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editorial
hristians have always had a keen interest in education.
For example, St Jerome (347-420) was a strong
advocate of rigorous learning. Writing to a friend,
Laeta, about how best to educate her daughter, Paula,
he said, “A soul which is to be a temple of God must be
educated … Let her learn by heart so many Scripture verses
in Greek, and let her be instructed in the Latin also… Let her
take pleasure in all the works and wits of all in whose books
a due regard for the faith is not neglected.” Jerome’s advice
to pursue wisdom through the study of Scripture, ancient
languages and familiarity with Christian scholars, when
applied on a wider scale, was the kind of impetus that led
ultimately to the formation of schools and universities.
The fact that the God of the Bible communicated through
words and banned all worship through images meant that any
society that came under the influence of the Christian faith
became word-centred and developed a rich, literary culture.
Of course, such an environment also spawned an interest in
related disciplines. Clearly, if God has communicated to us
through written revelation, then the languages that He used
should obviously be the focus of serious study. Further, if
Christian revelation is also mediated through supernatural
events, then the historicity of those events is a matter of
considerable importance. Christians, of all people, should be
interested in history and historiography. Again, since there is
a strong trans-cultural message in the gospel, believers should
also have a keen interest in linguistics, translation and
anthropology.
Moreover, the strong missionary emphasis of Christianity
has provided an impulse to the development of the sciences.
Since the church must travel to the ends of the earth in
making the news about Jesus Christ known, Christians
should be interested in such disciplines as geography,
transportation, engineering and communication, to name just
a few. Further, the desire of the church to be able to transmit
God’s word in a stable and reliable form has opened the door
to technological innovation on a grand scale. There is no
doubt that Christianity has been the greatest force for
learning in the world and that Christians should be leaders in
research and education.
Peter Hastie ap
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God on campus
University represents both opportunity and risk to young Christians.

r Nicholas Aroney is associate
professor of law at the T.C.
Beirne School of Law at the
University of Queensland in St
Lucia, Brisbane, where he has been on the
law faculty for nearly 15 years. He grew
up in Sydney but moved to Brisbane half
way through his law degree. Before studying law he completed a BA in political philosophy at the University of NSW. He
has completed a PhD from Monash
University. He is regarded as a leading
thinker on the subject of federalism.
Dr Aroney is married to Lisa and has
four children. He is a member of The Gap
Presbyterian Church in Brisbane, where
he serves as an elder.

D

Should a Christian be interested in
the world’s intellectual discoveries?
I believe Christians should be very
interested in the world’s scientific and
intellectual discoveries. The fundamental
reason for this is to be found if we go back
to the creation of man, where we find that
the first specific task to which God called
Adam was the naming of the animals. The

Nicholas Aroney
talks to

Peter Hastie
process of naming God’s creatures
involves understanding them. In fact, all
human understanding turns on our naming of things. I think God has called
mankind to understand His creation and
our pursuit of that task is central to our
purpose as human beings.

Is the task of naming God’s creatures
a part of our role in “subduing the
earth”?
I think it’s certainly related to the
process of using the earth consistently
with God’s will, in other words, in making
it subject to God’s purpose and plan. You
have to understand the creation first
before you can properly care for it and
subdue it under God. One implication of
this is that God’s mandate is written into
the heart of every human being. We are
now wired in such a way that we want to
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explore and understand the universe. God
gives us all special gifts that enable us to
explore different aspects of His creation.
This means that anything that is being
studied or explored, especially in universities, should be of interest to us. It is all
part of what God had called us to be and
to do.
In Proverbs Solomon says that it’s the
glory of God to conceal a matter but it’s
the glory of the king to try to understand
it. God has implanted lots of wonderful
things into His creation that are not very
evident at first glance. And He has also
made us curious; we have a natural desire
to understand them. As long as we are
humble and know our place, as Calvin
says, and don’t overestimate our capacity
to comprehend things, it’s a really exciting
task to explore and understand God’s creation.

Does a university, particularly a secular one, have anything to teach a
Christian?
Yes, it does. However, we must also
remember that the fall has affected our

minds. It affects the way we think and our
attempts to understand God’s creation.
Many academics will not acknowledge
that the universe is the special creation of
God. Of course, if you assume that the
world has no Creator, then that will have
obvious implications for the way you
understand it. This means that believers
will always have to remain critical of nonChristian attempts to understand God’s
world and keep a certain distance from
what university academics claim they have
discovered in the course of their research.
Christians must realise that, as a result of
the fall, none of these inquiries are undertaken in a neutral way. At the same time,
we should also acknowledge that
researchers in universities are making
many useful discoveries in response to our
mandate to subdue the earth. There is a lot
of good work being done in universities,
and Christians can rejoice in this.

Do you think that the command to
“fill the earth” in Genesis 1 also
involves other realms of knowledge
such as law, political theory, sociology, economics?
Yes, I think the command to “multiply” and to “fill the earth” implies that we
have to understand how we should live
together in community. This involves
knowing what it means to govern and
serve people, by regulating their relationships, property and work in a way that is
pleasing to God. The Bible certainly tells
us the fundamentals about humanity –
that we are all descended from one man
and one woman and that all of the families, clans and nations of the earth are
descended from them. But the Bible also
teaches us what it means for families and
nations to live together in peace and harmony, with justice and good order in our
relationships. So I think the command to
fill the earth certainly does require that we
should seek to understand how people
relate best to one another, and this further
implies that we should be pursuing
knowledge in the areas of psychology,
sociology, ethics, law and economics (to
name just a few fields) as part of the outworking of the mandate that God has
given us.

So, is it a rather narrow perspective
on the university to look at it simply
as a mission field?
Yes, I think this is an overly narrow
view, especially if you think of mission
purely in terms of personal evangelism.
My own view is that the Christian mission
is more comprehensive than that. We need

to think carefully about what it means to
be engaged in mission. If mission involves
not only preaching the gospel of Christ
but also includes teaching disciples to
obey all the commands of Jesus – including the creation mandate – then the university is a wonderful place to pursue your
calling under God. Not only do you have
many opportunities to share the gospel on
a personal level but, just as importantly,
you have the time to grow in your understanding of the world and how we ought
to go about “filling the earth and subduing
it”. So it depends on whether you have a
narrow reading of what mission means or
not. Seeing it
exclusively in
terms of personal evangelism
means
that
We wouldn’t
Christian stueven be speakdents will miss
ing of Western
out on a lot of
thought in the
what they could
first place if it
gain from unihadn’t been for
versity.

Christianity.
Do we have
any examples
in the Bible of
believers profiting from secular learning, and in
what sense can Christians actually
engage with secular studies?
I think we have several examples of
believers profiting from secular learning in
the Bible. The two obvious ones are
Joseph and Daniel. They were both
trained outside their homeland in a culture that was hostile to biblical faith.
Nevertheless, they excelled in their learning and were highly regarded in terms of
the standards of the civilisation in which
they lived. At the same time we see how
they both remained faithful to God and
His revealed Word. They are an excellent
example of being able to strike the right
balance between drawing on the learning
of the nation in which they found themselves and remaining true to the faith of
their fathers.

Does the fact that God has revealed
Himself in a book have any implications for learning in scholarship?
It certainly does. First, the production
of the Scriptures as the written word of
God reinforces a culture of literacy in
which it is assumed that the typical person
should be able to read. Associated with
this is the culture of scholarship that has
developed over the centuries in societies
shaped by the Christian faith. One of the

characteristics of Christian scholarship as
it developed during the period of the
Middle Ages and into the Reformation
was the very careful study of written texts,
most obviously the Bible, but also the
texts of Christian theologians, philosophers and jurists. This very close analysis
and detailed exegesis of texts was characteristic of these great Ages of Faith.
And it is this inherited tradition of
scholarship which provides the foundation for the scholarship of our own day.
Go into any university and ask: “What is
the heart of this institution?” It’s the
library! A university is built around a
library full of books, journals and other
sources of information. Scholarship,
learning and research are based on the
assumption that you read the literature
that exists in your field and you master it.
Then, when you have understood your
field, you embark on a search for new
knowledge in that area. It is through this
search that you discover new things about
God’s creation on the basis of the learning
of those who have gone before you.

In what sense, if any, does the existence of the Bible presuppose many
other fields of learning?
That is a good question. In order to
understand the Bible and to have it as a
text that we can all share and read presupposes a number of other disciplines and
technologies. For instance, it requires an
understanding of linguistics, foreign languages, textual criticism, history and
anthropology – not to mention the many
technology-based disciplines which make
it possible for us to produce the Bible in
readable form. So, the expertise and learning that we have acquired in many different fields is necessary to enable us to
gather together the manuscripts, translate
the languages and produce the text of the
Bible that we use today. We wouldn’t have
the Bible as we know it unless we had first
acquired knowledge and understanding in
a range of other fields as well.

To what extent is Western thought
rooted in, or at least dependent upon,
a biblical worldview?
I don’t think we would even be speaking of Western thought in the first place if
it hadn’t been for Christianity. Western
thought is largely defined by its origins in
the Christian faith, as well as by the confrontation of the Christian faith with the
worldviews of classical antiquity. One of
the foremost postmodernist writers of the
last generation, Jacques Derrida, said that
western philosophy is incorrigibly logo-
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centric. What he meant by that is that
Western philosophy presupposes certain
ideas about the Logos or the Word of
God. And of course we see the Logos
clearly set forth in John’s Gospel where
John says, “In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God and
the Word was God; all things were made
through Him and without Him nothing
was made that was made.”
Ever since then, Western philosophy
has assumed that the things we see in the
world are inherently intelligible and can
be understood because they have been
created by an Eternal Word. It is this
assumption that undergirds Western philosophy. Derrida recognised this and
upset a lot of people because it suggested
that Christianity was foundational to the
entire Western philosophical undertaking.
Derrida tried to escape from logo-centrism but found that he could not do it
successfully because, in the end, he found
the Logos to be an inescapable presupposition of his own reasoning.

Does Scripture give us any clues, for
example, in the lives of Solomon and
Daniel, as to how we ought to
approach study and learning?
Yes, I think it does. First, Daniel stands
out as a person with a very strong commitment to God. He had a firm faith and
was obedient to God’s laws. He was not
prepared to compromise his convictions.
Second, he was very diligent and hardworking. He applied himself and used all
his gifts and abilities to receive the learning that was available to him. He made the
best of the less-than-ideal situation in
which he found himself. So he combined
spiritual faithfulness and discernment
with application to the task of learning.
Solomon is renowned for his prayer for
wisdom: wisdom to be able to judge and
rule his people well. In the book of
Proverbs we see Solomon’s interest in
human relationships and what it means to
live a godly life. Solomon was interested in
knowledge, not just for knowledge’s sake,
but so that he could glorify God by living
wisely in His world. Solomon is important for another reason too: the end of his
life is a dire warning that life is a long journey and how we end up is more important
than how we begin. It’s critical that we
stay the course and remain faithful to God
right to the end of our lives.

Should God have any place at all in
the modern university – apart from
the theology and religion departments – and if so, why?

M I N D S

To my mind, the question ought to be,
“Should the modern university have any
place in God’s world?” I think it’s the university that is the really contingent and
doubtful thing here, not God.
Nevertheless, I appreciate the point of the
question. I think all learning and understanding begins with certain religious
assumptions about the world we live in,
about ultimate reality, about the limits and
trustworthiness of our knowledge, and so
on. Our desire to learn is written into our
natures by God
and when we
learn about things
we do it either in
There has submission to
been a Him or in rebeldeliberate lion. “We are
eradication of either covenant
keepers
or
the Christian covenant breakworldview ers”, as Cornelius
from the van Til said. So
university. there is no neutrality in our
learning. The real
question for us is,
which religion,
which god, and which worldview are we
adopting in our learning? We all look to
something beyond ourselves to give our
scholarly inquiries meaning and value.

I try to avoid conflict as far as possible,
but sometimes it does happen.
Universities are made up from a range of
different people, some of whom are
inclined to live and let live, others of
whom are more interested in influencing
the content of what other people teach.
The principle of academic freedom is
important here because it extends not just
to what you research, but also to what you
teach. I am privileged to teach in an environment where there is a genuine respect
for academic freedom as it applies both to
research and to teaching. On only a few
very rare occasions I have not been able to
teach on certain topics that I have
regarded as really important.

Like what?

It affects how I teach in several ways.
First, it affects my choice of material. It
helps me to determine what is important
and what isn’t, what is to be stressed and
what can be passed over. All teachers have
to be selective in their choice of material.
I choose material that is going to be helpful to my students in best understanding
the world and human relationships. In my
opinion the Christian perspective throws
more light upon these issues than any
other perspective.
Second, my worldview shapes the way
I present my material. I do my best to be
truthful in presenting information to my
students. I have to introduce my students
to views that I don’t share. When I do, I
try to be fair in representing those views.
All lecturers have this struggle, not just
Christians. I try to present my lectures in
a way which explains different points of
view fairly, while at the same time I try to
be as faithful as I can to my calling as a
Christian.

One of the areas I like to teach in is
that of legal philosophy because this is a
field in which the Christian influence is
especially obvious. There are many fine
scholars who have thought hard about law
from a Christian point of view. I try to
expose my students to the best representatives of this tradition. The wonderful
thing is that it’s possible to teach the writings of Augustine of Hippo or Thomas
Aquinas, for example, because they are
recognised as having had a profound
influence on the west and the development of law and political theory.
However, I would also like to introduce
my student to other writers, such as the
great Dutch Calvinist philosopher and
jurist, Herman Dooyeweerd. However,
once, many years ago, when I proposed
doing this, I encountered resistance which
made it difficult to go down that path. So
there are always those sorts of battles that
you face from time to time in the content
that you teach – a phenomenon with
which I would think all academics are
familiar.
I am still pleased, though, that I have
remained able to have my students read
their Augustine and their Aquinas, especially Augustine on the Trinity! I will
never forget a student coming to me and
saying, “Dr Aroney, I am really starting to
understand this! He is saying that God is
three persons and yet He is one”. It was a
wonderful moment when I saw this student beginning to appreciate the glory,
wonder and depth of God’s revelation of
Himself in the Bible and the blessing of
the Christian reflection upon this revelation by such an outstanding theologian as
Augustine.

Does that bring you into any conflict
at all?

In what sense has modernism shut
God out of the university; and how

How does your worldview shape how
you present your lectures on law?
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about its successor, postmodernism?
There has certainly been a deliberate
attempt over the last few centuries by
many university professors to eradicate
the knowledge of God from the curriculum and from research. What people forget is that universities were established in
the Middle Ages during a time of profound Christian faith. The major faculties
such as law and theology understood their
subjects from a Christian point of view.
Over the course of the centuries, sadly, as
Christians have retreated from the university and people with other worldviews
have taken their place, there has been a
deliberate eradication of the Christian
worldview from the university. It began,
first of all, with a shift from Christianity
to a kind of deism, with the result that
university study became more and more
focused on nature and human reason than
upon God and His revelation. Then, after
the Enlightenment, once even deism itself
was abandoned, the focus was exclusively
on nature and reason. The academy no
longer believed in a Creator at all.
In more recent times, people who have
dismissed God from the university have
started to realise that the idea of an
orderly, intelligible nature has its roots in
a Christian understanding that all things
have been created by God and His Word.
Thus even the idea of nature has now met
its nemesis in post-modern thought.
There is today a crisis in our universities as
those with a naturalist worldview face-off
against the postmodernists. It is hard to
say who is going to win out; it depends
upon whom you speak to. However, this
gives Christians an opportunity to speak
into the situation.

As a third force?
Yes, as a third force. Christian scholarship, to my mind, involves a rigorous critique of all the false pretensions of human
reason as it rebels against God. Of course,
postmodernism can be used in the same
way because it, too, is critical of the socalled power of human reason. The problem for postmodernism is that it attacks
its own foundations and is ultimately selfcontradictory. In my view, it is only the
Christian faith that can provide a coherent
answer to both modernism and postmodernism.

Why is the concept of worldview of
such crucial interest to you and what
do you understand by it?
I am vitally interested in worldview
because our basic beliefs shape all our
thought, inquiry and understanding, even

our observations. Our worldview has to
do with our basic beliefs about God,
knowledge, ultimate reality, the creation,
humanity, ethics and human destiny. So it
engages matters such as law, politics, commerce, economics – all the sorts of
human relationships that we have. Our
worldview is nothing other than our basic
beliefs about all of these things.

be confused by the conflicting views of
others who think differently.

Why does the Bible say that our
beliefs about God are the most
important things about us?

Let me answer this question in this
way. I agree with those who say that too
many Christians are Sunday Christians.
However, it strikes me that almost all
Christians complain that the majority of
believers are Sunday Christians. I hear this
frequently. My only comment would be
to add, “What does it mean to be a sevenday-a-week Christian?” For some it
means not only presenting yourself to
church on a Sunday, but also living a pious
life. In one sense, there isn’t anything
more to it than that. But the question then
is: “What does it mean to live a godly life
seven days a week?”
It seems to me that while there are
many Christians who say, “Yes I think I
should be a Christian seven days a week,”
the kind of piety that they practise is
rather narrow and doesn’t take into
account the entire counsel of God.
Instead, it tends to be rather selective
about what it means to be a Christian. It
focuses on devotional habits such as
prayer, Bible reading or witnessing. But
the real question is: “What do you say
when you witness, and how much of
God’s Word shapes what you say and
what you do?” Some Christians say, “I try
to be honest in my workplace”, which is
fine and good. But how seriously do they
take the Bible when it talks about such
matters as business management, market
competition and integrity in the workplace? So the critical issue here is being
open to everything God has to say to us.
Van Til reminds us that the Bible speaks to
all of life; it says something about everything.

I think that our beliefs about God are
the most important things about us
because we are created in the image of
God. There is a sense in which all of creation reflects God’s nature, because it is
His creation. Therefore, everything is tied

How seriously
do they take
the Bible on
such matters
as business
management,
market
competition
and integrity?
back to who God is and we are not able to
understand His creation unless we understand Him. That is why our understanding and our beliefs about God – or our
false beliefs about God – are so critical to
our understanding of His creation and
ourselves.
Now because we were created in the
image of God and are now fallen, we need
to understand that the fall has had an
impact, not just on our desires and our
motives, but also on our beliefs and reasoning processes (see Romans 1). It is
only when we realise that we are made in
God’s image and are also fallen but then
redeemed in Christ that we understand
who we are and can discern what is true
and false in any area of scholarship or
learning.

Is it important to understand why we
believe certain ideas?
Yes, very important because, as many
have pointed out, if we do not know what
we believe and why, we are always vulnerable when we encounter those who do.
This applies to us all but it’s especially relevant to Christians at university because
unless they know what they believe and
also why they believe it, they are going to

Francis Schaeffer once blamed the
irreligion of our age on the failure of
Christians to apply a biblical worldview to every aspect of life. He said,
“We have seen things in bits and
pieces instead of totals”. Do you agree
with him?

How crucial is worldview thinking to
explain the culture wars that are taking place within our society today?
If a culture is the public expression of
religious belief, then every culture is a
reflection of the dominant religion of a
society. For decades now Australia has
been pursuing a deliberate policy of multiculturalism, a policy in which many cultures are celebrated and we all try to live
together in harmony and peace. In addition, Australia has seen changes in culture
that are reflective of changes in underly-
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ing religious beliefs and commitments.
Religion itself is derived from a Latin
word which means to bind together.
Religion is related to the word “ligament”; it is about what binds us together
– to God and to one-another. When we
see clashes of cultures in our society they
are actually clashes arising from different
religious commitments and views as to
what ought to bind us together as a people. The culture wars that we see in our
society today are in a real sense a battle
over the religious foundations of our
country.

J.P. Moreland, an American Christian
philosopher, has a plan to encourage
his former postgraduate students to
work in universities around the
world. Is this a good strategy to
influence centres of thought in different countries?
It’s an excellent strategy because it is
deliberately aimed at agenda-setting in
key centres of learning. Other Christian
academics should be inspired by
Moreland’s example. I think that what he
is doing is exciting because it’s following
the strategy of Obadiah in the days of
King Ahab. While Elijah was preaching
the word of God publicly and stood outside the system of power, as it were,
Obadiah was working within the palace.
He was an insider attempting to do what
he could in a spiritually restrictive context. He was no less faithful to God than
Elijah, and Elijah recognised this.
The church must have its Elijahs as
well as its Obadiahs. Both are essential to
the cause. Each of them had a job to do
under God. While it is good for
Christians to start their own schools, universities and centres of learning, at the
same time some Christians are called to
work in secular contexts. The really
important thing is to recognise the need
to have believers in both places.

Do you think many Christians
believe that to love God is a matter of
the emotions and not one of the
mind as well?
Yes, I think that is the case for many.
Jesus said that we should love the Lord
with all our hearts, souls and minds. If we
don’t love God with our minds, that constitutes a failure to attend to the whole
counsel of God. We pick and choose as we
please. However, we need to see that our
love needs to be expressed in a number of
ways, and one of those ways is in our
minds. Augustine is a good example of
what it means to love God with both heart
and mind. His book, The Confessions, is

M I N D S

full of his heartfelt affection for God as
well as some of the most wonderful philosophical reflections that have ever been
written. The book is a prayerful meditation and reflection that represents the
very finest of Christian scholarship.

What alternative worldviews do
Christian students face on modern
campuses, and which ones create the
greatest problems for them?
Students face many different worldviews on campus and all of them present
their challenges. Some individuals are
more susceptible
to one sort of
worldview than
another.
I don’t perYoung people
ceive
one particuat university
lar
worldview
are challenged presenting the
by lifestyles most significant
and a wide threat. Marxism
variety of used to have a
temptations. profound influence because it
presented
an
entire account of
history, philosophy, economics and human society and
purported to answer all of the big questions. It drew a lot of people in. However,
today it is generally discredited, although
there are certain things about it that some
people still find appealing.
Darwinism and evolutionary thinking
is a similarly powerful movement within
the universities. It has had an extraordinary impact on the biological sciences as
well as on social sciences such as anthropology, sociology, politics and even law.
Darwinism still represents one of the
most potent meta-narratives around. It
claims to have a powerful explanatory
value based on scientific truth.
Young people at university are not only
challenged at an intellectual level. They are
also challenged by lifestyles and a wide
variety of temptations. Sex, drugs and
rock and roll – you name it – all of these
flourish on our campuses. We can’t separate the intellectual challenges from other
more earthly or sensual ones. When
young people with a Christian background are challenged intellectually at
university, it wouldn’t surprise me if they
were also being tempted in a more earthly
sense as well.

What word of advice would you give
to parents who are sending their kids
off to university or Christian colleges?
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The first thing I would say is get them
to read good books. Hopefully, parents
have already established a pattern of reading in the home and have been encouraging their children to read good books. The
program should start from when they are
born. I think you need to be reading the
Bible with them and leading them in
devotionals daily and encouraging them
to read and to pray for themselves. I also
believe that we need to be reading them
good literature right from the beginning. I
have had a tradition of reading each of my
kids all seven of the Narnia Chronicles.
Every time I go through them I find
myself weeping halfway through each
book because there are those critical
points where C.S. Lewis speaks to us all so
powerfully.

Are there any other books that you
recommend young people read
before they head off to university?
Yes, I’d encourage them to read quite a
few books of the people that you have
interviewed over the years, especially
some of Jay Budziszewski’s. I think they
would certainly profit from reading
Christian thinkers like Francis Schaeffer
and Cornelius Van Til, although some
people find Van Til abstract and hard to
understand.
During the 1980s and ’90s I read a lot
of books which had a profound influence
on my thinking. I read Luther’s Bondage
of the Will and Calvin’s Institutes. I think
one of the most important books I read
was Augustine’s Confessions. I would recommend the Confessions before the City
of God because it is easier, more accessible
and personal. I am an Augustine fan. I
would also add Thomas Aquinas to the
list. Although he is harder and more technical, he has some powerful ideas for
Christian thinkers.
Among more modern theologians, I
have also enjoyed Rousas Rushdoony,
John Frame and Oliver O’Donovan.
O’Donovan has put political theology
back on the map with his book, The
Desire of the Nations. Or John Milbank,
another theologian, has written a book
called Christianity and Social Theory.
Some of these theologians are coming
from a different theological tradition
from mine, but I have profited from reading them. The thing to remember is that
it is always best to start with the simpler
introductions. I have heard others suggest that Charles Colson’s book, How
Now Shall We Live? is a good startingpoint. The wonderful thing is that there is
now so much out there to read and learn
ap
from.

T R A N S F O R M E D

M I N D S

Running on empty
The scientific enterprise, so long fuelled by Christianity, needs a fill-up.

he first Federal Budget from the
Rudd administration included a
number of welcome initiatives to
assist the scientific community in
Australia. These were warmly greeted by
those who appreciate the importance of
technical competence to national competitiveness in today’s global economy, and
especially by us university types who
devote our careers to training young scientists. We worry about the growing
problem of attracting the best and brightest to key disciplines such as chemistry
and physics, wringing our hands as kids
compete like ants around a sugar bowl for
law and medicine degrees while science
courses barely fill their quotas.
With looming global issues such as the
depletion of energy reserves and a growing food shortage, strong scientific expertise is needed to ensure Australia can
develop new solutions to these problems.
Acknowledging this problem the Rudd
government introduced new fiscal measures such as a reduction in the HECS
debt incurred by science students as well
as funding packages to support 1000 medical researchers across the nation.
As wise as these steps are, it’s worth
pausing to consider whether other nonfinancial factors might contribute to the
waning of scientific interest among young
Australians. While our political overclass
wants us to think they’re in the driver’s
seat when it comes to Australian science,
able to change gears and press the accelerator to speed the migration of young
Australians into science, what if our current malaise goes deeper than this? Could
our present problems reflect powerful
cultural factors that are largely beyond the
immediate reach of government?

T

W

e could consider many issues in this
context, but I’d like to highlight a
simple but provocative factor that might
contribute to our current predicament. In
a nutshell, my idea is that since the
Christian faith played a key role in
catalysing the development of science
within the Western world, the weakening
of the Christian worldview in Western
societies including Australia will likely
produce a corresponding decline in interest in science.

Phil
Burcham
To my academic colleagues, long conditioned to believe that Christianity is
inherently anti-scientific, this idea is met
with either indignant hostility or howls of
laughter. But I believe it is time for us to
get over this undergraduate, knee-jerk
attitude. A fair-minded consideration of
the historical factors underlying the rise
of modern science suggests that there are
many ways in which Christianity made
the
Western
world safe for
science.
Societies
First, as the
great historic
shaped by
creeds of the
Calvin and
church assert, a
Zwingli have
fundamental
claimed 80%
conviction of
of Nobel prizes
Christianity is
and 90% of
that the God we
patents for
worship is “the
usable
Maker of heaven
and earth”. In
inventions.
the Christian
worldview, the
universe is held to be law-like, running
predictably according to physical laws
upheld by its wise and benevolent
Creator. In Christian societies this faith
produced widespread confidence in the
regularity of the world. This factor alone
was a vital ingredient in the emergence of
modern science.
Second, a related conviction was that
since the same God designed both the
external world and the human mind,
humans were capable of understanding
nature.
These basic Christian beliefs about the
relationship between humans and the universe provided a much more welcoming
environment for science than that prevailing in pagan societies where nature was
considered unfriendly, unpredictable and
unknowable.
Thirdly, the superiority of the Biblical
creation narrative over its pagan equivalents was another factor in cultivating sci-

ence within Christian societies. Since the
early chapters of Genesis are often
ridiculed by Christianity’s cultured
despisers or subjected to intense debate
by Christians in different interpretive
schools, it’s easy to overlook the deep
footprint the Book of Genesis left on the
Western mind. As science historian
Stanley Jaki notes, the early chapters of
the Bible are “animated by an uncompromising consistency of explanation which
is the hallmark of scientific reasoning. In
Genesis 2 there is only one effective cause,
the power of God... [Genesis 2] exudes a
clear atmosphere undisturbed by what
turns all other ancient cosmogonies into
dark and dispirited confusion: infighting
among the gods.”
A fourth way in which Christianity
paved the way for science was by creating
a cultural mood that prized truthfulness.
Few things are more important to science
than the ability of researchers to trust
reports from other laboratories, allowing
them to build on their insights. According
to Professor Jaki, this cultural ethos is
even more important than individual scientific discoveries. “Scientific breakthroughs, or new scientific instruments,
are never easy to make. But they should
appear to be child’s play when compared
to the task of bringing about a neverbefore experienced cultural or rather
moral climate in which the good, right
and truthful are accorded, in principle at
least, unconditional respect.”

B

ecause of the importance of these
biblical virtues to the practice of science, it’s no surprise that in historical
terms, science got its first stable footing
within the Protestant cultures of
Northern Europe. The free preaching of
the Bible together with new social liberties afforded by the Reformation facilitated the emergence of dynamic scientific
communities in Scotland, Germany,
Holland, England and later in the
Protestant settler societies of the USA,
Canada and Australia. With its strong
emphases on the glory of God, the love of
nature as His handiwork, the welfare of
the common people, and the priesthood
of all believers, Protestantism provided
rich fuel for the emerging scientific quest.
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As Alister McGrath put it in
Christianity’s Dangerous Idea, his recent
book on the social impact of
Protestantism, “A persistent theme
throughout the works of John Calvin was
that the wisdom of the invisible and intangible God might be discerned and studied
through His works... Calvin thus commended – and even ventured to express
some little jealousy of – natural scientists.” It’s no surprise that Christians
steeped in Calvin’s thought, such as the
Puritans and their theological descendents, punched far above their weight
during the critical 17th and 18th centuries
during which modern science found its
feet.
The Protestant mindset also aided the
emergence of science by promoting
thoughtfulness and seriousness. Popular
Puritan works such as The Pilgrim’s
Progress emphasised that the life we now
live is a testing-ground for the eternal life
to come. Although deeply concerned
about the well-being of church, family
and state, above all the Puritans took their
personal lives very seriously, carefully cultivating habits of self-control and self-discipline. These personal, self-sacrificial
qualities were very evident among great
pioneers of Western science such as
Robert Boyle, the father of chemistry;
John Ray, the great English botanist; John
Dalton, the inventor of atomic theory;
and, later in the 19th century, the great
Scottish physicist and Presbyterian layman James Clerk Maxwell. Today’s massive scientific enterprise rests on a historical foundation comprising the powerful
Protestant combination of a clear, inquisitive mind, personal piety and extraordinary self-discipline.
Such was the success of Reformational
Christianity in sustaining the scientific
endeavour that a decade or so ago the
French scholar Pierre Chaunu could boast
that societies shaped by Calvin and
Zwingli had claimed 80% of Nobel prizes
and 90% of patents for usable inventions.
But before we start getting too big for
our breeches we must sadly note an unintended consequence of Protestantism that
opened the door to the stark secularism
that now grips the Western mind. For as
Os Guinness noted years ago, the
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Reformation gave humanity so much
freedom under God that it was free to
walk away from Him.
With the benefit of hindsight, it is
ironic that the turning from Christianity
among Western intellectuals was inspired
by one of Protestantism’s greatest cultural
achievements, the scientific endeavour.
Like a man having used a ladder to climb
unto a balcony, only to kick it away and
declare himself free from the need for ladders, in the late 19th century a sustained
effort was made to divorce Western science from its Christian underpinnings.

The scientific
culture seems
vulnerable to
erosion by the
hedonistic,
celebrityobsessed and
relativistic
worldview that
has displaced
Christianity.
A flood of books appeared promoting
the idea that Christianity was fundamentally opposed to science, such as Draper’s
bestselling History of the Conflict between
Religion and Science (1875), White’s A
History of the Warfare of Science with
Theology in Christendom (1896), and later
in 1925, Simpson’s Landmarks in the
Struggle between Science and Religion.
Although modern research has cast considerable doubt on the historical evidence
these books present to support the notion
of “warfare” between science and religion,
the idea that Christianity is the enemy of
science remains entrenched in the
Western imagination.
This brings us back to our original
topic, the seeming disinterest in science
among large numbers of young
Australians. My suggestion is that this
loss of scientific interest is an indirect
consequence of the spiritual vacuum that
now exists throughout the Western
world.
I used the image of a car hurtling along
a freeway as a metaphor for the modern
scientific enterprise. Our politicians
would like us to think that they can accelerate the car in response to emerging
needs for scientific and technical competence, but what if the car’s progress is
instead fuelled by centuries of accumulated cultural momentum that was
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inspired by Christianity? Now that
Christianity in general, and Protestantism
in particular, is greatly diminished
throughout the West, could it be that the
petrol tank on which science has been
drawing is near depletion? Is the scientific
enterprise running on empty?
Painting the scenario this way highlights a deep problem facing Western societies in many areas of contemporary life,
namely the inadequacy of secularism to
supply viable alternatives to Christian
motivations for forms of behaviour that
once ensured the cultural pre-eminence of
the West. In place of the self-disciplined,
others-focussed concern of the Christian
worldview, postmodernism promotes a
radically individualistic mindset that celebrates self-expression and freedom from
restraint. This outlook produces a society
that seems incapable of taking anything
seriously.

T

wenty years ago, Amusing Ourselves
to Death by US academic Neil
Postman highlighted how a superficial,
television-saturated mentality was corrupting modern politics, academia and
religion, but his book failed to explore
how this ethos would affect the scientific
world. For among all the social behaviours of human beings, few depend so
heavily on habits of seriousness and
thoughtfulness as the practice of science.
While other sectors of society such as
the entertainment industry can thrive in
our new social setting, the scientific culture seems particularly vulnerable to erosion by the hedonistic, celebrity-obsessed
and ultimately relativistic worldview that
has displaced Christianity. As US
researcher Dr Paul Anderson put it in his
speech on receiving the 2006 Priestly
Medal, a prestigious award for highachieving industrial chemists, “a culture
that would rather be entertained than be
engaged in innovation will not continue
to be an economic powerhouse.”
Jesus told a wonderful story about a
young man who grew up in a wealthy
family but rebelled against his father and
squandered his inheritance on “riotous
living”. His resources exhausted, he
finally came to his senses and returned to
a welcome reception thrown by his father
that exceeded his wildest dreams. In much
the same way, Australian society might
yet discover that a return to historic
Christianity produces the most unexpected of happy outcomes: a rejuvenation
of its scientific enterprise.
Associate Professor Phil Burcham is a medap
ical researcher living in Perth.
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With all our minds
The Bible says we must know God, ourselves and the world.

esus made it clear that we are to love
God with all our minds (Mt. 22:37).
However, it is not always clear what
this means for our daily Christian
walk. It is easier for many Christians to
understand how to love God with all their
hearts, even though they may struggle in
doing it, but we seldom refer to
spirituality in terms of our minds.
When was the last time you thought,
“Am I loving God with my mind”? It
seems foreign, even prideful for us to talk
this way. We hear echoes of “knowledge
puffs up but love builds up”. We may
recall church teaching that discouraged us
from asking questions and encouraged us
to “just believe”. I know it happened to
me when I first became a Christian. I
didn’t ask questions because I was a
skeptic but because I thought God would
have the answers. But “faith” was set over
against thinking as being more spiritual;
thinking was considered worldly.
While there are many ways to analyse
how this approach to spirituality has
influenced
contemporary
western
Christianity, that is not the aim of this
article. Instead, I would like to look at
ways in which we can engage our minds in
the whole enterprise of living the
Christian life.
There are three areas of human
experience which are essential for
Christians to understand from a biblical
perspective. These areas are common to
people in every age even though the Bible
gives unique explanations to them:
knowing God, knowing ourselves, and
knowing the world.
We all live our lives within these three
horizons. If we are to be passionate about
loving God with our minds, then we need
to understand these areas of life, all of
which come under the Lordship of
Christ. Non-Christians always begin by
thinking of themselves as autonomous.
Richard Tarnas says that “the modern
mind has itself been an expression of
nature’s unfolding, a process enacted
through the growing autonomous human
intellect”.
On the other hand, Jesus says, “If you
hold to my teaching, you are really my
disciples. Then you will know the truth,
and the truth will set you free” (John

J

Kim
Dale
8:31-32). The difference between
Christian and non-Christian thought is
that Christian thinking finds its liberation
in Christ whereas non-Christian thought
seeks to be free from God. The latter
process results in a fragmentation of
knowledge and, in our day, a denial of any
overarching truth to unify that
knowledge.
When
it
comes
to
knowing God,
Christian
the writer of
Proverbs tells
thinking finds
us that “The
its liberation in
fear of the
Christ whereas
Lord is the
non-Christian
beginning of
thought seeks
wisdom, and
to be free from
knowledge of
God.
the Holy One
is understanding”
(9:10).
When
John
Calvin was working on his Institutes of
the Christian Religion nearly 500 years
ago, he was well aware that the
foundations of human knowledge were
on the agenda for rewriting. It was not
an accident that Book 1, Chapter 1
begins, “Nearly all the wisdom we
possess, that is to say, true and sound
wisdom, consists of two parts: the
knowledge of God and of ourselves.”
Christian thinking is committed to the
principle that the human mind is
dependent on God’s revelation to reach a
clear knowledge of God’s nature and
activity in the world. While our
dependence on the Creator is a reason to
give thanks for all He has done, the
natural bent of our minds is to reject this
knowledge of God revealed in the
creation. Instead, we try to become wise
in our own eyes. Having cut off God, we
worship the creation and no longer see
ourselves as created in God’s image. The
several areas of human experience I have
mentioned become distorted and subject

to frustration unless our knowledge of
God is restored in Christ.
The attempt to understand our place in
the universe through human wisdom has
failed. Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 1
and 2 that human wisdom failed at the
critical time when it was unable to inform
the rulers of this age that true wisdom was
to be found in Christ.
When we engage God with our minds
and bring all our thinking under the
Lordship of Christ, we reveal the passion
of the biblical mind. It is a wonderful,
liberating passion that finds true freedom
under Christ’s Lordship. We are able to
engage the wide horizon of human
experience bit by bit, bringing our
thought into conformity with what God
has revealed. Knowing God becomes the
beginning and end of our lives. Thinking
becomes an act of worship.

S

econd, knowing yourself. Since many
Christians are rightly concerned with
the denial of the self as part of their
calling, it may seem a bit strange to talk
about knowing oneself as a central aspect
of human existence.
It is interesting, in a sad way at least, to
see the desperation of people who have
lost their understanding of what it means
to be human. I am not saying that they
have ceased to be human; however, they
are unsure of what being human means.
Some social scientists say that it means
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what we want it to mean and that the
concept is plastic enough to be redefined
in each generation.
Social philosopher Francis Fukuyama
realises that when we lose our
understanding of what it means to be
human we also risk losing the special
dignity which we have attached to
humanity and upon which much of
western culture has built its social
institutions. He sees clearly that the idea
of human sanctity and dignity has
Christian roots. He says: “For Christians,
the answer is fairly easy: it comes from
God. Man is created in the image of God,
and therefore shares in some of God’s
sanctity, which entitles human beings to a
higher level of respect than the rest of
natural creation.”
This understanding of human nature as
sacred is under challenge in our culture.
Contrast the Christian view of human
dignity with the befuddled thinking of a
recent panel of “experts” who couldn’t
agree to sacrifice the life of a pig in order
to harvest an organ which would have
resulted in the saving of a human life. The
definition of what it means to be human
in our current cultural climate is now
anyone’s guess.
Thinking biblically about our identity
as human beings is critical in our search to
communicate the gospel better in our

M I N D S

culture. We often encounter people who
have made a lifetime investment in
establishing who they are. When they
become Christians they suddenly find out
through repentance and conversion to
Christ that they were wrong. They need
to re-think their personal identity. How
do you deal with a new convert who has
spent years thinking he/she is the

To mistake the
nature and
purpose of the
world leaves
us open to the
danger of
worshipping it.

reincarnation of someone else? Their
change of identity doesn’t happen in a
flash, but by the Spirit’s illumination they
come to understand biblically what it
means to be human. This is critical for
understanding what true self-denial
means. I was speaking with someone
recently who claimed to be practising self-

denial. They said they didn’t really exist
and they spent all their mental effort on
denying the reality of anything that made
them self-conscious. This sort of selfdenial has more in common with Eastern
mysticism than with Christianity.
We live in a culture that is confused
about what it means to be human. The
Bible has the only true answers and
Christians need to be clear in their
explanation of the gospel to those who
suffer under the yoke of human
“wisdom”.

T

he third aspect is the world around us.
How do you understand that? Is it a
stage on which you play out your life and
then exit to nowhere? Is it an ominous sea
of changing circumstances which threaten
to drown you?
Again, human wisdom has been
unsuccessful in providing a clarified
vision for us. In its attempt to define
reality on its own terms it has brought
down the house and we are forced to live
in the ruins. Philosophy, literally, the
love of wisdom, has been frustrated in
its search to find a unified understanding
of the world. More recently, postmodern thinking has abandoned this
search. But the collateral damage in the
areas of ethics and discourse has been
recognised by many. This post-modern
approach to “knowing” the world is also
destined to ultimate frustration and
futility.
Not knowing the meaning of the
world is akin to not knowing who you are.
But it is worse than that. To mistake the
nature and purpose of the world leaves us
open to the danger of worshipping it.
Today there are those who think the earth
is a living being that will save itself and
possibly the human race as well. Do we
not know from the Scriptures that the
earth is not divine although it reveals
God’s divinity? Do we not understand
that the world is created and is not to be
worshipped?
Although we know of God’s eternal
power and divine nature through the
creation, His actual purpose for the
universe is only discovered through the
study of divine revelation. This is why we
must love God and His word with all our
minds. It is only as we understand God,
ourselves and His world through the
study of the Scriptures that we will be able
to passionately glorify God and enjoy him
forever.
Kim Dale is minister of Mt Tambourine
ap
Presbyterian Church, Qld.

1 2 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

August 2008

BE I V B A L NE G

The
beginning
of wisdom
20 daily Bible studies in
Nehemiah 9-13
Proverbs 10-11
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od’s declaration “The fear of the LORD is
the beginning of wisdom/knowledge”
(Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 1:7) is as candid
as it is simple and direct. If it is true, modern man is living under a massive delusion. Our
cleverness, our ability to communicate or retrieve
and process information literally at the speed of
light around the whole globe gives us the impression that there is nothing beyond our capability of
achieving. Our progressive unlocking of the mysteries of the universe and of the atom has turned science fiction into science fact, and we feel that any
unsolved problems have a limited shelf-life. But
God says that unless we first bow before Him, in all
His power and glory, we have not even embarked on
the right path to authentic scholarship.

G

Last month we saw Nehemiah’s qualities as a
godly leader. This month we will see his total commitment to God’s ways, to God’s revealed truth as it
is set down in His Law. Nehemiah is not interested
in questioning God’s Word, in assessing its appropriateness to his contemporary circumstances, in
weighing it up against current socio-economic theories and insights. If God said a sabbath rest
should be observed, it should be observed; if God set
limits on suitable candidates for marriage, those
limits stood. Nehemiah’s task was not easy, and his
comments in 13:14, 22, and 31 suggest that he
made himself very unpopular among the people;
but this did not stop him in his resolve to uphold
God’s Word. Are we too prone to compromising
God’s revealed truth for the sake of social acceptability or academic credibility?

Bruce Christian
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True repentance.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:1-3

THE POINT From Chapter 8 we learn that this 7th month
was to be marked by a season of feasting and rejoicing as the
appropriate response to Ezra’s public reading of the Law of
Moses. As David had said of the man who is truly blessed and
happy: “his delight is in the Law of the LORD, and on His
Law he meditates day and night” (Psalm 1:2). But God’s Law
also brings conviction of sin, and therefore should lead to
heartfelt confession and repentance. This is what happened on
the 24th day, just 2 days after the feasting.
THE PARTICULARS

• With the wall completed, the Jews were more clearly defined

in their identity as God’s covenant people; the wall was not just
a physical barrier but a spiritual symbol of who they were (2a).
• The public confession was not just a ritual; it was a public act
of sincere repentance for all the sins of the past that had led to
their exile as they looked forward to a fresh start with God.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why are we tending to give less prominence to the reading of
God’s Word in our public worship today? Are we rejoicing in
things other than the truths of Scripture? Do we want to
avoid letting the Bible expose our sinfulness and drive us to our
knees pleading earnestly for God’s mercy? What changes are
needed?

God’s righteous promises.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:4-12

THE POINT It is good to reflect often on what God has done

to establish and sustain His Church throughout human history; such reflection must move us to praise Him fully with
every part of our being.
THE PARTICULARS

• Two groups of 8 Levites (5 of whom were in both groups or
had the same name as someone in the other group – cf “Bani”
occurs twice in group 1) expressed the mixed emotions of the
people as they cried out in great distress under conviction of
sin (the 1st, 4), and as they praised God for His
mercy/goodness (the 2nd, 5).
• All praise is due to the only true God who has revealed

Himself in Creation and His Word (cf Psalm 19) because of
His power displayed in the Universe, because of His covenant
faithfulness to His chosen people, His Church, and because of
His mighty acts of mercy to His people in redeeming them
from hopeless situations.
• The all-merciful God makes a clear distinction between those
who are His and those who remain outside His covenant of
love, rescuing the one and pouring out His just wrath on the
other.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• When we gather for worship each Lord’s Day, are our voices
and body language generally an accurate portrayal of how we
feel? What message are we sending to our fellow-worshippers?

God’s unfailing love.

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:13-21

THE POINT Israel’s 40 years in the wilderness is graphic fore-

shadowing of our earthly pilgrimage, both as individuals, and
collectively as a Church. Our salvation from sin is nothing
short of a miracle of God’s grace just as was Israel’s rescue
from slavery in Egypt. The God who rescued us by His
mighty power will surely bring us safely home to the
“Promised Land” of heaven (cf Phil. 1:6). In between these 2
spectacular realities we struggle on; His daily provision and
protection sustaining us; and our weakness and failure, our
faithless, complaining hearts, giving Him opportunity again and
again to demonstrate His patient, long-suffering mercy, His
compassion and forgiveness. What an amazing God!

THE PARTICULARS

• God’s gift of the Mosaic Law at Sinai was as much a gracious
provision to sustain His covenant people as was the manna and
the water from the rock. The Sabbath law was given to them
as a blessing not a burden, which was why Jesus was so upset
by the Pharisees’ abuse of it, and why He declared, “The
Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (13-15;
Mark 2:27).
• Although He punished them, God did not abandon His
covenant people, even when they forgot Him or rebelled
against Him.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What does Nehemiah’s prayer teach us about law and grace?

Letting God be God.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:22-28

THE POINT Modern man cannot accommodate Nehemiah’s

perspective on history. Humanists have no place for the concept of “God” at all and so whatever happens is only the accidental result of man’s interaction with his world. The average
religious person on the other hand has fashioned God as a
benevolent being who could not cause tsunamis, or destroy
nations, or bring judgement upon His disobedient Church.
Man wants to create “God” in his own image, and so he puts
his intellect, his scholarship, his personal convictions, as the
authority above God’s revelation of Himself in the Bible.
Modern man judges the Bible by reason, and in today’s climate he must do a lot of explaining away. Nehemiah let God
be God, acknowledging His providence without question.
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THE PARTICULARS

• The conquest of Canaan, with all its bitter bloodshed, was
part of God’s total plan for the benefit of His chosen people
(22-25).
• God exercises His just judgement, not only on those outside
His Covenant through their rebellion, but on His Covenant
people, His Church, when they also fail to walk in His ways
(26-28).
• Israel’s sad history is a constant cycle of disobedience-distress-repentance-forgiveness-blessing-disobedience-etc-etc (2628).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What do we need to learn from all this (cf 1 Cor. 10:6)?
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“We are in great distress”.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:29-37

THE POINT Nehemiah comes to the point of his prayer:

God’s chosen people are still in distress under Persian rule,
despite the gracious help extended to them in rebuilding the
temple and wall. He admits that because of the Jews’ persistent
stubbornness and arrogance, God is just in what He is doing,
that all the fault lies with the people themselves; but he longs
for yet another token of God’s love, yet another demonstration
of His great compassion and mercy, so that He might fulfil all
He had promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
THE PARTICULARS

• Intellectual pride is one of man’s major problems. When we set
ourselves over God’s revealed truth (arrogance), and refuse to lis-

ten to Him, let alone submit to His rules (stubbornness), trying
His patience, we put ourselves in grave spiritual danger (29-30).
• The Church’s covenant-keeping God has proved Himself
faithful over countless generations, showing His awesome
greatness, His love, His compassion, His grace, His mercy, His
patience (31-32).
• Sinful man cannot cry out to God for justice, only for mercy
(33-35); but we can also hang onto His covenant promises (3637).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is even evangelical Christianity in danger of God’s judgement
today because of intellectual pride? Are we prepared to confess
our sin and cry out to God for mercy before it is too late?

Serious business with God.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 9:38-10:30

THE POINT The Hebrew Bible includes 9:38 as the first verse

of Chapter 10. In spite of all the tongue-twister names that
render this passage an unlikely candidate for reading at public
worship, it teaches us a very important lesson. One of the
main reasons for the spiritual deadness of a society, and this is
especially true of our own, is a theological perspective that
ignores God’s anger and makes forgiveness a cheap commodity.
We too easily overlook the point being made in Psalm 130:4.
Many religions would say: “But with you there is no forgiveness; therefore you are feared”, and the modern gospel says:
“But with you there is forgiveness; therefore we can relax and
get away with anything we like.” But biblical Christianity fears

God because he forgives! John faced a similar problem among
the Jews of his day as they came to him for baptism. He had
to reject them with very stern words (see Luke 3:7ff). Because
of the seriousness of their predicament, Nehemiah and his fellow-leaders were prepared to enter into (Hebrew “cut” =
“inscribe permanently”) a “binding agreement” to change their
ways and address resolutely the issues God had with them on
the basis of his Law! It would involve the whole nation, whole
families, and no compromise with “the world”.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Could such a spiritual revival be possible in the Church
today?

...and to God what is God’s.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 10:31-39

THE POINT Paul reminds us of the Good News that we are

“not under law but under grace” (Romans 6:14); but in the very
same context he warns us of the serious danger of using this
great blessing as an excuse for doing whatever we like (Romans
6:15ff). Sadly, some Christians today overlook this, and are so
determined to avoid any hint of legalism that they become
slaves to their freedom! The principle Nehemiah is establishing here is as valid for the New Testament as it was for the Old:
there are some things that belong to God (cf Mark 12:13-17)
and our whole lifestyle ought to reflect this fact. Grace should
keep us from legalism, but not from making all our lives an
offering to Him (cf Romans 12:1-2).

THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus warned against Sabbatarianism; but the basic principle
of setting apart one day in seven to be free from our moneymaking labours in recognition of our complete dependence on
Him, is a Creation ordinance. It can also be a form of witnessing (31)!
• Paul encouraged the churches to set money aside for the
Lord’s work on a regular basis (1 Corinthians 16:1-2), and the
support of the ministry (1 Timothy 5:17-18); voluntary tithing
is a good way of expressing our dependence on God (cf
Malachi 3:8-12).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you “free” enough to be disciplined in your spiritual life?

A holy nation (Exodus 19:6).

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 11:1-19

THE POINT The “how’re-we-gonna-keep-‘em-down-on-the-

farm” lament of our society was foreign to the agrarian people
of Nehemiah’s day where the opposite was the case. Like the
long-established rural families today, their whole life was tied
up in the land. But their faith in the LORD, who had formed
them into a nation and had sustained them through countless
trials for 1500 years, was central to who they were; and their
relationship to Him meant that they were not a disparate rabble, but an organised society with a central place of worship (cf
Joshua 22:15-31), in a city which was the LORD’s city, Zion
itself (cf Psalm 137). So all the tribes had to be represented (ie
the Southern Kingdom of Judah, Benjamin and Levi which was

all that remained after the Assyrian dissolving of the 10
Northern tribes in 722BC), which required a combination of
volunteering and conscription. These were the representative
leaders, a kind of “parliament” in the capital on behalf of the
people, unifying them as God’s nation.
THE PARTICULARS

• The careful recording of the names (cf 1 Chronicles 9) indicated the importance of structure under which the nation operated.
• For a wall to be effective it needs reliable gatekeepers (19).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Does the Church today need/have reliable gatekeepers?
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A fresh start in the old city.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 11:20-36

THE POINT With important spiritual lessons learnt from the

Exile experience, Nehemiah was keen to re-establish the nation
“back home”.
THE PARTICULARS

• The task of the people mentioned briefly in verse 20 is spelt
out more fully in 1 Chronicles 9:17-27. They were the rostered P/T assistants helping the gatekeepers mentioned yesterday (19; see 1 Chronicles 9:25), coming in from nearby villages
as required. “The Temple needed a strong guard on account of
both its treasures and its sacredness. The questions and answers
in Psalms 15 and 24 about ascending the hill of the Lord, and
the brief exchange in Psalm 118:19f, may be echoes of the kind

of challenge that these guardians of the sanctuary would put to
those who sought entry.” (Kidner) Those mentioned in verse
21 resided on the hill leading up to the Temple on the northern
side of the city.
• Singing played an important part in the Temple worship (22).
• The king (23-24) is the Persian, Artaxerxes, who was maintaining some control over Jerusalem through his appointed
agent(s).
• As far as possible the different families/tribes resettled in their
ancestral areas, with the Levites distributed among them (36).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What part do you play in the active life of your Church family?

The importance of the past.

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 12:1-26

new wall amongst, and using, the old rubble!

THE POINT In re-establishing the nation (=Church) in the

THE PARTICULARS

Promised Land in general, and in Jerusalem (Zion, the City of
God) in particular, Nehemiah is keen to maintain continuity
with the past, in spite of its weaknesses and failings. It is interesting that singing had an important place in the worship, with
the “singers” always being up there with the “Levites and gatekeepers” (cf 7:1,44,67,73; 10:28, 39; 11:22f; 12:27-47; 13:5,10!).
In modernising our worship to make it more “user-friendly”
and appealing to the world’s way of thinking (and singing),
have we lost this continuity by rejecting the wonderful old
hymns? In spite of the extra cost, slower progress, and inconvenience, engineers have to keep the traffic flowing while they
are improving our highways; and Nehemiah had to re-build the

• There’s not room to compare the 3 lists of names, here (1-7
and 12-21) and at 10:2-8, spanning the century between the
Return and Nehemiah’s day, but the balance between
same/different names bears out his concern not to make too
great a change too quickly.
• It is interesting that Eber (=Hebrew) was running Amok
(20b)!
• In the absence of the kings it is the Levites who mark the times.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How can we do better at keeping peace while making
change?

A loud and joyful sound.

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 12:27-47

THE POINT For the 1990s decade I was actively involved in

the “Aussie Awakening” movement organising large-scale community Easter marches around Australia. It wasn’t a good fit
with my reserved personality, or even with some of my theological convictions, but I saw God’s hand at work as people
from so many different cultural backgrounds and walks of life
publicly celebrated the life-changing joy of Jesus’ amazing victory over sin and death. Do we need to rediscover the joy of
celebrating God’s goodness?
THE PARTICULARS

• The finished wall was dedicated to God who made it possible.
• Music and singing played a significant part in the celebrations.

• Everyone from everywhere joined in wholeheartedly (27-29),
not only in the marching and singing, but in their giving (4447).
• A focus was kept on God’s awesome holiness, without
dampening the feeling of joy and gladness befitting the occasion (30, 45).
• The celebration, by looking back to David (36-37, 45-46; cf
Ps. 48:12-14), also looks forward to Christ and the New
Jerusalem.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Would a visitor to your worship service be inspired by the
enthusiasm of your participation, especially your singing?
Would passers-by hear the singing and want to come and join
in (43b)?

Cleaning up after the party.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 13:1-14

THE POINT The completion of the wall was the physical

symbol of a deeper spiritual reality. God’s chosen people were
a special people, holy (separated/dedicated) to Him. The wall
would be useless as a marker of their identity if, contrary to
God’s Law, they let things that would adulterate that identity
infiltrate their lives. Jesus warned His disciples about the
“yeast of the Pharisees” (cf Matthew 16:5-12), knowing how
easily we are enticed by the ways of the world. After such a
joyful dedication ceremony, it was necessary for Nehemiah to
do some thorough cleaning up inside the walls on the basis of
God’s revealed will, His Word.
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THE PARTICULARS

• The first reform concerned qualifications for membership of
the community of God’s people (1-3; cf eg 2 Corinthians 6:1418), and for the holding of office within it (4-9; cf eg 1
Timothy 3:1-16).
• The second reform concerned the giving to God’s work, the
care of the property, and the need to share with any in need
(10-13).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Would Nehemiah’s reforms have made him popular (cf 14)?
• Has the Church become so keen to attract the world that it
has failed to take seriously the need for firm, Biblical discipline?
Has it been successful in attracting the world? At what cost?
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The clean-up continues.

DAY 13
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 13:15-22

THE POINT Nehemiah’s third area of reform concerned the

people’s abuse of God’s provision of a Sabbath day of rest.
Refraining from money-making work on 1 day in 7 was a
Creation ordinance, built into the Creation process itself
(Genesis 2:2-3), and then engraved into the Decalogue (Exodus
20:8-11) as the basic Code of Behaviour for God’s special people (Exodus 19:5-6). The 4th Commandment has become a
contentious and divisive question for the Church today because
of Jesus’ strong and repeated rebuke of the “sabbatarianism” of
the Pharisees (cf Day 7). Was Nehemiah being a “pharisee”
here? Would God have rebuked him as Jesus rebuked them?
Clearly not! The Pharisees of Jesus’ day had lost perspective:

they had turned what God had meant for blessing into an
unbearable burden; they had made a day for healing and
renewal into one where these very things were prohibited. We
need to rediscover Nehemiah’s perspective, avoiding the errors
the Church has made either way at various times in its history.
THE PARTICULARS

• Nehemiah was again aware of strong opposition to this
reform.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What has the Church (and the individual Christian) lost by
disregarding the real relevance of the 4th Commandment
today? How could it be regained without falling into harmful
legalism?

Mixed marriages.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

NEHEMIAH 13:23-31

THE POINT How many young people do you know who

have walked away from God’s covenant of grace as a result of
becoming involved in a partnership, in marriage, business, etc,
with someone who “does not speak the language of Judah”?
They often have the best of intentions to bring the other person into the fellowship of the Church only to find out too late
that it hardly ever works that way. And for children, the decision between going to sport with dad or church with mum on
Sunday morning isn’t difficult!
THE PARTICULARS

• Nehemiah was fully committed to letting God be God, to
letting His Word be the determiner of acceptable behaviour

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why did Nehemiah become so angry and even violent in the
face of sin (25)? Was he justified? Is such a reaction ever justified?

God’s way is always best.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

without demanding a reason why or thinking he knew better.
And he saw many examples in Israel’s history of what happens if we do.
• It is hard for children to be faced constantly with conflicting
signals about behaviour and lifestyle in the home; their natural
tendency to sin will invariably lead them away from God (24).
• Solomon’s demise is a good bad example of what happens if a
man modifies God’s clear instructions by his own logic (26-27).

PROVERBS 10:1-11

THE POINT Nehemiah reminded us yesterday of the reason

for Solomon’s downfall. When did this wise/foolish King of
Israel write these words of wisdom to his son? Probably after
he’d found out the hard way how foolish it is to put man’s reason above God’s decree. This is more likely than his failing to
heed his own declared advice (although, if the latter, he would
not have been the first or last in history to do so). Let us all
take heed!
THE PARTICULARS

• Children should be taught to obey God simply because that
is what He requires and not to “uphold the family name”; nevertheless it is sad when parents suffer for a child’s misconduct
(1, 7).

• God promises to reward hard work; but even when His
strange providence seems to be indicating otherwise (eg Job),
the safest course is always to be honest, upright, diligent and
active (2-5).
• The cravings of a godless man are never satisfied (2a, 3b).
• God’s way leads to peace, prosperity and an unassailable
sense of security; man’s ways result in stress, duress, turmoil
(6,9-11).
• It is a mark of true wisdom to listen and obey; a foolish man
will often keep talking to avoid facing up to his responsibilities
(8).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you let God’s Word be your authority in every part of
life?

Two ways to live.

DAY 16
THE PASSAGE

PROVERBS 10:12-24

THE POINT Much of God’s revelation in the Bible comes as a

stark contrast between the way of godliness and that which
seems right to man.
THE PARTICULARS

• The way of love is about overlooking wrongs (cf 1
Corinthians 13:5; 1 Peter 4:8); man’s natural inclination is to
focus on himself which inevitably leads to dissension, misery,
hate (12, 18).
• Wise discernment, especially when to speak and when to
keep our thoughts to ourselves, is a great asset – as most of us
have often discovered, too late, to our own chagrin (13-14, 1921).
• In verse 16, the Hebrew word translated “wages” has its root

in the work being done but the one translated “income” has its
root in the fruit of the labours. It is interesting that God’s
man will focus on what he is actually achieving, whereas the
focus of the wicked will be on what they might get out of it for
themselves!
• Money is a useful gift from God as our servant, but it is a bad
master and can be our undoing (15-16, 22; cf 1 Tim. 6:9-10).
• God disciplines us for our good (17; cf 3:11-12; Hebrews
12:5f), and His way is always best, even if it doesn’t seem so
(23-24).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• In the light of this passage, do you see our own society heading more in the “wicked” direction than the “righteous” direction?
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Sunshine through the storm.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

PROVERBS 10:25-32

THE POINT In the midst of all of life’s uncertainties and diffi-

culties the only safe place to be is close to God. He is able to
still the storm and bring us through; He is able to give us
meaningful, useful lives.
THE PARTICULARS

• It is part of life, and part of the sovereign Lord’s dealing with
us, that hard times happen; but whereas such things will be the
destruction of those opposed to God, He will bring us through
them and keep us safe, even bringing us blessing (25, 27, 29-30).
• Sending a lazy person on an errand isn’t only useless – it’s
very irritating, just like smoke to the eyes or vinegar to the
teeth (26).

• The Scriptures continually encourage us to keep on putting
our hope and trust in the One who can provide all our needs.
Though He is often teaching us patience, we can be sure of a
beneficial and joyous result in the end. Not so the wicked (28;
cf Romans 8:32).
• A person staying close to God through His Word in his daily
walk will always have helpful things to say at the appropriate
time; but the words of the wicked only cause trouble (31-32).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you walking closely with God, looking to Him to deal
with you in whatever way is best, and trusting Him to bring
you His blessing and to make you a blessing, in word and deed,
to others?

Integrity+humility=blessing.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

PROVERBS 11:1-6

THE POINT Our present society, like many others in the

world’s history, seems to be driven by greed, lust and a self-centred attitude to life. We have seen what that has led to in the
past, but we don’t seem to be willing or able to arrest its
progress (or rather, regress). God’s solution is as simple as it is
unacceptable to sinful man. As Micah (6:8) will later say to
Israel: “What does the LORD require of you? To act justly
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” This
simple message is spelt out in the cross of Christ, the meeting
place of God’s justice and mercy, the awful place where man’s
pride is finally dealt a crushing blow. Solomon outlines here
some of the practical implications of this.

PROVERBS 11:7-19

THE POINT Passages like this remind us (if we need such a

reminder!) of the privilege that is ours to be part of God’s
Church through the grace that is ours in Christ; let us reflect
on, and rejoice in, it!
THE PARTICULARS

• For the unbeliever (the “wicked” – cf John 3:18; 6:29), for
whom this world is all there is, the reality of death must make
all his efforts and achievements in this life pointless, unfulfilling, and, in the final analysis, unrewarding; but for the believer
(the one clothed in Christ’s righteousness – cf 1 Corinthians
1:30) all of life has meaning and purpose, in time and eternity
(7, 10-11, 18-19).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• In what way are the unfaithful “trapped” by evil desires (6b)?

• We have countless promises in God’s Word of His constant
protection (eg Psalm 23); the unbeliever has no such assurance
(8).
• Verbal abuse, the misuse of God’s wonderful gift of speech, is
continually warned against in Scripture; believers are not only
exhorted strongly to avoid this sin (cf James 3:1-12), but are
reassured that if we are on the receiving end of it we can rely on
the Lord to protect us and show us how to handle it (9, 12-13).
• The Church is a living organism in which mutual help ought
to be evident (cf 1 Cor. 12:12ff). We can advise each other
(14), support each other financially (cf Acts 4:32 – being careful
not to encourage irresponsible stewardship, 15!), and just show
each other simple kindness (which God reciprocates, 16-17).

Reflecting God’s character.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

• Absolute integrity is fundamental to God’s character: the
scales of His justice were validated in the death of His Son for
sinners. He demands the same integrity of us (1, 3; cf Romans
3:25-26).
• Humility begins with fearing the Lord, which is the beginning of wisdom (1:7). Man’s pride keeps him from fearing the
Lord (2).
• Upright, faithful living/relationships are at the heart of godliness; in the end, that is all that really matters in life (4-6).

The path of life, and to life.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

THE PARTICULARS

PROVERBS 11:20-31

THE POINT God’s desire is that we become more like Jesus,

that we “become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the
fulness of Christ”.
THE PARTICULARS

• We were made in God’s image: it therefore stands to reason
that God is most pleased when we are behaving in a way that
reflects His character, and least pleased when we are not (20).
• It is basic to God’s character that He is just. His justice
requires that He punish the wicked and acquit the righteous.
The wonder of the Gospel of grace is that we “go free” because
Jesus suffered the punishment our wickedness deserves and
provided for us the righteousness God requires (21, 23, 31; cf 2
Cor. 5:21).
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• All external beauty is filth if our heart does not reflect God’s
character (22; cf 1 Samuel 16:7; Mark 7:20-23; 1 Peter 3:3-4).
• It is basic to God’s character that He is generous; therefore
He rewards our generosity generously (24-27; cf 2 Cor. 9).
• Jesus warned about the danger of wealth (28; cf Luke 12:1321).
• By grace we are members of God’s family so that our behaviour reflects on His Church, and thus on the honour of His
name (29).
• Fruit God looks for in our lives includes winning others (30)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you consciously reflecting God’s character in all you do?

N

Across
Australia
Busy Benns

M
oderator-General Robert Benn has
spent a busy three months representing
Australian Presbyterians at overseas
Assemblies. He has visited The Church
of Scotland, the Free Church (continuing), the Presbyterian Church of
Ireland, the Evangelical Presbyterian
Church of England and Wales, and the
Grace Presbyterian Church in New
Zealand, visiting church leaders, leading
worship and preaching, leading Bible
expositions, and meeting many people
and groups.
“This has been a special privilege for
Laurel and me, and we pray that our presence as your representatives has been useful and honouring to God,” Mr Benn
wrote.
“We are in the last segment of the
GPCNZ Assembly as I write (wireless
broadband on tap), and have just been
asked to pass on the warmest greetings to
you in Australia. This I do joyfully.”

Populate or perish

W
estern nations face a population crisis
fuelled by “ruthless” commercial forces,
the Catholic Archbishop of Sydney has
warned. Cardinal George Pell, speaking
after the Pope’s arrival in Sydney for
World Youth Day (WYD), said Western
nations were producing too few children
as the institutions of marriage and procreation came under attack.
Dr Pell, speaking at a press conference
to welcome the pontiff and 225,000 pilgrims to Sydney, warned of a crisis if
young people continued to accept views
popularised through advertising.
“There is a crisis in the Western world,”
said Dr Pell. “No Western country is producing enough babies to keep the population stable. In many cases there is an
increase in divorces, an increase in serial
monogamy.”
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de Pyle preached, and the Rev. Robert
Boan gave the charge. Following the service numerous welcomes were given to
Mark, his wife Danielle, and their three
children Jarrod, Nathan and Mikayla. All
stressed the positive contribution they
have already brought to the church and
the town since beginning an exit appointment in January.

PCA talks to governments

A

series of communications from the
PCA, signed by the Convener of the
GAA Church and Nation Committee
and the Moderator-General have been
forwarded on to several governmental
authorities in the past few months.
In March a submission was sent to the
Senate Community Affairs Committee
supporting the Alcohol [Toll Reduction]
Bill 2007 which aims to restrict
the volume of advertising of alcohol, limit
more consistently its association with
pleasure and success as portrayed by
advertising, warn of its harmful effects via
health-warning labelling, and limit its
sponsorship of sport and advertising on
sporting fields.
In April, a submission was sent to the
Senate’s Legal and Constitutional
Committee about the “rights of the terminally ill [Euthanasia Laws Repeal]
Bill 2008”, opposing the indirect enacting
of legislation again legalising euthanasia in
the Northern Territory, by overturning
the Federal government’s disallowing of
the previous Territory Law. The commit-

tee argued that the moral imperative to
oppose euthanasia and affirm life, must
take priority.
In May, a submission was sent to the
Senate
Committee
on
the
Environment, Communications and
the Arts regarding the use of “swearing
and coarse language” and the adequacy of
the current self-regulatory codes of practice to properly regulate this. The committee argued that the codes were often
vaguely worded and the cumbersome
complaints process means the program
complained against is usually finished, and
no punitive/remedial action is ever taken.

Slater’s new role

C

anterbury Presbyterian Church in
Melbourne held a service of thanksgiving
and commissioning on 22 June for
Elspeth Slater. Elspeth has worked in
Africa for over 30 years and finished her
work there in February, taking up a role as
support worker to ministers’ wives in
Victoria. This newly created position is
under the auspices of the Health and
Community Chaplaincy Committee of
the PCV.
She began her work in Ethiopia as a
nurse but the communist revolution there
in the late 1970s caused her to move her
work to what is now Burkina Faso.
Most of her time there has been spent in
work among women teaching the Bible,
translating many books into the local language and encouraging pastors wives in
their roles as well as the inevitable calls for

Drouin gets minister

F

amily and friends of Mark Smith
joined with the congregation of Drouin
(Vic.) for his ordination and induction on
27 June. The service was led by the moderator of the Presbytery of Gippsland,
the Rev. Gary Stephens, Pastor Martin
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nursing assistance. Canterbury minister
Grant Lawry led the service.

Services at Kalgoorlie

W
eekly Christian Reformed church services began in Kalgoorlie on Sunday 6
July under the leadership of Mr Ross
Patterson. Mr Patterson recently retired
as principal of Mukinbudin Christian
School in WA, and has committed to this
church planting work on a voluntary
basis. The aim is to grow the current
group of some 15 families with a view to
calling a full time pastor in six to 12
months time. The Kalgoorlie church
plant is an outreach of the Grace
Christian Reformed Church. Anyone
travelling through Kalgoorlie (or moving
there!) is welcome to make contact with
Ross on 0429 081 242

Ballarat celebrates

TPresbytery
he Presbytery of Ballarat held a
picnic on 19 April. It was a
beautiful sunny autumn day for a picnic,
and more than 80 people attended from
the Presbytery and also friends from
Moorabool Parish and The Leigh Parish.
Every parish organised a game, from
Ballarat South’s treasure hunt to Ararat’s
“train” game.
Ballarat Presbytery followed this on 29
May with a thanksgiving dinner to celebrate 50 years of ordained ministry by
Keith Allen. It was a wonderful night
attended by members of Presbytery,
Grace Presbyterian Church, the local
branch of the Bible Society and Keith and
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Winifred’s family, most of whom had
travelled from Sydney for the occasion.
John Woodward read a greeting from
Australian Presbyterian World Mission
(Vic.) and John Wilson, Clerk of the
Victorian Assembly, spoke of how the
world is reluctant to honour its elders. He
said that hearing words about significant
ministry milestones was a bit like hearing
your eulogy before your funeral!

helped to alleviate the poverty of that area
as well as preaching the gospel.
The Whitfords congregation meets at
St. Marks Anglican School in Hillarys and
over the last 12 years has become a substantial congregation of 200 adults and 50
children under the ministry of the Rev.
Alan Perrie who has retired.

Plant at Mittagong

Gold Coast teenager who wore a Tshirt that reads “Jesus is a ****” has been
charged with offensive behaviour. Above
the offensive slogan a nun is depicted
masturbating. Senior Sergeant Arron
Ottaway said the youth was walking
along the road when an officer saw him.
Police conducted inquiries at the
Australia Fair shopping centre, where the
teen said he bought the shirt, to find any
shops selling it.
The Rev. Matt Hunt of the
Helensvale Baptist Church said it was
sad people spoke about the Lord in such a
way. Mr Hunt said using the Lord’s name
in vain was a serious sin. “When someone
comes to the point of saying Jesus is the
devil or Jesus is ‘expletive’, the Bible does
say to be very careful because you’re on
thin ice.”

B
owral/Mittagong has divided into two
home mission stations. On 1 May the
parish ceased to exist as such, becoming
Mittagong and Bowral. Therefore,
reports session clerk David Hocking, the
session of Mittagong Presbyterian
Church seeks prayer for what it considers
to be a church plant – “a very exciting situation!”
There are 16 communicants and 18
adherents. Many of the adherents are
members of the Sunshine Lodge Homes,
a vital ministry of this congregation, Mr
Hocking says.

Whitfords appointment

M

embers of the Presbytery of WA
joined with Whitfords Presbyterian
Church members on 21 June to welcome
their new home missionary, the Rev.
Renier van der Klashorst and his wife
Marguerite to Western Australia. Renier
and Marguerite come to the Whitfords
Congregation from a church working
among the poor community section of
Pretoria in South Africa where the church

Blasphemous teenager charged

A

Around
the World
Christians face torture

Y

emeni authorities have arrested seven
Christians, including an unknown number of American citizens, in the Yemeni
province of Hodiada. According to the
Yemeni news website Sahwa Net, the
Christians are charged with “promoting
Christianity and distributing the Bible”.
The Washington, D.C.-based human
rights group International Christian
Concern says the Christians face the possibility of being tortured by Yemeni
Security forces. ICC says that among the
arrested is Hadni Dohni, a Yemeni
Muslim who converted to Christianity.
The rest of the six are foreigners.
Assist

Clergy reality

T

he French diocese of Besancon has
launched a reality TV show with its first
newly ordained priest in three years as the
star. The Guardian reports that the
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French Catholic church has jumped on
the reality TV bandwagon with a show
about priests that has become an internet
phenomenon.
The diocese of Besançon in eastern
France has launched Prêtre Academy –
Priest Academy – to mark its first ordination of a new local priest for three years.
In episodes available online, viewers can
watch the new recruit, Franck Ruffiot,
30, demonstrate how he prays, pay a visit
to a trendy contemporary artist friend and
explain his feelings in a diary room. Two
slightly older priests, Michel and
Christophe, are followed in their daily
lives.
The short episodes showing the
priests’ somewhat mundane local lives
have become a kind of light-hearted cult
viewing online, with the first two instalments netting more than 150,000 hits.
Cath News

Christian commentary online

C

utting-edge Christian comment on
news in the UK and around the world can
now be viewed on the worldwide web. A
new website, www.lifebite.co.uk, has been
launched to bring a much-needed biblical
perspective on current affairs at a time
when the mainstream media has become
dominated by secular humanism.
A media release says: “Lifebite focuses
on major news stories of the week from a
unique perspective that takes us back to
our biblical roots and is the model for the
planned launch of Life on Sunday, a
national newspaper offering a biblical
worldview on current affairs.”
Editor Charles Gardner explained:
“Lifebite has been launched as partial fulfilment of this 30-year-old vision for a
national paper. While awaiting the release
of funds to make it a reality, we feel we
need to use what we have to offer a
Christian perspective on what is happening in our world now — socially, politically, and otherwise. What we are offering
is bite-size comment on what life is really
about.”
Assist

Pair on show-trial

T

wenty months after two Turkish
Christians went on trial for allegedly
“insulting Turkishness and Islam,” a local
criminal court has requested a Justice
Ministry review of one of three charges
in the case. On June 24, Silivri Criminal
Court Judge Mehmet Ali Ozcan
ordered a review of the two Christian

E

W

S

converts’ alleged violations of the controversial Article 301 of the Turkish penal
code. Accused of spreading Christianity
by illegal methods, Hakan Tastan and
Turan Topal were charged in October
2006 under Turkey’s Article 301 for denigrating “Turkishness”.
Regardless of the Justice Ministry decision on the Article 301 charges against
Tastan and Topal, the Silivri court will
continue its prosecution of the case under
the other two charges: reviling Islam and
compiling information files on private citizens. Oddly, both teenage witnesses for
the prosecution testified that they did not
know the defendants and had never even
seen them before facing them in the
courtroom on Tuesday.

Christians abducted

O

n June 21, 16 Christians were abducted
by Muslim extremists when they gathered
to pray in Academy Town, Peshawar,
Pakistan. According to The Voice of the
Martyrs contacts in Pakistan, “Salamat
Masih and 30 of his family and close
friends were gathered to pray and celebrate the birth of his daughter, when 12
Taliban [members] of the Lashka-eIslam group broke into his house yelling
and shouting. They held the believers at

gunpoint. The Muslim house-owner, Haji
Muhammad Saraj, was also present at the
time to collect rent.”
The men were taken in five cars, beaten
and abused, and had all their money and
mobile phones stolen from them. During
this time, the Taliban attempted to persuade Pastor Zulifqar to convert to Islam.
Ten hours later they were released.

Evangelicals back McCain

M

ore than 90 evangelical leaders met in
Denver on 1 July and decided to support
Republican Senator John McCain as the
presidential candidate who most shares
their values.
Attendees agreed that they are concerned about issues like immigration and
gun rights, but determined that opposing
abortion and gay marriage is so central
that they have no choice but to support
McCain.
“He would advance those values in a
much more significant way than Senator
Barack Obama who, in our view, would
decimate those values,” said Mathew
Staver, dean of Liberty University’s law
school, who spearheaded the meeting.
Those present decided to write to
McCain, asking him to consider former
Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee as

ASSOCIATE PASTOR POSITION:
Westminster Presbyterian Church in Bull Creek, WA
is seeking to call a man to join our ministry team in full-time work.
Their primary responsibility will be to lead our congregation in ministry to
children, youth and young adults; however, the work will include other
pastoral duties. Our current children’s ministries include crèche, Christian
education (Sunday School) and Boys and Girls Brigades. Our youth ministry
includes a large group weekly meeting and some small group Bible study.
The young adult ministry consists of weekly Bible studies plus coordinated
fellowship and prayer times.
WPC Bull Creek holds to the Reformed Faith as embodied in the
Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF). Applicants must be able to
subscribe to and uphold the WCF. We are a multi-ethnic church with
separate Indonesian language services. We long to serve parents & youth
in a Covenantal model by building up of every believer in the Faith and
pointing all to Christ Jesus as Lord over all things.
Would you like to know more or request an application? Contact the church
office on (08) 9332 6300 or e-mail: wpcbc@iinet.net.au. You can find out
more about WPC Bull Creek from our web page: www.wpcbc.net.
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his choice for vice president. Huckabee, a
former Southern Baptist pastor, resonated
with some evangelical voters during the
Republican primaries.
The meeting featured conservative
Christians from various evangelical sectors, including African-Americans,
Hispanics and younger evangelicals. Tim
and Beverly LaHaye, the couple known
respectively for their roles in the Left
Behind book series and Concerned
Women for America, were there, as
were Eagle Forum founder Phyllis
Schlafly, former Christian Coalition
president Don Hodel, and Phil Burress,
president of Citizens for Community
Values.
Religion News Service

adopted Islam, their relationship has
ceased,” lawyer Rashid Rehman of the
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan
told Compass. Under a common interpretation of Islamic law, a Christian cannot
have custody of a Muslim.
The sisters appeared in a Muzaffargarh
District and Sessions court in the company of 16 Muslim men and were given
five minutes to testify that their conversion was genuine, human rights activist
Ashfaq Fateh said. It was the first time
that Younis Masih and his wife had seen
their daughters since they disappeared on
26 June while traveling to their uncle’s
nearby home in Sarwar Shaheed, 240 kilometres south-west of Lahore.
Compass Direct

Muhammad Seghir a six-month suspended sentence and a 200,000-dinar
($3400) fine. He was originally charged
with “distributing documents to shake the
faith of Muslims.” Chabane Beikel,
Abdelhak Rebeih and Djillali Saibi were
each given two-month suspended sentences and 100,000-dinar ($1700) fines.
Two other men were acquitted.
Compass Direct

Kidnappers given children

Algerian crackdown continues

Truant Bishops ‘tainted’

A

By Ruth Gledhill

A

Pakistani couple has appealed a court
decision to award custody of their two
daughters, 10 and 13, to the children’s
alleged kidnappers. The court based its
custody decision on the girls’ conversion
to Islam. Judge Main Naeem Sardar
ruled on 12 July that Saba Masih, 13, and
Aneela Masih, 10, had become Muslims,
invalidating their Christian parents’ right
to legal guardianship. “He said that
because the parents are Christians and
because the girls told the court that they

n Algerian court has given four
Christians suspended sentences and fines
today for seeking to convert Muslims to
Christianity, a Protestant church leader
said. The case is one of several that have
sparked local media and French government claims that Algeria is repressing its
Christian minority, which numbers
10,000 according to conservative estimates.
A court in Tiaret city, 240 kilometres
south-west of Algiers, gave Rachid

On the
Agenda

Cbeenonservative
Anglican bishops have
accused of breaching their duties and
damaging the welfare of Christians as the
Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan
Williams, fights back against critics at the
church’s 10-yearly conference.
Bishops arriving for the Lambeth
Conference were told to stop their backstabbing and in-fighting if they were not
to “weaken the body of Christ”.

Vacancy:

Melton Presbyterian Church
is a well established church in
a rapidly growing area in
Melbourne West.
It is seeking a full time
Minister whose gifts include
Teaching and Discipling.

Further details please contact
Interim Moderator
Rev. Shane Cassidy.
His email address is
shane.cassidy52@bigpond.com
Church Website is
www.melton.presbyterian.com.au
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A background paper distributed to 650
bishops and archbishops attending the
conference in Canterbury told them to
remember that their relationships with
each other were “fragile and tainted by
sin”.
Anglican rows over ordaining gay
priests and women bishops were damaging for “all the baptised”, it said. But the
most stinging criticism was for conservative bishops, of whom 230, mainly from
Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya and Rwanda, are
boycotting Lambeth.
The paper, commissioned by Dr
Williams, made clear that bishops who
had transgressed diocesan and provincial
boundaries in search of “orthodox” primacy were considered guilty of undermining collegiality. An even worse sin, it
suggested, was boycotting the conference.
The warning was published in the
Lambeth Reader, a document intended
only for delegates.
“Given the present state of the
Anglican Communion, it is the special
collegial responsibility of the bishop to be
at prayer for and with fellow colleagues,”
the paper said.
“This is particularly relevant for those
bishops who are in conflict with one
another. Their failure to attend fervently
to this ordinal vow weakens the body of
Christ for which they have responsibility.
This in turn weakens the bonds that all the
baptised share with one another.”
The paper, written by the InterAnglican Theological and Doctrinal
Commission, represents the start of the
fightback by Dr Williams, who has been
accused of showing inadequate leadership.
His strategy at Lambeth has been to draw
up an agenda devoid of controversy to
avoid further splits and to use allies in a
counter-attack based on theology and tradition.
Errol Brooks, Bishop of North

E

W

S

Eastern Caribbean and Aruba in the
West Indies, defended the conservative
stance. He said: “On issues of homosexuality, people make choices but they should
not try to foist these on others.
Homosexuals are God’s children. We have
to love them. But when they have made
certain choices that are not in keeping
with biblical ethic, we have to try and see
if we can come to some common
ground.”
Chris Sugden, executive secretary of
the Anglican Mainstream lobby group,
criticised the paper as inadequate.
The Times

MAF faces cost crisis
By Michael Ireland

M
ission Aviation Fellowship (MAF) is
cutting operating costs by 10 per cent in
the wake of soaring fuel prices in order to
avoid reducing flight services.
MAF is a faith-based, non-profit ministry that serves missions and isolated
people around the world with aviation,
communications and learning technologies.
A media release from the ministry says
high fuel costs are having a negative
impact on all relief agencies, which not
only are providing food and other necessities, but in many cases are sharing the
gospel as part of their outreach.
According to the release, the MAF
fleet of 134 aircraft flies in the most
remote regions of the world and works in
areas where some people earn only a dollar a day. MAF is unable to pass along the
entire fuel cost increase to clients, so the
ministry is absorbing more of those
costs.
It says: “Aviation, in the minds of
many, is the heart and soul of reaching the
unreached peoples of the world.
Missionary aircraft can take people into

areas where no roads exist. They deliver
food, medicines and other supplies when
roads are impassable. But this effective
mode of transportation is in peril, as the
cost of aviation fuel rises out of control.”
“It is a serious crisis,” said David
Fyock, MAF vice president of resources.
“It costs about $234 an hour in fuel alone
to run an airplane.”
Not only are prices climbing to
unprecedented levels, but the shortage of
avgas overseas adds a second crippling
blow to the ministry, Fyock said.
“According to the United Nations,
between 1995 and 2005, world export of
avgas has declined to 175,000 metric tons
from 310,000 metric tons — a whopping
43.5% reduction. For all users of avgas,
this means fierce competition for a dwindling supply,” he said.
With its fleet of 134 bush aircraft,
MAF serves in 51 countries with an average of 281 flights daily across Africa, Asia,
Eurasia and Latin America.
Assist

War crime stain on church

B

osnian Serb war crimes suspect
Radovan Karadzic, who has been
arrested in Serbia after more than a decade
on the run, will finally face justice after
years of support from a network of allies
– including many in the Serbian
Orthodox Church.
The new government that came to
office in Belgrade in June appears to have
cleared the way for his arrest, says the
BBC.
The Bosnian Serb wartime political
leader disappeared in 1996. He has been
indicted by the UN tribunal for war
crimes and genocide over the 1995 massacre at Srebrenica.
The European Union, which the new
government hopes to join, has put Serbia
under considerable pressure to hand over
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indicted war criminals to the UN tribunal
in The Hague. However, Mr Karadzic’s
wartime military leader, Ratko Mladic,
remains at large.
While in Sarajevo for the memorial of
the 10th anniversary of the Srebrenica
massacre, former US Ambassador to the
United Nations Richard Holbrooke, an
architect of the Bosnian peace treaty, said
Radovan Karadzic was being protected by
the Serbian Orthodox Church and the
biggest Serbian political party in Bosnia,
the Serbian Democratic Party – which he
described as “a criminal organisation”.
Back in 2004, NATO troops led by the
SAS encircled a church and a priest’s family home in the former Bosnian Serb
stronghold of Pale, a few miles from
Sarajevo, in a failed attempt to grab
Karadzic.
The raid was widely criticised, but
shame and opprobrium has also been
heaped on the Serb Church for its long
complicity in violent nationalism.
A church member who expressed
delight that Karadzic will now face justice
told Ekklesia that he was “ashamed” at
what had been done in the name of
Christianity in Serbia and Bosnia. “It is
important that the church’s leaders are

E

W

S

held to account for the crimes they have
abetted,” he said. “We need an administrative and spiritual transformation.”
Ekklesia

Female muftis in Syria

F

emale muftis are to be trained in Syria
to fill a role that has generally been
monopolised by men. Several local and
foreign Arabic-language news sites have
reported that Grand Mufti Ahmed Badr
Hasun, the top Muslim cleric in Syria,
announced that female graduates of
Islamic law colleges are being trained to
become muftis who will counsel women
on religious matters.
Hasun also made it clear that some
female muftis would be appointed to the
Iftaa Council, a body which he chairs and
which oversees the issuing of fatwas, or
religious edicts.
Muftis are Islamic scholars who are
empowered to provide religious guidance
on personal and political matters. Until
now, women in Syria, as in many countries, have had to turn to male muftis even
when their concerns are gender-specific or
personal.
“Iftaa (the giving of counsel) is a diffi-

cult task and a huge responsibility that
men are barely able to hardly shoulder,”
said a 41-year-old devoutly Muslim
woman from Damascus countryside.
“Iftaa for women’s matters is a good
thing. It saves women being embarrassed
about issues such as marital relations and
other things that they are sensitive about,
like menstruation.”
Hasun made the comments during a
visit by American academics to
Damascus, but it was not the first time he
has discussed the programme for women
muftis. According to a February 2006
report by the United Nations
Development Program, Hasun told representatives of this UN agency of plans to
appoint two female members of the Iftaa
Council, and said women had served as
muftis in earlier times. The news was not
widely reported in Syria or abroad.
Hasun repeated the case for female
muftis when he met the US scholars, and
reportedly said dozens of women were
being trained.
The decision is not expected to be controversial in Syria, as it comes from the
top of the official Muslim clerical establishment.
Middle East Online

FROM THE MODERATOR – GENERAL IN REGARD 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)
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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

E

VA AT N
H G
E E
I SL TI S

M

A new day
Christian defenders are again finding a ready and interested audience.
espite all the recent attacks on
faith – or, perhaps, because of
them – these are definitely the
best of times for Christian apologists such as Lee Strobel, William Lane
Craig, Ben Witherington III, Darrell
Bock, and J. P. Moreland. They are making
documentaries, writing books, giving
media interviews, attending debates and
conferences, and presenting the public
with what they say is a growing mountain
of scientific and archaeological evidence
documenting the truth of Christianity.
“There has been a resurgence in
Christian apologetics as a direct result of
the challenges Christianity has faced in
the form of militant atheism in college
classrooms, on the Internet, and in TV
documentaries and best-selling books,”
says Strobel, former legal editor of the
Chicago Tribune and most recently the
author of The Case for the Real Jesus: A
Journalist Investigates Current Attacks on
the Identity of Christ.
Dinesh D’Souza, who wrote What’s So
Great About Christianity?, says the new
atheists are raising new types of questions
requiring “21st-century apologetics”.
“The apologetics of the 1970s and ’80s
are useful if you are teaching in a church
camp, but it’s not that relevant to the
claims the new atheists are making, which
are very different,” D’Souza says. “The
new atheists are really surfing the waves of
9/11, equating Islamic radicalism with
Christianity. These are not questions
addressed by C. S. Lewis or Josh
McDowell.”
This spate of attacks has also kindled
an unexpected surge of interest in apologetics among youth.
“It wasn’t too many years ago that
scholars were writing off apologetics
because we live in a postmodern world
where young people are not supposed to
be interested in things like the historical
Jesus,” Strobel says. “The biggest shock is
that among people who communicated to
me that they had found faith in Christ
through apologetics, the single biggest
group was 16 to 24-year-olds.”
Last summer, hundreds had to be
turned away from a Focus on the Familysponsored apologetics conference for
teenagers that drew an overflow crowd of

D

Troy
Anderson
1500. Meanwhile, hotbeds of apologetics
education – such as Biola University and
its Talbot School of Theology, Southern
Evangelical Seminary, and Liberty
University—are crammed with students
pursuing graduate degrees in philosophy
and apologetics.
As this fascination with the
The new
evidence
for
atheists are
Christianity has
equating
piqued the popuIslamic radilar mind, Craig,
D’Souza,
and
calism with
others are debatChristianity.
ing some of the
These are not
principal atheist
questions
philosophers and
addressed by
liberal
Bible
C.S. Lewis or
scholars at uniJosh McDowell.
versities
and
other forums.
These debates
often draw thousands of college students.
Young people are curious whether
Christianity can be rationally defended.
John Bloom, a physics professor at
Biola, moderated what was billed as a
“wild head-to-head debate” on Intelligent
Design and Darwinism. Bloom says the
recent challenges to Christianity coincide
with celebrations marking the 150th
anniversary of the publication of Darwin’s
Origin of Species.
Then there are the attacks on the New
Testament’s picture of Jesus as the Son of
God. Witherington, a New Testament
professor at Asbury Theological Seminary,
says the claims made by the Jesus Seminar
and others have set off alarms among
orthodox Bible scholars. Darrell Bock is a
research professor at Dallas Theological
Seminary and author of Dethroning Jesus.
Bock speaks at forums nationwide about
the Gospel of Judas and the Gospel of
Thomas, which are used to argue that the
Christ of Christianity is contrived and the
real Jesus is a less divine figure.
“A cottage industry has developed to

debunk the Bible,” Bock says. “Their goal
has been to take this more skeptical reading of the Bible out of the ivory tower and
into the public square.”
Christian apologists are beginning to
make headway in telling the other side of
the story. D’Souza, a former policy analyst in the Reagan White House, has
received international media exposure
debating atheist pundit Christopher
Hitchens, Skeptic magazine publisher
Michael Shermer, and others.
And although Strobel and others are
appealing primarily to the intellect, people
are responding with their hearts. Strobel
says the recent aggression against the faith
has provided a great opportunity to present Christ to non-Christians. Strobel is
convinced apologetics helps bring people
to God. He notes that more than 700
made professions of faith during his last
book and speaking tour. Many people
have a spiritual sticking point—a tough
question about the faith. And once they
find an answer, Strobel says, it often turns
out to be the last barrier to God.

O

ne of those people was Evel Knievel,
the motorcycle daredevil who died in
November 2007. Earlier that spring,
Knievel called Strobel after a friend gave
him a copy of The Case for Christ. Knievel
said the book was instrumental in his conversion from atheism to Christianity.
Strobel, a motorcycle fanatic since childhood, and Knievel became friends, speaking weekly over the telephone.
“He just transformed in amazing
ways,” Strobel says. “I know his last interview was with a macho men’s magazine,
and he broke down crying, talking about
his newfound relationship with Christ.
He was so grateful. He knew he had lived
a very immoral life and regretted that. He
told me many times how he wished he
could live his life over for God, and yet
God reached down in his last days and
dragged him into the kingdom. He was so
overwhelmed by God’s grace. Here was
this macho daredevil who became this
humble, loving, and sincere follower of
Jesus. It was an amazing thing to behold.”
Troy Anderson is a reporter for the Los
ap
Angeles Daily News.
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Abortive morality
Australians are conflicted about abortion. Christians must not give up.

n February 2000, the obstetrician and
then head of ultrasound at
Melbourne’s
Royal
Women’s
Hospital, Dr Lachlan de Crespigny,
injected potassium chloride into the heart
of a 32-week-old baby girl, ending her life.
Four hours later, after an induced labour,
the baby was recorded as stillborn and
named Jessica by her mother.
This late-term abortion set in train a
series of investigations by the hospital, the
coroner, the police and the medical board
lasting almost eight years before Dr de
Crespigny and other associated medical
staff were finally cleared of misconduct.
Evidence provided to the Coroner’s
court indicated that baby Jessica’s
mother’s mental state was such that the
baby she was carrying had become
“grotesque and monstrous” to her and
that “the pregnancy was shameful and
guilt ridden”. In her South East Asian culture, the mother is often blamed for having a baby with a deformity – they think it
is bad “karma”.
Dr de Crespigny claimed that the foetus had been diagnosed with dwarfism.
The genetics counselor however said the
ultrasound was “... suggestive but not
diagnostic of ” dwarfism and that the baby
could just be small but normal. “The baby
doesn’t look small,” said a nurse’s note
after the abortion.
In writing of his experience in an article for a Melbourne newspaper in late
2006, Dr de Crespigny concluded, “as a
matter of urgency, the Government must
remove abortion from the Crimes Act
before similar disastrous events are
repeated”.
The Government duly obliged with the
Victorian Attorney General sending terms
of reference in September 2007 to the Law
Reform Commission requesting options
for decriminalising the law on abortion.
Because of a widely read and commented
upon article on abortion for Online
Opinion that I had written, I received an
invitation to a consultation with the commission which I and a colleague, Mrs Jayni
Manners, attended – one of eight
Christian groups out of 36 such groups
invited. The commission received more
than 500 written submissions, the majority opposed to decriminalisation.

I

David
Palmer
The report of the Law Reform
Commission was tabled in Parliament on
29 May, offering three options for decriminalisation of abortion ranging from codification of the Menhennit Ruling through
to abortion at any stage of pregnancy
without any requirement for consents.
These recommendations were to be
expected
but
what was particIt is hard to ularly
disapescape the pointing were
commisconclusion that the
sion’s
specific
the commisr
e
c
o
m
m
endasion’s report
tions that a numconfirmed
ber of measures
that the that could offer
Government’s greater support
only concern to women conlay in templating an
and
eliminating any abortion
thus
reduce
the
legal threat to
number
of
abordoctors.
tions – measures
such as providing information, mandatory referral for
counselling, a cooling-off period, restrictions on where abortion procedures may
be performed and anti coercion measures
– should not be added to any abortion law.
Equally disappointing was the recommendation that a doctor performing an
abortion not authorised by law be subjected to professional sanctions rather
than criminal sanctions.
It is hard to escape the conclusion that
the commission’s report confirmed that
the Government’s only concern lay in
eliminating any legal threat to doctors
performing abortions. In other words, the
commission
has
provided
the
Government with a report that would
prevent a repetition of de Crespigny’s
eight-year experience after the abortion of
baby Jessica.
As Christians we have to acknowledge
at this point in time that a very clear
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majority of Australians, somewhere in the
range of 70% to 80%, support the right of
a woman to choose an abortion for an
unwanted pregnancy. In these circumstances no government is going to outlaw
abortion.
We need to understand that abortion,
at least in part, acts as a safety valve in our
society. A reasonable argument can be
mounted that the post 1960s rejection of
the notion that in order to engage in sexual activity, mutual love and commitment
within the bonds of marriage were
required, has been the main reason for the
ballooning rate of abortion through the
’70s and ’80s, though not the only one.
There is no question that the sexual revolution of the 1960s has been to the detriment of women, all too often deserted by
their sexual partner and sadly, parents as
well.
For governments to outlaw abortion, a
reformation in our society would be necessary at least equal to that brought about
by the evangelical revival of the 18th century.

S

o is there anything we do about abortion, in addition to our pleas to
Almighty God not to forsake our nation
but send revival fire again?
Well, we must do at least that!
The Southern Cross Bioethics
Institute in Adelaide helpfully engaged
the Sexton Marketing Group to undertake a large scale sampling of Australians’
attitude to abortion. While this research
confirmed Australians’ support for a
woman’s choice of abortion, it also
showed that when confronted by the reality of one abortion for every three live
births in Australia (yes, you read that correctly!), Australians are clearly deeply
conflicted on the abortion issue, being
both pro-choice and pro-life.
The research demonstrated that 87%
of Australians would like both to reduce
the rate of abortion and retain the right of
women to legal access to abortion; 73%
say outright that the rate is too high.
Further, only 42% of the community hold
that a human foetus is not a person. These
are important new findings.
There was 78% support for counselling
(62% thought it should be compulsory),

especially by a professionally accredited
independent provider covering health
issues for the woman (96%), consequences for the unborn child (80%), the
woman’s personal circumstances (78%)
and moral issues (71%). This finding
again underscores the deeply ambivalent
feelings of Australians to abortion, not
wanting to impose on the woman, but
expecting her to give deep and serious
consideration, including to the moral
issues and the welfare of the unborn child.
In responding to the Victorian Law
Reform Commission’s call for submissions in relation to the law on abortion, at
least three different approaches were evident. The Anglican submission was in
favour of decriminalising abortion but
wanted to see much better support
offered to women seeking abortions; the
right to life groups restricted themselves
to arguing the case against allowing any
abortions; while a third group argued
against abortion generally as an evil but
also posed the question, “what are you
going to do to reduce the number of abortions?”.
This latter category involves some
tough divisions. Should the church use its
prophetic voice alone and simply argue
against an evil practice and refrain from
offering suggestions that might lead to a
reduction in the number of abortions for
fear that the purity and force of its conviction that abortion is always wrong be
dulled? Or should the church, knowing
that no government will outlaw abortion,
seek by persuasion to encourage government to introduce measures to reduce the
number of abortions as a first step?
In its submission, the Presbyterian
Church of Victoria both prophetically
denounced the practice of abortion and
did not resile from pronouncing God’s
judgment on governments as well as individuals, but also argued, using the results
of the Sexton study, for actions which if
implemented would lead to better support
for women with an unlooked for pregnancy as well as reducing the number of
pregnancies. In fact the measures we proposed – as did a number of other groups
including agencies of the Catholic Church
– were precisely those measures listed earlier that the Law Reform Commission
chose to recommend to Government not
to proceed with.
In considering which approach to
adopt toward governments on contentious issues such as abortion or relationship registers for homosexuals for
that matter, it is worth remembering how
Wilberforce was able to achieve the aboli-

tion of the slave trade.
Wilberforce’s position and that of his
evangelical colleagues was actually not just
the abolition of the slave trade but rather
the freeing of all slaves.
The campaign began in 1787 as a twopronged venture. Wilberforce, just 28, a
member of Parliament, close confidante
of Prime Minister William Pitt the
Younger, had been converted two years
earlier.
The first step was the successful mobilising of public opinion against the slave

We need to
engage politically, little by
little, one step
at a time. We
must lift the
veil of secrecy
enveloping an
evil practice.

trade through public meetings organised
by Wilberforce and his friends throughout
the length and breadth of the county.
However this was occurring against
the backdrop of a lack of will for reform in
the Parliament and the period of the
French Revolution and subsequent long
war with France. The French Revolution
especially generated considerable public
disapproval of all apparently progressive
causes. It was only when Wilberforce and
his colleagues reduced the scope of their
bill in 1806 to make it illegal to supply
slaves to the foreign colonies of powers
with which Britain was at war, that they
achieved success. In the following year
they followed this success up with the
passing of their bill for the complete abolition of the slave trade, and then a further
26 years elapsed before a bill to suppress
the institution of slavery throughout the
British Empire was passed.

I

f we are to ever hope for a reformation
in our modern day equivalent of the
institution of slavery, i.e. the institution of
abortion, then we too must galvanise public opinion against abortion, which is also
to say that we must galvanise public opinion against the notion that men and
women of whatever age can engage in sexual activity outside the commitments of
marriage. We must engage on behalf of
women themselves and especially for the

most vulnerable members of our community, the unborn.
We need to engage politically, little by
little, one step at a time. We must lift the
veil of secrecy enveloping an evil practice.
Abortion is an incredibly sad commentary
on the state of our society and one abortion for every three live births a national
disgrace. No wonder the figures are not
disclosed by the authorities. We know
about road deaths and the percentage of
young people smoking, but everything to
do with abortion is shrouded in secrecy
because everyone knows it is a bad thing.
There are some things that you can’t not
know, no matter how hard you try to hide
them. It is for the church to lift the veil of
secrecy, to shout the truth about this culture of death while finding practical measures to act with love and sympathy for
women who have been deserted or led
astray and of course for love of the
unborn child as well.
We must work with fellow Christians
and good-hearted people of whatever hue,
and we must do so in dependence upon
God who calls us to a noble cause, never
giving way to despair despite the rarely
concealed hatred of the abortion lobby
and the sheer indifference of so many fellow Australians.
David Palmer is convener of Victoria’s
ap
Church and Nation Committee.
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Deadly numbers game
Exaggerated convert figures could cost Christian lives.

onverts from Islam to Christianity
are increasingly concerned about a
number of reports in recent
months which have cited astounding statistics on conversion. It is true –
and a matter for thankfulness to God –
that more Muslims are now coming to
Christ than at any other time in history.
However, they are not converting on the
vast scale alleged in some reports.
These false reports, often initiated by
non-Christians and then circulated by
Christians, are a matter of grave concern,
not just for those who love truth and
accuracy, but also for the many individuals
whose lives are being endangered by the
publicity given to the exaggerated figures.
Muslims view apostasy from Islam as
bringing shame and humiliation on the
Muslim community. Publicising that there
are large numbers of converts deepens the
shame and loss of face. Many Muslims
believe that shame is best removed by the
shedding of blood and may therefore set
out to kill not only the converts themselves, but also those seeking to evangelise
Muslims, whether national evangelists or
Western missionaries. Some may go even
further and seek to get revenge and
restore the honour of Islam by attacking
any available target they associate with the
“Christian” West.
Why should someone exaggerate the
number of converts? There are a variety of
reasons. Sometimes it is an innocent miscalculation when making estimates in a
sensitive context where there can be no
firm figures. For example, an estimate
might have been made by asking leaders

C

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

Patrick
Sookhdeo
of known convert churches or convert
groups how many members are in their
particular group and then adding together
the answers given. The error here is that
people may attend more than one church
or group from time to time and thus a single individual may have been counted
many times over. Owing to the need for
secrecy and the
reluctance
to
name names, the
Muslims view overlap between
apostasy from groups is not
Islam as bring- known to the
ing shame and researcher.
Another
humiliation on
innocent
mistake
the Muslim
comes
from
community.
cross-cultural
missionaries misinterpreting phenomena which they see.
For example, an “altar call” in some
African contexts may result in, say, 1000
people “going forward”. Someone who
grew up in the individualistic culture of
the West may interpret this as 1000 people
deciding to give their lives to Christ. But
in the local culture, probably more communal and community-minded, many
people will simply have gone forward
because they saw others doing so.
Some extreme contextual models of
mission, which emphasise very close identification with Islam, make it virtually
impossible to distinguish converts from
those who are still Muslims. Thus figures
of “converts” may include many who are
not really Christian believers.
Sometimes reports appear to have been
originated by people unaware that a historic indigenous church exists in many
Muslim-majority countries. So when a
large Christian congregation is seen in, for
example Egypt, the observer assumes that
all the worshippers must be converts from
Islam.
Other reasons are less innocent. When
the Taliban were still in power in
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Afghanistan, a report circulated of huge
numbers of Afghan converts from Islam
to Christianity. This originated with a disgruntled Afghan refugee who had been
employed by a Western non-government
organisation. When he was dismissed
from his job for dishonesty he retaliated
by going to a newspaper and claiming that
large numbers of Afghan Muslims had
become Christians.
As he doubtless intended, the message,
which was swiftly circulated around the
world by delighted Christians, turned the
Afghan government and people against
Christian NGOs, and creating great danger for the small number of genuine
Afghan converts and increased risk for all
Westerners in Afghanistan.
A story that six million African
Muslims are becoming Christians every
year resulted from claims made by Sheikh
Ahmad al Katani of Libya in a televised
interview shown on Al-Jazeera. The
sheikh’s aim appeared to be to alarm
Muslim viewers with high figures of
Muslims leaving their faith in order to
persuade them to give more generously to
Islamic missionary efforts in Africa.

T

here has also been a very strong antievangelism move within Islam, aimed
at preventing Christian mission work
among Muslims. By citing large numbers
of converts to Christianity, Muslims
inflame Muslim public opinion against
Christian evangelism. Furthermore, since
the invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and
Iraq in 2003 and the “war on terror”,
Muslim leaders have increasingly been
arguing that President Bush’s policy is to
transform the Middle East into a
Christian entity by Christian mission
coupled with American military might.
This totally erroneous linkage has created
more danger for Western forces based in
Muslim countries as well as for Christian
missionaries, whether expatriate or
national.
Sadly, there are also examples of
Christians deliberately circulating inflated
figures of converts. These are usually
Western organisations whose financial
support depends on the enthusiasm of
Christians in their home countries. Some
seem to have been newly created with the

specific purpose of caring for these converts, without having had any previous
involvement with them. It is presumably
because of this that some have claimed
absurdly high numbers of converts. Such
figures soon become public and again
inflame Muslim sensibilities.
Some Muslims come to Christ through
dreams and visions. This has led to wild
stories of whole villages and whole communities becoming Christians, stories
which have never, to Barnabas Fund’s
knowledge, been substantiated.

I

t will never be possible to quantify how
many lives have been lost or how many
ministries damaged as a result of falsely
high claims about convert numbers. But it
behoves all Christians in secure and free
countries to think carefully before publicising convert figures. In April 1996 the
Somali Islamist group al-Itixaad al-Islami
announced that they had succeeded in
killing every Somali Christian in the
Somali capital, Mogadishu, and would
now move on to eliminating Somali
Christians in Nairobi. Thankfully there
are still Somali Christians in Somalia, but
al-Itixaad al-Islami may yet be trying to
find and kill them. Certainly, Somali converts have continued to be assassinated in
Somalia.

Converts are increasingly concerned at
the way in which publicity in the West is
creating extra danger for them. They are
further concerned when some Western
Christians have linked converts from
Islam to the political state of Israel.
Muslim propaganda is always rife with
conspiracy theories, centring on Muslim
converts functioning as Zionist agents to
penetrate Muslim
society. The existence of the
Converts are
internet
and
increasingly
email make danconcerned at
gerous misinforthe way in
mation far more
which publicreadily circulated
and accessed than
ity in the West
ever
before.
is creating
Fu r t h e r m o r e ,
extra danger
this all comes at a
for them.
time
when
Islamic radicalism is on the rise
and converts are as a result facing threats,
violence and martyrdom on a scale
unknown for many generations.
Many Muslims are coming to Christ
through the faithful witness of local evangelists, local churches and local ministries.
In these communities the new converts
are nurtured and discipled. Others are

coming to Christ through radio and television, both of which media have well
developed counselling programmes to follow up enquirers and converts. Muslims
also find Christ through the miraculous,
often going on to ask local churches or
Christian acquaintances to help them
understand their new faith.
The idea that new Western initiatives
will deliver millions of Muslim converts
who would be uncared for were it not
for the new organisations fails to recognise not only the excellent work of many
long-term Western missionaries and
mission organisations who are serving
faithfully, sensitively and unobtrusively,
but also national Christian workers in
the Muslim world who minister unstintingly, sometimes at the cost of their own
lives.
The present “numbers game” is proving deadly. While it is good to highlight in
public discussions the issue of Islamic
law’s death sentence for apostasy, the
quoting of provocative numbers in the
Western media is not welcomed by converts. In any case there are many secret
believers known only to God.
Dr Patrick Sookhdeo is founder and international director of the Barnabas Fund, a minap
istry to the persecuted church.
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Korea with Overseas Missionary
Fellowship involved in evangelism
through English teaching.
30 Somerville charge Melbourne with
about 65 c&a, 10 yf and 2 e; Ian and
Heather Brown.
31 The Moderator General ministering in
Darwin.

11

12
SEPTEMBER 2008
1 Presbytery of Maroondah, Melbourne.
9 charges totaling 10 congregations
with about 770 c&a and 335 yf, 1 theological teacher, 5 retired ministers.
Doug Fraser clerk.
2 More candidates for Gospel work in
this country and the whole world.
3 Ararat charge, Vic. with about 30 c&a,
and 5 yf; Ian and Ann Hutton.
4 The clerks and code committees of
Assemblies as they seek to implement
what has been decided.
5 Caloundra charge Qld including
Maleny with about 150 c&a, 100 yf
and 9 e; Ian and Norma McIver.
6 Gilgandra charge NW NSW including
Gulargambone and Toorahweena with
about 180 c&a, 55 yf and 16 e; Tony
and Heather Adams.
7 Moderator General ministering in
South Ballarat and opening a new
church building at Ballarat West.
8 Penrith charge western Sydney with
about 190 c&a, 45 yf and 8 e; William
and Leonie Morrow, Stephen Gould.
9 Graham and Sandra Chipps mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Perth in Cambodia involved in pastoring in Phnom Penh Internatonal
church, and lecturing.
10 Presbytery of Canberra ACT and
NSW – 6 charges and 4 home mission

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

stations totaling 12 congregations
with about 1400 c&a and 175 yf, 1
deaconess, 5 retired ministers. Peter
Davidson clerk.
Noel and Catherine Carpenter mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Hobart in PNG with Wycliffe Bible
Translators involved in aviation.
Scots Church, Sydney with about 50
c&a, 2 yf and 6 e; Adrian and Anne
van Ash.
Coonabarabran charge NW NSW
with about 55 c&a, 80 yf and 3 e; Al
and Naomi Burke.
Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Gloucester home mission station
NSW Hunter Valley including
Rookhurst with about 140 c&a, 10 yf
and 132 e.
Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Home Hill home mission station Qld
with about 25 c&a and 3 e.
St Ives Pymble charge, northern
Sydney with about 115 c&a, 1 yf and
8 e; Robert and Wendy Boase.
Stephen and Naomi mission partners
(APWM) workers from Hurstville,
Sydney in South Asia with Wycliffe
Bible Translators.
Forster-Tuncurry charge with about
130 c&a, 50 yf and 3 e; Jason and
Elizabeth Summers. NSW.
Malvern charge Melbourne with about
80 c&a, 1 yf and 8 e; Phil and Sharon
Daffy.
Christian witness in universities and
other tertiary educational institutions
– by Christian faculty and students,
groups and chaplains (See yearbook p
233).
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21 Stanley-Rocky Cape special (home
mission) charge NW Tas. with about
24 c&a (communicants and adherents), 3 e (elders); Dean Ollington.
22 Presbytery of Sydney South – recently
enlarged – 15 charges and 4 home mission stations totaling 23 congregations
with about 1700 c&a and 555 yf
(younger folk – Sunday School and
youth) 3 missionaries, 2 ministry and
mission officers, 3 theological candidates, 5 retired ministers and 4 under
jurisdiction.
23 Clarinda charge Melbourne with
about 70 c&a, 10 yf and 3 e; Andrew
Forrester.
24 Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Strathfield charge Sydney with about
80 c&a, 30 yf and 4e.
25 The pupils, teachers and council members at Belgrave Heights Christian
School (Leigh Murray principal), and
at Kings College, Warrnambool (Neil
Benfell principal).
26 Tweed Heads charge far northern
NSW including Terranora (midweek)
and Kingscliff with about 215 c&a, 85
yf and 5 e; Stephen and Kaylene Taylor.
27 Douglas and Jeannette Bennett mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Woolsthorpe, Vic. at Wycliffe Bible
Translators HQ Belgrave Heights
after 25 years in PNG.
28 Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Liverpool charge Sydney, with about
115 c&a, 15 yf and 4 e.
29 Alex and Tracey Banks mission partners (APWM) workers from
Stanthorpe, Qld in Pusan, South

B

Books
Jungle Doctor in
Slippery Places

Paul White
Fearn: Christian Focus, 2007.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T

hese are two books in the Jungle
Doctor series of six – numbers 2 and
6, in fact – which are being reprinted by
Christian Focus. Each will stand alone,
although they are meant to be read
together, rather like C. S. Lewis’
Chronicles of Narnia.
It was C. S. Lewis who pointed out
that the best children’s stories are those
that can also be read by adults. These
days, children’s stories are often inane or
vulgar while Christian literature designed
for children is often corny and somewhat
embarrassing. Paul White, however, was a
master story teller with a wonderful sense
of humour and a deep grasp of the
Christian gospel. He was a medical missionary who worked from 1938 to 1941
in what was then called Tanganyika but is
now Tanzania.
It is a matter for thanksgiving that
these works are back in print and on the
market. If your children do not know
these works, here is your opportunity to
provide them with delight and instruction
– and be enriched yourself.

O
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It is not easy to summarise a massive
tome of more than 1200 pages in double
columns, but here are a couple of examples of what it offers the thoughtful
reader. Matthew’s use of Hosea 11:1
(“Out of Egypt have I called my son”) has
puzzled some and offended others, who
see this as a misuse of Scripture to manufacture a prophecy (Mt. 2:15). Craig
Blomberg shows that Matthew works
with a high level of theological sophistication. There are also those who have found
fault with Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 25:4
(“You shall not muzzle the ox while it
treads out the grain”) in support of the
right of a gospel worker to receive financial compensation (1 Corinthians 9:9).
Roy Ciampa and Brian Rosner are right to
interpret this verse in the context of
Deuteronomy’s concern for the humane
treatment of people.
An index at the back of the volume
efficiently leads the reader to discussions
of any Old Testament or New Testament
passage of particular interest. This book is
a valuable new resource for all who study,
teach or preach the Bible. It will lead those
who use it to a new appreciation of the
unity of the Bible, the theological insight
of the New Testament authors, and the
propriety of their use of Old Testament
texts and themes.
Gregory Goswell lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne.

Letters of John Newton
Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 2007.
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell

Peter Barnes is books editor of AP

Commentary on the
New Testament Use of
the Old Testament
Edited by G.K. Beale and D.A. Carson
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007.
Reviewed by Gregory Goswell

T

his is a commentary like no other on
the New Testament, for it has as its
special focus the use made by New
Testament authors of Old Testament
texts. Attention is given not just explicit
quotations from the Old Testament, but
also to phraseology that shows the influence of the Old Testament and to allusions. The contributors are all top line
evangelical scholars, for example the
recognised Lukan scholar Howard
Marshall comments on Acts, and Rikk E.
Watts writes on Mark, which was the
focus of his doctoral studies.

M

arcus Loane has described John
Newton as the “letter writer par
excellence of the Evangelical Revival”. In
this glorious volume of letters we see why.
There are letters to 34 recipients. Each
recipient is given an introductory note by
Josiah Bull which enables the modern
reader to understand the relationship that
the person had with Newton and the way
that person fitted into the context of the
evangelical scene of the day. Josiah Bull
was the editor of the letters and biographer of John Newton when the letters
were originally published in 1869.
These are not mundane letters. Within
their pages are words as helpful to the
modern reader as they were to the original
correspondent. Some are almost mini sermons, some bring spiritual comfort to a
mourner, some let us see Newton’s own
struggles and others just delight us by
their helpful analysis of every-day issues.

Many people whom John Newton corresponded with he did not know personally
at first but they had contacted him for
advice.
Newton writes with particular warmth
and sympathy to women and at times
opens up to them the pain that he felt
when his own dear wife died. One to
Hannah More is written two weeks after
he led the funeral of William Cowper.
This is a particularly moving and insightful letter.
There are many quotes to add to the
reader’s book of memorable and helpful
sayings from reading this book but one
that particularly struck a chord with me
was: “Religion does not consist in doing
great things for which few of us have frequent opportunities but in doing the little
necessary things of daily occurrence with
a cheerful spirit as to the Lord” (to Mrs
Coffin).
Mignon Goswell is the manager of PTC
Media at the Presbyterian Theological
College in Melbourne.

From Embers to a Flame
How God can Revitalise Your
Church
Harry Reeder
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008.
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

his book has appeared in a revised and
expanded form which is over 10%
longer, with the chapters being increased
in number and restructured, clarified and
simplified. The call for churches to engage
in promoting church health is given further impetus with this reprint. Highly recommended.

Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scots’ Kirk,
Fremantle.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
ap
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au

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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God’s voice?
Conscience is a critical guide, but it is not infallible.

very so often, the word “conscience” parades across the public
stage. In recent times this has been
associated with the practice of
occasionally allowing a conscience vote in
various state parliaments, although it is
not immediately obvious that conscience
votes have proved to be any more inspiring than the usual party-line votes.
As might be expected, the Bible has
much to say on the issue of conscience,
and the Westminster Confession asserts
boldly that “God alone is Lord of the conscience” (WCF, XX, ii).
The apostles set great store by a good
conscience. Paul declared that he was
innocent of the blood of all people
because he did not shrink from declaring
the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:2627). To Felix the governor, Paul declared:
“I take pains to have a clear conscience
toward both God and man” (Acts 24:16).
The journey towards a clear conscience
begins with a recognition of our sin and
what God has done in Christ to deal with
it.
In the book of Hebrews, we read:
“For if the blood of bulls and goats and
the ashes of a heifer, sprinkling the
unclean, sanctifies for the purifying of
the flesh, how much more shall the
blood of Christ, who through the eternal
Spirit offered Himself without spot to
God, cleanse your conscience from dead
works to serve the living God?” (Heb.
9:13-14).
It is the blood of Christ that gives the
Christian a clear conscience – hence the
admonition: “let us draw near with a true
heart in full assurance of faith, having our
hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience
and our bodies washed with pure water”
(Heb. 10:22).

E
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n the midst of all his rancorous disputes
with the congregation at Corinth, Paul
could testify: “But with me it is a very
small thing that I should be judged by you
or by any human court. In fact, I do not
even judge myself. I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby
acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me”
(1 Cor. 4:3-4).
If we know the free grace of Christ in

Peter
Barnes
acquitting us before God, and then His
ongoing grace each day, we will possess
something very precious – a clear conscience. As Robert Candlish put it: “I cannot look my God in the face if I cannot
look myself in the face.”
So important is the conscience that
even one that is ill-informed is to be
respected.
Christians
are
allowed to eat
There are few meat that has
things more been offered first
consoling than to some idol but
a settled con- not if this will
science and harm the conscience of somefew things
one else, be he
more excruci- Christian, Jew or
ating than an pagan (1 Cor.
accusing one. 10:28-29). In the
late 19th century
John
Henry
Newman gained
some notoriety among his fellow Roman
Catholics by declaring that if he were
obliged to bring religion into after-dinner
toasts, he would drink “to the Pope, if you
please – still, to Conscience first, and to
the Pope afterwards”. There are few
things more consoling than a settled conscience and few things more excruciating
than an accusing one.
Yet, as we have already seen, conscience is not our final authority; there is
something above it. John tells us that
“whenever our heart condemns us, God
is greater than our heart, and He knows
everything” (1 John 3:20). In 1
Corinthians, however, Paul raises the
possibility of possessing a conscience that
is not sensitive enough. Paul was not
aware of any failure in his apostolic
duties, but added that he was not thereby
acquitted (1 Cor. 4:4). A conscience may
be so sensitive as to devise its own torture
chamber, or, in contrast, it may be so
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insensitive as to fail to see the elephant on
the path.
All humanity – Christian or otherwise
– possesses conscience which bears witness to the law of God which is written
upon all our hearts (Rom. 2:15). This
means that even those who refuse to
believe the claims of Christ are not devoid
of conscience. The scribes and Pharisees
once brought an adulterous woman to
Jesus in order to test and accuse Him, but
when Jesus declared, “He who is without
sin among you, let him throw a stone at
her first”, they were convicted by their
consciences and slunk away (John 8:7-9).
That episode reveals that the conscience
can be at work even when the Holy Spirit
has not regenerated a sinner. It is a stage
removed from the point where the conscience can be described as “seared” (1
Tim. 4:2).
When Robinson Crusoe began to build
an enclosure for his goats, the first problem that he faced was that it would be so
large that those animals that were inside it
would remain as wild as those outside.
The same can be true for the conscience. I
once met a fellow who boasted to me as to
how he was pressing on with the Lord,
and then added he would be away for the
weekend at a Madonna concert. An adulterous woman who says to herself, “I have
done no wrong” is greatly deluded (Prov.
30:20), as was the rich young ruler (Luke
18:18-21).

I

n short, conscience is a voice of God,
but because of our fallenness, it is not
the voice of God. A conscience vote does
not guarantee a vote for goodness or
decency. The apostle Peter writes: “But
sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and
always be ready to give a defence to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope
that is in you, with meekness and fear;
having a good conscience, that when they
defame you as evildoers, those who revile
your good conduct in Christ may be
ashamed” (1 Pet. 3:15-16). A good conscience is good, but the Word of God is
perfect.
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