Joseph really helping Benjamin by showing him
favouritism?

Spiritual Discipline 101.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 44:1-17

THE POINT I am hopeless at dishing out punishment. As

soon as I see people squirming under my admonition I back off
and feel guilty myself. In the end, those with whose nurture
I’m entrusted learn nothing and there is no growth. But
because I’m like this, I’m angry with Joseph today. How could
he play this heartless trick? Can’t he see they’ve learnt their
lesson? Wasn’t Judah’s confession (16) proof enough that
Joseph had now achieved his purpose? Why not reveal his identity as soon as he saw Benjamin? And what about the
Egyptian stewards? Would they be questioning their master’s
sanity – the money/goblet “plants”, the accusations, the feast –
has he lost his marbles? But it’s not for me to judge Joseph by

my criteria. God had given him a sensitive, discerning spirit,
and he knew his brothers well. He knew just how far to take
the disciplinary process to ensure they really did learn their lesson and that a similar thing wouldn’t happen again – perhaps to
his younger brother. No, rather than stand in judgement on
Joseph, I must learn from him – just as I must submit to all of
Scripture!
THE PARTICULARS

• Suffering unjust treatment is a normal part of the spiritual
curriculum God has set for His people (cf 1 Peter 2:18-25;
4:12-16).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What do we learn here about our collective guilt before God?

Spiritual Discipline 102.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 44:18-34

THE POINT Joseph’s experiment paid off; he now had the

answer he wanted – his brothers had truly learnt their lesson
and young Benjamin was safe! It was now Judah who took the
lead. Perhaps Reuben had lost the others’ respect (cf 35:22;
49:1-4) and now, standing to lose his own sons (cf 42:37), is a
psychological wreck. Levi and Simeon are too impulsive for
wise leadership (cf 49:5-7), so the mantle falls on son no.4,
Judah, whose line would produce the promised Messiah (cf
49:10)! As Joseph looked at the hope-drained expressions on
the 10 older faces, and maybe saw fear in Benjamin’s eyes, he
knew history would never repeat itself.
THE PARTICULARS

• Judah was really speaking for all when he bared his soul to
this strange, iron-fisted, despotic, enigmatic Egyptian official.
All is lost; God is bringing judgement on them for their past
sin; all he can do is spill the beans completely, and throw himself on the mercy of the court ... perhaps ... if all the facts were
known ... ??
• Judah and his 9 accomplices were now looking down exactly
the same barrel they had forced Joseph to look down 20 years
earlier, seeing only too clearly the reasonableness of Joseph’s
pleading then, and the brutality of their failure to show mercy.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• God’s school of discipline is harsh, but effective. Been
there?

Man proposes, God disposes.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 45:1-15

THE POINT If it were true that God exercises His sovereign

power in a way that makes us only puppets, we could hardly be
described as being “made in His image”, which implies the ability to think and act creatively. On the other hand, if it were
true that the exercise of our freedom puts our individual and
collective destiny in our own hands, not only does God cease
to be God in any practical sense but the future of man and his
planet is very bleak indeed! It may be nice to think that the
real situation is a kind of half-and-half compromise, but that is
not possible because they cancel each other out. What I like
about the Bible, and what increases my confidence in it as
God’s infallible Word, is how it handles this problem: not in a

theoretical/philosophical way, but in the out-working of practical human history, leaving us to conclude that God’s sovereignty and Man’s responsibility are both 100% true. Today’s
passage in its context is an excellent example of this.
THE PARTICULARS

• God held Joseph’s brothers responsible for their “free-will”
sin, and they were quite rightly guilt-stricken; but Joseph
points out, again quite rightly, that it was all part of God’s eternal Plan of Salvation (ie Plan A, not B!), and we’re emotionally
involved!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Reflect on Genesis 18:18-19; 50:20; and Philippians 2:12-13.
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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Trust... and obey!.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 45:16-28

THE POINT Today we see more evidence of how the Bible

handles the paradox of God’s sovereignty and Man’s freedom/responsibility by giving practical examples of their working together in tandem. Joseph never doubted the dreams
God had given him as a teenager would one day be fulfilled – in
spite of man’s wicked schemes. His sovereign Lord would use
the minor hiccups of his brushes with death and his years of
imprisonment and hard labour to carry through his Plan A.
And here were his brothers, not only bowing to him, but
preparing to come to Egypt to live, setting the scene for the
“Exodus”, the “Passover Lamb”, and ultimately the event that
would make sense of them all – the death of Christ for sinners!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What did Joseph expect his brothers might quarrel about
(24)? Might we quarrel less if we trusted more in God’s sovereignty?

It seemed a good idea at the time!.

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

But how did Joseph’s confidence in God affect the way he
lived? Did he say, “God is in control; anything I do can’t alter
His ‘big picture’, so I’ll just sit back and let it all happen.” No!
Why were Pharaoh and his officials so happy to co-operate?
Or, why did Joseph end up in such an influential position in the
first place? Wasn’t it because he had remained so diligent – as a
slave, or a prisoner, or as 2 I/C. What an excellent example he
is of how Paul’s paradox in Philippians 2:12-13 really works?

GENESIS 46:1-27

THE POINT Hindsight is a great source of wisdom. Was it a

good idea for Jacob to concur with Joseph’s suggestion to pack
up everything and migrate? The famine couldn’t last for ever.
What about the specific promise about Canaan that God gave
to Abraham and confirmed to his father, Isaac, and himself? If
Jacob could have seen the 400 years ahead – all the suffering
and misery as slaves because they became too numerous (in fulfilment of God’s other promise to Abraham!) – it is unlikely he
would have gone. Am I saying Jacob’s lack of faith in the
patriarchal promise changed the course of God’s intended history? Of course not. And, as if to confirm , not only to
Jacob but to us, that He Himself was the architect behind the

“permanent” migration south, God gave him a specific vision.
How gracious God is. Although Jacob had prospered, life
had never been really easy, and the last 20-30 years had been
especially perplexing. Now God renewed the promises about
the offspring and the land – and Joseph nearby!
THE PARTICULARS

• The genealogy is important in helping us to understand the
out-working of God’s promises in the life and history of His
nation.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you continue to believe God’s promise in Romans 8:28,
even when hindsight makes it hard to do so? Does this story
help?

Apartheid.

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 46:28-47:4

THE POINT The dismantling of apartheid in South Africa

nearly one and a half decades ago was the result of much prayer
and effort on the part of many – and other serious difficulties
have arisen since. The “separate development” experiment had
clearly failed, but it was not all bad. It had been based on some
bad premises (eg the wrong application of Genesis 9:22-25 to
everyone with a dark skin), and it produced some terrible
abuses of good premises (eg the fact that large differences in
cultural background can put undue strain on marriages). The
situation in North Africa in the 18th Century BC was similar,
but there it was entirely justified for Joseph and Jacob to push
for “apartheid”, or separate development. From Noah-Shem-

Abraham to Jesus, God’s Salvation Plan required them to maintain a “pure” covenant race, and the Jews despised the
Samaritans for failing to do this during their exile in Syria. So
the rationale for settling apart in Goshen was OK. (Since
Jesus, there is no justification for separate development, but
cultural compatibility is important for stable marriage.)
THE PARTICULARS

• Pharaoh saw life in Egypt in sophisticated, “city” terms,
despising the “rustics”; Joseph could use this snobbery to
advantage.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Compare Jacob’s feelings (46:30) with Simeon’s (Luke 2:2832).

Blessed... to bless.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 47:5-12

THE POINT God’s promised blessing to Abraham carried

with it the idea of his being a blessing to others (12:2-3).
Jeremiah (29:7) told the Jews exiled in Babylon to seek the
prosperity of their captors, that they might share in it. Egypt
had already prospered greatly and become more powerful
because of Joseph’s input, and there was still much more blessing to follow. Compensation would be slow in coming (400
years), but it would surely come when the freed captives would
“spoil” Egypt before leaving (Exodus 3:21-22; 12:35-36). We
must bless, leaving the result in God’s hands.
THE PARTICULARS

• We are only stewards of God’s blessings; if used selfishly,
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they will be our downfall (cf Deuteronomy 24:19; Proverbs
19:17).
• Abraham lived to 175, and Isaac to 180 (both much less than
the average life spans before the flood). At a “young” 130 Jacob
was already feeling the strain of struggle, but he was revitalised
by finding Joseph and would survive another 17 years in Egypt!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What is the significance of Jacob’s blessing Pharaoh (7, 10)?
In what way are we to seek God’s blessing on the godless, secular society in which we live? What should be our motive and
hope? Is there justification for Christians, as God’s people, to
“work” the system, separately or collectively, for financial
advantage?
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What is God doing?.

DAY 13
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 47:13-26

THE POINT I must admit I struggle with Joseph. When, as a

young man, he pimped on his brothers (37:2) and behaved generally as a spoilt, conceited brat, I despised him. When he resolutely resisted the seductions of Potiphar’s wife (39), I
admired him. When he kept on playing tricks on his poor
brothers (42-44) I was angry with him, but when he broke
down in front of them (45:1-7), I loved him. Today, I’m really
struggling: I find it hard to relate to anyone who uses his
power, authority and managerial skills to take advantage of
those in need. We can identify with what is going on in this
passage because of drought, and because of the way our economy is heading with the rich getting richer (prevailing

bank/multinational declared profits) and the poor getting
poorer. Could there not have been a more equitable distribution of the benefits flowing from Joseph’s (God-given) business acumen? I know simple hand-outs are not the answer,
but what is it? No, I don’t understand Joseph’s rationale; so
I’m not sure what we learn from this passage; unless ... that the
sovereign LORD was using all this to set the stage for the
Exodus and the collapse of the Egyptian power-base (cf
Romans 9:17-18). In this case I must be silent and let my awesome God be God (cf Job 42:1-6).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are we all too ready to squeeze God into our little theories?

Standing on the promises.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 47:27-31

THE POINT The Bible gives much more attention to Jacob’s

death, or rather his dying, than perhaps is the case for anyone
else, apart from Jesus. This is good because it gives us an
insight into this great man’s faith in spite of perplexity and bitter disappointments. Why is he so insistent, now he knows his
time has come, that Joseph should bury him back in Canaan?
He’s had 17 happy years in Egypt close to his favourite son,
the first-born of his beloved Rachel; he doesn’t know how
much longer his family will be there (although his grandfather
may have mentioned the prophecy he’d received from the
LORD about a 400 year stay in a foreign land; 15:12-16); but
he does know God has designated Canaan as their eternal

inheritance, the place where everything will finally come
together as salvation history moves steadily to its goal. This is
why Joseph must make such a solemn promise.
THE PARTICULARS

• Jacob’s “rest with my fathers” (30) is more than just a reference to the place he will be buried; it is an expression of the
hope he has that this life is not all there is. As he dies, his leaning on his staff in worship (31) symbolises this hope (cf
Hebrews 11:21).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you facing your inevitable death with the same trust and
confidence in God’s promises as Jacob had? Will you die well?

Our faithful God provides.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 48:1-11

bless them as my very own!”

THE POINT When we are enjoying reasonable prosperity and

THE PARTICULARS

are generally at peace with the world, it is easy for us to forget
we are only pilgrims here. Perhaps we need more hardships
now and then to focus our minds on heaven as our real home!
Yesterday we saw how Jacob longed for Canaan, the Promised
Land, the symbol of heaven, to be his final resting place. We
now see him longing for the secure future of his family with
this same hope. How he longed for Rachel, the one wife he
had loved so dearly. If only she had survived the birth of
Benjamin, with the hope of bearing more full brothers for him
and Joseph. Wait ... perhaps Joseph’s 2 sons could fill this gap!
“Yes, I’ll take Ephraim and Manasseh, yes, in that order, and

• Jacob knows that his remaining time on earth is very limited
so he wants to bless Joseph’s 2 sons as if they were his own.
But he takes the opportunity, for their benefit and ours, to
give his own testimony as to the LORD’s faithfulness throughout his life. This will be the basis on which his blessing is fully
guaranteed!
• For over 20 years Jacob had assumed he would never see
Joseph again; now he saw Joseph’s future line assured! God is
faithful.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What is your testimony concerning God’s faithfulness to you?

Grace alone.

DAY 16
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 48:12-22

THE POINT The name of each son of Jacob (Israel) became

established as the tribal name for all the generations that followed. The exception was Joseph whose descendants were
divided into the 2 tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh. So we
have 13 established tribal names, of which 3 became more
prominent than the others: Levi, Judah and Ephraim. The sons
of Levi had no land allocation, but became the priests for all the
tribes. Among them were Moses and Aaron, and the Aaronic
Priesthood became the dominant branch for the exercise of this
office. Within 500 years of the resettlement in the Promised
Land after the Exodus the tribes will have become a Kingdom
under Saul, David and Solomon, and then divided into 2

Kingdoms. The Southern Kingdom will adopt the name
“Judah” (the dominant tribe), and the Northern Kingdom
either “Israel” (after Jacob himself) or “Ephraim”. So Jacob’s
unorthodox action in blessing Joseph’s younger son ahead of
his older brother was not without significance. Did Ephraim
receive this special honour because of what Jacob did, or did
Jacob do it moved by the Spirit of God? Was Jacob influenced
by his own deception of his vision-impaired father when he
stole the blessing from his older brother, Esau? If God is sovereign, does it really matter?
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What does all this teach us about sovereign grace (cf 15-16)?
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A people saved by the LORD.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 49:1-28

THE POINT We aren’t told how Jacob received the insights

from God about the destinies of his sons, whether by a vision
or just the Holy Spirit’s internal witness, but we do know that
he did. The later fulfilment of these prophetic blessings was an
encouragement to Israel as a nation, just as fulfilled prophecy in
Scripture is to us (cf Romans 15:4). For instance, the language
he used concerning Judah is clearly Messianic. It was this predictive prophecy, and others flowing from it (eg Micah 5:2),
that enabled the Magi to find and identify Jesus as the promised
Messiah.
THE PARTICULARS

• The blessings (or in some cases “blessings in disguise”!) are

in a poetic style, some as puns on their names (lost in translation!). The given names were part of God’s sovereign providence. The fulfilment of the blessings came over the generations in Canaan.
• By the grace of God, through all their different personalities,
fortunes, blessings and failures, through the hardships of Egypt
and the deprivation in the desert, they managed to stay together
as a nation, “a people saved by the LORD” (Deut. 33:29).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• The Church is also “a people saved by the Lord”. Our personalities and gifts, our successes and failures, are all different.
But God uses the differences to mould us together as one
Body in Christ!

Forever with the Lord.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 49:29-50:6

THE POINT How confident are you about what will happen

to you after you die? The OT saints didn’t have the same firm
foundation we have, as in Christ we look forward to a bodily
resurrection and a new heaven and earth that will outshine anything we might experience here. They had a much less focussed
picture, but they had a strong hope, unlike the majority of our
own materialistic society who think and live as if this world is
all there is, and after death: oblivion. Furthermore, their
beliefs differed from those of the Egyptians among whom they
lived: the pyramids and the embalming rituals testify to this.
Jacob uses the expression, “I am about to be gathered to my
people” (cf 25:8). It indicates a belief in an after-life where God

will gather His Elect to Himself forever. “Forever” translates a
Hebrew phrase which carries with it the idea of a new Creation,
a new sphere of existence. Jacob wanted to be in this place
with his forefathers, so as a positive symbolic expression of this
hope (cf 47:29f) he wanted his bodily remains to be buried near
Hebron, where they were.
THE PARTICULARS

• Strangely, his beloved Rachel was buried further north
(35:19).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you looking forward to heaven with confidence and joy?
What is the basis of your confidence that you will be there?

A family in mourning.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 50:7-14

THE POINT In spite of the glorious hope that God’s elect

people, His Church, have concerning life after death, the actual
reality of “losing” a loved one is quite sad and traumatic for us.
Even if the person is “old and full of years”, and therefore far
better off to be with Christ than here, the thought of not having physical contact and fellowship is very daunting. The loneliness caused by the death after years of intimate sharing is
often more than we can bear. So it was with Joseph and his
family after the loss of their father, the patriarch of the nation
that would bear his name for ever.
THE PARTICULARS

• As we noted earlier, more space is given in Scripture to
Jacob’s dying-death-burial process and ritual than to that of any

other hero apart from Jesus. It was a significant event in history.
• The involvement of the Egyptians, affording Joseph’s father
the equivalent of full military honours, again speaks volumes
about the respect in which the former rejected Hebrew slave
was held.
• There is much to be said in favour of Eastern style mourning.
In Western tradition we are taught to contain our emotions,
often to the detriment of our future emotional well-being and
health.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What do you think is the most significant impact Jacob had
on future generations of his descendants, or the nation as a
whole?

Middle East Peace Formula?.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

GENESIS 50:15-26

THE POINT At times we find it hard to forgive someone who

has really hurt us, so we work on some way of getting our own
back, of making them pay. As a Christian I’ve always known (at
least in theory) that this is not right (cf Romans 12:17-21).
Jesus leaves me in no doubt: I can expect forgiveness from
God only to the extent to which I am prepared to forgive others (Matthew 6:12-15). Yes, my duty to forgive others is crystal clear, and non-negotiable! But in today’s passage I find
another excellent reason for not holding a grudge: God is King!
Because He has absolute control over His Creation, and
because He loves me, I can be sure that in all things He will
work for my good (Romans 8:28). Clearly, I am to thank Him
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for every single thing that happens to me because it is His will
for me in Christ Jesus (1 Thessalonians 5:18). If only I had
the faith of Joseph that would give me the freedom to say quite
genuinely next time someone does something to hurt me: “You
intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (20)!
THE PARTICULARS

• Joseph’s trust in God is seen further in his confidence that
one day they would all return to the Promised Land (24-25).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Next time you are hurt by someone and want to seek
revenge, why not remember Joseph’s simple formula for peace
– and act on it?

N

Across
Australia
PLC head honoured

TSydney
he Presbyterian Ladies College
and Armidale communities have
been delighted with the news that Dr
William McKeith, the executive principal
of both schools, has received the Order of
Member of Australia (AM) in the most
recent announcement of national honours
on Australia Day. Dr McKeith has made a
distinguished contribution to independent education in Australia over the last
two decades. He has contributed regularly
to the education debate in educational
journals and through the press. He has
also been a leading figure in the area of
special needs education for children with a
range of learning challenges. In addition,
he has helped to pioneer the development
of education for gifted and talented children within both the public and private
sectors since the 1980s.
The award also recognised Dr
McKeith’s commitment to Christian
social values, chiefly through his support
for international partnerships with
schools and other humanitarian organisations around the world. Throughout his
leadership at both schools, PLC students
have enjoyed increased opportunities for
education and service in indigenous
Australian communities as well as in
humanitarian and educational situations
on almost every major continent.

Australian-African venture

O
rbus Development and Aid in
Central Africa (www.orbusafrica.org) is
made up of a dedicated group of Malawian
and Australian Presbyterian Christians.
Orbus is attempting to establish a community development centre (including a
home a school, and a skills training workshop) for orphaned children in Blantyre,
Malawi. The aim of this project is to create long-term, sustainable improvements
in and for a community which does not
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have the resources to do this alone. Rather
than achieving this through short-term
hand-outs, Orbus hopes to develop a project which will result in lasting, tangible
differences for these children and their
community. It is hoped that each child
graduating from Orbus will to be trained
in a useful skill.
The Rev. Colin M’bawa, a Malawian
national, gave up his career as finance
director and senior administrator with
World Vision in Central Africa to answer
his personal call to Christian ministry. He
spent four years studying at the
Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne, graduating in 2002. During
his time in Australia Colin made many
friends among the congregations of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia. On his
return to Malawi, Colin was ordained a
minister of the Church of Central Africa
Presbyterian (CCAP) and appointed to
the congregation of Namatete on the outskirts of the city of Blantyre. As part of a
community outreach program Colin, his
wife Shirley and his Namatete congregation began a volunteer program of teaching and feeding orphaned children on
Saturdays. This initiative now attracts up
to 350 children every Saturday.
On a recent visit to Malawi students
from the PTC Melbourne were privileged
to assist in this outreach. Orbus hopes to
offer as many of these children as possible
a safe, loving, nurturing home and school
where they can be loved, cared for and
trained, all on a foundation of love for
God and for fellow humans. About
$160,000 has been raised so far, and land
has been recently purchased as the vision
begins to move toward reality.
Meanwhile, as part of an ongoing
orphan care program, Orbus has identified 13 orphaned children in particular
need of assistance and has funded school
fees for the 13, boarding fees for two, and
the provision of uniforms to enable these
children to attend school. It is planned
that these children will join the Orbus
school upon its establishment. Orbus has
received the approval and support of the
APWM Victorian and West Australian
Committees.

Moderator’s Easter service

TService
he 2008 Melbourne CBD Easter
was held at The Scots’ Church,
Melbourne, on 19 March. Rev. Graham
Bradbeer, Chaplain at Scotch College
and Victorian moderator, preached on
the “The Death that changes everything”.
Mr Matthew Guy, a Member of the
Upper House of the Victorian Parliament
delivered the Bible reading.

Evangelistic cafe

T

he Donvale congregation in
Melbourne ran an evangelistic Cafe
Church on the evening of 16 March. The
speaker was the Rev. Michael Raiter,
principal of the Bible College of
Victoria, formerly head of missions at
Moore Theological College in Sydney
and a missionary in Pakistan. Cafe
Church was held in the church hall, with
good coffee, discussions around tables
and a very relaxed feel. The gospel was
clearly explained in the message.

Appointments

Aweredrianordained
Carswel and Craig Johansen
and inducted as elders at
Para Hills in South Australia on 2 March.
On 15 February the Presbytery of
Kilnoorat (Vic) inducted the Rev. Ben
Johnson into the Pastoral Charge of
Warrnambool.
The Presbytery of Benalla (Vic)
licensed James Playfoot and Peter
Stanton as preachers at St Andrew’s
Presbyterian Church, Benalla, on 30
March. Dr Allan Harman preached.

Tasmania’s broader approach

T

he Presbyterian Church of Tasmania
is having a new look to its General
Assembly next month. The desire is to
have more than just a business meeting;
and to be a catalyst for ministry. The
assembly has been redesigned to include
talks about the PCT and its doctrines, on
how society has changed, and fresh and
proactive thinking about how to reach the
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new generation. There are a couple of
sessions especially for women. There is
also time for brainstorming, and informal
fellowship. It is hoped that this will stimulate new ideas, facilitate ministry training, recruit new people into leadership,
and generally lead to a burst of creative,
exciting ministry all across Tasmania.

Jack Ball

JStackAndrews,
Ball has been made elder emeritus at
Townsville. Mr Ball, born on
23 August 1915, has always lived in
Townsville. Still a member of the committee of management and a member of the
committee of meals on wheels, Mr Ball
felt his health meant he should stand
down after 48 years as elder.
Mr Ball often conducted worship services at the main church and for its suburban congregations at South Townsville,
North Ward and at Magnetic Island; was
the church’s representative elder to
Presbytery for years; attended the GAA
in Sydney as Presbytery’s representative
during the difficult period of Church
union in 1976; and was a commissioner to
State Assembly on numerous occasions.

PREZRA
School of
Theology
and PCA Ministries
Please COME OVER and HELP US
in Adelaide and South Australia
We need Ministers and Home Missionaries
to come to Churches without a Pastor who
will preach the Gospel, care for the flock
and reach out in Evangelism.
Otherwise, come to Adelaide and study at
the PREZRA School of Theology and get
equipped in the Bible and the Christian
Faith for Practical Christian service. Prepare
to become a Home Missionary, or a resident
Supply Preacher, or a PCA Lay Ministries
Worker.
PREZRA courses are FREE. They include the
Australian College of Theology’s ThA
(Associate In Theology) and the Advanced
Diploma of Theology (ThL) Diplomas, as well
as the Home Missionary Certificate
(HMCertif) and PREZRA’s Certificate of
Biblical Studies for lay workers.
Contact: PREZRA / PCA Ministries
for 2007 Handbook:
Rev Dr Reg Mathews
regmathews@picknowl.com.au
(08) 83 95 78 41
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Pastoral care worker

T

he Health and Community
Chaplaincy Committee of the
Presbyterian Church of Victoria is seeking to appoint a part-time pastoral care
worker to the maternity section of the
Epworth Freemason’s Hospital in East
Melbourne. The position is for 20 hours a
week from 1 July. A detailed position
description is available from Mrs Kathy
James,
Convenor,
Health
and
Community Chaplaincy Committee –
Presbyterian Church of Victoria, 9 Tanya
Court, Croydon Hills VIC 3136, Email :
convenorhccc@optusnet.com.au

Organisation estimates that, based on
present trends, the number of Catholics
attending Sunday Mass will have dropped
to 679,000 by 2020. At the same time, the
report’s statisticians say, the number of
Muslims in attendance at mosques will
have climbed to 683,000.
The Telegraph says the Christian
Research report, based on British government and academic information as
well as the firm’s own Religious Trends
study, comes “amid growing tensions
over the place of Muslims in British society.” Such tensions include claims by
Christian clerics that “no-go” areas for
non-Muslims are springing up in parts of
the country.
Modern Reformation

Religious prefer Clinton
Section: World

Around
the World

Reformed elect woman

TBritain
he United Reformed Church in
has appointed the Rev. Roberta
Rominger as its general secretary. She
becomes the first woman to hold the
senior post in the church, or in any of its
predecessor denominations. Congregationalists, Presbyterians and members
of the Churches of Christ have come
together in a series of unions since 1972,
to form the United Reformed Church.
None ever had a woman as its general
secretary or most senior staff member,
although the Congregational Union of
England and Wales was the first mainstream denomination in Britain to ordain
a woman, as long ago as 1917.
Ms Rominger said: “I am passionate
about the vision of a church that is enthusiastically engaged with the world. I
believe God speaks and acts in the world
today. The church’s life should reflect this
God, who is committed to hope, justice
and human flourishing.” She will take up
the post in July 2008, replacing the Rev.
Dr David Cornick.
Ekklesia

Muslims to exceed Catholics

N

ew research indicates that within the
next 12 years, the number of Muslims
worshipping at mosques in Britain will
outstrip that of Roman Catholics attending traditional church services.
According to a report by London’s
Daily Telegraph newspaper on 25 March,
the study by Britain’s Christian Research
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SSenator
enator Hillary Clinton is leading
Barack Obama among most
religious groups, with the exception of
black Protestants and those practising
non-Christian religions or no religion, a
new Gallup Poll says. Clinton held a
56% to 37% lead among all Catholics and
a 53% to 42% lead among non-white
Catholics.
Among Democratic voters surveyed,
Clinton leads by more than 20 points
among white Protestants, but Obama
maintains a solid 45-point lead over
Clinton among non-white Protestants,
70% to 25%. Overall, however, Protestant
voters were almost equally divided
between the two candidates, favoring
Obama by only 3 percentage points.
Modern Reformation

Radicals restrict Christians

A

lmost eight months have passed since
Dr Rebekka Zakaria, Eti Pangesti and
Ratna Bangun walked free from a prison
in Indramayu, West Java, having served
two years of a three-year sentence for
allegedly using deceit to “Christianise”
Muslim children. Zakaria told Compass
that all three women have settled back
into the village of Harguelis and resumed
their normal lives to some degree. But the
influence of Islamic radicals is all too evident, restricting freedom of worship for
Christians throughout the province.
Zakaria’s church has been unable to
secure a church permit, as religious
groups must have 90 adult members with
identification cards to apply, and
Zakaria’s church has only 75 including
children.
Many of Zakaria’s neighbors have wel-
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comed her back with tears. “Some of
them apologised that they couldn’t testify
for us during the trial – they were afraid of
what might happen to them,” she
explained. Islamic radicals had showed up
in force at the school teachers’ hearings,
waving banners, shouting death threats
and warning the judges that blood would
be shed if they did not issue a guilty verdict.

themselves as such, but 14% of these
think Easter was about Jesus dying for the
sins of the world, 12% believe he rose
again from the dead, and, remarkably, 7%
think he was son of God.
Christian Today

Burmese displaced

priorities include dealing with the Chinese
government to bring about the recognition of Orthodox Christians in mainland
China .
“There are many Orthodox in the port
cities in South China. Greeks are working
on the ships and they want a place of worship,” Metropolitan Nektarios told
Ecumenical News International on 29
February, the day before his enthronement. “The pastoral activities are first for
the [Orthodox] Greeks, then for the
Chinese. There are only a few Orthodox
Chinese there.”
At present, the Chinese government
recognises only Daoism, Buddhism,
Islam, Catholicism and Protestantism as
“official” religions, even though other religious groups operate in China.
Ekklesia

Tattacks
he Burmese army has launched fresh
on civilians in northern Karen
State, causing the displacement of more
than 2100 villagers. According to the Free
Burma Rangers, a relief organization
working in the conflict areas of eastern
Burma, the attacks are “the largest against
civilians in northern Karen State since the
Burma Army completed the re-supply of
its camps and construction of roads at the
end of 2007”.
More than 30,000 people are displaced
in northern Karen State, and it is estimated that there are more than one million internally displaced people in Burma
altogether.
These latest reports follow the recent
visit of the UN Special Envoy Ibrahim
Gambari to Burma. The ruling military
regime,
the
State
Peace
and
Development Council, rejected the
envoy’s proposals to amend the draft constitution to allow Nobel Laureate Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi, under house arrest, to
contest elections.

British believe in the resurrection

M
ore than half of Britons believe that
Jesus Christ rose from the dead, according to new research published by Theos,
the public theology think tank.
In the poll, 57% of people questioned
said they believe that Jesus was executed
by crucifixion, buried and rose from the
dead, with over half of those (30% of the
total sample) accepting the traditional
Christian belief in the bodily resurrection
of Christ and the rest (27%) believing
that Jesus rose in spirit form.
This widespread belief clearly informs
people’s more general attitude to life after
death. More than half of people said they
believe in some kind of existence after
death, although most of those (44% of
the total) believe that “your spirit lives on
after death”. Only 9% said they believe in
a personal physical resurrection.
The opinions of atheists are especially
interesting. 23% of respondents identified

Bid to recognise Orthdox

THong
he new Orthodox metropolitan of
Kong and Southeast Asia says his

Prize for Heller

M

ichael Heller, a Polish Roman
Catholic priest and cosmologist whose
intellectual and religious life has been
grounded in the insights of both science
and religion, has won the 2008 Templeton
Prize, believed to be the largest yearly
monetary award given to a single individual academic.
Heller, 72, who teaches at the
Pontifical Academy of Theology in
Cracow, was awarded the prize for his
work in connecting the realms of physics,
cosmology, theology and philosophy.
In an interview with Ecumenical News
International the day before the 12 March
announcement, Heller reiterated his belief
that the oft-described “two worlds” of
religion and science are not at odds, saying
that without the meaning afforded by religion, “science would be meaningless”.
Heller has had a long interest in examining such questions as “Does the universe need to have a cause?” and he has
engaged sources from different disciplines
that might otherwise have little in common, the John Templeton Foundation
said in announcing Heller’s winning of
the prize.
The John Templeton Foundation has

since 1973 awarded the prize, which is
currently valued at nearly $A2 million.
Ecumenical News International

Vale David Wright

D

avid F. Wright, professor emeritus of
patristic and Reformation studies at the
University of Edinburgh’s New College,
has died aged 70. The editor and author of
numerous scholarly works, Wright was
called a “powerful voice for Bible-believing scholarship” by former student and
prominent Presbyterian minister Ligon
Duncan.

Haggard restoration “incomplete”

M

ore than a year after former pastor
Ted Haggard resigned from his position
at the New Life Church in Colorado
Springs, he has severed his official relationship with the New Life Church
Restoration Team. The megachurch said
Haggard had prematurely ended a “spiritual restoration” process begun when he
was fired for sexual misconduct.
Haggard was the church’s senior founding pastor.
In November 2006, he was fired from
New Life Church and resigned as head of
the
National
Association
of
Evangelicals amid allegations he had an
affair with a male prostitute. The man
also said he saw Haggard use methamphetamine.

Visiting
Outback
Qeensland?

??
:

Worship with us at

Charleville
St James Presbyterian Church
76 Galatea St, Charleville, QLD

:

Worship Service

Sunday 9am
Contact: Rev David Knott

qq(07) 4654 3100
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New Life said that “the process of
restoring Ted Haggard is incomplete and
(New Life) maintains its original stance
that he should not return to vocational
ministry.” Haggard and his family moved
to Phoenix last year. As part of a severance package that paid Haggard through
2007, he agreed to leave Colorado
Springs and not talk about the scandal
publicly.

WTS suspends professor

Ttheology
wo of the hottest issues in evangelical
are the New Testament’s use of
the Old Testament and evangelical textual
criticism. Peter Enns’s 2005 book,
Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals
and the Problem of the Old Testament,
aimed to pose difficult questions about
the human aspects of Scripture. It
received both praise and criticism from
noted evangelical scholars.
And it made things difficult for Enns at
his school, Philadelphia’s Westminster
Theological Seminary. A battle over
whether the book undermined or contradicted the Westminster Confession of
Faith has been raging for some time until
the board decided to suspend Enns
recently.
Modern Reformation
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On the
Agenda
Christian face turns black

Ca Western,
hristianity has long been stereotyped as
white man’s religion, but a
prominent theologian believes that image
will soon drastically change. “The new
face of Christianity will be the black
woman,” said Dr Kwok Pui Lan to an
audience at Lexington Theological
Seminary in Kentucky, according to the
Lexington Herald-Leader.
Kwok, a professor at the Episcopal
Divinity School in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, is a pioneer in Asian feminist theology as well as postcolonial theology.
Kwok explained that as of last year,
Europe still had the largest number of
Christians in the world – 532 million. It is
followed by Latin America with 525 million and then Africa at 417 million.
But by 2025, Africa is projected to
shoot up to 634.6 million Christians, followed closely by Latin America at 634.1
million, while Europe will fall to 531 million Christians.

‘The Manse’
Stanley, Tasmania • Holiday Accommodation
3 bedroom furnished home available to Presbyterian family
and friends – Very Reasonable Rates
For More Information phone: (03) 6458 1116 (03) 6458 1321
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The United States had 223 million
Christians mid-2007 and is predicted to
grow slightly to 252 million by 2025. “The
challenge is to re-imagine Christianity in
the 21st century,” said Kwok.
Dr Todd Johnson, director of the
Centre for the Study of Global
Christianity at Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary, said in his 2006
report USA evangelicals/Evangelicals in a
Global Context that in 1900, more than
80% of all Christians were from Europe
and North America, but by 2005 the
number was under 45.
Johnson noted that the number correlated with new data that revealed a southern shift in Christianity away from the
UK and US.
Offering
an
explanation
for
Christianity’s boom in Africa, the Rev.
Dr Samuel Kobia – the first African
General Secretary of the World Council
of Churches – said late last year that
Christianity is not seen as a “part-time”
occupation in Africa in comparison to the
US, but rather “permeates the whole life”.
“Christianity in Africa, sub-Saharan
Africa especially, is seen not only as a religion, but this is the opportunity of people
to contribute to national building, to
peace and reconciliation, to development,” Dr Kobia said at Washington

N

National Cathedral in December.
“Therefore the church becomes the centre
of activity.”
Christian Today

Oxford to probe belief

O

xford University researchers will
undertake a £2 million ($A4.3 million)
study to investigate why people believe
in God. The university’s Ian Ramsey
Centre for Science and Religion will
bring together anthropologists, theologians, philosophers and other academics
for a three-year study on whether belief
in a divine being is an inherent part of
mankind’s makeup.
“We are interested in exploring exactly
in what sense belief in God is natural,”
said Justin Barrett, a psychologist and
leading member of the research team,
according to the Church of England
Newspaper. “We think there is more on
the nature side than a lot of people suppose.”
The researchers will develop a “scientific approach” to why mankind believes
in God and other issues around the nature
and origin of religious belief. The study
will also look into which religious beliefs
are most common and most natural for
the human mind to grasp.
Roger Trigg, acting director of the Ian
Ramsey Centre, said anthropological and
philosophical research suggests that faith
in God is a universal human impulse
found in most cultures around the world,
even though it has been waning in Britain
and parts of Europe, according to The
Associated Press.
“There are a lot of issues. What is it
that is innate in human nature to believe in
God, whether it is gods or something
superhuman or supernatural?” he asked.
“One implication that comes from this is
that religion is the default position, and
atheism is perhaps more in need of explanation.”
The study comes as many Christians in
the West feel there is growing hostility
towards Christianity in the public square.
Outspoken atheists Richard Dawkins
and Christopher Hitchens, among others, have come out louder in recent years,
arguing against the Christian faith and
encouraging other atheists to come out of
the closet.
Researchers of the Oxford study will
not attempt to answer whether God exists
but they will examine evidence to try to
prove whether belief in God conferred an
evolutionary advantage to mankind,
according to The Times.
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The study will be funded by the John
Templeton Foundation, a US-based philanthropic organisation that funds wideranging research into questions that deal
with the laws of nature and issues of spirituality.
Christian Today

Catholic-Muslim dialogue

M
embers of the Vatican Pontifical
Council for Inter-religious Dialogue
met Muslim leaders in early March to
establish a “Catholic-Muslim Forum”.
The forum’s first seminar will be held in
Rome, from 4 to 6 November, and is
designed to respond to calls for dialogue
between Catholics and Muslims.
The meeting was a result of the open
letter A Common Word signed by 138
Islamic leaders in October 2007. The letter points out similarities between Islam
and Catholicism such as the belief in one
God and being founded on “goodwill, not
violence”.
Pope Benedict XVI responded to the
letter in November 2007 by stressing that
the path to true dialogue lies in “effective
respect for the dignity of every human
person, on objective knowledge of the
religion of the other, on the sharing of
religious experience and, finally, on common commitment to promoting mutual
respect and acceptance among the
younger generation”.
Vatican analyst Sandro Magister sees
Pope Benedict’s response, which differed
from the original proposal of the 138
Muslim leaders, as “asking Islam to make
the same journey that the Catholic
Church made under pressure from the
Enlightenment. Love of God and neighbor must be realised in the full acceptance
of religious freedom”.
The seminar, entitled Love of God,
Love of Neighbor, will be attended by 24

religious leaders and scholars from each
religion. Other topics emphasised will
include “Theological and Spiritual
Foundations” and “Human Dignity and
Mutual Respect”. The seminar will conclude with a public session on 6
November and the participants will be
granted an audience with the Pope.
Meanwhile, the World Council of
Churches, which groups the main nonCatholic Christian churches, has urged its
members to open a dialogue with Muslim
scholars seeking inter-faith cooperation.
The Geneva-based WCC said it wanted to
organise discussions on theology and
ethics with signatories of A Common
Word.
The WCC statement came a day after
Saudi media reported that King Abdullah
had called for a Muslim consensus on a
dialogue with Christianity and Judaism to
end inter-faith tension.
In a separate move, world Muslim leaders last month condemned extremism and
terrorism as incompatible with Islam and
proposed a high-level international meeting to promote a dialogue with the
Christian world.
Leaders of the 57-nation Organisation
of the Islamic Conference (OIC), which
represents Muslims from across the
Middle East, Africa and Asia, called for
the “dialogue of civilisations” after a summit in Senegal.
“We continue to strongly condemn all
forms of extremism and dogmatism
which are incompatible with Islam, a religion of moderation and peaceful coexistence,” the OIC said in a declaration
issued at the end of the two-day meeting.
But, in an apparent reference to the
Palestinian fight against Israel, it said terrorism should be differentiated from
“legitimate resistance against foreign
occupation”.
Agencies

Ministry Opportunity in NSW Regional City
St Aidan’s Presbyterian Church South Wagga Wagga
is seeking a Pastoral Assistant to add to its ministry team.
We are looking for a person with theological training
who has a passion for Christ, his people and his Word.
The focus of this position is on the oversight of Youth and Children’s
Ministries and of our church@five congregation.
For further information, including Position Description and Application
Form, contact the Pastor, Sandy McMillan on 02 6925 1228 or at
sandy@staidanswagga.org.au. Applications close 18th April.
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Resurrection of sin
We’ve lost the idea of sin – at quite a moral cost.

The terrible fire of hell will not afflict the
bodies of the damned only from without, but
each lost soul will be a hell unto itself, the
boundless fire raging in its very vitals ... The
blood seethes and boils in the veins, the
brains are boiling in the skull, the heart in
the breast glowing and bursting, the bowels
a red-hot mass of burning pulp, the tender
eyes flaming like molten balls.
- James Joyce’s 1916 novel Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man
his is the sort of language that
traumatised generations. Such
graphic injunctions about sin and
its consequences (this was the
most famous description of hell since
Dante’s Inferno) terrified countless
young men and women, particularly
Catholics. Considerable determination,
ingenuity and often cruelty went into
“protecting” people from their base
desires. But such efforts, however wellmeaning, made the language of sin itself
sinful.
Paul Ormonde remembers his oldest
son preparing for his first confession in
1963. Sister Francesca, said the boy, had
told him he had to confess his mortal sins
first.
“I was so angry I went up to see her
and said, ‘My son is six. He’s not capable
of a sin that would endanger his soul.’ She
said, ‘Oh, Mr Ormonde, it’s the teaching
of the church’.”
It was part of Ormonde’s journey out
of the church – he calls himself a “secular
Catholic” now and no longer believes the
doctrine of redemption, that God sent his
son, Jesus, to redeem humanity from the
ancient calamity of original sin.
That picture of a vengeful God excoriating humanity for the tiniest transgressions has largely disappeared; love is once
again seen as a more powerful persuader
than fear. What but love could lead God
to pay the price and satisfy His holiness
Himself? But something curious has happened to sin: in a matter of decades it has
dropped almost entirely from Western
consciousness. Today such hellfire and
brimstone language seems quaint, risible
and barely understood. Surely this is a
good thing? Well, yes ... and no. Sin, after
all, is the only doctrine of the ancient
church that is empirically verifiable. And

T

Barney
Zwartz
its passing has left another vital concept
languishing, that of moral responsibility.
Easter is when Christians are particularly confronted with the idea of sin
because it is “the reason for the season”:
the New Testament teaches that Jesus was
nailed to the cross to reconcile, redeem,
restore and ransom humanity.
“Sin” has been disappearing for a while.
American psychiatrist Karl Menninger (a
non-believer) wrote in 1973 in Whatever
Happened to Sin? that the word was rarely
heard. “Does that mean that no sin is
involved in all our
troubles – sin
Celebrities with an ‘I’ in the
who get into middle? Is no one
trouble and any longer guilty
anything?
have to apolo- of
Guilty perhaps of
gise are never
a sin that could be
callous, brutal, repented
and
treacherous, repaired
or
selfish, insensi- atoned for? Is it
tive or greedy only that some– they “made one may be stua mistake”. pid or sick or
criminal – or
asleep? Wrong
things are being done, we know; tares are
being sown in the wheatfield at night. But
is no one responsible, no one answerable
for these acts?”
This trend has accelerated. Look at
celebrities who get into trouble and have
to apologise. Perish the thought that they
were callous, brutal, treacherous, selfish,
insensitive, self-indulgent or greedy – they
“made a mistake”. It is a phrase emptied of
moral content. A mistake is when you
take the wrong turn while driving; keeping on until you have overrun Poland is
not a “mistake”. Nor is perjury or embezzlement or other crimes perpetrators
don’t see as a problem until they get
caught.
For theologians, guilt – the psychological effect of sin (or moral failure) – is a
very useful symptom that acts like pain in
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the physical realm to warn that there’s a
problem. To remove the symptom but
ignore the cause can leave a person worse
off than before.
No one is guilty any more, they are all
victims. Modern psychology has reached
the paradoxical conclusion that society
can be collectively guilty (as with the
recent stolen generations apology), even
though it is comprised of individuals who
are all innocent.
So has the pendulum swung too far? Is
sin – defined by the Concise Oxford as the
breaking of a divine or moral law, especially by a conscious act – still a useful
concept? Anglican theologian Andrew
McGowan thinks so.
The daily newspaper, he says, shows
that sin is an objective reality. “It’s like
Mark Twain’s quote about infant baptism:
‘Do I believe in it? Heck, I’ve seen it!’ At
the risk of sounding glib, sin is a serious
business. I’m on the side of those who
think it needs more honesty than being
swept under the carpet.”
McGowan, warden of Melbourne’s
Trinity College, says sin is the difference
between the best we can conceive of for
ourselves and what we actually have. It’s a
theological way of thinking about the
state of the world. He acknowledges that
the language of sin has been used to control and disempower people, to lead them
to desperation rather than hope. But even
so, “it’s important to admit how things are
because it’s impossible to fix a problem
that we deny exists”.
Yet outside the church, and often
within, the problems of sin have been
replaced by problems of self-esteem. This
interpretation began with Freud, who
regarded religion as a neurosis and guilt as
an illusion that must be dispelled.

A

merican theologian John MacArthur
claims the very idea of guilt is considered medieval, obsolete, unproductive.
Self-esteem is what counts, and that doesn’t leave room for guilt. In The Vanishing
Conscience, MacArthur writes: “If no one
is supposed to feel guilty, how could anyone be a sinner? Modern culture has the
answer: people are victims. Victims are
not responsible for what they do; they are
casualties of what happens to them. It has

radically changed the way our society
looks at human behaviour.”
Every human failing, therefore,
becomes a disease, a kind of disorder that
is not our fault. There is always somebody
else to blame. MacArthur quotes
American author Charles Sykes:
“Unfortunately, that is a formula for
social gridlock: the irresistible search for
someone or something to blame colliding
with the unmovable unwillingness to
accept responsibility.” MacArthur says
the sin-as-disease model has created a
multibillion-dollar counselling industry in
which therapists sometimes provide
extensive treatment for years, or even life.

T

he two psychiatrists I spoke to – one
Christian, one not – had some sympathy for the concept of sin, though neither
employed it with patients.
“In terms of thinking about human
capacities to do bad things, even cruel and
harmful things, it’s an important notion,”
says Louise Newman, professor of psychology at the University of Newcastle.
“Just look at current concerns about adolescent behaviour, for example, or the
capacity of humans to commit genocide
or torture. These are moral arguments
about the human condition.”
Newman, who is not a believer, says
psychiatry tries to look behind the behaviour to find causes, and deals in concepts
such as “damage” rather than sin. For
some patients, a particular version of
Catholicism has left scars, while many
people cannot relate to the range of connotations “sin” carries, yet the concept
must be confronted, she says.
“People I see who have experienced
torture or witnessed massacres, for example in Rwanda or Yugoslavia, have had to
confront something about the human
condition most of us prefer not to think
about. It could be our neighbour who
commits these atrocities, and if it could be
our neighbour it could be us. I treat some
survivors of torture who, now they have
seen these atrocities and know what
human beings are capable of, are terrified
they might be capable as well. I wouldn’t
use the word sin or evil, but they exist.”
Newman agrees that many people have
a problem with moral responsibility. “It’s
the John Howard attitude to moral questions: never apologise, never admit. It
seems to me people are looking for clear
moral guidance. The recent Rudd apology
struck a chord because we’d been living in
a moral vacuum. Most of the country had
an emotional response to the apology –
not all liked it, but they were engaged in a

moral debate.”
Child psychiatrist Michael Dudley says
modern psychology and psychiatry are
highly suspicious of religion and have
tried to evacuate the moral domain.
“We’re in the heyday of neurobiological
science, and psychological things have
become fairly mechanised,” says Dudley,
senior lecturer in psychology at the
University of NSW and a member of the
Uniting Church.
“The question of moral responsibility
hasn’t been particularly processed by people in my profession. It’s probably come
in the back door through ethical breaches.
Psychologists now have to think about
ethics as part of their remit, but whether
that translates beyond the individual rela-

For Christians
at least, the
idea of sin
leads to the
idea of hope.
Easter is about
sin, but even
more it’s about
hope.
tionship into an understanding of society
or of the spiritual dimension is another
matter.” He thinks there is both individual
sin and collective sin, a sense in which
people can “go over to the dark side”.
Dudley worries that psychiatrists who
ignore questions of religion or values can
miss the main game. “My faith probably
makes me aware that this is a relevant
dimension for people in their lives. I
always cover questions of meaning and
value for people. It would be on my radar
to ask about their fundamental beliefs – if
they are religious, how do they express it,
does it help them cope with life in general
and the predicament they are in now?
“It’s under-scrutinised. The literature
indicates very clearly the beneficial effects
of a spiritual belief system for relational
stability, for preventing suicide and selfharm, for health. I’m a believer, but it’s
not a Medicare benefits item, it’s not
something we can prescribe.”
One of the reasons why the concept of
sin lost traction was its link with the difficult doctrine of original sin. Few theologians today would accept Augustine’s
explanation that it was conveyed from the
parents via sexual intercourse.
Andrew McGowan says what’s original
about sin is its universality. “It’s an insipid

and inadequate view of humans to think
we are all blank books and fine until
someone comes along and stuffs things
up for us. Selfishness and sin are almost
synonymous.”
Theologian Peter Adam says he finds
non-Christians surprisingly open to the
idea of original sin. “They recognise that
something is wrong in society, and it’s
hard to work out how we caused so much
damage. Humans did it, not the dolphins,
not the ants. I find non-Christians
intrigued by a metaphysical explanation
for what’s wrong.”
Adam, principal of Ridley College, says
original sin doesn’t mean people are bad;
they are fallible. “One of the most striking
effects of sin is its ability to blind us to its
presence – we can all see that in other people but it’s much harder in ourselves. We
focus too much on whether we have done
wrong, and ignore the good things we
should have done, and have not done,
because of ignorance, nervousness, or lack
of vision as to how we help and love others.”
Melbourne Jesuit theologian Bill Uren
says this was the point of the recent
Vatican statement on social sins, that
things such as polluting, genetic engineering and obscene wealth were as bad as
pride, lust, anger and the rest. “Sin is the
things we fail to do, we don’t live up to
our responsibilities. Certainly theft, murder, rape, things people do are sinful and
harm one another but it’s the more subtle
ones where we fail through our self-centredness.”

I

f people are to reclaim greater moral
responsibility, the concept of sin may
be central, even if the word itself now carries too much baggage. Non-Christians
who deride original sin can still accept that
humans are all frail, fallible, occasionally
weak-willed, inclined to be selfish, and
that there is often a gap between conscience and action.
And, for Christians at least, the idea of
sin leads to the idea of hope. Easter is
about sin, but even more it’s about hope.
“It’s about God’s redeeming love, that no
matter how far away we seem there is a
loving God who has reached out,” Uren
says.
The wages of sin doesn’t have to be
death. “It’s a revolutionary message. It
means, in the vicissitudes of life, that sin
and failure aren’t the end.”
This article first appeared in The Age, where
Barney Zwartz is religion editor, and the
Sydney Morning Herald on Good Friday. ap
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Books
Letter to a Christian
Nation

Sam Harris
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

I

n recent times there have been a
plethora of atheistic crusaders who have
managed to get their works into the bestseller lists. Sam Harris has joined
Christopher Hitchens and Richard
Dawkins as one of these secular fundamentalists. He defines a Christian as anyone who believes in the Bible as the
inspired Word of God and in the deity of
Christ. He then includes the Jehovah’s
Witnesses in this category even though
they do not believe in the deity of Christ.
Anyway, Harris soon brandishes his lance:
“I have set out to demolish the intellectual
and moral pretensions of Christianity in
its most committed forms.” Theology,
however, is not Harris’s strong point – nor
is elementary psychology and logic. He
considers that one can separate Jesus’
moral teachings from His supernatural
claims. J. Gresham Machen demolished
this approach years ago.
Harris’s grasp of history is also less than
compelling, as he asserts that Martin
Luther and John Calvin advocated the

O

O

K

S

wholesale murder of heretics, apostates,
Jews, and witches. It seems that Harris has
not got around to reading Martin Luther’s
That Jesus was Born a Jew which was published in 1523. Here Luther said that
Christians should deal kindly with the Jews
in the hope they would believe. “They will
only be frightened further away from it, if
their Judaism is so utterly rejected, that
nothing is allowed to remain, and they are
treated only with arrogance and scorn. If
the apostles, who also were Jews, had dealt
with us Gentiles as we Gentiles deal with
the Jews, there would never have been a
Christian among the Gentiles.”
That there were some sad things done
during the Reformation is undeniable;
that Harris has no notion of what the
Reformation was about is equally undeniable.
Like all atheists, Harris is vigorous but
unconvincing in his claim that there is an
objective morality apart from God. He
asserts that “Mahavira, the Jain patriarch,
surpassed the morality of the Bible with a
single sentence: ‘Do not injure, abuse,
oppress, enslave, insult, torment, torture,
or kill any creature or living being’.” Alas,
that is noble-sounding nonsense. It would
mean that we are not allowed to insult
Hitler or kill flies. It leads Harris to the
view that killing a fly is a greater evil than
killing a human blastocyst because the fly
has more cells. He has it both ways on
adultery, but finally objects to Christian
sexual ethics. He ridicules the Christian
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view of the child in the womb, but still
calls abortion “an ugly reality”. In any
case, Harris fails his own test rather miserably as he spends his whole book mocking Christians.
Harris thinks that one can derive an
objective morality from “better and worse
ways to seek happiness in this world”.
That, surely, is the way to unending subjectivity. How does one define better and
worse and, for that matter, happiness?
Does sexual immorality, as defined by
Christian ethics, lead to greater happiness? Ultimately, Harris hopes against
hope, and all the evidence, that it does.
Regarding science and reason, Harris is
somewhat dated and predictable. He
asserts that “nature offers no compelling
evidence for an intelligent designer and
countless examples of unintelligent
design”. However, his great arguments
against any belief in a Creator are the existence of so many beetles and of horrible
viruses. One might have expected a little
bit better from Crusader Harris. Beetles
seem to perform their function in the universe, and the fact that viruses exist is
merely another indication that this fallen
world is cursed (Gen. 3:16-19; Rom. 8:1925). Beetles and viruses are what one would
expect, given the teaching of the Bible.
Actually, Harris so constructs his argument that he cannot lose. He claims that
Nazism, Stalinism, and other isms are
forms of “totalitarian mythology”. This
means that Stalin was not an atheist but a

B

religious man. Harris defines bad atheists
as religious characters worthy of all condemnation.
He himself even sounds religious at
the end. He preaches: “Jesus and the
Buddha weren’t talking nonsense when
they spoke about our capacity as human
beings to transform our lives in rare and
beautiful ways.” All very moving, I
suppose, but Jesus never said anything
of the kind. He taught that apart from
Him, we human beings are dead (John
5:24-25) and dwell in darkness (John
8:12). Apart from Him, we can do
nothing (John 15:5). Harris sees the
10th commandment as trivial, but Jesus
declares that it is out of the heart that
evil comes (Mt. 15:19-20).
Harris’s declared aim was to demolish the intellectual and moral pretensions of Christianity. Surely there is an
atheist out there who can do better
than this. Or has Harris proved again
the truth of the Psalmist, that it is the
fool who says in his heart that there is
no God? (Ps.14:1)
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP

The Life and Times of
George Whitefield

Robert Philip
1837, first Banner of Truth edition 2007.
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

he substance of this book, although it
was arranged and supplied with editorial comments by Robert Philip, is from
George Whitefield himself. In it the great
evangelist describes and records the
course of his life and ministry. As with
anything related to the ministry of
Whitefield the modern Western Christian
can hardly believe what he reads, as the
amazing power of the blessed Holy Spirit
is evident everywhere.
It is good to be reminded that the Holy
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Spirit is still moving in such great ways,
but largely in other parts of the world at
the moment, such as South America,
Africa and Asia, as the globalisation of the
Christian faith continues at (it seems) an
ever-accelerating pace.
The apostolic anointing that lay on
Whitefield coupled with his simple, childlike faith shines through every page which
brings much spiritual refreshment to the
reader. Our prayer after reading of such
things is surely: “Lord, as you will, please
move among us poor, spiritually dead
Westerners again.”
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s Kirk,
Fremantle.

The Historical Reliability
of the Gospels
Craig L. Blomberg
Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2007.
Reviewed by Greg Goswell

W

e can have full confidence in the portrait of Jesus given in the four
Gospels. This is the conclusion of Craig
Blomberg after his survey of the historical
evidence in what is an enlarged, second
edition of his 1987 volume. Two new
appendices have been added: Archaeology
and the Gospels, and Textual Criticism
and the Gospels. The footnotes and bibliography (60 pages long) have been thoroughly revised and updated. They lead the
reader to more detailed studies of all the
issues addressed. The book is written with
an AP type of audience in mind, namely
“the educated layperson”, and by an evangelical scholar of international repute who
teaches at Denver Seminary.
Blomberg argues (using pertinent
examples) that divergences between the
three Synoptic Gospels do not amount to
discrepancies or contradictions. He does a
good job of answering the common dismissal of John’s Gospel as a historical
account just because it is different from
the other three Gospels. He points out
that “independent” John has a surprising
number of links to the others, and is consistent with and complements them.
John’s Gospel found an unlikely champion in the radical Anglican theologian
J.A.T. Robinson, who endorsed the historicity of its account of Jesus.
There is a fascinating exploration of
references to Jesus outside the New
Testament, wider than the well-known
references in Josephus and Tacitus. Dan
Brown’s gross misuse of the so-called
Gospel of Philip to suggest that Jesus was

married to Mary Magdalene receives an
effective rebuttal.
If you want an up-to-date, clear and
compelling presentation of the evidence
for the historical accuracy of the Gospels,
this is the book for you!
Gregory Goswell lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne.

The Work of His Fingers
Written and illustrated by Alison Brown
Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 2007.
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell

A

picture book from Banner of Truth?
you might ask. Here is one! This A4
size book contains attractive illustrations in
colour and black and white. It is presumably aimed at a young audience. The text,
though, is more for older primary children
involving some scientific concepts that
very young children would not necessarily
know or understand but can be explained
by the adult reading with the child.
The idea of a rhyme about creation is
lovely, though occasionally the rhyme is a
little forced to Australian pronunciation.
An Australian child may wonder about
water being so plentiful (on one page) but
the writer is from Ireland! At times the
book seems to be answering science
rather than concentrating on the wonder
of God’s work of creation but used judiciously by parents or teachers, it will help
children to be thankful for our wonderful
God-created world.
Mignon Goswell is manager of PTC Media
at the Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au
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MAY 2008
1 Paul and Judy Morris mission partners
(APWM) workers from Bexley with
Christian Witness to Israel involved in

retired ministers. Frank White clerk.
11 Peter and Annie Skerman mission partners (APWM) workers from Dalby,
Qld in East Asia with Pioneers.
12 Mission partners and the PIM as they
seek workers for ministry to indigenous people and a Patrol based on
Mount Magnet WA.
13 Rob & Toni Smith mission partners
(APWM) workers from Tamborine
Mountain, Qld in Germany with
Wycliffe Bible Translators involved in
teaching children of missionaries.
14 David and Cherryn Hassan starting
ministry at Tamworth Community
Pres. church with about 110 c&a, 70
yf and 6 e; and John and Betty
Thompson in an interim ministry at
Manilla with about 90 c&a, 30 yf and
4 e; both in northern NSW.
15 Brad Newell mission partners
(APWM) worker from Helensvale,
Qld with Operation Mobilization
involved in ship ministry on MV
Logos Hope.
16 Michael Deal starting ministry in
Upper Hastings parish NSW North
coast including Wingham and
Krambach with about 50 c&a, 15 yf
and 5 e.
17 Phillip and Lydia Chang starting ministry at Caulfield-Elwood parish
Melbourne with about 35 c&a, 10 yf
and 5 e.
18 Wauchope home mission station
NSW North coast including
Comboyne and Rollands Plains with
about 80 c&a, 20 yf and 3 e; Peter
Huxley.
19 Chandra Smith mission partners
(APWM) worker from Stanthorpe
Qld in Ecuador with SIM
International involved in rural health.
20 Wentworthville parish western Sydney
with about 75 c&a, 10 yf and 3 e; in
cooperation with Parramatta City
church, Carlingford; Luke and Debra
Tattersall.
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APRIL 2008
21 Steve and Beate Teale starting ministry
at Wollongbar-Alstonville parish far
northern NSW with about 105 c&a
(communicants and adherents), 35 yf
(younger folk – Sunday School and
youth) and 4 e (elders).
22 Presbytery of Dubbo western NSW –
7 parishes and 2 patrols totaling 14
congregations with about 730 c&a and
305 yf, 1 retired minister and 1 under
jurisdiction. Wayne Connor clerk.
23 Graeme and Marilyn Weber, starting
ministry at St Cuthbert’s, Brighton,
Melbourne with about 60 c&a and 6 e.
24 Catherine Thallon mission partners
(APWM) worker from Clayfield ,
Brisbane in South Asia with Wycliffe
Bible Translators, involved in community development.
25 Ulverstone parish northern Tasmania
with about 100 c&a, 10 yf and 2 e;
Charlie and Marion Kennedy.
26 The Moderator General Robert Benn
and Laurel ministering in Melbourne.
27 Alan and Faye Canavan mission partners (APWM) workers from
Warburton Vic. in PNG since 1987
with Wycliffe Bible Translators, at present studying in Australia.
28 Thank God for Gary Tosh’s years as
Chaplaincy coordinator in Qld and
ask Him to guide PresCare in finding
a replacement – Ray Tuttle CEO.
29 John and Lyn Nicol starting ministry
at Caboolture parish Qld with about
40 c&a, 20 yf and 3 e.
30 Frankston parish southern Melbourne
with about 50 c&a, 20 yf and 3e; Bill
Medley.

evangelism among Jewish people in
Australia.
2 Presbytery of Flinders Vic. – 9
parishes and 4 home mission stations
totaling 15 congregations with about
990 c&a and 250 yf, 1 missionary, 1
theological candidate, 3 retired ministers and 2 under jurisdiction. Ian
Brown clerk.
3 Matthew mission partners (APWM)
worker from Seacliff, Adelaide in the
Middle East with Red Sea Team
involved in teaching.
4 Stability and peace among the million
people of Timor Leste, and the protection and effective witness of the
leaders and 10,000 members of the
Protestant Church.
5 Robert and Hazel Looney mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Bassendean, Perth representing
Wycliffe Bible Translators in WA.
6 Dubbo parish western NSW with
about 385 c&a, 120 yf and 7 e; Bryson
and Susan Smith, Paul and Marg
Sheeley, Wayne and Jillian Connor.
Also Les and Shirley Fowler starting
ministry at Warren parish with about
25 c&a, 10 yf and 2 e.
7 David and Lalit Clarke mission partners (APWM) workers from
Camberwell, Vic. in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia involved in grass roots
evangelism.
8 Lower Blue Mountains (Blaxland)
parish NSW with about 120 c&a, 50
yf and 7 e; Graham and Jenny Self.
9 Peter and Anne Burke mission partners
(APWM) workers from Wahroonga,
Sydney in Jos, Nigeria with SIM
International involved in financial and
hospitality ministry.
10 Presbytery of Mowbray, southern
Brisbane – 9 parishes and 11 home
mission stations totaling 24 congregations with about 1955 c&a and 800 yf,
2 PresCare workers, 1 minister at
large, 1 theological candidate, and 11
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Letters
White for harvest

W

hat would our Presbyterian Churches
look like if we had just 5% of the local
population attending? Some of our congregations would have many thousands of
people pressing at their doors. Well, such
congregations really do exist. I’m not talking about far away overseas somewhere,
but here in Australia. They are great congregations with a real sense of community
within themselves and which have a big
impact on the whole of the community of
which they are a part. They are typically
small congregations where five to 25 people meet out of town populations of 100
to 500.
What is happening to these “strong”
congregations in the Presbyterian Church
and other denominations throughout
Australia? Typically they are struggling to
maintain services. They have very little
income and they are lowest in the pecking
order when it comes to finding ministry.
It is good for us to step back from the
pressing challenges of living as a Christian
in the immediate spheres of family, work
and local church to consider the broader
needs of the gospel throughout our country.
There are vast areas within our country where there is no church – of any
denomination. Some of these black holes
are larger than the area of Victoria, and
have thousands of people living within
them. We cannot, as so much of the
church seems to be doing in rural
Australia, sound the retreat when there is
so much need. What are we to do? Jesus
told us very simply. He said to ask the
Lord of the harvest to send out workers.
Our first concern is not to be the logistics
and finance of ministry in remote areas,
but workers. Our experience has shown
that when the Lord sends workers out,
He seems to provide the necessary sup-
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port along with them.
Will you join with us to ask the Lord to
send out workers so that one day we may
be able to say that the whole of the country is within reach of gospel ministry?
These jobs are often in harsh climates.
They often involve great loneliness and
there are never likely to be large congregations or financial independence. These
tasks will be expensive for the church and
come at a personal cost to the workers
who go. The difficulties are the reason
they have been left until last in the progression of the gospel in our land, but a
reason is not an excuse, and every missionary endeavour has always come
through men and women laying down
their lives at the feet of Him who gave
Himself for us.
The Rev. Rob Duncanson,
convener, Presbyterian Inland Mission
Minister, Darwin PIM Church

Received, with thanks

T

hanks for AP. Since I started picking it
up a year ago I’ve always found each issue
not only thought-provoking but very
honest, sincere and, above all things, biblical and Gospel-centred. Furthermore all
the articles are written with great clarity
and in a manner which is easy for not-sointellectually-gifted (i.e. myself!) people
to understand.
I actually do find myself waiting for the
next issue. Keep up the great work – looking forward to more!
Simon Wong,
Croydon Park, NSW

Longman’s wrong source?

TBiblical
remper Longman III, professor of
Studies at Westmont College,
illustrates how one should not interpret
Scripture. (AP, December). Trusting in
archaeological
evidence,
Tremper
Longman III says:
i) Daniel did not refuse the King’s food
in order to observe the Levitical food laws.
The text says he did. He refused the food,
probably pork, and wine so as not to defile
himself (1:8).
ii) The prescribed diet was temporary.
The text says three years and it was the
king’s food, i.e. from his table: at the end
of which they would stand before the king
and presumably eat the same or separate
the pork. Being found healthier and wiser
than the others were, Daniel’s argument
would be accepted (1:19).
iii) Daniel was trained in the magical
arts and so broke the law. The text does
not imply this. There is a distinction made
between magicians, astrologers and
Chaldeans. Daniel was taught the learning
of the Chaldeans. If he did study any magical arts then there is a distinction between
knowing them and practising them. God
gave Daniel wisdom in interpreting
dreams, which was acceptable to all.
Longman’s conclusion is wrong. Their
better health was not due to divine intervention, which the text does not imply,
but because of the food eaten as the text
does imply. Liberalism, not reformed theology, interprets Scripture from outside
sources, such as archaeology.
Neil Cadman,
Norman Park, Qld
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Answering the atheists
A Reader’s Digest version of why I am a Christian.

et’s face it: Atheism is in. Not since
Nietzsche have disbelievers
enjoyed such a ready public reception to their godless message—and
such near-miraculous royalties. But even
that hasn’t put them in a good mood.
Snaps Christopher Hitchens, who wrote
God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons
Everything (although not, presumably, the
pronouncements of atheists), “Many of
the teachings of Christianity are, as well as
being incredible and mythical, immoral.”
A feuding Richard Dawkins suggests that
believers “just shut up”. Apparently, they
didn’t get the tolerance memo.
Other authors—including Douglas
Wilson and Francis Collins—have quite
capably refuted the new atheist shtick.
But remembering Bertrand Russell’s
famous essay, “Why I Am Not a
Christian,” here is a Reader’s Digest version of why I am.
Creation: The universe, far from being
a howling wasteland indifferent to our
existence, appears to be finely tuned
through its estimated 13.7 billion years of
existence to support life on this planet.
Tinker with any one of scores of fundamental physical laws or the initial conditions of the universe—such as gravity or
the cosmological constant—and we
would not be here. As physicist Paul
Davies has admitted, “I have come to
believe more and more strongly that the
physical universe is put together with an
ingenuity so astonishing that I cannot
accept it merely as a brute fact.”
Beauty: Beethoven’s Ninth, a
snowflake, the sweet smell of a baby who
has been sleeping, and a sunset beyond
the dunes of Lake Michigan all point to a
magnificent and loving Creator. And isn’t
it interesting that we have the capacity—
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Stan
Guthrie
unlike mere animals—to gape in awe, to
be brought to tears, before them? Truly
did David say, “What is man, that you are
mindful of him?”
New Testament reliability: Compared
with the handful
of existing copies
seminal
The success of of
ancient
works
the West,
such as Homer’s
including the Iliad, the New
rise of science, Te s t a m e n t ’ s
rested entirely provenance is far
on religious better attested.
foundations, There are thouand the people sands of NT
who brought it manuscripts in
about were existence, some
made
within
devout mere decades of
Christians. the events they
report. Scholar F.
F. Bruce said, “The historicity of Christ is
as axiomatic for an unbiased historian as
the historicity of Julius Caesar.”
Scripture: Unlike other religious texts,
the Bible gives us the good, the bad, and
the ugly of its heroes – Abraham, Jacob,
David, and Peter among them. Further,
Scripture’s message rings true. It has been
said that human depravity is the only religious doctrine empirically verified on a
daily basis. And the Bible’s gracious solution to our predicament, Christ’s atoning
death on the Cross, uniquely emphasises
what God has done, not what we must do,
for our rescue.
Jesus: Christ’s life and teachings are
unparalleled in world history, as any
Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim—or atheist—
worth his salt will admit. Napoleon
reportedly said, “I know men, and I tell
you that Jesus Christ is not a man.
Superficial minds see a resemblance
between Christ and the founders of
empires and the gods of other religions.
That resemblance does not exist. There is
between Christianity and whatever other
religions the distance of infinity.”
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The trilemma: C.S. Lewis, commenting
on Christ’s claim to divinity, said: “You
can shut him up for a fool, you can spit at
him and kill him as a demon; or you can
fall at his feet and call him Lord and God.
But let us not come with any patronising
nonsense about his being a great human
teacher. He has not left that open to us.
He did not intend to.”
Resurrection: After the crucifixion,
Jesus’ tomb was found empty. His formerly despondent disciples then turned
the Roman world upside down with the
message that Christ had conquered death.
And they were willing to die for it. The
best explanation, according to N. T.
Wright and other scholars, is that Christ
rose from the dead.
Progress: Despite some horrific incidents perpetrated in the name of Christ,
freedom and prosperity generally have
followed Christianity. Sociologist Rodney
Stark said, “The success of the West,
including the rise of science, rested
entirely on religious foundations, and the
people who brought it about were devout
Christians.”

T

estimonies: While many Christians
have behaved badly, Christ specialises
in turning sinners around. What other
faith can boast of a Chuck Colson? A
John Newton? A William Wilberforce?
Then there are the innumerable soup
kitchens, universities, hospitals, and
orphanages founded to the glory of
Christ. While many atheists are moral,
how many such institutions has the atheistic ideal — uncoerced by communism,
which is itself a perversion of Christianity
— produced?
My experience: Finally, as a forgiven
sinner, I testify to an imperfect yet growing sense of God’s peace, presence, and
provision since receiving Christ more
than a quarter-century ago. Despite
occasional setbacks, my faith has deepened and strengthened, whatever life
brings.
And that includes the angry rantings of
atheists.
This article is reprinted from Christianity
ap
Today, November 2007.

