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editorial
enry Lawson, one of Australia’s most famous poets,
once wrote a poem called The Light on the Wreck.
It’s a stern reminder that life is full of cautionary
tales. While Lawson was thinking mainly of
individuals who came to a tragic end through moral
delinquency, his observations also have a special poignancy
for churches and institutions. Like individuals, churches and
institutions can make choices whereby they squander the
wealth of their heritage for a mess of liberal theological
pottage.
This was particularly so at the beginning of the 20th
century in one of the most famous bastions of Protestant
orthodoxy since the Reformation, Princeton Seminary in
New Jersey. Princeton was not unique in the controversy
over liberalism that raged within its walls, but it did act as a
bellwether of things to come in other theological institutions
around the world. Princeton also became famous for another
reason: it was from the crucible of this theological
controversy that there emerged a towering spiritual leader in
the person of J. Gresham Machen.
Machen was a professor at Princeton who grew
increasingly concerned about departures from the truth of
the gospel amongst members of the faculty. He, along with
other faculty members, resigned from Princeton and founded
Westminster
Theological
Seminary,
Philadelphia.
Westminster thus became one of the main flag-bearers for
Reformed Christianity within the modern world.
Machen’s far-sighted decision in precipitating the break
with Princeton and establishing a new seminary contains
many important lessons for us. Perhaps chief among them is
the imperative to safeguard the gospel. His clarion call to
Christian leaders is to defend the truth and trustworthiness
of the Bible. If this demands controversy, then so be it.
Machen observed that controversy, rather than being bad,
“has resulted in striking intellectual and spiritual advance.
Controversy of the right sort,” he said, “is good because out
of such controversy, as church history and Scripture teach,
there comes the salvation of souls”. Undoubtedly one aspect
of the enduring challenge that Machen has left to his spiritual
descendants around the world is to be passionate for the truth
of the gospel.
Peter Hastie ap
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Here I stand
Machen’s courage and integrity in defending orthodoxy flows still.

r Carl Trueman is Dean of the
Faculty
at
Westminster
Theological
Seminary,
Philadelphia, and teaches as a
professor of historical theology and
church history.
He is married to
Catriona, who is originally from the island
of Lewis, off the west coast of Scotland.
They have two sons, John and Peter, aged
14 and 16. Carl was brought up in a very
supportive but non-religious home, and
was converted to Christ at a Billy Graham
rally at the age of 17.
Soon after he became a Christian, he
went to study at the University of
Cambridge. It was there he came under the
influence of Dr Roy Clements, the minister
of Eden Baptist Chapel. Through this ministry Carl began to develop growing convictions about the truthfulness of the doctrines of grace and Reformation theology.
On completing his studies at Cambridge he
went to the University of Aberdeen to
study for his PhD in Reformation church
history. In Aberdeen he began attending a
Presbyterian Church (Church of Scotland).
It was here that he first encountered

D

Carl Trueman
talks to

Peter Hastie
Reformed Presbyterianism. He will be in
Australia shortly to give lectures in Sydney,
Melbourne and Brisbane.

Carl, is there any point in studying
the past, especially people’s lives?
Henry Ford once said that history is
bunk. Can we learn anything from it?
Henry Ford is wrong. History is essential. It certainly serves a more important
role than simply being a mere recording of
facts. Actually, if the truth be known, we
don’t have any recordings of pure facts
because all history is interpreted on one
level or another.
I think that the reason why it’s important for us to study church history is that
many of the issues that we face have
occurred at one time or another in the
past. So studying these past events gives
us a better perspective on issues and prob-
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lems that others have already grappled
with. Of course, it’s from this study that
we can work out the best questions to ask
as we face our own struggles in the present. In this sense, history plays an invaluable role. Every Christian should be interested in it.

What should be the areas of our focus
in church history – men, women,
movements/ideas or a combination
of all three?
I would say a combination of all three.
Although there has been a genuine
attempt to be more inclusive of women in
the writing of history, one of the problems
historians face is that women tend to leave
less historical evidence behind. Historical
evidence is like the “rubbish” that we generate as part of the normal process of living. Men tend to create more of it than
women. My wife likes to tell me that this
is because women are generally more tidy
and efficient. Whatever the reason, historians have to rummage through the “rubbish” to construct a story. This explains
why they tend to focus on subjects where

there is a lot of it. Naturally, this leads
them to write more about some subjects
than others. Nevertheless, it is legitimate
for church historians to focus on all three
of the areas you have mentioned – men,
women and ideas.

One of the towering figures in the
early 20th century of Protestant
Christianity is the Presbyterian theologian and churchman J. Gresham
Machen. Why has there been such
intense interest in his life?
Machen continues to be a figure of
interest for a variety of reasons. First, he
was undoubtedly one of the most educated and articulate defenders of orthodox Christianity during the early decades
of the 20th century. He figured prominently in the famous fundamentalist and
modernist controversies. Machen was a
highly respected New Testament scholar
who sided very much with the defenders
of traditional conservative orthodoxy.
Second, Machen has left behind an
important institutional legacy. He was
largely responsible for two institutions
that survive to this day: the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church of North America
and Westminster Theological Seminary. I
happen to be a member of the OPC as
well as dean of Westminster Seminary, so I
have a personal connection to what he has
left behind. My office is in part of the
campus that is known as Machen Hall.
Finally, I also think that his little book,
Christianity and Liberalism, was a tour de
force that set out the issues of conflict
between orthodox Christianity and liberal
modernism in an amazingly simple, sharp
and focused way. It has been a reference
point for the issues in that debate ever
since.

Can you give us a picture of the times
in which Machen lived? Who were
the leading thinkers and what was
their agenda?
I think the early 20th century is clearly
a time of great cultural turmoil. While the
First World War did not have the same
cultural impact on America as it did in
Europe, it did precipitate something of a
backlash against 19th century romanticism. A number of leading intellectuals
like H. L. Mencken and Walter Lippmann
were in the vanguard of a movement of
religious skepticism that challenged the
place of religion in American cultural life.
They advocated sexual freedom and
opposed Prohibition, among other things.
Also, in the early part of the 20th century,
John Dewey, the father of modern prag-

matism, began to have an increasing influence in the education of Americans.
Before long, the rise of skepticism and
pragmatism began to have an impact on
the churches. This came to the surface in
two areas. First, there was a growing
acceptance of the so-called “assured
results” of higher criticism – that is, the
belief that the Bible was merely a human
document that was flawed. And second, it
was during this period that there was a
strong growth within evangelicalism of
non-church-based Christian institutions,
or what we
might call “parachurch” organiThe supporters
s a t i o n s .
of orthodoxy
Although many
basically wore
of the parathemselves out.
church organisations
had
The forces of
l a u d a b l e
liberalism
motives, their
became
existence and
stronger as
prominence led
time went on.
to a weakening
of the doctrine
of the church
and its institutions. This was the background from which Machen emerged and
against which he needs to be judged.

To what extent do you think that the
battle over the inspiration and
inerrancy of the Bible in the early
1890s was the curtain-raiser for the
full-blown theological battle that
erupted in the Presbyterian Church
in the 1920s?
Well, the heresy trial in 1892 of Charles
Briggs, a professor at Union Seminary,
was certainly a turning-point in that
process. Briggs, in his inaugural address as
professor of biblical theology at the seminary, condemned “the dogma of verbal
inspiration”. This led to him being
charged and prosecuted by the Presbytery
of New York. Although he was condemned by the General Assembly and
suspended from the ministry, the movement which he represented gathered
momentum over the next few decades so
that by the 1920s, the liberals were in firm
control in the Presbyterian Church.
There is no doubt that the trial of
Charles Briggs was something of a watershed. While the supporters of orthodoxy
actually won that particular battle, to use
one of my colleague Richard Gaffin’s
favourite phrases, I think they “chopped
their wad” at the end of that struggle.
They basically wore themselves out. The
forces of liberalism became stronger as

time went on, and the orthodox members
of the church found that they could no
longer call in political favours to help
them in the struggles within the church
courts. The cost of their victory left them
spent and more vulnerable to the
onslaught that was going to take place 20
or 30 years later.

Lefferts Loetscher, in his book The
Broadening Church, talks about the
student body chafing against some of
the greats at Princeton like B.B.
Warfield and other conservatives on
the faculty. What was taking place in
the intellectual climate and spiritual
climate of America that would have
set so many in the student body
against such a stellar faculty?
This is a huge question that requires a
far more developed response than I can
give within this interview, but I can offer a
few suggestions that might help to explain
what was influencing developments at
Princeton.
Perhaps the first thing I should mention is that the 20th century heralded the
growing power of youth. At the turn of
the century the scientific paradigm and
the discovery of Einstein’s theory of relativity led people to question traditional

PREZRA
School of
Theology
and PCA Ministries
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We need Ministers and Home Missionaries
to come to Churches without a Pastor who
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Faith for Practical Christian service. Prepare
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values and beliefs. Then, following in its
wake, the age of consumerism burst onto
the scene. The influence of both these
phenomena led to a lot of questioning and
re-evaluation. Youth became more critical
of accepted “dogma” and wanted to challenge many things. They tend to be iconoclastic in that way. The scientific paradigm is built upon improving on the past.
You have to get out of the past in order to
move into the future. Consumerism is
built on the idea that “why have a horse
and cart when you can have a motorcar?”
New is better than old.
Thus a major cultural shift began to
occur in the early 20th century. These
changes have been unraveling over several
generations so that our culture now
favours the young over the old. We see
this in the business world. Employers
often prefer young people because young
people learn new skills better than old
people. With the arrival of advanced technology we feel that acutely. My 13-yearold niece understands DVD players better
than I do. I depend on her to help me
record something when I am back home
with my mum.
So I think that in the early 20th century
there was a shift in influence towards
youth, and that this shift was inherently
iconoclastic. I also believe that there’s an

Benalla Parish:
is a well established parish
of all ages in North East
Victoria. We are seeking a
full time minister who has a
warm pastoral heart and
the gift of teaching. He will
be expected to have a
vision for maximising the
great potential of the
parish, for growing God’s
kingdom and for
discipleship, training and
outreach to the younger
generation.
Please contact Interim
Moderator for further details
Rev. Kyung Rae Ee
03) 5831 6494 / 0403 536 721
Krlx2@yahoo.com
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underlying dynamic in academic life
where young, hot-shot professors feel it
necessary to establish themselves over and
against their senior peers. This is also true
in seminaries. There is always a temptation in theological institutions for young,
aspiring professors to gather student
groupies around themselves to pursue
their own particular agendas. Again, it is
always more exciting to think you have
made a new discovery or advance than to
simply hold the
view that the old
ideas were right
all along. There
The rot sets in were a whole variwhen good ety of factors that
orthodox men led to the disturat
don’t have the bance
P
r
i
n
c
e
t
o
n
backbone to
Theological
stand up and
Seminary in the
be counted. early 20th century. In the first
couple of decades
a perfect storm
was developing that led to the kind of
iconoclasm that you have mentioned.

One of the main advocates of secularism at the time was H.L. Mencken.
He said that Machen’s arguments for
orthodox Christianity against theological liberalism were completely
impregnable. Is the fact that Machen
was such an able apologist the main
reason why we should be studying his
life?
It’s certainly one of the more important reasons why we should be looking at
Machen. The rather simple and obvious
point that Mencken makes about Machen
is that he was a front-rank, orthodox
Presbyterian scholar who decided to
speak and act like a front-rank, orthodox
Presbyterian scholar who was justifiably
angry at the betrayal of historic
Christianity by so many liberal churchmen.
A few years ago I invited a Roman
Catholic friend to come and give a doctoral seminar at Westminster. I noticed
that he was quite unashamed in asserting
his position. The first thing that my
friend said when he sat down was, “OK, I
know you guys are Reformed Protestant.
However, I am a Roman Catholic, so I
don’t apologise for being in your faces
with my Roman Catholicism as I present
today.”
I know I have sat in many meetings
and have felt the temptation myself to
back away from conflict over issues of
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doctrine. It’s easy as an evangelical, when
you sit down in a room of Roman
Catholics, to say, “Well, I know I’m a
Protestant and you are Roman Catholics,
but we have a basic core commitment and
I am going to work on the basis of that”.
Machen was the Protestant equivalent of
my Roman Catholic friend. He knew
what he believed and he was unashamed
about stating it. He was quite forthright in
articulating what he understood to be the
true Christian gospel.

Was there some particular incident or
challenge that Machen experienced
during his education that proved to
be the catalyst for him to adopt the
role of what Mencken described as
“Dr Fundamentalis”?
There is no doubt that Machen experienced a crisis of faith while studying in
Germany under the German liberal theologian, Wilhelm Hermann. Ned
Stonehouse describes the event in his
biography of Machen. Darryl Hart also
mentions it in his excellent book on
Machen, Defending the Faith – J Gresham
Machen and the Crisis of Protestantism.
While Machen was studying under
Hermann, he was deeply impressed by his
professor’s passionate convictions.
However, he couldn’t reconcile that passion with the emptiness of Hermann’s liberalism. I suspect that this challenged
Machen to become as passionate in his
own commitment to the truth of the
gospel.
Later in his life, he faced a number of
crises. One of these was when the liberal
element within the Presbyterian Church
tried to transform Princeton Theological
Seminary. In 1929 liberal churchmen persuaded the General Assembly to reconstitute the board of the seminary. This meant
that Princeton became a more broadbased, generic institution and turned its
back on being a confessional Presbyterian
seminary. These dramatic changes at
Princeton forced Machen to think long
and hard about what it meant to be a
Presbyterian. Is a watered–down “mere
Christianity” a realistic option for a
church? Or does it need a more detailed
statement of faith? This issue was critical
to Machen.
Another incident was also critical in
the development of Machen’s views.
Disappointed by the number of liberal
missionaries who were being sent by the
Presbyterian Church, Machen moved to
establish an independent Board of Foreign
Missions. This enabled him to ensure that
supporters’ funds were properly chan-

neled to gospel-preaching missionaries
and not to liberal missionaries. In the end,
I think that was the thing that brought
him down in the church and shortened his
life. This was probably his last great stand.

What is a “fundamentalist” and was
Mencken right in referring to
Machen as Dr Fundamentalis?
According to the philosopher Alvin
Plantinga, a “fundamentalist” is that
“expletive deleted” who is just to the right
of you. Fundamentalist is a pejorative
word that is tossed around unthinkingly,
usually to caricature someone who is taking a line that is reasonably conservative.
I’ve been called a fundamentalist from
time to time. Interestingly enough, this
has never happened when I have spoken
as a conservative at a British University. It
is only in my time at Westminster that
some people have labeled me like this.
When the word is used properly, it can
mean anyone who affirms basic historic
Christian orthodoxy. This means anyone
who upholds the basic truth and purpose
of the Bible. When fundamentalist is used
in that way, then I am happy to say, “Yes,
I’m a fundamentalist”. In some contexts it
can also imply commitment to dispensational eschatology, as well as a focus on
what are really minor ethical issues such as
whether or not one can consume alcohol
or visit the cinema. So, fundamentalist can
be used in this latter sense, in which case I
am not one. Machen was a fundamentalist
in the sense that he was a defender of the
truth of classical Christian orthodoxy.

In a few short years Princeton abandoned its historic Christianity
despite having scholars like Warfield,
Hodge and Green there. Are there
any lessons from what happened at
Princeton for the church today?
Oh yes, there are a lot of lessons. First,
it’s important to realise that no system of
governance can provide an absolute guarantee that a Christian institution will
remain orthodox. Of course, this applies
to both seminaries and churches. Systems
of governance are ultimately only as good
as the men involved in them.
Second, I think the lessons at
Princeton indicate that you have to be
very careful about whom you appoint to
be the stewards of orthodoxy. In the case
of Princeton, it was the board and the faculty. When you appoint board members
to a seminary, it’s crucial that the right
people are appointed. It’s the same with
faculty. They must be reliable and orthodox.

Third, history tells us that institutions
don’t go off the rails because they are
taken over by liberals. The rot sets in
when good orthodox men don’t have the
backbone to stand up and be counted
when the drift starts. It is not liberals who
allow seminaries to depart from the truth;
it is the middle-of-the-road guys who
want to get along with everybody. Their
problem is that they want to get along, be
nice guys, but they lack the strength to
make a stand.

Machen became renowned among
secularists like Mencken and Walter
Lippman for his book, Christianity

There is a
growing trend
within the
church to
think of
Christianity
primarily in
terms of feelings, journeys
and aesthetics.

and Liberalism. What was it about the
book that so impressed them?
I think the book is well-written by the
standards of the day, although the style is
now a little dated. It boils the problem
down into its essentials. It’s only 151
pages, and highlights the principal issues
between Christianity and liberalism.
Machen’s argument is that Christianity
is a religion committed to a supernatural
God who produced a supernaturally
inspired Bible. Liberalism, however, is not
committed to the supernatural and is
therefore an entirely different religion. It
is not a subset or species of Christianity.
That is not to say, of course, that we may
be able to learn something from liberals.
Nor does it imply that everyone who
holds liberal opinions is not a true
Christian. What Machen was saying was
that liberalism as a theological system is
not historic Christianity.

You have just written the introduction to a republished version of
Machen’s Christianity and Liberalism.
Why?
I did it for a number of reasons. First,
we are approaching Westminster
Theological Seminary’s 80th anniversary
and it’s an appropriate time to reaffirm

our commitment to our past. Not only
are we looking to the future, but we want
to reaffirm that we still stand where
Machen stood on the issues that really
matter. Nothing has changed on that
score.
Second, I think the book presents the
issues between the two opposing views in
as nice and pointed a way as has ever been
done.
Third, and this I try to develop in my
introduction, is that one of Machen’s
chief complaints about theological liberalism is that it degenerates ultimately into
sentimentalism. In the introduction I try
to focus on Machen’s polemic against
Christianity and sentimentalism. I think
sentimentalism is making a strong resurgence in our post-modern age. Today
matters of taste and “niceness” are assuming far greater importance, whereas the
value of the doctrinal content of
Christianity is being downgraded. There
is a growing trend within the modern
church to think of Christianity primarily
in terms of feelings, journeys and aesthetics. It is the old sentimentalism in a new
dress. Machen speaks very forcefully on
that point. His focus is on the historical
realities of the Christian faith – the incarnation, the cross, and the resurrection.
These events in Christ’s life are not sentimental if we understand their effect in
space and time. It is in these historical
events that God really comes to us, takes
away our sin through a horrific death on
the cross, and vindicates His Son through
His resurrection. The emphasis here is on
saving action, not sentimentalism.

Machen wrote with considerable passion about the Bible. He claimed that
it was infallible and inerrant.
Although his arguments are almost
100 years old, are they still of relevance in the current theological
scene?
Definitely. I think the Bible itself
teaches that it is does not contain error or
mislead us, and it is powerful to achieve
what God has designed it to achieve. Both
those truths have abiding validity. I think
the debate today in evangelicalism is in
some ways different to the one that he
faced in his day. For instance, some of the
issues that we face in relation to biblical
authority such as the relationship of
authorial intent, public intention and the
communal reading of biblical texts, are
not issues that Machen faced, so he is not
as helpful for us as a resource at that point.
I think the basic point is that the Bible
contains no error and it is powerful to
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achieve what God intends it to achieve.

Why did Machen think that doctrine
is so important? Why did he believe
that he should devote his career to
defending it?
Machen believed that doctrine is
important because the Bible teaches doctrine. The proposition that God exists is
doctrine. So too is the belief that Christ
was the second person of the Trinity who
took on flesh and came down to die for
our sins. In saying that these statements
are doctrine I am automatically making a
statement about their referential truth
value as well. If my belief that God exists
is merely a reflection of my own religious
psychology, then my belief is nothing
more than sentiment. Again, if the statement “God came down and died for my
sins” is merely the religious aspiration of
the faith community to which I belong,
then again it is nothing more than communal sentimentality. Machen believed
that the Bible teaches history. Further, he
believed that it taught interpretive history,
not neutral history. The interpretation of
that history is doctrine.

Did the liberals have a point in their
attack on Machen when they said that
Christianity is not essentially about
doctrine; it is about a relationship
with a Person or the possession of a
life?
It is an interesting point to make. I
would say that a relationship actually
requires propositions to be meaningful in
any real sense. It requires true speech acts.
Sure I have a relationship with my wife,
but I have to be able to express that linguistically and in a true fashion for it to
have any meaning and satisfaction. The
Bible describes God’s relationship to us in
a way which presupposes and requires
speech. In fact, the Bible presents God as
a speaking God. He tells us things. I think
that we create a false dichotomy if we
oppose the personal and relational aspects
of our relationship with God to the doctrinal and didactic ones.

Why were Machen’s detractors so
opposed to the idea that Christianity
is doctrinal?
Thinking people since the time of the
philosopher Immanuel Kant, have been
faced with a major religious problem –
how do we justify the existence of God if
we can’t rely on reason? Kant said it was
impossible, using reason, to prove anything about the spiritual or what he called
the “noumenal” realm. Many people were
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convinced that he was right. They
believed that it was impossible to make
meaningful statements about God. All
that could be done was to make statements of a moral nature – about whether
a particular act or course of action was
right or wrong. Theology was reduced to
ethics.
In the wake of Kant’s critique of reason, another theologian, Friedrich
Schleiermacher,
tried
to
rescue
Christianity by reconstructing it in terms
of religious experience. It was a valiant but
ultimately fruitless attempt. He deserves
some credit for having a go, but it was just

It was a
tragedy that
Protestants
split over the
Lord’s Supper,
but it would
have been
more of a
tragedy if they
had agreed to
disagree.
a hopelessly heterodox form
Christianity that he came up with.

Is this issue still a live one in the
church at the moment?
of

It certainly does. The form of postmodernism that we face today is not so
new at all. It’s just a form of skepticism.
Look at the debate between Erasmus and
Luther in 1524-25. The claim of Erasmus’
case is that Luther can’t be certain about
anything and that the Bible is not clear.
He goes on to say, “You know, people
have different opinions on this and that;
we mustn’t make certain statements about
things because that is arrogant.” Postmodernists say something similar today.
Interestingly Richard Baxter said something similar in the 17th century. He talks
about the problem of dogma and says that
we need to simplify Christianity down to
the basics. We want a “mere Christianity”.
There is an overtone of skepticism in this
approach and I see it being replicated in
post-conservative evangelicalism today.

So how do you feel about a book like
C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity?
I don’t know enough about Lewis’s
July 2009

One of Machen’s most forceful
claims against his opponents is that
admiration for Christ falls short of
faith in Christ. Is it possible to be a
Christian simply because you admire
Jesus, or must you believe in His virgin birth, atoning death and resurrection?
I don’t think it’s possible to say that
you trust Christ unless you take into
account that Christ is presented to us in
the Bible as an interpreted Christ. The significance of that interpretation demands
more than a certain respect that you might
have for a Prime Minister or the Queen.
The Christ of the Bible demands more
than respect; He demands absolute trust
and commitment.

We are now living in a post-modern
world. Does Machen’s basis for
defending the Christian faith still
have any currency in the new intellectual climate today?
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book to say. I certainly do not want to say
that Mere Christianity is necessarily a bad
thing. For the most part it seems to be a
good book. However, it is not enough to
build a church upon. While it’s possible to
be a mere Christian and be saved, there is
much more to the Christian life and calling that goes well beyond that.

Yes, it is. I think we are already hearing
a similar refrain from some of the “emerging church” people who say that
Christianity is a way of life and not a set
of doctrines. I don’t believe it’s possible to
separate the Christian way of life from
those doctrines.

Should Christians be indifferent to
matters of doctrine that may divide
us in terms of denomination?
I think you will always face a problem
when you substitute the confessional
church with a para-church body. You end
up having to set aside so called “no go”
zones which may involve matters of some
doctrinal significance. At one point in
Machen’s Christianity and Liberalism he
comments that it was a tragedy that
Protestantism split over the issue of the
Lord’s Supper because the Lutherans
couldn’t agree with the Reformed church
on the Lord’s Supper. However, he goes
on to say that it would have been more of
a tragedy if they had agreed to disagree
and said that the matter was unimportant
and set it aside. For me, that was a very
helpful and insightful comment. There are
some things that it is more important to
be wrong about than to think that they are
not important. It’s better to lack complete
clarity over baptism than to say it doesn’t
matter.

It has been said that being indifferent
to doctrine is the first step on the
road to liberalism. Is that so?
People who are indifferent to doctrine
– who think that church confessions are
unimportant – are left with no real criteria
by which to judge truth from error.
Further, if you think that holding a firm
position on the doctrine of baptism or the
Lord’s Supper is unimportant, when both
doctrines are taught in the Bible, then
what is to stop you from deciding that the
Bible’s teaching on the incarnation or on
the propitiation of Christ’s sacrifice are
not significant too? We are living in a day
when we judge people by aesthetic categories rather than by their beliefs. We have
lots of Christians who say, “If the guy
who lives down the end of my street is a
nice chap and says nice things about Jesus,
then why can’t he be part of the fellowship?”

Does the Bible consider all doctrines
equally important? For example, is
church government as important as
the death and resurrection of
Christ? Should we defend our distinctives if they are not of first
importance?
Clearly, the Bible does not consider all
doctrines to be of equal importance. You
can certainly go to heaven as a Baptist or
a Presbyterian or a Pentecostal. You can
be saved without even being baptized;
but you cannot be saved if you deny the
resurrection of Christ. Paul is very clear
about that in 1 Corinthians. Having said
that, I would maintain that if our church
life and ministry is going to be orthodox,
orderly and stable, we need a biblical
form of church government. It is important to have good order, procedure and
practice. Everything needs to be done
decently and in order. This is the reason
why churches must have constitutions
and procedures for dealing with error.
Everything needs to be done in an
orderly and godly way.
I respect other forms of church order,
but I am convinced that the principles of
the Bible are best reflected in Presbyterian
church government. I certainly do not
deny the Christian nature of the Anglican
or the Baptist churches as long as the
gospel is preached and the sacraments
administered in those bodies. Each church
needs to be clear about what it is in the
eyes of God, and it needs to have rules and
procedures to safeguard the faith that is
being delivered to it.

How important is it to ensure that

strong doctrinal views are not only
held by clergy but also embraced by
those in the pew? What practical
measures can we take to ensure that
that happens?
It is very important for all church
members to have strong doctrinal convictions. Church history is littered with disasters in churches where great ministers
have not managed to penetrate the pew.
For instance, I believe that the minister
who replaced the great Bible commentator, Matthew
Henry, was a
Unitarian.
Today’s culture
R i c h a r d
is by and large
Baxter’s church
indifferent to
went Unitarian
Christianity,
shortly after his
departure.
and many
E n g l i s h
people in the
Presbyterianism
church know
collapsed into
little about
Unitarianism in
their
Bible.
the early 18th
century. So it is
crucially important that we have an educated congregation.
How we educate church members to
be mature in their understanding of doctrine is a tough call. Today’s culture is by
and large indifferent to Christianity and
many people in the church know less
about their Bible than they used to. Many
churches have abandoned evening services. So we teach people less at the very
time that they need to be taught more.
The other important thing that ministers can do is commit themselves to systematic expository preaching throughout
the Bible. This is crucial in helping congregations to understand how they are
meant to handle the whole canon of
Scripture. If ministers fail to do this they
risk leaving their people ignorant of the

“whole counsel of God”. Personally, I like
the old Dutch tradition of preaching
expositionally from Scripture on Sunday
mornings and then using the Catechism
to guide thematic preaching in the
evening. It seems to me that we need to
find the modern equivalent of that so we
can supplement our expository preaching
with preaching that gives people doctrinal
categories so they can see the whole picture as well as understand particular books
of the Bible.

Modern evangelicalism has been
described by some religious sociologists as nothing more than moral
therapeutic deism. Does Machen’s
defence of the doctrine of God have
anything to say to us in our weakened
state of understanding of God’s
nature and character?
Sure. I think one of the great things
about Machen’s Christianity and
Liberalism is that when he wrestles with
the theodicy question, he really hits the
deists and the sentimentalists hard. He
points out that suffering and pain are realities that God is completely involved in. A
doctrine of God has to take into account
suffering and pain. Just having a sentimental Being with a white beard sitting in
the sky looking benignly down on the
earth is not helpful and fails lamentably to
do justice to the Bible’s account of God.
We need to recapture all of the terror, awe
and majesty of the God of the Bible. I
think Machen tells us to face up to the
true God of Scripture. He calls on us to
recognise that the God with whom we
have to deal is an awesome and terrifying
being unless we meet Him as Saviour in
the person of Jesus. Sadly, too many
Christians are “moral, therapeutic deists”.
It’s a great phrase, isn’t it? It expresses
precisely what many Christians have
ap
become.
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Against all odds
Machen could not save Princeton, and much was lost with it.

n 1999 Peter Singer was appointed
the Ira W. DeCamp Professor of
Bioethics at the University Centre
for Human Values, Princeton
University. From his work at Monash
University in Melbourne, Singer was
already known for his defence of infanticide if, 28 days after birth, the infant did
not measure up to whatever guidelines
might be regarded as reasonable. He was
to go on to defend bestiality, arguing that
it should not be regarded as an offence to
our status and dignity as human beings.
Seventy years earlier, in 1929,
Princeton Seminary was so rearranged
that J. Gresham Machen, Robert Dick
Wilson, O. T. Allis, and Cornelius Van Til
left it to form Westminster Theological
Seminary. One might ask whether there is
any connection between the two events.
Princeton University and Princeton
Seminary both go back to the establishment by William Tennent in 1727 of “Log
College” in Bucks County, Pennsylvania.
This trained Presbyterian pastors until it
closed in 1742. Four years later a charter
was secured for Elizabethtown, New
Jersey, by Rev. Jonathan Dickinson, in
whose manse classes began. This was the
fourth college to be founded in America,
after Harvard, Yale, and William and Mary.
In 1746 the 70 students moved to
Princeton, and Nassau Hall was opened.
It sent out 2500 graduates in its first 80
years, with 500 going into the ministry.
The great Jonathan Edwards was its third
president, although he died in 1758 soon
after taking up the appointment.
By 1812 Princeton Seminary had been

I

Peter
Barnes
set up as a separate entity, with Rev.
Archibald Alexander as its first professor.
This was done to try to make sure that the
Bible received first place in the training of
Presbyterian pastors. Throughout the
19th century Princeton Seminary gained a
well-deserved reputation for being a bastion of Reformed
orthodoxy, with a
host
of
Machen was Calvinistic lumian influential naries teaching
leader of there, including
conservative Samuel Miller,
Protestantism, Charles Hodge,
but it must A. A. Hodge,
also be said William Henry
that he was Green, B. B.
Warfield and J.
“the world’s G r e s h a m
worst Machen.
tactician”.
However, the
late 19th century
was the age of
biblical criticism and doubt, including in
the pulpit. Charles Augustus Briggs
(1841-1913) at Union Theological
Seminary became co-editor for a time
with A. A. Hodge of the Presbyterian
Review – an alliance that could not last.
Throughout the 1880s Briggs championed the higher critical approach to the
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Bible, and confronted Princeton’s William
Henry Green.
The General Assembly responded by
vetoing Briggs’s professorial appointment
in 1891, and then in 1892 reaffirming biblical inerrancy. This was followed by his
suspension in 1893, despite the fact that
his presbytery had acquitted him of
heresy. Union Theological Seminary simply divorced itself from the church, and
retained the services of Briggs – at least
until he departed for the Episcopalian
Church.
More straws in the wind appeared.
Theology became vaguer. The evangelist
Billy Sunday was ordained in 1903 even
though he declined to answer many of the
theological questions asked of him. He
declared: “I don’t care if you’re ten miles
off in theology if you’re right in your
heart.” In 1920 a plan of union was issued
which sought union with about 20 other
church bodies (there had already been a
union with the Arminian Cumberland
Presbyterian Church in 1906). Machen
attacked the Preamble as “studiously
vague and colorless”. At Princeton, J.
Ross Stevenson and Charles Erdman supported the plan of union. Plans of union
tend to encourage disunion. In any case, it
was defeated in the presbyteries by about
150 to 100, and so failed in the General
Assembly in May 1921.

T

hen on Sunday May 21, 1922, the liberal Baptist preacher Harry Emerson
Fosdick, was occupying the pulpit of First
Presbyterian Church in the City of New
York. His sermon asked a provocative
question: Shall the Fundamentalists Win?
Fosdick described it as a “plea for good
will”, but it proclaimed peace on liberal
terms, and precipitated what Sydney
Ahlstrom, writing more generally of the
impact of liberalism, called “the most fundamental controversy to wrack the
churches since the age of the
Reformation”. The evangelical Clarence
Macartney replied with Shall Unbelief
Win? J. Gresham Machen urged that separation was “the crying need of the hour”.
Over the next 14 years the liberals
slowly gained the ascendancy in the
church. The Auburn Affirmation of 1924
had 1274 signatures from Presbyterian

ministers (13% of the total number). This
dealt with biblical infallibility, the Virgin
Birth, substitutionary atonement, the
bodily resurrection, and miracles. It
declared that no matter their interpretation of the great facts of the gospel, both
sides were “worthy of all confidence and
fellowship”. Henry Coray called it “a kind
of Munich in Presbyterianism”.
In 1910, 1916 and 1923 the
Presbyterian Church of the USA had
issued “essential and necessary” articles to
protect the faith, but the fact that it did so
repeatedly was a sure indication that the
tide was flowing in the liberal direction.
The 1910 General Assembly’s five-point
declaration of “essential” doctrines covered the inerrancy of Scripture, the Virgin
Birth, substitutionary atonement, Christ’s
bodily resurrection, and the authenticity
of the miracles. These became known as
the five points of fundamentalism,
although in practice premillennialism
often came to substitute for the authenticity of the miracles.
Finally, there came the reorganisation
of Princeton Seminary in 1929 which was
designed to reduce the influence of strict
Calvinism. Machen was due to be promoted from assistant professor of New
Testament to full professor of apologetics,
but his promotion was put on hold in
1926. The General Assembly was becoming increasingly moderate. Albert
Macartney – liberal brother to Clarence, a
conservative – told the delegates: “We
were brought up together, and our
mother sang the same hymns to us.” This
tried to portray the evangelical-liberal dispute as just a family squabble. A Princeton
committee was critical of Machen’s attitude, and the seminary was reorganised,
enhancing J. Ross Stevenson’s authority
as president and making conservatives a
minority on the newly-constituted board
of directors. This was ratified at the
General Assembly of 1929.
Machen was pushed towards setting up
Westminster Theological Seminary, and
then in 1933 the Independent Board for
Presbyterian Foreign Missions. Machen
had criticised a number of theological liberals, and also the professing evangelical
Robert E. Speer who was secretary of the
Board of Foreign Missions, and a layman
who had contributed two articles for the
12-volume work The Fundamentals,
issued back in 1910-1915. The General
Assembly responded in 1933 by vindicating Speer and the missions board, so
Machen co-operated with others in setting up the Independent Board for
Presbyterian Foreign Missions. This was

declared to be unconstitutional, leading
Machen to tell Macartney that the
Presbyterian Church in the USA was
apostate. By 1935, Machen was suspended
from the Presbyterian ministry, and it had
become clear that an era had passed in
American Presbyterian history.
Modernism was at first tolerated, then
in time it became dominant. It is significant in all this that Fosdick felt that he
could not enter the Presbyterian ministry:
“I would choke – for, rightly or wrongly, I
should feel as if I were lying like a rogue.”
Not for nothing had Warfield, just before
he died in 1921, told Machen regarding
the church: “you can’t split rotten wood”.
George Marsden has looked over this

As Machen
was increasingly isolated,
he viewed the
liberal
evangelicals as
more dangerous than the
open liberals.

period and written: “Respectable ‘evangelicals’ in the 1870s, by the 1920s they had
become a laughingstock, ideological
strangers in their own land”. In explaining
how this has come about, Francis
Schaeffer maintained: “A good case could
be made that the news about Machen was
the most significant US news in the first
half of the 20th century.” Machen was an
influential leader of conservative
Protestantism, but it must also be said
that he was no tactician – in fact, Samuel
Craig regarded him as “about the world’s
worst”.

H

ow was Princeton Seminary lost to
the orthodox Reformed faith? One
factor is that the liberals spoke the language of piety at this time. Henry Van
Dyke refused to attend First Presbyterian
Church in Princeton in 1923 while
Machen was supplying there and preaching against liberal theology. Van Dyke was
beguiling: “We want to hear about Christ,
not about fundamentalists and modernists.” In a similar vein, Shailer Mathews
portrayed Christianity not in terms of
doctrine but life: “It is a moral and spiritual movement, born of the experiences of
God known through Jesus Christ as
Saviour.”

Against this, Machen called liberalism
or modernism, even if clothed in
Christian garb – or perhaps especially if
clothed in Christian garb – “the deadliest
enemy of the cross of Christ”. In 1923
came his clarion call, entitled Christianity
and Liberalism. This was a lucid and devastating attack on theological liberalism:
“The Church of Rome may represent a
perversion of the Christian religion; but
naturalistic liberalism is not Christianity
at all.” One of his sayings was: “To move
the world you must have a place to stand.”
He wanted a true Reformation which
would be characterised by “an heroic honesty which for the sake of principle would
push all consideration of consequences
aside”.
As the modernist-fundamentalist dispute intensified, moderate evangelicals
like Charles Erdman and Robert Speer
became targets in Machen’s view. Machen
considered that “it concerns the question
not of this doctrine or that, but of the
importance which is attributed to doctrine as such”. In his view: “nothing kills
true prayer like a shallow optimism”. As
Machen was increasingly isolated, he
viewed the liberal evangelicals as more
dangerous than the open liberals. Speer’s
attitude disturbed him: “It is this palliative
or reassuring attitude which, we are
almost inclined to think, constitutes the
most serious menace to the life of the
Church today.”
As the debacle at Princeton unfolded,
Machen told the assembly: “There are
many Christians in many lands who will
feel that if the old Princeton goes, a light
will have gone out of their lives.” The end
of Princeton Seminary would indeed
prove a significant landmark in the spiritual history of the United States. Walter
Lippmann was one secular liberal who
realised what was at stake for the evangelicals when he said that the liberal plea
for tolerance and goodwill was tantamount to telling conservatives to “smile
and commit suicide”. As one examines
how Princeton was lost – both the university and the seminary – one gains the
impression that Machen was aware of the
issues, and so too was the unbeliever,
Walter Lippmann. But moderates like
Stevenson, Erdman and Speer only managed to dim the candle they were professedly trying to keep alight. It is the
way of history – a generous orthodoxy
makes crooked the pathway to an
unsanctified liberalism.
Dr Peter Barnes is minister of Revesby
ap
Presbyterian Church, Sydney.
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The whole truth
J. Gresham Machen fought not for conservatism but a rich tradition.

n 1926 J. Gresham Machen
approached a turning point in his life.
An assistant professor of New
Testament at Princeton Seminary, and
ordained in the Presbyterian Church,
USA, Machen was the leading voice of
conservative opposition to liberalism in
American Protestantism thanks to his
important books, Christianity and
Liberalism (1923) and What is Faith?
(1925). His defence of supernaturalism in
the apostle Paul’s writings in his first
book, The Origin of Paul’s Religion
(1921), combined with his popular
arguments against liberalism, made him a
teacher that many administrators wanted
to hire. In 1926 the board of directors at
Princeton nominated Machen for the
vacant chair of apologetics.
That same year, the board at Bryan
Memorial University, an institution
founded to honor the legacy of William
Jennings Bryan, who had recently died
after the Scopes Trial, invited Machen not
only to teach but preside over their
school. Rather than opting to further the
cause of fundamentalism, Machen
decided to remain at Princeton and see
what the General Assembly would do
with his nomination.
As Machen explained to the trustees of
Bryan University, “I never call myself a
‘Fundamentalist’.” He admitted that if the
disjunction was simply between
fundamentalism and modernism, then he
was “a Fundamentalist of the most
pronounced type”. But “what I prefer to
call myself is not a ‘Fundamentalist’ but a
‘Calvinist’ – that is, an adherent of the
Reformed Faith.”
After what transpired at the 1926
assembly, Machen may have had second
thoughts. There some colleagues from
Princeton told the denomination’s
committee on theological seminaries that
Machen was temperamentally defective and
unfit for a post that included teaching
ethics. High on the list of Machen’s
objectionable qualities was his recent vote at
his presbytery against a motion that
supported the federal policy of Prohibition.
Also objectionable to his colleagues was
Machen’s criticism of liberalism which they
believed had disturbed the peace and work
of the church.

I

D. G.
Hart
The committee tabled the Princeton
board’s nomination and Machen returned
to Princeton with the unlikely reputation
of being morally suspect (because of his
views on the regulation of alcohol) and
the chief rabble rouser in the Presbyterian
Church’s efforts to Christianise America.
As hard as it was for Machen to endure

Machen could
excuse Roman
Catholicism as
merely a
perversion of
Christianity.
‘Naturalistic
liberalism’ was
an entirely different religion.

Presbyterian developments during the
summer of 1926, he never regretted his
decision to remain at Princeton and
continue conservative opposition to
theological vagaries in the Presbyterian
Church. Even if his critique of liberalism
endeared him to conservative Protestants
from all denominations, Machen’s deeper
resolve was to promote and defend the
Reformed faith. Most assessments of the
fundamentalist
controversy
have
overlooked Machen’s Presbyterian
convictions, choosing instead to place his
arguments simply on the conservative side
of the conflict between fundamentalists
and modernists. But to miss Machen’s
identification with the Reformed faith and
regard his outlook as primarily a
highbrow form of fundamentalism is to
deny an essential part of his case against
liberalism, which in turn renders the work
of his most productive years
incomprehensible.
To assert Machen was not a
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fundamentalist may sound like special
pleading. He was, after all, outspokenly
hostile to Protestant liberalism and
displayed the militancy characteristic of
fundamentalism. In Christianity and
Liberalism, Machen charged not only that
liberalism was “un-Christian” – fighting
words in and of themselves – but also that
liberalism was “the greatest menace”
facing the church. Liberalism was so bad
that Machen could excuse Roman
Catholicism as merely a perversion of
Christianity. “Naturalistic liberalism” was
an entirely different religion.

R

easons for doubting Machen’s
qualifications as a fundamentalist also
stem from his attitude toward the two
most popular fundamentalist beliefs,
creationism and dispensationalism. Like
most of his conservative Presbyterian
colleagues at Princeton, Machen was
agnostic about the timing of Christ’s
return and believed that dispensational
premillennialism constituted a “false
method of interpreting the Bible”. He
also refused to join fundamentalism’s
most visible organisation, the World
Christian Fundamentals Association,
because dispensationalism was part of the
association’s doctrinal statement.
Furthermore, Machen showed little
interest in the controversy over evolution.
When Bryan invited Machen to testify on
behalf of the prosecution at the Scopes
Trial, Machen declined by explaining that
his own expertise in the New Testament
would prove little use to the scientific
implications of Genesis’ first chapters.
Actually, Machen agreed with his
theology professor, Benjamin B. Warfield,
who attempted to reconcile Calvinism
and evolution.
By one last measure Machen did not fit
the fundamentalist profile. As George M.
Marsden well argued almost two decades
ago, fundamentalism emerged after World
War I precisely among conservative
American Protestants who were worried
about the secular drift of America and
used Germany and its barbarism as
evidence of the consequences of
abandoning biblical truth.
Just like post-millennial Protestants,
fundamentalists
believed
America

possessed a special relationship to God
but, unlike post-millennialists, thought
that declension and divine retribution, not
progress and Christian influence, were in
store for the United States.
Machen, in contrast, was initially
sympathetic to Germany in World War I.
And even after he volunteered to work for
the YMCA at the front in France, he was
suspicious of theological justifications for
the Allies’ victory. Throughout his life,
Machen voted Democratic, opposed the
growth and consolidation of power in the
federal government, and denounced
legislative initiatives, such as Prohibition
and prayer and Bible reading in public
education, that used Christianity for
public policy. From Machen’s anomalous
perspective,
fundamentalists
and
modernists were equally guilty of
confusing Christianity and politics. In
fact, owing partly to an identification with
the South, Machen was skeptical about
progressive Protestants and moral
crusaders who conflated political aims
with holiness.
The specific route by which Machen
joined conservative ranks against liberal
Protestantism was through his own duties
as a Presbyterian churchman. In 1920 he
attended his first General Assembly and
heard plans for an organic union of the
largest Protestant denominations in the
United States (which would have
produced a communion akin to the
United Church of Canada). Even though
presented to the assembly by the
president of Princeton Seminary, J. Ross
Stevenson, Machen reacted strongly
against the plan.
He believed its
theological rationale omitted the “great
essentials of the Christian faith” and
relegated the Westminster Confession of
Faith to a denominational oddity.

T

his argument would be one to which
he returned in Christianity and
Liberalism. The chief failure of liberal
Protestantism stemmed from its wellintended aim of trying to save
Christianity from being dismissed by
educated men and women. To defend
Christianity, he argued, liberals tried to
separate the core of the faith from its
peripheral teachings. The fatherhood of
God, the brotherhood of man, and the
Golden Rule ended up constituting
Christianity’s essence, while doctrines
such as the virgin birth, the deity of
Christ, and the vicarious atonement were
time bound and expendable.
It is important to notice that a similar
doctrinal reductionism had been part of

the Protestant search for church unity.
Being Presbyterian, Methodist, or
Episcopalian was part of a husk that could
be
discarded
while
preserving
Protestantism’s central truths. To be sure,
a crucial element in liberal Protestantism
was the abandonment of supernaturalism.
But just as important for Machen was the
abandonment of particular teachings and
practices that
posed barriers to
Protestants’
Machen
cooperation and
entered the
unity.
From
this
ranks against
perspective,
liberalism not
Christianity and
on behalf of a
Liberalism
generic
matters less as a
conservatism
fundamentalist
but for the
argument than as
sake of the
a response to
Reformed faith.
developments
within
the
Presbyterian
Church. While his own contemporaries
and church historians complained that the
book missed the mark because it had
apparently targeted European liberalism –
supposedly liberalism in the United States
did not exist – Christianity and Liberalism
stemmed directly from American and
even more narrowly Presbyterian
developments. (How else to account for
the book’s introduction where Machen
critiques the growth of the state and the
progressive assault on civil liberties for the
sake of social harmony?) In fact, the
book followed closely Machen’s remarks
for a gathering of Pennsylvania
Presbyterians opposed to church union in
which he linked liberalism to Protestant
ecumenism.
Although, the book would appeal to
fundamentalists because of its defence of
Christianity’s supernatural character, the
substance of Christianity and Liberalism
was not creation, Christ’s return, or even
inerrancy. It was the righteousness of
God, the sinfulness of man, the saving
work of Christ, and the importance of the
church’s faithful witness to her Saviour.
Once Machen entered the ranks of
conservatives against liberalism, he would
do so, as he explained to the trustees of
Bryan University, not on behalf of a
generic conservatism but for the sake of
the Reformed faith.
The Presbyterian character of
Machen’s ideas became especially clear
between 1925 and 1927 as the PCUSA
tried to undo the damage caused by the
fundamentalist controversy. At three

successive General Assemblies (19251927), the church avoided a liberal exodus
by appointing committees to study
antagonisms within the denomination.
The upshot of these investigations was
that conservatives were chiefly to blame,
especially Machen. In response, the
PCUSA reorganised Princeton and in the
process conservatives went from the
majority to the minority within the
seminary’s governing bodies.
The
reorganisation of Princeton was
responsible for Machen leading in the
founding of Westminster Seminary
(1929), a school dedicated to perpetuating
Old
Princeton’s
confessional
Presbyterianism.

T

o many observers the Princeton phase
of the fundamentalist controversy
made no sense because liberalism was not
present at the school. In fact, the two
sides of the dispute were conservative by
contemporary standards. Machen led the
strict Calvinists, while Charles Erdman,
professor of practical theology, an editor
of The Fundamentals, and a biographer of
Dwight L. Moody (with whom Erdman’s
father worked) believed Machen’s brand
of Presbyterianism was too confining.
Without a liberal presence, historians have
generally concluded that personalities
drove the disputes at Princeton, with
Machen’s personality again singled out for
attention. For instance, Robert Moats
Miller, the biographer of Harry Emerson
Fosdick, concluded that Machen was
“quite loony”. Ernest Sandeen, a historian
of fundamentalism, believed Machen
guilty of “perverse obstinacy”.
Yet, at a deeper level the division at
Princeton was between two varieties of
Presbyterianism that had already split in
the 19th century, Old and New School
Presbyterianism. Erdman represented the
New School Presbyterian tradition of
revivalism and social reform, while
Machen stood for the creedal and ecclesial
convictions of the Old School. In fact,
throughout the 1920s Machen’s critique
of church union, the social gospel, and
liberalism drew directly on the theology
and ecclesiology of such figures as Charles
Hodge, James Henley Thornwell and
Robert Lewis Dabney. If Machen had
been a generic conservative, he and
Erdman would likely have had few
disagreements.
Because the reorganisation of
Princeton required the seminary to reflect
the diversity of the denomination while
preserving its unity, as Erdman desired,
Machen founded Westminster to carry on
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M A C H E N
the Old School heritage. According to
Machen, who spoke at the new seminary’s
convocation, though Princeton Seminary
was “dead”, its “noble tradition” was still
alive. Westminster would endeavor “to
continue that tradition unimpaired” by
propagating
and
defending
the
Westminster Confession of Faith as true and
capable of scholarly defence.
The 1930s revealed that Machen had
more in mind than merely forming a new
seminary. He also hoped for a true
Presbyterian church. The controversy
over Presbyterian foreign missions would
be the last straw for Machen and other
conservatives. Not only did certain
reports and publications reveal an
indifference to liberalism within the
Presbyterian Church’s agencies, but
conservative opposition to liberalism
within the Board of Foreign Missions was
a reason to bring conservative critics of
the Board to trial.
In 1935, the
Presbytery of New Brunswick found
Machen guilty on six counts and
suspended him from the ministry and
church membership. After losing his
appeal at the 1936 General Assembly,
Machen worked to form the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church.

F

rom the perspective of Machen’s
devotion to the Reformed faith, the
founding of a confessional Presbyterian
church was the culmination of his critique
of liberalism. As he had explained on the
second to last page of Christianity and
Liberalism: “It is possible that the existing
churches may be given over altogether to
naturalism, that men may then see that
the fundamental needs of the soul are to
be satisfied not inside but outside of the

’

S

L E G A C Y

existing churches, and that thus new
Christian groups may be formed. But
whatever the solution there may be, one
thing is clear. There must be somewhere
groups of redeemed men and women who
can gather together humbly in the name
of Christ, to give thanks to Him for His
unspeakable gift and to worship the
Father through him. Such groups alone
can satisfy the needs of the soul.”
Conservative evangelicals during
Machen’s lifetime
(and since) have
his
Machen’s life admired
of
and thought critique
liberalism
but
demonstrate
shown
that the fuller have
reluctance over
the under- his Presbyterian
standing of c o n v i c t i o n s .
Christianity, These Protestants
the more preferred
a
worthwhile the g e n e r i c
defence conservatism that
a
against its preserved
lowest common
substitutes.
denominator of
Christian
teaching and balked at Machen’s
arguments about the truth of the Bible
when they turned down the lane of the
Westminster Confession or Presbyterian
polity.
For that reason, many conservative
Protestants in the United States have
considered Machen’s critique of liberalism
to be sound but his defence of the
Reformed faith and the necessity of a
Reformed church to be idiosyncratic.
The thinking has often proceeded on the
possibility of separating Machen’s antiliberalism from his Calvinism. Even his

fellow conservatives in the PCUSA were
unwilling to go with Machen in his
understanding of the Reformed faith.
This ambivalence raises a significant
problem, namely whether his Reformed
convictions were extraneous to his
critique of liberalism. Machen did not
think so, as his response to Bryan
University indicated.
In fact,
conservatives who tried (and still do) to
separate the core of orthodox
Protestantism from its peripheral
denominational aspects may be flirting
with the same attempt in which
Protestant liberals engaged to separate the
kernel from the husk of Christianity.
Contemporary evangelicals do have a
longer and better list of core doctrines
than liberals did. But both efforts stem
from an attempt to stress some biblical
truths over others (for example,
Christology over worship). Machen
believed this strategy would ultimately
result in compromise.
Contemporary Presbyterians would
do well to consider the whole Machen –
his advocacy for Reformed Protestantism
as much as his critique of liberalism. His
example points toward the conclusion
that the best faith to defend is not a
minimalist but a maximalist rendering of
Christian teaching. In fact, Machen’s life
and thought demonstrate that the fuller
the understanding of Christianity, the
more worthwhile the defence against its
substitutes.
D. G. Hart is co-author of Seeking a Better
Country: Three Hundred Years of American
Presbyterianism (P&R Publishing, 2007),
lives in Philadelphia, and is an elder in the
ap
Orthodox Presbyterian Church.

Associate/Assistant Pastor
St. Columba’s Presbyterian Church
[Perth, W. Australia] is seeking expressions of
interest from suitably gifted and qualified men
to join our ministry in the part-time position of
associate/assistant Pastor.
The Church will provide training and
mentorship, with the hope of taking over
sole, full-time ministry in the future.
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The successful candidate will have, or be in the
process of gaining, suitable theological training.
He will maintain a strong faith in Christ,
commitment to the truth of the Scripture, and
agreement with our Reformed faith, as outlined
in the Westminster Confession of Faith.
For more information, please contact
Rev. Keith Morris on 08 9384 9186, or
kmo77658@bigpond.net.au, or
PO Box 155, Mosman Park, W. A. 6912.
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Stand fast
20 daily Bible studies in
Isaiah 1-7
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saiah’s ministry spanned more than 60 years
(from c.740 BC to beyond 681 BC), during
which time the throne of the southern kingdom of Judah was occupied by four different
kings. He was commissioned to warn this kingdom that it was under God’s judgement because of
its persistent rebellion, a rebellion that had so
infected the culture of its society that there was no
part left untainted by it. So diseased was its condition that, but for the LORD’s merciful intervention, it would by now have been completely annihilated. Yet this same mercy pointed beyond the
judgement to the promise of forgiveness, cleansing,
and the gracious provision of a Saviour.

I

Throughout its history, the church has been
through many times of trial and testing, right up
to the present time. Until Jesus comes again this
will be the pattern. We can be thankful for people
like Isaiah who over the years have stood firm on
the promises of God’s Word in the face of opposition, rejection, and misunderstanding by those
who, like Ahaz in Chapter 7, should have listened
for the voice of God in the events of their day. Let
us be inspired by Isaiah’s message to stand firm, to
trust God’s promises in spite of our often confusing
circumstances, and to point sinners to a sovereign,
powerful, thrice-holy God who has demonstrated
His great love and mercy in the sending of a
Saviour!

Bruce Christian
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Rotten to the core.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 1:1-8

THE POINT Despite God’s fatherly love and care for His

children they have persisted in their wilful disobedience, not
even recognising the enormity of their spiritual sickness. Seven
and a half centuries later Jesus will have the same trouble with
their descendants!
THE PARTICULARS

• Isaiah’s message was addressed primarily to the inhabitants of
Judah, and especially of its capital, Jerusalem (1). Sadly, these
people would have been entirely complacent about the
LORD’s protection because of the presence of His temple in
their midst!
• Isaiah calls the whole of Creation to testify against such wil-

ful disobedience; even dumb animals follow their natural
instincts to fulfil God’s design for them, but His chosen children, whom He raised and nurtured, had wilfully turned against
Him (2-3).
• If a nation, by its lifestyle, turns its back on God, everything
inevitably falls apart, and the effect is so debilitating it cannot
find its own way back to health and prosperity (4-8).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are we as a nation, having received so much undeserved
blessing from God for over 200 years, now in a position similar
to Isaiah’s Judah? Are we beyond the point of no return apart
from God’s gracious intervention? Are you praying about this?

God hates religion.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 1:9-17

THE POINT The apostasy of Israel, reflected in their

ingrained ungodly life-style and empty religious ritual, made it
quite clear that their only hope was for their God to provide
them with a Saviour. But God wants them to be in no doubt
as to what He requires of them, where they have gone wrong
and why mercy is necessary.
THE PARTICULARS

• Sodom and Gomorrah became the archetypal examples of a
godless lifestyle and its consequences. For the LORD to liken
His own covenant people to these wicked cities (9), and then
even to address them as such (10), was a stark reminder of
where they now stood in relation to Him and His covenant

ISAIAH 1:18-26

THE POINT The whole tenor of Israel’s society had gone

belly up: God’s once faithful “bride” was now at home in bed
with the “gods” of the world; all that God valued as precious
was now watered down and treated as refuse; the justice system
had been totally white-anted by wickedness – murder, robbery,
bribery, and a complete disregard for the poor and needy (2123). Such a sad, desperate situation required their sovereign,
covenant LORD to act decisively in judgement; but not without first pleading with them with great compassion to change
their ways and receive His forgiveness and blessing. How relevant this is to us today!

• Have you searched out your heart to expose any empty ritual
in worship, or profession of faith without a God-honouring
life?

THE PARTICULARS

• God longs tenderly for His disobedient people to have a genuine desire to give up their rebellious ways and to come
humbly to Him to receive His gracious gift of a clean heart and
all the great blessing that would flow from living in obedience
to His Word; the grim alternative is as unthinkable as it is
inevitable (18-20).
• God is not unaware of the evils of nations/societies (21-23).
• God’s chosen nation was now His enemy; but, and therefore,
He will use His power to discipline/restore, not destroy (2426)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Does the Church today take these strong warnings seriously?

Of sheep and goats.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling.

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE

promises.
• The sacrifices/festivals God had prescribed for His people so
meticulously through Moses 700 years earlier had now become
abhorrent to Him because of Israel’s abuse of them. No ritual
at all is preferable to ritual mocked in its empty formality (1115).
• The starting point for being serious about a right relationship
with God is a desire to get rid of sin and to pursue those things
that will please Him: justice; care for the vulnerable, etc (16-17).

ISAIAH 1:27-31

THE POINT Matthew 25:31-46 reports one of several parables

Jesus told to warn us about the decisiveness of God’s judgement. Like many today, Judah was hoping to be “redeemed”
by God’s love only, and not by His justice and therefore judgement. They could not contemplate a God who would use
terms like “perish” and “burn together with no one to quench
the fire” (cf Matthew 25:41, 46). We can only truly appreciate
the full value of our redemption “with the precious blood of
Christ” when we see it against the backdrop of the reality of
this judgement (cf Mark 15:33-34).
THE PARTICULARS

• Our sovereign, faithful, covenant-keeping God will certainly
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redeem His people, as He promised, no matter how depraved
and desperate their situation might become; but there are three
very significant conditions: that His justice is fully satisfied;
that the ones He redeems confess their wickedness and unworthiness and repent; and that these same penitent sinners are
endowed with righteousness that allows them to share fellowship with a holy God (27). All these conditions are met
through Christ alone.
• It is important to see that, because of God’s justice,
Judgement is inevitable (28-31); and that those who persist in
rebellion will suffer eternally in an unquenchable fire ignited,
not by a vindictive God, but by the “spark” of their own
wicked deeds (31).
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In the last days....

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 2:1-5

THE POINT What God’s people longed for 2,700 years ago is
what we still long for today: a lasting peace on a global scale
and a universal honouring of the one true God of the Bible and
history by being obedient to His ways in every aspect of our
lives! Is it possible? God reveals through Isaiah it will happen
“in the last days”! Such a hope is clearly predicated on the
coming of a Messianic figure who would impact the world in an
unprecedented way. Jesus claimed to be that figure, and indicated that His coming has, in fact, ushered in these “last days”
(see John 4:21-26); and in doing so He put it in a spiritual
framework that looks beyond the physical temple on Mount

Zion in Jerusalem. Jesus made it clear in His conversation
with the Samaritan woman that His Coming has introduced a
paradigm shift in the way we are to interpret Isaiah 2:1-5; He is
absolutely central to its fulfilment. So as these “last days” are
played out in world history we see, not a physical “third
Temple” being built in Jerusalem, but His Church, the “new
Jerusalem” (cf Revelation 21:2), being firmly established and
drawing into it all the nations. His Church is to be an instrument for breaking down international hostilities as it walks “in
the light of the LORD”, and leads others to Him.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you optimistic about the future of Christ’s Church?

Too much world in the church.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 2:6-18

THE POINT One of the things God made very clear to Moses

as He prepared His people in the desert for the conquest of
Canaan was that they were to have nothing to do with the religious beliefs and practices of the nations occupying the land (cf
Deuteronomy 7:1-6). We can therefore understand His indignation as bit by bit (and sometimes more quickly) they
absorbed the culture of Canaan until their worldview and
lifestyle could no longer be distinguished from that of their
pagan neighbours. The Church in every age is under such
pressure and Satan has been more or less effective in subtly
achieving his purposes by this method.
THE PARTICULARS

• Once sin has become entrenched in the life of God’s Church,

His holiness would justify His abandoning them altogether
(6a).
• Because of sin’s powerful effect on man’s essentially spiritual
nature, we are very easily duped by superstitions and religious
mumbo-jumbo; what a devastating/debilitating impact this has
had on some parts of the Church throughout its history (6b,
8).
• Materialism has had, and still has, such an adverse effect (7).
• God can’t allow man’s arrogant pride to go unchecked (918).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What worldly pursuits might be endangering our Church
life?

The Day of the Lord.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 2:19-22

refuge, their security blanket.

THE POINT What a sobering picture Isaiah paints here! Even

THE PARTICULARS

professing believers, “church-goers” (the people Isaiah is
addressing here), can allow the world to impose its thought
patterns and ways of life on their lifestyles, and so lose any distinctiveness from the people around them (cf Matthew 5:13-16,
Romans 12:1-2). But the “Day of the Lord” will expose all
such compromise and we will be only too willing to toss on the
rubbish tip all the man-made “idols” or “securities”, the things
that have displaced God from the prime place in our lives as a
result of this compromise. The earth-shattering undiluted
splendour of God’s majesty on that Day will strike terror and
panic in those who have made the things of this world their

• God’s written Word leaves us in no doubt that a Day is surely
near when His appointed and anointed Messiah-King will come
in power and glory. He warns us so that we will be prepared.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Reflect on what it will be like when Jesus appears again in all
His divine power and glory as the rightful Judge and King of all
the Earth, the Universe and all created things. What things in
your life will suddenly become trash on that day? Will you be
fleeing from Him to try and hide, or to Him as your only
refuge?

The collapse of social order.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 3:1-9

they “parade their sin like Sodom” (9)!

THE POINT In our increasingly humanistic society most peo-

THE PARTICULARS

ple don’t realise just how dependent we really are on God’s
common grace for stable government (cf Romans 13:1), for the
provision of all our basic needs (cf Matthew 5:44-45, 6:25-34),
and for the wisdom of sound leadership in every area of our
community life. If He were to remove these things from us it
would result in chaos at every level (cf Romans 1:18-32), as we
see happening today in some countries. Isaiah was commissioned by God to warn His chosen, covenant people, Judah,
the beneficiaries of His special grace, that this was about to
happen even to them; and that when it did it would be the
direct result of their wilful rejection of Him as their LORD as

• God’s judgement upon nations is deliberate as the outworking of His justice, as well as being the natural consequence of
man’s persistent rejection of, and rebellion against, His revealed
will.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are we already starting to see evidence of God’s judgement
on our own society in terms similar to Isaiah’s pronouncement
against Judah? What particular statements might apply to us?
• Does the Church today need to hear Isaiah’s message to
Judah?
AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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Corrupt leadership

DAY 9

earthly ministry was His deep concern for the poor oppressed
people of Jewish society generally, and His equally strong
denunciation of those “leaders” to whom God had entrusted
the duty of care for their spiritual welfare. He was simply
endorsing what they should have known, and acted upon, in
terms of God’s message through Isaiah here (cf Matthew 23).
Church leaders in every age will be held accountable for the
way they fulfil their responsibility.

blessing, and that their labour isn’t in vain (10; cf 1
Corinthians 15:58).
• God has established a line of authority in the home and in the
Church (Ephesians 5:22-24; 1 Timothy 2:11-15). We turn
from this “path” of God’s Word in these things to our peril
(11-12).
• God is not unjust in dealing harshly with those who fail in
the leadership responsibility He has given them (cf Ezekiel
33:7-9); He has a heartfelt concern for His “vineyard” (13-15;
cf 5:1-7).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• God will care for those who seek humbly to make His Word
the basis of their thinking and doing, assuring them of His

• Do we take the responsibility of eldership seriously (cf James
3:1; 1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9)? What is at stake here?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 3:10-15

THE POINT One of the most significant aspects of Jesus’

The hand that rocks the cradle....

DAY 10
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 3:16-26

THE POINT William Ross Wallace’s 1865 poem about the

influence mothers have on a society has become a reference
point, often to bemoan how things today have gone awry. So
it was in Isaiah’s day!
THE PARTICULARS

• Peter gives some good sound advice on how God expects
women to behave if they are to fulfil His plan for them and
make a real, positive contribution to the good of society (1
Peter 3:1-6). He makes it clear that the genuine and enduring
essence of feminine beauty is the internal quality expressed in
gentleness and quietness. Sadly, things had got quite out of
hand in Jerusalem at the end of the 8th Century BC, with the

women using the seductive powers of their body movements
and adornments to lead God’s people away from righteousness,
humility and decency (16-17).
• If we depend on outward appearances to win the affection of
others, and God takes these trappings away, we are left with
nothing; or worse, with an ugliness that will repel (18-24, 26).
• National welfare and morale can be too easily undermined by
the influence of ungodly and worldly women on a society (25).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• What attitude should Christian women today take towards
the fashion industry and the need to maintain a relevant witness?

A Sprout of life.

DAY 11
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 4:1-6

THE POINT God’s amazing grace is seen most clearly against

the backdrop of His judgement. When all is lost, the women
realise that their ungodly attitude/behaviour has led to defeat in
war and the subsequent crash of the “husband market” so that
God’s people become an endangered species facing extinction,
He reminds them of His promise of a “Sprout” from the
“David” tree (cf 11:1; 2 Samuel 7:16; Jeremiah 33:15)! “In that
day” there will be both judgement leading to despair (1), and
mercy leading to hope (2).
THE PARTICULARS

• Prosperity is seen in the OT in marriage and procreation (1).
• God, however, is concerned with spiritual prosperity – in the

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Will you face Jesus in eternity as your Judge, or your Saviour?

To whom much is given....

DAY 12
THE PASSAGE

maintaining of just one line, the “Branch of the LORD”, and
then finally leading to the birth of a Saviour (2; cf Romans
15:12).
• The surviving remnant, God’s Church, will bring Him glory
(2); they will be known to Him as His special (holy) people
(3).
• The covenant LORD will use His purifying fire to take away
the sin of the people at its source (4), and to indicate His glory
and guiding presence among them as He had done in the desert
(5).
• This same consuming fire is also a safe refuge for them (6).

ISAIAH 5:1-7

THE POINT The LORD’s immeasurable love and concern for

His covenant people is seen in this “Song of the Vineyard”. The
Jews knew this song well, and when Jesus told His Parable of
the Vineyard (Mark 12:1-12) they were just as clear about its
application to them (cf Mark 12:12) as Isaiah was concerning
their ancestors.
THE PARTICULARS

• Isaiah’s own heartfelt concern about the apostasy of his fellow countrymen makes it easy for him to identify fully with
their God, the one he loves, and the one he knows loves them
(1a).
• The covenant the LORD had established with Israel guaran1 8 • AU S T RA L I A N P R E S BY T E R I A N
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teed the fertility of the soil in which the vineyard was planted
(1b).
• The LORD‘s faithfulness to all His covenant promises
ensured His constant care and protection of them over many
generations: in Egypt, in the desert, and in their occupation of
the Promised Land; the revelation of His character and will
through His mighty deeds, the Mosaic Law, the sacrificial system – it all pointed to the expectation of a harvest of righteousness in their lives (2a).
• All this was to no avail, and the opposite happened; a just God
had no choice but to remove all their abused privileges (2-7).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• In what ways are we guilty today in the light of this passage?
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A timely warning.

DAY 13
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 5:8-17

THE POINT God will not leave arrogant, ungodly behaviour

unpunished.
THE PARTICULARS

• Monopolies are a threat to a healthy shared economy. We
see this today as supermarkets gain a stranglehold on fuel outlets and imported clothing puts local industry out of business,
etc. We all fall for it for the sake of a bargain but will clearly
“pay for it” in the end. God warns of the consequences of
monopolies and we are experiencing the truth of His warning.
His intention was always for shared labour in a diverse economy (8-10).
• The second warning is against living for sensual pleasure with

no regard for the things of God. Inordinate partying and the
abuse of alcohol, with the consequent irresponsible use of the
resources God has given us, are typical expressions of such an
attitude, and again, as a nation, we share Judah’s guilt (11-12).
• God is holy and just, and every sin has its consequences.
Isaiah had to warn Judah of this, but the warning applies universally, to every society, and to people at every level of society
(13-16).
• The Good Shepherd will change people’s fortunes against the
rich and powerful and in favour of the humble exploited (17).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How does Jesus apply Isaiah’s warnings to us (Luke 6:2026)?

Woe to the cynics.

DAY 14
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 5:18-30

THE POINT Every age has those who mock God, scoffing at

His threatened but delayed judgement (cf 2 Peter 3:3-4), and
arrogantly defying His laws. Isaiah warns them that their
destruction will be sure, swift and final; try as he may, and confident and smug as he may be, man cannot philosophise away
God’s ultimate wrath!
THE PARTICULARS

• Arrogant man, left unchecked, loves to parade his sins with
pride so that all may see and applaud and cheer him on (18-19).
• Humanism, by its nature because it originates in sinful hearts
and minds, inverts a society’s value system in ethics and morals,

and leads to entrenched conceitedness defying correction (2023).
• Societies that reject God’s laws eventually wither away (24).
• God’s total abhorrence of sin leads inevitably to His judgement upon all who refuse to acknowledge Him and walk in His
ways. This principle has special applicability to His covenant
people, His church, if they persist in allowing their behaviour
to be driven by the world’s agenda; and it can even come in the
form of defeat by a ruthless, godless power, as Isaiah predicted
it would in the case of the Babylonian conquest of Judah (2530).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• How relevant is this passage to our society (and us!) today?

Holy, holy, holy.

DAY 15

about 740 BC; his reign had lasted 52 years, although the first
14, until he was 30, were a co-regency with Amaziah his father,
and for the last decade he was a leper (see 2 Chronicles 26).
His long reign had for the most part been relatively commendable in contrast to his five predecessors, so Isaiah’s foretelling of God’s judgement as Uzziah leaves the stage is hardly
destined to be popular. The prophet therefore needs to be
reminded of God’s utter holiness.

eclipses him completely. Isaiah has difficulty expressing in just
human words and images the overwhelming splendour of what
he saw. The setting of his vision in the Most Holy Place in
the centre of the temple, with all the attendant visual effects,
leaves us in no doubt that our God’s glory transcends all
human thought (1-4).
• We can only become aware of our utter sinfulness if we let
God reveal His holiness to us on His terms in His Word.
Only then will we really see what it cost Him to atone for our
sin (5-7).

THE PARTICULARS

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Uzziah might have compared well with other kings on earth,
but the holiness and righteousness of the LORD’s reign

• Does the Church today need a new vision of how holy God
is?

THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 6:1-7

THE POINT King Uzziah (aka Azariah, cf 2 Kings 15) died

“Who will go for us...?”.

DAY 16
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 6:8-13

THE POINT Jesus used this part of Isaiah to explain to His

disciples why He spoke in parables. At one level His message,
centred on His cross and resurrection, is very clear and simple
– it’s not rocket science; but because it has at its heart the reality of God’s holiness, the depth of man’s depravity in the light
of God’s holiness, and the consequent just judgement of God
on sin, it is never acceptable to sinful man’s disposition. This
is especially true of us today. It was gracious of God to warn
Isaiah beforehand not to expect “success” although this did not
relieve him of the responsibility!
THE PARTICULARS

• Confronted with a vision of God’s holiness, Isaiah knew his

only choice was to respond to the call to sound the warning
(8).
• In the parable of the sower (Mark 4:1-20) Jesus spells out the
implications of God’s instruction to Isaiah: we are to proclaim
God’s Word to all people regardless of their likely response (or
lack of it); we are to expect that many won’t listen at all, and
that for many who do listen it will only be superficial. The
simpler the Gospel presentation, the more condemning it is to
those who have an unrepentant heart (9-10; cf Mark 4:11-12).
• Because of His holiness/justice, God must bring judgement
even upon His Church; because of His mercy/grace, He will
always preserve a faithful remnant in Christ, His “holy seed”
(12-13).
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Be still, and know that I am God.

DAY 17
THE PASSAGE
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ISAIAH 7:1-9

THE POINT Ahaz, King of Judah, was feeling very nervous.

The Northern Kingdom under Pekah had already flexed its
muscles against his father, Jotham (son of Uzziah), and him,
and was looking to joining forces with Syria (Aram) and
attacking him again. (The complex political/military to-ings
and fro-ings of the period are outlined in 2 Kings 15-16 and 2
Chronicles 28.) Trusting in the LORD wasn’t one of Ahaz’s
strong points, so Isaiah was sent to show him the LORD’s “big
picture”, including the promise of a Messianic descendant of his
ancestor, David. Because of this promise there was no chance
of Judah being eliminated – yet!
THE PARTICULARS

• Like Peter walking on Lake Galilee, or Saul before Goliath, or

Gehazi with Elisha in Dothan, or Ahaz at the Washerman’s
Field ... if we focus on our human resources instead of on
God’s promises we will sink ... or give up ... or tremble in fear
(2, 7-9).
• The name of Isaiah’s son, Shear-Jashub, means “a remnant
will return”, so his presence at the meeting would be a message
in itself, a reminder of the promise the LORD had given in 6:13
(3).
• The source of the instructions is the LORD, not Isaiah (3,
4).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you resting firmly on God’s promises? ... or going to
jelly?

The elephant in the room.

DAY 18
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 7:10-14

THE POINT Isaiah is given, and declares, a clear prophecy

pointing to Jesus.
THE PARTICULARS

• Isaiah was the mouthpiece, but Ahaz needed to understand
that it was the LORD, and not a man, who was addressing him
(10).
• Ahaz’s unwillingness even to acknowledge God’s graciousness in giving him a visible sign to reassure him was itself an act
of arrogant defiance; his defence (12) was a lame excuse (1113).
• There is much debate about whether the Hebrew word in
verse 14 means only a virgin or whether it means any young

woman of marriageable age without the necessity for her being
a virgin. A more telling argument, however, is that when the
OT was translated into Greek nearly two centuries before the
birth of Christ, the Greek word used (parthenos) refers unambiguously to a virgin. In other words, God’s people understood Isaiah to be referring to a “virgin birth” a long time
before the miraculous circumstances of Jesus’ birth were
revealed, and even in spite of the major scientific difficulty it
raises! The popular view that the doctrine of Christ’s virgin
birth only arose from Matthew (1:22-23) reading Isaiah 7:14
too narrowly, has no substance.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you convinced that Jesus is “God with us”, “Immanu-El”?

Out of the frying pan....

DAY 19
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 7:15-17

THE POINT The sovereign love of God ensures the protec-

tion of His people and the fulfilment of His Plan of Salvation
through them; but this does not preclude punishment to discipline and purify them.
THE PARTICULARS

• “Curds” (butter/cream) and “honey” were the peculiar food
of “royal” children during the early years of “innocence” prior
to their being able to discern between what is right and wrong
and make a reasoned moral choice (as opposed to simply following the dictates of their fallen, sinful nature inherited from
Adam!). In this way Isaiah reinforces the prophetic “vision”
he declared in verse 14: that God will send a kingly child –

human because he’ll be born to a woman, yet divine because
this woman will be a virgin, and her child will therefore be
“God-with-us” (15).
• Having defined this child by his diet during the short period
of infancy, Isaiah reassures Ahaz that the threat now terrifying
him will be equally short-lived, a few years at the most (16).
• All this having been said, a judgement will yet come upon
Judah, and, ironically, the instrument God uses to execute it
will be the very nation to whom Ahaz is looking for help –
Assyria (17)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Are you fully trusting God to save you? ... and discipline
you?

In that day....

DAY 20
THE PASSAGE

ISAIAH 7:18-25

THE POINT Isaiah’s repeated use of the phrase “in that day...”

declares to Ahaz and Judah that their future is completely in
God’s hands – He is sovereign, and His final divine purposes
will certainly be carried out! He has announced the coming of
the final “Messiah King” as His “sign” of salvation to His people (14-16); and He has announced the coming of the Assyrian
king who would change the whole course of Judah’s history
(17). So, “in that day” will point Ahaz to the future course of
events, involving Assyria, Egypt and finally the all-encompassing power of Babylon, that would end Judah’s monarchy forever ... until the coming of her true King, Jesus Christ. The
progress of history from now until the Babylonian Captivity,
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the desolation of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple
will see God controlling all nations to fulfil His Plan by a careful and intricate interweaving of justice and mercy. All this
serves as a blueprint for His Church through all its trials until
“that Day” when Jesus returns!
THE PARTICULARS

• The Judean economy will move from agricultural to pastoral,
the fertile vineyards will become briars and thorns, and a few
animals will provide enough milk for the small remnant!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY

• Read Isaiah 55 to get the fuller picture of God’s salvation
Plan!
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Across
Australia
All about life

H
undreds of churches across all
Christian denominations are coming
together this month for “Jesus. All about
life” Giving Sunday. All New South
Wales churches have been asked to dedicate July 12 or July 19 to the campaign,
which aims to introduce the whole state
to Jesus.
The Bible Society’s JAAL campaign
was developed as a radical step to bring
the message of Jesus to the Australian
community. Previously run in South
Australia, Tasmania and the Australian
Capital Territory, the campaign is
designed to get people in New South
Wales talking about the relevance of Jesus
in their everyday life.
Local church involvement for the
JAAL campaign is crucial for its success.
Supported by church events and activities such as the Giving Sunday, the campaign aims to raise awareness of Jesus,
encourage participation and involvement
and facilitate a cultural shift with the way
Christian denominations engage with
the community. Christians are encouraged to use their local church as the
delivery point to talk about their personal perspectives on faith with nonChristians.
“The church needs to take radical steps
to increase our presence,” says Bible
Society CEO Daniel Willis. “The JAAL
campaign will not contain the gospel message, but will be a presence in the community so that all Australians will consider
faith as an option.”
www.jesusallaboutlife.com.au

ACL fear charter

CChristian
hristian advocacy group the Australian
Lobby has written to
Moderator-General Robert Benn warning that a proposed Charter of Rights
could threaten Christian freedoms.
Founder
Jim
Wallace
wrote:
“No one is as concerned for human rights
as the church, but the push for a charter or
bill of rights is not the best way to protect
rights and could at the same time threaten
some of the most basic freedoms
Christians and the wider Australian community take for granted. Judges could
overrule laws that define marriage as
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between a man and a woman, as they have
done under Canada’s charter, or even
declare pornography free speech as they
have in the US!”
Brigadier Wallace says the churches
have been largely absent in the consultation process, allowing the proponents of a
charter to say the high turnout and number of submissions of those in favour indicates we should go ahead with one without a referendum.
“It is vital that we take action now. I
hope that you might see fit to encourage
the churches in your denomination to
activate their congregations to record
their opposition to a charter on a petition
and also submit a submission.” For more
information and advice on making a submission, visit http://www.makeastand.org.au
/campaign/index.stw?campaign_id=22

Oldest church turns 200

O
ver the weekend of June 19 to 21,
descendants of many of the pioneer settlers of the Portland Head area gathered in
the grounds of the historic Ebenezer
Church to celebrate the 200th anniversary, of this, the oldest surviving church in
Australia. They were joined by many
whose heritage lies in the Presbyterian
Churches in Australia, including members
of the Presbyterian Church of Australia,
the Presbyterian Church of Eastern
Australia, and the Uniting Church in
Australia, for whom Ebenezer has
become something of a shrine over the
years.
Other Christian demoninations
were also well represented in this historic celebration, and were reminded
that the Ebenezer Church was for several years a “union church” in which
ministers and lay preachers of various
denominations preached, and whose
congregations week by week included
the whole company of the “gathered
people of God” irrespective of denominational affiliation. The Ebenezer
church was a part of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia from 1824 until
1977 when it entered the Uniting
Church in Australia.
Ferguson Focus

Joy to the world

S

t John’s Hobart youth produced a
Christmas CD, With Joy, for sale in time
for last Christmas, as they did two years
before. The proceeds brought joy to
Christians in northern India, the Sew Ah
work founded by the Rev. Bali Shepherd

to run Christian schools for poor and
needy children, to establish a Christian
witness and in due course to plant
churches.
The CDs – which run for about 45
minutes, with selected Scripture portions,
a short Christmas message, and
Christmas songs and hymns – sold very
well and generated positive feedback.
The project also gave a sense of contribution and worthwhileness to the
church’s youth, raising $2000 in 2006 and
$2800 last year.

McGilvray made elder emeritus

W
ilf McGilvray has been granted emeritus status following 45 years as an elder,
all at St Ives Parish (NSW). The Rev.
Robert Boase recognised the occasion
with a service of de-commissioning on
31 May, along the lines of Presbytery
“recognition of the conclusion of
a ministry”. It was attended by Wilf ’s
family as well as minister’s emeritii, present and past trustees. In addition, past
elders, members of our congregation,
Parliamentarians, councillors and friends
congratulated Wilf upon this remarkable
achievement.
As St Ives was being developed, Wilf
was active in the formation of services on
23 September 1956, held in the Masonic
Hall until a church was built. Ordained an
elder on 7 April 1964, Wilf also served as
a trustee for 11 years, on the board of the
then Scottish Hospital for 16 years,
Presbyterian Foundation since inception and PLC Armidale for eight years.
He also worked as general manager of
Kelloggs Australia, which he joined in
1949, and was the man who devised the
name “Nutri-grain”, a household word
today.

South African link

NRobert
ext month Moderator-General
Benn will visit the Reformed
Church of South Africa on behalf of the
West Australian church, which has forged
strong links with the African church
because of the influx of migrants from the
area. The West Australian church now has
two South African ministers leading
churches.
Mr Benn will also visit two of the synods of the Central Church of Africa
Presbyterian in Malawi and Zambia,
where he will preach at the ordination services, the synod openings, and hold leadership seminars. He also plans to visit the
Victoria Falls.
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Around
the World
Bible ‘immigration handbook’

Srisepeaking
against the backdrop of a sharp
in anti-migrant rhetoric from some
European politicians, the General
Secretary of the World Council of
Churches, the Rev. Dr Samuel Kobia, has
said that the Bible is the “ultimate immigration handbook” and that Christians
should stand with the oppressed.
Opening the Churches against
Racism
conference
in
Doorn,
Netherlands, last month, Dr Kobia said
the Bible describes a large number of voluntary and forced migrations and in many
cases, the developing of responses which
are about hospitality and concern for
those who suffer, rather than hostility and
rejection.
The WCC head also asked Christians
to apply, in the context in which they live
today, Jesus’ famous parable of the Good
Samaritan. “It speaks to us in this week
after virulently anti-immigrant parties
made unprecedented gains in European
elections”, Kobia declared.
The service was held to give thanks for
the WCC Program to Combat Racism,
launched 40 years ago.
Ekklesia

Presbyterians condemn murder

Presbyterian Church (USA) officials

E

W

S

described the murder of Dr George Tiller
as abhorrent in a statement last month
after the abortion doctor was shot in the
foyer of his church in Wichita, Kansas, on
May 31.
The statement was made by Gradye
Parsons, stated clerk of the General
Assembly,
Bruce
Reyes-Chow,
Moderator of the 218th General
Assembly and Linda Valentine, executive director of the General Assembly
Council.
The statement said: “The whole of our
society is damaged when any one person
engages in rhetoric or acts of violence.
The entire Christian Church is hurt
whenever hatred pushes its way into the
sanctuaries of worship. On the issue of
abortion, the General Assembly of the
Presbyterian Church (USA) has consistently called for every effort to be made to
reduce unwanted pregnancies and to work
toward a day when abortions would not
be deemed necessary. It is also a matter of
policy that in the case of late-term abortions, where the baby appears to be viable,
every effort should be made to preserve
the life of the child.”

Indian Christians relieved

C

hristians in India are heaving a sigh of
relief after the rout of a Hindu nationalist
party in national and state assembly elections in Orissa state, a scene of antiChristian arson and carnage last year. The
ruling centrist party won a second term,
but concerns over persecution of minorities remain. A local centrist party, the Biju
Janata Dal, has taken charge of the Orissa

Your Pastoral Opportunity
in Rural Victoria
can start this August in Sydney or Brisbane!
Our Ministry Development Director, Rev Dr Robert Carner,
will be in Sydney and Brisbane in early August to interview
potential gospel workers.
A range of pastoral vacancies exist, some suitable for ordained ministers,
some for experienced home missionaries, and some for applicants interested in
entering into home missionary service.
Available interview dates and locations are:
Monday 10th & Tuesday 11th August, Moore College, Newtown, Sydney
Thursday 13th August, Brisbane
Friday 14th August, Gold Coast
To make an appointment on one of these days, please contact Dr Carner
at the Presbyterian Church of Victoria; Email ministry@pcvic.org.au
or phone (03) 9702 0548 or mobile 0419 780 810
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government, and federally the United
Progressive Alliance led by Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh has won a
second term.
The embarrassing defeat for the Hindu
extremist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
came as a surprise. Hoping to gain from
its hardcore Hindu nationalist image, the
BJP had made leader Narendra Modi,
accused of organizing an anti-Muslim
pogrom in the western state of Gujarat in
2002, its star campaigner.
Compass Direct

Europe ‘at tipping point’

24
-7 Prayer is mobilising Christians to
pray for Europe in response to scandals
hitting the financial and political sectors.
Two of the movement’s pioneers, Pete
Greig and Punk Monk author Andy
Freeman, have teamed up to produce
daily video podcasts addressing the challenges and opportunities for Christians.
In the first video, Greig said the “exposure of corruption and greed” among
bankers and MPs, Obama’s speech to
Muslims, and the European elections had
brought the continent to a “tipping point”
that could affect lives for many years to
come.
“You don’t have to be the brain of
Britain to see that something is happening
right now. We need to wake up and realise
there’s more to life than Starbucks,
iPhones and all the rest of it,” he said.
The video podcasts are posted daily on
24-7 Prayer’s YouTube channel.
Christian Today

Blair launches faith program

Tlaunched
he Tony Blair Faith Foundation has
a new global education program
to help young people better understand
the world’s major religions. Face to Faith
was launched last month by Blair, who
took part in a video conference between
three schools in the UK, Palestine and
Bethlehem.
With an estimated four billion people,
or two thirds of the world’s population,
adhering to a faith, Face to Faith has been
put together by an international group of
educational experts for the foundation to
“ensure that a lack of knowledge does not
lead to prejudice, antagonism and tension”.
The program brings together video
conferencing, an online community and
course syllabus to encourage exchange
between young people of different faiths.
It is already up and running in schools in
North America, Europe and Asia.

N
Blair said: “To get young people at an
early age to be comfortable with people of
a different faith is extremely important.”
Christian Today

Qatar Christians celebrate

Tbrated
he Christian community in Qatar celethe opening of the new Mar
Thoma Church in Doha last Thursday,
witnessed by more than 1000 faithful. The
place of worship is the latest addition to
the Inter-Denominational Church
Complex (IDCC) in Mesaimeer, in the
southern suburbs of Doha, the capital of
Qatar.
Inaugurated as the second church in
the country in April this year, the IDCC
is to host churches for Malabar
Orthodox, Syro Malabar, Mar Thoma,
Church of South India (CSI),
Pentecostal and evangelical groups.
The consecration of Mar Thoma
church was presided over by
Metropolitan Joseph Mar Thoma, leader
of the Mar Thoma church.
Mar Thoma Church is a Christian
denomination based in Kerala, India. It is
one of the seven churches founded by St
Thomas, the apostle and disciple of Jesus
Christ. The church is in communion with
the Anglican and Independent SyroMalabar Churches.
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The first Christian church to open in
the country was St Mary’s Catholic
Church, in March 2008. Strict Islamic
laws had previously barred the country’s
Christian community from public prayer
and religious services.
Christian Post

Sodom found?

On the bus together

By Brian Nixon

On the
Agenda

Archaeologists believe they may have
Catheists
hristians in Germany have accompanied found the site of the ancient city of
on a 20-day nationwide bus tour. Sodom in an area known as “the disc of
The red “atheist” double-decker and a
white “Christian” coach were often parked
side by side or opposite one another.
Both vehicles made stops in 25 cities,
where local Christians joined the bus crew
and spread the gospel message with songs,
leaflets and personal testimonies.
Television, radio and the press covered the
unusual event.
The atheist bus carried the slogan “There
is – with a probability bordering on certainty – no God”. The Christian bus posed
the question “And if he really does exist ...”
Both sides welcomed the opportunity
for an exchange of ideas. Despite the
opposing messages atheists and
Christians often helped one another.
Christians took pizza and cake to the
atheists. And when their bus was covered
in dirt, Christians helped wash the vehicle.
Assist

Jordan” east of Jericho. Dr Steven
Collins says the site at Tell el-Hammam
fits perfectly with the geographical profile
outlined in Genesis 13-19.
Dr Collins arrived at this conclusion
after years of research, digs, and textual
research with many colleagues, including
Dr Peter Briggs. They developed a means
to determine if an ancient text is a “true
narrative” through a scientific methodology called “criterial screening”.
With this bit of knowledge, Dr Collins
set out on a course of discovery.
“When I first had the idea that the traditional site of Sodom (in the southern
region of the Dead Sea) was wrong (based
upon the geographical indicators), I began
to think through the text, coming to conclusion that it was northeast of the Dead
Sea,” he said.
He settled on Tell el-Hammam based

The Presbyterian
Theological Centre, Sydney
7-8 August
(Friday evening/Saturday)
GUEST SPEAKER:
Professor Carl Trueman
COST:
Workers: $70 full-time
Concession: $25 full-time (students & seniors)
Workers: Fri pm $20 ; Sat $60
Concession: Fri pm $5 ; Sat $20
Includes morning and afternoon teas
and a light lunch on Saturday
For more details visit

www.confessordie.com

Enquiries:
Presbyterian Theological Centre (02) 9744 1977
Book: online at www.confessordie.com,
email adminptc@ptcsydney.org, or call PTC on the above number
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on its geographical location and the biblical text. “In the Bible, Sodom was mentioned first in order; therefore it must
have been the largest and most prominent
city in the area. We find that Scripture
usually orders cities by prominence and
size. Tell el-Hammam was the largest site
by a huge margin.” Its general area is 40
hectares (roughly 100 acres), huge by
ancient Bronze Age standards.
With the dig well under way, the findings have been staggering.
“Not only do we have the right place
geographically speaking, but it falls within
the right time frame (the Bronze Age),
and it was destroyed during the time of
Abraham (the Middle Bronze Age).
When you add in the pottery, architecture
(it was a fortified city), and the chronological consistency of the region to the
biblical text, it is a match made in heaven,
so to speak.”
Dr Collins said that, intriguingly, there
was great mystery concerning this site.
“There is what I call a ‘historical hole or
LB Gap’ regarding the site. Meaning, after
this cluster of towns was destroyed during
Abraham’s time, the area was not re-occupied until much, much later; later than the
sites in the regions surrounding this particular cluster.
“It must have been seen as a taboo site
of some kind. Something terrible must
have happened there that caused people to
stay away for so many centuries,” he said.
Assist

Christians ‘sidelined’: ACF
By Jennifer Gold

T

he head of Britain’s Asian Christian
Fellowship has told MPs that Christians
in the UK are facing increasing persecution. Canon Yaqub Masih claimed that
Christians are facing discrimination by
employers, in the public sector and in
local and central government when they
feel the need, in conscience, to share their
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faith or live it out in the workplace.
The consultation was hosted by MPs
at the House of Commons last month
and has been put together by the Asian
Christian Fellowship. It comes days after
The Telegraph published the results of a
poll in which one in five Christians said
they had faced opposition at work
because of their beliefs, while more than
half surveyed said they had suffered
some form of persecution for being a
Christian.
Mr Masih said he wanted Christians to
“stand for Christ and Christian values” in
multi-cultural, multi-faith Britain and to
raise their concerns to the Government
about discrimination against Christians.
“Christians in this country are being
sidelined and discriminated against and
even some pastors have been threatened
and beaten, because of preaching the
gospel,” he said.
“I believe it is time for Christians to
raise our voices and stand up for our
rights and values, which are being sacrificed in the name of political correctness.”
Also taking part were Bishop of
Manchester Nigel McCulloch, and religious liberties barrister Paul Diamond,
who represented British Airways
employee Nadia Eweida in her legal bid
to wear a cross necklace at work.
Andrea Minichiello-Williams, director of the Christian Legal Centre, presented a number of legal cases over discrimination taken on by the organisation
in recent years, while Professor Peter
Wagner from the US gave an address on
the extent to which growing secularism
has impacted freedom of speech and association for Christians there.
Christian Today

42 million ‘displaced’

T

he number of people forcibly uprooted
by conflict and persecution worldwide
stood at 42 million at the end of last year,
according to new figures from the

‘The Manse’
Stanley, Tasmania
Holiday Accommodation
3 bedroom furnished home available
to Presbyterian family and friends –
Very Reasonable Rates
For More Information phone:
(03) 6458 1116 (03) 6458 1321
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UNHCR, the United Nations refugee
agency.
The figure includes 16 million refugees
and asylum seekers and 26 million internally displaced people uprooted within
their own countries. The figures come in
the UNHCR’s annual Global Trends
report.
It says 80 per cent of the world’s
refugees are in developing nations, as are
the vast majority of internally displaced
people. Many have been uprooted for years
with no end to their displacement in sight.
“In 2009, we have already seen substantial new displacements, namely in
Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Somalia,” said UN
High Commissioner for Refugees
António Guterres. “While some displacements may be short-lived, others can
take years and even decades to resolve.”
The report counts 29 different groups
of 25,000 or more refugees in 22 nations
who have been in exile for five years or
longer and for whom there are no immediate solutions in sight. This means at least
5.7 million refugees are living in limbo.
About 2 million refugees and internally
displaced people (IDP) were able to
return home in 2008, a decline from the
year before.
Colombia has one of the world’s
largest internally displaced populations,
with estimates of some 3 million. Iraq had
around 2.6 million internally displaced
people at the end of 2008 – with 1.4 million of them displaced in the past three
years alone. There were more than 2 million IDPs in Sudan’s Darfur region.
Renewed armed conflict in the eastern
Democratic Republic of the Congo and in
Somalia last year brought total displacement in each to 1.5 million and 1.3 million
respectively.
Developing countries hosted 80 per
cent of all refugees, which the UNHCR
says underscored the disproportionate
burden carried by those least able to
afford it as well as the need for international support.

Visiting
Ballarat?
Worship with us at Ebenezer
Presbyterian Church.
Every Sunday 10.30 am.
214 Armstrong Street South.
Rev. Dr John Woodward
Phone: (03) 5334 2909
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Rights and wrong
There’s plenty to worry about in a proposed Charter of Rights.

Charter of Rights – what a great
idea! Now at last we Christians
can get some protection from
those arrogant secularists fed on a
diet of bigoted Dawkinsian intolerance
who attack every decent Christian virtue
and every institution belonging to our
Christian heritage. No more sacrilegious
art, no more disgusting caricatures at
Mardi Gras, no more trashing of religious
sentiment and scruple, no more attacks on
Cardinal Pell for defending Christian values in society.
Well, if you think that is what a Charter
of Rights will achieve, think again.
It is said that a Bill of Rights is a rite of
passage for every Labour Attorney
General. It seems the current Attorney
General, Robert McClelland, is no exception. Late last year Mr McClelland
launched the National Human Rights
Consultation establishing a consultation
committee of five members chaired by
Father Frank Brennan, a committed advocate for human rights.
This committee has been engaged in a
series of consultations around the country
seeking answers to questions such as
which human rights should be protected
and promoted, are these rights sufficiently
protected and promoted and how could
Australia better protect and promote
these rights? The committee is due to
report to the Government later this year.
Given strengthening opposition to a
Charter of Rights coupled with low public and media interest, Governmental preoccupation with the global financial crisis,
the upcoming battle over climate change
measures and the possibility of an early
election, it is not at all clear that there will
be any proposal for a national charter of
rights before the next election.
Supporters of a Charter of Rights
include most academic lawyers, Amnesty
International, the homosexual lobby, the
Uniting Church and the Australian
Human Rights Commission. There are
grounds to suspect that most proponents
of a charter would prefer an American
style Bill of Rights grafted into the
Australian constitution. However, given
the requirement for a referendum to
approve a change to the constitution and
the dismal record of referendums to
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David
Palmer
deliver the necessary majorities, the proponents have been forced into scaling
back their ambitions to a Charter of
Rights.
A charter functions by bringing the
United Nations framework for human
rights directly into an Act of Parliament,
then adding the requirement that all legislation be assessed against the charter for
compliance. The
charter would
The Northern
then allow the
Territory
courts to rule on
any
alleged
intervention
breach of the
highlights one
human
rights
of the main
enumerated in
problems with
the charter.
charters:
Unlike the
whose rights
US Bill of Rights,
are to prevail
which allows the
– those of the
US courts to
strike down legisabused or the
lation, it is said
abuser?
that a charter
would not oblige
Parliament to change proposed legislation. This is a fallacious argument – what
government could avoid amending legislation involving human rights should the
courts rule against it? Canada has had
similar provisions in its human rights legislation since 1982 and the UK since 1998
and not once has either country’s national
Parliament gone against the courts.
The argument for a charter is presented
in terms of specific cases from the immediate past, such as locking up children in
detention centres, the cases of David
Hicks, Cornelia Rau and Dr Mohammed
Haneef and the suspension of the Racial
Discrimination Act during the Northern
Territory intervention.
It is not at all clear that the proposed
charter would have made any difference in
any of these cases. In the case of Dr
Haneef, the Federal Police bungled and
Dr Haneef was released and exonerated

under existing law. With the children in
detention, the Howard Government was
voted out of office and the incoming
Labor Government changed the policy.
The case of the suspension of the Racial
Discrimination Act to deal with child
abuse in the Northern Territory highlights one of the main problems with
charters: whose rights are to prevail –
those of the abused or the abuser?
According to commentator Angela
Shanahan who attended one of the consultations in Canberra, the discussion of
rights quickly degenerates into “a series of
parochial demands for everything from
housing to health and just plain silly hobbyhorses”.
A leading proponent of a charter,
Professor George Williams, claims that
“Australia is the only democratic nation in
the world without a national Charter or
Bill of Rights”. So what? America has a
Bill of Rights and 3000 prisoners on death
row; the Human Rights Act in Britain
allows police to hold terrorism suspects in
detention six times longer than in
Australia (42 days compared with seven).
Zimbabwe and Sudan both list human
rights in their respective constitutions, as
did that of the Soviet Union, and this did
nothing to prevent Joseph Stalin murdering 20 million fellow citizens.
The fact that legal academics are
prominent in pushing the charter barrow
should awaken in us a degree of caution.
Professor Greg Craven, Vice Chancellor
of the Australian Catholic University,
puts it this way: “Lawyers are the
plumbers of the intellectual world – we
lead really boring lives. But bring in a Bill
of Rights and we become philosopher
kings!”

T

here is simply not the space in an article such as this to enumerate all the
arguments against a charter. The main line
of argument in opposition concerns
whether the courts or parliaments are to
be the final arbiters of policy. Is it to be
politicians who must face the electors
every three or four years, or do we rely, as
Professor Jim Allen from the University
of Queensland Law School has recently
put it, on non-elected judges, lawyers, and
law professors “to argue about and cri-
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tique where to draw fundamental social
policy lines down in the quagmire of reasonable disagreement over tough moral
choices — what immigration procedures
to have, say, or whether to extend legal
recognition to gay marriage”?
If the lawyers are to decide, it will
inevitably lead to a US-style politicisation
of the judiciary. And who says lawyers, say
a Marcus Einfeld, are any less frail or corruptible than politicians? At least the
politicians are scrutinised and held
accountable.

S

tepping back from the immediacy of
the debate, it is good to pause and
reflect on “rights” language.
While we can acknowledge and even
gladly affirm that the concept of human
rights has its origin in the Judeo-Christian
tradition of affirming the human race to
be made in the image of God, thereby
conferring worth and dignity upon every
human being, it is not nearly so clear cut
that the promotion of statutory rights is
beneficial to the life of our nation.
The Christian principle by which individuals relate to each other is not on the
basis of asserting or balancing respective
rights, but rather by observing the golden
rule: “whatever you wish that others
would do to you, do also to them” (Mt
7:12). Rather than enforcing one’s rights,

GAA
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our Lord declares we should even be prepared to sacrifice our rights for the sake of
others: “if anyone strikes you on the right
cheek, turn to him the other also.” (Mt
5:39).
We Christians prefer to say, at least in
our finer moments, that a culture of serving others and not ourselves, a culture of

Rather than
loving God
and neighbour
as first
priority, this
new religion
has as its
basic premise
“love yourself
first and
foremost”.
forgiveness and doing good, a culture of
individual contribution for the good of
the whole, is a far more appropriate basis
for building society than the individualistic rights-based culture that demands
from others what we reckon to be our
due.
Going further, it is perfectly reasonable
to argue that the culture of human rights
in its progressive unfolding over time has
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become the new religion. Rather than
“loving God and neighbour” as first priority, this new religion has as its basic
premise “love yourself first and foremost”. As the British philosopher Roger
Scruton has written, “(this obsession with
human rights) tells us that we are the centre of the universe, that we are under no
call to obedience, but that the world is
ordered in accordance with our rights”.
The situation is even potentially worse
than this, for under a regime of rights
assertion people will inevitably feel hard
done by. Again Scruton writes, “every disappointment is met with a lawsuit, in the
hope of turning material loss to material
gain. And whatever happens to us, we
ourselves are never at fault.” The world of
rights and claims and litigation is a profoundly unhappy one. Hatred of the other
abounds, for he or she has what is rightfully mine!
In contrast to this obsession with the
self and its advancement, the Christian
way is to see the world we live in, and
indeed life itself, as the beautiful creation
and gift of the good and loving God
whom we worship. This in turn leads to
gratitude and joy, and because of this gratitude we too begin to love and even to see
Christ in the other.
However, back again to the question of
whether or not Christians should support

the call for a Charter of Rights.
It’s not just about a proposed charter
or bill of itself, but the environment that is
giving birth to it that we should consider.
Those framing and pushing a Charter of
Rights have their own agendas which the
charter would further – it would never be
used against their group’s interest and priorities. We have two examples from
Victoria to illustrate what could well be in
store for us with a federally enacted charter.
Despite a carryover of the fine expression of the freedom of conscience from
the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights into the Victorian Charter
of Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006,
when the proposed Abortion Law Reform
Bill was last year subjected to the scrutiny
of the charter, the charter failed to provide
a genuine freedom of conscience for doctors opposed to abortion.
The reason that this could occur was
that the objective, narrowly defined limitations to freedom of conscience, thought
and religion found in the international
covenant had morphed into subjective
and greatly expanded limitations in the
charter, thereby rendering the charter’s
freedom of conscience, thought and religion ineffective.
This has been further demonstrated in
the recent review of the exception clauses
contained in the Victorian Equal
Opportunity Act 1995. On the basis of the
charter, a very significant weakening of
the exception clauses is being advocated.
If this was to succeed, people of religious
faith would lose their right to choose
those educational, health, welfare and
aged care services currently provided by
faith-based organisations that organise
their affairs – including the selection of
staff – not only in accordance with the
religious beliefs of the individual service
providers but more importantly those of
the users of such services – parents, clients
and patients.

discrimination laws, particularly those
related to equality and diversity. Recently,
a mother was suspended as a volunteer
receptionist at a school for sending out an
email requesting prayer for her four year
old daughter who had been disciplined
earlier that day for talking to a fellow student about God.
In
another
instance, a nurse
Under British
with 40 years
human rights
experience was
legislation,
sacked because
Christians are
he said, during a
training course,
being targeted
that going to
by discriminachurch could ease
tion laws,
the anxiety of a
particularly
stressed person.
those related
A senior teacher
to equality
was suspended
and diversity.
after he complained that a
training day for
staff was used to promote gay rights. In
May this year the situation worsened
when Maria Eagle, a minister in the UK
Government, declared that new legislation under consideration in the British
Parliament would “force churches to
accept practising homosexuals or transsexuals in youth worker posts and other
similar roles” .

So, the question becomes: if the UK
Human Rights Act and the Victorian charter limit religious freedom, why won’t an
Australian charter do likewise, and if so,
why should Christians support a Charter
of Rights for Australia?
The truth is we are confronted by a real
dilemma. On the one hand there are loud
and persistent calls for the application of
the full ambit of anti-discrimination legislation to faith-based institutions, while on
the other hand the possibility is held out
that a charter of rights, by guaranteeing
freedom of religion, would preserve the
freedom of faith-based institutions and
the users of their services to act according
to their religious beliefs and practices. The
dilemma is that there is no evidence to
hand that a Charter of Rights would do
any such thing.
Christians have a vested interest in participating in this debate. Presbyterians,
both federally and in the states, have
engaged in the consultation process and
made submissions through their respective Church & Nation Committees. We
await the results of the consultation, and
in dependence upon God and with the
encouragement of the Church, we will be
vigilant!
David Palmer is convener of the Victorian
ap
Church and Nation Committee.

I

n other words the Victorian charter has
become the vehicle for furthering the
soft left liberal agenda that is so antithetical to the interests of religion, and
Christianity in particular. Inevitably with
the enumeration of rights there is the
conflict between rights – think of the
right of the unborn child versus the
woman’s right to her own body – with
the resultant privileging of some rights
above other rights.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in
Britain where, under its human rights legislation, Christians are being targeted by
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The terrifying truth
God is Giver, Gift and Given – with profound consequences.

ppropriately enough, we get three
events in one today. Churches
across Britain are marking 7 June
2009 as World Environment
Sunday. It is also the focal point in the
World Week for Peace in Palestine and
Israel, dedicated to prayer, education and
advocacy for an end to the tragic 60-yearold conflict in what we call (stretching
credibility to its limits in the face of recent
events) the Holy Land. Last but not least,
this is Trinity Sunday, when Christians are
invited into the terrifyingly mind and
soul-expanding mystery of God.
Now call me a cynic, but I suspect that
for quite a few churches it is that last dedication which, though undoubtedly the
most traditional, remains the really difficult one. Let us put it this way: if charged
with creating a religion aimed at ease of
reference and marketability, I suspect
most people would not opt for one that
spoke of God in complex, Trinitarian
terms.
Likewise,
many
contemporary
Christians would probably say – to themselves, if not aloud – that debating the
niceties of God’s unfathomable being
seems a rather impractical activity with
which to be preoccupied while the world
is tearing itself apart (often in the name of
religion) and when the good earth we have
been gifted is increasingly imperilled by
our human rapacity.
What this outlook assumes, of course,
is that the central Christian account of
God is – to all intents and purposes – irrelevant to the business of daily living and to
addressing the world’s deepest problems.
But if Christians have ceased to believe
that the God they worship makes any
substantial difference, except perhaps as a
comfort or final wager, why on earth
should anyone else bother?
Stanley Hauerwas makes the key point
with characteristic pungency. If we knew a
doctor was badly trained in anatomy, he

A
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Simon
Barrow
says, we would rightly worry for our
health. But does anyone seriously suppose
that a Christian leader badly trained in
theology is a life-threatening menace?
Generally not. Yet this is a scandal.
Because what we worship really is a matter of life and death.
If the object of our devotion is ourselves writ large, we will be prone to
flights of egotism which will cause untold
harm to others and ourselves. Likewise, if
our God is an illusion, we will be prey to
fantasy. If our God is a tyrant, we will end

If the universe
is, in spite of
its many
lesions, God’s
good creation,
then these
wounds are
held within a
deeper, healing unity.
up baptising tyranny. And if our God
demands blood, we will sanction killing as
desirable or even holy – as in the recent
murder of Dr George Tiller in the USA.
The hallowing of gods who are actually
life-destroying idols is endemic in human
cultures, our own included. This is one of
the reasons a growing number of people
are turning against religion.
Where many atheists (and indeed liberal Christians) go wrong, however, is in
assuming too readily that idolatry – the
false attribution of ultimate worth – is
only possible for the religiously credulous, that disbelieving in “the gods” is
really a straightforward matter and that
unaided human rationality can arbitrate
reliably between enlightening belief and
enslaving superstition.
If only this were true. But sadly, it is
not. Just look at the world. Villainy, deceit
and primal anger pervade every society
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and, to a greater or lesser extent, every
heart. Both religious and non-religious
creeds are used to justify or embed monstrous evils. And while human beings may
abandon the easily identifiable gods, they
remain remarkably prone to taking on
new ones in secular guises: possessions,
the market, the family, warriors, celebrities and overlords… there are too many to
name.
Given these realities, only those with a
dangerous lack of knowledge of themselves and others can believe that the
world’s problems are overwhelmingly
attributable to “that lot”. Yet there are
plenty who think like this, some who sit
solidly in their pews, and others who proclaim a gospel of undiluted scepticism.
What is the Christian given to say in
the midst of this mess? It has to be something like this. The world we inhabit is
indeed broken, brutal and deeply scarred.
Tragedy is unavoidably implicated in both
its contingency and its evolved freedom.
But that is not the whole story, not its
greater part. For if the universe is, in spite
of its many lesions, God’s good creation
(by which we mean sheer, unconditional,
loving gift), then these wounds are held
within a deeper, healing unity. This is a
possibility we may only fleetingly perceive
in “moments of grace”, both aesthetic and
moral. For an instant, some action or
event becomes a sign of what (or who)
truly makes “all the difference in the
world”.
This is what becomes possible as we
confess God to be the creative, generative
and inexhaustible origin, accompanier and
goal of life. Yet that, as a singular attribution of the divine, could easily lead us
astray. For a God of creation alone would
either be bound up with its limits or magisterially disconnected from its wounds.
So Christians also recognise God-in-themidst, remaking our lives, reorienting us,
embodying the way of life with and for us,
in a particular life and history (that of
Jesus of Nazareth) which is also bound up
with, while moving beyond, the story and
history of a particular suffering people.
All this reminds us, says Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, that the transcendence (the
going-beyond) of God has nothing to do
with transcendence of our own knowing

or being. God is not us writ large. Rather,
in the vulnerability and personalness of
Christ, crucified and living, the God who
is wholly Other transcends the limits of
this “otherness”, as we comprehend it.
God, who in essence is utterly outside our
comprehension, nevertheless “stands in”
to our world and our humanity so as to
enable us to “stand out” from our bondage
to decay (as Paul puts it in Romans 8).
In this way we discover that what it is
to be God and what it is to be human are
not contradictory. However, their final
harmony can only be found in God working through humanity, not in humanity
abstracted from God. This is the logic of
incarnation.
Yet, as a double attribution, that too
could mislead us – as if God was limited
by our perception of the face of the divine
in one person, one place, and one time. As
if this God, whom we meet in the goodness of creation and in Christ the
wounded healer, was somehow incapable
of communicating through the non-personal and the inter-personal, to those outside the immediate community of Jesus
and to those way outside the conventions,
beliefs and rituals within which the gift of
God has come to us. So Christians also
rejoice in God the Holy Spirit, comforting the disturbed, disturbing the comfortable, encountering and changing us in
unexpected ways and unstable places.
“The wind blows where it wills, and you
hear the sound of it, but you do not know
where it comes from and where it goes…
So it is with all who are born of the Spirit”
(John 3. 8).

truly un-possessive desire for the wellbeing of the other) cannot avoid the cross,
does not leave us unchanged, and will not
spare us any of the tragedy that is bound
up with our freedom.
In short, the Trinitarian account of
God proves vital in correcting our dangerous, delusional and fantastic human ideas
about God, the world and ourselves. God
is beyond, but not uncaringly remote.
God is for us, but in the power of love not
the love of power.
God is among us,
but to thwart our
The Trinity
lust for control
not to feed it. The
is vital in
god
who
is
correcting our
uncompassionate,
dangerous,
overwhelming
delusional and
and ours alone –
fantastic
at whatever cost,
human ideas
with
whatever
about God
amount of force
and ourselves.
and violence: this
is not the God of
Jesus Christ. This
is a deadly idol, whether in religious or
non-religious guise.
This is why, rightly understood,
Christian worship, doctrine, prayer and
discipleship are all different dimensions of
a single act of divinely empowered resistance. They school us to refuse to worship
any thing, any person, creed, event or idea
within the world. Only by learning to
worship the true God can we learn to disbelieve in “the gods”. Richard Dawkins is
wholly inadequate. Likewise, only by

learning to identify false gods and
dethrone them can we worship the true
God, the beyond-in-our midst who
promises life not death, mercy not sacrifice, peace not destruction, understanding
not ignorance, love not hatred, hope not
despair.
Finally, it has to be emphasised that the
Trinitarian knowledge of God is not about
mathematical puzzle solving, but about
personal and communal living. God’s
“oneness” designates completion. It does
not mean God is the first in a series of
numbers. There is no series or category of
which God is a member – certainly not
“the gods”. Likewise, “three” is not some
arbitrary alternative to two, seventeen or a
million and one. It’s a way of saying that
God embraces, indwells and releases without separation and without confusion.
Our modern intellectual problems
with Trinitarian language are largely a
function of the naïve literalness of our
rationality, signalled by our imperviousness to the metaphoric register that alone
points toward the unspeakably real.
But as it is, “When we cry ‘Abba!’ it is
none other than the Spirit bearing witness
with our spirit that we are children of
God, and if children then heirs, heirs of
God and fellow heirs with Christ…”
(Romans 8. 15b-16)
Simon Barrow is co-director of Ekklesia, a
British Christian thinktank. This is an
address given for Trinity Sunday 2009. The
readings were Isaiah 6:1-8, Psalm 29,
ap
Romans 8:12-17 and John 3:1-17.

A

ll in all, the Trinitarian account of God
is inescapable within the totality of
Christian experience. If God eternally is,
if God is as God is in Jesus, and if God’s
Spirit has moved us, then this unity-indiversity of the divine is the only way to
confess the meaning, identity and truth of
God. However, such a confession, given
by God in Christ and sealed by the Spirit,
is not over and against others, but in
through, with and for them. For it tells us
that nothing we are, or say, or do can possibly alter who God is. The Triune God is
giver, gift and given – and what this means
is that when we refuse, withhold or
destroy the gift of creation (the natural
world) or the gift of other people, we
declare ourselves strangers to God. This,
not some propositional denial, is unbelief.
For faith in God is not a matter of theory,
but an understanding we receive as we are
joined to a community of terrifying hope.
Terrifying? Yes. Because God’s love (a
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AUGUST 2009
1 Presbytery of Torrens Adelaide and
northern SA – 5 charges and 3 home
mission stations totaling 10 congregations with about 325 c&a), and 25 yf),
1 retired minister. Chris ten Broeke
clerk.
2 Barbara Brown mission partners
(APWM) worker from Croydon
Hills, Melbourne with Navigators
involved in outreach to the business,
student and general community in
Melbourne.
3 St Pauls Townsville charge (John
Knox church) with about 55 c&a, 10
yf and 2 e; Gregory and Helen Watt.
4 Clifton Hill Essendon charge (2 congregations) with about 60 c&a, 30 yf
and 4 e; Peter and Lorraine Phillips.
5 Bagoes Seta (and Konsita) mission
partners (APWM) workers from
Burwood Indonesian Church, Sydney
involved in lecturing at Petra Christian
University in Surabaya, Java and pastoring University Church.
6 The “Embers to a Flame” conference,
Parramatta until 8th – speakers Harry
Reeder and Lynn Dowling from
Briarwood Pres. Church, USA, the
organisers and all participants.
7 Nathan and Kathy Griffith (and two
young children with a third expected)
mission partners (APWM) workers
from Epping, Sydney in Portugal with
European Christian Mission involved
in language learning.
8 Hallelujah Korean home mission station Ashfield Sydney with about 65
c&a, 7 yf and 1 e; Yeol (John) Kim.
9 Pray for the moderator Steve North,
pastor David Hocking of the vacant St
Pauls Mittagong home mission station
NSW Southern highlands with about
25 c&a and 2 e.
10 Presbytery of North Queensland – 6

11

12

13
14

15

16

17

18

19

20

charges and 4 home mission stations
totaling 11 congregations with about
735 c&a and 325 yf, 3 retired ministers
and 1 under jurisdiction. Gregory
Watt clerk.
Wagga Wagga charge NSW Riverina
comprising St Andrews, Kooringal,
Gumly Gumly, Oura, Tarcutta and
Downside with about 410 c&a, 30 yf
and 32 e; Andrew and Anne
Campbell, Douglas Haley.
Moderator General Robert Benn travelling to Johannesburg, his consultations with sister churches and and
ministry in South Africa and Malawi
(David Livingstone territory).
The new Reformed congregation in
Kalgoorlie, eastern Goldfields, WA.
All students and staff of the
Queensland Theological College, St
Lucia, Brisbane – Bruce Winter principal.
Donvale charge Melbourne with about
185 c&a, 90 yf and 16 e; Gerald
Vanderwert, Tony and Carole Bird,
Clinton and Kirsti Le Page.
Chatswood Urim Korean charge
Northern Sydney with about 110 c&a,
35 yf and 1 e; Man Kyoung and MiSook Park.
Cecily Moar mission partners
(APWM) worker with Overseas
Missionary Fellowship since 1974 (22
years in Korea ) involved in Prayer
Facilitation and ministry to Korean
churches.
Pray that your congregation, its organizations, your presbytery and the
whole denomination may be focused
on sharing the message of God’s love
and grace with people of all kinds so
that they may come to faith in and
obedience to the Lord Jesus Christ –
that is on Evangelism.
Pray for the Interim moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Sandgate charge, northern Brisbane
with about 75 c&a, 15 yf and 4 e.
Kingsford (Chinese)-Maroubra charge
(2 congregations) eastern Sydney with
about 5 c&a, 20 yf and 3 e; Johnnie
and Ellen Li.
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JULY 2009
21 Presbytery of The Hawkesbury 11
charges and 4 home mission stations
totaling 21 congregations (including
Arabic, Chinese, Koorie and Ghanian
groups) with about 2370 c&a (communicants and adherents), 835 yf
(younger folk – Sunday School and
youth), 2 deaconesses, 2 missionaries
to koori people, 2 hospital chaplains, 1
theological lecturer, 1 prison chaplain,
10 retired ministers and 5 under jurisdiction. Mick Quirk clerk.
22 Residents and staff of the new
Prescare Vela facility for aged people
adjoining the Creek Road church,
Carina, SE Brisbane.
23 Annerley charge, Brisbane with about
50 c&a and 3 e; Paul and Carol Seiler.
24 Rhys and Rhondda Hall mission partners (APWM) workers from SA and
Castlemaine, Vic. in Sudan with
Pioneers / Across involved in radio
ministry.
25 Nerida Bell mission partners (APWM)
worker from Ashfield, Sydney in
Chiba, east Tokyo with the
Presbyterian Church of Japan
involved in English ministry.
26 All students, staff and council of
Presbyterian Ladies College, Armidale
NSW – Head of School, Debra
Kelliher.
27 Toowomba North charge comprising
St David’s and Geeham about 210
c&a, 30 yf and 7 e; Andrew and
Simone Clarke.
28 PWA, PWMU and other women’s
organizations such as WINGS.
29 Burwood Community charge
Melbourne with about 80 c&a, 20 yf
and 3 e; John and Liliek Elnatan.
30 All students and staff at the
Presbyterian Theological College, Box
Hill, Melbourne; Douglas Milne principal.

31 The Evangelical Presbyterian Church
of Timor Leste (East Timor) with
about 4300 members in 15 congregations and Arlindo Marcal its moderator, and with which our denomination
hopes to establish a formal partnership.
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Calvin, world-shaper
Maligned and misunderstood, Calvin belongs with history’s giants.

he French writer Stendhal, visiting
Edinburgh in the early 19th century, found no entertainment
available on the Sabbath except a
promenade through the city. Even this
had its dangers: “Slow down,’’ his companion advised. “People will think you are
enjoying yourself.’’
This anecdote about a country much
shaped by the ideological heirs of John
Calvin encapsulates the popular image of
Calvin as repressive, puritanical and domineering. English historian Paul Johnson
compared Calvin to Lenin, saying he was
notable only for his ferocity, his passionate
self-righteousness
and
his
intolerance.
This month (July 10) being his 500th
birthday, it is timely to redraw this caricature of one of history’s most misunderstood men. Calvin had his flaws, but he
provided not only the most important
theological impetus for the 16th century
Reformation, but was a founding father of
representative democracy, of capitalism,
and of public schools. He played a key
role in developing the ideas of religious
freedom, the importance of the individual
conscience and the right to resist tyranny
that we take for granted today.
His impact has been vast, and Time
magazine put it back on centre stage earlier this year when it listed “the new
Calvinism’’ third among “the 10 ideas
changing the world right now’’.
Born in France in 1509, he studied law
in Paris and was converted from
Catholicism to the new Protestantism in
his early 20s. In 1535 he moved to Basel
and Strasbourg, writing the first version
of his magnum opus, The Institutes of the
Christian Religion (the final revision was
five times the size), before being called to
Geneva, which had recently voted to
become Protestant.
He fell out with the town council over
who would have authority to exercise
church discipline, and was exiled in 1538
but was persuaded to return three years
later. Although he seldom found it easy,
and much preferred his study to the council chamber, he stayed there until his death
in 1564.
By Calvin’s time, the Reformation was
in danger of dissolving into anarchy.

T

Barney
Zwartz
Calvin remoulded and revitalised it,
developing Luther’s doctrines into a theological system of great power and consistency. He combined deep piety and
incredible self-discipline with unrivalled
learning, to which he brought the new
values and scholarly methods of humanism – in fact, he was the first to apply
them to the Bible.
If he was inclined to be harsh, censorious and rigorous, that was the temper of

Time magazine
put Calvin
back on centre
stage when it
listed ‘the new
Calvinism’
third among
‘the 10 ideas
changing the
world right
now’.
the times – just look at the vituperation
between Luther and his Catholic opponents. In the cauldron of contemporary
ideas, Calvin was actually quite a moderate, as his letters show.
He suffered more than his fair share of
discomfort and opposition. Constantly
embroiled in political problems in
Geneva, carrying out a demanding pastoral ministry, preaching six days a week
and producing one of the most prodigious
literary outputs in history, he was no ivory
tower academic. And he achieved all this
in a home he shared with the two children
of his wife’s first marriage and the eight
children of his brother’s two marriages,
who must have provided quite a challenge
to scholarly concentration.
One of the biggest stains on his reputation was the execution of Michael
Servetus, a man condemned to death by
slow fire by the Catholic Church for
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heresy. Instead he died at the stake at
Calvin’s Geneva, but the story is not simple. Servetus was sentenced by the town
council and, although Calvin thought his
heresy deserved death, he and the other
ministers pleaded in vain for a less cruel
execution.
In The Legacy of John Calvin, David
Hall identifies 10 ways in which the
modern world is different because of
Calvin. In founding the Geneva
Academy and making free education
available to all and not just the aristocracy, he provided a forerunner of modern public education. He developed a
welfare system for the needy and the
stream of refugees (60,000 Huguenots
in 10 years). He devised a system of separation of church and state, while his
view of collegial government, aimed at
limiting government power, “altered the
trajectory of governance’’. His decentralised
authority
predated
Montesquieu’s doctrine of the separation of powers by two centuries.

A

nother huge contribution was his
doctrine of vocation, that all work
had dignity and people in any job — not
only priests — were serving God.
According to sociologist Max Weber,
Calvin helped lay the groundwork for the
rise of capitalism.
Calvin’s legacy was perhaps assured
when his followers founded America. As
American author John Witte observes,
Calvinist theologians and jurists provided
the seedbed of American constitutionalism, including religious and political liberty. “Every one of the guarantees in the
1791 Bill of Rights had already been formulated in the prior two centuries, along
with a number of the core ideas of
American constitutionalism - popular
sovereignty, federalism, separation of
powers, checks and balance, church and
state and more’’.
At his own request, he was buried in an
unmarked grave. But if it could hold the
corpse, it could not confine the corpus of
ideas – and posterity should be grateful.

This article is reprinted from The Age newspaper, for whom Barney Zwartz is religion
ap
editor.

