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editorial
he British writer Theodore Dalrymple, in his book
Our Culture: What’s Left of It, points out that the
West is on the brink of cultural disintegration. He
opines that we have far more to lose than we ever
imagined. Driven by a rising barbarism and hostility to any
notion of restriction or responsibility, the postmodern forces
that are attacking our heritage do not understand the
difference between the monumental achievements of our
forebears and their own more modest efforts.
On a visit to Liberia, Dalrymple tells how he experienced
a series of images that typified for him the clash of ignorance
against knowledge and the hatred of the higher by the lower.
One of these involved a scene in Centennial Hall, where
Liberian presidents took the oath of office. There, in the now
empty hall, were some busts of former presidents overturned
and strewn around the room. Towards the centre of the hall
was a Steinway grand piano, probably the only one in the
country, with its legs hacked off, lying like a beached whale on
the floor. It was surrounded by human excrement. He
commented: “I saw the revolt against civilisation. I have never
seen a more graphic rejection of human refinement.”
Whether we realise it or not, the human order is fragile. It
is far easier to create chaos than to achieve even slender
improvements. This is particularly so in the area of law. Over
the past 40 years the forces of secularism have taken control
of the process of law reform in Australia. During this period
we have witnessed a progressive overhaul of some of our
most precious institutions, such as marriage, and the
decriminalisation of many activities which have only
weakened our social fabric. Of course, as believers we should
never oppose proposals which will lead to genuine reform and
social improvement. However, this must never be at the
expense of abandoning vital Christian truth.
As Australia faces significant constitutional challenges in
the future, it is important to remember that the freedom and
justice that we enjoy in our nation are not the blessings of
modern secular government; rather, they are the heritage of
2000 years of pervasive Christian influence at every level of
society. We should do our best to preserve it.
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Society’s salt
2000 years of Christianity has given the West its savor.

r Nicholas Aroney is Reader in
Law at the T.C. Beirne School of
Law at the University of
Queensland. He has served on
the law faculty there for almost 15 years.
He grew up in Sydney but moved to
Brisbane half way through his law degree.
In addition to his law degree, he has a BA
from the University of NSW and a PhD
from Monash University. His book, The
Constitution of a Federal Commonwealth,
is soon to be published by Cambridge
University Press.
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

When Christians think about the
blessings of the gospel, they often
think of them in a very spiritual
sense. Is this too restrictive a way of
thinking?
Yes, I think it is. Scripture teaches us
that godliness is profitable in this life as
well as in the next. It’s possible to have
too restrictive a view of the blessings that

Nicholas Aroney
talks to

Peter Hastie
come through the gospel.
If we believe that God the Creator
wants us to enjoy everything that He has
made, then we are in danger of denying
His goodness if we don’t appreciate some
of the benefits we receive because we
think of them as “secular” rather than
“spiritual”. Actually, when the Bible
speaks of blessings, it suggests that they
extend to all of life. For instance, think of
the blessings and curses which are part of
the covenant in the book of
Deuteronomy. They extend to every
aspect of life.

Well, how does the idea of God’s common grace encourage us to think
more widely? Are political and legal
institutions part of God’s blessings to
us?
There is a sense that all of these things
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are God’s gift; they all come from the
Father. It’s too easy to confine our understanding of grace to specific events in our
lives such as conversion or new birth.
After conversion, there is certainly an outworking of God’s special blessing into
other areas of life too. Christians are committed, for example, to human dignity and
justice in whatever sphere they are working in – whether business, government or
family life. And their commitment is
rooted in their experience of the saving
grace of God.
However, we sometimes discover a
strong commitment to these values among
non-Christians too. When we do, we
shouldn’t interpret the relative good that is
done by them as if it is somehow a natural
outworking of some inherent goodness.
God still shows them favour even though it
doesn’t lead to salvation. We refer to that as
common grace. Common grace, in that
sense, can encourage us to think more
widely and acknowledge that someone
who hasn’t become a Christian may still be
a means of blessing to others. For instance,
a non-Christian judge or politician may

perform his duties admirably and be a
source of encouragement to the community in which he serves.

Is it God’s common grace that we live
in a western democracy which guarantees certain legal rights, freedom of
religion, equality before the law, due
process and things like that, as well as
an orderly system of government?
Although I wouldn’t want to endorse
everything that goes by the name of
democracy, human rights and so forth,
yes, I would agree that these features of
Western society are outworkings of God’s
common grace. However, we mustn’t
miss the fact that the development of
Western institutions over the centuries
has been shaped profoundly by Christian
influences as well. The fact that we live
under a political system where we enjoy a
substantial degree of religious and personal freedom is due, in part, to the fact
that people have experienced God’s saving
work in Jesus Christ and the Spirit’s
regenerating power in their lives. This, in
turn, has enabled them to think about
government and law in a new way.
God’s common grace is seen today in
the fact that many of these Christian values and traditions in our culture are
upheld by those who would not call themselves believers. So by God’s forbearance
we are able to enjoy the benefits that our
predecessors fought and died for.

Is modern constitutional government a blessing that derives from our
Christian cultural heritage?
I think that the ideas that lie at the
heart of constitutional government,
almost in their entirety, are part of our
Christian heritage. Our institutions of
government have evolved over the centuries as the Christian faith has motivated
western societies to reform their various
institutions.
The Christian faith was born into a
predominantly Greco-Roman culture that
was collapsing. As Christians encountered this culture they were forced to ask
a series of inter-related questions: Should
we try to reform the prevailing culture so
that it is consistent with such basic
Christian values? If so, what are those values, and how should we go about doing
this?
Greek philosophy lacked a proper doctrine of creation. This was a problem for
Greco-Roman civilisation because this left
it without an ultimate explanation for the
authority of law. If there is no Creator or
lawgiver, what basis is there for the idea

that there is a standard of higher law – a
standard of justice to which human laws
ought to conform and from which they
derive their authority?
Christianity teaches that God is both
Creator and Sustainer; He rules providentially over the world. In that sense, all of
life is under law and is best understood as
the expression of the will of Jesus Christ,
the incarnate Word or Logos, the meaning
according to which the world has been
created. Western constitutional law was
founded upon the idea that laws regulating human society should reflect the eternal wisdom and law of God. In an earlier
age people believed that if a human law
departed from the divine wisdom it was
running against the grain of the universe
and was something less than
law in its fullest
Christianity
sense. A deviahas redefined
tion from law, as
government.
Augustine once
Office is now
suggested,
is
seen as an act
really no law at
all. This proposiof service
tion is fundarather than a
mental to the
position of
way we underpower.
stand law in the
west, even today.

How did Judeo-Christian political
and legal theory differ from theories
that were held in the ancient world?
Basically, other cultures saw their rulers
as gods or divine mediators. This was particularly true in the case of the Roman
emperor and the Egyptian pharaoh.
As divine mediators, they were granted
all religious and political power in their
societies. They governed their societies as
gods. They believed they were above the
law. However, the coming of Jesus Christ,
the true mediator, was a profound challenge to this way of thinking.
From the Council of Chalcedon on,
Christians realised that what we believe
about the divine and human natures of
Christ has profound social, as well as theological, implications. Whereas people in
ancient Egypt, Babylon and Rome
believed that the ruler was a divine intermediary, Christians denied this, declaring
that Jesus Christ is the only mediator
between God and men. As far as
Christians were concerned, rulers were
just God’s servants. They couldn’t claim
to be divine intermediaries. We see this in
some of the terms that are used, like
“Prime Minister”. In the Westminster system of government the Prime Minister is

a servant of the Queen who, in turn, is the
servant of God.
Christianity has redefined government. Office is now seen as an act of service rather than a position of power. This
explains, to some extent, why the theologians at Chalcedon were very careful
about defining the divine and the human
natures of Christ. It is only in Christ that
we have a divine and human mediator.
Kings and rulers are not in that category;
they’re just servants.

In what sense was the institution of
government and law a blessing that
God bestowed on the world through
Noah?
In the beginning God made everything
good, including man. Adam delighted in
the law of God and obeyed it. At this
stage there was no sin and therefore no
need for punishment. However, everything changed with the fall. At this point
God introduced retribution for sin. When
Cain killed Abel God intervened and pronounced judgment on Cain. Then, by the
time of Noah, as wickedness increased,
God introduced formal sanctions for violence against mankind. God said,
“Whoever sheds the blood of man, by
man his blood shall be shed.” Here God
gives human society a limited but important capacity to execute judgement against
crime up to the point of the death penalty.
The principle we see here is that the punishment must fit the crime.
However, since this judgment is exercised by men with limited capacities, it’s
not infallible. It stands in contrast to
God’s judgment which is eternal and perfect. So, on one hand, there is a need for
human judgement; on the other, it should
not be seen as the ultimate and final judgement. Human judgement is necessarily
limited because it is ministerial.

How did the Mosaic law’s requirement that there must be two or more
witnesses in a trial affect the development of western legal traditions?
You get some idea of that influence of
the Mosaic law upon the West when you
see how leading Christian theologians like
Thomas Aquinas used it in their discussions of the civil law. A case in point is the
requirement that there should be two or
more witnesses in a trial.
Whereas today people see crime mainly
as an offence against the state, in early
Israel crime was an offence against a victim and his family. Justice and restitution
were due to them. So the initiative in the
Old Testament was placed upon the vic-
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tim or his/her family to seek justice. What
the Bible was very careful to do was to
ensure that victims did not execute
vengeance
themselves.
Vengeance
belonged to God alone.
This meant that aggrieved parties had
to go through a process whereby they
took the matter to an appointed judge
who, after he had heard sufficient evidence, would make a ruling which
imposed punishment or ordered compensation. In proving a case, the aggrieved
party had to produce witnesses, at least
two or three, so as to minimise the possibility of false charges.
The need for witnesses also assumed
that no judge was omniscient with respect
to the facts of a case. In that sense, the
judge’s role was limited. He had to rely on
witnesses. The process had to be initiated
by the victim or his/her family, and the
judge could only give judgment once due
process had been observed. Of course,
this limited the role of the judge profoundly.

How about the rules relating to the
king and the exercise of his authority?
When God redeemed Israel out of
Egypt and established them in Canaan,
He was their king, their judge and their
law-giver. When the Israelites wanted a
king like all the other nations, the prophet
Samuel saw that they were rejecting the
Lord as king. As the Lord Himself said to
Samuel, “They can have the king they
want but warn them about the kind of
king they’ll get”. Samuel tells them about
all the burdens a human king will impose
on them – conscription, tax and so forth.
Nonetheless they appoint a king.
Power is always dangerous when the
one who wields it is a sinner.
Nevertheless, God uses the events of history and man’s rebellion to further His
own purposes and glory. Eventually God
finds a king after His own heart. This is
David who foreshadows the coming
Christ and, despite his weaknesses, reveals
what true kingship ought to be.

Is the confrontation between
prophets and kings an important element in the whole notion of kingship
in Israel?
Yes, it is. Israel’s king was always meant
to be a minister or servant of God,
responsible to undertake an important,
but limited task. Thus, there was a sharp
distinction between the priesthood and
the kingship in Israel. The two offices
were different and strictly separate. King

H E R I T A G E

Saul’s first big mistake was to abrogate to
himself the priestly role in offering sacrifices to God. He was not allowed to do
this as the king. His role as king was limited. Samuel’s confrontation with Saul was
a reminder that Israel’s king was always
subject to the word of God, and Nathan’s
confrontation with David was of the same
kind.

So is this one of the original cases for
a separation of powers?
I think so. Running throughout the
Old Testament is a kind of separation
between the priesthood and those who
have the responsibility for rule and judgment.
Oliver
O’Donovan, a
This has led Christian ethicist,
to a way of argues that govthinking in the ernment only has
West where the a function of
judgment. It canking is seen as
not save us from
being in our deepest probcovenant with lems, which are
God. spiritual. Only
Jesus Christ is
equipped to do
this. He alone is King and Saviour. When
kings such as Uzziah exceeded their power
and interfered with the priesthood they
paid a heavy penalty.

Have the great covenants at the heart
of biblical religion, setting out the
obligations of God and His people,
influenced the development of government in the West?
Yes, they have had an enormous effect
in shaping Western society. In the Bible
we see a succession of covenants between
God and His people. We also see
covenants between God and rulers, as well
as between rulers and the people. Some of
those agreements are reciprocal where the
king promises to do certain things for the
people and the people undertake to do
certain things in return. This has led to a
way of thinking in the West where the
king is seen as being in covenant with
God, and the people in covenant with the
king. The covenant between them limits
their powers and defines their responsibilities. And this has shaped the way that
constitutional government has developed
in the West.

How did Ambrose, one of the early
Christians, establish the landmark
principle that no ruler is above the
law?
The biblical tradition that the prophet
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should confront both priest and king
when they depart from faithfulness to
God was carried through into the New
Testament. Jesus reminded Pilate that his
authority came from above; John the
Baptist challenged Herod; Paul and the
other Apostles spoke prophetically to the
rulers and kings of their day.
In the same spirit Ambrose, bishop of
Milan from AD374 to 397, confronted
emperor Theodosius, holding him to
account for an excessive use of force that
saw 7000 people massacred in
Thessalonica. Ambrose called on him to
repent for his abuse of power and threatened him with excommunication. This
brought Theodosius to his senses and he
became contrite and sought forgiveness.
It was an important landmark in the
development of church-state relations,
reminding rulers that the church had a
God-given right to question the use of
power when it broke the law of God.
This tradition has been an ongoing
challenge for the church. On the one
hand, the church needs to maintain a
respectable distance from those in government so that it can be a prophetic
voice. On the other hand, the church
needs to have some kind of relationship
with the ruler so that it can instruct and
guide him. One of the tensions of western
constitutionalism has been how close the
church should be to the civil ruler and
what kind of relationship she should have
with the authorities. This is one of the
great issues that Christian theologians and
political writers have struggled with.

To what extent was the Magna Carta
a major step on the way to constitutional development and how far was
it inspired by Christian values?
Magna Carta was another expression –
this time within England – of the principle
that the king is subject to the rule of law,
which if traced to the time of King Alfred,
originally meant the rule of God’s law.
Alfred’s Book of Laws began with
extracts from the Mosaic Law and the
Sermon on the Mount, followed by a carefully selected collection of English laws
and customs. From that time the kings of
England have traditionally recognised
their submission to God. At their coronations they take an oath before the
Archbishop acknowledging the Law of
God as the standard of justice, and the
rights of the church. They are also urged
to do justice under God and to govern
God’s people fairly.
Magna Carta was a development of
these themes. Under the leadership of

Stephen Langton, Archbishop of
Canterbury, the Barons of England forced
King John in 1215 to recognise the rights
contained in the earlier Charter of King
Henry I. Through Magna Carta, the king
recognised the rights and liberties of the
church (such as in the appointment of
bishops and priests), various rights of
underage heirs, widows, debtors, as well as
the specific rights and liberties of cities,
boroughs and towns, and most famously,
of trial by jury and habeas corpus.

How did the Reformation itself
influence the development of western political and legal theory?
The Reformation influenced the development of government and the law
immensely. Luther and Calvin’s emphasis
on divine sovereignty, human sinfulness
and the importance of God’s revelation in
the Bible made people realise that human
reason, left to itself, can be dangerous.
The Reformers made people aware that
something more than reason is required
to determine what is best for society.
Rulers needed to look to God’s word for
guidance.
In addition, Luther believed in a strong
separation between law and gospel. He
believed that law, in a practical sense, was
best administered by the state. He saw the
church as an institution of grace and freedom. As a result, while a drive for law
reform at a civil level was growing in
Lutheran Germany, people also rejected
the idea that the church had a role to play
in this process. This meant that while law
reform took place within Germany, it
weakened the idea that the church had a
responsibility to contribute to the process
and criticise it.
In countries which were more influenced by Calvinist ideas, however, there
was a greater influence on the place of the
law in directing the Christian life. This led
Christians in these states to realise that
the church was an integral part of the
social order. This gave the church a certain jurisdiction over against the state.
This idea of multiple jurisdictions – in
both church and state – is fundamental to
western liberty. When people forget this,
there is a tendency for the state to become
the sole lawgiver within a society. This has
led some Roman Catholics to claim that
Lutheranism was partly responsible for
the rise of Nazism – not in the sense that
Nazism was a Christian movement, or
even that Luther would have supported it,
but in the sense that Lutheranism undermined the church’s role as institution of
law which placed a check on the preten-

sions of the state. Whether there is truth
in this or not, however, this was not a
characteristic of countries influenced by
Calvinism.
One further contribution of the
Calvinist reformation to the development
of law and political theory was the doctrine of the covenant. The impact of this
doctrine was immense. It led people to
realise that the believer’s personal and
church life are lived in a covenantal framework. People also realised that churches
were meant to be governed by representative councils of elders. These ideas, flowing out of the notion of covenant and reciprocal obligations, had a tremendous
influence on western notions of constitutionalism.
This was especially so in the United
States. The early puritans who settled in

The liberties
we enjoy in
the West today
arise from the
underlying
Biblical
principles
enshrined in
our ideas of
government.
New England understood themselves as
re-establishing society by covenant. They
adopted covenants to organise their relationships within each local church and
town, and federations of towns emerged
in New England to form statewide governments. The covenants upon which
these federations were based became the
basis of the American state constitutions,
which in turn provided the model for the
Constitution of the United States. This
tradition of written constitutionalism,
especially as it developed in the United
States, has become accepted throughout
the world. While modern constitutionalism has drifted from these roots, we
should not forget that the idea developed
from essentially Christian origins. The
liberties we enjoy in the West today arise
from underlying biblical principles such as
these.

What was the impetus that led to federalism after the Reformation?
The word federal comes from a Latin
word foedus, which means covenant.
Federalism is really an outworking of the
biblical idea of covenant, combined with
the international idea of a treaty. These

two words, covenant and federal, are
interchangeable. Scholars have shown that
there is a clear link between a revival in the
study of biblical covenants and emerging
theories about the use of covenant to create societies and federations of societies.
For example, in 1603 Johannes Althusius,
a reformed Christian jurist in Germany,
wrote a book called Politica Methodice
Digesta, which was a methodical digest on
law and politics from a thoroughly
Calvinist point of view. Today, scholars of
federalism, Christian and non-Christian
alike, say that modern federal ideas can be
traced to Althusius although the ideas he
espoused have certainly been modified in
various ways since then.

Are there distinctively Christian
notions that inform the expression of
Australian federalism?
The framers of the Australian constitution were conscious that they were constructing a constitution for what they
explicitly called a federal commonwealth.
If we look at the sources on which they
drew, it’s clear that they were largely influenced by American and Swiss ideas of federalism. Noticeably, in that respect, parts
of Switzerland and the United States were
deeply influenced by this covenantal,
puritan, – and some would say
Presbyterian – view of federalism as a system of government. So in Australia we
have inherited that Christian federal tradition, although the Christian origins of the
tradition were not clearly understood at
the time.

Is it accurate to call Australia a
“Christian country” in the sense that
itss political traditions are derived
from explicit Christian origins?
Yes, it’s possible to use the term
Christian in that restricted sense, without
implying that all Australians are Christian
or even that the majority of Australians
would regard themselves in that way.
We see Christian influence in the
Australian constitution in manifold ways.
We can begin with the Queen and her
coronation oath that acknowledges God,
His sovereignty and the rule of law. There
is also her pledge to oversee the administration of godly justice and righteousness
through His law. Or we can talk simply
about constitutional heritage and the
notion of limited government which it
implies. We can trace this idea to Henry of
Bracton, an English jurist, who said that
the king is always under law because the
law makes the king. The Presbyterian theologian Samuel Rutherford developed this
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important idea in the seventeenth century
in his famous book, Lex, Rex (meaning,
the Law is King).
Modern constitutionalism in our day is
essentially a secularisation of these ideas.
Thus, there are certain respects in which
the Australian and American constitutions (as the most modern ones) reflect a
departure from that heritage at the point
at which they were drafted. In addition,
the highest courts of our countries have
interpreted these constitutions in the light
of contemporary secular ideas, rather than
in terms of the ideas of the founders.

How do you respond to those who
say that the Australian constitution is
becoming outmoded?
I don’t see any problem with the
amentment of the constitution in general
terms, but each proposal needs to be
assessed on a case-by-case basis. I would
hope that calls for change will be tempered by a recognition of the great merits
of our inherited traditions of federalism
and the rule of law.
Again, many of the calls for change
buy into the secular assumption that
being emancipated from the Christian
roots of western civilisation is a good
thing. Obviously, I don’t agree with that.
So, to the extent that secularisation is a
motive for change, I don’t see a need to
amend the constitution. Certainly, the
Australian constitution is not a perfect
document but its imperfections lie actually in the degree to which it had abandoned earlier Christian federal values in
favour of secular ones. I think that there
are certain ways in which some of the
framers of the Australian constitution had
too high a view of what the state could
accomplish. They were a mixed bunch and
obviously had mixed views.

How did their secular views impact
on some of the underlying Christian
values?
This is seen in the way that some of the
framers wanted more power ceded to the
Commonwealth at the expense of the
States. This desire showed that they did
not fully appreciate the genius of federalism. The very notion of having multiple
layers of government at a state and federal
level, just as we do in the Presbyterian
Church, placed a limit on what powers
and responsibilities the Commonwealth
government would be given. On the other
hand, very act of federating meant that in
certain respects the Commonwealth was
given supreme power over the States. In
this way, the capacity in Australia for
unlimited government is severely cur-
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tailed. That has helped to preserve liberty
in Australia. Some people see that as outdated because they want to see government, in a utilitarian sense, having more
power to solve society’s problems. They
see a concentration of power as a more
efficient way of finding solutions to our
difficulties. The down-side to this view is
the faith that it places in government to
find and implement those solutions

Is it possible to do away with the
monarchy and still have what we
have got?
The first thing to say about republicanism in Australia is that it is predominantly
symbolic. Most republicans want to keep
the Westminster
system, where
the government
A Bill of Rights is led by a prime
never protects minister who is a
countries member of parfrom oppressive liament and has
governments its support. But
supported by even republicans
who think like
popular, mass this are split
movements. down the middle
because
some
want to elect the
president, while others want the president
to be appointed in a non-elective way.

So what’s the way forward?
If we had a non-binding plebiscite of
Australian voters, it probably would show
that a majority of Australians would like a
republic. However, the real question
would then become, “which republic?”
There would still have to be a constitutional referendum.
I should also mention that if we
become a republic we are likely to become
a very secular republic. The likelihood is
that we will replace a Queen who has
taken an oath before God to uphold His
law and gospel in favour of a republic with
a president who is not expected to make
any such undertakings

Are there potential problems in a Bill
of Rights?
Yes, the third big issue on the reform
agenda is the Bill of Rights question and,
yes, there are real problems with a Bill of
Rights. The first is that when you introduce a Bill of Rights, even in its most
moderate form such as in Victoria and the
ACT, a shift in power takes place from the
parliament to the judges. Is this a good
thing? People who defend a Bill of Rights
claim that it protects the individual’s
rights and gives judges the capacity to
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defend the minority against the majority.
However, this overstates the case. A
Bill of Rights never protects countries
from oppressive governments supported
by popular, mass movements as occurred
in Germany under Adolf Hitler. Even in
America with a Bill of Rights the
Supreme Court upheld the internment of
Japanese people during the Second World
War. When societies are really under
threat, judges don’t really make a difference. The real effect of a Bill of Rights in
a society like ours is that judges will start
determining the fine points of disputed
social policy. The problem is that these
sorts of decisions really ought to be made
in parliament rather than by non-elected
judges.

How will a Bill of Rights affect the
churches?
Well, this plays into the second problem of a Bill of Rights which concerns the
content of such a bill. At the moment, our
parliaments have given churches and
church ministries exemption from general
discrimination statutes because these
bodies, due to their religious convictions,
sometimes have to make decisions which
involve discrimination. Parliaments call it
an “exemption”, a special case.
Now if we have a Bill of Rights, the
judges who get to decide whether there has
been a case of discrimination are of a different mindset to the average parliamentarian. Judges are much more rule-oriented
and believe that exceptions have to be justified. Further, remember that those who
will decide these matters in courts and tribunals tend to apply anti-discrimination
statutes across the board. So, we can’t predict for certain what will be the outcome.
Churches might find that judges will be
less sympathetic to them over alleged
issues of discrimination in churches,
schools and hospitals, to name just a few of
the places where these issues could arise.

How should we approach reform?
Reform is a characteristic of the West.
It is a characteristic of Christianity, especially Western Christianity. It has been
pointed out that Western civilisation is the
history of a succession of Christian
reform movements. Christianity teaches
self-examination, repentance and personal
renewal. Christians are conscious, therefore, that they have an eschatological destiny; that this life is a preparation for a
future life together in the city of God.
Under this influence, the West is very
future-oriented. It is our Christian legacy.
Thus Christians, of all people, must be
ap
committed to reform.
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Well enough
We’d be mad to tinker with our great system – but just wait.

henever I ask critics of
Australia’s
constitutional
arrangements to name one
country anywhere that has a
better set of overall arrangements than we
do, I am inevitably met with dumbfounded silence. Taken as a whole, they
wouldn’t swap our constitutional arrangements with Canada, the US, New
Zealand, Britain or anywhere else.
This isn’t too surprising. Canada has a
wholly appointed upper house full of
hacks and political party placemen. It has
a virtually unusable amending procedure
and a newish constitution to which one
province, Quebec, has yet to sign up.
The US has bad gerrymandering as
regards elections to the House of
Representatives, political campaigns that
go on for years and philosopher king-like
judges who make far too many of the linedrawing calls for society. (The last point
applies to Canada, too.)
New Zealand has about the worst voting system going, a list-based proportional system that earlier this year brought
about the absurd situation in which their
Foreign Minister opposed the free trade
agreement with China negotiated by the
Prime Minister and the Government of
which he is a member.
And Britain is daily handing more and
more decision-making powers to
European institutions that are, frankly,
undemocratic bodies in the extreme.
Even the recent European Union constitution (oops, minor amending treaty, to
give it its new name) had to be snuck in
the back door without consulting a single
one of Europe’s 300 million voters. That
and the difficulties with devolution and
the West Lothian question hardly make
Britain’s constitutional set-up a prime
candidate for emulation.

W

James
Allan
sensible question of whether any other
country has a better set of arrangements
and the answer I and many others would

“Churches are
becoming
aware their
immunity from
anti-discrimination laws –
a justified
immunity –
will end with a
charter or a
bill of rights.”
BOB CARR, FORMER
PREMIER OF NSW

give you is no. At the very least that indicates that any moves to push for radical
changes in Australia ought to be met with

extreme scepticism.
But let’s play a different game. Let’s
have a bit of fun and see if we could bring
together a group of people who were
likely to think the future of Australian
governance required some pretty big
overhauling: one of those newfangled bills
of rights that give lots of power to
unelected judges, say, and maybe a move
to a republic. What group of people might
be likely to push for change, change,
change?
To start, you’d probably want three
retired High Court justices. Not just any
retired justices, mind you, but the ones
who gave us the execrable implied rights
jurisprudence. Those were the cases from
the 1990s where the High Court discovered (or, more honestly stated, made up)
some implied rights, and it did this even
though the founders of our Constitution
explicitly rejected any US-style bill of
rights. And it did this despite Australian
voters consistently rejecting such proposals in referendums. The trick was to treat
the idea of an implication as divorced
from any actually held intentions of any
real human beings, which is another way
of saying it was judicial redrafting.
Anyway, for the purposes of our little

I

n Australia, by contrast, we have a
world-best voting system; we have
compulsory voting; we have real bicameralism with a genuine house of review with
an elected upper house; we have an
amending process that (unlike those in
the US and Canada) does not bypass the
voters; we have good campaign finance
rules; and the list goes on. Is everything
perfect here? Of course not. But ask the
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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game, find three of the retired High
Court justices at the heart of that implied
rights stuff, but make sure you avoid any
retired High Court justices who may
bring to the table the sort of interpretively
conservative outlook that characterises
the present High Court. We don’t want
any authoritative people who may mess
up our game.
Then find a few legal academics who
strongly support bills of rights. Maybe get
one who has had a hand in bringing one in
at the state or territory level. And make
sure to include a few more strong and
vocal supporters. Maybe even get one of
them to announce in advance that he’s
going to push for a bill of rights.

S

o far our little game is going pretty
well. Maybe we should throw in a wellknown newspaper and magazine columnist and broadcaster with a long-standing
preference for the political party in power,
one who uses a photo that may make you
think of the sculptor Rodin.
Of course, you’d need to throw into
the mix a few figleafs of balance. So make
sure you get a conservative who is also a
strong republican: for the flavour, as Dean
Martin used to sing.
Then you can fill out the numbers and

H E R I T A G E

sit back and wait for what you knew you’d
get going in. There’ll be calls for a bill of
rights. There’ll be calls for Australia to
become a republic. And such authoritative
calls could prove mighty useful down the
road, especially if that was what you

Whenever
Australians
have been
asked, they
have recognised that the
constitutional
status quo is
excellent.

wanted before you started this little charade. Of course, when we play this game,
we would have to concede, were we honest, that the group we had assembled was
nowhere near being representative of the
views of Australians as a whole.
Whenever Australians have been
asked, they have recognised that the constitutional status quo is, as I noted above,
comparatively excellent. But with any

luck we can finesse that uncomfortable
truth.
There’s another point worth making.
The issues of whether to have a homegrown head of state, or whether to hand
lots of decision-making power to an aristocratic judiciary, are not issues on which
expertise should trump numbers. Letting
the numbers count is a dumb way to pick
a top physicist or malaria expert. But letting the numbers count is a supremely
excellent way to decide whether we pay
the costs involved in moving to a republic
or whether we want to take power away
from our elected representatives and give
it to committees of ex-lawyers (which is
what judges are and which is why there is
something so self-serving about judges
calling for a bill of rights).
Now some of you may well think this
little game was all my own invention. But
I can assure you I have copied the idea
lock, stock and barrel. If you don’t believe
me, just check out who was on the panel
on the future of Australian governance at
the 2020 Summit.
James Allan is Garrick professor of law at the
University of Queensland. This article,
which has been edited, first appeared in The
ap
Australian.

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 ceo@braemarhomes.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
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Building Zion
Lessons from the life and legacy of John Fairfax.

ohn Fairfax (1805-77) was an evangelical Christian who started the
media company that still bears his
name. The flagship of the company
is the Sydney Morning Herald, established
in 1831 and the oldest continually published newspaper in Australia. For most of
its history the Herald was owned or controlled by the Fairfax family. This article
looks at Fairfax’s life and influence in
colonial society and reflects on our understanding of the Christian faith and its
claim upon our lives.
John Fairfax was born in 1805 in
Warwick, central England. He trained as a
printer and in 1827 entered into a happy
marriage with Sarah Reading that was to
last forty-eight years and include five children.
Fairfax produced newspapers and sold
stationery and life insurance. He helped
establish a Congregational church in
Leamington where he was a deacon and
lay-preacher. Then disaster struck in a
series of libel suits. Although acquitted,
legal costs bankrupted him. With £5
Fairfax migrated in 1838 to Sydney, which
then had a population of 25,000. Fairfax
worked as a typesetter for the Herald and
a librarian. However, in 1841 the owner of
the Herald, Frederick Stokes, sold it to
Charles Kemp and John Fairfax for the
then princely sum of £10,000 (Kemp sold
his share to Fairfax in 1853). These two
largely penniless but capable men borrowed a deposit from wealthier friends
and Stokes agreed for them to pay the balance over five years.

J

F

airfax attracted quality journalists and
editorial staff to the Herald and maintained technical superiority over his rivals.
Boosted by the discovery of gold in NSW,
by 1856 it had a daily circulation of 6600,
the third largest in the British Empire.
Fairfax became Australia’s first press
baron and a prominent figure in the
Sydney commercial scene. He was a foundation director of the Australian Mutual
Provident Society (AMP) and held directorships of other major banking, insurance and commercial concerns, including
the Australian Gaslight Company (AGL).
He was appointed to the Council for
Education in 1871 (which oversaw the

Stuart
Johnson
development of state schooling throughout NSW) and the NSW Legislative
Council (Upper House) in 1874. Fairfax
was also a founding deacon of the influential Pitt Street Congregational Church,
foundation president of the YMCA in
NSW, and a key supporter of the Sydney
Ragged Schools,
which
fed,
clothed and eduThe mission
cated impoverof the press
ished children.
is a high and
In Fairfax’s
sacred one,
time the Pitt
and he who
Street church
makes
a bad
was evangelical
use
of
its
power
in theology. It
was committed
and influence
to the gospel as
commits high
articulated at the
treason against
Reformation and
society.
re-emphasised in
JOHN FAIRFAX
the
1700s
through men like
John Wesley and George Whitefield. Its
evangelicalism inclined towards the moderate Calvinism of most Congregationalists of the time.
Second son James described his father
as having “trusted and believed in the saving and redeeming love of Jesus”. His lifelong friend and Congregational minister,
Joseph Beazley, described Fairfax’s faith as
being characterised by “a most simple
trust in Christ as his Redeemer. His piety
was of the old Puritan stamp”. Fairfax
described Jesus as the one “who died for
us — the Just for the unjust”.
At his 50th birthday celebration
Fairfax said to his children, “some of you
have decided for Christ, and are fellow pilgrims to Zion ... I beseech you suffer
nothing to stand in the way of an early
surrender ... to Him, who is both able and
willing to save”. His wife, Sarah, in an
1855 letter to son James, then 20,
implored him to “secure those lasting
treasures which Christ alone can bestow”.
John and Sarah knew real personal

grief, with three of their five children predeceasing them. Richard died in infancy in
1839 and eldest son Charles, 34, and only
daughter Emily, 40, were both killed in
accidents. On Charles’s death, John wrote
of the “hopes of... parents, wife and children” being “laid in the grave” and how
their “poor broken hearts come with
trembling faith to Him who wept at the
grave of Lazarus”.
At the Pitt Street church Fairfax was
one of a diaconate of godly merchants
that included close friend David Jones,
another famous name in Australian commercial history. The activities of the Pitt
Street church illustrate the natural blending of evangelistic and social concern of
19th century evangelicals. From one
church came a savings bank, a day school,
an employment agency, the distribution
of clothing, and direct evangelistic and
teaching ministries.
This unconscious ease with which
evangelicals, before the devastating
impact of theological liberalism, combined a commitment to proclaiming the
gospel with social and political reform is
noteworthy. They believed that God
required them to seek the improvement
of society. This was famously exemplified
by evangelicals like British politician
William Wilberforce (1759-1833), who
combined assisting in the formation of
the Society for Bettering the Condition of
the Poor (1796) and the securing of laws
against blasphemy, prostitution and slave
trading, with explicitly evangelistic ministries such as the Church Missionary
Society (1799) and the British and
Foreign Bible Society (1804).
It is also noteworthy that the theology

Visiting Ballarat?
Worship with us at Ebenezer
Presbyterian Church.
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214 Armstrong Street South.
Rev. Dr John Woodward
Phone: (03) 5334 2909
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under-girding this social engagement was
biblical, based upon a simple commitment
to love God and neighbour. They did not
make the mistake of claiming that the
“kingdom of God” was present wherever
any social good had been achieved,
whether Christ was acknowledged or not.
To understand the Herald under
Fairfax, we need to understand the dissenting evangelical Christianity of his
youth. “Dissenters” were non-Anglicans
(they dissented from the Church of
England). They were also termed
Nonconformists (i.e., they did not conform to the 39 articles of the Anglican
church). The Anglican Church was the
established church in England. This meant
having state support. For example, taxpayers helped to maintain Anglican
churches and pay for Anglican ministers.
Moreover, you needed an Anglican minister to preside over your wedding or
funeral. And although able to study at
Oxford and Cambridge, you would not
be awarded a degree without affirming the
39 Articles, nor could you be a Member of
Parliament.

N

onconformists were at the forefront
of the vastly influential political
movement termed “liberalism” (nothing
to do with theological liberalism). Liberals
wanted the end or curtailing of privileges
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associated with aristocratic, hereditary
government and an established church. By
about 1860 most of this had been
achieved. They also promoted free trade.
Most liberals believed that the mutual
interdependence of nations that free trade
promoted better expressed a Christian
understanding of humanity as a “brotherhood of mankind”.

Many
ministers were
able to persist
in the colony
only due to
the encouragement, financial
generosity and
wise counsel
of John Fairfax.
Fairfax claimed that “the mission of the
press is a high and sacred one, and he who
makes a bad use of its power and influence
commits high treason against society”
(and back then newspapers were the
media – it was before radio, TV, internet).
And in Fairfax’s day there was no twaddle
about “editorial independence”: you
owned a newspaper to influence society.

How Fairfax’s own heritage in religious
Nonconformity influenced his journalism
was seen in things like:
• In NSW the main churches were
offered state support. Congregationalists
rejected this offer, believing instead that
voluntary giving should fund churches. So
the Herald would have preferred no stateaid but did respect that it was offered to all
players, a form of multiple-establishment.
• Although not liking Catholic doctrine,
the Herald defended the civil rights of
Catholics. It opposed fellow Protestants
who argued that Catholics ought to be
denied state support or who argued for
Protestant-only migration schemes.
• The Herald defended the rights of
Chinese workers during the gold rush.
There was much popularly accepted racebased violence against the Chinese.
Counter-culturally, the Herald stridently
opposed this on the basis that it was illiberal, unlawful and un-Christian: the
Chinese had lawfully entered the colony,
were thus entitled to the protection of the
law, and were as much “creatures of God”
as Europeans.
• The Herald supported the rise of
“national, free, secular, and compulsory”
state primary education in the 1870s.
Here ‘secular’ meant non-sectarian (i.e.,
free of denominational control), rather
than anti or non-religious. Significant provision was made for religious instruction.
• The Herald vigorously promoted free
trade.
• The Herald promoted temperance.
However, they were not teetotallers!
Instead, as the word suggests, they promoted the temperate use of alcohol.
Indeed, the deacons at Pitt Street would
not allow their facilities to be used by teetotallers, who later dominated the temperance movement.

A

s for Fairfax beyond the Herald, there
is little material relating to his extensive involvement as a company director.
But we do know that his business associates admired him for his wisdom and
integrity. This was a time when evangelicals had a positive view of work. In an
1856 address to the YMCA Fairfax
decried the Christian who “is early at
church, but late in business”. And they
were not coy about wealth, viewing it as a
valuable resource to be used for God’s
glory. Indeed (for good or ill) details of all
church giving were published. Everyone
knew exactly how much money others
had, or had not, given!
Alongside serious engagement in business and journalism, Fairfax’s life was
1 2 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

October 2008

marked by his commitment to the
Congregational church. One aspect of
this was the NSW Congregational Home
Mission Society, which Fairfax served
from its inception in 1850 to his death 27
years later. This was a church-planting
society, working to place gospel ministers
throughout NSW. It was incredibly hard
work. Infrastructure beyond Sydney was
minimal. Overland travel was arduous.
There was much disease and death, especially among infants. The society was
entrusted to both find and place ministers,
and to help fund them until established. It
is probable that in the last 20 years of his
life Fairfax put more time and money into
this work than any other single activity.
Many ministers affirmed that they were
able to persist in the colony only due to
the encouragement, financial generosity
and wise counsel of John Fairfax.

T

here are several striking characteristics
of Fairfax and the evangelical
Christians of his generation. One was the
depth of their conviction about the gospel
of Christ. This was vividly seen in a
funeral sermon of Pitt Street pastor
Robert Ross, who in 1853 remarked:
“What is a man if he is not converted? His
sins are unpardoned ... and if in this state
he should die ... he must remain a guilty,
condemned, degraded, and wretched
being forever”. Consequently Ross
declared conversion to be “the one thing
more necessary”.
But another striking characteristic less
evident today is what historians term
evangelical activism. To illustrate, John
Graham, a successor to Ross as pastor,
declared in 1868: “Jesus went about doing
good... Our religion, while merely the religion of believing and feeling is imperfect
... Think of the ignorance and sin all
around in the world, the world that Jesus
loved and died for, and can you be idle
during life’s short but precious day?”
Graham again, in 1869: “Every faculty,
affection, and influence we can exercise is
a talent entrusted, and of which account
must be given ... Faithful stewardship...
implies personal service to God, in the
service of men”. Graham added that no
one could delegate “his personal service to
his generation”. Their activism gained
expression in sheer hard work and creative
endeavour to promote the gospel and
offer practical help to others.
Another remarkable characteristic was
what might be termed ‘evangelical optimism’. At an intercolonial conference in
1855, leading Congregational minister
T.Q. Stow said exuberantly: “Surely the

pure, simple, spiritual Christianity we
bring demands a fresh consecration to its
holy interests, a heroism of our zeal, and
all but prophetic visions of the glorious
things to come in our Southern Zion.”
We know Fairfax liked it. He was present and later had 10,000 copies of Stow’s
address printed. Few evangelicals today
hope for “glorious things to
come”
for
To what degree
Australia. And
might we
much popular
evangelical
merely mirror
thinking is pes(in addition to
simistic
and
poor biblical
conspiratorial in
theology) the
its depiction of
privatised apathe future of
thy and cynihuman society
cism common
(as in the Left
Behind novels).
to our society?
Without question, Fairfax’s
generation
reflected the optimistic mood of wider
society at the time.
Although this optimism was faulty, and
for many non-Evangelicals was based
upon false premises (such as a denial of
human depravity), it still leaves us with
cause to question the absence of optimism

in our day. To what degree might we
merely mirror (in addition to poor biblical
theology) the privatised apathy and cynicism common to our society? The horror
of the first half of the 20th century gutted
Western society. Intellectually, nihilism
and irrational post-modern ideology prevails. Marriage and other long held institutions that reflect a Christian worldview
are under great strain and all manner of
sexual perversity has been normalised.
Consumerism has become cultic.
This is our inheritance, and we live in a
vastly different world from 1850. Yet of all
people, Christians of every generation
have cause for optimism, and not only
regarding the sure hope of eternal glory.
For Christ is risen and His Spirit has been
bestowed upon His church. Surely there
is a link between optimism and engagement, hope and effort: the belief that in
God’s grace and power people’s lives can
be changed for the better, even in our
indolent and apathetic age!
Stuart Johnson is the Assistant Director,
Centre for the History of Christian Thought
and Experience, at Macquarie University
and completed a PhD on the colonial Herald
at UNSW. He attends Chatswood
Presbyterian Church where he serves as an
ap
elder.

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.
His 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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Teach the children
Children will encounter pornography. Prepare them for it.

had the privilege of teaching the Lifelearners Sunday School Class
recently, and talked about the way
that technology is challenging our
parenting, particularly in the area of purity
(and the exposure to readily available
pornography). It brought to mind a good
article on this subject written by my
friend (and web guru) Tim Challies. I
freely excerpt here what Tim observed.
First, Tim commented on a new
American Psychological Association
study that shows that both boys and girls
are hurt by porn. It says the saturation of
sexualised images of females is leading to
body hatred, eating disorders, low selfesteem, depression, high rates of teen
pregnancy and unhealthy sexual development in our girl children. It also leads to
impaired cognitive performance. In short,
if we tell girls that looking “hot” is the
only way to be validated, rather than
encouraging them to be active players in
the world, they underperform at everything else.
This APA report went on to say: “The
sexualisation of girls is not just shattering
the lives of girls and women, it is preventing boys and young men from relating to
girls and women as complex human
beings with so much to offer them. It is
preventing boys from forming healthy
friendships and working relationships
with girls and women.”
Tim went on to say that pornography
does prevent boys from forming normal
and healthy relationships with girls.
Implicit in pornography is the understanding that women exist to be
exploited, and exist primarily for the pleasure of men. They do not need to be
embraced as friends or wooed or
admired. Rather, they are to be conquered, used and left behind. Boys that
immerse themselves in pornography are
not able to fulfill their God-given roles as
leaders and protectors. They are, instead,
exploiters.
Then Tim shared some analysis from a
second study, based on information from
13 and 14-year-olds. He said the
researcher asked about their exposure to
and use of sexually explicit material on TV,
DVDs, movies and the internet, as well as

I

J. Ligon
Duncan III
about their interaction with their parents
about such material. She found that 35%
of boys and 8% of girls had already
watched pornography more times than
they could count. Even more alarmingly,
the parents of these children were completely oblivious
to their kids’
addictions.
This is the
Talk to your
culture
we live
children about
in. Our children
pornography will be exposed
and do so to this; if not
before they through school,
encounter it it will be through
for the first the church. It
time. may be through
a
seeminglyinnocent Google
search.
But
sooner or later our children will see
pornography movies and images. It is
going to happen. And we, as parents, need
to be prepared. Here are just a few suggestions:

P

repare to take preventive measures on
behalf of your children. The best
thing you can do is to ensure that the
computer is in a public, high-traffic area.
Password the computer so the children
can only use it only when other people are
around. I have found most porn-prevention software to be utterly useless (either
it blocks everything or it blocks nothing)
but you may be able to find some that is
useful. Do not allow your children to have
a computer in their rooms and do not
allow them to have their own televisions.
Monitor the use of instant messenger
software and web browsers. Let your children know that you will be monitoring
what they see, do and say on the computer and that they will not be able to
view pornography without you knowing.
Be sure you know how to look through a
computer’s history to see what your chil-
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dren have been looking at.
Be especially careful with sites like
Google Video and YouTube. In many
ways these sites, which can seem innocent
(and most often are) feed the porn industry. It is a small step from videos of girls
kissing and other exploitive videos to
pornography. Many of the videos on these
sites exist only as a bridge to other sites
that are far less innocent.
Talk to your children about pornography and do so before they encounter it for
the first time. In my generation, most
boys were probably 13 or 14 before we
were introduced to pornography, and
even then it was usually hard to get. Today
it is as close as a Google search, and most
children will be introduced to it far earlier.
Teach your children about real sex, and
about pure sex, and about God’s plan and
desire for sex. Talk to them about pornography, not leaving it as “pornography is
filthy and disgusting”, but discussing why
they might be interested in it, what it will
do to them, and how they should react
when (not if) they are exposed to it. This
is not a traditional “birds and bees” discussion that you can have once, but an
ongoing conversation you need to have
time and again. Continually talk to your
children, know your children, and challenge them.
Model purity and love and respect in
your own marriage. Let your children see
healthy relationships in action so your
words about the devastation pornography
and the objectification of women brings
will be set against what is good and true
and natural.
Pray for your children. This is a strange
and awful and topsy-turvy culture we live
in. We are reaping the “rewards” of generations of feminism run amok and are seeing with clarity that we cannot continue
to exploit women and allow boys to
exploit girls, without suffering serious
consequences. Our children are at risk,
and only God has the power to save them.
Dr J Ligon Duncan III is Senior Minister of
First Presbyterian Church (PCA), Jackson,
Mississippi. This “Pastor’s Perspective”
appeared in the church’s weekly publication
ap
The First Epistle.
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Dare to be
different
20 daily Bible studies in
Matthew 5-7 and Proverbs 20

E
S T
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esus’ “Sermon on the Mount” has been
described as one of the best known and most
loved parts of the whole of Scripture and yet
the least understood! We glibly refer to it
without taking time to think about how little our
lifestyles are changed by it. Western culture has
been significantly influenced and impacted by
Christianity at one level, and yet how greatly this
same culture, and the lifestyle it embraces, is
condemned by Jesus’ radical teaching here. It is
ironic that this is exactly what Jesus is saying in
Matthew 5-7!! He is condemning a culture that in
its own eyes sits comfortably with God’s Law, but
has missed the whole point of what that Law is
saying.

J

Jesus wants followers who will dare to be different,
who will rock the boat, who will challenge the
complacency of their society, who will risk alienation and persecution for taking God and sin and
the New Testament and the Old Testament and
obedience seriously; He wants followers who will
take hold of His grace and mercy with trembling
hands but who won’t then just “sin that grace may
abound” (Romans 6:1).
May these studies this month shake us out of our
comfort zone and help us to be authentic followers
of Jesus who are salt and light in a rotting and
darkening society!

Bruce Christian
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The “Be” Attitudes.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 5:1-10

THE POINT Jesus was a teacher who drew many to Him, not

only because of who He was, but because of the integrity, honesty, frankness, compassion, relevance and practical wisdom of
His words. The people did not just come to listen, but to be
disciples (1-2). Jesus describes just what His followers will
look like in the world.
THE PARTICULARS

• Only by recognising our utterly destitute, helpless condition
before God can we share in the blessings of His Kingdom (3).
• Unless we experience how broken our world is (and how
much we have contributed to it!), we can’t truly experience the
blessing that comes from God’s comfort (4; cf 2 Cor. 1:3-11).
• True fulfilment is found in humble submission to what He

MATTHEW 5:11-16

THE POINT Jesus has just described what His followers will

look like. Now He tells us the inevitable consequences of being
effective as salt in a world that is rotting to death, or of being
light in a world that is groping in darkness. God’s faithful
prophets were never popular in the past, so can we expect anything different today?
THE PARTICULARS

• We don’t like opposition! We don’t like being unpopular for
a start, but nor can we understand why others don’t share our
joy over the Gospel’s positive, life-changing power. But Jesus
says the link between godliness and persecution is always so
close that the latter is a reliable measure of the former – so we

• How closely do you fit this description of a follower of Jesus?

should really rejoice in it (11-12; cf 1 Peter 4:13-14; James 1:2)!
• Persecution is not just physical abuse but often takes the
form of misrepresentation, rumour-mongering, slander, insult,
etc (11).
• Salt is only effective if it is different from the medium into
which it is placed, otherwise it serves no useful purpose at all
(13).
• We must openly profess Christ, back it up with a godly
lifestyle, and make sure all the glory for it goes to God alone
(14-16).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Why don’t Christians in our society suffer much persecution?
Does a “user-friendly” gospel really achieve God’s purpose?

Gracious goodness – me?.

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

User-friendliness and persecution.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

calls us to, not in manipulating everything to our own advantage (5).
• True contentment is found when God is the focus of our life
(6).
• Realising our sinful condition before God (cf 3) we cannot
but be merciful to all our fellow sinners (7; cf 6:12,14-15;
18:21-35).
• True sorrow for sin (4) will always lead to holy living (8).
• If I am content in God (5) I won’t be striving against others(9) ...
• ... but godly living (6) can bring hostile reaction from them
(10).

MATTHEW 5:17-19

THE POINT God revealed His Law through Moses so we are

in no doubt as to how He expects the members of His family
to live; over many years He sent prophet after prophet to call a
disobedient people back to this path, but to no avail. He
finally sent His Son, Jesus, to do two things: to be the new
Adam, the true Israel, doing all the Law requires perfectly; and
to die in our place in order to give God just grounds on which
to forgive (cf Romans 3:22-26).
THE PARTICULARS

• Grace/forgiveness is not about God discarding the Law; it is
about His meeting all its just requirements in Christ (17-18),
and then transferring all the benefits of this to sinful man,

gratis.
• Jesus had a strong view of verbal inspiration of Scripture (18).
• Although the basis of our standing as sinners before a holy
God can only be the righteousness of Christ and nothing we
can do, once we are forgiven by Christ we have an obligation to
make obedience to God’s Law a top priority in our daily lives
(19). We are saved by grace, but we will still be required to
given an account to God for the way we have lived this out (cf
25:31-46).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What is the difference between trying to be good in order to
get to heaven, and being good because we are going to heaven?

Looks can kill.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 5:20-26

THE POINT The Pharisees were trying to be good for the

wrong reason (cf Rom. 10:1-4); and they failed to see that the
Law itself held the clue that pointed everything to grace and
Christ (cf Rom. 10:5-13). Once they set out on this wrong
path they then had to interpret the Law in a way that at least
made it possible to get to heaven by this means. So Jesus gives
a series of examples that first prove the necessity for a Saviour
and then set guidelines about how we should live in order to
please this Saviour.
THE PARTICULARS

• Our very best efforts to please God can never satisfy His
rightful requirements (cf Luke 17:10); we need a righteousness
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that we receive as a gift by grace alone (20; cf Eph. 2:8-10).
• The 10 Commandments are about attitudes of the
heart/mind as much as actions. The long-established
Pharisaic/Rabbinic tradition had totally missed this point (as
we often do also)!
• Anger in the heart/mind directed toward another human
being, even in name calling, is like murder, carrying the same
penalty.
• More than that, Jesus’ followers must lose no time in forgiving and seeking reconciliation with adversaries (23-26; cf 6:1415).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you “murdering” someone at present? What must you do?
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The sinful heart of man.

DAY 5

sinful, but it has given the already sinful heart greater opportunity to feed itself, and easier access to the “food” it craves.
Pornography is now up there with alcohol/gambling/tobacco/
drugs as an addictive disease affecting our individual souls and
our society. Jesus knew that keeping the 7th Commandment
begins in the mind, and unless we face it there we will fail.
David’s sin with Bathsheba was well advanced long before he
got into bed with her.

• Men, we can work hard at justifying why it’s OK to admire
the beauty of the female body, or why we need to watch an Rrated movie or browse in the magazine section of the
newsagency or visit that particular website – but in the end we
know it is not helping us apply Jesus’ teaching here. What Jesus
says about the right eye/hand is exactly to the point: things in
our lives may be OK in themselves, but they may not help us
to guard our hearts and minds. My “right eye” could be the TV
set, or the Internet, or ...

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Lustful thoughts are built into our sinful nature – that’s why
we need a Saviour, and why we need to nip them in the bud.

• Are you familiar with an instance of moral failure? Where
did the problem start? What could have been done to avoid it?

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 5:27-30

THE POINT Technology has not made the human heart more

Promises, promises.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 5:31-37

THE POINT As we have seen, the mistake the Jews were

making in relation to God’s Commandments was that outward
compliance was the end of the matter; they had no concept of
the utter sinfulness of their hearts before God. With such a
mindset they could manage to avoid any pang of conscience by
just shifting the goal-posts a little bit. For instance, wives
should have been protected by the vows made in the marriage
covenant, but, in fact, were placed in a more vulnerable position
by the misuse of an escape clause intended by God to protect
them (cf 19:3-9); or they argued that if a vow was taken by
something other than God’s name it was not as binding. Jesus
shows the fallacy of their reasoning. In God’s new society of

people totally committed to Jesus’ way of seeing things everything must be straightforward, honest and true.
THE PARTICULARS

• The marriage bond is absolutely binding for life, and therefore divorce becomes an attempted legitimisation of adultery;
the one exception is if the bond has already been broken by
adultery.
• As followers of Jesus we must be people whose word alone
can always be trusted. Satan is effectively destabilising our
society with contract infidelity – so let us be salt and light (cf
Psalm 15:4)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read Psalm 15. Is this a good description of your lifestyle?

Justice and mercy.

DAY 7

justice’s sake, I should be allowed to “get even” with anyone
who hurts. The OT applies this principle of justice, but in so
doing also limits my “revenge” to what is fair. But the OT also
reminds me of 2 other important truths: that ultimately, the
exacting of justice belongs to God alone (cf Deuteronomy
32:35); and that I, like God, must also be motivated by mercy
(cf Proverbs 25:21). In setting down the manifesto for His
Kingdom, Jesus insists that His followers must try mercy first
– and have a good reason doing otherwise!

of all the resources God has entrusted to us), other factors
might move us to be circumspect in situations where just giving
things away is not in the best interests of the other person, or
when letting evil prevail unresisted is detrimental to the advance
of God’s cause, but we should always make sacrificial mercy
and forgiveness the default option, and pursue it for all we are
able.
• God’s common grace, undeserved and usually unacknowledged (45), must motivate us to selfless service regardless of
response, going far beyond even the best examples of humanitarianism.

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• In the light of other parts of Scripture (eg to be wise stewards

• How does vs 48 help us to get the grace/works balance right?

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 5:38-48

THE POINT Jesus now comes to the heart of the matter. For

Blowing your own trumpet.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:1-4

THE POINT In Chapter 5 Jesus showed us what happens if

we treat God’s commands superficially instead of getting to the
heart of what they are asking of us. Superficiality has always
been one of our biggest problems, from when we overlooked
David in the choice of a king (1 Samuel 16:7) to our modern
obsession with “image” in every aspect of life. He now goes
on to show what happens when we do the same thing with our
piety, examining the habits of the Pharisees in terms of their
giving, praying and fasting. He gives us a clue as to His assessment: He calls them “hypocrites”!
THE PARTICULARS

• Giving to the poor, praying, and fasting are called “acts of

righteousness”; they are the outward expression of our desire
to live lives that will please God and reflect His character to
others.
• Jesus is at least fair: there should be no “double dipping”,
every good deed done attracting only one reward. If I want
the praise of men, that’s what I’ll get – nothing more, nothing
less; if I want the praise of God, that’s what I’ll get – nothing
more or less; but the one thing I can’t have is both those
rewards together!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What was the point Jesus was making in verse 3? What more
subtle ways than trumpet blowing do we tend to use when we
want to let people know that we’ve been a good Samaritan?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

October 2008 • 1 7

B

I B

L E

S

T

U D Y

Behind closed doors.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:5-8

THE POINT Prayer ought to be the intimate pouring out of

our hearts to God and ought only to involve others at all if it is
a genuine unity of hearts seeking God’s face together. This
should be the nature of our prayers in public worship or in
prayer meetings. Our times alone with God should be of such
a nature as to make it quite inappropriate for there to be “spectators”. There is something quite oxymoronic about praying
to impress people, or to try to impress God by flowery speech
or meaningless repetition.
THE PARTICULARS

• The hypocrisy of the Pharisees at prayer (cf Luke 18:9-14)
gives an insight into the sinfulness of their hearts and how far

they were from a meaningful relationship with God. We must
all do some real heart-searching about this and make sure we
are not thinking, “Lord, I thank you that I am not like that
Pharisee”!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How is your prayer life going? What precautions do you
take to avoid being a hypocrite at prayer? At public worship
or in prayer meetings, what distinguishes a genuine, humble,
edifying prayer from an impressive performance? Which
pleases God?
• If my Father knows what I need before I ask Him, why do I
need to pray at all? What difference is prayer making to your
life?

Pattern, not patter.

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:9-15

THE POINT Jesus’ own prayer life showed His disciples the

paucity of their own (cf Luke 11:1). He gives us a “template”
for prayer, not just words to use – but we may find His words
help us to express our feelings, as long as we don’t just recite
them as a mantra (cf 7). His pattern covers praise, petition,
penitence and protection.
THE PARTICULARS

• God is to be praised as wholly holy (separate/pure – cf Ecc.
5:1-2), yet He encourages us earthbound sinners to call Him
“Our Father”, reminding us of our solidarity in both our sin and
our redemptive privilege as His chosen children (9). Amazing!
• Our first and greatest desire should be that God’s rightful
rule over all things is recognised and responded to in obedience

(10).
• Our second petition should be for the gracious daily provision of everything we require from Him – no more, no less
(11) ...
• ... while confessing how far short we fall of what He requires
of us! ... and so seeking His forgiveness of this crushing debt
(12).
• I can’t expect God to forgive me unless I have first forgiven
anyone and everyone who has wronged me (12, 14-15; cf
18:21-35)!
• We can never win the battle against sin and Satan alone (13).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Is your prayer life regular, structured, meaningful and satisfying?

When you fast....

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:16-18

THE POINT What is the point of fasting? By denying our-

selves some of the basic necessities of life in limited bursts we
acknowledge our total dependence on Him, and we are better
placed to focus our full attention on Him. It is a spiritual exercise of the heart: how contradictory and worthless such an
exercise becomes if we use it to impress others! Fasting is
between me and God alone.
THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus doesn’t say, “If you fast ...”, but, “When you fast ...”.
He assumes that fasting would be a normal part of His disciples’ spiritual journey (16; cf 9:14-15), just as it was of His
own.

• Fasting is an inward, spiritual exercise, but it necessarily has
outward, visible effects. It is the height of hypocrisy to fake
the latter in order to create an impression about the former, and
it’s hard to imagine whom the Pharisees thought they were
fooling!
• Hypocrisy is a clear indicator of spiritual blindness.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How can we encourage each other in individual or corporate
fasting without falling into the trap Jesus warns us about?
• What other things might we be guilty of doing in order to
give the appearance of spirituality? What about going to
Church or Bible study or prayer meetings? What about
affected speech?

Tough call.

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:19-24

THE POINT Perhaps the most defining characteristic of our

society is our obsession with the accumulation of material
things (try moving into a smaller house after 30 years in the
one large house!). But these things don’t last (especially with
planned obsolescence as a marketing tool!); pests, corroding
agents, thieves, throw-away packaging , fashion, and the lure of
advancing technology – they all help us fill up our waste bins
and attics and make us more dissatisfied with life. It is clearly a
spiritual problem: we are blind to our stupidity, as the book of
Ecclesiastes spells out. If it is a spiritual problem it needs a
spiritual solution: our heart needs to be in the right place; our
spiritual eyes need to be opened; we need to make a life-chang1 8 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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ing decision to choose God’s way and to reject totally the
ways/values of the world. Jesus challenges all who would follow Him to make this decision, once for all.
THE PARTICULARS

• Our treasure is the indicator of where our heart is, and not
vice versa (21); if I’m not prepared to get my value system right
I am only kidding myself about a professed loyalty to Jesus as
Lord.
• The clue to getting this right is to have my eyes focussed
firmly on Jesus (23-24; cf Heb. 12:1-2) and all else falls into
place.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What practical steps must we all take to do better in this area?
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No worries...?.

DAY 13

He laid down yesterday. If we focus on what really matters,
the things that are more appropriate for someone preparing for
eternity with God in heaven than for someone who thinks that
this world is all there is, then we will be less worried and fretful.
The God with whom we will spend eternity is the same one
who runs the world now, and He has an excellent track record
in caring for the birds and flowers if sinful man doesn’t interfere. (After all, it is man’s sin that mucked up His creation in
the first place and introduced death and decay into it – cf Rom.
5:12, 8:18-25.)

more to life, health and happiness than food and clothing; but
each day my letterbox is fed brochures encouraging me to
think otherwise. We have lost sight of the God who loves, cares
and provides.
• God cares about the whole of His creative handiwork, but
most of all for us because we are created in His image and likeness.
• Worry is senseless: it does nothing for our physical wellbeing.
• God is challenging us to prove the truth of His promise in vs.
33.

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• A moment’s honest reflection makes it clear that there is

• Does your attitude/lifestyle prove there is a God who cares?

THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 6:25-34

THE POINT In today’s passage Jesus builds on the principle

Egotism and eggshells.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 7:1-6

THE POINT I’ve had verse 1 quoted at me on several occa-

sions when I have had to stand up for truth against error. I
know my sinful heart allows me to have 20/20 vision when I’m
looking around me, but somehow mists my eyes over when I
look in the mirror, so I do have to be sure to listen very carefully and obediently to what Jesus is saying in verses 1-5. But
His warning in verse 6 implies that I must also be discerning,
that I do have to assess whether the actions of others are honouring to God or not, and to have nothing to do with the
things that aren’t. The tricky thing is to be discerning (which
we must be) without being judgemental (which we must not
be)! The secret is to be aware of the sin in our own hearts, but

also of Satan’s ploy to render our witness ineffective by either
judgementalism – or by falling for anything!
THE PARTICULARS

• God alone is the judge of men’s hearts (cf Rom. 14:1,4, 9-13).
• One of the most damaging effects of sin in our hearts is that
we are quick to find fault but slow to recognise our own failings: 2 Samuel 12:1-10 and Romans 2:1-5 illustrate this point
clearly. I may plead ignorance of God’s requirements on
Judgement Day, but my “mental” condemnation of others is
enough to convict me!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Do you tend to be too judgemental, or insufficiently discerning?

Faith... and its fruits.

DAY 15
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 7:7-12

THE POINT God our heavenly Father is good and kind and

gracious to us; that is how we should be in our relationship
with one another.
THE PARTICULARS

• Jesus’ parable in Luke 18:1-8 is a good commentary on His
promise here in verse 7. The parable is holding 2 truths in tension: God’s eagerness to bless us with everything we want; and
His desire to perfect us by withholding blessing enough to
reinforce our faith and our resolve to gain His blessing, as He
did with Jacob in Genesis 32:22-32. Christian maturity is about
handling this tension. The 3 commands in the Greek of verse
7 are in a form that really means, “Keep on asking ... seeking ...

knocking”.
• Jesus had encouraged us to address God as “Our Father”
(6:9); in all our prayer requests we should be trusting Him to
answer in the way that is perfect and therefore best for us, as
most of us try to do, albeit imperfectly, with our own children
(9-10).
• Because our hearts and motives are affected by sin we can’t
be sure what is in others’ best interests. So, Jesus gives a helpful “golden rule” that automatically cancels out the sin bias:
How do I want them to treat me? That’s how I should treat
them (12)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What do you do when God seems not to answer your prayers?

Truth... and its fruit.

DAY 16
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 7:13-23

THE POINT Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount confronts the cul-

ture of Western Christendom today at every point; but perhaps
no more than in this challenge to our “age of tolerance”. Even
evangelicals are embarrassed by His narrowness and exclusiveness in a society that wants everything to be “acceptable” and
user-friendly. There is sad irony in the fact that all this only
bears out what Jesus is saying! Although there will be countless millions in heaven (cf Rev. 7:9-10), in any local situation
He does not expect His truth to be popular or His Church
large (cf John 6:2 with 6:66f).
THE PARTICULARS

• The essence of sin is not wanting to submit to God’s rule, as

is clear from Genesis 3. Sinful man wants to satisfy his spiritual hunger, but he wants a religion that gives him freedom to
make his own rules about morals and money, sex and marriage,
church and worship, fashion and prosperity. Church growth is
good, but at what cost? Jesus’ stern warning here is very
sobering (13-14).
• Satan’s most effective strategy is not opposition, but imitation!
He can do much more damage to God’s Kingdom by posing as
an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:14) than by opposing it (15-23).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are we so frightened and obsessed with not turning people
away that we fail to warn them about how “narrow” the Gospel
is?
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True faith... and its fruit.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE

MATTHEW 7:24-29

THE POINT Jesus has not pulled any punches in His Sermon

on the Mount. He leaves us under no delusion about the cost
of belonging to His new society and therefore being alienated
by the world. But the Church today has become too comfortable in the world. Just as the Pharisees had become too comfortable with the Law, we have reduced Matthew 5-7 to just the
“Golden Rule” in 7:12! So Jesus concludes His discourse with
a strong warning about the danger of being “hearers but not
doers” of His word (James 1:22).
THE PARTICULARS

• In this closing parable Jesus is not drawing a contrast
between people who follow Him and those who don’t want

PROVERBS 20:1-10

THE POINT The next chapter of Proverbs where we left off

last month has some interesting things to say in the light of
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and in the light of our constitution/culture which, if we go back far enough, have their roots
in God’s Word. We can see the foolishness of our own society’s thinking highlighted here.
THE PARTICULARS

• Binge drinking among young people is now a massive and
costly social problem; we’ve ignored the warnings of God’s
Word (1).
• Our society has also ignored to its peril the warnings in God’s
Word about God’s absolute rule in His world, the reality of His
wrath against sin, and our accountability before Him (2, 8-10).

PROVERBS 20:11-20

THE POINT As we interact with an evil world it isn’t always
easy to know how to respond in every situation – which is why
we must read God’s Word every day. Jesus recognised this
tension: “... be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves”
(Matthew 10:16).
THE PARTICULARS

• “Actions speak louder than words” is the point Jesus was
making in Matthew 7:24-27. This is so much a part of the way
God made us that it is evident even from our earliest days (11).
• God designed us in His image with the ability to communicate with the outside world through sight and hearing. This
reminds us that He also “sees and hears” everything we do or

• How will your “house” fare when the testing storms come?

• As life becomes more complex and stressful, we seem less
able to keep our emotions under control – with disastrous
results (3).
• We should be more concerned about the dangers of more
people relying on investments instead of hard work to gain
wealth; we are seeing the consequences of this in a failing US
economy (4).
• Humanism is undermining our whole society; only by knowing God can we hope to understand our complex inner being
(5).
• We can see the effect on families of false, empty promises (67).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are we concerned and prayerful enough about our society?

say (cf Psalm 94:9), and that all we watch and listen to should
honour Him (12).
• God designed us for honest work: the Bible warns us against
laziness (13; cf 6:6) and shonky dealing (14, 17; cf Amos 8:5-6).
• Solomon warns against those who try to “use” us (16); but
Jesus balances this with His call for mercy/kindness (Matthew
5:40)!
• Our sinful hearts have a built-in bias that isn’t helpful; to offset this we need to seek advice from trusted friends (18) and
not “write off ” the “oldies” (20) ... while being wary of gossips
(19).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What priority does group Bible study have in your busy life?

On for young and old.

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

Pointers for godly living.

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

anything to do with Him; He is contrasting followers who take
seriously the practical outworking of the Sermon on the Mount
in their daily lives with those who are nominal “Christians”,
giving Him lip-service while still walking in the ways of the
world (24, 26).
• We are saved by grace through faith alone (cf Ephesians 2:89); but subsequent total obedience to our Saviour in everything
is foundational, it is not an optional extra (cf Ephesians 2:10).
• All present were in no doubt as to Jesus’ true identity (2829).

When God is forgotten....

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE
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PROVERBS 20:21-30

THE POINT God’s “new society”, the manifesto of which we

looked at in the Sermon on the Mount, is secured by His “love
and faithfulness” (28). These qualities are what He expects of
us, His Church, even more as we see our society disintegrating
through lack of them!
THE PARTICULARS

• There is ample evidence in Western society of the truth of
verse 21 – the fragility of our whole greed-based economy bears
it out. Jesus warns us about the “deceitfulness of wealth”
(Mark 4:19), and Solomon reminds us of how God views dishonesty (23).
• If we reflect on the fact that God is sovereign over every part
of our life (24), and that He knows us through and through
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(27; cf also the comment on Mt. 6:23-24 on Day 12), it
becomes a lot easier to forgo seeking revenge (22), or to avoid
making rash promises (25; cf Mt. 5:33-37), and humbly to
accept God’s discipline as an expression of His love and care
(30; cf 3:11-12).
• Verse 26 contains a warning of what the true King will do on
the Day of Judgement, as well as the hint of an instruction
about how He expects us to deal decisively with sin in our own
lives.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Verse 29 speaks of young and old working together, the
young providing strength and vitality, and the “grey-power”
providing wisdom. Are we losing something valuable by niche
marketing?

N

Across
Australia
Fellowship finding

T

he Clerk of the General Assembly of
Australia, the Rev. Dr Paul Logan, sent
the following letter to every Presbyterian
parish in Australia on 30 September.
The Commission of the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of
Australia has issued the following statement to be read in all Presbyterian
churches by 31 October 2008 concerning
the group known as The Fellowship.
1. Following examination of the teachings of the group commonly known as
The Fellowship, declare that the following
shall not be taught in any congregation or
by any office bearer in the Presbyterian
Church of Australia:
(a) acceptance of feelings as extra-biblical revelation which provide detailed
guidance in matters of life, and/or ascribing authority to such revelation rather
than allowing freedom in matters which
are not dictated by scripture;
(b) that contact with those who are
not in The Fellowship leads to defilement;
(c) that The Fellowship can claim a
higher loyalty than a person’s family;
(d) that a person who has faith in
Christ may yet be subject to the enduring
and controlling influence of generational
curses or evil spirits;
(e) that forgiveness by God depends
on detailed confession of sins to others
and close personal fellowship with elders;
(f) that forgiveness by God depends
on ongoing personal holiness.
2. Declare that those teachings of the
group commonly known as The
Fellowship, as summarised in the foregoing resolution, are contrary to the Bible,
the Westminster Confession of Faith
(read in the light of the declaratory
Statement) and the belief of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia.
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Born in Newcastle, Ms Ward studied
arts/law at the University of Sydney
where she won the university medal. She
was admitted as a solicitor in 1982. One of
her first roles was as an associate to the
then chief judge of the Federal Court, the
late Sir Nigel Bowen. Ms Ward joined
Mallesons Stephen Jaques, achieved first
class honours at Oxford University, then
became the youngest-ever partner of
Mallesons.

Vale Dr Miller

D
r J. Graham Miller was called home to
glory on 6 September, aged 95. Among
many other ministries, Dr Miller was
parish minister in New Zealand, and a significant leader in the Westminister
Fellowship.
He was principal of the Teachers
Training Institute in Vanuatu, and first
moderator of the Presbyterian Church of
Vanuatu. In Australia he was the principal
of the Melbourne Bible Institute, and
parish minister of St Giles Hurstville
(NSW). He wrote many books, including
seven on the history of mission in
Vanuatu, LIVE.
Moderator-General Robert Benn
said: “How we praise God for Dr J.G.
Miller, church and missionary statesman,
teacher and mentor for many of us.”

PRES-Aid continues

S

ince its inception three years ago,
PRES-Aid has distributed more than
$275,000 to various causes including

HIV/AIDS orphans in Namatete
Presbyterian Church, Blantyre, Malawi,
for scholarship assistance for student
ministers of the Presbyterian Church of
Sudan, re-settling displaced people from
the slum clearances in Zimbabwe and
building the framework and roofing of
three Presbyterian Churches in
Zambia. Other causes to benefit include
the Presbyterian Church in Pakistan for
rebuilding after earthquake, two
Presbyterian orphanages in Dehra Dun,
India, and drought relief assistance for
members of Church of Central Africa,
Presbyterian, Blantyre Synod, Malawi.
One hundred per cent of funds donated
to PRES-Aid are passed on, as the PCV
offices handles all financial transactions
free.

$3m fund in Queensland

T

he Presbyterian Church of
Queensland Assembly in June
approved the establishment of “Further
Ministry Initiatives” using an extra $3
million for the resourcing of ministry,
primarily within congregations. The
assembly requested the Committee on
Home Missions to investigate the possibility of developing a chaplaincy ministry to the mining communities in the
state.
The assembly approved in principle a
Ministry Training Network, which consists of a two year ministry apprenticeship
scheme
and
encouraged
all
Commissioners to the Assembly to set
themselves the challenge for 2009, of

Ward of court

J(NSW)
ulie Ward (Monteith) of the St Ives
congregation has been appointed
to the NSW Supreme Court. She told the
Sydney Morning Herald: “I feel very humble because I have a lot of respect for the
members of the court. It’s a very big honour for a solicitor to be appointed direct
to the Supreme Court. I feel an enormous
sense of responsibility but I’m very much
looking forward to it.”
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reading The Institutes, as a way of marking
the 500th birthday of John Calvin (which
falls on 10 July 2009).

60 years as elder

Queensland appointment

Mr Gilbert Bell, who has completed 60
years as an elder at the church. A large
number of members together with a number of former members were present on
this special occasion.
Sunshine minister John Cho presided
and former session clerk Colin Phillips
spoke of the work done by Gilbert, which
extended much further than being an
elder. He has been session clerk and a lay
preacher, Presbytery representative for 31
years and Moderator several times, assessor elder at Melton for about 10 years and
assembly representative for many years,
both at state and federal levels.

TRev.hePeter
Queensland assembly appointed the
John Barson to the position of
director of Home Ministry and
Christian Education for an initial term of
five years. The assembly congratulated Mr
Ray Cullen, elder from the Charge of
Springsure, on his election as national
president of Gideons and congratulated
Mr Don “the builder” Lewis on the naming of the new library at the Talua
Ministry Training Centre as The Don
Lewis Pacific Partnership Library.
The assembly thanked the Rev. Gary
Tosh, who is retiring, for his pioneering
work both as chaplain and chaplaincy coordinator for PresCare.
In other decisions, the Queensland
assembly approved the change of name
from the Presbytery of North Brisbane
to the Presbytery of Moreton, terminated the Heads of Agreement between
the Presbyterian Church of Queensland
and the Westminster Presbyterian
Church, noting that the Presbyterian
Church of Queensland Faculty and lecturers are able to cover all subject areas
required.

Vacancy:

Logan at ceremony

G

eneral Assembly of Australia clerk
Paul Logan represented ModeratorGeneral Robert Benn at the swearing-in
ceremony for new Governor-General
Quentin Bryce on 5 September in
Canberra. Dr Logan said: “It was a great
experience to represent the Presbyterian
Church of Australia on this historic
occasion as Australia’s first woman
Governor-General was sworn in. It was
an opportunity to meet with some of the
leaders of the nation, ambassadors from
other countries, members of parliament
and others and show that the church is
alive and well in the community.”

Chatswood inducts two
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

Around
the World

Sheldunshine
Presbyterian Church (Qld)
a lunch on 31 August in honour of

Cinducted
hatswood (NSW)
Mr Stuart

session has
Johnson and
ordained and inducted Mr Ray
Warburton into its membership. The
congregation held its annual weekend
camp from 12 to 14 September at the
Yarramundi Conference Centre, featuring guest speaker Rev. Craig Tucker,
senior minister at Drummoyne
Presbyterian Church. Chandra Smith,
home on leave, from Ecuador gave a presentation on her four years of missionary
service.

Christian Singles
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Creationism casualty

TtionhehasRoyal
Society’s director of educaresigned last night after his comments on creationism last week kicked up
a storm of controversy among anti-creationists. Professor Michael Reiss, a biologist and ordained Church of England
minister, said that science teachers should
regard creationism “not as a misconception but as a world view” and be open to
discussing it during science lessons if
pupils raised the issue.
Royal Society Fellows and Nobel Prize
winners Sir Harry Kroto and Sir Richard
Roberts were among those who called for
Professor Reiss’ dismissal saying that his
religious views made him unsuitable for
the job of education director at the Royal
Society, the oldest scientific organisation
in the world.
The Royal Society initially defended
Professor Reiss, saying that his views were
“completely in keeping with those of the
Royal Society”. In a statement announcing his resignation, however, the Royal
Society said that the professor’s comments had been “open to misinterpretation”.
The row broke out after he told a conference of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science that teachers
should respect pupils with sincere creationist beliefs.
“I realised that simply banging on
about evolution and natural selection
didn’t lead some pupils to change their
minds at all. Just because something lacks
scientific support doesn’t seem to me a
sufficient reason to omit it from the science lesson ... There is much to be said for
allowing students to raise any doubts they
have — hardly a revolutionary idea in science teaching — and doing one’s best to
have a genuine discussion.”
Christian Today

More holy

Apiercings
lager-loving punk rocker with six
and hot pants has landed a job as
a Church of England curate. Sex Pistols
fan Skye Denno, 29, is a month into her
appointment as curate at the Church of
St James the Great in Dursley,
Gloucestershire.
“It’s been great,” she told the Daily
Mail. “My clothes and how I look haven’t

N

been a problem. I think it makes me more
approachable and I haven’t heard any
grumbles. At the most people have been a
little surprised.
“I did walk down the street in biker
boots, hot pants and dog collar and got a
few looks. I don’t do it to be difficult – it’s
just me. The church can be quite cliquey
and it’s important for me to keep it real
and not be another stuffy, middle-class
vicar.”
Miss Denno wanted to be a missionary
and went to the Redcliffe Christian
College for Bible and Mission Training
in Gloucester, before realising her natural
calling was to become a vicar.

‘Gospel before buildings’

Ctal hurch
leaders must set aside sentimenattachment to buildings and concentrate on delivering the Gospel message,
says one of the Presbyterian Church of
Wales’s leading figures.
The Rev. Dafydd Andrew Jones,
director of Life and Witness, said
churches were guilty of spending too
much time and money on traditional
chapel buildings at the expense of investing resources into other needs within the
church and reaching society with its message.
He warned Presbyterians against frivolous spending in an address at the church’s
general assembly last month.
“It is easy to understand that attachments to buildings can develop through
life’s grave and exciting experiences – but
the necessary expenditure on buildings is
enormous,” he said.
The Presbyterian Church of Wales has
more than 30,000 members in more than
700 churches.
Christian Today

Prejudice in the arts

I

n a lecture marking the 30th anniversary
of the Sandford St Martin Trust last
month, Scottish composer James
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MacMillan argued that religious people
in the arts, culture and media face ignorance and prejudice about their beliefs on
a daily basis as a result of a “new secular,
liberal orthodoxy” in which “to be religious is to be reactionary, bigoted and
narrow”.
He said: “The time has come for
Christians in the public square to be more
forthright in resisting the increasingly
aggressive attempts to oust them from it.
To do this they must continue to speak
truth to power and express their insights
and creativity from a firm and confident
understanding of their traditions and their
beliefs.”
The chairman of the trust, Bishop
Nigel McCulloch, said: “In his lecture,
James MacMillan asks whether our culture has finally given up on religion. I for
one hope not.”
Christian Today

Death for apostasy

T

he Iranian Parliament has voted for a
bill mandating the death penalty for apostasy. The bill was approved by 196 votes
for, seven against, and two abstentions.
According to a news release from
Christian Solidarity Worldwide (CSW),
news of the approval was withdrawn from
the Iranian Parliament’s website just
hours after it was published. CSW said
the progress of this bill through the
Iranian Parliament is a cause of grave concern for increasing numbers of Iranians
who have left Islam for another religion,
and a significant backwards step for
human rights in Iran.
The draft bill will add a number of
crimes to the list of those resulting in execution, among them “establishing
weblogs and sites promoting corruption,
prostitution and apostasy”.
CSW said that recently, two Christians
from Muslim backgrounds, 53-year-old
Mahmoud Mohammad Matin-Azad
and 40-year-old Arash Ahmad-Ali
Basirat, were charged with apostasy at

Visiting Melbourne?
Worship with us at South Yarra Presbyterian Church
621 Punt Road
Session Clerk: Mr Jack Adlawan

Every Sunday 10.30am & 5.30pm.
Phone: (03) 9808 7391
(Less than 3 kms from CBD)

the Public and Revolutionary Court in
Shiraz, Iran, and are awaiting the court’s
verdict. The men have been in prison
since May 15.
Assist

Iran crackdown continues

F

ive arrests in three cities across Iran in
August suggest a continued crackdown
on Iranian Christians by authorities. The
most recent of the arrests took place on
21 August, when Ramtin Soodmand, son
of martyred Assemblies of God pastor
Hossein Soodmand, turned himself in
after repeated calls from the Ministry of
Information in Tehran. His father was
executed by the state in 1990 for leaving
Islam.
The week before, another Christian in
Mashhad, Iman Rashidi, was arrested. In
the city of Kerman in south central Iran, a
couple identified as Darioush and Shirin
were reportedly arrested on 8 August, and
the next day a Christian member of Iran’s
Kurdish community, Shahin Zanboori,
was arrested in the south-western city of
Arak.
Secret police detained Zanboori while
he was evangelising, sources told
Compass. While in prison he was tortured
during interrogation and suffered a broken arm and leg, but he told sources that

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

Interfaith for families

S

enior representatives of the Vatican
have used the annual Pontifical Council
for Inter-religious Dialogue message to
Muslims for the end of the month of
Ramadan to urge the two faiths to work
together in promoting family life.
The message bears the signatures of
Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran and
Archbishop Pier Luigi Celata, respectively president and secretary of the council, and has as its theme this year:
“Christians and Muslims: Together for
the dignity of the family.”
The message has been published in various languages. It identifies common
interests in family and community issues.
Ekklesia

Guide for journalists

A

new reference tool to help journalists
and broadcasters get up to speed on biblical issues has been released by the Bible
Society.
The Bible Style Guide is an 80-page
book packed with facts, figures, explanations and overviews to help media professionals report Bible stories with confi-
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dence. It answers basic journalistic questions such as the number of books in the
Bible and how Christians deal with violent
texts in the Bible.
It also has a 20-page glossary of biblical
terms and ideas going from Abraham to
Zionism, taking in creation, Judgement
Day and Satan on the way. As well as tackling controversial issues, the style guide
also includes terms that are often misunderstood.
The Bible Society has launched an
accompanying blog for journalists and
broadcasters which tracks and comments
on coverage of the Bible in the media
accessible at www.bitemybible.com.
Christian Today

McElynn seven years ago while on a trip
to New York.
“John and I have over time struck up a
close friendship. He has also become a
companion, which is great because I don’t
like living alone, even now. People often
make the mistake of thinking that only
marriage equals happiness. I may suddenly meet someone and feel differently,
but right now I am not sure marriage
would enhance my happiness.”
Ekklesia

On the
Agenda

Take a pew

A

unique scheme that will ensure the
future of historic church pews as household furniture is being put in place in the
English Anglican Diocese of Hereford.
The ground-breaking Take A Pew project
is being set up in partnership with
Herefordshire Council, working with
people with learning disabilities, and
EnviroAbility, a local not-for-profit
company.
The project enables a church to re-use
pews and for members of the congregation and others to buy a pew cut to their
own requirements for use in their own
homes.
“The result will be a unique and functional piece of furniture that incorporates
an element of local history,” said Martin
Neicho of EnviroAbility, who will administer the scheme.
Churches will be able to sell their
unwanted pews to those who want them
at a reasonable price, rather than the present system which forces parishes to sell
unwanted pews often at less than their
market value and to companies that go on
to make a big profit.
Christian Today

Pop star supports gays

LSireading
evangelical Christian celebrity
Cliff Richard, 67, thinks the church
should be supportive of committed gay
relationships and says he is sick of intrusive speculation about his own sexuality.
In his new autobiography, titled My
Life, My Way, Sir Cliff has also spoken for
the first time about his friendship with a
former Roman Catholic priest with
whom he now shares his home and who
helps him manage his estate. The singer
explains in his book that he met John
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October 2008

Hope for Pakistani Christians
By Melanie Menkevich

A

landmark ruling in Pakistan has
allowed two Christian sisters to return to
their family, having been kidnapped and
forcibly converted to Islam.
Saba Younis, 13, and Aneela Younis,
10, were kidnapped on June 26 while on
their way to visit their uncle. Their father,
Younis Masih, is currently in a legal battle
over their kidnapping.
His case was initially presided over by
Main Naeem Sardar District and
Sessions Judge Muzaffargarh. He
granted the girls’ custody to Falak Sher
Gill, a known criminal, who allegedly
forced them to convert to Islam.
The girls were then sent to “darul
aman” in Multan, Punjab, a place for
young woman who are in need of safety,
on July 29.
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The family’s lawyer, Khalil Tahir, who
is a fellow Christian and human rights
activist, suspected that the girls’ had been
raped and sold. He asserted that if Mr
Masih’s case was not registered in his section soon, he would take “immediate
action.”
The girls were present in court on 4
August, and the ruling was to be determined by their account of the situation,
and whether they were coerced into converting to Islam.
On 9 August, Justice Malik Saeed Ejaz
ruled that Aneela be returned to her parents, while her sister Saba, who testified in
court that she was 17 years old, was free to
choose between joining her sister and
staying with her new husband. Saba chose
to stay with her family. According to
Rashid Rehman of the Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan: “It’s normal
behaviour. She was tutored and brainwashed by the family of her husband Ali,
and naturally they made up her mind that
her parents will hurt her and treat her
inhumanely. In fact that will never happen. Her family is really peaceful, and
remained so peaceful the whole time the
case was heard in high court.”
Justice Ejaz’s ruling is a victory to
Christian families in Pakistan. “In my
experience they have not given us the custody of minor girls even as young as nine
years old that have been declared
Muslim,” said lawyer Akbar Durrani. “It
is a legal victory.”
According to Aftab Alexander
Mughal, editor of Minorities Concern of
Pakistan, religious minorities are only 3
percent (Christians are only 1.5 per cent)
of the total population of Pakistan and do
not have equal rights.
Religious Intelligence, Assist

Jewish evangelism
By Eric Young

T

he theological arm of the World
Evangelical Alliance has released a statement on Jewish evangelism in Europe
with the hope of renewing commitment
to take the gospel to the Jews.
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The Berlin Declaration, as the 1200word document is called, came soon after
an August meeting on how the Christian
community might express genuine love
for the Jewish people, especially in
Europe.
The consultation in Berlin involved 13
scholars from the WEA Theological
Commission, key seminaries and other
organisations. It also included practitioners engaged in ministry among Jewish
people, and Christians from Germany and
Messianic Jews.
“It is our prayer that the Berlin
Declaration 2008, signed by the 13 members of the Task Force, will prove to be
equally useful in supporting the work of
taking the gospel ‘to the Jew first’ and also
the rest of the world,” said the WEA
Theological Commission’s executive
director, Dr David Parker.
He said the European setting of the
statement is particularly significant. “We
hope that this declaration will encourage
many Christians to see the importance
and biblical warrant for this important
ministry,” he said.
The declaration emphasises four main
points – the need for repentance, the
problem of sin, the solution to sin, and the
call for action.
“We deeply regret the all too frequent
persecution of Jewish people in Jesus’
name,” the declaration begins. “During
the genocide of the Holocaust, when the
Jewish people were in their greatest peril,
most Christian believers were silent.
“Many more today feel embarrassment and shame for the general failure to
protest. As a result, there is an evident
insecurity about relations with Jewish
people. Also, there is a tendency to
replace direct gospel outreach with
Jewish-Christian dialogue.”
But more than a Christian problem, it
is a problem of sin, which “affects all
humanity, both the persecutor and the
sufferer”. And the solution, the task force
noted, is found in recognising the uniqueness of Christ as the crucified, resurrected
and divine Messiah who alone can save
from death and bring eternal life.
“Christians are called to share this

good news, with sensitivity and humility,”
the task force said.
Christian Post

Google in abortion backdown
By Jennifer Gold

T

he Christian Institute has welcomed
the decision by Google to allow religious
groups to place adverts on the issue of
abortion after legal proceedings against
the world’s biggest search engine were
settled “on amicable terms”.
The group took legal action against
Google after it rejected an advertisement
in March with its search related advertising system, AdWords, which read: “UK
abortion law: Key views and news on
abortion law from The Christian
Institute. www.christian.org.uk.”
Google rejected the advert on the
grounds that it constituted “inappropriate
content”. Although Google allowed nonreligious websites to place adverts on the
issue of abortion, it had at the time of the
court proceedings a policy of not advertising sites which combined “abortion and
religion-related content”.
The Christian Institute took Google to
court in April, arguing that its decision
violated the Equality Act 2006 which prohibits discrimination on grounds of religion in the provision of a good or service.
The court action led Google to reconsider its AdWords policy to enable The
Christian Institute and other religious
bodies to advertise on the issue of abortion in a “factual and campaigning way”.
The new policy will apply worldwide
with immediate effect.
The Christian Institute welcomed the
change. “This is an important issue of free
speech and religious liberty and we are
pleased with Google’s constructive
response to this matter,” the group said.
Christian Today

Indian violence spreads

AIndia’s
wave of brutal attacks on Christians in
eastern state of Orissa has
unleashed yet more violence against
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believers in other parts of the country.
The crisis in Orissa is the worst antiChristian violence in India since independence 60 years ago. It began over the murder of Swami Laxmananda Saraswati, a
local leader for the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (VHP), a radical Hindu group.
Saraswati had campaigned against the conversion of Hindus to Christianity. Hindu
extremists have dismissed a claim of
responsibility from Maoist militants for
his murder and have blamed Christians.
They have also refused to condemn the
killings of Christians.
According to Gospel for Asia (GFA),
churches are under attack in Jharkhand
and Karnataka, a state on India’s west
coast.
On one Sunday, at least 11 churches in
Karnataka were destroyed by Hindu mobs.
One GFA missionary reported that his
church had been set on fire by a mob of
extremists, while another GFA missionary said that extremists had smashed windows, lights and broken musical instruments in an attack on his church.
“India is in a scary situation,” says GFA
president, K.P. Yohannan. “But we know
that, in the end, the future is bright
because Jesus is with His church.”
The Evangelical Fellowship of India
said that Hindu mobs had shot dead four
police officers and set fire to a police station in Orissa’s riot-hit Kandhamal district.
Christians continue to hold prayer
meetings and protests against the violence. Thousands have sought refuge in
makeshift government camps.
The Secretary General of the All
India Christian Council, John Dayal,
said that the “military precision” of
attacks on churches in Mangalore,
Karnataka, implied “meticulous” planning
by the extremists.
According to the Barnabas Fund, the
violence must be set in the context of
numerous incidents of anti-Christian persecution in India.
It is feared that hard-line groups are
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seeking to mobilise support before the
election that is due by May 2009. Dr
Patrick Sookhdeo, international director
of Barnabas Fund, said: “The shocking
outbreak of violence against Christians in
Orissa draws our attention to the persecution faced by many Indian Christians.
There is a grave danger that this will intensify in various places as the national elections approach.”
Christian Today, Barnabas Fund

Hamas figure converts
By Ethan Cole

Tverted
he son of a top Hamas leader has conto Christianity and prays some day
his family will also accept Jesus Christ as
their Saviour, according to an Israeli newspaper.
Masab Yousef, son of West Bank
Hamas leader Sheik Hassan Yousef,
revealed for the first time in an interview
with Israel’s Haaretz newspaper that he
has left Islam and is now a Christian.
Before the interview’s publication in
August, Yousef ’s family did not know of
his faith conversion even though he is in
regular contact with them.
“This interview will open many people’s eyes, it will shake Islam from the
roots, and I’m not exaggerating,” said
Yousef, who now lives in the United
States. “What other case do you know
where a son of a Hamas leader, who was
raised on the tenets of extremist Islam,
comes out against it?”
Yousef, 30, was first exposed to
Christianity eight years ago while in
Jerusalem, where out of curiosity he
accepted an invitation to hear about
Christianity. Afterwards, he became
“enthusiastic” about what he heard and
would secretly read the Bible every day.
“A verse like ‘Love thine enemy’ had a
great influence on me,” Yousef recalled.
“At this stage I was still a Muslim and I
thought that I would remain one. But
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Stanley, Tasmania
Holiday Accommodation
3 bedroom furnished home available
to Presbyterian family and friends –
Very Reasonable Rates
For More Information phone:
(03) 6458 1116 (03) 6458 1321

2 6 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N

October 2008

every day I saw the terrible things done in
the name of religion by those who considered themselves ‘great believers’.
“I studied Islam more thoroughly and
found no answers there. I re-examined the
Koran and the principals of the faith and
found how it is mistaken and misleading.”
But with Christianity, Yousef said he
could understand God as revealed
through Jesus Christ. He said he could
talk about God and Jesus for days, but
Muslims are not able to say anything
about God.
“I consider Islam a big lie,” said Yousef.
“The people who supposedly represent
the religion admired Mohammed more
than God, killed innocent people in the
name of Islam, beat their wives and don’t
have any idea what God is.”
Four years ago, Yousef decided to convert to Christianity but did not let his
family know. He still helped his father
with his political activities, and his father
only knew his son had Christian friends.
Yousef described his father as a moderate Hamas leader. But even before his
encounter with Christianity, Yousef had
already become disenchanted with Hamas
and Islam after being imprisoned at the
age of 18 years old for heading a youth
Islamic movement at his high school.
He described the Hamas leaders he
met in prison as people with “no morals”
and “no integrity”, although they hide
their corruption better than Fatah party
members.
“Nobody knows them and how they
operate as well as I do,” Yousef said, recalling how the family of Hamas members
killed by Israel were forced to beg for
financial assistance while the leadership
“abandoned” them and “wasted” tens of
thousands of dollars a month only on
security for themselves.
Hamas is considered a terrorist group
by the United States, Israel, and many
Western countries. The group has publicly
vowed to destroy Israel.
Christian Post

F I N A N C I A L
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Credit squeeze
Greed exposed, the market’s credibility has plunged with share prices.

t is interesting that the churches have
had little to say about the global
financial crisis and the behaviour that
caused it. After all, it has put at risk
the lives of people throughout the world
no less than do abortion, euthanasia or
gambling. And Christian faith, with its
insights into sin and salvation, offers some
rich material for reflection.
Sin is popularly seen simply as the
breaking of God’s laws. But at a deeper
level sin is the pursuit of values that sell
your humanity short. That pursuit typically both corrodes your humanity and
undermines the conditions that permit
you to pursue cheap values. This process
can be seen in the financial crisis.
The root of the financial crisis was
greed — seeking individual financial gain
in ways that did not respect the common
good. The symbols of greed were spectacular. Monstrous salaries of CEOs, for
example, and takeovers that transferred
fees to the engineers and debt to the companies.
But greed was not confined to the top
end. Funds demanded that companies
produce short-term profits, led in turn by
their members who wanted spectacular
superannuation growth.
The way in which greed saps the
humanity of the greedy and injures the
welfare of ordinary human beings and of
societies is evident enough. It is less
recognised that unfettered greed destroys
the conditions under which the market
itself can function and under which the
greedy can reward themselves.
If they are to function, financial markets require confidence. They are based
on credit, and we give credit only to people whom we believe to be credible, and
only if we believe creditable the processes
by which we give credit. If we believe that
people in the market are trying to rip us
off and can rely on shonky processes to
do so, we shall refuse credit. Without
credit financial markets collapse.
Greed alone does not destroy trust and
confidence. But it breeds a fatal lack of
responsibility. We accept responsibility
for our own gains but refuse responsibility for others’ losses. The evasion of
responsibility creates bad process. We
make a legal and commercial framework

I

Andrew
Hamilton
that diffuses responsibility. When we need
to reckon our debts and our credits, we
shall be unable to do so. Confidence and
credit will disappear from the market.
In this financial crisis evasion of
responsibility has been refined into an art
form. The slicing of debt into instruments
that make it impossible to determine who

So the wage
of sin is the
death of the
market and
consequent
real deaths in
a world that
relies on
credit.
has responsibility is a clear example. So is
the propensity of banks to press money
on those who cannot repay and the failure
of boards to resign after approving policies that gutted their companies and
employees.

S

o the wage of sin is the death of the
market and consequent real deaths in a
world that relies on credit. That is where
the parallels with Christian theology get
interesting. There too the cycle of sin
begets irresponsibility, and irresponsibility begets a doomed world. Salvation
needs to come from outside by the intervention of a beneficent Creator. He must
take responsibility for debts owed in an
altruistic and painful way. Thus is the
working of greed and irresponsibility
healed, doom averted, and credit restored.
Sinners will be inspired to another and
better way of life.
It all sounds familiar, doesn’t it? The
Reserve takes on all bad debts, and market
players are freed from the consequences
of their greed and irresponsibility. So salvation comes to the market whose devo-

tees henceforth eschew greed, are responsible, and look to the common good. The
market can be trusted to regulate itself.
Sound likely? Or in the market does salvation merely mean that the greed and irresponsibility are spectacularly rewarded?
In Christian faith, of course, there is
the little business of original sin. People
continue to sin, so that even after they
come to faith life is a school for learning
altruism. That experience suggests that
financial markets will continue to encourage greed. So they need to be carefully
structured in order that they don’t foul
their own nest of confidence as well as
smearing those who depend on them.
Churches have a lot to say about markets. They ought to humour as children
those who tell us to trust the markets to
regulate themselves. Greed is part of the
human condition. It does not offer salvation. That is something altogether different and better.
Andrew Hamilton is the consulting editor
for online magazine Eureka Street, where
this article first appeared. He also teaches at
the United Faculty of Theology in
ap
Melbourne.

Visiting
Outback
Qeensland?

??
:

Worship with us at

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

:

Worship Service

Sunday 9am
Contact: Rev David Knott

qq(07) 4654 3100

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

October 2008 • 2 7

D

I S A

B

L E

D

In God’s grasp
Disability or incapacity does not put people beyond God’s grace.

he Westminster Confession in
chapter X on Effectual Calling
declares that “Elect infants, dying
in infancy, are regenerated, and
saved by Christ, through the Spirit, who
worketh when, and where, and how He
pleaseth: so also are all other elect persons
who are uncapable of being outwardly
called by the ministry of the Word”.
This is dealing with people – notably
infants and intellectually impaired persons
– who cannot reasonably be expected to
come to an understanding of what it
means to come to faith in Christ for salvation. Robert Shaw comments: “The
Holy Spirit usually works by means; and
the Word, read or preached, is the ordinary means which He renders effectual to
the salvation of sinners. But He has
immediate access to the hearts of men,
and can produce a saving change in them
without the use of ordinary means. As
infants are not fit subjects of instruction,
their regeneration must be effected without means, by the immediate agency of
the Holy Spirit on their souls.
“There are adult persons, too, to whom
the use of reason has been denied. It
would be harsh and unwarrantable to suppose that they are, on this account,
excluded from salvation; and to such of
them as God has chosen, it may be applied
in the same manner as to infants.”
In other words, if we are justified by
faith in Christ alone, what does that mean
for an infant who dies at six months, who
cannot exercise faith in Christ? And what
does that mean for someone who has
dementia, or whose intellectual faculties
are so damaged that he cannot understand

T

Peter
Barnes
the simple gospel, or to someone who has
suffered brain damage, perhaps in a car
accident? Can God reach such persons?
In the ruthless quest for perfection –
albeit often clothed in the language of
benevolence – modern society discards
those who do not
measure up, and
so practises the
Modern elimination of
society the
unfit.
discards those Thankfully, the
who do not God of the Bible
measure up, is the God who
reaches down to
and so
the lowliest of
practises the people to lift
elimination of them up into the
the unfit. heavenly places.
There
are
plenty who have
ministered more effectively in this area
than I have, but it might be worth telling
something of what I have learned over the
years. Three things can be said with the
utmost certainty:

F

irst, God’s Word can reach where we
cannot. In the region of the
Gerasenes, Jesus cast demons out of a
man who was completely demented. He
lived in the tombs, ran about naked, and
would shriek day and night. He cut himself with stones, and was unfit for any

Discount Offer
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place in human society, but after our Lord
dealt with him, he is described as “clothed
and in his right mind” (Mark 5:15).
Dealing with such a person is beyond
my experience, but over the Christmas
break of 1976, I worked as a student pastor in a country town in New South
Wales. I was asked by one woman to visit
her mother who was living in a nursing
home in a town about an hour’s drive
away.
Off I went, thinking that I would read
the Scriptures to a little old lady, and then
return to base. What the woman had not
told me was that her mother had dementia of some kind, and spent the whole day
in a room, jabbering away to herself.
When I arrived, the rest of the people in
the room were watching television, and
the old woman was jabbering away, making no sense at all, and not making any eye
contact with anyone. I introduced myself,
to no avail, and then looked around the
room for some help or guidance – or perhaps just a little sympathy.
The woman continued to stare ahead
and talk nonsense at a rapid rate. Finally, I
decided to read the Scriptures.
Immediately, she stopped jabbering, and
started to nod her head in agreement.
When I tried to explain the Word, she jabbered again, so I went back to reading the
Scriptures without comment. All the rest
of the residents in the room stopped
watching the television – a minor miracle
in itself – and watched and listened to us
with deep intensity. The episode went on
for some time – I read chapters and chapters from John’s Gospel, and she would
nod agreement and say “Yes”. If I tried to

do anything else – like explain the
Scriptures or pray – she returned to her
incoherent jabbering.
Finally, of course, I had to leave, and
the woman returned to her full-time jabbering. But I had witnessed a vivid
demonstration of the truth that God can
minister His Word in circumstances
where we can do nothing. The Word of
God is living and active, sharper than any
two-edged sword (Heb.4:12); it has
power from another world.

S

econd, the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper can minister where we cannot.
God has left us His Word as one means of
grace, but He has also given us the sacrament or ordinance of the Lord’s Supper.
Horatius Bonar writes of the Christian’s
experience of the Supper:
Here, O my Lord, I see Thee face to face;
Here would I touch and handle things
unseen.
Here grasp with firmer hand the eternal
grace,
And all my weariness upon Thee lean.
Further on, he says:
Feast after feast thus comes and passes by,
Yet, passing, points to the glad feast
above,
Giving sweet foretaste of the festal joy,
The Lamb’s great bridal feast of bliss and
love.
In the Supper, Christ uses physical
emblems to point us to spiritual truths –
including the truth of the resurrection of
the body.
Sometimes the Supper can speak in a
surprising way. I once celebrated a home
communion with a wonderful Christian
man struggling with Alzheimer’s disease.
He seemed to follow the Word okay, but
after the sacrament he suddenly put his
arms around the other elder and myself,
and prayed that within his limitations he
would be able to love and serve God, and
thanked Him for all the precious memories of past friends and fellow believers.
The Supper played some part in ministering to this Christian man, and bringing
something of heaven to him. Christ left us
with this permanent memorial of His
death for good reason. We proclaim the
Lord’s death till He comes again – and do
so in the ministry of the Word to the ear,
and of the sacrament to the eye and taste.

tal wards. He carries this out by reading,
speaking, praying, and singing and playing
Christian songs. Wessells tells a number
of heart-warming and touching stories
from his ministry. For example, a
comatose man once tapped his foot in
perfect time to Wessells’ guitar-playing,
and another young man later told Wessells
how he had become a Christian while in a

I do not
expect to
experience
such a song
again till I
hear the
10,000 times
10,000 angels
sing in heaven.

coma, and had heard every word that
Wessells had said and sung to him. Music,
says Wessells, is “one of the languages of
the voiceless”.
Every Monday during school term, I
teach Scripture to a class of very disabled
children. Most cannot speak at all, and
none can wield a pencil or a crayon. A
Scripture lesson along normal lines is sim-

ply out of the question. I play the guitar
and sing Scripture songs to them, taking a
minute or two to explain each song. We –
or to be more accurate, I – sing Wide,
Wide as the Ocean; The Wise Man Built
His House Upon the Rock; I am the Way,
the Truth and the Life; and other such
songs.
I am never sure what sinks in and what
doesn’t, but one day news came that one
of the children had died. I talked about
death, and how Jesus rose from the dead.
Then we sang Jesus loves me, this I know,
for the Bible tells me so. The children were
not at all articulate but they knew something, and I do not expect to experience
such a song again till I hear the 10,000
times 10,000 angels sing in heaven,
Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to
receive power and wealth and wisdom and
strength and honour and glory and praise!
(Rev. 5:11).
There will be situations in life where we
may be tempted to think that God cannot
renew the mind of a fellow human being.
We ought to remind ourselves that God is
far greater than our conception of Him.
His Spirit can minister to the spirits of
His elect, by His Word, by His sacrament,
and by music.
Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
ap
Presbyterian Church, NSW.

T

hird, Christian songs can minister in a
way that we cannot. In 2004 John
Wessells published a book entitled
Conversations with the Voiceless: Finding
God’s Love in Life’s Hardest Questions.
John Wessells has a ministry to those who
are comatose and brain-damaged in hospiAU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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NOVEMBER 2008
1 Para Hills, Norwood charge, Adelaide
with about 100 c&a, 40 yf and 6 e includng the work of Prezra training
classes; Reg and Elaine Mathews.
2 Ararat charge western Vic. with about
30 c&a and 4 e; Ian and Ann Hutton.
3 Presbytery of the Hunter NSW – 9
charges and 5 home mission stations
totaling 24 congregations with about
1450 c&a and 325 yf, 2 missionaries, 1
defense chaplain, 1 hospital chaplain, 5
retired ministers and 1 under jurisdiction. John Seaton clerk.
4 Pittwater charge Newport, northern
Sydney with about 55 c&a, 5 yf and 8
e; Philip and Helen Rawlings.
5 Richard and Ann Wilson mission partners (APWM) workers from
Annerley, Brisbane. He is pastoral
coordinator for Indian Reformed
Fellowship – Australia assisting
reformed church in India.
6 Wilston Newmarket-Windsor charge,
Brisbane with about 75 c&a, 20 yf and
4 e; Stuart and Cathy Atkinson.
7 Mr K S mission partners (APWM)
worker from Tasmania in South East
Asia with Asian Outreach
International involved in outreach and
training ministries.
8 Lesleigh Hall and Sharan as he takes
up the role of Administrator Manager
at Queensland church offices, fortitude valley Brisbane after 20 years in
pastoral ministry in the Gateway
charge.
9 Nicole Linklater mission partners
(APWM) worker from Epping,
Sydney with WEC International
involved in evangelism through storytelling, literacy and community health
in Chad, West Africa.

10 Michael and Katie Woodruff mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Blaxland NSW in East Asia with
Overseas Missionary Fellowship
involved in teaching and physiotherapy.
11 Bassendean home mission station
Perth with about 50 c&a, 10 yf and 1 e
the need for more elders, the English
college; Ross and Sue Fraser.
12 All our defense force chaplains – full
time and part time. Allan Harman
chaplaincy convener.
13 Presbytery of Melbourne East – 15
charges totaling 18 congregations with
about 1335 c&a and 450 yf, 1 missionary, 1 defense chaplain, 2 school chaplains, 3 retired ministers and 4 under
jurisdiction. Kevin Childs clerk.
14 Noel and Catherine Carpenter mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Hobart with Wycliffe Bible
Translators involved in aviation.
15 Capricorn Coast home mission station, Yeppoon near Rockhampton,
Qld. Michael and Annita Campbell.
16 Manly charge Sydney with about 180
c&a, 25 yf and 23 e; Derek and Bullen
including the Brazilian congregation –
Wilson Fernandez.
17 Ian and Dorcas mission partners
(APWM) workers from Albury area
in South Asia with Red Sea Team
involved in medical workand encouraging Bible study.
18 The production, circulation and
impact of church periodicals such as
the Australian Presbyterian, Pulse
(NSW) and New Directions (Qld).
19 John and Kairine Woldhuis mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Randwick, Sydney in Ecuador with
SIM International involved in assisting
local churches.
20 Chester Hill charge Sydney with about
40 c&a and 5 e; Luke and Hae Ja Yoo.
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21 Scottsdale charge Tas. including
Bridport, with about 80 c&a (communicants and adherents), 30 yf (younger
folk – Sunday School and youth) and ,
5 e (elders); Greg and Catherine
Munro.
22 Ballina charge for northern NSW with
about 185 c&a, 65 yf and 4 e; Hamish
and Jo Burke, Jeff Keighley.
23 Presbytery of Bass, north Tasmania –
4 charges and 3 special (home mission) charges totaling 16 congregations with about 700 c&a and 135 yf,
1 retired minister and 1 under jurisdiction. Muriel Bissett clerk.
24 Warwick and Natalie Short mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Bundoora, Vic. going to Niger, west
Africa with SIM International to work
among Fulani and Wodabe people.
25 Creek Road (Carina) charge Brisbane
with about 285 c&a, 270 yf and 14 e;
Jens and Louise Norved.
26 The pupils, staff and council of
Fairholme College, Toowoomba, Qld.
Mr J. S. Klan principal, Richard Jessup
chaplain.
27 Mark Smith recently ordained and
Drouin, eastern Victoria charge, and
Danielle, with about 220 c&a, 78 yf
and 16 e.
28 Mark Mitchell recently inducted, and
Lyndal, at Strathfield charge Sydney
with about 80 c&a, 30 yf and 4 e.
29 North Links home mission station,
Helensvale, Qld Gold Coast with
about 70 adherents; John Evans.
30 Praise God for the rediscovery of the
gospel and renewal of the church in
the reformation on the 1500s; pray
that the Lord may renew the church
again in the 2100s.
31 Pray for the Western Australian
Assembly today and tomorrow, Stuart

Bonnington, Moderator, Glenn
Muskett clerk, all office-bearers teaching, fellowship debates and decisions.

B

Books
Vintage Jesus

Mark Driscoll
Crossway: Illinois, 2008.
Reviewed by Mark Powell

N

o matter what I say next about this
book someone’s going to strongly
disagree. Unfortunately that’s the kind of
effect that Mark Driscoll has on the evangelical community and his latest book,
Vintage Jesus, will be no exception. In an
attempt to be “balanced” I’ll make two
positive and then two negative comments.
First the positive. Driscoll is in my
opinion one of the most gifted (and
funny) Christian communicators in the
world today. Coupled with that, being
based on a series of talks he had originally
given, the book exhibits the same lucid
style and fast pace for which Driscoll has
become renowned.
Second, the book is theologically accurate and insightful. Driscoll covers most
of the core doctrines of the Christian faith
with an exemplary clarity. Each chapter
contains much to be edified and challenged by, although I don’t think he has
convinced me of every false understanding
he dismisses as to what some have taught
regarding the virgin birth.
Now for the negative. Many Christians
will find the language Driscoll uses at
times to be extremely offensive. (So that
the editor of AP is not inundated with
complaints I will refrain from giving specific examples.) Nothing would have been
lost if he had simply been more circumspect in how he expressed himself.
What’s more, in the light of all of the
present confusion and controversy surrounding the issue of justification by faith
alone I was disappointed that he completely ignored the subject. When speaking about the fundamental beliefs of
Christianity I was surprised that this
aspect was not specifically addressed.
Instead, Driscoll clouds the issue by
repeatedly asserting that “most Catholics
are Christians”.
In the end I came away from reading
Vintage Jesus both greatly encouraged and
at the same time feeling a little uneasy. I
was on the one hand tremendously
uplifted because the truths he was presenting were laid out in such a clear and
compelling way that I don’t know how
anyone could not be moved and strength-

O
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ened to trust and serve Jesus. But my feeling of unease would not go away because
he uses certain phrases and illustrations
that I just don’t think God’s Holy Spirit
wants us to use (see Eph. 4:29 and 5:4).
This is a great shame because for many
this otherwise excellent book will be significantly damaged as a result.
Mark Powell is associate minister at
Cornerstone Presbyterian Community
Church, Concord, NSW.

Children in Church
Lynda Bayne
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

L

ynda Bayne is a member of the
Ashburton Grace Presbyterian
Church of New Zealand and was in attendance with her husband David (the minister of that congregation) at the 2007
meeting of the General Assembly of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia.
Children in Church covers why we
teach children in worship and how we go
about it. It is filled with practical hints to
encourage children in worship and in
church. This booklet has a very gentle and
loving tone and is highly recommended.
To
obtain
a
copy
go
to
www.gracepresbyterianchurch.org.nz.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s Kirk,
Fremantle.

The Faith Once
Delivered

Edited by Antony T. Selvaggio
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2007.
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

his book is the first in a series entitled
The Westminster Assembly and the
Reformed Faith, with Dr Carl Trueman as
series editor. This series is being generated by the work of the Craig Centre for
the Study of the Westminster Standards
established by Westminster Theological
Seminary in Philadelphia. On the basis of
this current volume it promises to be a
most helpful series of books indeed.
The Faith Once Delivered has been
published to mark the retirement of one
of the leading modern Reformed systematic theologians, Dr Wayne Spear. He is
not well known here, but his The
Theology of Prayer is simply fantastic.
The Faith Once Delivered has 10 chapters dealing with various aspects of the
great themes and theology of the
Westminster Confession by such distin-

guished writers as Richard Gaffin, Carl
Trueman, Joel Beeke, (Australia’s own)
Rowland Ward and Dan Hart. In broad
terms chapters 1, 8, 11, 12, 20 of the
Confession are dealt with, but surprisingly there is no index of the sections of
the Confession touched on.

Isaiah

Allan Harman
Fearn: Christian Focus, 2005.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T

his commentary sat on my shelves
for rather too long before I got
around to reading it. That was my loss.
This is the most helpful work on Isaiah
that I have read. It picks up the flow
of the book in a way that is most illuminating, and which is not always present in other commentaries.
Instead of viewing Isaiah as a series
of wonderful but isolated texts – as we
so often do – Allan Harman takes us
through the sections on judgment
(Isa.1-35) to the book of comfort (Is.
40-66), with a transition in between (Is.
36-39). Beginning with the broken
covenant with Judah in chapter 1, we
end with Zion triumphant in chapter
66. Like Barry Webb, Allan sees Isaiah
61 as a fifth servant song, to go with
Isaiah 42, 49, 50, and 53. This is all done
with a sure hand. There is deep scholarship and understanding here, but also
clear explanations along the way.
Harman on Isaiah is to be recommended most heartily. One can only
pray that there will be more commentaries of a similar standard to come.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
ap
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au

Gospel CD

‘It’s Real’

Terry Darmody ww
Steve Messer’s Strange Country

Classic traditional gospel songs
Blues/Country/Bluegrass/Rockabilly styles

Listen & buy at www.mmusic.com.au
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Back to basics
Why we should teach the Bible in all our schools.

ewer and fewer people know the
Bible, even among those with religious commitment. The latest
National Church Life Survey of
500,000 people across 22 denominations
shows a whopping 59 per cent of respondents read the Bible only occasionally,
rarely or never at all.
But why would you bother reading it if
you didn’t have some belief that the
words of the good Book were true? What
could motivate you to wade your way
through those strange, cigarette-paper
pages?
To my mind, there are still plenty of
reasons to bother with the Bible. But at
least one is indisputable, and it reveals a
gaping hole in the Australian educational
experience. You need to know the Bible in
order to understand the history, literature
and arts of Western culture. In fact, it is an
educational and cultural tragedy that the
Bible has quietly disappeared from the
schooling
experience
of
many
Australians.

F

I

n the US, a major project to restore
biblical literacy is under way, called the
Bible Literacy Project. It is a joint venture of Jewish and Christian educators
intended to “encourage and facilitate the
academic study of the Bible in public
schools”. In a country where religion and

Greg
Clarke
public education mix like oil and water, it
is no mean feat they have got their textbook, The Bible And Its Influence, into
the curriculum in 40 states, and counting.
The project
had its own statistical groundThis is about ing. A Gallup Poll
teaching the for the project
Bible in the found only 37 per
cent of American
same way that
high school stuyou teach dents
could
scales for recognise any of
learning a Jesus’
words
musical from the Sermon
instrument. on the Mount
(Australia would
have
to
be
worse). And yet
98 per cent of English teachers surveyed
agreed that knowing the Bible delivered a
distinct academic advantage in the study
of English literature.
I know it first-hand. I was the only one
in my first year tutorial who understood

what the title of John Bunyan’s book,
Grace Abounding To The Chief Of Sinners
was about. (You need to be familiar with
the first letter to Timothy, chapter one,
verse 16, to get it.) And I laughed alone at
the joke in Waiting For Godot when one of
the tramps says, “One of the thieves was
saved. It’s a reasonable percentage.” (See
Jesus’ crucifixion in the Gospel of Luke,
chapter 23.) Two ticks to the boy with the
Sunday school upbringing.
We need something similar to the
Bible Literacy Project, something that
enables the teaching of the Bible in the
English, art, music and history classrooms. An Australian version of the project would see discussion of Les Murray,
Tim Winton and John Coburn in place of
Emerson, Melville and Abraham Lincoln.
But the backbone is there in the
American work: a textbook that respects
the content and structure of the Bible,
Hebrew and Christian, and then seeks to
communicate to students its vast significance for understanding the Western tradition, and more.

T

here’s no need to be sidetracked by
six-day creationism, or Zionism, or
the subtleties of denominational differences. This is about teaching the Bible in
the same way that you teach scales for
learning a musical instrument, or the
colour palette for painting. It’s necessary
to the whole task of understanding what
is going on in our culture, literature, and
history.
I have a vested interest in biblical literacy; after all, I’m a Christian and I think
there’s something to the big, unfolding
story it tells. But I’m also a literary academic, and I can’t bear the biblical ignorance
students display. Regardless of whether
you find something alive and kicking in
the Scriptures, there is a strong argument
it should be somewhere near the foundation of Australian education.
Greg Clarke is a director of the Centre for
Public Christianity in Sydney and the director of the Macquarie Christian Studies
Institute at Macquarie University. This article first appeared in the Sydney Morning
ap
Herald.
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