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Proof of life
The first letter of John

Peter Barnes • Joel Beeke • Atheist recants

FROM THE MODERATOR – GENERAL IN REGARDS TO
CHURCH PLANTING IN PERTH, WESTERN AUSTRALIA
‘The vigorous, continual planting of new congregations is the
single most crucial strategy for 1) the numerical growth of the
Body of Christ in any city, and 2) the continual corporate renewal
and revival of the existing churches in a city. Nothing else – not
crusades, outreach programmes, para-church ministries, growing mega-churches, congregational consulting, nor church
renewal processes – will have the consistent impact of dynamic,
extensive church planting.’ (T. Keller)
Perth is currently growing at an unprecedented rate. People are
moving to the Capital of Western Australia from all over Australia
and the world. The West Australian General Assembly has
developed a METRO-WIDE STRATEGY which seeks to respond to
this growth and has as a key component, the planting and establishment of at least five new congregations. The West Australian
General Assembly has declared that under the METRO-WIDE
STRATEGY, the next area for church extension work will be in the
Rockingham district, half an hour drive south of Fremantle on the
coast. The Presbyterian Church in Western Australia is marshalling its own resources to launch a new effort in church
planting but it also needs the help of the wider Presbyterian
Church in this great task. (More details on the METRO-WIDE
STRATEGY can be obtained from the Clerk of WA Assembly, Mr.
Glenn Muskett on 08-9339 9400 gmuskett@bigpond.com.au)

I would invite you to pray especially for a
suitable church planter to be raised up
and for a suitable, committed and supportive core group to come together.
The 2007 General Assembly of Australia authorised the
Moderator-General to coordinate an annual appeal during 2008,
2009 and 2010 to raise funds from across the Presbyterian
Church of Australia to provide for the opening, staffing and
development of a new church planting congregation in metropolitan Perth. The new church (the Lord willing) in the Rockingham
district will be the recipient of the funds raised. Gifts can be sent
to ‘GAA WA Church Planting Appeal’ c/- PO Box 2196,
Strawberry Hills, NSW, 2012 with cheques made out to
‘Presbyterian Church Funds’. A covering letter should state that
the gift is for the ‘WA Church Planting Appeal’. The GAA WA
Church Planting Appeal will be placed before the Lord’s people
in our Church in a number of different forms.
Thank you for taking time to read this Communication. I would
ask that we work together to ensure a very generous response
to this call for gospel partnership with the Presbyterian Church
in Western Australia.
ROBERT BENN, Moderator-General
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editorial
t’s not hard to see the difference between two vital questions posed by the writers of the New Testament. The
first question relates to how we appropriate God’s grace:
“What must I do to be saved?” The second question concerns how we can know that we are in a state of grace: “How
can I be sure that I am saved?” The first question relates to
the means of salvation. The second concerns the nature of the
evidence that we have for it.
As far as the means of salvation are concerned, Jesus indicates that we must repent and believe in the gospel (Mk 1:15).
That much is clear. But what are the signs or evidence that we
have done so? To simply say that we know that we have
believed in Christ because we claim to have faith in Him is a
circular argument which proves nothing.
It is at this point that James offers us a helpful insight by
reminding us that the faith which saves is always accompanied by certain evidence (2:22). No doubt this explains why
Paul tells the Corinthians: “Examine yourselves to see
whether you are in the faith; test yourselves” (2 Cor. 13:5).
It is customary in many Christian circles today to give
believers assurance by pointing them to God’s promises that
everyone who trusts in the Lord will be saved. However, the
problem with this approach is that it ignores the fact that
Jesus warns believers that many on the last day will discover
that their faith was unreal and counterfeit (Mt 7:21-23).
The First Letter of John is particularly helpful to
Christians who are facing the issue: “How can I know that I
have a genuine saving faith in Christ? How can I be sure that
I am in fellowship with the Triune God?” John says that he is
writing to remove any uncertainty on this point (1 John
5:13). He achieves this goal, not by giving them a series of
promises about faith, but a number of simple and measurable
tests that establish the reality of true faith. Assurance is something we all need to live confidently as Christians. John has
the means to supply it. This is why his first letter is such a
valuable pastoral tool.
Peter Hastie ap
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A people’s faith
Christianity is about relationship, not religion.

r Peter Barnes is a minister of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia.
He serves in Sydney’s west in the
parish of Revesby. He is also lecturer in church history at the Presbyterian
Theological Centre, Sydney. He has formerly served as missionary/theological
educator in Vanuatu and has been deeply
involved in the cause of Christian education.
Peter has had a long-standing interest
in church history and undertook a doctoral dissertation on the history of the
Presbyterian Church of NSW. He also has
an intense interest in Scripture and biblical
theology. He has written several Old and
New Testament commentaries, Both Sides
Now – Ecclesiastes and the Human
Condition, Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,
Knowing Where We Stand – The Message of
John’s Epistles as well as The Milk of the
Word and a book on abortion, Open Your
Mouth for the Dumb.
Peter is married to Lynette and they
have six children.
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Peter, why should we make it a prior-

Peter Barnes
talks to

Peter Hastie
ity to study the first letter of John?
How urgent are the matters with
which it deals?
I think it should be on everyone’s
study list for the same reason that every
part of the word of God should be there.
God decreed that it should be written
because it’s essential for us to know about
the subjects with which it deals. That’s the
first reason. The second follows directly
from it, namely, that the matters with
which John deals have a very large bearing
on the health of the church. Obviously,
what we think about Jesus Christ is a matter of huge importance. God sent His Son
into the world for the purpose of saving it.
Was Jesus able to do it? Did He have the
power, authority and capacity to achieve
it? These are questions that involve the
person and work of Christ. Was He truly
God? Did He really become man? Our
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salvation hinges on our answers to those
questions. If Christianity is Christ, well
then, to get the wrong Christ is to be in
error at every point.
Again, First John deals with other
important issues such as a Christian’s attitude to the law of God and how we relate
to fellow-believers. For instance, are our
relationships marked by genuine love?
Should Christians be living by high moral
standards? These issues have always been
crucial for the church.

Do we know any of the historical
background behind this letter? For
instance, how old was John? Where
was he located? To whom did he
write?
I think the consensus is that he was
located around Ephesus and that he was
an older man. It makes sense to say that he
wrote the Gospel of John first, and he
wrote it essentially with evangelism in
mind. In fact, he says this was his purpose
in John 20: 30, 31: “Jesus did many other
signs in the presence of the disciples
which are not written in this book but

these are written so that you may believe
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and by believing you may have life in His
name.”
However, when he writes First John he
is obviously writing to people who are
professing Christians. At the end of the
letter he tells us why he wrote it: “I write
these things to you who believe in the Son
of God so that you may know that you
have eternal life” (5:13). I have always
found it a little odd when people think
that First John was written before the
Gospel of John. For instance, Kenneth
Grayston suggests this. However, the
order seems to be that the Gospel was
written first and then those who became
believers found themselves in need of an
epistle. I think all the epistles presuppose
a gospel. I don’t think it’s possible to
explain any of Paul’s letters without a
gospel of some kind behind them.
Frankly, it seems absurd to think that Paul
was wandering around the Mediterranean
writing letters to people without there
being some prior Christian documents
behind them such as the Gospels. Now,
whether it was Mark or Luke or John is
beside the point. New Testament scholars
will always be arguing about that issue.
The fact still remains that the epistles presuppose a gospel.
Now, we don’t know when he wrote it.
He could have been on the island of
Patmos (Rev. 1:9), in which case the letter
would have been late. Alternatively, he
could have been in Ephesus. I don’t think
we have enough evidence to say where he
was located. However, we do have enough
to suggest that the Gospel came first, and
the letter followed at a later time. I also
think we can assume that he is writing to
Christians in Asia Minor. That makes
more sense. It was where he was working.

Are there any doubts about whether
John wrote it?
There are certainly no serious doubts. I
can’t see any grounds for doubting John’s
authorship. One of the amazing things
about the Bible is that it is both the word
of God and the words of men. It’s God’s
word in the sense that it is breathed out by
Him so that it is infallible and inerrant.
But Scripture was not produced in a
mechanical sense. God did not prevent
the human authors from playing a real and
distinctive role. This means that we can
tell the difference between writers. For
instance, it’s easy to see the difference
between John and Paul. John writes in a
style that is distinctly John, so unless
there was someone who wrote in the same

style as John, such as John’s little brother,
I just don’t think it makes any sense to
doubt the authorship. The human element in First John is quite obvious.

Is the message of First John hard to
follow?
It’s an easy letter to understand
because John constantly repeats himself.
It’s part of his style. Personally, I think it’s
quite a good style for preachers too
because there should always be a measure
of repetition in preaching. Preachers need
to repeat themselves occasionally to make
sure that points are remembered and
understood. People often lose their train
of thought in a sermon. I know it’s easy to
drift off in the middle of a service and to
start thinking about something else that’s
on your mind. I daresay John had the
same problems
we have. So, he
repeated himWe have all
self. It’s a good
known somepreaching techbody who
nique. So, for
sounded superexample,
he
spiritual
and
deals with love
made
us
sound
in 2:7-11, then
weak by
picks it up again
in 3:11-24 and
comparison.
4:7-21, and then
includes it as
part of his summary in 5:1-5. Perhaps
John put together a number of condensed
sermons that he thought were needed to
address the situation. That may explain
the structure. It’s a guess, though.

Do we know to whom he wrote?
No, he actually doesn’t say. He is writing to professing Christians. It’s obvious
that he’s writing to people who have been
through a difficult experience involving a
church split after a controversy over doctrine. It’s an occasional letter because of
what he says in 2:19, “They went out from
us but they were not of us, because if they
had been of us they would have continued
with us, but they went out that it might
become plain that none of them belonged
to us.” So, something has happened to
trigger this schism, but he doesn’t tell us
exactly what it was. He starts very
abruptly, “that which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have
seen with our eyes, looked upon and
touched with our hands…” It’s not the
usual apostolic introduction that we see,
for example, in Paul.

Do we know any more about why he
wrote it?

I think he’s writing to people who are
left behind after a church split and find
themselves in discouraging circumstances.
From his comments in 2:19 it seems as
though he is writing to a reduced group.
We don’t know whether the majority left
or just a few. Either way, the people left
behind must have been wondering, “Are
we on the right track?” I think their confidence is obviously knocked about. So
John is writing them a letter of assurance.
“I write to you who believe in the Son of
God that you may know that you have
eternal life” (5:13). He is dealing with the
issue of assurance – who is right; this
group or the others?
I suspect that the group that left would
have used spiritual language. They sound
as though they were the forerunners of
the later Gnostics. In the first century you
can see the first signs of later Gnosticism.
The group that has left the church seems
to have used an esoteric, spiritual language. I think that we have all known
somebody who sounded super-spiritual
and made us sound very weak by comparison. That’s how the Gnostics spoke.
They sounded very spiritual but they were
talking nonsense. So John addresses a
range of false claims that they were making. For example, some of them claimed
that it was possible to have fellowship
with God and yet remain morally indifferent (1:6). Others were suggesting that
believers, following their rebirth, were
without sin (1:8, 10).
I don’t think John is actually dealing
with full-blown Gnosticism in this letter.
It’s one of the earlier movements that led
in that direction. The Gnosticism of the
second century was very strong and J.
N.D. Kelly says that it came within an ace
of swamping the central Christian tradition. However, regardless of whether it
was fully developed Gnosticism or not, it
represented a serious challenge to the
church. The Gnostics weren’t religious
lunatics out on the fringe. They were a
large and influential movement. Their
teachings emphasised the spiritual nature
of Christ and downplayed His humanity;
in fact, they rejected the incarnation outright. At the same time they weren’t very
consistent in their beliefs.

Do we know how John’s letter was
received?
No, we don’t. But I think it’s reasonable to assume that the people to whom
he was writing were pretty downcast.
Whenever we ask how the church is going
we tend to think in terms of quantity. We
like to know if the numbers are growing.
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So if there is a split in the church and we
lose quite a few members, it’s something
that hurts. When people leave a church for
whatever reason, it’s not always easy to
think clearly and say, “Well, they have
embraced a wrong gospel…” People leave
congregations for all sorts of reasons, but
here it was because they embraced a
wrong gospel.

Here it seems that those who left
claimed to be spiritually superior? Is
that right?
Yes, that seems to be the case. The people who withdrew from the church were
certainly using spiritually intimidating
language that suggested that they believed
they were superior to those who remained
behind. Incidentally, that’s a mark of the
cults. Whenever some groups claim to be
superior to others or suggest that they
have somehow achieved perfection they
have become spiritually dangerous. It’s in
this situation that John is writing to assure
believers that they are on the right track.
It was Augustine who said, “Better to
limp along the right track than to race
along the wrong one”. John’s friends are
limping a bit because they have reduced
numbers. They have been knocked
around and are discouraged. However,
John is saying to them, “Look, if you
believe that Jesus Christ has come in the
flesh and you love the brethren and keep
the commandments, you are on the right
track. Keep going.”
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Why is the issue of discerning true
Christianity so important, apart from
the issue of personal encouragement?
I have been on the planet long enough
to know that spirituality, which has
become an “in” word over the last 10
years, can mean different things to different people. Most of the people who attend
the Sydney Mind, Body, Spirit Festival
think of themselves as spiritual people,
although it’s not a spirituality based on
what God has done for them in the
gospel.
I used to live
next door to a
Today’s woman who had a
church lot of problems
until she became
emphasises a Buddhist. Then
fellowship with people noticed a
one another at difference. She
the expense of became
more
fellowship peaceful. People
with God. are impressed by
that and say,
“That’s what it’s
all about – peace of mind and inner happiness”. However, inner happiness doesn’t
take away sin and it doesn’t bring about
the resurrection of the body. Buddhism
may help people in certain areas, but it’s
also a fact that people can be helped by all
sorts of things that aren’t true. Here is the
danger. It’s possible to speak spiritual language but not understand the gospel. The
people John has in mind here no doubt
thought they were spiritual even though
they denied the goodness of creation and
the incarnation of the Son of God. Such a
denial cuts Christianity to pieces. It challenges the idea of incarnation as well as
resurrection. Their beliefs led them to
think that what they did here in the body
is either irrelevant or that their bodies
were their enemy.

John characterises true Christianity
as fellowship with the Father and Son
through the Spirit. What does he
mean by that?
It is fellowship with God that comes
through the grace of the gospel. It is based
on the forgiveness of our sins through the
shed blood of Christ and the fact that
Christ continues to plead for us as our
advocate before the Father. Everyone who
turns to Christ as their Lord and Saviour
enjoys fellowship with God based on
what God has done for them in the person
of His Son. Not only do they have fellowship with God, but they also have it
with one another. Fellowship goes both
ways. The important thing to remember is

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

May 2008

that true Christian fellowship always
arises out of faith in the gospel.
Sometimes Christians think they can
have fellowship in other ways, but this is a
mistake. For example, prior to church
union here in Australia in the late ’60s, the
then Presbyterian Church decided that it
would unite with other Christians and
then decide what the creed would be. That
was just disastrous. Christians can’t have
fellowship with others unless it is based
on a common faith in the gospel.
The problem today is that people continue to talk about fellowship in very
loose and unhelpful ways. People use the
word “fellowship” in very broad and
fuzzy terms. Often they say in church,
“We are going to have fellowship over
morning tea”. When I hear that, I think,
well, what’s church? It’s fellowship,
surely. When we meet together, that is fellowship. Fellowship doesn’t require a cup
of tea. It comes in all sorts of ways, but
Christian fellowship, by definition, is with
one another and with God.

So, are you saying that we have fellowship with one another as we sing,
pray or listen to the preaching of the
gospel?
Precisely! When Christians confuse
fellowship with morning tea they are
debasing the meaning of the word. The
same is true when believers take a break in
the middle of the service and call that a
time for fellowship. I am not overly keen
on that because it leads to a misunderstanding of fellowship. I think that while
the ball is rolling as far as the church service is concerned, it should keep rolling.
Of course, sometimes during the Puritan
era when they had extra long church services they would break after the first hour
and have an orange. So, I suppose this
might be the 21st century equivalent of
that. Nevertheless, in today’s church
there’s a strong emphasis on horizontal
fellowship with one another at the
expense of the congregation’s fellowship
with God. When that happens, it’s easy to
confuse the real meaning of fellowship.

What other implications are there
when we understand Christianity in
terms of fellowship with God?
Well, one of the most obvious ones is
that we must understand Christianity primarily in terms of relationship as opposed
to religion. John constantly thinks of
Christianity in terms of loving the
brethren and demonstrating our love to
God by keeping His commandments.
Christianity is about relationships – with

God and with our believing brothers and
sisters. John talks about prayer and the
Spirit and assurance, and if he has a ceremonial bone in his body he certainly
doesn’t reveal it. John’s focus is not on
ceremonies or rituals in themselves; it is
on developing relationships through fellowship in the gospel.

Should Christians engage in selfexamination to see if there are signs
that God’s grace is at work in their
hearts?
Yes, they should. I think one of the
most influential errors in the modern
evangelical world is that we should just
have faith and not look for signs that our
faith is true and well-grounded. This is a
view that has been perpetuated by the
Torrance brothers in Scotland but I think
that it’s a very unsafe practice. Tom
Torrance – who has only recently died –
has been very influential on this subject
for a whole generation of believers. I don’t
think his views have any Scriptural warrant. When he claims that we should not
examine our lives for the fruit of grace
he’s wrong; he’s flying in the face of
Scripture. His views clearly contradict
John’s teaching on assurance in this letter.
If Torrance’s teaching is true, First John
would never have been written. Of
course, not all self-examination is helpful.
Some Christians are morbidly introspective and go beyond what John invites
them to do. I think we have all met people
who navel gaze and it hasn’t done them
any good at all. John, on the other hand,
urges us to see if the fruits of God’s grace
can be seen in our lives. That’s quite different.
The Puritans were good at getting
Christians to assess whether God’s Spirit
was at work in their lives. William
Guthrie, for instance, in the Christian’s
Great Interest, was helpful here. The point
is that when we do examine our hearts we
need to remember the advice of Robert
Murray McCheyne, “For every one look
at self take 10 looks at Christ”. That’s
helpful and represents the right order. We
need to take a look at ourselves. The Bible
calls on the saints to check that their lives
reveal a genuine work of the Holy Spirit.
“Examine yourselves,” says Paul. It’s very
easy to be self-deceived and to have a
counterfeit faith. James warns us about
having a dead faith. We can be deluded.
That’s why we need to treat John’s call to
self-examination seriously. The apostle
Peter does the same when he calls us to
“make your calling and election sure” (2
Peter 1:10).

How dangerous is it to have a mere
intellectual faith?
It’s very dangerous. I have met people
who have said, “I believe in Christ, His
death and resurrection, as well as in
heaven and hell”. However, they are not
Christians. The problem is that even
orthodox Christians can get caught up in
this error. It’s called Sandemanianism.
Sandemanians teach that faith is nothing
more than bare intellectual assent. It has
nothing to do with the affections or the
will.
Now this idea that faith is nothing
more than intellectual assent is the kind of
teaching that orthodox Christians often
find appealing. Liberals tend not to fall for
it because they are not all that worried
about doctrine. However, orthodox
Christians are usually well-intentioned

If you want
a fight in a
Christian
school, see
what happens
when you
change the
uniform!
and want to bring spiritual comfort to
seekers. They say, “I want to help people
who are struggling find peace and rest. A
gospel that says that they can find that
rest by simply believing in Christ is just
what they need to hear.”
However, if someone is not convicted
of his sin by the Spirit he can embrace
orthodoxy in his head without it affecting
his heart. That’s why John’s tests are so
important. We need to ask ourselves,
“Well, if I am a professing Christian, do I
love the brethren? Do I keep the commandments?” These are important questions to ask. The test of justification is
sanctification. I am not saying that it’s the
only test. However, we cannot read the
New Testament and pretend that the letters of James and 1 John are not there.
Both those letters remind us that true
faith is more than bare intellectual assent.

What are the tests which John applies
to discern true Christian faith?
There are three basic ones. The first is
one about doctrine: what do we believe
about Jesus Christ? The false teachers in
John’s day denied that Jesus had actually
come in the flesh; they denied His human
nature. They claimed to be professing

Christians by saying, “I believe in Christ”,
but their profession left out any mention
of His humanity. They thought that if
they did they would be admitting that
Jesus was a sinner.
The second test relates to our personal
obedience to God’s commandments.
John’s point is that if a person claims to be
regenerate – born-again – he will keep the
commandments. He says, “No one who
abides in Him keeps on sinning, and no
one who keeps on sinning has either seen
Him or known Him” (3:6). I think the
NIV and the ESV are right to make the
verb present continuous. I think that’s the
meaning. A Christian can sin; John admits
that (1:8, 9). However, what he is talking
about is being locked into a pattern of sin.
If a person is locked into a pattern of
deception, alcohol abuse, homosexuality
or promiscuity (to name just a few patterns of sin), he cannot be a Christian.
The third test is love for fellowChristians. Christians should be concerned for one another’s welfare.
Churches and Christian organisations
should not be places where there is fighting and carrying on, that sort of thing. For
instance, Christians shouldn’t be fighting
over the colour of the pews. If you want a
fight in a Christian school, see what happens when you change the uniform!
Christians need to realise that love for
others requires a higher standard of
behaviour. It doesn’t mean that we have to
agree with everybody on everything, but
it does mean that we are genuinely concerned for their welfare. If you don’t love
the brethren you’ve got no reason to
believe that you’ve been born again.
John gives three principal tests. I don’t
think that they are the only tests, but they
are the three main ones that he outlines in
the letter. The point is that if a person has
become a Christian there must be a
change of life. There is a link between justification and sanctification. As Calvin
once said, Christ justifies no one whom
He does not also sanctify.

There seems to be a lot of confusion
today about the meaning of Christian
love. If we shouldn’t be fighting over
the colour of church pews or school
uniforms, are there issues where we
may have strong disagreements?
Yes, it’s not wrong to express disagreement – sometimes strong disagreement –
when the truth of the gospel is under
attack. Non-Christians don’t understand
this and think that love requires us to pretend these issues don’t exist. For instance,
the authorities at the University of
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Western Sydney where I am a chaplain
think that all religions are essentially the
same. They want us all to join in united
worship. Only recently they organised a
joint religious service where the chaplains
were supposed to speak beside a cross, an
icon and an indigenous message stick. The
Catholics got all excited about this
because the Muslims spoke first (they had
one minute) and they spoke about good
behaviour. The whole thing was a farce. I
didn’t participate. But the extraordinary
thing was that the Muslims, who don’t
believe that Jesus was crucified, stood in
front of a cross and tried to say something
meaningful. The whole thing was absolute
nonsense.
A chaplain’s meeting reported that
“the Catholics and the Uniting people are
holding a multi-faith service every month
and all the religions are there”. Of course,
the university thinks this is wonderful; it’s
the way to bring peace and harmony to
the campus. Unfortunately, the opposite
is true: it’s the way to evacuate the truth of
all meaning. If there is no truth, then there
is no foundation to fellowship. The way
we enter into true fellowship according to
1 John is by believing the truth about
Jesus. Naturally Christians will always
treat people well and with proper courtesy
whether we agree with them or not.
However Christian love cannot exist
where Christian doctrine is denied or disregarded. In fact, it’s quite the reverse.
Love and truth go together in 1 John.

How do we know if we have genuine
Christian love?
There is certainly some subjectivity
involved in answering this question – how
much love do I need to drive an assurance
that God has worked in my heart (especially if I often feel grumpy)? – but there
should also be a certain objectivity as well.
Others should be able to see obvious signs
that my love is real. Do I do unto others
as I would have them do unto me? Of
course, the actions involved here should
be unselfish and good. You’ve probably
heard Gresham Machen’s example about
two blokes drunk in the pub. One says: “I
want another drink, so I’ll buy you
another drink so that you buy me another
drink. That way I will be doing unto others as I would have them do unto me.” Of
course, that’s not true love because it has
a selfish motive and upholds a sinful
lifestyle.

Over the centuries many Christians
have thought that outward signs were
a mark of one’s faith – wearing reli-
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gious ornaments, having a distinctive
hairstyle or dressing in a certain way.
Is there some reason why John does
not focus on outward symbols as
marks of faith?
Well, the whole thrust of Scripture is
against symbols as a mark of genuine
faith. I don’t think the Bible is interested
in them as proving real faith at all. Paul
makes it clear that no outward symbol
ever enters into the substance of faith
(Rom. 4:9-12). Nevertheless, God does
say some things to us about how we
should be dressed. For instance, if a
woman says, “nobody is going to tell me
how to dress”, well, the Bible does have
something to say on that score. God tells

If you are
assured of
your salvation,
you are less
likely to be
intimidated.

us to dress simply and modestly (1
Timothy 2 and 1 Peter 3). So, Scripture
does say some things about dress, but
essentially the Bible works from the inside
of the human heart. However, if someone
dresses in a bizarre way they are saying
something, so we can’t say, “well, it’s their
heart that counts”. The problem is that
they are wearing their heart on their
sleeve.

John says that he is writing to say that
his readers will know that they have
eternal life. How important is it for
Christians to have assurance of salvation. Does it make a difference if you
have it?
Yes, it makes one bolder in the right
sense. If you are assured of your salvation
you will be less likely to be intimidated. I
don’t think it’s something you suddenly
get in a day. It can go up and down. Sin
obviously knocks it around; if you sin
then it’s hard to feel much assurance. But
overall, if I know that God is my Father,
then that’s a message to share with others.
I’m presently talking with a Muslim
whose cousin died at 24, and it just struck
me, you know, here’s this poor fellow
(he’s a really nice guy) and he has
absolutely no hope. Islam gives him nothing in terms of certainty. However, the
gospel announces that Jesus was raised
from the dead and that God will raise up
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all who trust in Jesus. Contrast Christ’s
victory over death with Mohammed’s
demise. The so-called prophet died of a
fever at 62 and his two sons died at a
young age. Mohammed couldn’t stop
death. He was powerless in the face of it.
You see the difference! Christians can
have great assurance.

What are John’s views on sin in
Christians?
John writes so that Christians will not
sin. He says, “I am writing these things
to you so that you will not sin” (1 John
2:1). However, he’s realistic, “I know
that you will sin. So, if anyone does sin
then we have an advocate with the
Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (2:1,
2). So, he takes them back to the gospel.
He says: “Strive to be perfect but know
that you are not perfect. Aim to be pure
in your intentions, but know that you are
going to fail. Here is the way back.” Then
in chapter 3, he says, “he who makes a
practice of sinning practises lawlessness
and sin is lawlessness”. Then in verse 9 he
continues, “whoever makes a practice of
sinning is of the devil.” John is saying
that what we do in our bodies does matter. If we are Christians we have to make
a decisive break with sin. There must be
a genuine 180 degree turnaround. Well,
Christ came to redeem the whole person.
In that sense John has a much more radical view of sin. And he tells us that
Christian conversion should bring about
a radical change in our lives with respect
to sin.

How does his view of sin differ from
current views of evangelicalism
today?
For John, sin is essentially lawlessness
(3:4). Presently, there are a lot of problems in evangelicalism to do with the law.
If you don’t understand the place of the
law in the Christian life, then that will dislocate your view of sin. If you think the
law no longer has a place in living the
Christian life, how are you going to determine what is right and wrong? People
used to be clear on this issue in evangelicalism but that clarity is a thing of the
past.
However, the law is not the only basis
for evaluating sin. According to John,
holiness is not simply keeping the law; it’s
also a matter of imitating Jesus. There is
an imitation theme in First John (2:6; 3:2,
16). So sin is also falling short of the perfect life of Christ. John has a very radical
view of sin based on the nature of Christ
and of God’s commandments.

There were so-called Christians in
John’s day who held perfectionist
ideas. What were their views of the
normal Christian life?
Well, they claimed, according to 1 John
1:8 and 10, that they were without sin and
no longer committed it. However, John
said that they were self-deceived and made
God out to be a liar. They believed that
they were pure in their spirits even if they
committed sin in their bodies. They
believed that they could argue this way
because, having been born again by the
pure Spirit of God, their bodies, which
were created matter, had nothing to do
with spirit. Their view was that their spirit
did not sin even if their body did because
the body is not of God. I think that probably explains it in as simple manner as possible. Of course, these perfectionist views
were simply the forerunners of the late
19th century victorious Christian living
movement with its assorted teachings.

Is this the type of teaching that reappeared through the Keswick movement in the mid-19th century?
Yes, it came out through the higher-life
teachers like Hannah Pearsall-Smith. She
was one person who opened the door to
some serious heresies. She ended up a
Universalist, you know. She was one of
the people who started the original
Keswick movement. Of course, Keswick
has changed a lot for the better since then.
Today you can expect to find reasonably
orthodox views on sanctification being
taught there. But when it was initially set
up in 1875, the Keswick teaching was that
Christians were sanctified in the same way
that they were justified – instantaneously.
The Keswick teachers believed that sanctification was an act; it was perfect. It
wasn’t a process; there were no ups and
downs about it. You either had it fully or
you didn’t. Of course, this was wrong and
introduced a lot of trouble and harm into
the church.

Do we see these perfectionist tendencies in the church today?
Yes, occasionally. When I was the pastor in Nambucca there was a chap who
was the pastor of the Evangelical church
just outside of Coffs Harbour. I remember meeting some of the members of his
church who told me with straight faces
that their pastor had never sinned since
1954. I jokingly said, “What? Has he been
comatose for the last 40 years?” They didn’t think that was funny. It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? How gullible and unbiblical
can people be? It’s amazing that he had

been able to get away with this con-trick
for so long. He may not be alive now, and
I guess I shouldn’t be quite so flippant
about it. The problem is that people still
hold these ludicrous perfectionist views.
They are dangerous and completely contradictory to the teaching in First John
and the rest of the Scriptures.

Can you tell us about how these perfectionist views became popular in
Sydney in the late 1930s?
Yes. Thankfully, the famous Anglican
Dr Paul White, Sir Marcus Loane and a
few others such as Donald Robinson were
able to knock the movement on the head.
I think we should be extremely grateful
that they did. The doctrines of sinless perfectionism are completely contrary to
Scripture. I know there are dangers on the
other side. It’s all too easy to become
complacent about sin. But perfectionism
as a doctrine is
still around and
it’s disastrous.

Can
you
explain
the
false teacher’s
views
on
Christ?

The doctrines
of sinless
perfectionism
are completely
contrary to
Scripture.

The
false
teachers
were
Docetists. The
term comes from
the Greek word, “to appear or to seem”.
They believed that although Christ
seemed to be a man, He wasn’t a true man.
They had a philosophical problem with
the Word becoming flesh because they
understood “flesh” or human nature as
inherently evil. All matter, in fact, fell into
this category. The Docetists believed that
it was therefore impossible to have a real
incarnation of God. According to them
Jesus was not a real man. The implications
of this are fairly obvious: when Jesus asks
the woman at the well for a drink He isn’t
really thirsty, He is not really tired.
Everything He does becomes mere playacting. When He weeps for Lazarus, is he
play-acting again? Then when he suffers
on the cross, it is not real suffering
because there is no real incarnation or
union of the divine and human in the one
person.

So when he appears to be thirsty as
God, what is he doing?
The Gnostics came up with different
views, so they didn’t all say the same
thing. Some of them said that it was actually Judas who was crucified or Simon of

Cyrene; it was not Jesus. Some of the
main Gnostic schools taught that the
divine Christ escaped from Jesus’ body
before the crucifixion and laughed at the
crucifixion. That which is absolutely central to the Christian faith becomes something that is utterly abhorrent to the
Gnostic mind, namely, that God assumes
a genuine human form. A Muslim once
quipped to me in a rather earthy way, “So
with the incarnation you are teaching me
that God goes to the toilet?” I said: “Does
that offend you?” He said: “Yes, it does.”
I said: “Well, let me give it you straight so
that there is absolutely no doubt about
the Christian message. God, in the person
of Jesus, was stripped naked, beaten, spat
upon and hung upon a cross in abject
helplessness.” If you find the idea of God
going to the toilet offensive then you
haven’t even begun to understand the
scandal of the cross. Christ dying on
Calvary is a million times more offensive
than that. The problem with Doceticism
is that it denies that.

Why is it important to stress the full
humanity of Christ?
If you have no humanity of Christ,
then Christ never suffers and dies for our
sin. If Christ is not raised in His flesh,
then there is no redemption of the body.
If Christ is not truly man, in what sense
should He be our example? If Christ is
not truly man, then our theology is completely dislocated.
When I was at Sydney University in
1977, The Myth of God Incarnate came out
and that became our text book for
Christology. There was a strong reaction to
it by some of the students. I remember one
lady, who took great exception to it, saying,
“From now on I am not going to call Christ
‘man’. I am just going to call him God”. I
was taken aback and said to her, “Actually,
that’s not an answer to this heresy. The right
response is that Jesus is fully man and fully
God”. You can’t go from one error to its
opposite. The full humanity of Christ is as
crucial as the full deity of Christ.

So, you are happy with the 5th century definition of Christ and his two
natures?
Yes, I am happy with the decision of
the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451. I
don’t think that we are going to do any
better than they did. Some people like to
criticise the Council’s decision by saying
that it represented the triumph of Greek
philosophical thinking. Of course there
are problems with it. But it is still the best
ap
we’ve got.
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Three ages of faith
One size doesn’t fit all in the three stages of growth.

n regular pulpit ministry, we address
the assembled congregation which
normally contains a mixture of saved
and unsaved people. A primary target
for our preaching, as Paul shows us in his
epistles, should be the children of God,
those true believers in our particular flock
of sheep who have made a genuine
confession of faith (1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:1;
Phil. 1:1; Col. 1:2). They, who are the
future of the church, are looking to be fed,
instructed, corrected, admonished and
challenged.
Ministers are a bit like the two spies,
Joshua and Caleb, who went into the
Promised Land to bring back a good
report to the people of Israel. Figuratively
speaking, we weekly search out the
promises and riches of the Bible for
God’s people and bring back a good
report the following Lord’s Day, showing
them God’s promises while feeding,
instructing, correcting, admonishing and
challenging them with the Word.
Healthy, growing believers need to
hear the whole counsel of God, which
focuses on Christ and Him crucified (1
Cor. 2:2). The minister must lead the
flock into the green pastures of God’s
Word so that they grow in the grace and
knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ.
William Perkins says the heart of all
preaching is to “preach one Christ, by
Christ, to the praise of Christ”.
We can learn much from the Puritans
about preaching to the children of God.
They were master instructors and
comforters who led their sheep to Christ
to drink deeply of the wells of salvation. J.
I. Packer writes: “Puritan preaching
revolved around ‘Christ, and him
crucified’— for this is the hub of the
Bible. The preacher’s commission is to
declare the whole counsel of God, but the
cross is the center of that counsel, and the
Puritans knew that the traveler through
the Bible landscape misses his way as soon
as he loses sight of the hill called Calvary.”
Perhaps you say, “All of this is obvious.
Of course, we preach first and foremost
to the people of God. But my question is:
should I distinguish in my audience the
children of God at various stages of
growth, and minister at times to them at
their particular stage of growth?”

I

Joel R.
Beeke
Too many preachers today approach
growing believers among their flocks as a
solid, undifferentiated group, forgetting
that, as John says in 1 John 2:12 –14, some
are only infants in grace, while some are
young men in grace, and some are fathers
in grace. Of course, a preacher cannot
distinguish these subgroups in every
sermon, but he
can and should
Although make appropriate
applications to
the new various maturity
believer has levels
among
experienced the children of
the goodness God when the
of the Father text or doctrine
and wants to he is expounding
his
behave like an warrants
doing so.
It
obedient child,
takes time and
he has had lit- experience
to
tle experience develop a skill
in doing so. for this precise
kind of target
preaching.
To target believers among believers, the
preacher must understand these
subgroups and precisely which believers
belong to these various maturity levels.
Let us turn to John’s presentation in 1
John 2:12 –14 for help on this: “I write
unto you, little children, because your sins
are forgiven you for His name’s sake. I
write unto you, fathers, because ye have
known Him that is from the beginning. I
write unto you, young men, because ye
have overcome the wicked one. I write
unto you, little children, because ye have
known the Father. I have written unto
you, fathers, because ye have known Him
that is from the beginning. I have written
unto you, young men, because ye are
strong, and the word of God abideth in
you, and ye have overcome the wicked
one.”
By referring to each group twice, I
believe John has three groups in mind. It
is difficult to come to any other
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conclusion when you compare verse 12
with verse 13c, verse 13a with verse 14a,
and verse 13b with verse 14b. Though the
general context of the epistle indicates
that the “little children” in verse 12
(teknia) usually refers to the entire
church since John uses it several times
that way in his first epistle (2:1, 18, 28;
3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21), the immediate context
of our verses justifies three levels of
experience. Moreover, the second word
translated in verse 13 as “little children” is
paidia, which definitely means young
children. These, then, are the three
groups:

F

irst, the young convert in the faith.
The young convert, whom John calls
“little child”, is a recent convert or a child
of the covenant recently awakened and
newly arrived at personal faith in Christ.
He is only newly aware that his sins have
been forgiven, and he is beginning to
appreciate what it means to have God as
his Father. So John says in verse 12, “I
write unto you, little children, because
your sins are forgiven you for his name’s
sake” and in verse 13, “I write unto you,
little children, because ye have known the
Father.”
The minister should periodically
describe clearly from the pulpit what a joy
it is in the first days after conversion to
cling to Christ the Savior and God as
Father, to learn about God, to delight in
Him, to depend on Him, to be embraced
by Him, and to sing His name in praises
and petitions before the throne of grace.
The joy of forgiveness and a personal
relationship with God are most precious
to young converts.
But the minister should also provide
wise counsel for the young convert.
Although the new believer has
experienced the goodness of the Father
and wants to behave like an obedient
child, he has had little experience in doing
so. He has much love for God and a
tender conscience for God, but he does
not understand the warfare of daily
sanctification, the intense battles of daily
Christian living, or the need continually
to live out of Christ. It is the minister’s
task to help the new believer grow in
maturity by explaining how these matters

have been experienced in the more
spiritually mature.
The minister should make clear that
though the young believer’s simplicity
and strength of faith as well as the
brightness and joy of his initial
experiences of grace and forgiveness are a
gracious blessing for the church, he still
has much to learn. He may yet depend too
much on his feelings at a given moment;
he may be lifted high in times of
obedience and fresh communion with
God, then plunge low in times of
disobedience or feeling separation from
the Father. He is both easily encouraged
and easily discouraged.
The minister should teach the new
convert from the Scripture how to walk
by faith and not by sight, how to trust
God in times of darkness, and how to
surrender all to God in the midst of great
trials. Since the young convert knows
little about what is expected of him but is
hungry and thirsty to know more, the
minister has a wonderful opportunity to
target him when preaching from
Scripture’s histories of conversion or
from some of Paul’s epistles, particularly
his pastoral epistles to Timothy.
Then, too, as William Perkins has said,
new believers must repeatedly be taught
the basic doctrines of justification,
adoption, and sanctification. They need
continual teaching on the objective work
of Christ—who He is and how they are
pardoned through Him, what justification
is, how it connects with sanctification, and
how those benefits are worked out in the
life of faith.

S

sin and Satan in their lives. Though they
still stumble and fall into error, just as
young men and women are apt to do in
life, they have felt the thrill of spiritual
victory. They have been made strong by
grace through the Word, they earnestly
contend for the faith, and they, at times,
are able to overcome the wicked one. Such
conflicts then become conquests.
Yet these young believers lack maturity.
Their experience is by no means
complete. They struggle hard against
ungodliness, but they need to persevere in

Though they
still stumble and
fall into error,
just as young
men and
women are apt
to do in life,
they have felt
the thrill of
spiritual victory.
grace. They have yet to learn that “old
Satan may prove too much for young
Melanchthon”. They often think too
much of themselves and are unsettled by
emotional highs and lows. Too often they
are more impressed by what they have
been doing and how they feel than by
what God has been doing and how God
feels. The minister must lovingly show
them that they need to grow more in
living for the glory of God, not
themselves.

Third, fathers in the faith. Fathers or,
by implied extension, mothers in the faith
are spiritually mature and stable. They
have come to know the eternal God in
Christ in an intimate way. John stresses
the fathers’ consciousness of the
immutable, eternal God of grace by saying
twice in verses 13 and 14 that he writes to
fathers “because ye have known Him that
is from the beginning.”
Spiritually mature fathers and mothers
focus on Christ. They have insights into
the wonders of Christ’s glorious person
and His distinctive offices. They see Him
as the centre of all Jehovah’s counsels, the
image of the invisible God, and the One in
whom all the promises of God are fulfilled
(Eph. 3:11; 2 Cor. 1:21).

T

he experience of the spiritually
mature in Christ is more complete
than that of young men and women in
Christ. Like Mnason in Acts 21:16, these
fathers and mothers are seasoned
disciples. Their knowledge is deeply
rooted (Col. 1:23), influential, and stable
(Phil. 1:9; Eph. 3:18). They are settled in
the truth, prudent, sober, and selfcontrolled (Eph. 4:14; Titus 2:2). Faith
and obedience are evident in their lives.
They have a mature understanding of the
ways of holiness and are equipped to
practise it in the strength of Christ. They
have experienced that the Lord Jesus
Christ is an excellent master to serve.
They have experienced how patiently God
has borne with their ignorance, how
graciously He has pardoned their sins, and
how faithfully He has supplied their
needs. Christ’s goodness moves them to

econd, young men in the faith.
Between the new convert and the
mature Christian is the young man in the
faith, which, of course, by extension,
implies young women in faith as well. A
young man in his early 20s is partly
mature and partly immature, but he is
gaining experience from the rigors of daily
adult life. Similarly, these spiritually young
men and women are being prepared for
full Christian duty in the thick of the
battle and in bearing the burden and heat
of everyday troubles. They search the
Scriptures with spiritual vigor and they are
fervent in faith, mighty in prayer, intense
in action, and bold in testimony. They are
strong in Christ, endure by Christ, and
resist attack through Christ. They
represent the church’s first line of defence
against attack in the midst of the strain of
Christian living.
These men and women of faith are
grateful that God has broken the reign of
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

May 2008 • 1 1

1
exercise love, obedience, and gratitude.
They have reached, in some measure,
what Paul calls “the stature of the fullness
of Christ” (Eph. 4:13).
Through
mature
expository
preaching, ministers can assist spiritual
fathers and mothers in letting the Word
of God continue to dwell richly in them.
Ministers should encourage them to use
their good spiritual sense, their
experiential life in Christ, and their
seasoned counsel to benefit the church
of God. Paul said, “For though ye have
ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet
have ye not many fathers” (2 Cor. 4:15).
So ministers should call upon the
spiritually mature to guide patiently and
lovingly the ignorant as well as children
and young men and women in the faith,
so that their winsome lives will move
others to emulate their Christcenteredness.

M

inisters should admonish fathers and
mothers in Christ not to grow
lukewarm about the precious truths of the
gospel, but rather to keep their
conversation filled with rich talk of Christ
in interacting with children and young
men and women in the faith, as well as
with the broken-hearted and the
doubting. They should be encouraged to
use their mature gifts to discern between
form and power, hypocrisy and sincerity;
to resist foolish ideas and enterprises that
will not prosper the church; to help a
congregation focus on the Triune God
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and His truth; and to maintain the purity
of the gospel.
The three types of believers John
addresses can benefit greatly from specific
targeting from the pulpit. All three groups
are a blessing to the church: the children
are the church’s reaching hand; the young
men and women are the church’s strong
arm; and the mature fathers and mothers
are the church’s
backbone.
C h i l d r e n
represent
the
The three
church’s tender
types of love; young men
believers John and women, the
addresses can c h u r c h ’ s
benefit greatly strength; fathers
from specific and mothers, the
targeting from c h u r c h ’ s
the pulpit. knowledge. Yet
each group of
believers has its
weaknesses.
Children in the
faith are prone to make too much of what
they feel, young men and women make
too much of what they do, and fathers and
mothers make too much of what they
know. Believers in all three categories
need the constant, daily ministry of the
pastor and the Holy Spirit to remain
unspotted from the world.
Distinct preaching to various groups
among believers must never take priority
over the most common form of preaching
— namely, proclaiming God’s Word to all
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believers at once. Even in the context of 1
John 2:12 –14, John asks Christians of all
levels of maturity to reflect on three major
truths that apply to all Christians: (1)
their sins are forgiven, (2) they know the
Father and the Son, and (3) they have
victory over sin and Satan in Christ. John
emphasises the foundations upon which
believers’ lives have been established so
that they might be encouraged to go
forward and build upon these
foundations.
A mature preacher often will find
himself almost unconsciously moving
from distinct applications to subgroups
among believers to distinct applications to
the entire group of believers. Here is a
summarising example: “Fathers and
mothers, lay aside childish things. Young
men and young women, be strong in
Christ Jesus. Children, obey your Father
who is in heaven. And, everyone,
remember that God builds us up by the
same means with which He saved us —
His Word and His Spirit. Search the
Word, depend on the Spirit, and look to
Christ.”
This kind of diversity, flowing from the
heart of a seasoned pastor, is a great
blessing for the sheep of God.
Dr Joel R. Beeke is president and professor of
Systematic Theology and Homiletics at
Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary,
and a pastor of the Heritage Netherlands
Reformed Congregation of Grand Rapids,
ap
Michigan.
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Not sinless, deluded
The self-deceivers John wrote to warn against can still be found today.

he ancient Greeks had a moral
cautionary tale about the danger
of overestimating one’s ability and
underestimating one’s limitations.
In a sense, it’s a parable of what happens
when we reject obvious warnings of certain fundamental laws in the hope of
escaping despair over our present circumstances.
The famous escape in question
involved Daedalus, a celebrated craftsman
and his young son, Icarus. Daedalus was
renowned for constructing a labyrinth for
Minos, the king of Crete. Sadly, Daedalus
had a falling out with Minos, who locked
him and his son in a tower. Daedalus knew
that he would never leave the island by sea
since the king kept a strict watch on all
vessels. He had to find another way.
So he and Icarus planned to escape by
air. Drawing upon his technical ingenuity,
he devised a set of wings made of wax and
feathers for the two of them. Before they
set off, Daedalus warned Icarus: “My son,
do not soar too high on your journey lest
the sun’s heat should melt the wax which
holds the feathers to the frame.”
Icarus was delighted with his new
means of freedom and little by little he
forgot his father’s caution and rose up
higher and higher nearer the sun. The heat
soon melted the wax and the feathers
became detached from his wings.
Suddenly, Icarus plunged back to earth
and was swallowed up in the sea. His
tragic end served as a reminder to the
ancient world of the danger of thinking
that we can ignore our limitations and
deny the realities of our condition.

T

Peter
Hastie
going on about sin. I can’t stand his brand
of ‘miserable sinner’ Christianity! It’s getting to me.” I was a little taken aback by
her comment because it seemed so inconsistent with her regular use of the
Anglican Prayer Book over many years.

How we
understand sin
is crucial for
understanding
the Christian
life. If we go
wrong at this
point, we
go wrong
everywhere.
As far as I could see, the minister was saying nothing different to the spiritual traditions upon which she had been willingly
reared.
So, what was her problem? Her problem, briefly, was that she was uncomfortable with the notion of personal sin. And

her problem is not a modern one. The
ancient Gnostics would have also loathed
the Prayer Book’s reference to “miserable
sinners”. So here, in John’s first letter, the
apostle deals with a number of problems
relating to our understanding of sin in
believers. As Martin Luther once said,
how we understand sin is crucial for
understanding the Christian life. If we go
wrong at this point, we go wrong everywhere.
While there were several aspects to this
controversy that were confusing the people under John’s pastoral care, perhaps the
two most important were the claims of
the false teachers to be “without sin” and
“not to have sinned” (1:8, 10). The first of
these claims was serious. The false teachers were asserting the view that human
nature is essentially good. How they were
able to justify this in the light of the greed
and violence that is so characteristic of
human nature remains something of a
mystery. Nevertheless, the false teachers
held to this position tenaciously.
John doesn’t tell us why they believed
it; he just says that they did. We can only
speculate as to the reason for their selfproclaimed sinlessness. Perhaps they
believed that since they had become new
creations through faith in Christ, their old
life – which was marred by sin – had gone;
instead, they now had a new life in the
Spirit. This made it impossible for them to
sin (or so they reasoned according to the

T

he apostle John was writing to a
group of Christians, some of whom
were having difficulty coming to terms
with certain spiritual limitations and disabilities which affected their relationships
with God and other believers. Specifically,
they were having difficulty reconciling
themselves to the fact that they were sinners.
This is nothing new. Many years ago
(before I was a minister) I remember
walking up the driveway to our church
and a woman, who had been a long-term
member of the congregation, confided to
me: “Peter, I wish the minister would stop
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principles of religious dualism).
John’s response to their claims is forthright. He says that they are self-deceived;
their teachings are marked by utter unreality (1:8). In short, people who deny that
they are sinful by nature are suffering
from a form of self-delusion. “They are
deceived.” Perhaps John’s views seem
extreme in our therapeutic culture. If so,
that may be an indication of the extent to
which we have imbibed the spirit of our
age. While the consistent view of
Enlightenment thinkers and optimistic
humanists has always been supportive of
romantic ideas of human perfection,
Scripture offers a more sober and realistic
judgment of the human heart. It affords
no hope to the view that we can create
Paradise on earth. The human heart is corrupt.
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John’s indictment of human nature is a
verdict which we ignore to our peril.
When demagogues like television evangelist Robert Schuller make the claim that
“once a person believes he is an unworthy
sinner, it is doubtful if he can really honestly accept the saving grace that God
offers in Jesus Christ” it is clear that he
has made a radical departure from the
apostles’ teaching.
It is difficult to emphasise how important
John’s
teaching is to the
spiritual health
of the church.
Most of the Most of the
errors that errors that have
have arisen in arisen in the
have
the church church
done
so
because
have done so
because preachers and
scholars underpreachers and estimate the perscholars vasive nature of
underestimate sin. Like Icarus,
the pervasive they assume that
nature of sin. we have powers
and capabilities
which we simply
do not possess.
When John speaks of sin, he says that
our whole nature is affected by it. He
agrees with the apostle Paul, who says: “I
know that in me (that is, in my flesh)
dwells no good thing” (Rom. 7:8). If
nothing else, John’s teaching about sin
should alert us to the fact that we are
utterly dependent upon God’s grace for
salvation and that we need Him to be
merciful to us as sinners. It is only when
we see ourselves, and particularly our
natures, as pervasively sinful that we are
in a position to respond to God appropriately.
So how should a Christian think about
sin and particularly one’s own personal
proclivity towards it? If we cannot deny
that we face inner struggles and the constant clamour of our old natures, how are
we to deal with sin? John’s answer is that
the Christian is called to a life of continual
confession and repentance. He says in 1:9:
“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and
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righteous and will forgive us our sins and
purify us from all unrighteousness.”
Confession, whether in our private
moments or in the public worship of the
church, must have an integral place in our
lives. There is never a point where we outgrow the need to turn to God in repentance. This may be a great disappointment
to perfectionists but it nevertheless
remains true.
Unfortunately, many Christians seem
to think that confessing our sins is
something that we only do at the beginning of the Christian life. For them, it
plays no real ongoing role in our relationship with God. John strenuously
disagrees. So does Jesus. In the Lord’s
Prayer confession of sin is crucial to
maintaining our relationship with God
and with others. “Every time you pray”,
our Lord says, “do this!” Further, the
Scriptures point out that the practice of
confession brings health and healing
into our lives and restores all our relationships (Ps 32:3-6).

T

he First Letter of John is a warning to
Christians about the dangers of perfectionism through the denial of sin. This
warning is a timely reminder for every
generation of Christians. Throughout the
last 300 years there have been several
influential movements within the broader
evangelical community that have paid
scant heed to John’s reminder. The perfectionist tendencies amongst certain
branches of Wesleyan Methodism, the
Higher Life and Victorious Christian Life
movements in the 19th and 20th centuries, the early Keswick teaching,
strands of Pentecostalism and also within
some Anglican and Presbyterian
churches serve as a warning that we can
never ignore John’s instruction. Those
who think they can soar into realms
beyond the reach of others like Icarus
should remember the sad ending of this
young “high flyer”. It is the fate of all sinless perfectionists.
Peter Hastie, minister of Ashfield
Presbyterian Church in Sydney, is issues
ap
editor of AP.
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John is an intensely personal letter written by
one of Jesus’ 12 disciples at a time in the second half of the first century when heresies were
arising in the church concerning the person of
Christ. John writes with great passion and forceful
concern for the teachings of the church. He himself
had spent three years in the physical company of the
One he now knew to be the beloved Son of God. He
had heard Him speak and teach; he had seen His
miracles; he had rested on His chest at the Last
Supper; he had seen Him die a cruel death; he had
witnessed His empty tomb and spoken and dined with
Him after the resurrection; he had experienced His
very personal love. Yes, he knew Jesus as a friend who
knew what it meant to be weary, to be angry, to weep,
to rejoice, to be hungry and thirsty, to be kind and
compassionate. And he knew Jesus as God who could
walk on water, give sight to the blind, raise the dead.

1

John saw two things happening in the church. On
the one hand, he saw people denying that all these
things could have happened – things John had witnessed with his own eyes; he saw people denying
what God had so clearly revealed through Christ,
His Son. On the other hand, he saw people who
claimed to be followers of Christ, but whose lack of
true love and preoccupation with worldly interests
contradicted their profession.
This letter is therefore very relevant to the church
today. We too need to be challenged in all these
areas. How can we hope to make any impact on a
broken world if we are not clear about the divinity
of Christ and His uniqueness as Lord and Saviour,
and if we are not living out His self-sacrificing love
in every part of our lives?
Bruce Christian
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God became a man.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

JOHN 1:1-4

THE POINT John begins his first letter with the same points

he made at the start of his Gospel: Jesus, the Christ, was
already in existence when time began (cf John 1:1), but He
broke into the created time-space Universe at a particular point
in history and lived as a real, flesh-and-blood man (cf John
1:14). John was in no doubt about this fact because he had the
privilege of being one of the eyewitnesses, sharing in its historical reality. It is no wonder he wants everyone, especially his
readers, to experience his joy!
THE PARTICULARS

• The “beginning” in John 1:1 is clearly intended to point us
back to Genesis 1:1 when God created out of nothing every-

thing that is – the Word already existed when the World was
made. John implies this same point here, but now his main
focus is on Jesus as the “beginning” of the Gospel, God’s Good
News (cf 2:7, 24).
• Three of the five senses (hearing, sight, touch) contributed to
John’s certainty that Jesus was real (cf 2 John 1:7); in addition,
unlike the Pharisees (cf John 9:39f) and many other “observers”,
John really saw (“looked at”) the significance of what Jesus did.
• Jesus brought with Him eternal life, and therefore a new
sense of “fellowship” with God the Father, and with other
believers.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How real is it to you that God became a man living on earth?

God is faithful and just.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 1:5-10

THE POINT The Gospel message is quite straightforward:

God lives in, and in fact is the source and essence of, uncontaminated “light” as a symbol in the physical realm of His holiness, righteousness and truth; because of our fallen condition,
the sin with which we’re all born, we are therefore cut off from
God and will remain so unless our sin is dealt with; by shedding
His blood on the cross as a sacrifice, a substitute who died in
our place, Jesus did deal with our sin so that in Him we are
completely purified and our fellowship with God is fully
restored. In order to benefit from this gracious provision, I
must (i) acknowledge I am a sinner who needs it, and (ii) see
the need to continue to “walk in the light” because of who God

is. At the outset, John wants all his readers to understand the
implications of this for faith and life.
THE PARTICULARS

• John’s authoritative source is the Lord Jesus Christ Himself
(5).
• People who claim to be Christians while not admitting they
are sinners in need of a Saviour, or while living lives inconsistent with the truth God has revealed in His Word, are liars (6,
8, 10).
• Alienation from God because of sin results in alienation from
each other (cf our world today!); reconciliation to God results
in reconciliation to each other (7; cf 2 Corinthians 5:17-21).
• God can be relied on to save every truly repentant sinner (9).

God is just.

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:1-2

THE POINT John is holding 2 things in tension as he writes

this letter: he is keen for his readers to see how seriously God
regards sin, and so to make it their aim to live sinless lives; but
at the same time he wants us to realise there is a fall-back position when we fail – Jesus, who has already suffered the punishment due to us, will, on this basis, plead our cause at the bar of
the Father’s justice.
THE PARTICULARS

• Because Jesus, the Righteous One, has no sin of His own to
atone for, He is able to vouch for us. My sin is assigned to
Him, and His righteousness is assigned to me. “Because the
sinless Saviour died, my sinful soul is counted free; and God,

the Just, is satisfied to look on Him and pardon me.” (de
Chenez, Hymn 250, Rejoice!)
• The word translated “atoning sacrifice” (2; KJV “propitiation”)
carries with it the idea of appeasing/turning away the wrath of an
angry God; “expiation” (RSV) only means “covering over” and
does not adequately convey all that Jesus really achieved for us
by being forsaken by God as He bore our sin on the cross.
• “The whole world” (2) must mean “all without distinction”,
not “all without exception”, otherwise God has no basis on
which He can send anyone to hell, since Jesus’ death covers
their sin.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you motivated to live a life without sin? Why? Why not?

An Old Commandment.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:3-7

THE POINT Jesus’ claim to be the True Vine in His discourse

with the Eleven on the night before He died (John 15:1-17)
obviously made a big impact on John. Obedience (fruit) is not
the basis on which our relationship with Him is established, it
is our being grafted into Him; but obedience is the means by
which the genuineness of our grafting is determined! (The
disciple James picked up the same point – cf James 2:18.) Any
presentation of the Gospel of God’s grace in Christ must not
be such a strong reaction against false teaching about works
righteousness that it misses this point. It is for this reason that
John and James wrote as they did. As John claims here, he has
never presented the Gospel in any other way even if some of
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his readers have misunderstood him in the past, confusing free
grace with cheap grace! It is a timely warning.
THE PARTICULARS

• It is possible to profess Christ with our lips, and even believe
in our hearts that we “know” (have an intimate relationship
with) Him. However, if this is not accompanied by obedience
to His commands, we are living a lie, ignorant of God’s truth
(3-4).
• Salvation is by grace through faith alone; but the real blessing
of assurance comes when we are following Jesus’ example (5-6).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What two errors must the Church keep guarding against
today?
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A wake-up call.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:8-11

THE POINT Although John is going to great pains to stress

the unchanged and unchanging message of the Gospel, man’s
fallen nature is such that he very easily falls into hypocrisy. We
need to be reminded of old truths as if they are “new commandments” because under the influence of Satan’s subtle wiles
we can drift into a way of life that is blind to reality. This is evident in how we relate to each other. Jesus’ “new commandment” was to “love each other as I have loved you” (John
15:12); if we fail to do this we are, in effect, “hating” our
brother and so are still walking in the dark (cf 4:20). God sees
sin in “black and white” terms – so must we.

THE PARTICULARS

• The truth of the new commandment is seen in Jesus. The
kind of self-sacrificing love expressed by the Greek word
“agape” had little currency before Jesus came and gave it flesh
and bones. The 2 “old” greatest commandments about loving
God (Deuteronomy 6:5) and our neighbour (Leviticus 19:18)
impacted human society with a totally “new” dimension and
force in Him – this was true, pure light penetrating the darkness of a sin-filled world (8).
• It is as possible to imagine oneself as walking in light while
stumbling in darkness, as loving a brother while hating him (911).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• John was writing to Christians. What is he saying to us today?

On for young and old.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:12-14

THE POINT John is addressing believers in three distinct

stages of spiritual maturity: children (young in the faith),
fathers (those who have gained wisdom from the experience of
walking with God over many years), and young men (those
still contending for the faith in the heat of the day). The
important and more immediate thing for the first to know is
that their sins are forgiven in Christ and they can therefore
know God now as a Father; the spiritually mature can reflect
more on God’s eternal nature and the divine origin of Christ;
the youths are left till last to stress their role in providing
robustness to the Body of Christ as it faces the world and using
the Scriptures to resist Satan’s attacks on the Church.

THE PARTICULARS

• The first three occurrences of the verb “to write” are present
tense (“I am writing”), and the other three are past (aorist)
tense (“I wrote”). It is probably only John using repetition
and variation of writing style to draw attention to, and drive
home, his point.
• The “children” are addressed firstly as “offspring” and secondly as “young pupils” emphasising both their inheritance in
God’s family and their discipleship as they grow in His kindergarten.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is John telling us something here about the danger of niche
marketing, and the need to have all ages together in the Church?

No place for compromise.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:15-17

THE POINT Throughout his Gospel, John uses the word
“cosmos” (world) 56 times, emphasising the conflict between it
and the things of God. God sent His Son into the world to
save it (3:16, 12:47), but His coming also brought judgement
on the world , driving out Satan, its “prince” (12:31); the world
didn’t even recognise Jesus (1:10); Jesus is not part of this
world (8:23), nor are those who are His (17:16); the evil world
hates both Jesus (7:7) and His disciples (17:14); the world is
totally lost in darkness and Jesus came to be its (only) light
(12:46); the world can’t have anything to do with the Holy
Spirit (14:17), and so on. This is the background against which
John tells us to divorce ourselves from the world.

THE PARTICULARS

• Consistently with Genesis 3:6, verse 16 shows the scope of
our temptations: satisfying our physical appetites; our concern
for outward appearance; our preference for human wisdom
instead of accepting God’s Word as final. As the New/Second
Adam, the model Man, Jesus overcame all three (cf Matthew
4:1-11).
• Giving in to temptation is foolish and futile as there is no
lasting benefit; but following Jesus’ example has value for eternity (17).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is the western Church heeding this warning today? Are you?

The End is near.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:18-23

THE POINT Jesus warned that His Return in power would be

preceded both by great distress and by the appearance of
impostors (cf Mark 13:23-27). Any time in history when
these things are evident is a reminder from God, that the end
may not be far off. John was right to warn the believers of his
day about all these things, and so to encourage them about
their security in the truth of Christ.
THE PARTICULARS

• The foretelling of a deceptive figure who will oppose God in
the Last Days occurs in several places (Daniel 11:31, Mark
13:14, 2 Thessalonians 2:3ff), but he is called the “antichrist”
only in John’s epistles. “Anti-” can mean either “opposed to”

or “instead of ” and it is typical of John to use one word to
cover both his antagonism and his deception. Interestingly,
John also points us to a prevailing “antichrist” spirit as the “last
hour” approaches, as well as the appearance of a single figure at
the end (18, 22).
• True believers do not “earn” their salvation by persevering;
but their perseverance proves they belong to Christ’s Church
(19) – this expresses the Reformed doctrine of perseverance .
The Holy Spirit’s “anointing” enables them to know the truth
about Jesus’ coming to earth from the Father, as promised
Messiah (20-23).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you persevering in the truth as you wait for Jesus’ return?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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See that it remains in you.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 2:24-27

THE POINT John’s thoughts are again drawn back to the

things Jesus shared with him and the other disciples on that
unforgettable night just before He died. As He spoke of His
death and His “going away”, He promised them a
“Counsellor/Comforter/Encourager” who would remain with
them for ever to teach them (John 14:16, 26). He also stressed
the need for them to “remain” in Him (John 15:4-8). Some
time later, just before His Ascension, He told them that, in fulfilment of the promise, they would be “baptised” with the Holy
Spirit (Acts 1:4-5). We could safely assume that John has all
things in mind when he speaks of his readers’ “anointing”. It
is on this basis, and the reality of his own experience, that he

THE PARTICULARS

• Two things will protect believers from error: the Gospel, the
objective body of truth handed down by the Apostles (24); and
the subjective witness of the Holy Spirit in their hearts (27).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What is the relationship between the “anointing” (chrisma)
that is done to us by a sovereign God and which we receive by
grace, and what is required of us in John’s command to remain
in Him?

Children of God! Amazing!.

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

can confidently assert the truth of his words; anything else is
nothing other than counterfeit heresy, a ploy intended by the
Devil (ie “deceiver”) to lead inattentive believers astray.

1 JOHN 2:28-3:3

THE POINT Jesus is God the Son, the unique Second Person

of the Trinity. We were created in God’s image (Genesis 1:2627), but sin has marred that image, cutting us off from the God
who is the source of life, and causing us to die (Romans 3:23;
5:12; 6:23; Ephesians 2:1-3). The truly amazing thing is that we
can be born again and brought back into God’s family as His
children! The implication of all this is that we will therefore be
like Jesus when He comes!
THE PARTICULARS

• If (by grace) we are going to be like Jesus when He
“appears”, we are obliged to stay closely connected to Him as
we wait in order that we will be like Him when it happens, and
therefore not be ashamed (2:28); if He is pure, and we will be

like Him, then we should aim to be pure (3:3) – a further
example of the Bible’s call to strive to be what we already are
(cf Philippians 2:12-13)!
• Consistently with 2:19, “doing what is right” is the proof, not
the reason, we have been “born of Him” (2:29; cf comment on
Day 8).
• All this is the most profound expression of God’s love
(3:1a,b).
• We now can only know Jesus imperfectly (3:2; cf 1
Corinthians 13:12).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• The closer we resemble Jesus, the more alienated we will be
by the world (3:1c). Is this the way most Christians think
today?

Christians don’t continue to sin!?.

DAY 11

simple point that many professing Christians fail to grasp: people who break the law of God in any way are sinners; Jesus has
no sin in Himself and, in fact, came to earth to take away our
sin; therefore, to keep on sinning deliberately, or even just carelessly to accept sin as a reality in our life as if there is nothing
we can do about it (the “to-err-is-human” sin-drome!), automatically disqualifies us from claiming to belong to Jesus, or
even to know Him at all!

us from it, and transfer us into His Kingdom. This is called
being “born of God” (9; 2:29; 4:7; 5:1,4,18; John 1:13); “born
of the Spirit” (John 3:8); “born again” = “born from above”
(John 3:3,7); “born anew” (1 Peter 1:3,23); “reborn” (Titus
3:5). The only real way of identifying those for whom this has
happened is by their general behaviour – their behaviour is
changed fundamentally because they have been inseminated by
God’s “seed” – by which John probably means the truth of the
Gospel (2:24), or the Holy Spirit (2:27), or the divine nature
(cf 2 Peter 1:4), or all three!

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• It is Jesus’ nature to do what is right; it is the devil’s nature to
sin. Jesus came to overpower the devil’s jurisdiction, remove

• Has an emphasis on grace numbed our consciences too
much?

THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 3:4-10

THE POINT Here John makes a profound but surprisingly

Actions speak louder than words.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 3:11-18

THE POINT Although his main emphasis to this point has

been on the person and work of Christ, and the need for
believers to stand firm against heresy and the pressures of the
devil and the world to live ungodly lives, John has also spoken
of brotherly love as the true hallmark of any who profess to
love God (cf 2:9-11; 3:10). But now he wants to develop that
theme in particular and drive home the importance of it. It is
too easy for Christians to take a strong line on doctrine and yet
fail dismally in the area of love.
THE PARTICULARS

• The command to love one another, like the very message of
the Good News of life and salvation in Jesus (cf 1:1; 2:7,1314,24), is absolutely foundational – it is “from the beginning”
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(11).
• Brotherly love is not the basis of our salvation, but nor is it
an optional extra; it provides the proof that our salvation is real,
and so, in one sense, becomes the grounds of our assurance
(14).
• The more like Christ we become, the more the world will
hate us as darkness hates the light (cf 1; John 3:19); so if we are
treating each other the way the world treats us we’re really no
different from them, thus excluding ourselves from eternal life
(12-13, 15).
• True agapé love is self-giving love, even to the point of death
(cf John 15:13); but it is usually best expressed in the “little”
unheralded actions we take to help fellow-believers in need (1618).
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Conscience and assurance.

DAY 13
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 3:19-24

need to hold in balance.

THE POINT The Bible makes it quite clear how we can have

THE PARTICULARS

eternal life, the certain hope of life forever with God in heaven:
it is simply by believing in Jesus. What is less clear is how we
can have assurance that we truly believe and are not just deluding ourselves. Jesus Himself warned against this possibility (cf
Matthew 7:21-23)! John gives us 2 grounds for assurance: living a life that is completely consistent with the profession of
our lips, especially in the area of brotherly love; and the witness
of the indwelling Holy Spirit (cf Romans 8:16). It is interesting that just at the very point where John is emphasising the
first of these two (19-24a), he introduces the second (24b)!
There is no inconsistency here, but there is a tension that we

• Belonging to Christ is the same as belonging to the truth,
since Jesus Himself declared, “I am ... the truth ...” (19; John
14:6).
• Despite our best efforts, we will fail. In the light of all that
John has been saying, it would therefore be easy to despair of
having assurance of salvation. In the end, we rely only on what
God has done in Christ, and what He has done in our hearts
through the Holy Spirit, but blatant disobedience should concern us.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What are the reasons John gives for obeying Jesus’ commands?

Beware of false teachers.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 4:1-6

repentance and the cross. We must be careful.

THE POINT The media/technology explosion is continuing

THE PARTICULARS

to expose us to an ever increasing volume of pseudo-christianity – charlatan preachers/evangelists who claim to
speak/heal/get rich in the name of Christ but who are false
teachers in the spirit of the antichrist. Sadly many professing
Christians accept what they see/hear uncritically and fall for
their deception, making ship-wreck of their faith. In John’s
day they were people who did not “own” or “confess” Jesus as
the divine Son of God who came from heaven to earth to give
His life as a ransom for man’s sin; their interest in Jesus as a
figure was elsewhere. The emphasis today on “signs and wonders” has the same effect, diverting people from the way of

• The Bible contains many warnings against error in the guise
of orthodoxy; we must test everything against God’s Word (13).
• We have God’s promise of His indwelling Spirit to guard us
(4).
• The worldliness test is very reliable; error usually feeds on the
base side of our fallen nature, avoiding the cross (5-6; cf 2:16).
• How gullible are TV-watching Christians today? What
active precautions can/must we take to avoid being led into
error?

The inescapable logic of true love.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

1 JOHN 4:7-11

THE POINT In John’s heartfelt concern for his readers and

their ongoing spiritual health, he now returns to the very
essence of the Good News of Jesus and its ramifications for
them in their daily lives.
THE PARTICULARS

• God is the fountain source of true agapé love because He is
love. He is Creator of all that is – including our emotions and
feelings, and their practical expression in our day-to-day activities. By saying “God is love”, John is saying that this fundamental aspect of who we are can only be defined as it relates to
Him. Emotions expressed by the natural man, no matter how
sincere, meaningful and satisfying they might appear to be, can

only ever be poor imitations. These are strong words.
Conversely, if we are born of God true love for each other
must motivate all we do (7-8).
• God’s agapé love is not just theoretical: He showed it in practice in the sending of His only Son to bear the full impact of
His anger against sin on the cross for us, as our substitute (910; cf 2:2).
• Our love for others is only ever a response to God’s love for
us.
• John again draws the only possible logical conclusion from his
theology of love: we must love each other as God loved us (11).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Can we understand God’s love apart from sin and the cross?

How we know that we live in Him.

DAY 16

has been making throughout his letter, a point that is essential
to a proper understanding of the whole Gospel of Salvation,
but a point that is so often missed. Some miss it by wanting to
believe in a “God of love” who in the end will overlook men’s
sins and ensure that everyone goes to heaven. Others miss it
by acknowledging the amazing love for sinners God has shown
in Christ, but failing to reflect this love in all their relationships
and thereby betraying only a superficial appreciation of the
whole story.

who is otherwise invisible by seeing His love at work in all the
relationships among believers; and the full outworking/purpose
of God’s redeeming love is completed in the lives of believers
(12).
• Christians can be completely confident about the reality of
their eternal relationship with a God they cannot see, and that
for 3 good reasons: His Spirit bears testimony in them (13); the
whole historical record of Jesus as Saviour is authenticated and
makes sense (14-16a); and God’s unique, agapé love fills him
(16b).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Two realities occur for the true believer: he “sees” the God

• Are you taking hold of all 3 reasons for confident assurance?

THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 4:12-16

THE POINT John continues to press home the same point he
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Love and fear don’t mix.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 4:17-21

THE POINT John is well aware of the effect sin has on us.

He spent three amazing years in the company of the Son of
God on earth, and yet he had failed to recognise who He really
was and the eternal significance of everything He said and did.
He therefore knows how much he has to repeat to his readers
truths that 2000 years of history have shown to be surprisingly
elusive. As he does so here, he introduces a further matter –
the part “fear” plays in us.
THE PARTICULARS

• When we have come to a proper understanding of God’s love
in Christ – that in Him all our sins must be fully forgiven
because Jesus has already borne the punishment for them (and

so His not forgiving would be unjust) – we can face our future
Judgement completely without fear. John Newton, often
accused by Satan for his past atrocious sins as a slavetrader/murderer, wrote: “Bowed down beneath a load of sin, by
Satan sorely pressed; by wars without and fears within I come
to you for rest. Lord, be my shield and hiding place, that sheltered by your side, I may my fierce accuser face and tell him
you have died.” (“Approach, my soul, the mercy seat”, Hymn
514, Rejoice!) (18).
• Again, the more we resemble Jesus in our daily living, the
greater the confidence we can have that we belong to Him; this
is especially so when we love one another with God’s love in
us.

New birth, faith, victory.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

E
S T
L U
I SD MY

1 JOHN 5:1-5

THE POINT Jesus had made it clear during His earthly min-

istry that sinful man is hopelessly and helplessly under the
power of the devil, who rules as “the prince of this world” (cf
John 8:23,34,42-45; 14:30). He also made it clear that the only
way out of this mess is to be “born again” by God’s Spirit; until
that happens there is no way of gaining victory over the temptations of the world or the pressures of its way of thinking. The
indicator that this new birth has taken place is the faith the
believer expresses in Jesus.
THE PARTICULARS

• The tenses of the Greek verbs in verse 1 show that believing
is the consequence of the new birth, not the cause; we are saved
by an act of God’s sovereign grace, not by our faith as a

“work”.
• Jesus always presented Himself as a “package deal” with God
the Father: if we know Him, we know the Father; if we see
Him, we see the Father; if we love Him, we are loved by Him
and the Father (John 14:7,9,21). John extends this: our love
for God the Father commits us to loving Jesus, and all other
believers (1).
• Another “package deal” links together being born of God,
loving God, obeying His commands, believing in Jesus as
God’s Son, loving other believers, and overcoming the world –
it is no drag!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you live a life of faith that others see overcomes the
world?

Jesus, the only Way.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

1 JOHN 5:6-13

THE POINT John is convinced about the absolute truth of all

the things he’s been saying; they are not the opinions of men,
nor even just his own private, subjective belief system. John is
dealing with facts that have been attested by God Himself who
cannot lie. So, if we reject them, we are accusing God of lying
and we thereby forfeit His offer of eternal life. John had written his Gospel so that men would believe and be saved (John
20:31); he writes this Epistle so that believers would have assurance of their salvation (13).
THE PARTICULARS

• There are different interpretations of what John meant when
he said Jesus came “by water and blood” as the things (along

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why is evangelism so important – and so urgent today?

Privileges and responsibilities.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

with the Spirit) that bear witness to His identity as God the
Son. Did he mean the 2 sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper? Was he referring to the “water and blood” that flowed
from Jesus’ side on the cross (John 19:34f)? Or did he mean
Jesus’ own Baptism when the Spirit bore witness (Luke 3:22)
and His death as a testimony to all (John 12:32)? Perhaps the
last of these presents the least number of difficulties – but what
is important is that it is God who has declared openly that
Jesus is His Son (6-9).
• Eternal life can certainly be found in Jesus, but in no other
(12).

1 JOHN 5:14-21

THE POINT This last section presents some difficulties, but

we should not let that distract us from the main points John is
making as he concludes his letter. If we are brought into
God’s family by being born again, there are certain privileges,
and there are certain responsibilities, all of which we need to
take seriously.
THE PARTICULARS

• The privileges of being a child of God include:- having a sensitivity towards knowing the sorts of things that
would please God, and then asking Him confidently for them
(14-15; cf Matthew 7:7-8; John 14:13-14; 15:7,16; 16:23-24).
- praying for fellow-believers struggling with sin (16-17).
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- knowing that Jesus, our Brother, will keep us safe, will grant
us understanding in the truth, and give us eternal life (18,20).
• The responsibilities of being a child of God include:- praying for fellow-believers struggling with sin (16-17).
- striving to be free from sin, and idols (ie illusions) (18,21).
• The “sin that leads to death” could either mean a capital
offence under Mosaic Law, hardened apostasy, or blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit. Probably the latter is what John
intends (16).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What are your privileges and responsibilities as a child of
God?

N

Across
Australia
New PTC lecturer

Tappointed
he Rev. Jared Hood has been
lecturer in theological studies at
the Presbyterian Theological College,
Victoria. Jared, his wife Cassie and five
children are formerly from the parish of
Moe/Yarram in Gippsland. Jared began
his ministry in Moe/Yarram in January
1998 and spent 10 years in the parish. In
that period, he began lecturing part-time
at the college. A farewell luncheon was
held at Moe on 9 December. Visitors from
a number of other churches in the region
attended, including the Rev Gary
Stephens, the moderator of the
Presbytery of Gippsland, and the Rev
Robert Boan, the recently retired minister of Morwell.
Jared was formally inducted at the college commencement service at the
Canterbury Presbyterian Church on 11
February, with the sermon by the Rev. Dr
Bruce Winter, principal of the
Queensland Theological College.

Obstetric pioneer at PLC

O

n Tuesday 18 March, Dr Catherine
Hamlin, co-founder of the Addis Adaba
Fistula Hospital, spoke to a capacity
crowd of students and staff at
Presbyterian
Ladies’
College,
Melbourne. The Addis Ababa Fistula
Hospital is the world’s only hospital that
provides free fistula repair surgery to
women with childbirth injuries. Dr
Hamlin has been recognised by the
United Nations as a pioneer in fistula
surgery for her development of techniques and procedures for obstetric fistula
treatment.
Dr Hamlin shared stories about her
many decades of work with the Fistula
Hospital. Staff and students were deeply
and visibly moved by her thoughts. Dr
Hamlin was introduced to the audience
by PLC school captain Anna Morgan,
who is Dr Hamlin’s grand-niece.

A good sport

C

haplaincy has traditionally been associated with hospitals, prisons and Defence
Forces. Sports chaplaincy takes the same
gospel approach as traditional forms of
chaplaincy: being Christ in the commu-
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nity. Sports chaplaincy in Australia has
gained momentum over the past 20 years
through an organisation called Sports
Chaplaincy Australia (SCA). SCA
chairman Luke Tattersall (Paramatta
City, NSW) believes that sports chaplaincy is very effective in reaching the
community for the gospel because sport
is so culturally relevant to many
Australians.
On any given weeknight or weekend,
communities gather for sport. This has
provided local churches with great opportunities to serve and reach their communities. Acceptance of chaplaincy by local
sporting clubs has grown through the testimony of chaplains in high profile sports
such as the AFL, Victorian Bushrangers
cricket and the V8 Supercars.

New generation

Sorrento a full charge

TtheheMornington
parish of Sorrento/Rye (Vic), on
Peninsula, has changed
its status from a home mission station to
a full charge. The Rev. John Brennan was
inducted as minister in November. With
the sale of the old manse for more than $3
million, the parish is now in a healthy
financial position. The congregations at
both Sorrento and Rye have a heart for
missions, and over the next months, will
be giving prayerful consideration as to
which missions and missionaries their
finances will support. A new roof for the
Rye church has just been completed and
plans are being considered for building
up-grades at both Sorrento and Rye.

Summer chill

Imagine a church building decked out in
Tthehe1977
first minister in Victoria born after blankets of snow with hundreds of differchurch union was last month ent snowflakes falling from the ceiling,
ordained by the Presbytery of Flinders.
Mr John Dekker was ordained and
inducted into the charge of AspendaleSeaford. The moderator of the presbytery, Rev. Dr Michael Wishart, led the
service, while Rev. Douglas Robertson
of Scots’ Church, Melbourne,
preached. Rev. Steve Warwick, of St
Columba’s, Devonport, gave the
charge.

Youth team

APresbyterian
t the start of February, the
Youth Victoria general
meeting was held at St Kilda Presbyterian
Church. It was a time of reflecting on the
past year, and planning for the year/s to
come. Alex Venn was voted president,
Russell Graham vice president, Sarah
Brightwell continues as treasurer, and
Rene Graham was elected secretary.
Other council members for this year
include: Kirsty Watson, Andrew Burns,
Dean Carroll, Sarah Weber, Ruth
Ronalds, Joy Venning and Shady
Mehanni.

Change at Drouin

TtheheDrouin
Rev. Ken Brown has resigned from
parish to teach at the
Southcoast Christian College in
Leongatha. He served nearly eight years at
Drouin, as continuous supply then the
inducted minister. Mr Mark Smith, exit
student and licentiate, has been appointed
to the parish, taking up his duties in
January.

and inhabited by polar bears, huskies and
penguins. This all happened at Wynnum
Presbyterian Church (Qld) ... in the middle of summer! It was part of the fun
during the annual children’s outreach held
this year from 16 to 18 January. With the
theme of “The Big Chill”, the activities
were geared towards creating a winter
wonderland.
The Fun in School Holidays (FISH)
program has become quite a tradition in
the Wynnum Bayside area, this being the
10th year of operation. During this time,
members of the congregation have
worked together to bring the gospel to
hundreds of primary-school age
children. This year there was a total
enrolment of 101, with an average daily
attendance of 80 children.

Ministerial movements

T

he Rev. Ben Johnson has been
inducted by the Presbytery of Kilnoorat
(Vic.) to the Warrnambool charge. The
Rev. Neil Chambers of Bundoora
church preached.
The Rev. Phillip Chang was inducted
into
the
pastoral
charge
of
Caulfield/Elwood Presbyterian Church
by the Presbytery of Melbourne East on
21 December, with the Rev. Peter
Orchard preaching.
On 14 December, the Presbytery of
Melbourne East inducted the Rev.
Andrew Satchell at St Andrew’s,
Gardenvale East, Presbyterian Church.
The Rev. Tony Johnson preached. The
community was represented by the local
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State MP, Mrs Helen Shardey.
On 27 March, the Presbytery of
Sydney North ordained Mr N. Griffith,
and commissioned Mr and Mrs Griffith as
Partner Society Missionaries with
Mission Partners for their work in
Portugal with European Christian
Mission. Mr Griffith has the status of
minister without charge eligible for a call
under the jurisdiction of the Presbytery of
Sydney North.
On 7 December, the Rev. Paul
Cornford was inducted as minister of
North Pine (Qld), after the Presbytery of
North Brisbane, in consultation with the
Session and Committee on Home
Missions, changed the status of North
Pine back to sanctioned charge with a
right to call.

Around
the World
United in prayer

Tof hisChristians,
Pentecost Sunday, 11 May, millions
from 210 nations around
the world will be gathering to worship and
pray for God’s kingdom to come on earth
as part of the fourth Global Day of
Prayer.
The Global Day of Prayer started in
South Africa in 2005 and is based on Acts
1 and 2 – 10 days of constant prayer (1 to
10 May); one day for the whole church to
gather (11 May) and 90 days of blessing
(12 May – 10 August). The aim is to see
local churches united in prayer to see
communities transformed by the Holy
Spirit.
“We hope that many people will join in
and be part of this unprecedented prayer
meeting on 11 May and then put feet on

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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their prayers taking part in all the initiatives planned for the rest of the year with
Hope08,” said Jane Holloway, UK coordinator of the Global Day of Prayer and
head of the World Prayer Centre,
Birmingham.
Christian Today

Teachers murdered

Fconverts
our Christian teachers, two of them
from Islam, were murdered by
Islamic militants on 13 April, in
Beledweyne in south-central Somalia.
According to the UK-based Barnabas
Fund, Daud Assan Ali, 64, and Ms
Rehana Ahmed, 32, both of Somali origin, and two Kenyans were shot and killed
when militants stormed the school where
the Christians were sleeping.
A spokesman for the Islamist group
responsible for the attack on the town
claimed that the killings were not premeditated, but that the four teachers had been
caught in cross fire. However, several residents of Beledweyne are convinced that
Mr Ali and his colleagues were singled out
because they were Christians.
“There are a tiny number of Somali
converts to Christianity living in
Somalia, many of whom have been murdered in recent years by Islamic radicals,
who have vowed to wipe out all Somali
Christians,” said the Barnabas Fund
spokesperson.
Assist

Priest shot

O

n April 5, Father Youssef Adel, 40, an
Assyrian Orthodox priest, was shot dead
by unknown assailants in the district of
Karradah, Baghdad. Adel was driving to a
church when gunmen in another car sped
past him and opened fire. Adel was the
director of a high school that was
attended by both Christians and Muslims.
He had been the target of threats and
intimidation intended to drive him away
from his post.
Voice of the Martyrs

Reinventing church buildings

O

ld church buildings that adapt to 21st
century living are breathing new life and
energy into the community around them.
That’s the message the Anglican
Archbishop of Wales, Dr Barry Morgan,
gave at a recent conference exploring how
churches can make the best of their assets
and reinvent themselves to serve today’s
needs.
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From developing conference facilities
to catering for school groups, to offering
counselling sessions, Dr Morgan wants
congregations to think creatively about
their church buildings, develop a vision of
their wider use, and play a central role in
regenerating towns and villages.
Dr Morgan stressed the need for
churches to remain open on weekdays. “A
church that is closed Monday to Friday is
the worst possible advertisement for
Christianity,” he said. “We cannot go on
locking up our treasures in closed buildings any more. We have to open the doors
of the churches physically, as well as
metaphorically.
Christian Today

Neo-Nazis seek Jewish vote

Ttrying
he far right British National Party is
to shed its antisemitic past as part
of a drive to pick up votes among
London’s Jewish community. The party,
which could get its first seat on the
London assembly if voter turnout is low
this month, is campaigning in Jewish areas
across the capital and attempting to play
on what it sees as historical enmity
between the Jewish and Muslim communities.
In one leaflet, handed out in north
London, the party’s only Jewish councillor, Pat Richardson, is quoted along with
a picture of young Muslims holding a
placard reading: “Butcher those who
mock Islam.”
“I’m in the BNP because no one else
speaks out against the Islamification of
our country,” said Richardson. “Being
Jewish only adds to my concern about
this aggressive creed that also threatens
our secular values and Christian tradition.”
The move has sparked a furious reaction among Jewish organisations who say
the BNP is still antisemitic and racist. The
Board of Deputies, the London Jewish
Forum and the Community Security
Trust have launched a campaign with
other ethnic minority and cultural groups
and the Hope Not Hate campaign to
combat the BNP threat.
Guardian

Korean persecution

I

n a report released last month by a US
government body, refugee testimonies
confirm severe persecution of Christians
throughout North Korea. In the US
Commission
on
International
Religious Freedom’s report, refugees

N

said that Christianity remained a key factor in the interrogation of people repatriated from China to North Korea. Border
guards reserved the harshest punishment
for those who admitted having any contact with Chinese or South Korean
Christians.
The report, released on 15 April,
found that consequences are harsh for
those found violating state policies on
religion. “For example, recently many
North Korean refugees have Bibles with
them when they are repatriated,” one
refugee said. “If you get caught carrying
a Bible, there is no way to save your life.”
Refugees interviewed said that punishment for owning a Bible could include
execution and the imprisonment of
“three generations” of the owner’s family.
Compass Direct

Convert’s high cost

O

n trial for converting from Islam to
Christianity, a Jordanian man may lose
legal custody of his children and have his
marriage annulled if found guilty of
“apostasy”. Mohammad Abbad, 40, fled
Jordan last month after Muslims violently
attacked him and his 10-year-old son in
their home and his father sued him on
charges of apostasy, or leaving Islam. “I
can’t win this case as long as I insist that I
converted from Islam to Christianity,”
Abbad wrote from the safety of a nearby
country.
“The court will annul my marriage, I
will be deprived of my kids, I will be with
no ID or passport, and my properties will
be confiscated,” said the father of two,
referring to a previous Jordanian apostasy
verdict.
Compass Direct

Singing priests

T

hree Catholic priests from Northern
Ireland have signed a recording contract
worth nearly $2 million ($A4.3 million)
for the music giant Sony BMG. Fathers
Eugene O’Hagan, 48, his brother
Martin, 45, and their old school friend
David Delargy, 44, signed the deal near
the steps of Westminster Cathedral.
The three men, who call their trio The
Priests, said they would donate the
money made from the music to charity.
The singing trio all hold parishes in the
Northern Ireland diocese of Down and
Connor.
Fr Eugene describes the group as having “very Catholic tastes”. The group’s
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debut album will include parts of the Latin
Mass, traditional hymns like the Ave
Maria and Panis Angelicus, and a selection
of opera classics.
Catholic News Agency

Uighur faces execution

On the
Agenda
Packer leaves church
By Lillian Kwon

As China deals with the fallout of
protests in Tibet and alleged protests in J.I. Packer, one of the world’s most
neighboring Xinjiang province, the family renowned evangelical theologians, has left
of a Uighur Christian fears he may be sentenced to death after officials accused him
of endangering national security. Officials
closed Alimjan Yimit’s business last
September and accused him of using it as
a cover for “preaching Christianity among
people of Uighur ethnicity”. When they
detained the former Muslim on January
12, they told his family only that the arrest
was a matter of “national security”.
Alimjan’s arrest followed that of
another Uighur Christian, Osman Imin,
on November 19, accused of assisting foreigners in illegal religious activities and
revealing state secrets. Compass sources
said authorities have arrested at least one
other Uighur Christian in Urumqi, the
provincial capital, and another in the city
of Kashgar, since the beginning of the
year.
Compass Direct

Moral education in Ghana

P

resident John Agyekum Kufuor of
Ghana has instructed authorities of basic
schools in the country to revisit the teaching of Religious and Moral Education
(RME), which had been removed from
the syllabus. President Kufuor made the
call when he addressed school children at
the country’s 51st Independence Day celebration. The call was in response to persistent calls made particularly by
Christians and Muslims for reintroduction of the subject in the schools’ curricula.
The president expressed displeasure
about the negative moral impact of globalisation on the youth through the mass
media. He therefore urged the school
children to balance their academic learning with that of their moral duty.
The general secretary of the Christian
Council of Ghana, Rev. Dr. Fred
Degbee, in an interview with Radio
Ghana commended the action of the president. He said religion and morality were
the signal light of the world, and they
should be encouraged at every level of
society.
Assist

the Anglican Church of Canada, citing
“poisonous liberalism” in the church
body.
Packer, 81, who was named one of the
25 most influential evangelicals in the
world by Time magazine in 2005, quit the
Canadian arm of the global Anglican
Communion with 10 other Anglican
clergy last week, he said, according to
The Vancouver Sun. They joined the
more conservative and orthodox
Province of the Southern Cone in
South America.
The Oxford-trained theologian said he
can no longer serve under Vancouverarea Bishop Michael Ingham, arguing
that he “appears heretical”. Ingham sanctioned same-sex blessings in 2002 in the
British Columbia Diocese of New
Westminster, sparking international
uproar.
In recent years, 28 parishes have voted
to split from the Anglican Church of
Canada, citing the denomination’s departure from Christian orthodox values and
Anglican tradition. They have realigned
with overseas Anglican provinces.
St John’s Shaughnessy Anglican
Church in Vancouver, of which Packer is
a long-time member, left the denomination in February, placing itself under the
authority of the Southern Cone province.
John Stackhouse, a professor of theology and culture at Regent College in
Vancouver, sees two different bodies
forming in Canada with the continual
departure of parishes.
“Frankly, we have not seen this sort of
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thing in Canadian history, and I’m not
sure we’ve seen it in Anglican history,” he
said, according to The Canadian Press.
“With the significant size of these dissenting groups, and the international support for them ... we may see two different
bodies in one geographical territory,” he
said, noting that Anglican churches traditionally have been determined through
geographic, and not ideological, boundaries.
Packer argued that top leaders of the
Anglican Church of Canada have changed
their interpretation of Christianity while
he and other conservative Anglicans have
remained committed to traditional
Anglicanism.
“I’m simply being an old-fashioned
mainstream Anglican,” Packer said.
As conservative Anglicans believe the
core beliefs of Christianity are being
called into question by the Anglican
Church of Canada, the small group of
parishes that have left may be just the first
wave, some predict.
“Every diocese in which this (approval
of same-sex blessings) has happened – or
something like it has happened – churches
have split off,” said Stackhouse. “This
[issue] is very much in play now; this is
not the end game at all.”
Christian Today
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Interfaith lesson from Syria

A

delegation led by the Rev. Samuel
Kobia, general secretary of the World
Council of Churches (WCC), travelled
to Syria last month wishing to learn from
the country’s long experience of
Christians and Muslims living peacefully
together.
“Islam cannot be studied like grammar,” Patriarch Ignatius IV (Hazim) of
the Greek Orthodox Church in Syria
told them.
He added: “We have to see the real people and share with them. Muslims are
sharing with you by living in your countries. Why do you ignore them?” the
patriarch asked particularly the delegation
members from Europe and the United
States.
Throughout the meetings the delegation had with Christian and Islamic leaders as well as with Syrian president Dr
Bashar al-Assad they heard the same
message: Better understanding between
religions can only be achieved if
Christians and Muslims see each other as
human beings rather than as representatives of one faith group.
The plight of Iraqi refugees and the
observation that many Christians leave
the Middle East region for Western

countries were the other main themes of
the visit. With 1.5 million refugees from
Iraq in Syria, this nation of 20 million has
done more than any other state to
accommodate those who fled the violence tearing apart its eastern neighbour
country. Syria has a history of opening its
border to refugees. It has given shelter to
half a million Palestinians and took in
some 200,000 Lebanese during the 2006
war.
Samer Laham, director of ecumenical
relations at the Greek Orthodox
Patriarchate, said: “The refugees cannot
go back, because they would be killed, and
they cannot stay, because finding a job is
very difficult here and they are running
out of money as the cost of living is rising.”
Muslim institutions and churches in
Syria work hand in hand caring for the
refugees. “We said to Iraqi Christians
(who were considering seeking asylum in
Western countries): Please do not go!
Here you are part of our family, there you
will be numbers,” the Grand Mufti of
the Republic of Syria Dr Ahmad Badr
Al-Din Hassoun told the WCC delegation.
Ekklesia

World Vision cuts aid
By Lillian Kwon

Ihumanitarian
t is one of the largest and most trusted
organisations in the world
that leverages compassion and generosity
to help the most needy. Yet last month,
World Vision announced a cutback on
the number of people it can feed this year
as it gets to grips with a slowing economy.
World Vision, a Christian non-profit
organisation that tackles poverty and
injustice across the globe, said it cannot
feed 1.5 million of the 7.5 million it fed
last year, according to CNN. The agency’s
food aid programs have been cut in East
Timor and Sri Lanka and reduced in such
countries as Burundi, Niger, Cambodia
and Sudan.
“We’re walking into a very uneven
financial environment [and] we’re trying
to make appropriate predictions of what’s
going to happen,” said Steve Haas, vice
president for church relations at World
Vision USA.
World Vision has built up a donating
base that is well informed of what the
organisation is doing and continues to see
their donating to the group as an important part of their daily faith walk even during a slow economy, and it has not felt the
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bump as much as other charities have,
Haas noted. But the global agency has still
had to manage expectations and limit certain parts of its programme.
The impact of food aid cuts falls
mostly on children. Dean Hirsch, president of World Vision International, said
in a written statement: “Despite our best
efforts, more than a million of our beneficiaries are no longer receiving food aid.”
More than half of them are children, he
said.
“Though we’re able to feed people,
we’re not feeding people as we would like,
and those people we are feeding are getting less than we would like,” said Rachel
Wolff, media relations manager for disaster response, CNN reported.
An increase in food prices and an
increase in the need for food are primary
reasons for the shortfall this year. Wolff
predicts that the situation may get worse
as the year progresses.
The United Nations’ World Food
Program has called the rising costs for
food nothing less than a global emergency.
One of the causes for rising food prices
is the diversion of corn to the production
of ethanol rather than food, Wolff noted
to CNN.
Christian Today

Tougher times in Russia
By Anneta Vyssotskaia

AChristianity
fter many years of persecution of
and all other religions during the Soviet era, Russia experienced a
great spiritual revival in the 1990s.
Hundreds of thousands of Russian people turned to God. However, the spiritual revival was followed by a spiritual
alienation in Russian society generally
and a mistrust of religious organisations
and workers.
To a great extent this was a result of
many negative articles in mass-media
about “sects”, as well as the government’s
policy to support the “four traditional
religions”: the Moscow Patriarchate of
the Russian Orthodox Church (MP
ROC), Islam, Buddhism and Judaism.
The spiritual revival continued but on a
much smaller scale, mainly among the
most neglected groups in Russian society: drug addicts, prisoners and street
people. Children and teenagers were
another large group who remained open
to the gospel. During Perestroika in
Russia, the Communist regime collapsed
and society went through the most dramatic period of social, political and economic change. The doors opened for
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preaching the gospel in all children’s educational and medical institutions: schools,
summer camps, hospitals and orphanages. Missionaries and teachers of the
gospel were actually invited to come and
tell children about God. Many children
and teenagers became believers even
before their parents did. These children
became young adults and are now the
main hope and missionary force of the
church.
The situation has changed. The doors
that were once open are now closed and
most churches are not allowed to access
children’s institutions, with the exception
of the Orthodox churches. This policy is
unofficially but strongly supported by the
Russian government who want to see stability and solidarity in society and
look to the Russian Orthodox as a means
of ensuring this.
MP ROC has sought “to win the children’s souls” by its efforts in promoting
“Foundations of Russian Orthodox
Culture” as a compulsory school subject.
This battle has gone on for almost 10
years now and is not finished yet. Those
opposing this initiative are concerned
it would lead to clericalising the educational system as well as the division of
children by their religion and nationality.
In extreme cases it would cause even the
persecution of those whom MP ROC
considers to be ‘sectarians’, including all
Protestants. In September last year a
seven-year-old son of a Protestant pastor
in Voronezhskaya region was severely
beaten by his classmates on his first day at
school for being a non-Orthodox, after a
prayer service led by a Russian Orthodox
priest.
In this “battle for the children’s souls”
some priests and activists of the MP ROC
are trying to stop Protestant churches’
ministry to children, even in Sunday
schools.
World Evangelical Alliance
Religious Liberty News

enough to help the poor despite the latest
United States Census Bureau statistics
showing consistent year-to-year increases
in the numbers of Americans living in
poverty.
This, combined with poverty indicators such as rising food stamp usage,
points to increased demand for a complacent church to do more to help the poor,
say Christian campaigners.
Conducted by Faith in Action and
Harris Interactive, the national survey
polled more than 2800 adults, of whom
67% agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement, “My church already does
enough to help the poor in my community”. Faith in Action is designed to be
a step toward alleviating the complacency that is afflicting churches across
the country, and an effective call to
action to follow Christ’s example of
compassion.”
Current data provided by the US
Census Bureau reveals the national
poverty level has increased from 11.7% in
2001 to 13.3% in 2005, or 38 million
Americans.
But the study also reports that 60% of
respondents “would support their church
if it occasionally cancelled traditional services in order to donate that time to help
the poor in their community”.
Christians are now being invited to
close their churches and mobilise in projects within their communities. Faith in
Action has produced a campaign kit
which includes a step-by-step approach to
transforming a congregation and reaching
the community. The program helps
Christians invite members outside of their
church to join in serving.
The survey also revealed that twothirds of respondents said they “wished
their church partnered with a nonChristian organisation to help the poor in
my community”.
Ekklesia

‘Close churches, help poor’

Cchurches
hristians in the US should close their
and channel their energies into
helping the poor. This is the message from
the campaign Faith in Action, a resource
developed by Christian humanitarian
organisation World Vision, church communication resources provider Outreach,
Inc., and Christian communications company, Zondervan.
The call comes along with the news
that two-thirds of Americans surveyed in
a new poll say their churches are doing

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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Consider Jesus
Take this life-enriching advice from the writer to the Hebrews.

ver the past weeks I have been
reading through the Letter to the
Hebrews. It has, as ever, been a
fascinating, sobering and richly
encouraging read. The letter was written
to Hebrew Christians who had become
influenced by false teaching and were
under pressure to give up on Christ and
return to Judaism. They had “become dull
of hearing” (5:11). They no longer listened to God’s Word in Christ as they
once had.
They had not always been in this sad
(and perilous) spiritual state. Slowly but
surely, however, they had “become” spiritually deaf to God’s Word. What had
caused this? Why had they become nearinsensible to God’s truth?
The answer given in Hebrews is seen in
three exhortations: “Holy brothers who
share in a heavenly calling, consider
Jesus... looking to Jesus the founder and
perfecter of the faith... Consider him...”

O

Ian
Hamilton
(Heb. 3:1; 12:2; 12:3). Three times the
writer encourages his spiritually debilitated readers to “fix their eyes/thoughts
on Jesus” (as the NIV translates).
In other words, they were in this sad
spiritual condition because they had taken
their eyes off their Saviour. Their great
need was to re-focus their lives in Christ,
to consider Him, to ponder anew the
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. Somehow
they had allowed the pressures of life –
and they were experiencing great pressures (cf. 10:32ff; 13:3) – to de-centre
Jesus in their lives. He was no longer the
chief object of their faith and the first call
upon their love.
In many respects the whole of the

Letter is a sustained appeal for these
embattled believers to see just how great
their Saviour was: superior to all God’s
angels; superior to great Moses; superior
to Aaron and the priesthood. He is the
One who is faithful over God’s house “as
a Son” (3:6). He is the One who “has
appeared once for all at the end of the ages
to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself ”(9:26). He is the One who “always
lives to make intercession” for God’s children (7:26). And he is the One who is not
ashamed to call us his brothers (2:11).
They were in danger of drifting away
from the gospel because they had stopped
“considering Him”. They had “become
dull of hearing” God’s Word because they
had become less preoccupied with God’s
Son.

I

t was with this in my mind that I
resolved, God helping me, to more
deliberately “consider him” in the future.
I know that this should be the daily
resolve of every Christian. But I felt in
myself the need to make that resolve
more deliberate. I want, then, to encourage you to make this your resolution. Can
you think of a better resolution? Are you
satisfied that you “consider him” as purposefully and as seriously as you should?
Is it not true for you as it always has been
for me, that when your heart grows cold
and you begin to wander, it is always
because you have not been fixing your
thoughts and centring your hearts in your
blessed Saviour?
Consider Him! The Great High Priest
who represents you and cares for you and
prays for you at the Father’s right hand;
the King who lovingly and tenderly rules
you; the Prophet who is Himself God’s
last and best word to a fallen, sinful world.
The old chorus may not score high in
poetry, but its theology is impeccable:
Turn your eyes upon Jesus.
Look full in His wonderful face;
And the things of earth will grow
strangely dim
In the light of His glory and grace.
Ian Hamilton is pastor of the Cambridge
ap
Presbyterian Church.
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Famous atheist recants
Advances in biology and physics persuaded Anthony Flew that atheism is wrong.

eaders may recall the media
firestorm several years ago when
the prominent British philosopher Anthony Flew publicly
announced that he had forsaken atheism.
In a new book, There is a God: How the
World’s Most Famous Atheist Changed His
Mind, he now explains why he discarded
his longstanding atheist beliefs.
Before exploring the book (written
with Roy Abraham Varghese, published
by HarperOne), we need to note the late
2007 controversy that followed publication of a negative review in the New York
Times. It was written by US journalist
Mark Openheimer, who despite no medical training is apparently quite an expert
in assessing memory performance in the
elderly. For rather than engaging with the
arguments in There is a God,
Oppenheimer tried to undermine the
book by portraying Flew as a feebleminded old man who was bullied out of
atheism by nasty Christians.
Oppenheimer claims that during two
2007 interviews in Flew’s home, the
philosopher struggled to recall the names
of scholars cited in There is a God, suggesting to Oppenheimer that someone
else wrote the book. Since the front cover
of There is a God specifies the author as
“Anthony Flew with Roy Varghese”, this
doesn’t seem a particularly profound
insight (Varghese is a friend of Flew’s and
has written several books that explore the
science-religion interface). Yet to atheists
the world over, Oppenheimer’s article
was a stunning piece of investigative journalism that thoroughly discredited There
is a God.
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he New York Times article provoked a
quick response from Flew’s
HarperOne publisher, Mark Tauber.
Speaking to Publisher’s Weekly, Tauber
defended ghost-writing as a common
practice in modern publishing and produced a statement from Flew clarifying
Varghese’s role: “My name is on the book
and it represents exactly my opinions. I
would not have a book issued in my name
that I do not 100 percent agree with. I
needed someone to do the actual writing
because I’m 84 and that was Roy
Varghese’s role. The idea that someone

Phil
Burcham
manipulated me because I’m old is exactly
wrong. I may be old but it is hard to
manipulate me. This is my book and it
represents my thinking.”
We can now look at the actual contents
of the book. In the early chapters, Flew
recounts his experiences as a Methodist
minister’s son, describing the influences
that led to his
“denial of the
Flew identifies
divine” as a high
the weaknesses
school student.
Looking back,
of his original
Flew regrets his
atheist
youthful rashassumptions
ness, lamenting
and the
that he “reached
impact of
the conclusion
scientific
about the nonexdiscoveries
istence of God
which led him
much too quickly,
much too easily,
to revise his
and for what later
beliefs.
seemed to me the
wrong reasons”.
The rest of the book describes Flew’s
“pilgrimage of reason”, highlighting three
issues that on deeper reflection as a wiser
adult, led him to ditch atheism. “The first
is the fact that nature obeys laws. The second is the dimension of life, of intelligently organised and purpose-driven
beings, which arose from matter. The
third is the very existence of nature.”

Flew discusses each of these in turn, identifying the weaknesses of his original atheist assumptions and the impact of scientific discoveries which led him to revise
his beliefs.
In Flew’s opinion, the most far-reaching scientific discovery of the 20th century was made by James Watson and
Francis Crick. These famous researchers
used a technique known as X-ray crystallography to study the basic structure of
DNA, making far-reaching discoveries
that would change the face of research in
many scientific disciplines.
DNA is a fascinating chemical polymer present in each of the 50 trillion or so
cells that comprise the adult human body.
Unlike the “dumb” polymers in the polyester shirt you’re now wearing or the bubble gum you’re chewing, DNA is the
“smartest” polymer ever discovered.
“Dumb” polymers can’t be used to store
information since they comprise long
repeating chains of the same building
block, termed a “monomer” in chemical
jargon. Making “dumb polymers” is usually quite easy, a bit like making caramel
on a kitchen stove: just heat and stir tubs
of monomeric building blocks (in this
case sucrose molecules) until chains of the
desired length (caramel) are obtained.
In contrast, DNA is made of runs of
four distinct, structurally-complex building blocks, known by the technical term
deoxynucleotides. Assembling these
complex building blocks correctly and
then stringing deoxynucleotides into
proper DNA chains is a job for an experienced chemist with sophisticated reagents
and a modern lab.
The complexity inherent in DNA is

Discount Offer
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A T
essential to its “smart” functions, since
just as the information in this article is
conveyed by chains of letters in words,
sentences and paragraphs, cells maintain
their genetic information by carefully
controlling the order whereby the four
building blocks are assembled into runs
(known as “genes”) during DNA assembly. This capability allows DNA to store
the staggering volume of information
needed to construct a new human body
and keep it functioning throughout its
earthly existence. In humans, DNA does
this using a set of just 25,000 or so genes.
The ground-breaking 1953 Nature
paper by Watson and Crick which
reported the “double helix” structure of
DNA fuelled an explosion of knowledge
concerning the nature of life at the fundamental, molecular level. This flood of
advanced knowledge represents the greatest ever technological achievement of the
human race. Yet the true wonder lies not
so much in the chemical structure of
DNA, but the stunning complexity
uncovered as scientists studied the proteins that control the workings (“expression”) of the thousands of genes in the
human “genome” (i.e. all the DNA in a
human cell).
For a healthy human to develop, individual genes as well as clusters of genes
must turn on and off at precisely the right
time during a person’s lifespan. Random
errors in these processes can cause birth
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defects, cancer or other nasty diseases.
While studying this phenomenon,
researchers discovered a tiny world of
amazing complexity, finding that the
workings of genes are controlled by
minute protein machines more complex
than any device designed by a human
engineer. For instance, cells are chockablock with protein assemblies possessing
mechanical features such as
Unfortunately spindles, rotors,
for atheists, pumps, ratchets,
and
the odds of motors
other
engineermeeting this
ing marvels, all of
goal lengthen which are so
every day with small
their
new discover- dimensions are
ies concerning described using
life’s nanometers (a
is
complexity. nanometer
one-millionth of
a millimeter).
Anthony Flew is significant because he
grasps that the awesome complexity discovered by recent biological research
poses a direct challenge to atheism. He
understands that to demand our allegiance as a plausible worldview, atheism
must supply robust, scientifically verifiable materialistic explanations for the origin of even the simplest living organisms.
Unfortunately for atheists, the odds of
meeting this goal lengthen every day with

new discoveries concerning life’s complexity.
One of the first attempts to explain the
emergence of life from a materialistic perspective was offered by Charles Darwin in
1871. Darwin assumed the chemistry of
life was simple, suggesting it arose in
“some warm little pond, with all sorts of
ammonia and phosphoric salts, light, heat,
electricity, etc., present, that a protein
compound was chemically formed ready
to undergo still more complex changes.”
Beginning with the work of American
chemist Stanley Miller in the 1950s, millions of dollars in research grants have
been consumed in many attempts to
recreate such a “warm little pond” under
lab conditions. But judging by what we
now know about cells in all their detailed,
molecular richness, the feeble data they
have provided damns such early earth
simulations as embarrassing failures. For
Anthony Flew, these problems in the
realm of biology were one source of his
discontent with atheism.
But his disenchantment with atheism
was also promoted by the discoveries of
modern physics concerning the fine-tuning of the universe to support life. Flew
was particularly impressed by “anthropic
principle” physicists such as John Leslie,
who highlighted that even tiny differences
in key physical constants such as the
speed of light or the mass of an electron
would have made life impossible.

N

owadays, many atheists oppose this
“fine-tuning” argument by promoting the idea of “multiverses”, arguing that
the cosmos we inhabit is no big deal since
it is just one of an infinite number of universes. As Richard Dawkins suggested in
The God Delusion, there could even be
parallel universes where you and I have
green moustaches! Flew sees that by promoting this peculiar idea, atheists are in
denial concerning the universe we actually
inhabit. He quotes philosopher Richard
Swinburne: “It is crazy to postulate a trillion (causally unconnected) universes to
explain the features of one universe, when
postulating one entity (God) will do the
job.”
I recommend you read this intriguing
book for yourself, if only for the simple
pleasure of reading a (former) atheist
who, unlike the authors of the anti-theistic potboilers presently clogging
Australian bookstores, writes in winsome
prose and develops arguments in a disciplined manner.
Associate Professor Phil Burcham is a bioap
medical researcher living in Perth.
2 8 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

May 2008

L

Letters
Planting in Perth

Prate.erthPeople
is growing at an unprecedented
are moving to the capital of
Western Australia from all over Australia
and the world. The West Australian
General Assembly has developed a metrowide strategy to respond to this growth
and has as a key component, the planting
and establishment of at least five new congregations.
The West Australian General
Assembly has declared that the next area
for church extension work will be in the
Rockingham district, half an hour drive
south of Fremantle on the coast. The
Presbyterian Church in Western Australia
is marshalling its own resources to launch
a new effort in church planting but it also
needs the help of the wider Presbyterian
Church in this great task. (For more
details, contact the Clerk of WA
Assembly, Mr Glenn Muskett, on 08 9339
9400 or gmuskett@bigpond.com.au.) I
would invite you to pray especially for a
suitable church planter to be raised up and
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for a suitable, committed and supportive
core group to come together.
The 2007 General Assembly of
Australia authorised me to coordinate an
annual appeal during 2008, 2009 and 2010
to raise funds from across the
Presbyterian Church of Australia to provide for the opening, staffing and development of a new church planting congregation in metropolitan Perth, which will be
Rockingham. Gifts can be sent to “GAA
WA Church Planting Appeal” c/- PO Box
2196, Strawberry Hills, NSW, 2012 with
cheques made out to “Presbyterian
Church Funds”. A covering letter should
state that the gift is for the “WA Church
Planting Appeal”.
Robert Benn,
Moderator-General
Presbyterian Church of Australia

Bible as it would have been understood by
the original readers (or hearers).
This surely requires the use of as much
knowledge about the cultural and linguistic context of those readers or hearers as
we have access to. Needless to say, much
of this knowledge is gathered by archaeologists. Similar information is required
when choosing English words to reflect
accurately the meaning of the original
Hebrew and Greek of the Old and New
Testaments. Without such outside sources
our understanding of what the Bible says
would be that much more deficient.
Colin Gauld,
Kiama Downs, NSW

Interpreting Scripture

I

read with some surprise Neil Cadman’s
comment that “Liberalism, not reformed
theology, interprets Scripture from outside sources, such as archaeology” (AP,
April). I believe that the Reformed interpretation of Scripture is based on an
approach often labelled “historical-grammatical” which focuses, first of all, on
attempting to understand the text of the
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JUNE 2008
1 Pray for the moderator Gordon
Coleman, preachers and filling of the
vacancy in Ulladulla-Milton – home
mission station NSW South coast
with about 40 c&a and 3 e.
2 Strengthening of our partnerships
through the Moderator General’s current visit to Assembly and churches in
Ireland.
3 Robert & Lisa Cho mission partners
(APWM) workers from Cornerstone
church, Concord, Sydney in Thailand
with Overseas Missionary Fellowship
working among school children and
women.
4 Epping, Vic. parish with about 45 c&a,
10 yf and 3 e; Tony & Joyce Parle.
5 Browns Plains parish Brisbane with
about 150 c&a, 60 yf and 6 e; Danny
& Desley Mihailovic.
6 Praise the Lord for the reported
increase after years of decline within
our denomination in the past year of
24 congregations (now 608), 330
communicants (now 30834) and 1238
adherents (now 12220); pray that this
growth will be solid and sustained.
7 Presbyterian Youth NSW Winter
Camp at Stanwell Tops – attenders
and leaders in 3 groups from year 5 to
seniors.
8 Ben Johnson (& Louise) recently
inducted at Warrnambool parish western Vic including 3 congregations with
about 490 c&a, 15 yf and 18 e.
9 Keith and Kathy Benn mission partners
(APWM) workers from Creek Road,

10

11

12

13

14

15
16
17

18

19

20

Brisbane with Wycliffe Bible
Translators (since 1973) now involved
in consultation and training.
Presbytery of Ballarat 7 parishes and 2
home mission stations totaling 16
congregations with about 425 c&a and
65 yf, 1 retired minister and 1 under
jurisdiction. John Wodward clerk.
Graham & Sue Hammond mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Croydon Hills, Vic. in Cairns with
Wycliffe Bible Translators involved in
guest house ministry.
Caringbah parish including
Helensburgh, southern Sydney with
about 135 c&a, 15 yf and 5 e; Darren
& Ruth Middleton, David & Amanda
Enderby.
Wes & Diana Fittell mission partners
(APWM) workers from Creek Road
church, Brisbane in Qld with OAC
Ministries working especially among
children.
Cessnock-Kurri Kurri home mission
station NSW (2 congregations) with
about 80 c&a, 25 yf and 4 e; Rod &
Dawn Mallinson.
Croydon Hills parish Melbourne with
about 55 c&a, 35 yf and 4 e; Mathew
and Kathryn James.
Moses (& Hannah) Hahn recently
inducted at Castle Hill parish Sydney
with about 135 c&a, 10 yf and 16 e.
Penny Yip, mission partners (APWM)
worker from Sydney Chinese Church
with Overseas Missionary Fellowship
mobilizing professionals to work in
East Asia.
Newcastle parish NSW – St Andrews,
and now including St Johns, with about
165 c&a, 15 yf and 10 e; David &
Carolyn Campbell, Douglas & Jennifer
Haley, Jack Knapp. Seeking a director
of children’s and family ministry.
Martin mission partners (APWM)
worker from Revesby in South East
Asia working with our partner
churches.
Rose Bay parish Sydney with about
105 c&a, 10 yf and 3 e; Bruce & Pat
Christian, retiring later this year.
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MAY 2008
21 Presbytery of Benalla, Vic. 7 parishes
and 2 home mission stations totaling
22 congregations with about 755 c&a
(communicants and adherents), and
175 yf (younger folk – Sunday School
and youth) 1 retired minister. Frank
Savage clerk.
22 Strengthening of our partnerships
through the Moderator General’s current visit to Assemblies and fellowships in Scotland and England and the
Highland Theological College.
23 Robert Handicott mission partners
(APWM) worker from Townsville,
Qld in Ethiopia with SIM
International involved in teaching missionaries’ children.
24 Crossroads, Hobart special parish
Glebe, Hobart with about 90 c&a, 10
yf and 5 e (elders), Michael & Nikki
Lynch; and the implementing of decisions at the recent Tasmanian
Assembly (Les Batchelor moderator;
Robert White clerk).
25 Nerida Bell mission partners (APWM)
worker from Ashfield NSW with the
Presbyterian Church of Japan
involved in English language outreach.
26 Devotional life, fellowship, debates
and decisions at the South Australia
Assembly at Port Augusta – Gary
Ware moderator, Brian Johnson clerk.
27 Inverell parish northern NSW including Ashford with about 235 c&a, 70
yf and 14 e (elders); Peter & Lillian
Greiner.
28 Gladesville-Hunters Hill parish
Sydney about 70 c&a, 12 yf and 8 e;
Conrad & Susan Hor-kwong.
29 Robert & Leonie Betts mission partners (APWM) workers from
Ashburton and Canterbury Vic. with
Wycliffe Bible Translators, involved in
assisting missionary candidates build
their support base.
30 Presbytery of Hawkesbury, western

Sydney: 16 parishes and 5 home mission stations totaling 27 congregations
with about 2370 c&a and 835 yf, 2
workers among koories (aborigines), 2
hospital chaplains, 2 theological candidates, 1 deaconess, 11 retired ministers
and 5 under jurisdiction Mick Quirk
clerk.
31 Gateway parish Brisbane comprising
Ascot and Nundah with about 120
c&a, 50 yf and 3 e; Guido & Virginia
Kettniss, Lesleigh & Sharan Hall.
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Books
Sickness, Suffering and
Scripture
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Journey into Alzheimer’s disease after reading the extract in this book. All offerings
are short enough to read to someone who
is being visited or to read when you can’t
concentrate for too long at a time. This
will truly encourage the fainthearted.

David Leyshon
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2008.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

Mignon Goswell is manager of PTC Media
at the Presbyterian Theological College,
Melbourne.

D

The Cross – The Pulpit
of God’s Love

on Carson has made the happy comment that “all we have to do is live
long enough, and we will suffer”. This is
a short book from an author who had to
step down from the pastorate in 1997
because of the onset of Parkinson’s disease. He is thus well qualified to write
such a work. There are 13 issues raised
here to do with suffering, and they are
dealt with by means of biblical text, comment and questions.
Some works on suffering are so heavy
that it would be unlikely that anyone
actually going through intense suffering
would read them. The advantage of this
little book is that it is solid yet brief. It is
easily understood, raises the main issues,
and deals with them helpfully. The book
is especially useful in the way that it is
structured to tackle the issues, and the
pertinent quotations from other authors
that add strength to the comments.
Suffering saints will surely find comfort
in its pages.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

The Dawn of Heaven
Breaks
Anticipating Eternity

Edited by Sharon James
Evangelical Press, Darlington, 2007.
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell

T

his mix of Bible quotations, personal
writings, hymns and doctrinal
excerpts is a delightful read and would be
a wonderful present for any Christian.
The emphasis is on heaven and the comfort that believers in Christ derive from
the truth of knowing where they are going
when they die! For most of us it is the
process of enduring the trials of life and
the physical sufferings that are the difficult part. Here is help indeed!
Included in the collection are beloved
favorites, such as Abide with Me, but there
are less well known treasures as well. I
delighted, for instance, to read the full text
of the poem In Immanuel’s Land. How
pleased I was to come across a copy of My

Iain Murray
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2008.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

S

o much of modern evangelicalism
seems to consist of a clash of halftruths. How does one maintain a belief in
God’s special love for His elect and His
general love for all humanity? And, having
answered that question, how does one then
present the gospel? Iain Murray has produced a splendid booklet that demonstrates that God does indeed love all the
world, yet He chooses a people to be saved.
Calvin held these two truths
together, and so on Ezekiel 18:23
wrote: “It is not surprising that our
eyes should be blinded by intense light,
so that we cannot certainly judge how
God wishes all to be saved, and yet
has devoted all the reprobate to eternal
destruction.” Christ wept over Jerusalem
and yearned to gather its people to
Himself (Luke 13:34; 19:41). This
means, in the graphic words of “Rabbi”
Duncan, that “men evangelised cannot
go to hell but over the bowels of
God’s great mercies. They must wade
to it through the blood of Christ”.
Yet Christ did not die with the specific
intention of saving all the people of
Jerusalem. This has implications for how
we proclaim the gospel. Most evangelicals
today think that we must first convince
people that Christ died for them personally and individually. Against this, Charles
Spurgeon wrote: “You may believe that
Jesus Christ died for you, and may
believe what is not true; you may believe
that which will bring you no sort of good
whatever.” The point that Spurgeon
was making is that in conversion the
sinner first commits himself to Christ,
and from that act derives the conclusion that Christ died for him.
In a short booklet of about 40
pages, Iain Murray has raised these
issues and dealt with them in an intelligent, warm-hearted and biblical way.
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R. C. Sproul
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2006, 2007.

Scripture and Worship

Richard A. Mueller and Rowland Ward
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2007.
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

A

number of significant new books
dealing with the teaching and background of our Westminster Confession
and the associated Westminster theological standards have recently appeared. At
the head of all of these is the magnificent
three-volume, Truths We Confess: A
Layman’s Guide to the Westminster
Confession by Dr R. C. Sproul. The culmination of a life-time of teaching the
truths of the Christian faith, these three
books bring the essence of many of the
central themes of the Bible to the ordinary
reader. These volumes are highly recommended and every elder and deacon of
Presbyterian/Reformed Churches in
Australia of all kinds (and we trust as
many others with the wider Christian
Church) should prayerfully read them to
assist in the further development of spiritually healthy and growing churches.
Closely following Truths We Confess
has come Scripture and Worship, the second volume in the series dealing with the
Westminster Assembly and the Reformed
Faith (series editor Dr Carl Trueman).
This short book (180 pages) is in two
parts – one deals with Scripture and the
Westminster Confession (Dr Richard A.
Muller) and the other the Directory for
Public
Worship
(by
Australian
Presbyterian Dr Rowland Ward). With all
the discussion about worship today,
Ward’s discussion of the Directory opens
up much food for thought and action.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s Kirk,
Fremantle.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au
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Genocide in Canaan
The conquest did not set the pattern for Christian warfare.

f all the accusations levelled at
the Christian faith, perhaps one
of the most difficult to counter
concerns the charge of genocide – that the Israelites carried out a
policy of genocide, on God’s orders,
when they took over Canaan in the
days of Joshua.
Sometimes Christians are quick to
accuse Muslims of genocide and seem
blissfully unaware of the events associated with the conquest of the Promised
Land. God was certainly clear in what
He said to the Israelites: “And you
shall consume all the peoples that the
Lord your God will give over to you.
Your eye shall not pity them, neither
shall you serve their gods, for that
would be a snare to you” (Deut. 7:16).
The first thing that needs to be said
is that God only ordered the destruction of Canaan when the culture had
become so debased that judgment was
all that could be done with it. Well
before the conquest of Canaan ever
took place, God told Abraham: “And
they (your descendants) shall come
back here in the fourth generation, for
the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet
complete” (Gen. 15:16).
It was not to be the usual story of
the strong conquering the weak. Quite
the reverse! Israel was less numerous
and much weaker than the nations she
dispossessed (Deut. 7:7-8). Rather, God
was punishing the Canaanites for their
abominable practices. These included
child sacrifice, fortune-telling, and contacting the dead (Deut. 18:9-14). The
depressing list of perversions that were
practised amongst the Canaanites
included incest, homosexuality, and sexual relations with animals (see Lev. 18).
In 1983 prize-winning novelist
Alexander Solzhenitsyn sought to
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Barnes
explain why the communist experiment
in what was still then the USSR went
so barbarously wrong. Solzhenitsyn’s
diagnosis was simple and compelling,
albeit not popular with Western liberals: “Men have
forgotten God;
that’s why all
this has happened.”
The
It is God book of Joshua
Himself who is not simply a
has introduced book about how
God
brought
a moderating
Israel into the
factor into the Promised Land.
conduct of It is also a book
wars. about how God
punished
the
d e g r a d e d
Canaanite tribes.
S e c o n d l y,
God never gave Israel a blank cheque
to carry out wars whenever and however she wished. Apart from the conquest of Canaan, she was always to
offer terms of peace first to any city
(Deut. 20:10-20). There was to be no
scorched earth policy, and women and
children were to be preserved.
It was Carl von Clausewitz who
famously stated that “to introduce into
a philosophy of war a principle of
moderation would be an absurdity”. It
is God Himself who has introduced a
moderating factor into the conduct of
wars. Total war – so tragically familiar
to us all since 1914 – is a concept that
is foreign to the teachings of the God
of the Bible. Wars are the result of
human sin (James 4:1), which means
that they can only be waged in order
to prevent a greater evil. The genocide
of Joshua’s day was restricted to
Joshua’s day – although even then,
Rahab the harlot found grace (Josh. 2
& 6).
Thirdly, the destruction of the
Canaanites points to God’s judgment,
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known as the second death. What we
see in Joshua is a prelude to this. In
typical Old Testament terms, God carries out His judgment on the ungodliness and unrighteousness of human
beings who had utterly repudiated both
God and humanity. It is the New
Testament which warns us that “as for
the cowardly, the faithless, the
detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and
all liars, their portion will be in the
lake that burns with fire and sulphur,
which is the second death” (Rev. 21:8).
If the conquest of Canaan causes some
consternation, the reality of hell is
much more distressing. What happened
to the Canaanites about 1500 BC
hardly compares with God’s just judgment on all those who reject His truth.
Those who baulk at what Joshua did
in conquering Canaan ought to contemplate what Jesus says about hell.

T

he reality is that God is the One
who both wages war and achieves
peace. He is the God of grace and the
God of judgment. Psalm 24 asks: “Who
is this King of glory?” Then it answers:
“The Lord, strong and mighty, the
Lord, mighty in battle!” (Psalm 24:8)
The God who led Israel through the
Red Sea is the God who drowned their
enemies in that same sea (Ex. 14-15).
It is hardly possible to have one without the other.
Nehemiah was confident in telling
his fellow labourers in rebuilding the
wall around Jerusalem: “Our God will
fight for us” (Neh. 4:20). Yet God will
ultimately achieve true and everlasting
peace (Isa. 2:4; Micah 4:3). “He makes
wars cease to the end of the earth; He
breaks the bow and shatters the spear;
He burns the chariots with fire” (Ps.
46:9). His kingdom is one of peace
(Isa. 11:1-10) ruled by Christ as the
Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6). The One
who came not to bring peace but a
sword (Mt. 10:34) has by His cross
become our peace (Eph. 2:14) and so
grants His people peace (John 14:27).
Dr Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
ap
Presbyterian Church, Sydney.

