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rofessor James Orr, a Scottish professor of
theology in the 19th century, gave a series of
lectures in 1897 entitled The Progress of Dogma.
In these acclaimed lectures, he remarked that up
until then the church had never really passed through an
age which had resolved the major issues related to
eschatology, that is, the doctrine of the end-times.
While the jury is still out on whether the church has
achieved any clearer views on eschatology than it had back
then, there is absolutely no doubt that matters relating to
the end-times still arouse strong passions and are often the
subject of heated controversy among Christians.
While many believers steer away from such
disagreements, a preoccupation with what the Bible says
about the future is a healthy thing. This is particularly so in
the modern world. The church finds itself immersed in a
profoundly secular culture which believes that the banner
headlines of today’s news assume some kind of ultimate
significance. After all, if this present world is all there is,
then perhaps 9/11 has greater significance than Christ’s
death and resurrection in AD 33?
However, the plot-line of the Bible reminds us that our
life’s journey leads beyond this world. This present life is
simply the preparatory phase for existence in the world to
come. And the prospect of this future life is meant to fill us
with hope in the here-and-now and draw our hearts to that
glowing, far horizon from which our destiny is to be
revealed.
This means that Christians have to look beyond the
immediacy of the moment and become focused on God’s
concerns both in the present and in the future. We have to
break our addiction to the 24-hour news cycle and realise
that the most significant events in an ultimate sense are not
to be found on the front pages of our daily newspapers,
important as some of these things may be. The really
significant things are the subject-matter of eschatology.
As far as God is concerned, of greater moment is our
attitude to the future of Israel among the nations, death,
judgment and the reality of heaven and hell. In this issue of
Australian Presbyterian we seek to address these concerns.
Peter Hastie
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Last things
Some have been revealed, some not, but we know what we need to know.

P

rofessor Paul Helm visited
Sydney recently to give some
lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological Centre as well as a
conference at Moore College on the
theology of John Calvin to commemorate
the 500th anniversary of Calvin’s birth.
Professor Helm is a noted international
philosopher and theologian.
He held the J.I. Packer Chair in
Theology and Philosophy at Regent
College, Vancouver, Canada from 2001 to
2004, and still serves there in a visiting
capacity. Before that, he was professor of
the history and philosophy of religion at
King’s College, University of London.
Before joining King’s College in 1993, he
was Reader in Philosophy at the
University of Liverpool. Educated in
Worcester College, Oxford, Professor
Helm is married with five children. He
has written many articles and books,
mainly focusing on the philosophy of
religion and Christian doctrine in the
Reformed tradition.
Among his many books are: The
Providence of God; Eternal God; Faith with
Reason; Faith and Understanding; Calvin
and the Calvinists; John Calvin’s Ideas
(Oxford University Press 2004); The
Beginnings; The Callings and The Last
Things. This last book is not simply a
philosophical and theological inquiry
into such momentous issues as death,
judgment, heaven and hell. It also
breathes the spirit of one who has had to
wrestle personally with these matters in
the heart-rending experience of
bereavement.
What led you to write your book on
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Paul Helm
talks to
Peter Hastie

the last things? Philosophical
interest, or have you had some
deeper reason to ponder the
meaning and shape of the future?
Well, it’s a little time since I wrote the
book. My original aim was to produce a
series of three books – one on the
beginnings of the Christian life, then
another about an aspect of the Christian
life, which focused on our calling in
Christ, and then one about the end of
life. My aim was not so much to speculate
about the detail of the “last things”, but
to deal with the “four last things” –
death, judgment, heaven and hell – in a
fairly straightforward way. After all, we
are all heading in the same direction, so I
thought it was important to give some
in-depth consideration to these issues.
One of the characteristics of the
modern world is that people have
become more concerned with the
present life than with the life to
come. Why is it so hard for us to gain
a proper perspective on these
ultimate matters?
I think it’s just one of the
characteristics of human nature that we
tend to regard the present life as more
significant than the life to come. Jesus’
story about the farmer who planned to
build bigger and better barns in his quest
for an easy life makes this clear. Even
when we plan for the future, through
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retirement plans, pensions and the like,
it is this nearer future, rather than life in
the world to come, that preoccupies our
minds. One of the difficulties we face in
attempting to change these attitudes – in
ourselves as well as in others – is that
generally we have very hazy ideas about
the world to come. The old idea that our
present life is a preparation for a life to
come has either gone, or is largely
dismissed.
How do modern views on time
impact on the church’s message and
ministry? In what sense has this
made us similar to the world?
Because we are so focused on the here
and now we tend to want things to
happen immediately. So the idea that
our lives may depend on something that
it takes time to understand, such as the
gospel of Jesus Christ, and that there are
things about the gospel that are difficult
to grasp, can tend to make us impatient.
In this context, it’s relatively easy for the
visual to replace the written and the
spoken, and for sound-bites, even
religious sound-bites, to assume a
greater importance than carefully
expressed truths about our faith. This is
one of the ways we are absorbing the
culture. I suppose that there’s nothing
very surprising about this, and in fact
ministers are often similarly impatient
over the challenge involved in
attempting to change such attitudes.
Further, none of us likes to be
reminded that the clock is ticking. Hence
we are concerned to preserve our youth,
and even older people sometimes dress
and act as if they are teenagers. When we
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think about the future we often think
about getting older and weaker, and
then death. So we identify the future
with morbidity. The idea that for the
Christian there is nothing to fear in
death – though there may be great fear
about the process of dying – tends to get
muffled.
How do you explain the fact that
interest in the last things within the
church has been supplanted by
social activism and other church
ministry?
It’s always hard to keep a balance
when we are thinking about present and
ultimate concerns. In this connection I
always think of the end of I Corinthians
15 and the beginning of chapter 16. This
ties both concerns together. Of course,
in the original Greek there was no pause
at all. It would have been written like
this:
“Thereforemydearbrothersstandfirm
letnothingmoveyoualwaysgiveyourselve
sfullytotheworkofthelordbecauseyoukn
owthatyourlabourinthelordisnotinvain
nowaboutthecollectionforgodspeopledo
whatItoldthegalatianchurchestodo”
There is an impressive balance here
between Paul’s concern to uphold the
resurrection of the dead and Christ’s
victory over sin, death and hell, and his
appreciation of the present needs of the
churches. So to supplant one concern by
another is simply a case of the splitmindedness that affects us all.
You have said that God has inflicted
death upon us for wise and holy
ends. How do you justify this when
most people regard death as a
tragedy?
It’s not easy! We are faced with
several different options. The first is
that what happens at death is out of
God’s control and He is nothing more
than a bystander. The second is that our
deaths are purely acts of divine sadism.
The final alternative is that God has
some other end in view.
I think it’s helpful to see the cross as
the great pattern for our thinking. In the
cross of Jesus we see death and
judgment inflicted on someone truly
innocent. Why? God had a greater good
in mind. How the distribution of that
greater good works itself out is largely
hidden from us. For that reason, Paul
says that we should judge nothing before
the time when the secrets of all our
hearts will be revealed. In other words,
we should wait for all the evidence to
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come in. This means we need to be
cautious about matching our experience
of suffering with some distinct and
definite purpose of God in our lives. In
my judgment, the Puritans, or at least
some of them, were too quick to suggest
that (say) the death of a child was due to
some specific sin in the parents. Is there
any scriptural warrant for such
pronouncements? I rather doubt it.
If Christ’s conquest of death does
not actually relieve the Christian of
the need to die, what exactly does
Christ’s death and resurrection
achieve?

it’s important for those
who are caring for a
dying Christian not to
expect too much from
their patient.
It guarantees the resurrection to
glory of all who are in Christ, as Paul
shows. Death is swallowed up in victory.
While it’s possible to predict the day
of our birth with some accuracy, is it
significant that we can’t predict the
day of our death?
It’s a mercy. If it were possible for us
to predict the day of our death, then we
would find ourselves in an unbearable
situation similar to that of Jesus. He
knew when He would die. But, in a sense,
our inability to predict the exact time of
our death is part of our inability to
predict the future. While the future is
under the providential control of
Almighty God, Calvin at one place says
that we must live as if it wasn’t! That’s
because the rule of our lives is not what
God does or will do, but what He
requires us to do. Of course, this does
not mean that we should not prepare for
death; however, it certainly means that
we should get on with life, whatever that
may imply for us.
If the time of our death is
unpredictable, how should we best

prepare for it? Are there extremes to
be avoided?
We must prepare for our own death
by making sure of our interest in Christ
and by pressing on energetically to God’s
goal for us. I don’t think we should be
contemplating our death constantly, for
that would be morbid and crippling. But
I do believe that we should live one day
at a time, in the spirit of David, “serving
our own generation by the will of God”,
making plans for the next day and the
day after that, always with the caveat, “if
the Lord wills”.
Is it right and proper for a Christian
to grieve in the face of death?
Yes, of course, it is. Death is
unnatural. Christians are not Stoics; the
Bible says that Jesus wept. At death all
our ties of family, friends, places and
associations are severed. There is a
terrible finality to it. A life that has been
lived is over.
Further, there is usually suffering,
weakness and incapacity preceding
death. So we are not to gloss over death
and to try to make it what it isn’t.
Nevertheless, while we share all this as
part of our common humanity and
ought therefore to weep with those who
weep, we are not meant to sorrow as
those who have no hope. So our sorrow,
if it’s an informed Christian sorrow, will
have a different character and shape to
the kind of sorrow that unbelievers
experience. Christian sorrow has a
number of different elements to it.
Should the process of dying be any
different for a Christian?
As far as the physical process of dying
is concerned, Christians and nonChristians pass through a similar
experience. “All things come alike to all”,
as the Preacher in Ecclesiastes teaches
us. But as far as our attitude to dying is
concerned, which is also a part of that
process, obviously a Christian should
view it differently. However, although
there is a real difference in attitude, we
must be careful not to exaggerate the
difference so that we give the impression
that Christians have a romantic view of
death. Our faith may be tested in the
face of death.
I believe it’s important for those who
are caring for a dying Christian not to
expect too much from their patient. Nor,
again, must we give way to the common
tendency nowadays to dress death up in
a pagan way that focuses solely upon
celebrating the life and doings of the
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deceased. As I have said, death is
unnatural and there is a real element of
mystery to it. We must not gloss over
that. Even Christians can falter on the
edge of eternity. As the hymn writer has
said, “When I tread the verge of Jordan,
bid my anxious fears subside”. Who
knows what the minutes after death will
be like for the dying Christian?
Is it ever right for a Christian to
want to die?
Leaving aside the issue of suicide, this
is not an easy question to answer
because there are a number of different
angles to it. Of course, Jesus wanted to
die in the sense that it was part of the
will of his heavenly Father. He said it was
His food and drink to do the will of Him
who sent Him. So, it was clearly right for
Him to desire His death, even though
there were aspects of it which horrified
Him.
Again, there are other situations
where a Christian may see death as a way
of release from physical pain. It is
certainly understandable that a
Christian may look forward to death as
Paul did so that he or she can be with
Christ.
However, it is not uncommon for
people to become confused in their
minds as death approaches. I find it
difficult to think of hard and fast rules,
both for myself and for others, about
how to approach death. One of the great
difficulties that we face is that we may
become increasingly passive as our
weakness increases.
One of Jesus’ central teachings is
that there is a great day of
judgment. Is this consistent with
our understanding that God is love?
Why do people often react badly to
the idea of a judgment?
I think people are often hostile to the
idea of a judgment because we are living
in a society which increasingly makes
universalistic assumptions. In such a
climate it’s hard for men and women to
contemplate the idea of judgment, and
it’s easy to imagine how public Christian
teaching on judgment could become a
“hate crime”.
However, in my view, this common
reaction to divine judgment is not so
much the result of belief in the universal
love of God. I think it arises more from
widespread assumptions about fairness
of outcomes. People have a gut feeling
that it’s unjust that anyone should be
treated differently from anyone else.
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And so, in their opinion, a God of
judgment must be a monster, a sadist,
like something from a horror film. So it’s
not just about the nature of love; it’s a
fundamental shift in moral attitude.
From a theological point of view,
what has been lost is the sense of
creatureliness. We have abandoned the
Creator-creature distinction. However,
God is not another creature, a buddy or
a benign fixer. He is the Lord. We have
forgotten that this universe is His
creation, and He has brought it into
being for His own glory, right down to
the very last atom. Such God-centred

in their opinion, a God of
judgment must be a
monster, a sadist, like
something from a
horror film.
thinking is very unfamiliar and
repugnant to our generation. By and
large, people don’t have time or don’t
want to stop and listen to this
explanation.
If we want to know how the idea of
judgment can be reconciled to the reality
of God’s love, then we must explore the
true nature of God’s love. If we do this,
we will discover that God’s love is just
one aspect of His one, glorious essence.
That essence is loving, just, wise, and
pure. It is goodness in its fullest and
most glorious sense. It follows,
therefore, that situations of evil call
forth divine justice, just as situations of
goodness call forth God’s love. God’s
love is a just love, and His justice is a
loving justice.
So I think that people react negatively
to the prospect of God’s judgment
because they misunderstand the nature
of His love and they have mistaken ideas
about “fairness”. And, above all, they
refuse to accept the controlling idea that
this is God’s creation and we are His
creatures.
At the same time, I think we have to
be careful as Christians that we do not
talk about judgment in a glib and hard-
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hearted way. There are obvious
problems about God and His
relationship to evil. And we all, believers
included, face the judgment. There will
be some surprises. God’s judgment will
be “according to the truth” and many
that are first will be last, and the last
first.
Does Paul suggest in Romans 2:6, 7,
10 that some people will actually be
approved by God on the basis of
works?
The standard joke about a
philosopher is that he always begins an
answer by saying “It all depends on what
you mean by such and such”. But in this
case, it really does. Here it really
depends on what you mean by the
words, “on the basis of…”
Let me try an illustration. Consider a
boy who is sick with the measles. The
doctor takes a look at his spots and
declares that the youngster has the
disease. Why does he do this? Not
because the spots are the measles
themselves. The infection we know as
measles is due to the activity of some
bug, a virus or whatever. That’s what the
measles is, the infection. The spots are
merely the sign of measles. This is how
the measles – the infection – manifests
itself. The doctor judges that the patient
has measles on the basis of the spots,
but the true basis of the measles, what
lies deeper, is the activity of some bug.
Similarly, the New Testament
uniformly teaches that character and
action – “works”, as we call them – are
the evidence of faith in Christ’s work,
and so are the evidence of God’s grace, as
spots are the evidence of measles. But
works are not the ground of salvation.
They are merely evidence of grace, but
not the basis of it. That’s the Apostle
James’s point about being justified by
works. Works are never the basis of our
salvation, just the evidence. As Jesus
said, “By their fruits you shall know
them.” Know what? Know that they are
Christians.
But how do people become
Christians? We are united to Christ
through faith and thus we benefit from
His death and resurrection. N.T. Wright,
for example, in his recent work on
justification, has caused consternation
by his ambiguity on this very point. At
some places he seems to say what I have
just said, that works are the evidence of
justification. However, at other points
he seems to suggest that salvation is
based on works and that men and
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women will not be justified until the
judgment, that is, after a life of
faithfulness to Christ or otherwise, as
the case may be.
John Piper, in his book The Future of
Justification, has drawn attention to this
ambiguity. However, even in Bishop
Wright’s latest pronouncement on this
subject, Justification: God’s Plan and
Paul’s Vision, his ambiguity remains. One
reason for it is that he takes Romans 2,
and the verses you mentioned, to be
about Gentile Christians, whereas the
standard view is that they concern
Gentiles who have some knowledge of
the law and so do not escape
responsibility and hence do not escape
judgment. If, at the judgment, they were
to give evidence of saving grace, then
they would be delivered; if not, not.
Does the notion of judgment
actually help us to understand what
took place when Jesus died on the
cross?
Yes, it does. Jesus bore divine
judgment for us. The New Testament
explicitly says so. Jesus says, “Now is the
judgment of this world; now will the
ruler of this world be cast out” (John
12:31). The apostle Peter tells us that
“He bore our sins in his body on the tree”
(1 Peter 2:24). If you remove the idea of
judgment from what took place in
Christ’s death, then the Cross takes on a
very different meaning and becomes, at
best, nothing more than an example of
heroism or love.
Some people claim that heaven is
just a religious way to keep the
oppressed of the world from
thinking about the real issues of the
day. What do you say?
This has been a common charge
against Christianity, as well as religion in
general, ever since it was advanced by
the philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, and
those who came under his influence,
such as Karl Marx.
Of course, there may be something in
it, though not in the strong form that
Feuerbach proposed. He suggested that
the very idea of heaven is a projection of
our minds to compensate us for the evils
of the present life. This is a form of what
Marx later called “false consciousness”, a
collective self-deception. Heaven is
supposedly “the sigh of the oppressed”. I
don’t think that this strong form in
which Feuerbach stated the idea can be
seriously entertained. However, there is
no doubt that some have taught that the
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idea of heaven serves as a compensation
for present injustice, and as a result
people have been kept in their place.
When we come to the New Testament
there is a fine balance between this life,
with its challenges and responsibilities,
and the world to come, or as Paul says,
“the glory that is yet to be revealed”. I
should emphasise that there is a fine
balance that we must maintain.
Nowhere in the New Testament do we
find the suggestion that we should
minimise our presence in the here and
now by locking ourselves away,
becoming hermits, or whatever. At the
same time the Scriptures tell us that our
hearts should be focused on heaven and
that we should not “love this present

the biblical language
about heaven is deliberately strange, concealing as well as revealing:
it’s a victory, a feast,
a marriage supper,
and so on.
world” to the point where it wholly
absorbs our attention and affections. We
should enjoy what God has given us in
this world, but the test (as Calvin put it)
is: could we manage without it? Can we
know how to abound and how to be
abased?
What is meant by heaven in the
Bible? To what extent should it be in
the forefront of our minds?
Well, the Bible usually speaks of
heaven in figurative language so it’s hard
to speak with a great deal of precision.
However, it does assert the reality of
heaven and it tells us that the risen
Christ dwells there and that the life of
heaven is centred on His presence.
Nevertheless, some of its terminology is
very strange. For example, if we have
bodies in heaven then presumably
heaven is spatial. But if this is so, what
do we make of Paul’s reference to
“spiritual bodies” in 1 Corinthians 15?
How is it possible to have a body which

is not a physical body, but “spiritual”?
The expression “spiritual body” seems
almost oxymoronic.
No doubt the biblical language about
heaven is deliberately strange,
concealing as well as revealing: it’s a
victory, a feast, a marriage supper, and
so on. But “what we will be has not yet
been revealed, however we know that
when He appears we shall be like Him,
because we shall see Him as He is”.
Perhaps
this
“revealing-and-yetconcealing” in relation to heaven is to
prevent us dwelling exclusively on the
future and of being captured by it to the
exclusion of our duties and
opportunities here and now.
In what sense is heaven a place of
rest? Does this mean that it will be a
leisure paradise?
Heaven is a perpetual Sabbath, a rest.
But it’s not a beach! It’s a rest from the
weariness and frustration of labour,
from trial, and from tears. It’s the place
of renewal in its deepest sense. In
heaven we will bask in the imputed
righteousness of Christ and in the glory
of our renewed natures.
However, heaven is also spoken of as
a place of activity. William Cowper once
wrote that God made the garden and
that man made the town. But this
cannot be quite correct, since the Bible
tells us that God’s gift of heaven is
portrayed as a city, the New Jerusalem.
However figurative this language may
be, the picture of a city is surely intended
to convey activity, community,
productivity, and some kind of social
stratification.
Part of the problem we are faced with
is the extent to which our present world
carries over into the world to come. It is
the problem of sameness and difference.
Some of the language of the New
Testament suggests continuity, such as
the fact that our resurrected bodies will
be recognisable. Other passages speak of
discontinuity, such as the earth and the
sea being no more and the fact that there
will be new heavens and a new earth.
It’s fashionable presently for
Christian environmentalists to stress
continuity, as if we have a duty to care
for the environment because our present
environment is to be a part of heaven.
No doubt we have a duty to care for the
environment. Common prudence and
good sense suggest that we must, but
the environment as we know it is not
permanent and we must not invest it
with this quality.
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The doctrine of hell seems to be a
central part of the message of Christ
and the apostles. Do we really need
it, particularly in view of the
emphasis upon God’s grace in the
gospel?
Some people say that what really
matters in Jesus’ teaching about hell is
simply the idea of it. They suggest that
Jesus taught about hell not because it is
the destiny of any of us, but because the
very idea of hell ought to deter us from
the path that would lead us there. They
think of hell in the same way that we
think of someone possessing nuclear
weapons – the possession of such a
weapon is said to deter invasion and
aggression of a certain kind.
However, nuclear weapons are only a
deterrent if someone is prepared to use
them, or at least if people believe that
there is likelihood that they will be used
in certain circumstances. The idea of hell
cannot be part of a warning unless the
warning is seriously intended and
seriously understood. So there’s no
reason to think that Jesus’ words about
hell can be ignored.
The number of Jesus’ references to
hell is impressive. Underlying His use of
the idea is the reality that there is a
broad and a narrow way. The interesting
thing is that Jesus’ emphasis on hell is
really not heard much at the present
time. As theologians emphasise the idea
of a universally provided grace, so the
teaching about hell is downplayed.
Nevertheless, the strength of Jesus’
teaching should be a warning to us,
indicating that God’s saving grace,
though it’s meant to be universally
preached, is not applied to everyone. So
hell does not negate grace, nor does
grace neutralise Jesus’ teaching.
However, there’s another aspect to
this which I want to consider. Within
Reformed circles we have traditionally
understood the preaching of the gospel
and conversion as preceded by or
accompanied by the conviction of sin
and penitence. However, such a
conviction is not simply that sin is evil, a
case of us doing what we ought not to
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have done, but that our sins deserve the
wrath of God. In Christian salvation we
are delivered from the wrath to come. If
the place of the law in preaching, and the
conviction of sin that should accompany
it, is muted, then the reality of hell
becomes muted too. This is certainly not
helpful.
On the other hand, I believe
preachers
should
avoid
lurid
illustrations about hell. I think, for
example, of Jonathan Edwards’
illustration of the spider, hanging by a
thread over the roaring flames. Such an
image goes beyond the sort of
illustrations that the Bible itself uses, or,
at least, it seems that way to me.

God has not provided all
the reasons for why He
acts the way He does, and
we should not be eager
to fill in the gaps.

If it’s possible for God to save
everyone, why should anyone be
lost?
It’s certainly possible for God to save
everyone, or so, at least, a person with
Reformed persuasion should believe.
However, I would have thought that it’s
more difficult for an Arminian to
embrace the idea of universal salvation.
The idea of a universal salvation, each
example of which depends on the
exercise of a sinner’s free will, seems
difficult and improbable to me. On
Arminian assumptions, may not
countless persons exercise their free will
to reject Christ? How, then, can an
Arminian
seriously
contemplate
universal salvation?
But for a believer with Reformed
convictions, the idea of universal
salvation is a real one. If salvation
depends on God’s grace, why not? The
problem is that when we consider this
question we reach the limit of our
understanding of God’s operations. We
have to recognise the unsearchable
mysteries of God. “Even so, Father, for
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so it seemed good in Your sight.” The
most we can say is that whatever God
does must be in accordance with His
character, and also, perhaps, that there
are ends achieved by what He does that
are not achievable in other ways.
Some evangelicals today shy away
from belief in hell. They prefer to
talk about annihilation. Are there
any dangers in this position?
I believe that the doctrine of
annihilation is excluded by the language
of the New Testament. People are often
attracted to the doctrine of annihilation
because it seems less messy and
everything is tidied up, so to speak. I
certainly do not think that annihilation
should be denied on the grounds that
the soul is immortal such that once it
has been created, not even God can bring
its life to an end.
At times we face a very real
temptation to rationalise certain
doctrines and to speak on behalf of God
in the misguided belief that we must
somehow vindicate Him. We feel an
overwhelming desire to provide reasons
for Him doing what He has done. The
doctrine of annihilation is one such
example. Some Christians no doubt
think that the doctrine of hell is an
indication of some sort of divine failure.
But the truth, as far as I can tell, is that
God has not provided all the reasons for
why He acts the way He does, and we
should not be eager to fill in the gaps.
There’s a place in Christian thinking for
saying, “I do not know”, for as Paul says
in that wonderful doxology at the end of
Romans 11, “His ways are past finding
out.” If Paul thinks like that, it ill
becomes us to speculate on how the
mind of God operates, or even the
reasons for Him doing as He does. I do
not find any encouragement in Scripture
for us to engage in that kind of
speculation. Once again we are brought
sharply up against the Creator-creature
relationship.
How should preachers deal with the
subject of hell in their sermons? Is
there any particular purpose they
should have in mind in mentioning
it?
I think they should obviously not use
the doctrine as a stick to beat people
with. “Hell-fire preaching” rightly has a
bad name. It is interesting that Paul is
very sparing in his descriptions of
judgment, and so should we be. “Judge
ap
nothing before the time”!
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Rethinking Israel
God’s plan is less for the Jewish state than the state of the Jews.

Stephen Voorwinde

H

ardly a day passes when
Israel does not feature
prominently in the news.
Terrorist bombings, peace
accords, cease-fires, settlements on the
West Bank – these are the stuff that
news
releases,
editorials
and
documentaries are made of. As these
dramatic events continue to unfold in
the Middle East, are we to see in them
the fulfilment of biblical prophecy?
More significantly, does Israel today still
have a place in God’s redemptive
purposes for the human race?
These
are
fascinating
and
controversial questions, which can
divide Christians along both theological
and political lines. Believers need to
think carefully and biblically about the
role of Israel in the world today.
Although a comprehensive discussion of
the scriptural data is beyond the scope of
this article, it is my purpose to consider
the key New Testament passage on Israel
– Romans 11:25-27:
25 I do not want you to be ignorant of
this mystery, brothers, so that you may not
be conceited: Israel has experienced a
hardening in part until the full number of
the Gentiles has come in. 26 And so all
Israel will be saved, as it is written:
“The deliverer will come from Zion;
he will turn godlessness away from
Jacob.
27 And this is my covenant with them
when I take away their sins.”

W

ithin this crucial passage the
most significant expression
comes at the beginning of verse 26: And
so all Israel will be saved. What precisely
did Paul have in mind with this
prediction? In his commentary on
Romans, Douglas Moo calls this saying
“the storm centre in the interpretation
of Romans 9-11 and of the New
Testament teaching about the Jews and
their future”. In fact, Romans 11 is
arguably the only chapter in the New
Testament that specifically discusses

the church at Rome has
its own story to tell.
It reached a significant
point in its history with
the expulsion of the jews.
any future role that God may still have
for Israel, making it imperative that
these verses be correctly interpreted.
The trouble is that they are found in a
context that is, according to Tom
Wright, “as full of problems as a
hedgehog is of prickles”.
The crux of the problem is the term
“all Israel”, an expression that has been
hotly debated down the centuries. In
the history of interpretation – and for
that matter within the context of
Reformed theology – there are three
main schools of thought. Each of these
views has its merits and has been
defended by able expositors.
All Israel as the elect: This position is
most frequently associated with the
name of John Calvin. He followed
Augustine in identifying all Israel with
“the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16) and saw it
as referring to all the redeemed Jews and
Gentiles who will make up the body of
Christ.
All Israel as the elect Jews throughout
History: William Hendriksen, the well
known commentator from the Christian
Reformed Churches of North America,
emphatically defended this position. In
The Bible on the Life Hereafter he argues
that in each generation God gathers out
from among the Jews a remnant that
will be saved. To use Paul’s imagery in

Romans 11, certain branches are grafted
back into their own olive tree. When all
these remnants from every generation
are put together, then you have what
Paul calls all Israel.
All Israel as the majority of ethnic
Jews in the future: According to this
view, there will be a large ingathering of
Jews at the end or at least at some future
point in history. It also enjoys some
solid scholarly support. The Princeton
expositor Charles Hodge argued for this
position in the 19th century, while the
Westminster theologian John Murray
did the same in the 20th. This view was
also popular among the Puritans in
England and the Covenanters in
Scotland during the 17th century.

E

ach of these major views clearly has
its appeal. Each can claim an
impressive scholarly pedigree and strong
historical precedent. This means that
we must proceed with due caution. Here
equally competent and godly expositors
disagree. The opposing views can be
substantiated by cogent arguments. All
these factors underscore the difficulty of
the problem. It would therefore be
unwise to rush to hasty conclusions.
The old maxim – “a text without a
context is a pretext” – could hardly be
more pertinent. We will therefore need
to consider Paul’s reference to all Israel in
its broadest possible context.
Where was Paul when he penned
these elusive words? Where was he
geographically? Where was he in his
missionary career? Where was he in his
argument?
Similar questions could also be asked
of his readers. Where were the Roman
Christians – in terms of their faith, their
doctrinal and spiritual understanding,
and not least in terms of their
relationship with one another?
A close reading of Paul’s letter to the
Romans in conjunction with the book of
Acts suggests that Paul wrote this epistle
from Corinth before leaving for his last
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visit to Jerusalem. By this time he is a
veteran missionary with some 20 years
of experience. He has just completed his
three missionary journeys in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Now it is time to set his
sights westwards – to Rome and, beyond
that, to Spain (Rom. 15:22-29).
A decisive moment has therefore
been reached in Paul’s missionary career.
In his letter to the Romans he presents a
brilliant summary of the gospel. This is
the gospel that he has been preaching to
both Jew and Gentile in the Eastern part
of the empire. Now he is looking for an
opportunity to preach it in Rome (Rom.
1:15). He is also keen to get their
support for his Spanish mission (Rom.
15:24).
In the meantime the church at Rome
has its own story to tell. Although we
can only guess how that church began, it
reached a significant point in its history
in 49AD when the emperor Claudius
expelled the Jews from Rome. This
included Jewish Christians, Priscilla and
Aquila among them (Acts 18:2). This
expulsion of the Jewish Christians from
Rome must have had a significant
impact on the church there. With the
Jewish believers expelled, the Christian
community became exclusively Gentile –
at least for a time.

Mt Evelyn
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considered.
Mt Evelyn is an outer eastern
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Contact Peter Fairbanks
on 0438 870 412 or at
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Claudius died in 54. The expulsion
order lost its force, and Jews began to
return to Rome. By the time Paul wrote
his epistle in 57, it is clear that Jewish
Christians had also made their way back
to the capital. Evidence for this is found
in Paul’s greetings to Priscilla and Aquila
and their house church (Rom. 16:3-5).
As a direct result of the expulsion, the
composition of the Roman church
probably changed radically. It is highly
likely that before 49 it had been largely

The pointed and painful
application of this truth
is that Israel is responsible for its present
state of unbelief.
Jewish. When Paul wrote to the
Christian community in Rome several
years later, the Gentiles would probably
have been in the majority. This reversal
was bound to have its effects on church
life. The Jewish returnees may well have
been viewed with some condescension
by the dominant Gentile wing.
In terms of the literary context, in
Romans 9-11 Paul is meeting one of the
most serious objections that his
opponents raised against his gospel. If
the message of justification by faith is
true, then why was it rejected by those
for whom it was originally intended?
This argument may not pack much of
a punch today, but it did in Paul’s day. It
also affected him deeply. For him Jewish
unbelief was a personal and heartrending issue: “I have great sorrow and
unceasing anguish in my heart” (9:2).
His emotions were deeply stirred. At the
same time he addressed the turmoil of
his soul by way of a clear and cogent
argument.
In chapter 9 God shows Himself to be
a God of surprises. Here Paul’s argument
is based on the principle of reversal.
Isaac, the younger son, is chosen over
Ishmael, the older son (vv. 7-9). Jacob,
the younger twin, is chosen over Esau,
the older twin (vv. 10-13). The principle
is then broadened when Paul observes
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that the lost tribes of Israel will be called
“my people” and “beloved” (vv. 25-26),
while only a remnant of Judah will
survive (vv. 27-29). These reversals are
then compared to Paul’s day, when only
a minority of Jews responded positively
to the gospel. The Gentiles, on the other
hand, received it in large numbers (vv.
30-33). The Old Testament pattern is
repeating itself. Another reversal is
taking place.
Paul begins chapter 10 on the same
note of personal concern on which
chapter 9 had opened (v. 1). But then
the focus shifts from Israel’s fall to
Israel’s fault. In theological terms, the
emphasis now moves from divine
sovereignty to human responsibility.
Although “God has mercy on whom He
wants to have mercy, and He hardens
whom He wants to harden” (9:18),
human beings are still held accountable
(10:16-21). For Paul, the pointed and
painful application of this truth is that
Israel is responsible for its present state
of unbelief.
But the drama is not over yet. At the
end of chapter 10 it would seem that
God has disqualified His people from
playing anything but a negative role in
His saving purposes. Yet it would be
wrong to conclude that God is finished
with Israel. Paul’s major theme in
chapter 11 is that Israel still has a future.
A further reversal will take place. There
is another surprise in store!

N

ow we turn to the key verses,
Romans 11:25-27.
Verse 25: Here Paul is beginning to
draw out the consequences of his
preceding argument. His language is
very emphatic. These consequences are
clearly a matter of special importance.
He refers to them somewhat
tantalisingly as this mystery. But what
precisely does this mystery consist of?
There are four possibilities:
• that Israel has experienced a hardening
in part;
• that the full number of Gentiles will
come in;
• that all Israel will be saved;
• all of the above.
A decision cannot be made until we
are clear on the meaning of the word
mystery in the New Testament. Usually
it refers to an “open secret” which for
ages had remained hidden, but is now
known to us through divine revelation.
It is the kind of information that we
would never have figured out for
ourselves in a million years unless God

t h e
had told us. The kingdom of heaven, the
gospel, and even Christ Himself are such
mysteries. They have become “open
secrets” because God has now revealed
them to us. Yet there are some mysteries
that are still to be fully revealed, such as
the transformation of our bodies at the
resurrection (1 Cor. 15:51). Another
such mystery concerns God’s future
dealings with Israel.
In Romans 11 the partial hardening
of Israel creates room for the conversion
of the Gentiles. After the acceptance of
the Gentiles all Israel will be saved. But
precisely what this means, and how God
will bring it about, has not yet been fully
disclosed to us. One day – perhaps very
soon – all of this will become an “open
secret”. Till then an element of mystery
remains.
So the precise nature of the mystery
does not lie in (a), (b) or (c), nor even in
(d), but rather in the correlation of (a),
(b) and (c). It would seem that the
partial hardening that has happened to
Israel comes to an end when the fullness
of the Gentiles has come in (v. 25) and
when all Israel will be saved (v. 26a). But
does this mean that the hardening will
not cease till every Gentile is saved who
will be saved? And how does this relate
to the Deliverer coming from Zion in v.
26b? Is this a reference to the Second
Coming? Is that when Israel will be
saved, after the acceptance of the
Gentiles?
As we continue our exposition, some
of these questions will be answered, but
not all. Paul introduces his readers to a
mystery, but he does not unravel it
completely. Then why introduce it in the
first place? His reason is clear – so that
you may not be conceited. The mystery is
introduced to guard against Gentile
arrogance and complacency (vv. 18, 20).
When God’s mighty work among the
Gentiles is essentially complete, the next
phase of His global program of salvation
will come into effect.

V

erses 26-27: Here all Israel is to be
understood in an ethnic sense. In
Romans 9-11 there are eleven
occurrences of the word Israel. In every
instance Paul is speaking of those who
are Jews by race and children of
Abraham by descent. He never uses it to
refer to Gentile believers or the
Christian church as a whole. Most
telling for our interpretation is the fact
that Israel has been explicitly
distinguished from the Gentiles as
recently as v. 25. It is difficult to believe

f u t u r e

that without warning Paul would change
the meaning of such a key term within
the space of a single sentence.
Granted that Paul has ethnic Jews in
mind when he speaks of Israel, what does
he mean by all Israel? The expression is
found several times in the Old
Testament (1 Sam. 7:5; 25:1; 1 Kings
12:1; 2 Chron. 12:1; Dan. 9:11). In each
case it refers to the nation as a whole,
but not necessarily to every individual
Israelite. Paul would appear to be using

that Paul’s quotation and his sources
match word for word. Contextually,
however, this quotation is nothing less
than brilliant. The contexts from which
Paul is quoting clearly indicate that he is
not plucking some verses and phrases at
random from the Old Testament. The
three passages from which he cites –
Isaiah 59, Isaiah 27 and Psalm 14 – all
speak of Jacob suffering judgment
and/or oppression. But they also share
the common denominator of restoration
and salvation. In each case the Lord is
going to restore the fortunes of Jacob.
In quoting the Old Testament as he does,
Paul makes the point that the Lord is
going to do this for Israel once again.

N

By the time he concludes
his discussion of
Israel’s glorious future,
Paul’s heart is stirred
with a ringing doxology.

the expression in much the same way.
Hence Paul is teaching that at some
time in the future the majority of ethnic
Jews will be saved. This majority is not
necessarily equivalent to the current
nation state of Israel. Paul says nothing
about a political entity or about a return
to the land. What he envisages for his
people is infinitely better. He is
forecasting a full-scale spiritual revival
among the Jewish people, a massive
turning to Christ as their Redeemer.
This is what he had referred to earlier in
Romans 11 as “their fullness” (v. 12),
“their acceptance” (v. 15), and their
being grafted back into their own olive
tree” (vv. 23-24).
This is a bold prophecy. Paul
therefore immediately appeals to the
Old Testament for support. But he does
so in a highly complex way. The first
three lines of his quotation in vv. 26-27
come from Isa 59:20, 21. The last line is
from Isa 27:9. The phrase from Zion
appears to have been imported from
Psalm 14:7. To make matters even more
complicated, Paul is not quoting from
the Hebrew Bible but from the
Septuagint (the Greek translation of the
Old Testament).
Textually Paul’s quotation is difficult.
In your English Bible you will not find

eedless to say, the restoration of
which Paul speaks is spiritual in
nature. The promised deliverer will turn
godlessness away from Jacob and forgive
the sins of the people (vv. 26-27). God’s
plan culminates when He shows mercy
to all (v. 32), including the Jews (v. 31).
Again there is nothing in this context to
suggest a national or political
restoration. Nor is there any reference
to the Jews returning to the land of
Israel. Any such restoration is simply
not within Paul’s prophetic line of
vision.
When Paul contemplates the prospect
of a great spiritual awakening amongst
his fellow-Jews, the tone of his
discussion changes completely. He
began Romans 9 with a heartfelt lament
for the state of his people (vv. 1-5). By
the time he concludes his discussion of
Israel’s glorious future in Romans 11,
Paul’s heart is stirred with a ringing
doxology (vv. 33-36).
Yes, all Israel will be saved! Then the
extravagant promises of Romans 11:12,
15 will be fulfilled: Greater riches and
life from the dead will accompany the
salvation of all Israel. The conversion of
the Jews is a blessing worth praying and
ap
working for!

Dr Stephen Voorwinde is
lecturer in New Testament at
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in John’s gospel was published in 2005 as Jesus’
Emotions in the Fourth
Gospel: Human or Divine?
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Endless suffering
Hell is real, and to deny it harms the gospel.

Peter Hastie

T

o look up at the painting The
Last Judgment, by the famous
Italian artist Michelangelo, on
the vast wall of the Vatican’s
Sistine Chapel, is to receive a glimpse
into the sheer power that the notions of
death, judgment, heaven and hell had
upon the Renaissance mind. In what is
surely one of his greatest masterpieces,
Michelangelo portrays the almost
universal verdict of the church that
following the judgment, an irrevocable
separation takes place between those
who are destined to enjoy the bliss of
eternal life and those who face a
terrifying future of everlasting pain and
misery.
While this tradition of heaven and hell
prevailed amongst Christians up until the
rise of rationalism in the 18th century, in
the last 50 years or so it has fallen upon
hard times, especially among evangelicals.
Donald Bloesch, in his Essentials of
Evangelical Theology, commented in 1978
that heaven and hell had virtually
disappeared from evangelical preaching.
What lies behind this disappearance is
not easy to explain. W. G. T. Shedd,
writing at the end of the 19th century,
suggests that the idea of endless
punishment has found it hard to survive
in ages which are dismissive of the
notions of sin, traditional morality and
retribution. In his Dogmatic Theology he
notes that one period of intense
opposition to this particular doctrine in
the USA during the 1880s also happened
to coincide with a dramatic string of
business and political scandals which
shook the nation. Perhaps the same is
the case in more recent times.
However, what is troubling today is
the sheer confusion that exists about the
meaning and nature of hell in many of
the churches that huddle under the
evangelical umbrella. For example, in
what is known as the Emergent Church
movement, Rob Bell, a well-known leader
and writer, redefines hell in very “thisworldly” terms. In his book, Velvet Elvis,
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If hell is a conscious
and unrelenting
tragedy, as Jesus
suggests, then to deny
its reality is an even
greater tragedy.
he says, “When people use the hell, what
do they mean? They mean a place, an
event, a situation absent of how God
desires things to be. Famine, debt,
oppression, loneliness, despair, death,
slaughter – they are all hell on earth.
What’s disturbing then is when people
talk more about hell after this life than
they do about hell here and now.”
Apparently, in Bell’s mind at least, the
prospect of everlasting suffering
following the judgment is not really as
bad as the diagnosis of cancer, war or
financial crisis.
Brian McLaren, another leader in the
emergent movement, regards the biblical
doctrine of endless punishment as the
invention of a divine sociopath. In his
book, The Last Word, he writes: “God
loves you and has a wonderful plan for
your life, and if you don’t love God back
and cooperate with God’s plans in exactly
the prescribed way, God will torture you
with unimaginable abuse, forever…”
Apparently, McLaren’s view is that the
traditional doctrine of hell implies that
God is a sadist. Clearly, if Bell and
McLaren are any gauge of the modern
scene, then the traditional doctrine of
hell is in trouble.
However, another view that challenges
the traditional understanding of hell has
been promoted amongst evangelicals in
recent times and has as much, if not
more, potential to undermine the
preaching of the gospel. I am referring to
the doctrine of annihilationism, or what
has become known by its proponents as
“conditional immortality”. Annihilationism is a doctrine that has been tradition-
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ally associated with cults and groups like
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Christadelphians, Seventh Day Adventists and
liberal theologians. It teaches that after
death the person, in both body and soul,
ceases to exist in any form.
Annihilationism has an ancient
pedigree that can be traced as far back as
the Greek philosopher Aristotle. In his
Nichomachean Ethics, he said that death
“appears to be the end of everything”
(3:9). Likewise, Epicurus, another Greek
philosopher in the third century BC, said
that death should be “of no concern to us;
for while we exist death is not present,
and when death is present we no longer
exist”. The fact that several pagan
philosophers, liberals and a number of
cults have embraced this view hasn’t
dampened enthusiasm for this position
among some evangelicals. Several
prominent leaders in the movement,
such as John Stott, Philip Hughes and
Stephen Travis, have all expressed
sympathy for the annihilationist
position.

P

roponents of annihilationism claim
that the traditional doctrine of
endless punishment is based on a
misunderstanding about the nature of
the soul. They say that the soul is not
innately immortal. According to them,
the immortality of the soul is a Platonic
concept which became tied to the biblical
teaching about hell and later adopted as
official church doctrine by various
councils, one of them being the Roman
Catholic Church’s Fourth Lateran Council
in 1512. This “set in stone”, so to speak,
the doctrine of endless punishment and
made it appear as though it was
thoroughly grounded in Scripture.
However, evangelical annihilationists
allege that this is simply not the case.
Instead, they claim that since the soul
is created and has no independent
existence, it cannot be immortal. Only
God is immortal (1 Tim. 1:7; 6:16).
Further, they assert that when God made

t h e
us in His image, He never conferred
immortality upon our souls. Rather, He
made us “both potentially immortal and
potentially mortal”. Those who believe in
Jesus Christ as the Saviour receive
immortality as a gift from God (Rom.
6:23). Those who reject Christ, on the
other hand, do not receive this gift. They
are effectively annihilated following the
final judgment. Curiously, they don’t
explain why the soul could not have had
the property of immortality conferred on
it as a gift at the point of creation but is
able to receive it later when a person
turns to Christ. (I’ll leave you to think
about that one.)
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forever and ever” (Rev. 14:11).
Despite these clear statements of
Jesus about the eternal and conscious
experience of endless suffering by the
lost, it may come as a surprise that John
Stott expresses serious misgivings about
the everlasting torments of hell. He
states his views in a book entitled,
Evangelical Essentials (IVP, 1988), which
is a series of responses to a liberal
theologian, David Edwards. It is here
that he advances his preferred position
of annihilationism.
What, you may ask, gives rise to
Stott’s uncertainties about the
traditional doctrine? Well, he believes

N

ow, since our destinies turn on this
question, it’s important to establish
exactly what the Bible teaches. If hell is a
conscious and unrelenting tragedy, as
Jesus suggests, then to deny its reality is
an even greater tragedy. The issue is
clear: does Jesus teach that there will be
little or no suffering for those who reject
the gospel, or does He suggest that
continuous impenitence will lead to
everlasting suffering? That’s the choice.
When we turn to the Gospels we
receive the strong impression that Jesus
taught the doctrine of endless
retribution. As the judge of the living and
the dead He constantly warned His
hearers about the dangers of hell by
using graphic and terrifying imagery of
the inconsolable suffering of the lost. In
the parable of the sheep and the goats,
Jesus says to those who have refused to
follow Him: “Depart from Me, you who
are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared
for the devil and his angels… Then they
will go away to eternal punishment, but
the righteous to eternal life” (Matt.
25:41, 46). Also consider Mark 9:47, 48.
Again, in order to pre-empt the
possibility that His hearers might
imagine that their sufferings would
finish in death, Jesus taught the eternal
anguish of the wicked. In the parable of
the rich man and Lazarus He alluded to
the conscious nature of their suffering:
“In hell, where he (the rich man) was in
torment, he looked up and saw Abraham
far away, with Lazarus by his side” (Luke
16:23). Further, in the parable of the
wheat and the tares He depicts hell as a
place where sentient beings will
experience unimaginable torment:
“…they shall be cast into a furnace of fire
and there will be wailing and gnashing of
teeth” (Matt. 13:42). Elsewhere the
apostle John says of the wicked, “the
smoke of their torment ascends up

Since annihilation
implies non-existence, it
turns a life of eternal,
conscious punishment
into one of eternal,
non-conscious, nonpunishment.
that a more balanced appreciation of
Jesus’ words and images about hell leads
to the conclusion that the suffering of
the wicked comes to an end at the
judgment when they are annihilated. For
instance, in reference to the parable of
the sheep and goats, he says: “Jesus
contrasted ‘eternal life with eternal
punishment’ (Matt. 25:46). Does this not
indicate that in hell people endure
eternal punishment? No, that is to read
into the text what is not necessarily
there. What Jesus said is that both the
life and punishment would be eternal,
but He did not in the passage define the
nature of the evil. Because He also spoke
of eternal life as a conscious enjoyment
of God (John 17:3), it does not follow
that eternal punishment must be a
conscious experience of pain at the hand
of God. On the contrary, although
declaring them to be eternal, Jesus is
contrasting the two destinies.”
Stott’s point here is that though the
duration of the destinies is the same,
their natures (a life of bliss versus a life of
punishment) are different. For Stott, it

seems contrary to God’s nature to permit
a life of conscious, eternal suffering for
the wicked, although this is the clear
intent of another parable, that of the rich
man and Lazarus. Instead, he believes
that eternal punishment means
annihilation. However, since annihilation
implies non-existence – and hence nonconsciousness – in a curious form of logic,
Stott turns a life which Jesus describes as
one of eternal, conscious punishment
into one of eternal, non-conscious, nonpunishment.
Again his treatment of the rich man,
who claims to be “in agony in this fire”
(Luke 16:33), turns out to be nothing
more than the wicked coming to “the
unimaginably painful realisation of their
fate”. But, then, Stott goes on to assure us
that “this is not incompatible, however,
with their final annihilation” (317-318).
It seems that in Stott’s judgment, at least,
the pain of hell must be relatively
fleeting, whereas Jesus gives the
impression that it is interminable.
While Stott goes on to assure the
reader that he does not wish to
dogmatise about his views on
annihilation, he nevertheless affirms
that “the ultimate annihilation of the
wicked should at least be accepted as a
legitimate, biblically founded alternative
to their eternal, conscious torment”
(320). Despite his claim to the contrary,
this conclusion seems reasonably
dogmatic to me. In Stott’s view,
annihilation should be on the table as an
acceptable and Scripturally-based
position for evangelicals.
It is at this point that the rubber hits
the road. I think most Christians would
agree that what we believe about the
future, and specifically about hell, has
important implications for evangelism.
Certainly Paul believed so. “Knowing
therefore the terror of the Lord, we
persuade men…” (2 Cor. 5:11). Without a
due sense of the dire and eternal
consequences of rejecting Christ, our
presentation of the gospel is likely to be
truncated and nothing more than a
message of salvation from life’s anxieties,
pressures and frustrations. And, as such,
it will fall seriously short of Paul’s
message of “deliverance from the wrath
that is to come” (1 Thess. 1:10). In that
sense, it will become a false gospel. ap
Peter Hastie is minister of
Ashfield Presbyterian Church,
Sydney, and issues editor of
AP.
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Sacrifice for Gaia
Copenhagen showed environmentalism at its worst.

Charles Colson

I

wonder why developing nations
walked out on the global climate
conference at Copenhagen in
December. They’re no dummies.
Many of you will know about the inhumane lengths some environmentalists
are prepared to go to “save the planet”.
Some have proposed taxing the parents of newborns several thousand dollars to discourage child-bearing, and
thereby reducing CO2 emissions. Others
have spoken of “culling” the human
herd.
What these proposals have in common, besides their cold-bloodedness, is
that mainstream environmentalists
keep insisting that they are “fringe”
views. Well, recent statements from
sources that couldn’t be more
“respectable” put the lie to those claims.
And they should remind Christians why
the sanctity of human life must be our
highest priority.
During the recent UN global warming
summit in Copenhagen, China came
under fire for not doing enough to
reduce its CO2 emissions. However,
China had at least one defender:
Canada’s Financial Post.
According to Canada’s equivalent to
the Wall Street Journal, China is “the
world’s leader in terms of fashioning policy to combat environmental degradation”. Hold it a minute! How can the
world’s leading emitter of CO2, and
home to 16 of the world’s most polluted
cities, be a “world leader”?

The Financial Post and
others like it are
motivated by a worldview that sees humans
as a kind of virus
infecting mother earth.
Simple: its one-child policy.
According to the Financial Post, the
“inconvenient truth overhanging” the
deliberations in Copenhagen is that
“humans are overpopulating the world”.
What’s needed is for the entire world to
embrace China’s one-child policy.
This “simple” and “dramatic” fix
would reduce global population by 50
per cent by 2075. According to the paper,
the failure to even consider such a measure at Copenhagen is proof that world
leaders aren’t serious about global
warming. I’m not making this up.
Advocating a global one-child policy
doesn’t make the Financial Post as bad as
the Chinese government — it makes it
worse. The Chinese policy was an inhumane, brutal, and totalitarian effort to

Discount Offer
For a limited time all new subscriptions, or new gift subscriptions to the
Australian Presbyterian magazine are available for $15 + GST for the first 12 months
(a saving of $22 on the regular price).
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Email: manager@ap.org.au

14

australian presbyterian February 2010

address the historic problems posed by
China’s huge population.
In contrast, the Financial Post and
others like it are motivated by a worldview that sees humans as a kind of virus
infecting mother earth. For the sake of
Gaia – the planet as living mother – they
want the human population brought
under control, even at the cost of human
freedom and life itself.

I

n the aftermath of the Manhattan
Declaration (a manifesto of conscience by a diverse group of Christians),
some people questioned our focus on life
issues. They wondered why we didn’t
include other concerns, like the environment.
This is why. The sanctity of human
life is under continuous assault. This
assault isn’t limited to abortion and
euthanasia — contempt for human life
itself has become respectable. For the
sake of the planet, we are being asked to
drastically reduce our numbers.
But radical environmentalists don’t
mean people like themselves — after all,
their home countries, with the exception
of the United States, are losing population. They mean the poorest and most
vulnerable people on the planet. It’s no
coincidence that a recent ad in a British
newspaper about the link between CO2
emissions and population control featured 12 African babies.
This is the “inconvenient truth overhanging” the debate about environmental issues.
And it’s why the sanctity of human
life is so important. If you haven’t done
so, go to
http://www.manhattandeclaration.org/
sign the statement, and get your friends
ap
to do the same thing.
This article is reprinted from
Breakpoint, the worldview of
Prison Fellowship Ministries,
founded and chaired by
Charles Colson.
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Judgment: Be prepared
20 daily Bible studies in James

W

e sometimes don’t realise how seriously the
Gospels in general, and the Sermon on the
Mount in particular, take sin and judgment.
Jesus came into the world to die because
God takes sin seriously. He was not afraid to speak out
against false religion that gives an outward show of piety
but totally overlooks Kingdom values like justice and
mercy, care for the dispossessed, the poor and the needy,
concern for the issues of the heart – the spirit rather than
the letter of the Law.
Many of His parables talk about His coming in
judgment, about being ready for this by caring about the
things that God cares about. He warned about the danger
of riches and the pressure of the world’s influences. He
called on people to leave everything, to take up their cross
and follow Him. We don’t know how much James was a
part of His earthly ministry, but the letter we are studying
this month certainly shows that he was very much
impacted by it. James wants to make sure his readers don’t
fall into the same sort of religiosity that had become the
hallmark of the leaders of rabbinical Judaism. A profession
of faith in Jesus needed to be authenticated by a life that
treated discipleship and sin and judgment as seriously as
Jesus did, that faced the challenge of the ethics of the
Sermon on the Mount with conviction.
Perhaps we need to be challenged in this same way
today!

Bruce Christian is a former
Moderator-General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.
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When the going gets tough....

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 1:1-8
THE POINT James was possibly among those who asked
Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1); here he puts believing prayer in context.
THE PARTICULARS
• James, probably a later son born to Mary and Joseph, sees
himself as a bond-slave of God, and therefore of Jesus his halfbrother whom he acknowledges as both the promised Messiah
(“Christ”) and his Lord (using the Greek word equating to
God’s special covenant name, Yahweh/Jehovah, throughout
the OT) (1).
• James writes an open letter to Jewish Christians scattered in the
world, first by harsh Roman, and then Jewish, persecution (1).

THE PASSAGE
JAMES 1:9-11
THE POINT One of the most important (and hardest)
lessons Jesus’ disciples had to learn was that His Kingdom was
was based on upside-down human thinking: “the first shall be
last” (Mark 10:31) and “the one who rules [should be] like the
one who serves” (Luke 22:26). The significance of this was
certainly not lost on James; he will deal with this point again
in 2:1-13, 3:17-18, and 5:1-6. Jesus had much to say about the
deceitfulness of wealth: its lack of permanence (Matthew
6:19); its effect (Luke 6:24; 18:18-30); and its ultimate uselessness beyond the grave (Luke 12:13-21).
THE PARTICULARS
• One of the strong themes in Luke’s Gospel is God’s care of

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are your prayers double-minded, and therefore half-hearted?

the “humble poor” and His rejection of the “proud rich”. He
brings it out in Mary’s song (1:46-55), the involvement of the
shepherds in the nativity story (2:4-20), the ushering in of
Jesus’ preaching ministry (4:16-21), etc. James, too, sees
from Jesus’ teaching a nexus between being poor and being a
true child of God (9).
• Conversely, the Christian brother who is blessed with material wealth should realise that it has no value in eternity, and
that he is a poor sinner, saved by God’s redeeming grace (1011).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In what way do riches make us “double-minded” and therefore
“unstable” (see 8; cf Matthew 6:24)? Are you single-minded?

God tests; Satan tempts.

DAY 3
JAMES 1:12-15

THE POINT As we face life’s challenges, two influences are at
work: God is intentionally using the trials to strengthen and
refine us, to make us more useful in His kingdom work; but at
the same time Satan is using these same trials to destroy us, to
rob us of our eternal security and peace. Satan’s most effective
weapon is our fallen nature with all its pride /greed/self-centredness/lust/etc. On our own, we have no defence against his
schemes; according to Jesus we are “slaves to sin” (John 8:34).
But Jesus can set us free from this condition (John 8:36), giving us the resources we need to resist Satan’s attack: we have
the option of standing firm in the face of God’s testing, and

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 1:16-18
THE POINT We are all conscious of the very fleeting nature
of our earthly existence. Henry Lyte expressed it well, more
than 150 years ago: “Change and decay in all around I see...”;
and he could have had these verses from James in mind when
he added: “...O thou who changest not, abide with me.” The
“change and decay” condition that now “governs” the entire
universe, and is formulated in the Second Law of
Thermodynamics, came about as the result of Man’s yielding
to Satan’s temptation in the Garden. The One who “changes
not” is able to inject into this “hopeless” scenario “good and
perfect gifts” (ie untainted by sin), and especially the gift of
(new) birth – the heart of the Gospel, “the word of truth”.
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• Hard, testing times should not be looked on either negatively
or even neutrally, but should rather be seen as “pure joy”, a
positive part of God’s character-building, perfecting providence in the lives of all those who belong to Him (2-4; cf Luke
6:22-23)!
• Once we see all our life-experiences in this light, we will
never doubt that our loving, generous, forgiving heavenly
Father will make His ways and purposes clear to us, in spite of
how human logic might struggle to make sense of them; we
must not let man’s wisdom cloud our thinking, or especially,
our praying (5-8).

Rich is poor; poor is rich.

DAY 2

THE PASSAGE

s t u d y
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benefit from it; or we can succumb to Satan’s tempting, and
suffer for it – but the thing we must not do is choose the latter
option and then try to load the blame on God. He is actively
and sovereignly involved in every event in our lives – not to
bring us down, but rather to build us up; any sabotaging of
this process is always our fault, never His.

THE PARTICULARS
• God expects us to face the challenges of life head on, and will
reward us for doing so (12; cf 1 Peter 5:8-9). The “desire-sindeath” chain is hard-wired and must be corrected (15)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you alert to, and actively opposing, Satan’s offensives?

God restores!.
THE PARTICULARS
• By calling God “the Father of lights” James places Him outside the time-space Universe which He created, as does Moses
in Genesis 1:1-4 and Paul in 2 Corinthians 4:6. Atheistic science seeks refuge, unscientifically (!), in its inexplicable “big
bang”!
• God’s redemption of lost sinners is a “firstfruits” offering
that guarantees the harvest of the “new creation” (18; cf
Leviticus 23:10, Proverbs 3:9-10, Titus 3:4-7, 1 Peter 1:23,
Revelation 21).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What is the flow-on effect in our society of Satan’s increasingly
widespread and effective deception that God does not exist?

b i b l e

Hypocrisy, the ultimate deception.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

JAMES 1:19-25

THE POINT James’s exhortation here challenges Western
Christianity which has for too long allowed itself to be influenced by the society’s mores. We are good at giving advice, but
slow to listen to it; we are easily provoked to anger as we interact with others on the road, in the shopping mall or on the
sporting field; we are not good at self-censorship of our eyes
and minds, or at keeping a rein on our physical appetites; our
ethical standards are not always as high as they should be; and
we are better at reading the Bible and listening to sermons
than we are at applying their message in our daily lives. James
is concerned about hypocrisy!

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 1:26-27
THE POINT In 2,000 years we Christians have learnt little
about how much damage we can do to the cause of our Lord
and His Gospel with our tongues. James will enlarge on this in
more detail later, but here he introduces us to the possibility of
totally negating our testimony with inappropriate talk. The
corollary, of course, is also true. We can profess Christ with
our tongues and yet not belong to Him (Matthew 7:21-23),
just as our tongues can put our belonging in jeopardy! The
tongue is a very significant and powerful bodily organ (cf 3:5)!
But hands and hearts are also important: there are many positive and useful things to do with our mouths shut, and many
temptations and distractions for our hearts to avoid as we mix

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 2:1-7
THE POINT Evangelical, reformed Christianity quite rightly
emphasises the need for both understanding the Scriptures
(learning) and good stewardship of God’s resources that anticipate His blessing (the Protestant work ethic). However, the
downside of this is that the Church too easily becomes the
domain of the middle and upper classes of society and so loses
touch, or even empathy, with the uneducated poor. Often,
quite unwittingly, we are guilty of the very error James is challenging here. We are, rightly, keen to reach the “rich and
famous” with the Gospel, but too often at the expense of the
“embarrassing” poor and shabby. This is one of the big problems with niche marketing in church strategy today.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 2:8-13
THE POINT This is another passage in which James demonstrates that he is not aligning himself to a “works righteousness” understanding of the Gospel (this is important to note
as we come to verse 24). He makes it clear here that for anyone wanting to go down that pathway to heaven the pass mark
is 100% (10)! What James wants his readers to understand is
that justification by grace through faith alone (Ephesians 2:89) has important practical implications for our everyday
behaviour (cf Ephesians 2:10).
THE PARTICULARS
• James was aware that Jesus saw the two great
Commandments, “Love God” and “Love your neighbour”, as

THE PARTICULARS
• Most of our relationship breakdowns start with our mouths.
James will say more on this in Chapter 3. If we worked harder
at listening and trying to understand each other’s perspective
and feelings we would be less inclined to angry outbursts (19).
• Our anger stems from a failure to let God be the controlling
influence in every aspect of our lives (20; cf Matthew 6:33-34).
• Reading God’s Word regularly, dealing decisively with the sin
it exposes, and consistently putting it into practice, is the only
way to enjoy true freedom and the blessing of God (21-25).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is your Bible reading too superficial to change your lifestyle?

Tongues, hands, hearts, minds.
with a society that has rejected God.

THE PARTICULARS
• The interests we pursue, that might give the impression we
are “religious” people, have no currency if accompanied by
careless speech (lying, deception, gossip, smut, etc) (26; cf
Ephesians 5:4).
• Verse 27 must not be interpreted as teaching “justification by
works”; the very next verse (2:1) indicates that James is writing specifically to fellow believers who have been put right
with God by faith in Christ – it is they who must live godly
lives.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is James exposing a flaw in evangelical Christianity today?

Careless discrimination.
THE PARTICULARS
• As noted yesterday, James is writing to people saved by grace
alone (1; cf 5). We must recognise this as we listen to what God
is saying to us throughout about the importance of good works!
• Showing favouritism is an insidious sin that is easily unnoticed by the offender, but obvious, and therefore very hurtful,
to the person who feels unwelcome or, worse still, ostracised (14).
• Our discriminating behaviour is inexcusable when we consider
the relationship between rich and poor in God’s economy (5-7)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Assess your church fellowship 1-10 in the light of this passage.

Grace and words, mercy and judgment.
the “royal law” of Scripture (Matthew 22:37-40); the fact that
he fails to mention the former of these here is not a denial of
its importance – it is just that his readers seem to have been
forgetting the latter (1)!
• Even seemingly “minor” sins like biased judgment (which is a
failure to show true love to the person discriminated against)
are as reprehensible in God’s eyes as murder or adultery (9-11).
• Christ’s death has freed us from both the penalty and the
power of sin, and is based on God’s undeserved mercy; we
must show the same mercy if we are to be confident recipients
of it (12-13).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Has Matthew 18:23-35 done its work fully in all of your life?
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Words, words, words!.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 2:14-19
THE POINT James’s point here can be illustrated by the
story of Blondin and the wheelbarrow. In June 1859, after
wheeling a wheelbarrow blindfolded on a tightrope stretched
across Niagara falls, he asked the gathered crowd if they
thought he could repeat the feat with someone in the barrow.
Although the response was enthusiastically affirmative, he
could not find one person to volunteer to get in! The “deeds”
James is talking about are the actions that must naturally follow if we truly believe what we say we believe. He probably
heard Jesus make the same point in His discourse about the
vine and the branches recorded in John 15 – the only way we
can participate in eternal life is to be “grafted” into Jesus the

JAMES 2:20-26

THE POINT James uses the example of Abraham to prove
his point about the necessary close connection between faith
and works, and in particular takes Genesis 15:6 as his “proof
text”. The difficulty this causes for us is that Paul uses the
very same proof text in Romans 4 and Galatians 3 to show
conclusively that works can contribute absolutely nothing to
our salvation! How can we reconcile Paul and James? Paul, on
the one hand, warns against the dangerous error of thinking
we can in any way impress God or earn our salvation by doing
good things, by “keeping the Ten Commandments”. James,
on the other hand, warns us against an attitude just as danger-

DAY 1 1
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 3:1-9
THE POINT Our speaking apparatus is a very powerful facility. We can use it to impart useful knowledge, to praise God, to
encourage and build each other up, to speak God’s truth in love (cf
Eph. 4:15). Or we can also use it to impart wilful misinformation,
as Satan and Adam and Eve all did in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3),
or to tear each other down and cause mischief and strife. If James
were writing today he might take into account how our electronic
apparatus (Facebook, Twitter, etc) is fast overtaking our speaking
apparatus in all these areas, and having more far-reaching and
potentially harmful and dangerous consequences.
THE PARTICULARS
• A common defence when sprung is to plead ignorance

DAY 1 2
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 3:10-18
THE POINT Sin has really messed things up. God intended
all creation to be for our welfare, but our self-centred, sinful
hearts can turn the most wonderful things into instruments of
injury, weapons of woe. The tongue is an obvious example.
What God meant for good we misuse for evil (a corollary of
Genesis 50:20?). But we need to realise that the tongue is just
an outlet for what we are inside, what makes us tick. We need
to deal with the source. If I have been made new in Christ (cf
1:17-18, 21; 2:5), this will be reflected clearly – in my speech,
and in every aspect of my life.
THE PARTICULARS
• James’s logic in verses 10-12 seems to be: using 2 examples
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source of life (faith); the only way we can know if the graft is
genuine is the evidence of fruit (works).

THE PARTICULARS
• The claim to have faith is empty, and therefore an invalid
one, if it is not backed up by a practical demonstration of it; it
cannot be considered a living, and therefore saving, faith (1417).
• It is impossible to prove the reality of faith if works are
absent; if by “faith” we mean simply we “believe in God” then
we are in the same boat as the devil, except he’s worried about
it (18-19)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Would your profession of being a Christian stand up in court?

Faith t-h-a-t works.

DAY 1 0
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y
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ous: thinking we are bound for heaven on the strength of our
faith in Christ while living lives that show no real evidence
that this faith is genuine. In other words, James says we can
only be saved by a faith that works. It is in this sense we must
understand his claim in verse 24. Church history clearly
shows how prone we all are to both errors, how much we need
to take to heart the warnings of both Paul and James!

THE PARTICULARS
• Abraham, Rahab ... in fact every hero of faith in Hebrews 11!
... gave legs to their saving faith by doing obedience (see 22).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• To which of these two errors are you most susceptible?

Tongues (and Tweeting) of fire.
(“Officer, I had no idea it was a 50 zone”); this escape route is
cut off if we have taught others (1). The lives of us who are
preachers will be judged by our own sermons (cf Romans 2:13) – scary stuff!
• Horses bits, rudders and flints are excellent object lessons for
James to make his point. Our tongues (and electronic gadgetry) are so small, so influential, yet so hard to keep under
control: that thoughtless quip, that angry response, that careless gossip, – all have an unretractable ripple effect (2-9; cf
Mark 7:14-23).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How much of Ephesians 4:25-5:20 refers to use of the
tongue?

God’s IQ WQ Test.
from the natural world (water and fruit), ungodly speech can
only come from an ungodly heart; by letting any ungodly
speech come from my mouth I show the true state of my
heart; even if at times I appear to say good things that praise
God, this can therefore only be a sham! Jesus made the same
point in Matthew 7:15-23. (A careful search through
Ephesians 4:25-5:5 will show how many different forms
ungodly speech can take – I counted 10!)
• Humility, peace-making, and a godly life that always considers others first, are the reliable indicators of true wisdom (1318).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you wise? Use verses 17-18 to evaluate your answer.

b i b l e
DAY 1 3
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 4:1-4
THE POINT We need to remind ourselves at this point that
James is writing to professing Christians, members of God’s
Church. Or perhaps we don’t – perhaps our experience of
church life is such that we consider his strong words here (and
over the next few days) entirely appropriate. Jesus, and
Scripture generally, speak very strongly against the hypocrisy
of using God for personal gain!
THE PARTICULARS
• We saw yesterday that all our problems originate within us,
at the very heart of our being. This is where all sin has its
source. Modern psychology may try to lay the blame elsewhere, but the Bible, our Manufacturer’s reliable Service

DAY 1 4
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 4:5-10
THE POINT The very first step in doing something about
conflict that is the root cause of so much tension in our lives is
to recognise that we have a problem that we can’t solve by ourselves. Once we realise our desperate need for God’s help we
are well on the way towards a solution. The road to success
involves penitent confession and heartfelt sorrow for sin,
accepting forgiveness and cleansing from God, and humbly
striving for godliness.
THE PARTICULARS
• The general thrust of Scripture makes it clear that envy, and
its twin sister, pride, permeate our whole fallen nature; they
contribute to everything that goes wrong, from our wanting to

DAY 1 5
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 4:11-12
THE POINT The impact on James of Jesus’ Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5-7) is clear throughout his letter. As he
reflects on the damage that can be done by the careless use of
the tongue (3:1-12), and especially in the case of those who
assume the authority of a teacher (3:1), he is reminded of how
the true Teacher warned against judging others (Matthew 7:15). If I pass comment on a fellow-believer’s weakness or failing, regardless of how much I try to justify this by claiming to
have the highest of motives (eg. “Please pray for him”), there is
too great a risk of having other more subtle motives (eg. “this
makes me feel superior”, “this somehow excuses my own
weakness”, “I’ve always envied his good name; I’m glad he’s

DAY 1 6
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 4:13-17
THE POINT In this chapter James has been pointing out
how our usurping of God’s rightful place in our lives (just as
we did in the Garden of Eden) has all sorts of results and
causes all sorts of problems: we insist on our own way which
leads to bitter conflict with others (1-4); we become dissatisfied with God’s plan for us and seek our own selfish agenda
outside it (5-10); we set ourselves up as the authority by which
others are assessed (11-12). Now he reminds us of the inappropriateness and futility in our own lives of this same arrogant desire to play the part of God.
THE PARTICULARS
• James is obviously not suggesting we should muddle through

s t u d y
‘I’ in the centre of host-I-lity.
Manual, doesn’t (1).
• Were the recipients of this letter actually killing each other,
or was James just applying Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:21-22?
(2a) How many fellow church members have you “killed” this
week?
• Prayer should never be treated just as a “last resort” (2b).
• Loving the world (self) is spiritual adultery (3-4; cf Luke
16:13)

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Next time you come into conflict with a fellow Christian, ask
yourself these questions: • Do I recognise the sovereign Lord’s
involvement in this? • Have I prayed unselfishly about it? • Am
I being over-influenced by worldly thinking (cf Romans 12:2)?

War on envy and pride!.
be God to our wanting what other people have when we don’t
(5).
• The devil has a field day with this inherent weakness in us;
the answer is to resist his efforts, let God be God and in humility accept His providence; in doing this, success is assured (6-7,
10)!
• James’s tone is a stern warning against our modern tendency
to treat sin lightly and so fail to recognise just how intrinsically “double-minded” we really are. We will only discover this
by earnestly seeking God in a disciplined devotional life (8-9).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you humbly accepting of God’s providence in your life?

The judgmental tongue.
been exposed”, “this will pay him back for the way he’s treated
me”, etc.). Worse than this, we are adopting a wrong stance in
relation to God Himself, setting ourselves up as the arbiters of
His law rather than humbly submitting to it.

THE PARTICULARS
• Our energy is far better used up in obeying God’s Word fully
ourselves rather than in weighing up others’ lives by it (11).
• God alone is the just Law-giver and final Judge of all men
(12).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is Church discipline a valid exercise (cf eg 1 Corinthians 5)? If
so, what wrong attitude(s) is James warning us against here?

God willing....
life without planning. What does concern him is the attitude
we take to our planning: it is wrong to plan as if we run the
world and have full control over everything that happens; it is
wrong to plan with the primary aim of increasing our worldly
wealth; it is wrong to plan arrogantly like the rich fool in Luke
12:15-21. Rather, we must let God decide what is best for us,
and trust Him fully to provide all our needs (13-16; cf Luke
12:22-34).
• James warns that all his advice about the tongue and pride
and submitting to God’s rule is useless unless acted upon (17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How flexible are your plans for the future? ... for tomorrow?
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THE PASSAGE
JAMES 5:1-6
THE POINT It is hard to imagine the sort of people being
addressed in these verses actually associating themselves with
the poor persecuted Christians to whom James was writing.
Probably his remarks are directed towards their Jewish persecutors (after the style of the OT prophets addressing the
nations around them through their writings to Israel); but
what is more relevant for us is that the Holy Spirit is challenging the Church in every age through His inspired, infallible
Word. Even in our own day it’s possible for people to be an
active part of the Church without having had their wallets baptised. James would have heard Jesus speak out often against
the danger of being too firmly attached to one’s material pos-

sessions (cf Luke 12:15-34; 16:19-31; 18:18-30; etc).

THE PARTICULARS
• Again, James’s strong language applies the basic message
Jesus preached in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:1921, 24), and the Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:17-26). It
becomes more urgent the longer the Jewish people choose to
ignore it, and the further the “last days” progress (1-3; cf 8). It
applies also to us today!
• The OT prophets emphasised God’s concern for justice, especially for the poor and oppressed (4-6; cf Deut. 24:14-15).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are we living with too much luxury and self-indulgence
today?

Struggling? Be patient.

DAY 1 8
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 5:7-12
THE POINT In spite of his harsh, challenging words, James
knows that most of the people who will be reading/hearing his
letter are going through really tough times (cf 1:1-2). He
therefore encourages them to be patient (7-8, 10-11), to guard
against letting adverse circumstances become a source of irritation among them (9), and to refrain from making rash
promises they cannot keep (12).
THE PARTICULARS
• James suggests four incentives for remaining patient in trials:
– the Lord has promised to return, and it may be soon (7a, 8);
– farmers have no choice but to wait patiently on the Lord
because they have no control at all over the weather (7b);

– the OT prophets faithfully brought God’s word to His people, seeing little or no return for it (10-11a; cf Hebrews 11:39);
– Job was the quintessential example of patience and his perseverance led eventually to the Lord’s abundant blessing (11).
• We can too easily use our trials as an excuse for complaining
(and Satan delights in such opportunity); but the sovereign
God who controls our providence will still hold us accountable
(9)!
• Letting our “Yes” be yes, and our “No” no, is really part of our
letting God be God – ie. trusting Him fully with everything (12).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What was the root cause of Israel’s grumbling in the desert?

Still struggling? Pray.

DAY 1 9
THE PASSAGE
JAMES 5:13-18
THE POINT Our trust in God is expressed in our approach to
prayer.
THE PARTICULARS
• Because we are made in God’s image, there should come from
us a spontaneous spiritual response to every feeling or mood
we experience: prayer/praise should be as natural a reaction to
trouble/joy as breathing is to our desire to stay alive (13).
• God, through James, gives the sick a firm promise of healing
in response to the ministry of prayer and the Holy Spirit
(“anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord”) in the context
of our open confession of sin and the authority He vests in His
Church (the elders). The difficulty we all have with this is our

common, shared experience of lack of healing, even when we
have been diligent in fulfilling all the conditions laid down
here. We must view this in the light of the general theme in
James of letting God be God, of submitting unreservedly to
His providence, and of saying with Job (see 11) “Though he
slay me, yet will I hope in him” (Job 13:15) ... and we must
approach each new challenge with an undiminished faith in
God’s power to heal (14-16)!
• Elijah provides a good example of victorious (1 Kings 18) yet
struggling (1 Kings 19) faith to encourage us all in prayer (17f).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is there always a direct relationship between sickness and
sin?

Saving souls.

DAY 2 0
JAMES 5:19-20

THE POINT One of the amazing things about God’s revelation of Himself in His Word and in His Son, the Lord Jesus
Christ, is its richness and depth, its simplicity and yet complexity. On the one hand, we see God as absolutely sovereign
in all things, carrying out His predetermined plans regardless
of Man’s interference, and choosing those who are His from all
eternity. On the other hand, He involves our puny efforts in
the execution of His plans and pleads with us to escape His
righteous judgment and turn to Christ in repentance and
faith. It is in this context that James writes the conclusion to
his letter. Because God is just, the only basis on which our sin,
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Unbaptised wallets.

DAY 1 7

THE PASSAGE

sS tT u Ud yD
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any sin, can be “covered” is the perfect sacrifice of Christ on
the cross. There can be no other Saviour, no other escape from
death. This is essential to the Bible’s understanding of saving
faith, and everything James says about faith is entirely consistent with this; his discussions about how we distinguish
between authentic faith and sham faith (that doesn’t save) in
no way detract from this essential truth. Because sin puts us
all under God’s judgment, bound for eternal death and hell,
and because Jesus is the only way of escape, we should all be
excited about “saving” others, about being part of the process
God might use to turn back those who have wandered into
error, that all their sins might be “covered”!
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news

the theological “arrogance matched to
ignorance”.
Christian Today

Christians set record
‘Bring back catechisms’

Iwants
nfluential theologian J.I. Packer
evangelical churches to recover
catechesis, or systematic instruction in
the essentials of the Christian faith.
Packer believes the idea is an alien concept to most evangelicals.
“We are drifting back into paganism,
that’s the truth,” he said in a lecture last
month at St Matthew’s Cathedral in
Dallas, according to The Living Church
News Service.
The 83-year-old Anglican priest has
co-authored a new book, Grounded in the
Gospel: Building Believers the OldFashioned Way, in which he makes the
case that catechesis is a non-negotiable
practice of churches and is of no less
value than Bible study and expository
preaching.
In 2008, Packer and 10 other clergy
left the Anglican Church of Canada
over its liberal direction on scriptural
authority and homosexuality. He joined
the more conservative and orthodox
Province of the Southern Cone in
South America.

V

ietnamese Christians set records
twice in December. On December 11,
Christian sources reported, that some
40,000 people gathered in a hastily constructed venue in Ho Chi Minh City to
celebrate Christmas and hear a gospel
message – an event of unprecedented
magnitude in Vietnam. Up to 8000 people responded to the gospel message.
The sources said that the main
speaker, Rev. Duong Thanh Lam, head
of the Assemblies of God house
churches, “preached with anointing” and
people responding to his gospel invitation poured to the front of the stage “like
a waterfall”.
Then on December 20, 12,000 people
– 10 times more than for any previous
Protestant meeting in northern
Vietnam – gathered for a Christmas rally
in the capital, of Hanoi.
Compass Direct

Complaints of corruption

C
hristian leaders in India have called
for a special investigations team to

No respite in 2009

A

two years, 2009 brought hardly any
respite for Christians in India as the
minority faith faced an average of more
than three violent attacks a week. There
were at least 152 attacks on Christians
in 2009, according to the “Partial List of
Major Incidents of Anti-Christian
Violence in India” released by the
Evangelical Fellowship of India.
The north-central states of Madhya
Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, Orissa in the
east, Gujarat in the west and Himachal
Pradesh in the north have anti-conversion laws, which Hindu hardliners routinely use to arrest Christians on spurious accusations of “forcible conversion.”
A disturbing new trend emerged this
year as southern India, which had long
been considered a haven for Christians,
recorded the highest incidence of antiChristian violence. Of the total 152 incidents, 86 were reported from southern
states, mainly Karnataka with 48,
Andhra Pradesh with 29, Tamil Nadu
with five and Kerala with four.
Compass Direct

fter unprecedented large-scale
attacks on Christians in the previous

counter the shoddy or corrupt police
investigations into anti-Christian vio-

Robertson blames Haitians

C
ontroversial televangelist Pat
Robertson has angered Christians and
non-Christians with yet another postdisaster remark – this time regarding
quake-hit Haiti.
While hosting The 700 Club on the
Christian Broadcasting Network last
month, Robertson said the 7.0-magnitude quake that struck Haiti a day earlier
was the consequence of the curse that
had befallen the country’s people after
its founding fathers made a “pact to the
Devil” in exchange for Haiti’s independence from France.
“Ever since they have been cursed by
one thing after the other, desperately
poor,” Robertson said. He noted how
Haiti shares the Island of Hispaniola
with the Dominican Republic and how
the latter is “prosperous, healthy, full of
resorts” while Haiti is “in desperate
poverty”.
Dr R. Albert Mohler Jr, president
of The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary, responded to Robertson’s
“embarrassing” remarks by highlighting
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lence in Orissa state in AugustSeptember 2008. Of the 100 cases handled by two fast-track courts, 32 had
been heard by the end of November,
with 48 convictions and more than 164
acquittals. The number of cases registered total 787.
Among those exonerated “for lack of
evidence” was Manoj Pradhan, a legislator from the Hindu extremist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), who
was acquitted of murder on November
24 and has now been cleared in six of 14
cases against him. Lawyers say acquittals have resulted from police investigations that are intentionally defective to
cover up for Hindu extremist attackers.
Compass Direct

tricity, it’s practised by oddities, foreigners and minorities.”
The Archbishop said anxiety surrounding religious extremism had made
the Government want to “control and
limit the damage” of faith. The effect of
that, he said, was to “denormalise” faith
and intensify the perception among people that faith was not “part of the bloodstream”, as he claimed it was in “great
swathes of the country”.
The Archbishop went on to accuse the
Government of treating religious groups
as “slightly fishy interest groups”. The
Archbishop’s comments reflect widespread discontent among Christians
who feel the Government tolerates other
faiths more than them.
Christian Today

A
Christian of Jewish origin who has
been attacked on the streets in

try’s Coptic community against violence directed towards Christians in
Egypt. A special liturgy and demonstration was held on January 14 at St Paul’s
Anglican Cathedral in Melbourne,
moving to the Egyptian Consulate and
then the Australian Department of
Foreign Affairs.
“We want the whole world to know

Jerusalem four times because of his
faith in Christ is seeking police protection. Jerusalem resident Yossi Yomtov
said police have been slow to investigate
hate crimes against him by youths wearing skullcaps. In two of the attacks a
youth employed pepper spray and stun
gun shocks, he said.
“This young man cursed me for my
belief in Christ,” Yomtov told Compass.
“He used ugly curses and spoke in highly
abusive language.” He complained that

T
he Archbishop of Canterbury has
accused the British Government of A ustralian Christians from many
treating religion as an “eccentricity” and denominations joined with the coun-

Ministerial Vacancy
BICTON
Presbyterian Church of
Australia in WA
Refer to Position Description
on PCA Website
( www.presbyterian.org.au)
Expressions of Interest to
Interim Moderator
Rev Alan Perrie
ednaway@bigpond.com
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Hate in Jerusalem

Copts protest killings

Believers ‘not oddballs’

believers as “oddities”. In an interview
with The Telegraph, Dr Rowan
Williams said politicians with a faith
should be more open about their religious convictions and defend faith publicly as something normal and ordinary.
“The trouble with a lot of government
initiatives about faith is that they
assume faith is a problem, it’s an eccen-

what is happening in Egypt to the
Christian community: that every week,
every month, there are continuing
attacks against Christians and it’s escalating,” Coptic Bishop Suriel told
Ecumenical News International.
He said 6000 of Australia’s estimated
20,000 Copts were at the rally, along
with leaders of Protestant, Anglican and
Orthodox churches.
The prayer service and demonstration was held in response to the drive-by
killing of six Coptic Christians and a
Muslim security officer in the Southern
Egyptian City of Nag Hamadi on
January 6, the Coptic Christmas Eve.
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although police said they would investigate there has been no progress. Police in
Jerusalem declined to comment
Compass Direct

US elects lesbian bishop

T

he election of a lesbian bishop in the
Episcopal Church in America has drawn
a furious reaction from conservative
Anglicans around the world. Rev. Canon
Mary Glasspool will serve as an assistant bishop in Los Angeles, providing she
is approved by a vote of other bishops.
The worldwide Anglican church asked
the American church in 2004 not to
appoint any more gay bishops to try to
prevent a split in the church.
Episcopalians (American Anglicans)
elected Gene Robinson Bishop of New
Hampshire in 2003.
Canon Glasspool, 55, from Maryland,
has reportedly lived with Becki Sander,
an academic, since 1988.

Shiites attack Assyrians

A
group of armed Shabaks attacked
the Assyrian (also known as Chaldean
and Syriac) town of Bartilla on
Christmas morning without any apparent provocation.
According to a story by the Assyrian
International News Agency, the entry
checkpoint into Bartilla was controlled

by the attackers for more than five
hours. Residents reported attackers
stormed through the Assyrian market,
tearing down Christmas decorations
from store windows, including throwing
a picture of St. Mary into the dirt.
The attackers attempted to enter St
Mary church, demanding to perform
Shiite rituals of self-flagellation inside
the church. The church guards stopped
the attackers, but four Christians were
injured during gunfire.

Good News TV

T
he Roman Catholic Archdiocese of
Karachi, Pakistan, has launched Good
News TV, its first television channel.
Over the years, the Archdiocese has been
quick to adopt new technologies in its
efforts to communicate with the people
of Pakistan and the wider community.
This included the launch of an Urdu
weekly newspaper, Agahi (Awareness),
the first of its kind in the country, which
began three years ago. Shortly afterwards, its online edition was made available. Less than a year ago, the
Archdiocese launched the first Catholic
Web TV.
The broadcasts will be aired nationally,
as well as in other parts of Asia, Africa,
Oceania and Europe, seven days a week,
24 hours a day and will feature a modern
format. A spokesman said: “We will have

an open dialogue focused on the message
of Jesus Christ in the 21st century, especially as it is lived in today’s world. There
will also be religious as well as other programs with inspirational themes.”
Assist

Teacher fired for prayer

A
British Christian teacher has been
dismissed from her job after discussing
her faith with a mother and her sick
child and offering to pray for them.
According to the Christian Legal
Centre, Olive Jones, a 54-year-old
mother of two from Weston-superMare, Somerset, taught mathematics to
children who were too ill to attend
school. She spoke to a female pupil about
her belief in miracles and asked whether
she could say a prayer.
Mrs Jones, who has more than 20
years’ experience in teaching, said the
girl was too poorly for a mathematics
lesson, so she decided to speak to her,
but when the girl’s mother said they
were not believers she did not go ahead.
Unbeknown to the teacher, the pupil’s
mother made a complaint. The authorities did not inform Mrs Jones of any criticism. Her employer told her that sharing
her faith with a child could be considered
as bullying. Shortly after the conversation at the office she was dismissed.
Assist

Presbyterian Theological Centre – Sydney

Vacant Position:
Lecturer in Ministry and Practice
The Presbyterian Theological Centre, Sydney, invites applications from
suitably qualified persons to be appointed to its full-time lecturing staff.
The person appointed will lecture and supervise research within the
Presbyterian Theological Centre in the areas of Ministry and Practice
(Pastoral and Church based ministries, Evangelism and Mission and
Developmental Ministries), and such other areas from time to time as
the Principal may determine.
Applicants should have relevant pastoral experience, hold a Master’s
degree or higher in a relevant area, and preferably have teaching
experience. The position is for a term of up to six years and will
commence on 1 January 2011.
Further details can be found on the PTC website: www.ptcsydney.org
Applications (by 26 March 2010) should be sent to:
The Principal, The Rev Dr Ian Smith
Presbyterian Theological Centre
77 Shaftesbury Road Burwood NSW Australia 2134
ismith@ptcsydney.org

australian presbyterian February 2010

23

n e w s

agenda
Hamas ‘disinter Christians’
By Michael Ireland

E

very three minutes a Christian is
being tortured in the Muslim world, and
last year more than 165,000 Christians
were killed because of their faith, most
of them in Muslim countries, according
to a human rights organisation that visited Israel in December.
The president of One Free World
International told the Jerusalem Post
that “Hamas digs up the bodies of
Christians from Christian burial sites in
the Gaza Strip claiming that they pollute
the earth.”
Reverend Majed El Shafie told the
paper that between 200 and 300 million
Christians are being persecuted in the
world, 80 per cent of whom live in
Muslim countries and the rest in communist and other countries.
The newspaper said members of the
delegation from Canada would meet
Knesset Speaker Reuven Rivlin,
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs

PCA Ministries –
South Australia
We urgently need
help in South Australia
There’s an urgent need for Ministers, Home
Missionaries or other suitably qualified
people to come here and preach the Gospel
as well as care for the flock in this part of
God’s Kingdom. There is a particular need
in a large regional city with a diverse background and a projected growth to exceed
100,000 in the next 20 years.
Do you think you would meet the criteria?
Do you revel in the challenge of
proclaiming Christ?
Is a regional city your preferred choice of
locale?
If this is you then you may be the person
we’re looking for!
The person we envisage for this challenge
would need to meet the requirements of
PCA Ministries (copy available on request)
and would ideally have some form of additional income available as funds are limited.
We’re looking forward to hearing of your
interest in this challenge for the Kingdom.
Contact: Rev. Kevin Stow
jeanflynnpcsa@hotmail.com
or
Phone: (08) 8284 1719
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Danny Ayalon and Jerusalem Mayor
Nir Barkat in the hope of enlisting
Israel to champion their cause.
OFWI is a Toronto-based human
rights organisation of some 3000 members in countries all over the world,
including Egypt, Jordan, Syria,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and even Iran.
Assist

Billboard sparks row
By Aaron J. Leichman

A
New Zealand church has defended
its controversial billboard as a response
to “middle mush” church adverts that
show “sanitised barns” and make readers “just yawn”.
The proudly “progressive” Anglican
St Matthew-in-the-City in Auckland
turned heads and ruffled feathers before
Christmas when it put up a billboard featuring an illustration of Jesus’ parents,
Joseph and Mary, in bed.
The billboard “lampoons literalism
and invites people to think again about
what a miracle is”, say church leaders at
St Matthew-in-the-City in Auckland.
“Is the Christmas miracle a male God
sending forth his divine sperm, or is the
miracle that God is and always has been
among the poor?” they posed.
In the illustration, a dejected Joseph
looks down as a sad Mary, lying next to
him, looks upward. The caption, meanwhile, reads: “Poor Joseph. God is a hard
act to follow.”
“It is intended to challenge stereotypes about the way that Jesus was conceived and get people talking about the
Christmas story,” church leaders
explained.
The church has been called out for its
liberal theology, which includes support
for openly gay church leaders and a questionable understanding of Advent.
“For fundamentalist Christians, the
incarnation is about the miraculous
arrival of a baby soon to die and by His
blood save us,” said vicar Glynn Cary in
a recent sermon. “For progressive
Christians, the incarnation is about the
miracle of this planet earth and all life
that exists here.”
Cary welcomed the criticism, saying
the billboard sparked “conversations
broke out all around the world in work
places, homes, and schools”. The church
website received more than 67,000 hits.
The billboard itself, meanwhile, has
been pulled down twice by vandals, and
the second time was not replaced.
Christian Today
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Homeschooler persecuted
By Michael Ireland

A
Swedish Christian homeschooling
family are in the unimaginable position
of permanently losing custody of their
only child, simply because they homeschool.
Christer and Annie Johansson
stand to lose their seven-year-old,
Dominic, after authorities boarded a
plane bound for India and removed
Dominic from his parents. They did not
have a warrant nor have they charged the
Johanssons with a crime; they simply did
not believe homeschooling is an appropriate way to raise a child and insist the
government raise Dominic.
“This is one of the most disgraceful
abuses of power we have ever witnessed,”
said Mike Donnelly, Home School
Legal Defence Association lawyer.
The association says the suffering
being imposed on the Johanssons is hard
to imagine. “Visitation was limited to
two hours per week but now Swedish
social services have curtailed that to one
hour every fifth week and no visit at all
for Christmas because the social workers
will be on vacation,” the group stated in a
news release.
“We have heard that other homeschooling families in Sweden are having
more difficulty with local officials. We
fear that all homeschooling families in
Sweden are at risk in what could be the
beginning of a widespread persecution.”
According to the association, a
Swedish court ruled on December 17 that
social services was right to take the child.
The court cited the fact that Dominic had
not been vaccinated as a reason to remove
him permanently from his parents.
The group says that in light of the
unprecedented actions taken by Swedish
authorities, the Alliance Defence Fund
(ADF) and Home School Legal Defense
Association are joining forces and making themselves available as legal advisors
to the Johanssons in order to persuade
the Swedish government to return
Dominic to his parents.
Assist

Blended beliefs

R
eligious believers are particularly
likely to use their own beliefs as a guide
when reasoning about God’s beliefs compared to when reasoning about other
people’s beliefs, assert researchers.
A research team led by Nicholas

n e w s
Epley of the University of Chicago
makes its claim in a report recently published in the official journal of the US
National Academy of Sciences, The
Christian Post reported.
To test the basic hypothesis that people would be especially egocentric when
reasoning about God’s beliefs, they conducted seven studies using correlational,
experimental and neuroimaging methods.
They found that people’s estimates of
God’s beliefs were more strongly correlated with their own beliefs than were
their estimates of a broad range of other
people’s beliefs.
Manipulating people’s own beliefs
affected their estimates of God’s beliefs
more than it affected estimates of other
people’s beliefs. The researchers said this
showed that estimates of God’s beliefs are
causally influenced by one’s own beliefs.
The researchers found that preparing
a speech on a position the speaker did
not agree with made their attitudes more
moderate than delivering an attitudeconsistent speech.
Perhaps most notable was neuroimaging data from the seventh study, which
demonstrated that reasoning about
God’s beliefs tended to activate the same
regions of the brain that are active when
reasoning about one’s own beliefs but
not about other people’s beliefs.
The researchers found that believers
are influenced by the beliefs and theology
of those around them, and are likely to

seek out churches sympathetic to their
beliefs. They said this would tend to confirm the attitudes the believers already
held.
The report did not indicate whether
non-believers – or indeed researchers –
also find those who share their attitudes
and beliefs more sympathetic or whether
public funding was used obtaining these
highly obvious results.

Scot appeals to Europe

A

Christian preacher in Scotland has
won the right to have his case referred to
the European Court of Justice following
an accusation that a state-supported
radio station aimed at the Asian community discriminated against him because
of his Christian beliefs and views.
According to the UK-based Christian
Legal Centre, Church of Scotland
minister Mahboob Masih was a volunteer presenter on radio station Awaz FM.
His services were terminated after six
years behind the microphone following a
debate on air about the uniqueness of
Christianity. This led to a phone-in discussion that angered the Muslim management of the community radio station.
The station argued he could not
appeal to an employment tribunal
because he was not an employee. CLC
stated: “In a ground-breaking decision,
the Reverend Masih’s case will be
referred for a preliminary ruling to the
European
Court
of
Justice

[in Luxembourg] to decide if volunteers
are protected by anti-discrimination legislation. If upheld, the consequences for
employers in their dealings with volunteers who are open about their faith
could be very significant.”
In its media release, CLC said: “In the
radio show, Rev. Masih had spoken about
the Christian view on the uniqueness of
Christ and this was the first time that
many Muslims in Glasgow would have
heard about the Christian faith. Rev.
Masih simply responded to questions
raised by listeners, in response to a
Muslim speaker, Zakir Naik. Rev. Masih
discussed the religious difference
between Christianity and Islam. It was a
religious debate under free speech principles and no intemperate language was
used.”
Management made him apologise on
air, and also demanded he apologise at a
mosque, but Mr Masih refused the second demand.
Employment Judge Raymond
Williamson ruled on August 26 that the
case should be referred to the European
Court of Justice. He said: “I ask myself
the question, ‘can it be right that the
(radio station), a creature of statute,
partly funded out of public funds and set
up with the aim of promoting social
cohesion, should be able to discriminate
on religious grounds against the volunteer staff it is obliged to engage as a condition of its licence?’”
Assist

Presbyterian Theological Centre – Sydney

Vacant Position:
Lecturer in Biblical Studies
The Presbyterian Theological Centre, Sydney, invites applications from
suitably qualified persons to be appointed to its full-time lecturing staff.
The person appointed will lecture and supervise research within the
Presbyterian Theological Centre in the areas of Biblical Studies, and such
other areas from time to time as the Principal may determine.
The applicant will also have involvement with the development of
on-line learning within the Centre. Applicants should hold (or be in the
final stages of) a research Master’s degree or higher in Biblical Studies,
have a commitment to and experience in training people for ministry,
and should have teaching experience and a history of publications.
The position is for the term of 12 July 2010 until 31 December 2013.
Further details can be found on the PTC website: www.ptcsydney.org
Applications (by 26 March 2010) should be sent to:
The Principal, The Rev Dr Ian Smith
Presbyterian Theological Centre
77 Shaftesbury Road Burwood NSW Australia 2134
ismith@ptcsydney.org
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Augustine v Darwin
The great theologian’s view of creation still brings insights today.

Alister McGrath

L

ast year marked the 200th
anniversary
of
Charles
Darwin’s birth and the 150th of
the publication of his On the
Origin of Species. For some, such as
Richard Dawkins, Darwinism has been
elevated from a provisional scientific theory to a worldview—an outlook on reality that excludes God, firmly and permanently. Others have reacted strongly
against the high priests of secularism.
Atheism, they argue, simply uses such
scientific theories as weapons in its protracted war against religion.
They also fear that biblical interpretation is simply being accommodated to fit
contemporary scientific theories. Surely,
they argue, the Creation narratives in
Genesis are meant to be taken literally, as
historical accounts of what actually happened. Isn’t that what Christians have
always done? Many evangelicals fear that
innovators and modernisers are abandoning the long Christian tradition of
faithful biblical exegesis. They say the
church has always treated the Creation
accounts as straightforward histories of
how everything came into being. The
authority and clarity of Scripture —
themes that are rightly cherished by
evangelicals — seem to be at stake.
These are important concerns, and
the Darwin anniversaries invite us to
look to church history to understand
how our spiritual forebears dealt with
similar issues.
North African bishop Augustine of
Hippo (354–430) had no skin in the
game concerning the current origins controversies. He interpreted Scripture a
thousand years before the Scientific
Revolution, and 1500 before Darwin’s
Origin of Species. Augustine didn’t
“accommodate” or “compromise” his biblical interpretation to fit new scientific
theories. The important thing was to let
Scripture speak for itself.
Augustine wrestled with Genesis 1–2
throughout his career. There are at least
four points in his writings at which he

26

Augustine feared that
biblical interpreters
might read the Bible
according to the
scientific assumptions
of the age.
attempts to develop a detailed, systematic account of how these chapters are to
be understood. Each is subtly different.
Here I shall consider Augustine’s The
Literal Meaning of Genesis, which was
written between 401 and 415. Augustine
intended this to be a “literal” commentary (meaning “in the sense intended by
the author”).
Augustine draws out the following
core themes: God brought everything
into existence in a single moment of creation. Yet the created order is not static.
God endowed it with the capacity to
develop. Augustine uses the image of a
dormant seed to help his readers grasp
this point. God creates seeds, which will
grow and develop at the right time. Using
more technical language, Augustine asks
his readers to think of the created order
as containing divinely embedded causalities that emerge or evolve at a later stage.
Yet Augustine has no time for any notion
of random or arbitrary changes within
creation. The development of God’s creation is always subject to God’s sovereign
providence. The God who planted the
seeds at the moment of creation also governs and directs the time and place of
their growth.
Augustine argues that the first
Genesis Creation account (1:1–2:3) can-
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not be interpreted in isolation, but must
be set alongside the second Genesis
Creation account (2:4–25), as well as
every other statement about the
Creation found in Scripture. For example, Augustine suggests that Psalm
33:6–9 speaks of an instantaneous creation of the world through God’s creative
Word, while John 5:17 points to a God
who is still active within creation.
Further, he argues that a close reading
of Genesis 2:4 has the following meaning: “When day was made, God made
heaven and earth and every green thing
of the field.” This leads him to conclude
that the six days of Creation are not
chronological. Rather, they are a way of
categorizing God’s work of creation. God
created the world in an instant but continues to develop and mould it, even to
the present day.

A

ugustine was deeply concerned that
biblical interpreters might get
locked into reading the Bible according to
the scientific assumptions of the age.
This, of course, happened during the
Copernican controversies of the late
16th century. Traditional biblical interpretation held that the sun revolved
around the earth. The church interpreted
a challenge to this erroneous idea as a
challenge to the authority of the Bible. It
was not, of course. It was a challenge to
one specific interpretation of the Bible
— an interpretation, as it happened, in
urgent need of review.
Augustine anticipated this point a
millennium earlier. Certain biblical passages, he insisted, are genuinely open to
diverse interpretations and must not be
wedded to prevailing scientific theories.
Otherwise, the Bible becomes the prisoner of what was once believed to be scientifically true: “In matters that are so
obscure and far beyond our vision, we
find in Holy Scripture passages which
can be interpreted in very different ways
without prejudice to the faith we have
received. In such cases, we should not

o r i g i n s
rush in headlong and so firmly take our
stand on one side that, if further
progress in the search for truth justly
undermines our position, we too fall with
it.”
Augustine’s approach allowed theology to avoid becoming trapped in a prescientific worldview, and helped him not
to compromise in the face of cultural
pressures, which were significant. For
example, many contemporary thinkers
regarded the Christian view of creation
ex nihilo as utter nonsense. Claudius
Galenus (a.d. 129–200), physician to the
Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius, dismissed it as a logical and metaphysical
absurdity.

A

ugustine also argues that Scripture
teaches that time is also part of the
created order, that God created space and
time together. For some, however, the
idea of time as a created thing seemed
ridiculous. Again, Augustine counters
that the biblical narrative is not open to
alternative interpretations. Time must
therefore be thought of as one of God’s
creatures and servants. For Augustine,
time itself is an element of the created
order. Timelessness, on the other hand,
is the essential feature of eternity.
So what was God doing before he cre-

ated the universe? Augustine undermines the question by pointing out that
God did not bring creation into being at
a certain definite moment in time,
because time did not exist prior to creation. For Augustine, eternity is a realm
without space or time. Interestingly, this

For Augustine, eternity
is a realm without space
or time – what many
scientists posit existed
before the big bang.
is precisely the state of existence many
scientists posit existed before the big
bang.
Now, Augustine may be wrong in
asserting that Scripture clearly teaches
that the Creation was instantaneous.
Evangelicals, after all, believe in the infal-

libility of Scripture, not the infallibility of
its interpreters. As others have pointed
out, Augustine himself was not entirely
consistent about the Creation. Other
options certainly exist — most notably,
the familiar idea that the six days of
Creation represent six periods of 24
hours, or the related idea that they represent six more extended periods, possibly millions of years. Nevertheless,
Augustine’s position ought to make us
reflect on these questions, even if some
of us believe him to be incorrect.
So what are the implications of this
ancient Christian interpretation of
Genesis for the Darwin celebrations?
First, Augustine does not limit God’s creative action to the primordial act of origination. God is, he insists, still working
within the world, directing its continuing
development and unfolding its potential.
There are two “moments” in the
Creation: a primary act of origination,
and a continuing process of providential
guidance. Creation is thus not a completed past event. God is working even
now, in the present, Augustine writes,
sustaining and directing the unfolding of
the “generations that he laid up in creation when it was first established.”
This twofold focus on the Creation
allows us to read Genesis in a way that

Did you know?
Mike Wharton (PresData Services) is
offering Australian PCA Churches
website and email hosting for
$135.00 (plus GST) per year?
1 Gig Storage
20 email accounts
unlimited redirects
2 Gig Bandwidth per month
24x7 FTP access
You can have your site hosted and
manage the site yourself using direct
FTP access. You create your site –
you control the site.
Website development is also
available... ask for a quote.
For more information contact:
Mike Wharton
Phone: (03) 9580 5940
Email: mwharton@pcvic.org.au
Website: presdata.com.au
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affirms that God created everything
from nothing, in an instant. However, it
also helps us affirm that the universe has
been created with a capacity to develop,
under God’s sovereign guidance. Thus,
the primordial state of creation does not
correspond to what we presently
observe. For Augustine, God created a
universe that was deliberately designed
to develop and evolve. The blueprint for
that evolution is not arbitrary, but is programmed into the very fabric of creation.
God’s providence superintends the continuing unfolding of the created order.

thought of as creating in that very first
moment the potencies for all the kinds of
living things to come later, including
humanity.
This means that the first Creation
account describes the instantaneous
bringing into existence of primal matter,
including causal resources for further
development. The second account

E

arlier Christian writers noted how
the first Genesis Creation narrative
speaks of the earth and the waters
“bringing forth” living creatures. They
concluded that this pointed to God’s
endowing the natural order with a capacity to generate living things. Augustine
takes this idea further: God created the
world complete with a series of dormant
powers, which were actualised at appropriate moments through divine providence.
Augustine argues that Genesis 1:12
implies that the earth received the power
or capacity to produce things by itself:
“Scripture has stated that the earth
brought forth the crops and the trees
causally, in the sense that it received the
power of bringing them forth.”
Where some might think of the
Creation as God’s insertion of new kinds
of plants and animals readymade into an
already existing world, Augustine rejects
this as inconsistent with the overall witness of Scripture. Rather, God must be

Augustine helps us see
that the real issue is not
the authority of the
Bible, but its right
interpretation.
explores how these causal possibilities
emerged and developed from the earth.
Taken together, the two Genesis
Creation accounts declare that God made
the world instantaneously, while envisaging that the various kinds of living
things would make their appearance
gradually over time — as they were
meant to by their Creator.
The image of the “seed” implies that
the original Creation contained within it
the potential for all the living kinds to
subsequently emerge. This does not

mean that God created the world incomplete or imperfect, in that “what God
originally established in causes, he subsequently fulfilled in effects.” This
process of development, Augustine
declares, is governed by fundamental
laws, which reflect the will of their
Creator: “God has established fixed laws
governing the production of kinds and
qualities of beings, and bringing them
out of concealment into full view.”
Augustine would have rejected any
idea of the development of the universe
as a random or lawless process. For this
reason, Augustine would have opposed
the Darwinian notion of random variations, insisting that God’s providence is
deeply involved throughout. The process
may be unpredictable. But it is not random.
Unsurprisingly, Augustine approaches
the text with the culturally prevalent presupposition of the fixity of species and
finds nothing in it to challenge his thinking
on this point. Yet the ways in which he critiques contemporary authorities and his
own experience suggest that, on this point
at least, he would be open to correction in
light of prevailing scientific opinion.
So does Augustine’s The Literal
Meaning of Genesis help us engage with
the great questions raised by Darwin?
Let’s be clear that Augustine does not
answer these questions for us. But he
does help us see that the real issue here is
not the authority of the Bible, but its
right interpretation. In addition, he
offers us a classic way of thinking about
the Creation that might illuminate some
contemporary debates.
On this issue, Augustine is neither liberal nor accommodationist, but deeply
biblical, both in substance and intention.
While his approach hardly represents the
last word, it needs to be on the table.
We need patient, generous, and gracious reflection on these big issues.
Augustine of Hippo can help us get
ap
started.
Alister McGrath is Professor
of Theology, Ministry, and
Education at King’s College,
London, and holds a D.Phil.
from Oxford University in
molecular biophysics. This
article, reprinted from
Christianity Today, has been
adapted from his 2009
Gifford Lectures, newly published as A Fine-Tuned
Universe: The Quest for God
in Science and Theology
(Westminster John Knox).
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letters
Grammatical stumble

I

refer to Peter Barnes’ article
“Stumbling Blocks” on the back cover of
AP (October 2009). I have a problem
with the quote from J. Gresham Machen
in the third paragraph. I think I am right
in saying that “to lapse so far from doing
something as to do something else”
means that the second half of the statement is the consequence of the first. In
other words, “as to” amounts to “so
that”. If one lapses from the path of
humility etc. does it not follow that one
does not believe that God is sovereign?
I think that NOT has been omitted
from before “to believe” or “Him” should
have a small “h”.
Thank-you for giving us a magazine
which has plenty of meat. I always read it
from cover to cover as soon as it arrives.
Anne Wotherspoon,
Eight Mile Plains, Qld

Parallel paths

Ithatn 2009
we were frequently reminded
Calvin was born 500 years ago. It
was a good time to take stock, the 500year test, so to speak. I believe it is also a
good time to make a comparison with

another 500-year period subsequent to a
similar time of spiritual apostasy, by
which I mean the period between Israel’s
return from Babylon and Messiah’s coming. The parallel has been noted before,
not least by Luther, when he called the
period prior to the Reformation “the
Babylonish captivity of the Church”.
Such a comparison helps Christians
to be humble vis-a-vis the Jews. All too
often, Christians summarise that 500
years as time of failure. I rarely hear gratitude to God for those who preserved the
Scriptures and the faith, and took the
gospel to the nations – often at the cost
of their lives. But have we Protestants
done so much better in the past 500
years, especially bearing in mind our
spiritual advantages?
In the Gospels and Acts, we read of
the parties which had developed – the
formalists (Pharisees), the scholastics
(Scribes), the liberals (Sadducees), the
men of violence (Zealots), and we also
know of monastics (Essenes) and false
prophets (e.g. Book of Enoch). The silent
majority were the ordinary people doing
their best to keep the rules whilst under
the heel of an oppressive power. We read
of the faithful, and of revival when thousands listened to God’s anointed preachers (John the Baptist, the Lord Jesus,
Peter, John, Stephen). Many believed,
and also many turned away or became
hostile.
Have not the last 500 years of
Protestant history been remarkably sim-

ilar? After an energetic and powerful
start Protestantism now has its liberals,
formalists, monastics, scholastics, false
prophets and even a few violent rightwing extremists. We have departures
from the faith and hostility to the gospel
from within. We also have the core, who
have kept the faith, have known times of
revival and are taking the truth to the
ends of the earth.
Paul warned non-Jewish Christians in
Rome not to “boast against the branches”
(Rom. 11:18), referring to Jews who had
not believed. And why should we want to
boast? I would suggest it is that lingering
pride, which prefers to believe that we
stand by race, not grace, and which, by a
perverse spirituality, puts down others
(the Jews) because they have made the
mistake of being proud of their racial
privileges. The temptation to such boasting will always be with us. May God help
us not to succumb to it.
Paul Morris,
Christian Witness to Israel,
Bondi Beach, NSW

Up to date

C
ongratulations on the November
2009 AP. It is especially valuable for the
articles of Christian dating. May all our
young
people
(and
older
unmarried ones) read, learn and
inwardly digest those articles.
Chris Balzer,
Terrigal, NSW

‘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

Visiting
Melbourne?
Worship with us at South Yarra
Presbyterian Church • 621 Punt Road
Every Sunday 10.30am & 5.30pm.
Pastor: John Stasse
Phone: (03) 9931 1546
(Less than 3 kms from CBD)
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prayer
February 2010
21 Devonport-Don charge (2 congregations) northern Tasmania with about
120 c&a, (communicants and adherents) 15 yf (younger folk – Sunday
School and Youth) and 4 e (elders),
Steve and Val Warwick.
22 The 9.7 million people of Haiti recovering from the fearsome January
earthquake – physical and Christian
ministry among them (71% RC, 24%
Protestant, 2.5% spiritist/voodoo,
2% non-religious).
23 Mr Robin Watson mp (missions partners – the Australian Presbyterian
World Mission) worker from South
Toowoomba, Qld in Burkina Faso,
West Africa with SIM involved in
Fulani literacy and translation work.
24 Ashfield charge inner western Sydney
with about 260 c&a, 70 yf and 8 e.
Peter and Sue Hastie.
25 David and Ashleigh mp workers from
Ashfield in Mongolia with Pioneers
involved in teaching and discipling.
26 George and (deaconess) Melinda
Medvedsky in their exit appointments in Mullumbimby charge NSW
far north coast with about 65 c&a, 15
yf and 3 e.
27 Woori Yallock charge Vic. with about
45 c&a, 5 yf and 3 e. Dean and
Sandra Carroll.
28 Presbytery of Gippsland, eastern
Victoria – 4 charges and 2 home mission stations totalling 7 congregations with about 450 c&a, 100 yf, 2
retired ministers, 1 under jurisdiction; Sabine Bruce clerk.

March 2010
Director of mission partners – the
Australian Presbyterian World
Mission, Bill Lutton, Jenni and all
who assist in the office in their home
at Picnic Point, Sydney.
2 Three-day session at Qld Theological
College on preaching Deuteronomy
and the Song of Solomon with Gary
Millar.
3 As Jewish people keep Pesach
(Passover) ask God that many may
learn that the Lord Jesus is the true
Passover lamb able to deliver not
only from the bondage of sin but also
its guilt.
4 Matthew mp worker from Seacliff, SA
in the Middle East with Reach Across
involved in teaching.
5 Agencies providing Scripture – Bible
Societies, Bible League, Life Words,
Pocket Testament League.
6 Cowra charge including Gooloogong
about 135 c&a, 35 yf and 7 e. David
and Jenni Stone.
7 Roslyn Gill mp worker from
Somerville Vic. in Cambodia involved
in teaching English and Bible.
8 Kamal Weerakoon in his exit
appointment at St Marys charge,
western Sydney with about 70 c&a,
20 yf and 5 e.
9 Broadford-Kilmore home mission
station (2 congregations) with about
15 c&a, 40 yf and 4 e. James
Playfoot.
10 Presbytery of Wide Bay/Sunshine
Coast, Qld – 6 charges, 2 home mission stations totalling 9 congregations with about 770 c&a and 105 yf
– 5 retired ministers and 1 under
jurisdiction; John Tucker clerk.
11 Phil and Glenda Carter mp workers
from Tocumwal-Finley-Berrigan
NSW in Papua New Guinea with
Pioneers involved in training church
leaders.
12 Chris and Sandra Woonings building
1

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

a new congregation at Albany WA as
the basis for the new Southern PIM
patrol to reach to Kalgoorlie,
Warburton, Esperance, Norseman
and Eucla, possibly by air.
Hawthorn charge, Melbourne, with
about 25 c&a, 15 yf and 4 e. Graham
and Janet Nicholson.
Andrew Bain in his exit appointment
as Academic Registrar and Church
History lecturer at Qld Theological
College.
Cliff and Sue Letcher mp workers
from Aspendale, Vic. and now
Winmalee, NSW Blue Mountains
involved in pastoral care with
Australian Indigenous Ministries.
Departments for church planting and
development and their staff – Peter
Barson, Lesleigh Hall, John
Mansfield (Qld), Bruce Meller and
John Irvin (NSW); David Jones,
(Tas.); Gary Ware, (SA); Stuart
Bonnington (WA).
Tatura Regional charge, Vic., including Rushworth with about 120 c&a,
40 yf and 10 e; Kevin Maxwell.
Those leading the oversight of church
property and finance – Jeoffrey Falls
and Wayne Richards (GAA and
NSW), Keith Booker (Qld), Andrew
Slater and Andrew Bray (Vic.), Bruce
Spaulding and Graeme Roberts
(Tas.), Brian Redpath and Chris ten
Broeke (SA) and Stuart Bonnington
(WA).
Chandra Smith mp worker from
Stanthorpe Qld in Loja, Ecuador with
SIM involved in rural health ministry
and evangelism.
Presbytery of Illawarra NSW – 6
charges and 4 home mission stations
totalling 17 congregations with about
1350 c&a and 175 yf – 1 theological
candidate, 1 defence force chaplain, 4
retired ministers and 2 under jurisdiction; Peter Currie clerk.

✃

Subscription form
Please send me Australian Presbyterian magazine...
1 year subscription (11 issues) ($38.50 inc. GST)
2 year ($70.40 inc. GST)
Overseas: $A45 per year

Donation

Magazine Missions

Gift Subscription

Deliver to:
Name ______________________________________________________
Address ____________________________________________________
_________________________City/Suburb ________________________
State_________________________P.code ________________________
Country ____________________________________________________
Phone ______________________________________________________

30

australian presbyterian February 2010

Payment Details
Please find enclosed
Cheque/money order to Australian Presbyterian for: $__________
Please debit $__________ from my
Visa

Bankcard

Mastercard

Account number:
Expiry date:____/____

Name on Card__________________________

Signature________________________________

Please send completed forms to:
Australian Presbyterian PO Box 375, Kilsyth VIC. 3137
Phone: (03) 9723 9684. Fax: (03) 9723 9685. Email: manager@ap.org.au

b o o k s

books
Raising Children God’s Way
D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones
Banner of Truth, 2007.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T

his is a vigorous little work of less
than 100 pages, taken from Dr
Lloyd-Jones’ long and renowned series
on Ephesians. My first thought at rereading them was how appropriate the
sermons are – something does not
have to be preached or written five
minutes ago to be contemporary.
This is a thorough piece of work,
which anticipates objections and
answers them. All is balanced and clear
and full of wisdom. Everything is
placed within an historical context,
and the doctor deals with essential
principles rather than passing fads. It
would be difficult to think of a more
helpful and faithful work for Christian
parents to read than this one. It really
is splendid.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Children at the Lord’s Table?
Assessing the case for
Paedocommunion
Cornelius P. Venema
Reformation Heritage Books, 2009
Reviewed by Mark Powell

I

n Proverbs 18:17 we read, “The first to
present his case seems right, till
another comes forward and questions
him.” One of Venema’s great strengths is
that he presents both sides fairly and
accurately while maintaining his traditional (Reformed) confessional convictions.
Venema rightly outlines that there are
four main arguments in favor of the practice of paedocommunion (the covenant
children participating in the Lord’s
Supper). First, it was the practice of the
early church until 1215 when the Roman
Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation
was codified. Second, it is seen as consistent with covenant theology. That is,
if it is appropriate for the children of
believers to be baptized then why should
they be denied other covenant signs and
seals? Third, since children participated

in the Passover then it is consistent that
they join in the New Covenant ceremony
which fulfils it. And then finally, the
logic of 1 Corinthians 11 advocates that
we discern who belongs to the body of
Christ and so to exclude some from participating simply due to their age is tantamount to the practice that the apostle
Paul is – in context – specifically arguing
against.
Venema then provides probably the
most up to date and thorough rebuttal of
each one of these particular points, arguing that while compelling they are not
ultimately convincing. Chapter three is
especially good, where he broadly outlines what the Belgic and Westminster
Confessions as well as the Helvic
Catechism teach regarding the sacraments generally.
One of the key questions is whether
the Lord’s Supper is a fulfillment of the
Passover (Ex. 12) or more specifically the
covenant ratification ceremony of
Exodus 24. Venema believes that the
later passage is the more primary reference. However, while this is a crucial passage relating to what Jesus was doing at
the Last Supper (and is often overlooked
by preachers and theologians) Venema
never really explains why anyone other
than church leaders then can participate.
I believe that Herman Ridderbos in his
The Coming of the Kingdom provides a
much more balanced approach when he
argues that both passages should be kept
in mind.
No matter what position one has on
this particular issue though, this is a
good defence of the historic practice
within Protestantism of why children are
excluded from the Lord’s Table and an
important contribution to the ongoing
discussion and debate – especially within
the Reformed community.
Mark Powell is a Presbyterian minister in
Sydney.

The Calvinistic Methodist Fathers
of Wales
John Morgan Jones and William
Morgan, transl. John Aaron
Banner of Truth, 2008
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

hese two volumes are classic Banner
of Truth fare – huge works recording
the fabulous moves of the Holy Spirit in
the 18th century – here in Wales. What a
great service the BOT does to the

Christian reader in bringing and keeping
such books in print. Both north and
south Wales are covered, with well
known figures (and many not so well
known) placed in the context of the
astonishing spiritual revival that transformed the Principality.
How the true Christian heart yearns
for a return to such days! Don’t be put
off by the tongue-twisting Welsh names,
these are wonderful books which will
bring the patient reader much encouragement and hope!
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle.

Super Saviour
Colin Buchanan
Christian Focus Publishing, 2009.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

C

olin Buchanan has struck again.
Here is a children’s book, with an
accompanying CD, that is designed to
present the Christian gospel, especially
to those aged two to 11. Colin has his
own unique style, and it is all here,
complete with Super Little Colins all
through the book.
There are Bible verses sprinkled
throughout, which give the book impetus and substance. Perhaps the songs
are so idiomatic that others could not
easily perform most of them – I am
thinking of the average Scripture
teacher in a state school. But there will
be a host of youngsters, and parents
and grandparents who will be glad to
get hold of this work and make good
use of it. And I am hoping to be a
grandfather soon so I shall join the
queue.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au

Visiting
Ballarat?
Worship with us at Ebenezer
Presbyterian Church.
Every Sunday 10.30 am.
214 Armstrong Street South.
Rev. Dr John Woodward
Phone: (03) 5334 2909
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Robbin’ Hood
Surely God does not help those who help themselves?

Barney Zwartz

I

n 1631, England’s royal printers
reprinted the Bible but somehow
omitted the “not” in Exodus
20:14, the seventh commandment
concerning adultery. An amusing mistake for everyone but the printers, who
were fined £300 and lost their licence,
while the archbishop of Canterbury complained about declining standards
among proofreaders.
Yorkshire Anglican priest Tim Jones
promulgated a similar amendment to the
eighth commandment, “thou shalt not
steal”, in his Christmas sermon. He
advised parishioners that it was OK to
shoplift if they were desperate – much
better than burglary, mugging or prostitution – but they should target big stores
that could pass the costs on through
slightly higher prices.
The clerical Robbin’ Hood said this
would not break the commandment
because “God’s love for the poor and
despised outweighs the property rights
of the rich”. He said stealing was neither
good nor harmless but sometimes it was
the best option.
Jones has not lost his licence but has
paid a price in immense public odium. He
was disowned by the Anglican hierarchy
and criticised by police and politicians.
London’s Daily Mail website had 717
comments, nearly all hostile and some
quite witty. Several advised the poor to
help themselves to the collection plate at
Jones’s church, one said the priest was
just emulating British MPs, who have
been embroiled in a rorts scandal.
Another wrote: “The poor need to be told
to shoplift? They would never have
thought of it for themselves? Apparently
all the smarter poor left England for the
colonies.”
In fact, Jones is not quite so far outside
the Christian tradition as his critics suppose. Ambrose, the saintly 4th-century
bishop of Milan, wrote that if you have
two pairs of shoes and a beggar has none,
then to keep both pairs amounts to theft.
The great 13th-century theologian

32

Most people would think
the mother of a starving
family ... has a moral
duty to feed her children
and to stay alive.
Tony Coady

Thomas Aquinas held views similar to
Jones’s, arguing that the wealth of the
world is given to all. The church has
never agreed with French anarchist
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon that private
property is theft, but it does see ownership as a relative right, held in trust from
God.
According to Melbourne philosopher
Tony Coady, Christianity, and most
moral codes, allow some flexibility in
extreme situations. He argues that most
people would think the mother of a
starving family justified if she steals
fruit, and that she has a moral duty to
feed her children and to stay alive.

S

o there’s something right and important in Tim Jones’s thinking, but
also something disturbing and confused.
He is right in wanting to improve the
plight of the desperate, and he is right
that there is a scale of gravity of offences
in which murder or mugging is worse
than shoplifting. Anglican theologian
Andrew McGowan told me: “If he were
talking about war rather than stealing,
we might call it Christian realism.”
But Jones is on treacherous ground
when he advocates deliberately breaking
civil law, let alone the commandment.
As McGowan also points out, in religious moral codes the onus is on the
property owner to share. “There’s nothing in the tradition which instructs the
poor to think they have the power to take
according to their own judgment.”
Most disturbing is Jones’s notion that
the end justifies the means, an idea
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explicitly refuted in the Bible. That
thinking is characteristic of utilitarianism, a Clayton’s moral code. He also
misses the corrosive spiritual impact that
wrongdoing has on the perpetrator.
The big questions are as old as humanity – what is the good, what duties do I
owe to others or to God? – yet each generation, each individual, has to make
them their own.
Where does morality come from, and
why is it so important? Is it merely an
evolutionary device (making morality a
subset of psychology) or does it recognise something at the core of humanity?
Or, as Nietzsche charged, is it really just
a way for the weak to restrain the strong?
Are morals just a matter of individual
choice, or are there moral truths – principles that apply everywhere? We all have
to think about moral decisions, but how
good a guide is reason?
Certain things seem a matter of consensus. Morality is central to humanity,
it is both universal and deeply personal.
It requires general principles – most of
us, secular or religious, agree that the
Golden Rule, to treat others as you would
have them treat you, is a good one – yet
must be individually applied to particular
circumstances. It is partly a matter of
decisions, the choices we make in particular contexts, and partly a matter of
character, from which those decisions
emerge.
I find I can’t side with Tim Jones and
approve a principle to make the immoral
moral. But I’m not in desperate circumstances, and I can’t be certain in the
abstract how I would act if I were. Still, in
asking us to examine the questions
again, Jones has done us a service. I wonder whether shoplifting went up in York
ap
over Christmas?
Barney Zwartz is religion
editor of The Age, where a
fuller version of this article
first appeared.

