m ay 2 0 1 0

Counselling
State of the heart
david powlison | giving thanks | love’s illusion

Many exciting ministry opportunities
have opened up in Victoria.

Would you like to be involved?
Small-to-medium country town, in mid-northern region, seeks a partor full-time ordained minister or home missionary. The facilities are
great, but more than that, the Church Family consists of loving
Christians just waiting for the right pastor to lead them into the ministry which the Lord is calling them. 30 minutes from a larger regional
town.
Part-time pastoral assistant required for ministry in north-western
Victorian regional towns. Are you a team player? Do you love country
ministry? Parish is being reorganised and is in need of a dedicated
proven preacher and Bible Study leader who is not afraid to drive an
hour to serve on a rotation at three centres.
Congregation in key regional centre in far north-west (pop. 30,000)
seeks minister or home missionary. You would work alongside a small
but supportive band of Christians. Modern manse, great schools
nearby.
A full-time minister to lead a spiritually strong congregation to engage
a rural and industrial population with the gospel in the heart of
Gippsland. A growing city on the Princes Highway in the La Trobe
Valley, sustained by a diverse and growing population (currently
15,000), seeks a pastor willing to work with a team to establish and
build the Lord’s work within this ripe harvest field.
For further information on these or other vacancies please call our
Ministry Development Director, Rev Dr Robert Carner, on (03) 9702
0548. To register your interest in a position, please forward your
Resume to ministry@pcvic.org.au or to Presbyterian Church of
Victoria, Ministry Development, PO Box 617, Berwick VIC 3806.
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T

he doctrine of the Trinity has always been
regarded as the central doctrine of the Christian
faith. This is so for several reasons but certainly
one of them is the insight that the doctrine
brings to our understanding of our own meaning and
identity as human beings. The Bible tells us that God
created us “in His image” and it reminds us that the goal of
our salvation is to be “conformed to the image of Christ”
(Gen. 1:27, Rom. 8:29).
Here we learn that we are meant to relate to one another
as God relates within Himself as Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. God made us for a personal relationship with Him
and with one another. This means that our supreme goal as
Christians is to deepen our personal relationship with God
and with our brothers and sisters.
Of course, the primary way that we build our personal
relationships is through communication. The Scriptures
remind us that speaking with one another is essential for
our growth in personal relationships. So it’s not surprising
that Paul reminds us that personal communication is the
way that we are to “grow up in every way… into Christ”
(Eph. 4:15). This means that we must all become involved
in encouraging one another to grow in godliness through
thoughtful and well-directed speech.
This is not always easy to do. In the modern church
scene, people often have little commitment to others in
their local congregation. They are often attracted to a
“stand-off” form of Christianity which does not require the
kind of self-death that Jesus expects of his followers. These
people go to church for what they can get – easy friendship,
programs and the opportunity to feel good. They are always
subconsciously asking a question: “What can church do for
me?” They don’t want to get overly involved with other
people’s problems.
However, Paul reminds us that our growth as persons
always takes place in the context of the personal
relationships within the body of Christ. This means that we
must be committed to Christian conversations – offering
words of challenge, stimulation, encouragement and
edification to one another. It is through our conversations
that we grow in spiritual maturity and advance God’s work
in the local church. We are all called to be counsellors.
Peter Hastie ap
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Wisdom for life
Only God-centred counselling can reach the heart of our problems.

D

r David Powlison is a graduate of Harvard University
and Westminster Theological
Seminary and holds a PhD in
history of science and medicine from the
University of Pennsylvania. He edits the
Journal of Biblical Counselling, counsels
and teaches at the Christian Counselling
and Educational Foundation’s School of
Biblical Counselling, and teaches
Practical Theology at Westminster
Theological Seminary. He has written
Power Encounters: Reclaiming Spiritual
Warfare (1995); The Biblical Counselling
Movement: History and Context (2010);
Seeing With New Eyes: Counselling and the
Human Condition Through the Lens of
Scripture (2003); Speaking Truth in Love:
Counsel in Community (2005); as well as
numerous articles. David and his wife,
Nan, live in Glenside (an outer suburb of
Philadelphia) in Pennsylvania, USA.
David, what is counselling? Does it
form an integral part of Christian
ministry?
Counselling is absolutely integral to
Christian ministry. When we think of the
essential core of Christian ministry, it
involves bringing wisdom, challenge, consolation and hope through God’s Word to a
particular individual. My shorthand definition is that counselling is ministry where
you know the name and struggles of an
individual and bring God’s Word to them. A
counsellor should know the pressures people face as well as their particular sins,
strengths and graces. Ministry that operates at a personal level is important because
it brings the Word of God to bear immediately and specifically on a person’s life.
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David Powlison
talks to
Peter Hastie

So you’re saying that counselling is
more than providing comfort and
encouragement to people? It’s a very
definite ministry of the Word.
Yes, you don’t have to go far in
Scripture to realise that true counselling
is a ministry of the Word. Of course, it is
a wonderful thing to offer comfort to others. According to the famous English
essayist Sir Francis Bacon, “Those who
lack friends to open themselves unto are
cannibals of their own hearts. This communicating of a man’s self to his friends
works two contrary effects; for it redoubles joys and cuts griefs in half.” These are
just some of the natural aspects of human
relations.
However, Christian counselling goes
even further because a counsellor speaks
the Word of God to a person. This means
that the person’s comfort is anchored not
just in human friendship, but in the living
Christ who brings us the promises of
God. Counselling ministry certainly
offers the comfort of human friendship
but it points to a greater good in that we
have a saviour, a comforter and friend in
the persons of the Jesus Christ, the Holy
Spirit and God the Father. The Triune
God goes with the counsellor when
she/he offers counsel to another.
So counselling is definitely a ministry
of the word. However, it’s sad that many
Christians, when we say the phrase “ministry of the word”, immediately think of a
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pulpit. Now a pulpit is just one form of
ministry of the Word. Its trajectory is
from the Bible towards life. However,
counselling’s trajectory is usually from
life towards the Bible. Each is appropriate
in its context. If you are speaking to a
congregation in a service of Christian
worship, then you will preach on a text of
Scripture and apply it to people’s lives.
However, if you are talking to a friend
who needs help then you will first find
out what he or she is struggling with, and
then will bring God’s wisdom and grace to
bear on that struggle.
There are literally dozens of
different schools of so-called
counselling. Does it matter which
one you choose?
There are also dozens of religions too,
Peter, and it certainly matters which one
of those you choose. The same is true
with counselling. One of the most
provocative books written over the last
decade is Taking the Word to Heart, written by the Christian philosopher, Robert
Roberts. He analysed about a dozen psychotherapeutic models and showed how
each in its own way was a “word” about
human nature and such matters as
wrongdoing, suffering, motivation and
the goal of life. The various forms of
counselling are attempts to shape people
into an image of what that counselling
model conceives the ideal human being to
be.
Non-Christian models of counselling,
devised by people who do not think in
biblical categories, differ radically from
the Christian vision of the ideal
man/woman.

c o u n s e l l i n g
As far as the Christian vision is concerned, the image to which we aspire is
nothing less than the likeness of Jesus
Christ the man, who lives faithfully by the
Word and in whom faith works through
love. Other forms of counselling reject
that vision and do not have any recourse
to the power that is outside of us in the
living God. One of the core convictions of
any secular form of therapy is that the
power to change people lies within ourselves. These secular models insist that
human beings have the ability to make
life right. They don’t necessarily speak
about goodness or righteousness; just the
capacity to re-balance or centre our lives.
So there is a radical difference between
counselling based on a Christian vision
and all other alternatives.
Does that mean that Christians who
expose themselves to secular
counselling
are
potentially
frustrating their experience of God’s
grace in the gospel?
It’s certainly a potential problem. In
principle they are frustrating the work of
God’s grace in their lives by accepting and
acting upon counsel that contradicts the
principles of the gospel. However, let’s
say that the person is part of a church
community in which no one ever really
takes the time to find out how he is travelling in his life.
Nevertheless, let’s assume that there is
a secular psychotherapist nearby whose
job it is to take the time and listen to him.
It’s certainly conceivable that a Christian
may be helped by an unbeliever who is
caring enough to listen and who asks
some searching questions. It’s possible
that a Christian could benefit from such
an encounter if he filters the conversation
through his Christian framework.
However, there’s also the likelihood that
such a counsellee will absorb the worldview of the counsellor, both the explanation of problems and the self-reliance.
What about if a counsellor is forceful
and wants to push the Christian in a
self-help direction?
All counsellors are in the business of
influencing or moving people; they want
to see change. When a counsellor candidly tells you that the solution to your
problems is simply to talk to yourself in
ways that are self-affirming, he is denying our need of grace which we find in the
gospel. This cognitive-behavioural therapy is very popular in the USA. It is a kind
of Stoic philosophy wearing 21st century
garb. The notion that you need to be talk-

ing to yourself is vastly different to the
Christian idea that God should be talking
to us and we should be conversing with
Him. My basic spiritual problem is that I
talk to myself! The Scripture nowhere
says that changing self-talk is the solution to our problems. The Scriptures
always relate us to the God who speaks
and with whom we have to do.
So how do we work out which sort of
counselling is the best one? Are there
different types of counselling just as
there are different models of cars?

Poor people get drugs,
people with a little bit
of money get cognitivebehavioural therapy,
and rich people get
psychodynamic therapy.

Let me begin by thinking about counselling in terms of different models of
cars. Actually, the concept is not all that
far-fetched because the kind of counselling on offer these days can be differentiated in the same way that we distinguish between cheap cars, mediumpriced ones and the luxury models. The
differentiation is determined by economics. Look at it like this: poor people
get drugs, people with a little bit of
money get cognitive–behavioural therapy, and rich people get psychodynamic
therapy.
Rich people have the time and money
to explore their inner psyche; people
with just a little bit of money need something that can make their life work for
them; and poor people can’t afford to talk
to others and medical insurance is there
to cover their medication. Actually, there
is a sociology behind how these therapies
are assigned.
Next, I would like to deal with those
who rave about their counselling.
Whenever people rave about the form of
psychotherapy that they’ve received, I
am always curious to know what they
got. When you ask them, what you usu-

ally discover is that they like that part of
the therapy which is its strength. So, for
example, people always say they like
therapies where they feel accepted,
understood and drawn out. They appreciate any form of therapy that doesn’t
judge them. Even Christians who attend
a church will often react like this.
In such a form of counselling it’s certainly possible for a counsellor to ask a
series of questions that help the counsellee to think through some of the
issues. That has some intrinsic benefit.
There may be certain strategies and tips
like, “Whenever you are in conflict with
your wife there are three things you can
say and three things you shouldn’t say”.
Obviously, some of that advice is common sense. It might be moderately helpful, but it never really gets down to the
root problems in a person’s life.
What we need to understand is that
the human heart is a God-referential
organ. Underneath all the symptoms of
anxiety, addictions and other assorted
problems, there is the problem of the
human heart. Our hearts are organised
around an object of worship. That object
is something that a person loves, fears,
takes refuge in, and obeys. For Christians
our object of worship is the true and living God. Since psychotherapy normally
allows no place for God, it can never go
deep enough. Christian ministry alone
can actually penetrate to the depths of
the heart; other therapies can’t.
So why do Christians often give good
reports of non-Christian counselling?
I am always curious if somebody is giving a good report about something that is
fundamentally flawed. I am not surprised
if they point out the relative or lesser
goods that they have received from their
counselling if those lesser goods are
things that a Christian approach would
naturally include. Although a Christian
approach goes deeper into our underlying
condition than other counselling options,
it doesn’t mean that it has no practical
advice to give to people on how to resolve
conflict. However, what we will find is
that the practical advice will be more profoundly rooted on a deeper logic, not just
a few tips to make life go better.
For instance, at the end of James 3
and in the first part of chapter 4, James
offers a devastating analysis of the
human heart and its desires. In this context he gives a shorthand version of the
gospel that speaks about a generous God
who gives gifts and grace. He also gives
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c o u n s e l l i n g
an outline of practical ways a person can
be peaceable and constructive. A wise
counsellor helps a counsellee flesh out
specifics. Christian wisdom is not less
than practical advice, but it anchors that
advice in a much deeper assessment of
people and in a much deeper answer to
the human condition in the gospel.
Who are the most popular counsellors in the evangelical church today?
I can’t speak for other countries, but
in America Larry Crabb has probably
been the most popular thinker/author
on counselling for the last 10 or 15 years.
He has now taken a third or fourth major
turn in his approach to counselling. His
most recent focus is the medieval
Catholic mystical tradition. I don’t think
that this new development in his thinking is as popular as some of his semiChristianised psychology from the 1980s
and ’90s, but he would probably be the
one that I would point to.
How about people like James
Dobson?
James Dobson is now retired. He has
ceased an active role as chairman of Focus
on the Family. He is still a person of influence even though his writing ministry
has diminished significantly. His organisation, Focus on the Family, now has an
interesting openness to biblical counselling that wasn’t there previously. I
have been invited to write for their publications and Paul Tripp and Ted Tripp
have appeared on their programs. Focus
on the Family has begun to move away
from its earlier positions on how to boost
self-esteem and its focus on warmhearted behaviourism that was a major
focus in Dobson’s earlier works.
Are there any other names that
people would associate with?
There is a continual flood of new
books. Ten or 15 years ago there were
Christians who were psychotherapists
who said, “Biblical counselling is bad. We
need to integrate the modern insights of
secular psychology into our counselling
practice.” Today, these same people often
say things like, “You know, maybe you
guys aren’t so bad after all. You do have
some good insights and are doing some
useful things.”
One of the interesting things going on
currently is that a lot of Christian psychotherapists are saying, “Well, we do
biblical counselling too.” This presents us
with some interesting tests for our discernment because my perception is that
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in most cases those psychologists are now
using more Christian language although
the same underlying models tend to be
predominant. It makes the conversation
a lot more complicated. Back in 1985
Christian psychologists openly said that
the human heart was passive, a receptacle
of psychological needs for love and meaning, based on Abraham Maslow’s theories. Larry Crabb’s counselling was an
example of this.
The difficulty we face today is that
these psychologists are now using a lot of
Bible words that make it much harder to
work out the actual psychological model

Underneath all the
symptoms of anxiety,
addictions and other
assorted problems,
there is the problem of
the human heart.
from which they are operating. For
instance, they may still be saying that
Jesus is there to meet all your self-referential felt-needs, but they have reframed
it in a way that sounds more palatable
and plausible in Christian circles. It takes
hard-thinking to tease out what is really
being said.
Do you think that this counselling is
more in line with what has become
known as “moral, therapeutic
deism”?
Yes. I think that is well put. There have
been a number of books which have referenced individuals and have commented on the affinity of evangelical
therapy with things like the “needs” theories which were so popular back in the
days when psychologists traced people’s
emotional problems back to their parents
who didn’t meet their needs.
I remember a book called I’m
Dysfunctional, You’re Dysfunctional which
was a searing, secular critique of these
“needs” theories. Incidentally, these theories have been absolutely destructive of
human responsibility as well as our legal
systems. They have given rise to a victim
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mentality where everybody else apart
from the victim is responsible for the
problems.
Were these theories at the heart of
Crabb’s books on marriage?
They certainly influenced much of his
work at a certain stage, so I need to give
a nuanced response.
For instance, his best-selling book
Inside Out has gone through three editions. Parts of the book are insightful;
other parts are confused, and thus confusing. In one paragraph he makes a good
observation about the church; in the
next paragraph you find ideas that come
from a completely different worldview. I
have noticed that some Christians who
have taken Inside Out as their model, see
only the good stuff. I have known people
who are busy in ministry who have
stopped and “taken a look at themselves”
because of this book. In some cases, they
have been unaffected by Crabb’s problematic distinctives. They didn’t take the
kind of look that Crabb teaches, but took
a biblical look instead.
However, in my observation, Inside
Out has tended to make many of the people who read it more self-focused. They
seem to become preoccupied with finding a wound deep down inside them
caused by someone else or a need that
was not met. One of the apparent
assumptions of this book is that God
exists to meet felt-needs.
Our culture values self-esteem. Does
that mindset help or impede the
counselling process?
The discussion of self-esteem today is
actually a degraded version of a subject
that the Puritans discussed with great
insight. I am referring, of course, to conscience. Self-esteem really involves how
you understand and evaluate yourself. It
involves a number of factors such as the
standards you use and how you are
assessed.
Often the evaluation will take into
consideration how others view us.
However, the self-esteem movement
tries to get us to affirm ourselves in our
own eyes. As Christians we say, “If I live
before the eyes of others that is called
‘fear of man’; if I live before my own eyes
that is called ‘pride’. My conscience is
meant to be tuned to the eyes of God.
That is called the ‘fear of God’”. So, there
is in the Christian tradition a wealth of
very thoughtful discussion about how
the conscience operates and how it can
be renewed.

c o u n s e l l i n g
Interestingly, the Puritans, as Godcentred thinkers, did not say that the
alternative to being depressed is to
indulge in self-affirmation so you can feel
good about yourself. The modern selfesteem process is among the cheapest of
the cheap answers to a very real problem.
The real problem is that the human heart
is unable to undertake its evaluative
functions properly because of the corrupting power of sin. The heart needs to
be renewed and the conscience reformed
by the Word of God. Then we will become
alert to the eyes of God, oriented to His
standards and look to His grace. This is
how we are delivered from the tyranny of
ourselves and others.
In I Corinthians 4 Paul has a fascinating discussion where he says that he
doesn’t live on the basis of the
Corinthians’ opinions of him, nor does
he judge himself. Instead, it is before the
Lord that he stands or falls.
How should Christians think of
themselves and God to get started in
fruitful counselling? What should we
do if we are going to get the most out
of a counselling session?
First, Peter, I think we need to remember the rich pastoral heritage that we
have as Christians. We mustn’t forget
that the tradition of caring for people’s
souls began originally in the Christian
church. Christians invented psychotherapy by insisting on the ministry of the
cure of souls. Some of the greatest
thinkers on the human heart have been
Christians. Think, for example, of
Augustine with his profound insights
into the soul. His book, The Confessions,
was the first in-depth analysis of our
inner lives. Gregory, another church
father, wrote a book called Pastoral Care
which can still be read with profit 1500
years later. He was a genius in the cure of
souls. So we have this very rich tradition
from which we can build an understanding of the place and importance of counselling.
Now counselling is a relationship that
normally involves two people. The two
people involved may be more or less wise
or more or less foolish; the problems may
be relatively simple or heartbreaking in
complexity. Without knowing all variables, one can’t give specific advice on
how the counselling should proceed.
But here’s something that’s always relevant. As Christians we have a licence to
ask one another, “How may I pray for
you?” Now when people tell us how we
can pray for them, it’s usually as though

they pan a video camera around their
lives and tell us about their health, their
finance, their unsaved relatives, as well
as everything else that’s in the screen.
Their prayer requests tend to be situational – you know, “Lord, change my situation”. Now God certainly cares about
our circumstances. There are prayers in
the Bible for our daily bread, healing,
travel mercies and the conversion of
unbelievers. However, there are far more
prayers that focus on our personal transformation and ability to deal with those
circumstances.
I think people in the church can be
taught how to make a prayer request personally, whether in small groups, in a
church service, or in personal conversa-

If I have to step into a
cesspool as a Christian
counsellor, I do not
want to drown in it. I am
called by Jesus Christ to
hold on to His hand.
tion. We need to teach them how to make
such requests in a meaningful way. Let’s
say that I am facing surgery. I want my
friends to pray for the success of my
surgery but then I realise that there are
other spiritual issues involved. So I say to
them, “I want you to pray that I would
put my trust in God and not in the doctors, that if I become afraid of death, I
will fear no evil because I know the Lord
is with me, that I will not be so selfabsorbed that I forget the names of the
nurses, the doctors and the staff who
care for me, that if I am in a state of pain
I will still love people, and whether I live
or die, that I will glorify Christ”. If you
make a prayer request like that you can
see that it’s possible to set the stage for
meaningful counselling. This kind of
counselling takes place at a much deeper
level than usually occurs in Christian fellowship.
How do we get the best out of
counselling?
You need to be honest when you ask

for counsel. Unless you are honest, no
one can help you because no one can read
your mind. I will never forget some
advice that my wife, Nan, and I got before
we were married. A wise, elderly
Christian woman passed on three words
which were extremely important to us,
“No secret gardens.” The Christian life is
meant to be an open life and that means
we need to be candid with each other.
The problem is that people are often
confused about how to be honest. One
can be very candid, and it is nothing
more than complaining about other people! So along with honesty, we also need
to know how to love. The two great commandments are there for a reason. If they
were easy to follow, they wouldn’t be
mentioned so frequently throughout all
Scripture.
Our fundamental problem is that we
do not love God. We are distractible,
head-strong, confused and self-obsessed.
We need to ask the tough question of
ourselves: “Is the living God in fact my
God, or am I merely paying lip-service to
Him?” My answer to that question in
turn affects how I treat other people. My
greatest need is not for someone to make
me feel loved, but to learn how to love. I
don’t love well. God’s actual mercies
address that problem.
In the first years after Nan and I married, I realised I had an instinctive sinful
tendency to withdraw when I had a conflict with her. I pulled back in self-protection. However, love doesn’t withdraw;
love reaches out and moves towards a
person. Over the last 32 years God has,
by His mercy, challenged my self-protective tendency to lookout for my own
interests. I have been led to reach out to
my wife and say, “Forgive me for being
irritated.” Again, if we are clashing over
some issue I might say, “Let’s talk about
it and pray.” I have learned to move away
from my selfish instinct of saying, “If only
she were more loving then I wouldn’t
withdraw.” I now realise that when I
withdraw from her, it’s the result of my
selfishness and a failure of love. Jesus
Christ is a Saviour for a man such as I.
Usually people come to counselling to
make themselves feel better or to fix
their circumstances. They want some
kind of strategy to improve their world
and alter unpleasant feelings. “Change
my husband; give me permission to get a
divorce; give me a medication that will
make my anxiety go away.” God has much
bigger things in mind for us, so the first
big thing in counselling is the agenda:
“Why are we here?”
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How should the grace of the gospel
affect the way that you as counsellor
approach the person in need, the
counselee?
If the gospel is operative in my own
life, that is, if I am repenting of my sins
and taking refuge in Christ in my sorrows, then it absolutely changes the way
that I relate to people. If I have to confront or comfort people it creates gentleness. If I am living within the gospel,
then I need the very thing I am offering
to other people.
The second way the grace of the gospel
shapes counselling is that I must not
despair of anyone. I have hope for everyone. No matter how rebellious, broken,
twisted, hurting, confused and
depressed they may be, the gospel is
about redemption – for them.
A secular therapist who simply believes
in the goodness of another human being
has so much less to offer at this point.
Christians, who believe in human sin and
the curse of death, also know that there is
a redeemer who is in the business of welding together the broken pieces of people’s
lives. This should have a huge effect on a
counsellor’s attitude.
The third thing I’d mention is that
when you climb into counselling ministry, you get into some really dark holes
in people’s lives. Sometimes you come
across such evil, suffering and brokenness, that as an outsider you wonder, “Do
I really want to go in there?” If you do go
there, you’ll get splashed. The pain and
iniquity of a person’s life will splash you.
It is a general truth that sinners will
always play out their sins towards us. We
are just another person in their lives.
Someone who is a manipulator will
manipulate us; someone who is a liar will
lie to you; someone who has a controlling
personality will attempt to control you or
attack you; someone who lives a double
life will try to conceal or feed you disinformation to put you off the scent. In
other words, you will be splashed with
the pain of sin.
If I have to step into a cesspool as a
Christian counsellor, I do not want to
drown in it. I am called by Jesus Christ to
hold on to His hand and then step in.
This gives me hope even when I feel overwhelmed and discouraged and conclude,
from my perspective, that the case is
hopeless and that I cannot help them.
Finally, the gospel reminds us that
counselling must always lead people to
their Redeemer, Jesus Christ. This is how
they experience everlasting and abundant life in the present. Counselling is
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not successful if all we do is give people a
set of tips and strategies that make their
life better.
Is it realistic to expect that
counselees can “leap tall buildings
with a single bound”?
That’s an interesting question. What
we should expect is that people change
their direction. Direction is what the
Bible is about. The important thing is
that people’s lives are moving in a different direction. That is repentance.
Repentance is a turning of direction, but
it doesn’t necessarily mean that a person
“leaps a tall building in a single bound”. I
mean, I have seen people do it. There are
certain kinds of sin where there is no tol-

It doesn’t matter
whether you leap or
crawl. Sometimes people
are not even moving, but
at least they are facing
in the right direction.
erance for any repetition of it. For
instance, a person who is a murderer or
an adulterer does not need to commit
that sin ever again. They can leap that
particular tall building.
However, as Calvin reminds us, life is
an ongoing journey of repentance; he
referred to it as “a race”. The first article
of Luther’s 95 Theses states that, “The
whole life of a Christian is a life of repentance.” When a person is moving away
from his culture and old life to follow
Christ, he is making a very significant
move. The important thing is that he is
headed in the right direction towards
Christ even though he retains some
rough edges in his character.
I think the speed at which people
change is less important than that they
are moving in the right direction. Some
people are slow and some people are
quick in making change. John Calvin had
real pastoral sensitivity here. In his
Institutes, where he deals with the
Christian life, he says that some
Christians leap like gazelles and others
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crawl on their hands and knees. As far as
he is concerned, it doesn’t matter
whether you leap or crawl. Sometimes
people are not even moving, but at least
they are facing in the right direction.
Psalm 88 is such an example. In deep discouragement, nevertheless the psalmist
is facing the right way.
How long should counselling go on
for then?
Counselling lasts our entire lifetime
because we are always growing as disciples. Sometimes the season of counselling is relatively brief. Following a conference 3000 miles from home, a person
comes up to me and we have a 10-minute
talk. Then the counselling moment is
over. A life can be changed in some meaningful way in ten minutes. But such a constructive moment must be part of many
other moments, as Hebrews 3:12-14 says.
Paul’s comments in I Thessalonians
5:14 provide some helpful insights into
pastoral counselling. There he says,
“admonish the unruly, encourage the
faint-hearted, hold on to the weak and be
patient with them all”. I find as a rough
rule of thumb that the “unruly” are people who are engaged in overt sin. You can
usually get to the heart of the issue
pretty quickly with them. If someone is
committing adultery, you don’t need to
spend two years building a relationship
with him before you raise the issue. It’s
unavoidable and you have to deal with it.
If the person has ears to hear, then the
counselling will change them quickly. If
they don’t want to hear, the counselling
will come to an end fairly quickly.
The “faint-hearted” are those who are
fearful, anxious, gloomy, depressed and
pessimistic. In other words, they are
strugglers. I think the faint-hearted are
likely to need a more enduring kind of
counselling than others. Of course, this
doesn’t mean that if you are a pastor you
necessarily have to counsel a person
every week for the next 20 years.
Nevertheless, you will consider a counselling strategy that involves them in a
community of friends or church family
where they can be encouraged almost
daily. Often the faint-hearted are people
who have temperamental tendencies
that don’t change quickly.
“The weak”, I think, are people with
particular limitations. They might be
suffering from a mental disability or have
been victims of an atrocity or a particular
form of trauma that has left them broken. In 1 Corinthians, Paul says that the
less presentable members of the body
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should be protected. Counsellors need to
bear this in mind when they are dealing
with people who are “weak”. Those who
are weak can have a meaningful faith and
can readily respond to God’s word.
The problem with a lot of modern psychotherapy is that it is really directed to
educated, self-aware and affluent people.
However, Paul reminds us that God has
something for everyone, especially the
poor. Usually, the poor tend to get
neglected by counsellors. However, Paul
says that biblical wisdom is for all. I have
always been struck by the fact that peasant women brought their babies to Jesus
and that He received them with tenderness. These women undoubtedly experienced a precarious existence and high
infant mortality. They had many reasons
for anxiety and discouragement. Jesus
ministered to them.
Should pastors, therefore, be
reminding people of the importance
of counselling other people?
Yes, they should. It should be part of
their regular preaching. There is no way a
minister can preach through Ephesians 4
and not have this vision of every member
in the church being involved in a counselling ministry of some sort. Texts like
Ephesians 4:15, 4:25 and 4:29 remind us
that we must be constantly speaking
truth which edifies and strengthens others. A Christian church must be a place
where conversations of candour and consequence occur. We are all meant to be
counselling one another and building
each other up in the truth.
In I Thessalonians 5:14 Paul actually
addresses the whole church and not just
the elders. Every Christian is meant to
counsel and encourage the other members of the body. Then again, we have all
the “one another” phrases in the New
Testament letters where Christians are
exhorted to “speak with”, “greet”,
“admonish”, “encourage”, forgive and
“edify” one another. All these actions
imply some form of word-based ministry
on the part of individual Christians. This
is body life as God intends it. If we desecularise our meaning of the word
“counselling”, it is relevant wisdom
applied to real people in their actual conditions of life.
How can people get started on a
counselling ministry within the
church?
A good place to start is by understanding the rationale and practice of
counselling as we find it in Ephesians 4

and I Thessalonians 5. We can then go on
to consider the Pastoral epistles because
they were all written to the individual
and involve all the elements of counselling. How many times has a pastor
preached from one of these epistles and
never talked about the significance of
one-on-one ministry? Make a study of
Jesus’ conversations, of the questions he
asked, of the way he responded extemporaneously. Much of his ministry was
interactive, two-way conversations not
one-way proclamation.

methods of pastoral care?”
Then you need to think about the
community in which you share God’s
word with others: “What are their needs?
Are there needs internal to our church?
Are there needs in our wider community?
What are they?” Don’t set up a counselling ministry without thinking
through what it will target. The shape of
counselling ministries will vary widely
from culture to culture and even from
church to church in the same culture. Do
we have people with gifts? You have to
aim for something where God has given
you the gifts.
Finally, you need to think about
organising it. “How should we do it? How
do we finance it? How do we staff it? How
do we train and supervise our workers?”
A lot of those earlier questions have got
to be asked before you get to the “how to”
question.

Many churches that
want to start a
counselling ministry
ask the wrong question
first, namely, “How do
we organise it?”

What claim should counselling have
on a minister? Should we all be like
Richard Baxter running around to
every member of our congregation
and holding their hand or what?
It is easy for a pastor’s ministry to
become consumed with preaching and
teaching, with leadership responsibilities
and administration. Those are all good
things but if there is no significant time
for the hands-on cure of souls then
something is wrong. In church history
there have been many good pastors. Few
would have had the same degree of
hands-on involvement that, say, Richard
Baxter, the English Puritan had. You
won’t do ministry the same way Baxter
did, but take him as an inspiration. Make
sure that the cure of souls doesn’t get
squeezed out by other things.
I would be so bold as to say that if you
only preach and never counsel, you are
modelling to the people that the normal
Christian life does not need candid and
open constructive conversation, and that
is a lie. The ministry of the word has its
public aspect, preaching, but it also has
an interpersonal aspect which is handson, house to house. Sadly, many ministers think they have done their job if they
preach faithfully and administer the
sacraments and teach people to have
devotions. All that is good, but it is not
enough. There needs to be one-on–one
ministry of the Word. In my work I meet
lots of people who are suicidal, their marriages are collapsing, they are addicted to
pornography. They need the face-to-face,
hands-on touch of wisdom, as well as the
ap
wisdoms of good preaching.

Read books on issues that lie at the
heart of a lot of personal problems. My
colleague Dr Ed Welch has written some
fine books on the fear of man, addictions
and depression. All his books are helpful
in understanding the struggles we face.
The subjects with which he deals are the
kinds of daily life issues that require a
counselling library of some description.
Then I would suggest some further
guided study. For example, the Christian
Counselling and Educational Foundation
in Philadelphia has a distance education
programme that people in Australia
could access. We have something like 10
courses on counselling available online.
Many churches that want to start a
counselling ministry ask the wrong question first, namely, “How do we organise
it?” That question needs to be asked, but
many other questions come first. For
example, I need to ask myself, “Do I really
understand the dynamics of Christian
life? Do I have an answer to suffering? Do
I really love people?” You see, counselling
is a ministry that goes after broken people
and helps them. And when you help them,
you get splashed with pain and misunderstanding. Then you need to ask, “Do I have
training in a biblical understanding of the
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Slow to anger
Anger can be good, even holy – but usually it isn’t.

Mark Powell

O

ne of the most surprising
things the Bible has to say
about anger is that it is
actually not a sin in and of
itself. The classic proof text in this
particular regard is found in Psalm 4:4
(quoted and further applied by Paul
Ephesians 4:26) “In your anger do not
sin.” So quite clearly it is possible to be
angry and not sin – indeed, we are
commanded to not do so.
Significantly,
the
Scriptures
repeatedly inform us that the Lord
Himself often became angry with His
people (e.g. Ex. 32:10-19; Ezra 5:12; Ps.
95:11). What’s more, when the
Scriptures declare that, “The LORD, the
LORD, the compassionate and gracious
God, (is) slow to anger, abounding in
love and faithfulness…” (Ex. 34:6) it is
good to remember that He still gets
angry – it’s just that He does it with
perfect holiness, self control and, most
of all, patience.
However, the problem arises when we
become angry but then respond in all
kinds of sinful ways, such as using bad
language, physical violence and saying
hurtful or spiteful things. As
descendents of Adam it is something we
have unfortunately all done and also
received from the hands of others.
The Bible has a lot to say about this
particular topic (indeed, in preparing to
write this article I was overwhelmed by
just how much the term appears). I
would summarise it under seven
headings.
First, there is a time to be angry with
holy indignation. As I have already noted
there are many times in Scripture where
the Lord is described as being justified in
becoming angry. Indeed, our present
justification before God is a direct result
of the Lord Jesus taking God’s righteous
anger at our sin upon Himself (Rom.
3:22-26; 1 Thess. 1:9-10; 1 John 2:2)
While here on earth, the Lord Jesus
Himself was often angry with those who
opposed Him. For example, in Mark 3:5
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Being angry in itself is
not a sin. Instead, we
must be careful when
our ire has been raised
that we don’t respond in
sinful ways.
we read that, “He looked around at them
in anger, deeply distressed at their
stubborn hearts…” The clearing of the
temple is another memorable incident
when our Saviour was filled with a holy
and righteous indignation.
Not only did the Lord become angry
but sometimes, empowered by His
Spirit, some of His servants became
angry as well. One notable example in
this regard is Saul when he rescued the
city of Jabesh. In 1 Samuel 11:6 we read,
“When Saul heard their words, the Spirit
of God came upon him in power, and he
burned with anger.” Note the connection
between the Spirit of God and Saul’s
anger. Clearly, Saul was inspired by a
holy, God-given zeal to do what was
right – a zeal which expressed itself in
passionate, white-hot anger!

S

econd, anger needs to be dealt with
constructively. One of the most
insightful pieces of advice I have ever
read on the subject of anger is from the
apostle Paul. Just note the logical flow
in the following couple of verses. “In
your anger do not sin: Do not let the sun
go down while you are still angry, and do
not give the devil a foothold” (Eph. 4:2627). As we already saw earlier, being
angry in and of itself is not a sin.
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Instead, we must be careful when our ire
has been raised that we don’t respond in
sinful ways. What’s more, sometimes
the best thing to do is to say nothing and
to walk away from the situation before
we say or do something that we will later
regret.
However, it is also a mistake to simply
leave it there. Many people think that
dealing with anger means never
speaking to the person again! This is
especially painful when it comes to
relating to brothers and sisters in
church. A “polite hostility” is maintained
but there is never a sincere attempt at
talking through the issues so that both
sides are heard and the situation
resolved.
This is nothing less though than the
strategy and goal of Satan!
For
unresolved anger is like a pebble in your
shoe. If not removed, then it becomes a
painful impediment to life. It gives the
Devil the opportunity to wreak all kinds
of havoc as your personal bitterness
grows and your sincere love for the other
person is quickly destroyed.
Third, a believer’s life should not be
characterised by anger. When I first
started out in ministry an older minister
wrote a stinging attack in a local newspaper about me and the other evangelical minister in our small country town
for not joining in an inter-faith service
after the tragedy of September 11. Full
of (what I believe to be) justified anger I
rang him and proceeded to let him know
exactly what I believed and why. Half
way through the conversation, he interrupted me with the words of James
1:19-20, “My dear brothers, take note of
this: Everyone should be quick to listen,
slow to speak and slow to become angry,
for man’s anger does not bring about the
righteous life that God desires.” I was
greatly rebuked! I still believe I was right
about the issue, but I know I was completely wrong in how I was discussing it.
While there is a time to act like
Phinehas when he slew the Israelite man
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and the Moabite woman during their
immoral act (note especially Num 25:4,
10), most of the time the Lord calls on
his servants to be patient and gentle –
especially with those who oppose Him
(see 2 Tim. 2:24-26). Indeed in 1
Corinthians 13:5 the apostle Paul says
that one of the defining characteristics
about love is that it is “not easily
angered”.
Fourth, controlling one’s anger is an
essential qualification for anyone in
church leadership. One of the explicit
qualifications that the Bible gives for
someone being an overseer of God’s
people is that he “must not be quick
tempered” (Tit. 1:10) nor should he be
“violent, but gentle, not quarrelsome…”
Anyone in ministry can testify to the
frustration and disappointment that
continually arises in dealing with a
myriad of pastoral situations. We live in
a fallen world and, though redeemed,
even the people of God struggle with
sinful desires which wage war against
our souls. Being able to control and
regulate one’s temper is essential when
trying to deal lovingly and helpfully with
brothers and sisters in Christ.

F

ifth, stay away from people who
have an angry disposition lest you
be like them. One piece of parenting
advice that even non-Christians freely
acknowledge is that “bad company
corrupts good character” (1 Cor. 15:33).
The Bible affirms exactly the same
principle especially when it comes to this
topic. For example, “Do not make
friends with a hot-tempered man, do not
associate with one easily angered, or you
may learn his ways and get yourself
ensnared” (Prov. 22:24-25). It is always
wise to be careful when we choose
friends because their character traits
(for better or worse) will soon become
ours.
Sixth, the underlying reason for anger
is prayerlessness. Why do we struggle
with sinful expressions of anger? The

Bible’s answer might well surprise and
even shock you. It is because we fail to
truly entrust ourselves to the Lord,
being expressed particularly through
our prayerlessness! Just consider the
following passage from the book of
James: “What causes fights and quarrels
among you? Don’t they come from your
desires that battle within you? You want
something but don’t get it. You kill and
covet, but you cannot have what you
want. You quarrel and fight. You do not

Why do we struggle with
sinful expressions of
anger? The Bible’s
answer might well
surprise and even
shock you.

have, because you do not ask God. When
you ask, you do not receive, because you
ask with wrong motives, that you may
spend what you get on your pleasures”
(James 4:1-3).
Significantly, the apostle Paul says
much the same thing in 1 Timothy 2:8: “I
want men everywhere to lift up holy
hands in prayer, without anger or
disputing.” In both passages the
underlying issue that the Spirit of God
addresses though is prayerlessness. In
the first passage the precise reason we
are given as to why we get upset is
because we have failed to present our
requests to God. Likewise, in the second
passage Paul says that our disputes will
not be resolved through lifting up our

hands to fight but in lifting up our hands
to ask God to sort it out. A lot of our
pent-up anger is a direct result of our
failure to spend more time with the Lord
in prayer (note in particular the advice of
Psalm 62:8).

S

eventh, ungodly anger has no place in
the Christian life. While, as we have
seen, there is a valid time and place to
express our anger over a particular
incident or situation, the New Testament
challenges us to rid ourselves of all anger
in its sinful and ungodly forms. Consider
the following three verses from the
apostle Paul. “I am afraid that when I
come to you I may not find you as I want
you to be, and you may not find me as you
want me to be. I fear that there may be
quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger,
factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and
disorder” (2 Cor. 12:20). “Get rid of all
bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and
slander, along with every form of malice”
(Eph. 4:31). And then finally, “But now
you must rid yourselves of all such things
as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and
filthy language from your lips.”
In a similar vein the book of Proverbs
says, “A man of knowledge uses words
with restraint, and a man of
understanding is even-tempered.”
Showing self-control and being able to
keep our emotions in check are among
the key characteristics of a godly person.
Clearly, then, the Lord does not want
us to be ruled by sinful expressions of
anger but to live lives that are controlled
and directed by the Holy Spirit. While
there are times when anger is an
appropriate emotional response, we
must be careful to express those feelings
in a way that is pleasing and honoring to
ap
our King.

The Rev. Mark Powell is the
minister of Cornerstone
Presbyterian Church,
Burwood, Sydney.
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Cross purposes
The cross opens up important avenues in counselling.

C. S. Tang

W

hat place does the doctrine of the cross have in
Christian counselling?
Many people fail to see
its significance in the care of people’s
souls, like the university student who
said to me: “I still don’t get the cross…
why can’t the God of the Bible just forgive… like those of other religions?
Surely such a god is a lesser god than
Allah, who forgives those who bow in
penitence before him, and Krishna,
whose followers were taught to pray:
“There I bow down, prostrate and ask
for pardon;
Now forgive me, God, as friend forgives his comrade,
Father forgives son, and man his
dearest lover.”
My answer to her was this: no other
religion takes the holiness of God as seriously as the Bible, and therefore
nowhere else can you find a more terrifying description of the judgement of
God. The God who justifies sinners must
Himself be just in doing so (Rom. 3:26).
Until we begin there with God’s character, we cannot understand the nature of
God’s salvation and its bearing on our
present lives.
However, opposition to the classical
doctrine of the cross comes not only
from other religions and secularists. In
more recent times opposition has surfaced from Christians who describe
themselves as evangelical. Some like
Steve Chalke and Fisher Humphreys
have described penal substitutionary
atonement as a form of “cosmic child
abuse” and “despicable”. Fortunately,
evangelical writers such as J.I. Packer,
Mark Dever, John Piper, David Peterson
and his (former) Oak Hill colleagues
have joined the battle to defend the doctrine of the atonement. They remind us
of its abiding relevance for our acceptance with God and its bearing on our
present struggles.
But how does one’s position on what
Christ has accomplished on the cross

12

If he chose not to be a
church elder, was it
okay to entertain an
extra-marital affair?

affect the way we counsel as Christians.
Throughout more than 20 years in pastoral ministry, I have realised that we
cannot counsel effectively unless it is
done under the shadow of the cross.
A lot of counselling situations involve
one or more of the following: warning
the indifferent against sin, strengthening the weak to grow in holy living, motivating the lukewarm to love and assuring the believer of their salvation.
Let me illustrate what I mean by
counselling under the shadow of the
cross:
First, sin. “John” (not a member of my
church) wanted to have a chat about an
important matter. He said he had been
invited to consider eldership, but he
then toyed with a hypothetical scenario
– if he chose not to be a church elder, was
it okay to entertain an extramarital
affair? I finished my coffee as I allowed
the import of what he said to sink in. I
became aware of how easily I myself can
become blasé with sin in myself if I stray
too far from the cross.
I realised that somewhere along the
line I had to take him to the cross and
explain how it demonstrates God’s
hatred of sin, and His unyielding, holy
nature. If we attempt to undermine the
doctrine of penal substitution, we will
fail to capture the sense of God’s holi-
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ness which confronts us in the Bible.
Without it, an approach to that particular situation would probably have led to
inviting him to consider how his decision would impact upon his family, his
reputation and his own life.
However, the doctrine of the cross
alters how we approach counselling. A
God who demands nothing less than a
substitutionary sacrifice of atonement
for sin is not only incomprehensible in
His love; He is also terrifying in His holiness. Here we have a strong rationale to
avoid sin at all costs. John must abandon his desire to commit adultery. Sin is
no longer simply the cause for one’s failure to reach his full potential in life; sin
was why God poured out His wrath at
the cross.

S

econd, struggle. Sam sent an email
describing his frustration in his
struggle against sin. I encouraged him by
saying that his struggle and fight against
sin is a sign of spiritual health. But his
problem, he said, was that he felt powerless. What has the cross to say about
this? It says a lot.
Horatius Bonar once pointed out that
before a Christian can progress morally,
he must have certainty that his sins have
been completely dealt with. If we ask
why this must be so, the answer of
Romans 8:1-4 would seem to be that
sin’s penalty must be removed before
sin’s power can begin to be broken. As
D.J. Moo comments, “the Spirit can liberate the believer from sin and death
only because in Christ and His cross God
has already ‘condemned’ sin”. So sin no
longer is our master, and we do not need
to heed its call.
Do we believe that sin’s penalty has
been paid at the cross and that sin no
longer has power over us? Sam still talks
to me occasionally about his struggles
against sin. He says he is discovering the
importance of trusting that Christ at the
cross has paid for his sin in full before he
has any strength to fight sin. And he has
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learnt another thing in the process –
when he finds his joy in God, sin loses
much of its allure; and at the same time,
when he resist sins, he discovers a deep
joy that is more satisfying than the pleasure of sin.

T

hird, motivation. Jack is a typical
Generation Y – hates commitment
and loves to keep his options open. In
fact, he and his wife left church a few
years ago because he believed that the
gospel is all about “having a relationship
with Jesus”, and church got in the way of
doing that in “an authentic way”. I think
I can more or less pin-point the week he
decided to leave church – it was after a
sermon where I suggested that Jesus
would have been in church on a Sunday
with God’s people the way it was his custom to be at the synagogue on the
Sabbath (Luke 4:16). But Jack preferred
the freedom of meeting informally with
a couple of good Christian mates whenever it suited them, where they can enjoy
“God’s creation” (golf courses? beaches?
good coffee?).
I met him again a couple of years later
and I saw that the light of idealism no
longer burnt so brightly in his eyes. I
asked him, “What’s the problem?”
He replied, “I struggle to be motivated for anything any more.”
“Like at work or family relationships?” I tentatively asked.
“No… spiritual stuff, you know. Being
a Christian, and having a relationship
with Jesus that’s real, serving Him, stuff
like that…”
“What about the cross,” I asked, “how
do you understand it?”
“Jesus died as my representative, He
won my victory” he said, “I know you’d
say that should inspire me to serve Him,
but I still struggle for motivation.”
“But Jesus did not merely die as your
representative”, I said; “He died also as
your substitute to take God’s wrath.
There’s a difference there. While representation stresses similarities between
Christ and the believer, substitution
stresses dissimilarities. In His representative role, Christ offers to God what we
should have offered; in His substitutionary role, Christ pays a debt that we are in
no position to pay.”
Then I continued: “Your problem is
that you are looking for a hero, a role
model who would inspire you to do good
things. The media constantly supplies us
with inspiration – from reality TV winners to the latest Cinderella Man. What
we need is more than an inspiration; we

need a Lord and Saviour who died in our
place. Now… that’s Jesus. He died
because of his undying commitment to
you. Jack, if God’s giving up his one and
only Son for you is not sufficient motivation, then what is?”
Jack replied: “Strangely I’ve not seen
it from that angle before; long ago I was
given a book written by a liberation theologian who said we should move
beyond the cross to the resurrected

Any conversation that
results in someone
wanting to think more
about the cross is
always a good outcome.

Jesus who is going ahead of us. I can now
see that I need to think more about what
the Bible says about the cross.”
Any conversation that results in
someone wanting to think more about
the cross is always a good outcome.

F

ourth, assurance. “I’ve got to say, it
seems too good to be true sometimes. How can God possibly forgive me
just because I put my faith in Jesus?”
Andrew asked. Andrew is like many
thoughtful Christians who struggle with
assurance of God’s salvation. The notion
of a Judgment Day brings deep anxiety

to them. Sometimes the lack of assurance is the result of indwelling sin; at
other times it reflects our struggle to
believe what God has accomplished
through the cross.
In the case of Andrew, I had the luxury of reading through and explaining
the book of Romans with him in a
weekly Bible study group. We discussed
how our sins were not just “expiated” at
the cross; something more happened –
God’s wrath was “propitiated” or turned
away from Andrew (Romans 3:25). What
about justification? What does it mean
to be justified? If we refuse to give the
word its full scriptural, forensic weight
(as those who hold on to the ‘New
Perspective’ view tend to do), then it
does nothing for our assurance of salvation.
However, once we understand that a
believer is justified in the forensic
sense, the conclusion is absolutely stunning: The judicial verdict, for which one
has to wait until the last judgment
according to Jewish theology, is rendered the moment a person believes
according to Paul; in other words, God
has already pronounced His verdict of
“not guilty” upon us! What we thought
we had to wait for on Judgement Day to
know, we can now be assured of because
of Christ’s death on the cross for those
who believe in Him. That’s what it
means to say “we have been justified”.
Therefore we can have peace with God
because God has made peace with us
(Rom. 5:1). And not just peace, but joy
ap
as well (Rom. 5:2).
C. S. Tang is minister of
Cornerstone Presbyterian
Church that meets at Ryde in
Sydney.
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When atheists believe
The confounding attraction of the Christian worldview

Charles Colson and Catherine Larson

I

n recent years Great Britain’s
chief export to the US has been a
payload of books by atheist
authors such as evolutionary
biologist Richard Dawkins and literary
critic Christopher Hitchens. They
contend that faith is irrational in the
face of modern science. Other
prominent British atheists seem to be
having second thoughts. Is there some
revival sweeping England? No; they are
examining
the
rationality
of
Christianity, the very beliefs Dawkins
and others are so profitably engaging,
but are coming to opposite conclusions.
Well-known scholar Antony Flew was
the first, saying he had to go “where the
evidence [led]”. Evolutionary theory, he
concluded,
has
no
reasonable
explanation for the origin of life. When I
met Flew in Oxford, he told me that
while he had not come to believe in the
biblical God, he had concluded that
atheism is not logically sustainable.
More recently, A. N. Wilson, once
thought to be the next C. S. Lewis who
then renounced his faith and spent years
mocking Christianity, returned to faith.
The reason, he said in an interview with
New Statesman, was that atheists “are
missing out on some very basic
experiences of life”. Listening to Bach
and reading the works of religious
authors, he realised that their worldview
or “perception of life was deeper, wiser,
and more rounded than my own”.
He noticed that the people who insist
we are “simply anthropoid apes” cannot
account for things as basic as language,
love, and music. That, along with the
“even stronger argument” of how the
“Christian faith transforms individual
lives”, convinced Wilson that “the
religion of the incarnation … is simply
true”.
Likewise, Matthew Parris, another
well-known British atheist, made the
mistake of visiting Christian aid workers
in Malawi, where he saw the power of
the gospel transforming them and

14

All of them concluded
that the Bible speaks
most accurately to the
human condition – the
very definition of a
rational choice.
others. Concerned with what he saw, he
wrote that it “confounds my ideological
beliefs, stubbornly refuses to fit my
worldview, and has embarrassed my
growing belief that there is no God”.
While Parris is unwilling to follow where
his observations lead, he is obviously
wrestling with how Christianity makes
better sense of the world than other
worldviews.
Could this signal a trend? Well, not
yet. But it does illustrate something I
have been teaching for years: Faith and
reason are not enemies. We are given
reason as a gift. And while we can’t
reason our way to God (only the power
of God can transform fallen men — I’ve
seen that in prisons for over 32 years), I
have long believed that Christianity is
the most rational explanation of reality.
And that fact, winsomely explained, can
powerfully influence thinking people to
consider Christ’s claims.

A

strong empirical case can be made
to show that Christianity is the only
rational explanation of life. For the past
six years, I’ve been teaching students in
the Centurions Program to draw a grid
listing the four basic questions that
most people ask about life: Where did I
come from? What’s my purpose? Why is
there sin and suffering? Is redemption
possible? Then, on the other side of the
matrix, we list the various philosophies
and prominent world religions. By
examining how each view answers the
four questions, we can determine which
worldviews conform to the way things
really are. This is the correspondence
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theory of truth — a thoroughly rational
test.
Students quickly see that only
Christianity teaches that humans are
created in the image of God, thus
protecting their dignity. It’s no coincidence
that Christians have waged most of the
great human rights campaigns.
Or take the question of sin. If people
are good, as French political philosopher
Rousseau argued, problems can be
solved by creating a utopian state. Yet all
of history’s utopian schemes have ended
in tyranny. Meanwhile, Eastern religions
see life as an endless cycle of suffering.
There’s no way for sin to be forgiven.
And grace is an unknown concept in
Islam.
This is nothing particularly novel. A
long history of prominent atheists,
interestingly concentrated in Britain,
have traveled back to faith. These
doubters began to examine the
rationality of Christianity’s claims.
Whether in the Victorian era, with
Thomas Cooper, George Sexton, and
Joseph Barker, or in the 20th century,
with T. S. Eliot, Graham Greene, and C.
S. Lewis, all of them concluded that the
Bible speaks most accurately to the
human condition—the very definition
of a rational choice. It is rational to
choose the worldview that provides the
best choice for living, consistent with
the way life works.
What does this tell us? People today
have a caricatured view of Christians,
seeing us as followers, often hypocritical
and judgmental, of an outdated book of
mere illusions. But if we can explain why
Christianity is so reasonable, our faith
becomes a very winsome proposition,
which will at least open the mind, if not
ap
the heart, of many a doubter.
Charles Colson is founder of
Prison Fellowship. This article
is republished from
Christianity Today.
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Godly leadership
20 daily Bible studies in 2 Corinthians 1-7, 10-13*

A

lthough we cannot be certain, there is strong
evidence to suggest that “2 Corinthians” is Paul’s
fourth letter to the Church at Corinth, the first
and third now being lost. In 1 Corinthians 5:9 he
had referred to a letter previous to that, and in 2
Corinthians 2:4 and 7:8-12 he refers to a “painful” letter
which could have been our “1 Corinthians”, thus making
three in all. However, while some of the matters alluded to
in 2 Corinthians relate easily to 1 Corinthians, not all do,
requiring there to be another lost letter written between the
two we have today as part of the canon of Scripture.
This letter was written to deal with a very tricky conflict
situation that had developed among the leadership of the
church at Corinth, a situation that had the potential to cause
untold damage to relationships among Christians, and
therefore to the very cause of the gospel.
In this regard it has great relevance to the church today.
We all need to lift our game in the way we relate to each
other if we expect to impact a world that is developing its
communication facilities exponentially, but going
backwards at almost the same rate in relational skills.
Conversely, what a great opportunity we have to give the
sort of leadership in this area that our society so desperately
needs. We see Paul here as an excellent role model, not only
in conflict resolution, but also in putting all our difficulties
in the context of heaven, eternity, and the sovereign
purposes of God in Christ.
*Notes on Chapters 8 & 9 appeared in the November 2003 issue
of AP.

Bruce Christian is a former
Moderator-General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.
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DAY 1
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 1:1-11
THE POINT We live in a world groaning under the effect of
Man’s rebellion (cf Gen. 3:17-19, Rom. 8:20-25). Because God
Himself, in Christ, bore the brunt of this curse on the cross
with all its pain and suffering, He is able to comfort us in a
meaningful way (cf Heb. 2:10-11, 17-18; 4:15-16). It is in this
light that we are to understand our own suffering today as we
serve God in this broken-but-being-mended world: God’s comforting of us only has currency in the context of suffering, but
this in turn equips us to comfort others who are suffering, and
the whole process enhances our mutual spiritual growth (cf
Rom. 5:1-5; 8:28)!
THE PARTICULARS
• In writing to the churches Paul reminded them of his divine

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 1:12-24
THE POINT For reasons not altogether clear a real tension
had developed in Paul’s relationship to the band of believers in
Corinth. Some were feeling hurt and offended, intentions and
motives were being misunderstood, accusations were being
made and rumours being spread, people were behaving in an
un-Christlike way, ... pretty much like the Church in every age,
including our own! We all have much to learn from how Paul
handled this situation as he spoke the truth in love, continually seeing everything in the context of what God our Father
has done for us in Christ.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul made sure that, by God’s grace, his behaviour was always

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 2:1-11
THE POINT Here we have an incisive insight into the secret
of Paul’s godly leadership. He balances sensitively firmness and
love, tears and joy, admonition and encouragement, correction
and forgiveness, challenge and comfort – and he sees it all
against the backdrop of the hope we have in Christ as we
engage in spiritual warfare against Satan and his stratagem to
use our personal conflicts to bring us down, to destroy the
unity and harmony of the Church.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul’s purpose in writing was to bring about a genuine healing of his relationship with the Church in Corinth. Although
all his previous visits and correspondence had caused unrest

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 2:12-17
THE POINT Paul is overwhelmed by the responsibility God
has laid upon us making our lives – how we behave as His
redeemed people – the proof to a watching world of the power
of His saving grace. Just as in a Roman triumphal march the
smell of incense burning to the gods who had so blessed the
troops was pleasant to the victors but a stench to the condemned captives, so God uses our lives both to encourage
believers and to condemn unbelievers. Central to all this is the
upholding of the truth of God’s Word.
THE PARTICULARS
• We need to scroll down to 7:5-7 to appreciate fully what Paul
means by “thanks be to God” here. He had to remain flexible

16
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Life wasn’t meant to be easy.
commission as one sent by Jesus Christ (God’s
Saviour/Messiah) Himself. He associated others (here
Timothy) with him in his work, and expected his letters to
have as wide a readership as possible and to be a real source of
God’s blessing to them (1-2).
• The great blessing that suffering brings can only be known
fully in the experiencing of it – let us praise the God of comfort (3-7)!
• Life is tough; God hears and answers prayer – and saves (811)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Have you found Paul’s secret, and God’s purpose, in suffering?

Getting things in perspective.
regulated by sincere godliness and not by his fallen nature; all
his communications were transparent so as to be found without guile on the day of Christ when everything is revealed (1214).
• There is no uncertainty in the gospel of God’s grace, His eternal Plan to save all His Elect by the death of His Son; as a servant of this gospel Paul took all his own plans very seriously,
but had to allow his sovereign Lord to overrule and alter them
(15-20).
• God knows what’s best for His people (21-24, cf Rom. 8:28).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What is the motivating force in all your planning and relating?

Tough love.
and even hurt, the Corinthians needed to see that all this was
a necessary part of the healing process, and that simply
“sweeping it under the carpet” would not lead to long-term
reconciliation. The grief he caused by speaking out against sin
only ever had in view the gladness that comes from genuine
repentance and forgiveness; it is only through this painful
process that true love matures (1-4).
• No sin is private – it affects the whole community; yet it can
be a good opportunity for expressing love and forgiveness,
provided we don’t let Satan use it as an opportunity for mischief (5-11)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you deal with conflict in a godly way for spiritual growth?

Scent on a vital mission.
to God’s leading as different opportunities arose to preach the
gospel, first at Troas, then across to Macedonia, but in all this
he was burdened with an uneasy feeling about the
Corinthians’ reaction to his “tough love”. Then, at last, in
God’s providence, he did meet up with Titus in Macedonia and
was grateful to hear his encouraging report of how things were
going (12-14a).
• Christ won the victory for us: our lives should bring all honour to Him. The question in 16b is answered in 3:5-6 (14b-17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is every part of your life and witness a clear testimony to
God’s redeeming grace? What effect do you have on unbelievers?

b i b l e

Living letters, or dead letter?.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

2 CORINTHIANS 3:1-6

THE POINT What Paul is describing here is the fulfilment of
the prophecy of Ezekiel 36:24-37:14, hearts renewed by the
power of the Spirit.
THE PARTICULARS
• In later chapters (10-13) Paul will go to some lengths to
defend the authenticity of his ministry against the false teachers in Corinth who are undermining it. At this point he simply
refers his readers to the clear, living proof of his credentials
written deeply in the changed lives of the Corinthian Church.
What Christ has done in their hearts through the work of His
Spirit is far better than any written reference anyone could
produce, and far more open to public scrutiny. Paul preached

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 3:7-18
THE POINT The Gospel of Christ is not just a development
of the OT Law, it is a complete superseding of it. Failure to
recognise this leaves Jewish people in bondage to the Law and
blind to the Gospel.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul identifies three points of contrast between the Law
(God’s written revelation of Himself and His purposes through
Moses) and the Gospel (God’s self-revelation through the person and work of His Son, Jesus): one brings death because its
demands cannot be met by sinful man, and the other brings
life through the Spirit; one condemns because it declares us
guilty, and the other supplies the righteousness we need to

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 4:1-6
THE POINT According to verse 6, true spiritual conversion –
ie being born again of the Spirit of God (John 3:3), becoming a
new creation in Christ (5:17) – involves an energy transformation equivalent to God’s creation of matter out of nothing
(Genesis 1:3 – “light” is electromagnetic energy which is the
essence of all that exists in the physical universe, according to
Einstein’s famous E=mC2). This is a mind-boggling statement
– and is what gives Paul the confidence to declare God’s truth
forthrightly and unashamedly regardless of how people
respond. Our sovereign God brought us “out of darkness into
His wonderful light” (cf 1 Peter 2:9); He has therefore shown
that nothing is impossible to Him, and He will surely succeed

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 4:7-12
THE POINT There is an amazing contrast between what we
are, what God has made us in Christ, and how the world usually perceives us. In verse 6 we saw what an awesome “treasure” our salvation in Christ is – having in our hearts, the
essence of our being and life, “the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Christ”; in verse 7 Paul brings us
crashing back to earth again: “but we have this treasure in jars
of clay”! It would be nice if our “conversion package” equipped
us with a permanent aura similar to the one Moses had when
he came down from Mt Sinai with the Law (cf 3:13; Exodus
34:29-35), but, sadly, it doesn’t. Instead, we struggle on, battle-weary losers – but for a reason ...

the gospel truthfully and faithfully, and the Holy Spirit applied
the saving power of Christ’s atoning work to the hearts of
believers (1-3).
• Paul’s competence and confidence are in God alone through
the ministry of Christ to His Church; and all to His glory alone
(4-5).
• The old covenant God made with His chosen people through
the ministry of Moses was very much tied to a written code of
laws and regulations: it gave instructions, demanded obedience, but lacked any of the needed enabling power. A new
covenant was needed that would instil life and obedience (6; cf
Romans 8:3).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you living under the new covenant or the old? Evidence?

Law and Gospel.
stand before God; one could only ever be a temporary expedient, the other stands as a lasting reality. So if God had
endowed the Law with such great glory, how much greater is
the glory of the Gospel (7-11)!
• Paul sees the veil Moses had to wear, to protect the people
from the intensity of the LORD’s glory in the Law (Exodus
34:29), as a symbol of their spiritual blindness that persistently prevented them from recognising the Gospel in their
Scriptures; and he sees Christ as the key to removing this veil,
liberating us to be made new in Him and enter into the glory
of God’s presence (12-18).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you see the radiant glory of Christ in every part of the OT?

Spiritual E=mC2.
in bringing all His Elect to Himself in Christ.

THE PARTICULARS
• Salvation is God’s work; we have no reason to lose heart (1).
• We never need to apologise for God’s Word; its truth has its
own power to achieve all God’s purposes (2; cf Isaiah 55:11).
• The innate spiritual blindness of everyone is a reality. Satan
is “the god of this age” and only God in Christ can open our
blind eyes. It is Jesus who is Lord – our task is to serve Him,
reflect His life in ours, and point others to Him; He does the
rest (3-5)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Does your perspective on Gospel ministry align with Paul’s?

Treasure in clay pots.
THE PARTICULARS
• When things are going well, and we are on a spiritual “high”,
in spite of what we protest to the contrary we are not very
good at giving God all the glory – we too readily enjoy basking
in a bit of it ourselves. That’s why we remain fragile “clay
pots” for the whole of our earthly pilgrimage, to make quite
clear where the source of our justification/sanctification lies
(7, 10-11).
• Our present troubles as Christians are never terminal, just
part of the process God is using to keep the perspective right
(8-9).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How are you using your difficulties to encourage others (12)?
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DAY 9
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 4:13-18
THE POINT The psalmist in Psalm 116 reflects on just how
hopeless are his circumstances; but as he trusts in God’s mercy
and His power to save he is able to rejoice. More than that, he
can acknowledge his struggles openly and publicly since he
firmly believes that God has all this in His safe hands. He is
distressed that all the people around him, working only from a
worldly perspective, can’t see this. The way they see the picture is so deceptive he sees them as “liars”! His declaration in
verse 10 serves Paul’s purposes very well. Because of what is
happening to him it may appear to the world that Christ’s
Church is a lost cause; but the apostle knows better: he
believes what God has declared in His Gospel and in raising

DAY 1 0
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 5:1-10
THE POINT As I write these notes my 98 year old mother-inlaw is “getting dressed” for heaven. She is a faithful follower of
Jesus, trusting in His blood alone for her salvation, and for the
last 5 years she has been longing to be with Him as her
“earthly tent” has been slowly falling apart. What a wonderful
comfort this passage of Scripture is to her. Paul is addressing
the Greek belief that the body is evil and that at death the soul
is set free from it and goes into the next world in a “naked”
state. Jesus’ own resurrection proves the fallacy of this view,
pointing us to the real hope and expectation of a new heavenly
body, different from, but having continuity with, our present,
God-given and therefore basically good, earthly body (cf 1

DAY 1 1
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 5:11-6:2
THE POINT Here is the heart of life’s purpose: In Christ,
God has enacted a “new creation”, and individual believers are
instances of this new creation in Him; it then becomes the
task of these individual believers to declare this Good News to
a decaying world, to exemplify by their lives what citizenship
in this new creation looks like, and to be ambassadors for
Christ in/to the world.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul sees it as axiomatic that believing (fearing the Lord)
leads to witnessing (persuading men); the implication is that if
we’re not engaged in the latter the former might even be in
doubt (11a).

DAY 1 2
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 6:3-13
THE POINT Yet again Paul bares his soul to his spiritual family in Corinth. He openly declares his willingness to put up
with anything for their welfare, using whatever resources are
available to him; but what concerns him is an underlying suspicion that his love and devotion aren’t reciprocated – it is perhaps a bit one-sided.
THE PARTICULARS
• In everything Paul is conscious of the effect his behaviour
might have on others (3; cf 1 Corinthians 10:23-33; Romans
14:1-23).
• As God’s servants we must be prepared to endure whatever
hardships He brings into our lives – He knows what is best (45).

18
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Seen and unseen.
Jesus from the dead, and therefore he is prepared to continue
to speak out boldly about things “unseen”.

THE PARTICULARS
• Paul has very little concern about the relatively insignificant
trials he faces every day – his eyes are focussed with an eternal
perspective. Jesus’ bodily resurrection guarantees the resurrection of God’s redeemed community to life in His presence
(14) .
• Rejoicing in the certainty of our hope, and daily experiencing
inward spiritual renewal from God, encourages others (15-18).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How can you best encourage other believers not to lose
heart?

The resurrection of the body.
Corinthians 15:35-57). In the light of this we are to live as
those required to give account of our lives.

THE PARTICULARS
• Like Moses’ wilderness Tabernacle, our earthly body serves
only as a temporary covering as we struggle with the ills of
this sin-infected world. Our real, more permanent covering is
our heavenly body, our home for eternity in God’s presence (14).
• All this is within God’s planned purposes. The reality we will
see is heaven, so here we live only by faith (cf 4:18), longing
for heaven, but with the Holy Spirit as our security deposit (58).
• All this should inspire us to live lives suited to heaven (9-10).

Ambassadors for Christ.
• The implications of Christ’s death and resurrection are that,
regardless of what other people might think, and regardless of
“outward success” or otherwise, all those for whom Christ died
are obligated to die to self and live only for Him (11b-15, 1820).
• God became a man in Christ. During His earthly ministry it
was simple to see His kingdom work just in terms of this
world, but this option is no longer available, and by the same
token we can only see ourselves now as citizens of the new creation (16-17).
• There is much urgency associated with Gospel response (6:1-2).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is your doctrine of the atonement consistent with verse 21?

Our Church family.
• As Christ’s soldiers, and in the power of the Holy Spirit, we
are to wield with both hands the “weapons of righteousness”:
purity, spiritual knowledge and understanding, patience and
kindness, genuine selfless love, and honesty in all we say (6-7).
• Part of our living “by faith, not by sight” (5:7) is accepting
that God uses everything to achieve His eternal purposes,
even if His providence seems confusing to us as well as to the
world (8-10).
• The Church is a family, and transparency and genuine affection should be noticeable characteristics of our fellowship (1113).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is misunderstanding ever a cause of tension in your fellowship?

b i b l e

s t u d y
No compromise.

DAY 1 3
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 6:14-7:1
THE POINT God calls us to be His holy (ie set apart for Him)
people. This involves putting up a concerted fight against sin
in our lives; but it also involves making a continuous decision
not to allow ourselves to become so enmeshed in the world,
even out of a real desire to be “salt and light”, that we find ourselves trying to serve two masters (cf Matthew 6:24).
THE PARTICULARS
• The psalms frequently draw a sharp contrast between the
righteous and the wicked (eg the template laid down for this in
Psalm 1), and the book of Proverbs deals similarly with the
wise man and the fool. Being formed into a “new creation” in
Christ (5:17) renders us totally incompatible with the unregen-

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Look at Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 5:9-11. How can
we keep in touch with the world in a meaningful way that
ensures ongoing opportunities for witness without becoming
“unequally yoked with unbelievers”? What pitfalls must we
avoid in this? What particular relationships might involve our
being “yoked”?

Godly sorrow brings repentance.

DAY 1 4
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 7:2-16
THE POINT Human relationships are all affected by the Fall.
Sin causes us to focus on ourselves instead of on God, and if
we are all doing this, wanting to be God and run the world our
way, clashes are inevitable and usually destructive. Sadly, even
in our Christian fellowship, where everyone is a “new creation”
justified fully in Christ, there is enough of our old nature left
during the drawn-out sanctification process for these tensions
still to arise. But the secret is in how we handle them – and
even this becomes part of the Holy Spirit’s toolkit! There is
much for us to learn from Paul about this here – through godly
sorrow and repentance.
THE PARTICULARS
• We note the key aspects of Paul’s methodology as a good pas-

tor:
– he was sensitive to the effect his actions had on others;
– he openly expressed his genuine commitment of love
towards those with whom he differed and whom he felt it necessary to admonish, even being positive in his praise of them;
– he was gentle, patient and forbearing (cf Philippians 4:5),
and did not react defensively to try to justify his actions;
– he saw God’s sovereign purposes in whatever happened;
– he anticipated, and subsequently celebrated, a good outcome.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you usually deal with conflict firmly but gently as Paul
did?

Same world, different ways.

DAY 1 5
THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 10:1-18
THE POINT Because its mission is to be worked out in a
fallen world, and because it consists of work-in-progress people, the Church too easily loses its “new creation” perspective.
We try to fight the world’s evils with the world’s arsenal; we
enter into debate using a worldview that ignores God’s existence; we assess motives and outcomes using human standards of measurement; we take pride in outward appearances
of success. We sense a measure of frustration in Paul’s tone as
he brings his letter to a conclusion. Up to this point he has
bent over backwards to be accommodating and gentle with his
“children”; now he wants to leave the “factious few” (?) in no
doubt as to their obligation to stop being worldly and to

acknowledge his spiritual authority.

THE PARTICULARS
• Paul set a good example of meekness: not weakness, but
strength under the control of God’s loving, gracious Holy
Spirit (1-4).
• Paul’s authority derives from that of Christ Himself (5-6).
• Paul sought to reflect Christ in everything he did, balancing
the tension between justice and mercy. “Tough love” is a distinctly Christian trait: worldly wisdom never gets this balance
(7-18).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What part does pride play in conflict that arises in the
Church?

Beware of imitation.

DAY 1 6
THE PASSAGE

erate (14-15).
• Paul quotes a few commonly occurring OT themes from the
Law and the Prophets to emphasise the need for us to be holy
(16-18).
• A failure to strive for holiness shows disrespect for God (7:1).

2 CORINTHIANS 11:1-15

THE POINT It is clear from both the Corinthian letters available to us that one of the biggest problems Paul had with the
Church there was their focus on outward appearances, on
seeking to impress the world, on championing the more
“charismatic” personality (eg 1 Corinthians 1:18-2:5; 3:1-23;
and this letter’s general tenor). On this basis, Paul wasn’t up
there with the best, so, reluctantly, he is forced to “sell” himself to them. God’s chosen vessels aren’t usually the world’s
choice; this is probably what Jesus meant by “the first shall be
last, and the last first”. Sadly, the Church since has too readily
slipped back into the Corinthian mould!

THE PARTICULARS
• Just as poor Jacob was tricked into marrying the wrong wife
(Genesis (29:20-25), the Corinthians were in grave danger of
waking up as the bride of the wrong “Jesus” because of a counterfeit gospel being preached by false apostles(1-4, 13-15).
• A difficulty with being “clay jars” so that God might receive
all the glory (4:7) is that the world is less attracted to a message that is being delivered by a poor, unimpressive messenger! Nevertheless, Paul stays faithful to God’s methodology
(5-12)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are we careful enough today in discerning in the life of the
Church if Satan might be masquerading as an angel of light?
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THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 11:16-33
THE POINT Because of the Corinthians’ gullibility, Paul is
forced to adopt their unsanctified worldview in order to make
his point. He is clearly not comfortable with this, but is so
concerned for their spiritual welfare that he is prepared to use
whatever device he can to get his point across, even if that
means foolish boasting!
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul uses a very clever syllogism to attract the attention of
the Corinthian Christians: fools boast about themselves; in
their eyes Paul is a fool; therefore it is OK for him to boast (1621)!
• Ironically, by adopting worldly “wisdom” the Corinthians
were too readily exploited (20; cf 1 Cor. 1:18-25; Luke 16:8).

THE PASSAGE
2 CORINTHIANS 12:1-10
THE POINT There are subtle but strong influences at work
throughout the Church today not unlike the errors that were
causing so much harm among the Corinthian believers.
Referred to variously as “prosperity” or “health-and-wealth”
or “name-it-and-claim-it” theology, the idea is that to those
who have enough faith God will always give blessing in the
form of physical wellbeing and material prosperity. Paul now
gives two very good reasons why faithful Christians suffer,
thus warning us against this error.
THE PARTICULARS
• The Lord had blessed him with a quite amazing supernatural
experience 14 years earlier, but Paul refers to it only in the 3rd
person to minimise accusations of boasting (1-6). In spite of

our attempts to “give God the glory” we usually have less success in crucifying our conceit, so the first reason Christians
suffer with physical ailments and weaknesses is to help us in
this task (7)!
• Job provides a good background for our understanding verse
7.
• The second reason our finest plans often go awry is so God’s
grace, power and strength might be highlighted against the
back-drop of our own frailty, inadequacy and failure (8-10; cf
4:7).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Can you happily accept humiliation and failure in your work
for Christ if the end result is greater glory and honour for
Him?

Dealing with Dissent 101.

DAY 1 9
2 CORINTHIANS 12:11-21

THE POINT We have seen, and continue to see, how deep
and great is Paul’s anguish over his relationship with the
Church in Corinth. In the providence of God we benefit from
this because of the wealth of spiritual insight we gain from his
correspondence with them. Conflict in the Church is never
easy to deal with, and sadly, we too often handle it badly and
make things even worse. At this point in his letter Paul is
acutely aware of this danger and does all he can to avert it. His
skills as a spiritual leader and pastor are seen again in the way
he balances sternness and firmness on the one hand with gentleness, love and flexibility on the other.

THE PARTICULARS
• Sadly, having accepted, to this point, no money directly from
the Corinthians, Paul then had to clear himself of the
rumoured charge that he had received “third party” payments
(16-18)!
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Make a note of all Paul’s strong statements admonishing the
Corinthians for their demeanour. How does he temper his
harsh admonition with gentleness? What use does he make of
irony and humour? How does he go about getting them to
realise the things they must work at to achieve meaningful
conciliation? How does he balance self-effacement with the
need to confirm his apostolic credentials without lessening the
impact of either?

A pastor’s heart.

DAY 2 0
2 CORINTHIANS 13:1-14

THE POINT Paul has now positioned himself to be able to
drive home the main point of his letter most effectively.
Without his careful, laborious pleading in what has gone
before, and the straight speaking of this chapter, his third visit
would only serve to exacerbate the problem rather than bring
healing; but now he draws a comparison between the fact that
Christ “was crucified in weakness, yet He lives by God’s power”
and his own “weak” showing among them and his intended
“powerful” visit. In that context, his final “benediction”, a
desire for an ongoing happy relationship with them, and his
plea for unity, are most sincere.
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• Paul uses his strong Hebrew heritage to support his claim to
be listened to from a worldly perspective (22; cf Phil. 3:4-6).
• Persecution was so severe in the early centuries of the Church
that it easily became seen as a badge of true spirituality (2328).
• Paul’s earnest prayerful concern for all the churches that were
growing up is an example, and challenge, to our prayer life
(28).
• Paul the pastor not only felt great sympathy with all who
were suffering but great indignation when some were led
astray (29).
• Even God’s plan to get Paul out of Damascus (Acts 9:25)
would be seen by the world as a cowardly act of weakness (3033).

Paul’s “thorn”.

DAY 1 8

THE PASSAGE

Y

Paul the Pastor.

DAY 1 7

THE PASSAGE

sS tT u Ud yD
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THE PARTICULARS
• Paul aims to stop the damaging rumour-mongering by requiring that accusations be verified by independent witnesses (1).
• Profession of faith in Christ needs to be taken seriously: yes,
it is about love, acceptance and forgiveness, but it is also about
truth, sincerity and discipline; it is not only about weakness
and humility, but about power and apostolic authority (2-10).
• The Triune God’s Church should reflect His character (1114).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Does the Church today need to be more active in pursuing
love, unity, forgiveness, reconciliation, holiness, etc, in its
ranks?

n e w s

news
Wright to write

L

eading New Testament scholar N. T.
Wright, 61, will retire after seven years
as the Bishop of Durham on August 31.
He will take a chair in New Testament
and Early Christianity at St Andrew’s
in Scotland.
“This has been the hardest decision of
my life,” Wright said in a statement. “But
my continuing vocation to be a writer,
teacher and broadcaster, for the benefit
(I hope) of the wider world and church,
has been increasingly difficult to
combine with the complex demands and
duties of a diocesan bishop. I am very
sad about this, but the choice has
become increasingly clear.”
Wright’s recent books include
Surprised by Hope, Simply Christian, and
Justification: God’s Plan & Paul’s Vision.
Wright has worked in the past at
Cambridge, McGill (Montreal) and
Oxford Universities before holding
church appointments. “Tom Wright
ranks among the most distinguished
New Testament scholars in the world,
and his profile as a churchman, writer
and
communicator
is
simply
outstanding,” said St Andrew’s Head of
School, Ivor Davidson.

Methodists to merge?

The Methodist Church in Britain is
prepared to be absorbed by the Church
of England if that is the price of unity,
according to the country’s most senior
Methodist. The Rev. David Gamble,
president
of
the
Methodist
Conference, told the General Synod
of the Church of England, meeting at
Church House, Westminster: “We are
prepared to go out of existence, not
because we are declining or failing in
mission, but for the sake of mission.”
Methodists were “prepared to be
changed and even to cease having a separate existence as a Church” if that
served the needs of the Kingdom of God.
The Church of England and
Methodists have been flirting with reconciliation ever since their divorce two
centuries ago. Formal talks between the
two churches began in the 1960s, but an
attempt in 1972 at full unity failed at the
last hurdle because Anglo-Catholics

were opposed. It took a generation for
the Methodists to recover from the
humiliation of being rejected after voting for a reunion.
Now, with only 265,000 members
and heading towards extinction within a
few generations, they are willing to try
again. Yet the Church of England is also
facing steady decline, having barely
960,000 monthly worshippers, and the
Methodists have a strong hand. The
Methodist Church owns prime real
estate such as Westminster Central Hall.
A condition of unity will be keeping
the name Methodist in some form.
The Times

Rights decision gets tick

T
he Australian Christian Lobby
has welcomed the Federal Government’s
decision not to proceed with a proposed
charter of rights which it says would
have handed unelected judges unprecedented power in Australia over moral
and social policy while doing little to
actually benefit human rights.
ACL managing director Jim Wallace
said that the Government’s decision
shows that they have listened to the genuine and valid concerns of a wide cross
section of the Christian community on
this issue, as well as the concerns of former governors general, High Court
judges, retired generals and prominent
politicians on both sides of politics,
among others.
“Christians care deeply about the
need to uphold human rights, particularly the rights of the most vulnerable,”
Mr Wallace said. “This issue was never
about whether human rights should be
protected, but how best to protect them.
“While no system is perfect,
Australia’s free press, parliamentary
democracy, common law and independent judiciary have helped ensure
Australia’s human rights record is the
envy of people all over the world. Let’s
now build on that record to ensure that
vulnerable people aren’t falling through
the cracks.”

Iraqi Christians flee

T
he United Nations humanitarian
arm, the Office for the Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs, has
reported that 4320 Iraqi Christians have
been displaced following recent unrest
in the northern city of Mosul in Iraq.
The UN noted that there are protection concerns for the Christian families

remaining in Mosul, including unconfirmed reports that they are confined to
their homes out of fear for their safety,
the story said. “In addition, Christian
university students are reportedly not
attending classes and workers are not
attending their places of work.”
In October 2008, more than 12,000
Christians fled Mosul, Iraq’s second
largest city, following an upsurge in
attacks, threats and intimidation.
Deadly attacks against Christians in the
city occurred again last December.
Assist

Muslims help build church

M
uslims in the troubled region of
Darfur and elsewhere in Sudan are working with Christians to build a church in
the south of the country, as a symbol of
peace, gratitude and solidarity.
The members of the Darfur Students
Association at the University of Juba
have said they wish to express gratitude
to Lopez Lomong, the Sudan-born
Catholic athlete who carried the US flag
at the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony and who has publicly urged China
to pressure the Sudanese government
into ending the conflict in Darfur.
Some 200 Muslims have volunteered
to build the Roman Catholic church in
Kimotong, Southern Sudan, Lomong’s
home village.
Ekklesia

Mother jailed with child

Ias nyetwhatanother
many Pakistan Christians sees
abuse of the country’s
controversial blasphemy laws, Rubina
Amjad, a Pakistan Christian mother of
three has been charged under Pakistan’s
disputed blasphemy laws and sent to jail
with her young son.
Nasir Saeed, director of the Centre
for Legal Aid, Assistance and
Settlement UK, said she allegedly made
derogatory remarks against Prophet
Mohammed on March 21, 2010.
The trouble began for the mother of
three young children aged one to four
years when she found that the ghee (a
basic cooking food) she had bought from
her Muslim neighbour Samina had been
adulterated with something. When she
asked for a refund she was told that as a
Christian she had polluted it.
Rubina has been sent to jail with her
one-year-old son, while the rest of her
family has gone into hiding.
Assist
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Hindus in scare campaign

High-rise

D

F
or the first time in the history of the
East Lisu people of Yunnan Province

ue in part to intimidation of witnesses in Kandhamal district, a judge
has granted a change of venue for the
trial of men accused of gang-raping a
nun during anti-Christian attacks in
Orissa, India, in 2008.
After a series of trials in which murder suspects in the 2008 Kandhamal district violence have gone free as Hindu
extremist threats have kept witnesses
from testifying, a six-year-old girl has
identified a powerful local politician as
the man who killed her father. In testimony at Fast Track Court No. 1 on
March 14, Lipsa Nayak of Kandhamal
identified Manoj Pradhan, a member
of the Legislative Assembly of
Orissa, as the man who cut and burned
her father to death when Hindu extremists attacked Christians.

Spreading the Word

A
new association of Christian broadcasters has been formed in Indonesia
after Christian communicators from
across the Asia Pacific region gathered
there to discuss the value and importance of an association to provide
greater strength and effectiveness in
proclaiming the gospel in the largest
Muslim country in the world.
International broadcasters often
assist their counterparts in Indonesia,
helping to train and encourage Christian
broadcasters in this fourth most populous nation in the world.
Dr Ron Harris, senior vice president
for strategic partnership of the
National Religious Broadcasters
Association in the US, who spoke at the
gathering, said: “I was impressed with
the dedication of these broadcasters,
their deep faith, and their desire to proclaim God’s truth, no matter what obstacles they may face. They are God’s servants in a critical day for their culture.”
Assist

Come! Serve God with us in
Mittagong Presbyterian Church.
We are seeking at least five committed
Christian families and singles to join
us for outreach ministry
Contact David Hocking
Ph: 4869 3118
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in China, they have the Word of God in
their own “heart language”.
According to story released by
Anthony Bollback, a former missionary to China, 100 years ago, a missionary
reached the mile-high Lisu villages,
located in Yunnan Province, which literally means “South of the Clouds”.
Yunnan is located in the far south-west
of the country spanning approximately
152,000 square miles.
“Yang Hanquan, 73, a member of
the translation Committee that began
work on the New Testament in 1984,
radiates with delight to hold the finished
product after all these years of preparation,” said Bollback. “The spring issue of
the American Bible Society Record
joyfully reports that finally the 5060,000 East Lisu can read the Word in
their own language.
Assist

Ethiopian Christians row

E
vangelical Christians in an area of
Ethiopia unaccustomed to antiChristian hostility have come under
attack from Ethiopian Orthodox
Church members threatened by their
existence, Christian leaders said. In
Olenkomi, about 65 kilometres west of
the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa,
two church buildings were attacked by
an Orthodox mob.
Christians fear the assailants will not
face justice due to the powerful
Orthodox presence and officials’ desire
for calm ahead of May 23 elections.
Compass Direct

Iranian pastor assaulted

P
lain clothes security officers have
attacked a house-church in Karaj, Iran,
threatening the members of the church,
and beating and abducting the pastor,
Behnam Irani, the Farsi Christian News
Network has reported.
“Sources in and around the city of
Karaj report that about 10 young men
had gathered to fellowship and practise
their newly found faith by studying the
Bible, void of any political or current
issues, when this attack occurred,” said a
FCNN spokesperson.
“The security officers in their invasion and attack on the location of this
house-church used warm and cold
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weapons and after arresting all attendees, forced everyone to complete prepared forms that questioned how they
became a Christian and who baptized
them. Also, each attendee was informed
that they had attended an illegal meeting and in the coming days they would
be called and summoned for further
questioning by the authorities.”

Army halts Franklin

T

he US Army has withdrawn an invitation to Franklin Graham to speak at
the Pentagon on National Prayer Day
after a military advocacy group objected
because Graham has reportedly
described Islam as “evil” and “wicked”,
The Stars and Stripes reports.
The evangelist, son of Billy Graham,
said he regretted that the Army felt that
necessary. “I want to express my strong
support for the United States military
and all our troops. I will continue to pray
that God will give them guidance, wisdom and protection as they serve this
great country.”
Graham’s appointment at the
Pentagon drew the ire of the Military
Religious Freedom Foundation, a
watchdog group focused on religious
favoritism in the military, which said
someone as “hideously Islamophobic” as
Graham would pollute the prayer day.

Convert in acid attack

D
ina el-Gowhary, a 15-year-old
Egyptian Muslim-born girl who converted to Christianity, has been subjected to an acid attack, the latest in a
string of failed attempts by Muslim
fanatics against her and her father, 57year-old Peter Athanasius (Maher elGowhary),
who
converted
to
Christianity 35 years ago, the Assyrian
International News Agency reports.
Several Fatwa’s were issued calling for
the “spilling of his blood,” which makes
their lives in constant danger. Dina said
that three weeks ago, as she ventured
out from their hiding place in Alexandria
with her father to get some bottled
water, her jacket was set on fire due to
acid being thrown at her.
“My father quickly took my jacket off
before the fire reached my arms,” she said.
“Ever since then I am terrorized to go out
in the street, with or without my father.”
Dina said that she had written previously to U.S. President Barrack Obama,
who “got her message and responded to
it”.
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agenda
Vatican papers online
By Luigi Sandri

F

rom Pope Pius IX to Benedict XVI,
the Vatican now has online 142 years of
documents, including unofficial texts
relating to the period during the Second
World War. The official site of the Holy
See site (www.vatican.va) is now offering
access to the documents from the
resource library, and they include papers
of popes and of the Roman Curia, from
1865 until 2007.
The documents show that during the
pontificate of Paul VI, from 1963 to
1978, there was concerted discussion on
accusations of “silence” by Pius XII during the Second World War on the
Holocaust.
Accusations have been made that
Pius XII never openly and unequivocally
protested against the Holocaust and
that he accepted actions of Nazi
Germany under its dictator Adolf Hitler.
The Vatican has often responded that
while it did not condemn the Holocaust,
Pius XII strongly encouraged a wide network of Roman Catholics – in parishes,
families and monasteries – throughout
Europe to help thousands of Jews escape
death.
Pope Paul VI entrusted a group of
four Jesuit historians, headed by the
Rev. Pierre Blet, to edit the documents
regarding the Second World War.
From 1965 to 1981, the group published 12 volumes. They contain not
only official documents, but also letters
of the secretary of state, of papal nuncios, and private letters of bishops to the
pope. On the whole, according to the
Vatican, these documents show that the
Holy See did a lot to help Jews during
the period.
The Vatican newspaper L’Osservatore
Romano said that the 25 March decision
“makes accessible a boundless mine of
texts until now available in paper form
only in libraries”.
Ecumenical News International

US told, make friends

A

high-level task force of academics,
religious leaders and lawyers has
released a report urging US policymakers to rethink the role of religion in

world affairs and proposing a new strategy for engaging religiously inspired
people of all faiths.
Its report, Engaging Religious
Communities Abroad: A New Imperative
for US Foreign Policy, proposes a new,
more indirect strategy for religious
engagement.
The authors say the US should avoid
trying to change religious societies
through direct action or to promote an
uncompromising secular alternative,
which could backfire dangerously.
Instead, it should build and cultivate
large networks and partnerships with
religious communities.
The report urges engagement with
religious political parties, even if they
oppose US foreign policy. It points out
that evidence from the past decade indicates that religious political parties
often place pragmatism and problem
solving over ideology.
It suggests that no Islamist party
elected to a national parliament has
sought to put greater emphasis on
Sharia laws as the source of legislation,
despite pre-election rhetoric. Instead,
they often become “mired in the day-today necessities of ruling, which include
making good on commitments to tackle
corruption and provide much-needed
public services”.
The report is a product of the
Chicago Council on Global Affairs’
Task Force on Religion and the
Making of US Foreign Policy.
Co-chairman R. Scott Appleby of

Notre Dame says that for too long, religion has been ignored or viewed primarily as a threat to national security. “Even
before 9/11, religious groups abroad
were viewed primarily as adversaries, as
in, ‘How do we defeat Al-Qaeda and the
Taliban?’” While extremist groups use
religion to justify terrorism, Appleby
said, “construing the pervasive global
religious presence only in terms of
counter-terrorism strategy is shortsighted and counterproductive.
“The reality is that religious people
and faith-based organisations — Islam,
Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism and
others — play enormously constructive
roles in the world. They are pivotal to
global efforts to educate women and
children, deliver health care, fight disease, resolve conflicts and promote
democracy. Policymakers need to understand this, because shrewd engagement
of religious communities is in the best
strategic interests of the United States.”

Dawkins uses Christians
By Ruth Gledhill

T
he two children chosen to front
Richard Dawkins’s latest assault on
God could not look more free of the misery he associates with religious baggage.
With the slogan “Please don’t label me.
Let me grow up and choose for myself”,
the youngsters with broad grins seem to
be the perfect advertisement for the new
atheism being promoted by Professor
Dawkins and the British Humanist

presbyterian church of victoria
principal, presbyterian theological college
The Presbyterian Church of Victoria, Australia, is seeking a Principal for its theological college, the Presbyterian Theological College (PTC), to commence duties in
January 2012.
The PTC trains candidates for the ministry and for service in Victoria and beyond,
provides ongoing education for those already engaged in ministry, and is a vital
part of the life of the wider PCV.
The appointment offers exciting opportunities to the successful candidate to promote the gospel of our Lord Jesus by training faithful gospel ministers, encouraging those already engaged in gospel ministry throughout the state, and by supporting the work of church planting being undertaken by the Presbyterian Church
of Victoria.
Applicants should obtain a position description from the website
www.presbyteriancollege.org.
Applications close on October 31st, 2010.
Please submit applications and curriculum vitae to The Convener of the Theological
Education Committee:
Rev. Neil Chambers
163 Martins Lane Viewbank Victoria 3084 Australia
Email: nchamber@bigpond.net.au
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Association.
Except that they are about as far from
atheism as it is possible to be.
Charlotte, 8, and Ollie, 7, are from one
of the country’s most devout Christian
families.
Their father, Brad Mason, is something of a celebrity within evangelical
circles as the drummer for the popular
Christian musician Noel Richards. Now
a web designer and photographer, Mr
Mason has been supplementing his
income for years by providing photographs to agencies who sell them on to
newspapers and advertising campaigns.
He said: “It is quite funny, because
obviously they were searching for
images of children that looked happy
and free. They happened to choose children who are Christian. It is ironic. The
humanists obviously did not know the
background of these children.”
He said that the children’s
Christianity had shone through.
“Obviously there is something in their
faces which is different. So they judged
that they were happy and free without
knowing that they are Christians. That
is quite a compliment. I reckon it shows
we have brought up our children in a
good way and that they are happy.”
Gerald Coates, the leader of the
Pioneer network of churches, which Mr
Mason and his family used to attend
before they moved to Dorset, said: “I
think it is hilarious that the happy and

liberated children on the atheist poster
are in fact Christian.”
The British Humanist Association
said that it did not matter whether the
children were Christians.
The images of the children were
sourced from an agency, on which photographers upload images for sale to
designers, in return receiving a portion
of each download fee.
The Times

Nepal threat to revert

F
our years after Nepal became officially secular, fear is growing that the
country could revert to the Hindu state
it was till 2006, when proclaiming Christ
was a punishable offence and many
churches functioned clandestinely to
avoid being shut down.
According to Compass Direct, concerns were heightened after Nepal’s
deposed King Gyanendra Shah, once
regarded as a Hindu god, broke the
silence he has observed since Nepal abolished monarchy in 2008. During his visit
to a Hindu festival this month, the former king said that monarchy was not
dead and could make a comeback if people so desired.
Compass said soon after that,
Krishna Prasad Bhattarai, a former
prime minister and respected leader of
the largest ruling party, said that instead
of getting a new constitution, Nepal

should revive an earlier one. The 1990
constitution declared Nepal a Hindu
kingdom with a constitutional monarch.
There is now growing doubt that the
ruling parties will be able to fashion the
new constitution they promised by this
month.
“We feel betrayed,” said Dr K.B.
Rokaya, general secretary of the
National Council of Churches of
Nepal.
“The Constituent Assembly we
elected to give us a new constitution that
would strengthen democracy and secularism has frittered away the time and
opportunity given to it.”
The clamor for a Hindu state has been
growing as the May 28 deadline for the
new constitution draws near. When a
Hindu preacher, Kalidas Dahal, held a
nine-day prayer ritual in Kathmandu
last month seeking reinstatement of
Hinduism as the state religion, thousands of people flocked to him. The
throng included three former prime
ministers and top leaders of the ruling
parties.
Nepal’s Maoists, who fought a 10year war to make Nepal a secular republic and who remain the former king’s
most bitter enemy, say attempts have
begun to whip up riots in the name of a
Hindu state.

Nigerian Anglicans bloom
By Michael Ireland

D
uring the 10-year tenure of
Anglican Archbishop Peter Akinola,
Presbyterian Theological Centre –
Sydney

Get to know the Classics 2010
7:30pm Monday nights
On a Monday night once a month Get to know the Classics offers an
introduction to a great piece of Christian writing and the chance to discuss the work and its implications. There is no need to be a scholar or
a theology student to attend. Get to know the classics will offer an introduction to each work and conversation about it.
12th April
3rd May
7th June
12th July
2nd Aug
6th Sept
4th Oct
1st Nov

John Owen, Death of Death – Noel Weeks
John Bunyan, Pilgrims Progress – Kamal Weerakoon
Thomas Watson, Body of Divinity – John McClean
John Wesley, Journals – John Davies
William Wilberforce, A Practical View – Peter Moore
John Newton, Letters – Peter Barnes
Charles Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students – tbc
Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism – Murray Smith

No charge
Enquires – John McClean 9744 1977 or jmcclean@ptcsydney.org
77 Shaftesbury Rd, Burwood, NSW
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the outgoing Primate of the Church of
Nigeria, the church grew from 76 dioceses to 161, and doubled active membership from 10 million to 20 million —
unprecedented growth for any province
of the Anglican Communion.
Archbishop Akinola, a leading evangelical, founded the Convocation of
Anglicans in North America (CANA)
in 2005 to provide spiritual support for
Anglicans who could not accept the election of a gay bishop.
“Through courage and pastoral leadership, Archbishop Akinola has set a
path forward for CANA and the worldwide Anglican Communion to stand firm
in the good news of Jesus the Christ,”
said CANA Missionary Bishop
Martyn Minns.
“It has been my lot to serve this
Church under God as Archbishop,
Metropolitan and Primate at the beginning and in the first decade of the 21st
century,” said Archbishop Akinola.

n e w s
“It has been a most challenging time
for our faith. With general goodwill on
the part of all our people and the loyal
cooperation and active support of the
church’s leadership team, we have tried
to reposition the church to be steadfast

in facing and dealing with some of the
challenges,” he said.
He added: “Locally and globally our
church is able to champion the cause of
orthodoxy, uphold and proclaim the
unfettered gospel of salvation insisting

uncompromisingly on the adequacy and
supremacy of the word of God, written.
We have contended for the faith. But I
must admit that the battle is not over.
Not yet.”
Assist

Resignation of Rev. Bill Lutton as Mission Partners director
At the recent AGM of Mission Partners, the Australian
Presbyterian World Mission, the Federal Committee
with considerable sorrow accepted the resignation of
Rev Bill Lutton from the position of National Director,
to take effect on 30 September after conclusion of the
forthcoming General Assembly of Australia. In recent
months, God has been opening up the possibility of
pursuing a specific and long-standing ministry dream
for Bill and his wife Jenny. We greatly appreciate the
outstanding commitment and service of Bill and Jenny
over the last eight and a half years. Under the Lord’s
hand, the overseas and Aboriginal mission programs
of the Presbyterian Church of Australia have flourished during Bill’s Directorship. He has been a frequent visitor to all States and our field programs,

and has maintained a close relationship with both our
Partner Church and Partner Society missionaries, and
with the Federal Committee and its sub-committees.
His enthusiasm for mission has been a feature of all
aspects of his ministry. Jenny will also be sadly
missed for what has really been a full-time effort, and
she has fully used the gifts of hospitality, organisation and publicity skills that the Lord has given her.
While we pray for God’s blessing on Bill and Jenny
and as we prepare for their departure later in the
year, we look to the Lord for His calling and enabling
of a successor.
Dr David Pilgrim AM, National Convener, APWM.

general assembly of australia

national director
Mission Partners | the australian presbyterian world mission
The current National Director, Rev Bill Lutton, is
resigning at the General Assembly of Australia to take
effect on 30 September. Applications for the position
of National Director are therefore invited from suitably
qualified persons who adhere to the recognised
standards of the Presbyterian Church of Australia,
to commence duties as soon as convenient after
September of this year.
The successful applicant will have an enthusiastic
commitment to cross cultural mission in overseas and
Australian Aboriginal contexts, and the ability to
communicate this message effectively. Applicants
should have overseas experience in missionary
service, or at least in visiting mission situations. The
position requires leadership, administrative and management skills. In addition to promoting the missionary cause of the Church and the recruiting of missionary candidates, duties include liaison with State
Committees of APWM and Partner Mission Societies,
pastoral care of missionaries, and mission publicity.

The full-time position is based in Sydney where the
successful applicant will work in cooperation with the
Executive Committee. The Director is regarded as a
missionary of APWM and will be encouraged to
develop a team to give prayer support and to
contribute to his stipend, which is related to NSW
ministers’ stipends.
Applications will close on 1 June.
Interested persons should contact the National
Convener, Dr David Pilgrim, at an early date for the
Terms of Appointment and the Job Description for the
position of National Director. Dr Pilgrim can be
contacted by phone on (02) 9586 2372 or by email at
davidhpilgrim@optusnet.com.au.
Dr David Pilgrim AM
National Convener, APWM
8 Sylvan Grove
Picnic Point, NSW 2213.

australian presbyterian May 2010

25

f a i t h

Giving thanks
Why gratitude is at the heart of healthy religion.

Barney Zwartz

E

lizabeth
Bennett
and
Fitzwilliam Darcy – congratulations if you knew that was
his first name – did not make a
particularly prepossessing first impression on each other. Their respective
character flaws are what led Jane Austen
to give her great novel the title Pride and
Prejudice.
Though Darcy soon recognises his
error, Elizabeth takes much longer. Her
heart is already warming, but it is only
when she recognises her tremendous
debt of gratitude at his rescuing her sister Lydia (and therefore her family and
herself) that Elizabeth truly realises how
much she loves him. Gratitude sweeps
aside the barriers.
In broad outline the story is familiar,
not only from the 19th century spinster
who wrote so movingly about relationships, but from dozens of romantic novels and movies, and actual human lives.
Gratitude changes everything, and
not only in literature. Some atheists say
religion begins in fear and ignorance; I
suggest it begins with gratitude.
Gratitude is the distinctly religious orientation to the world. By this I do not
mean gratitude for particular things –
health, a good meal, a sunset – though
they come into it. It is a lens through
which one filters the world, a mode of
trust, an affirmation that the world is
good.
I am not saying that everyone who
claims to be religious has this fundamental attitude, and certainly not that
only religious people have it, but I
believe one cannot be genuinely religious (whatever religion) without it. And
Easter, when Christians give thanks for
the self-sacrifice of their Saviour, makes
it timely to reflect on it.
The role of gratitude is recognised
across a range of human disciplines.
Psychologists say it is the first core emotion that enables infants to learn that
there is a world outside them. They say
that not only is it a powerful and mea-
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Gratitude is not only the
greatest of virtues but
the parent of all the
others.
Cicero

surable aid to human flourishing, but
that it can be learnt. Philosophers say it
is a fundamental ethical attitude, theologians link it to God’s grace and love,
while carers and others who witness
gratitude in action testify to its power in
people’s lives.
Buddha said: “Let us rise up and be
thankful, for if we didn’t learn a lot
today, at least we learned a little, and if
we didn’t learn a little, at least we didn’t
get sick, and if we got sick, at least we
didn’t die; so, let us all be thankful.”
Roman philosopher Cicero held that
it was not only the greatest of virtues
but the parent of all the others, while
1900 years later G.K. Chesterton
claimed that thanks are the highest form
of thought and that gratitude is happiness doubled by wonder.
It is a constant motif in the Bible, typified by the Psalmist: “We Thy people
and the sheep of Thy pasture will give
thanks to Thee forever; to all generations we will tell of Thy praise” (79:13)
or “Give thanks to the Lord, for He is
good; for His lovingkindness is everlasting” (118:29). The Apostle Paul puts
ingratitude at the core of man’s rejection
of God in his epistle to the Romans: “For
even though they knew God, they did
not honour him as God or give thanks.”
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Yet Yes Minister’s Sir Humphrey
Appleby was certainly on to something
when he claimed gratitude is “merely the
lively expectation of favours to come”,
and so too was 19th century British
Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli when
he sardonically observed: “I feel a very
unusual sensation. If it is not indigestion, I think it must be gratitude.”
For something so vital – in the root
sense of that word too, that it enhances
life – it is surprisingly hard to pin down.
Is it an emotion, an attitude, a duty, a
moral attribute, a virtue? It may not be
commanded or summoned at will, yet in
its absence people recognise that something fundamental and necessary is
missing. It should not be dismissed as a
mere transaction, as eminent atheist
Richard Dawkins implied in Melbourne
in March, yet it cannot be divorced from
the idea of gift-giving and mutual
exchange.

P

ondering why religion seems to be a
human “universal”, Dawkins speculated that there might be a psychological
predisposition that had survival value of
which religion was a by-product. “There
are a couple of other psychological dispositions, and one of them is gratitude,”
he told the Global Atheist Convention.
“The human species is inherently social,
we swim through a sea of each other.”
Barter and trade before money was
invented necessitated mental calculating machinery, an account of who owes
what to whom. “The bit of our brain that
calculates fairness develops early, which
is why children are obsessed with fairness. . . . We have lists of debt, gratitude,
grudges. That, along with many other
psychological dispositions led people to
religion. That’s why we feel an urge to
give thanks even when there’s no one to
thank.”
Psychologist Melanie Klein, a contemporary of Freud’s, gave a different
account of the source of gratitude. She
said it is gratitude that introduces the

f a i t h
idea of self and the other. At first the
world is an unreflected-on source of
nourishment, security and warmth, and
gratitude marks the infant’s recognition
of its mother as a separate being and the
source of those benefits. (When that
goes awry, the opposite pole is envy.)
“If you transpose that idea of gratitude to a religious context, then it’s not
just accidental that a religious sense of
things has to express a sense of the
world as good,” says Melbourne philosopher Christopher Cordner (an agnostic).
“Some religions with child sacrifice
had a sense of the world as arbitrary,
threatening and needing to be propitiated with something dear to you. If the
way your sense of self comes into being
is through gratitude, then the idea of
goodness is written into the very fabric
of things.”
But the way gratitude works is not
easy to explicate, Cordner says. It lies
beyond the psychological and social
economies easily investigated by anthropologists and sociologists.
“If it’s given only because it’s felt to be
required, it isn’t gratitude. Yet it is something in the absence of which the most
important element is missing. That’s the
logical structure of everything in human
relations. Of course there are expectations and duties, but everyone knows
that what matters in human relations is
the way these things are done.”

A

nglican
theologian
Andrew
McGowan agrees with both
Dawkins and Cordner. At one level, gratitude and reciprocity are linked, he says.
We give gifts because we owe something
to others or because we hope for something from others.
“They are part of a system of
exchange and mutual expectation, and
there may be nothing wrong with that
except for the pretence, at times, that it
is otherwise. Although parents may love
their children unconditionally, they
hope for love in return, and without it
suffer enormously.”
But such give and take doesn’t work
with God, he says, however much we
naturally try to make it so – “God, if I do
X for you/ask you for X/believe in you,
will you give me X?”
Christian theology considers this a
hopeless exercise. “It is articulated most
fully and famously by thinkers such as
Calvin and Augustine, but they depend
on St Paul whose articulation of the idea
centres on Jesus’ death,” McGowan says.
“God has given more than can possi-

bly be conceived of, let alone returned. A
world and a life which are inestimable,
hopelessly unavoidable and non-returnable gifts, demand – or rather evoke,
inescapably – wonder, love and praise.”
Melbourne and Princeton philosopher Tony Coady, a Catholic, also distinguishes ordinary gratitude from what
might be called spiritual, while insisting

one can be grateful for life itself, or for
the way one’s life has gone, or for certain
aspects of it, or for the environment one
lives in, even where there is no person
who has done you the service.”
This secondary sense can seem mysterious, he says. A Christian can direct
gratitude to God, “but non-believers
have also emphasised the importance of
accepting ourselves, our talents and our
lives in a spirit of gratitude. A life lived in
such a spirit most befits a human being,
and, they think, offers a better chance of
coping with the sufferings and evils that
befall us.”

T
If it’s given only because
it’s felt to be required, it
isn’t gratitude. Yet it is
something in the absence
of which the most important element is missing.
Christopher Cordner

the latter applies as much to non-religious people.
“The capacity for gratitude and for
expressing it is an important element in
a good life, and those who lack it impoverish themselves and others. In a secondary, though very important, sense,

hat is certainly the approach of psychiatrist Patrick McGorry, 2010
Australian of the Year for his work on
mental health. Some people have difficult lives, and may not feel grateful, he
says, but the one thing we have control
over is how we interpret what happens
to us – and gratitude helps us to flourish.
“There’s gratitude to your parents, or
for the chance you’ve been given in life,
such as growing up in Australia rather
than Mexico, with crime waves going on
around you, or Zimbabwe, where people
are starving.
“Gratitude can be in the mix of a positive and optimistic view of life, and also
living for the moment, living for now.
There is only now, in one sense – the
past has gone and the future hasn’t happened yet.”
Robert Emmons, professor of psy-
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chology at the University of California
and an advocate of “positive psychology”
(in contrast to negative psychology,
which focuses on fixing problems), has
been researching gratitude for a decade.
He claims the practice of gratitude
can increase happiness levels by 25 per
cent – presumably in the case of people
not already grateful – and that it can be
achieved simply by writing a “gratitude
journal”. A few hours counting one’s
blessings over three weeks can create an
effect that last six months.
He says cultivating gratitude brings
longer and better-quality sleep time,
helps develop a more optimistic outlook,
and brings well-being and health
improvements that make us better – as
well as happier – citizens.
“Most of the outcomes are selfreported, but there is an increasing
emphasis on measuring objective data,
such as cortisol and stress levels, heartrate variability and even brain activation
patterns.”

S

o why don’t more people practise
being grateful? “My sense is that
some people feel uncomfortable talking
about these topics, since they may
sound too spiritual or religious. Others

simply don’t want to feel obligated to
the person who helped them, and never
come to realise the boost in energy,
enthusiasm and social benefits that
come from a more grateful, connected
life.”

The one thing we have
control over is how we
interpret what happens
to us – and gratitude
helps us to flourish.
One woman who says she is grateful
to observe gratitude’s role in a connected life is NSW palliative care specialist Susan Newton. In 15 years ministering to the dying, Newton says most
express gratitude in some way, whether
it be simple gratitude to family or care

PCA Ministries –
South Australia
We urgently need
help in South Australia

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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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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givers, simple messages of consolation,
words of love.
“There’s a lot of tiny little steps.
People who write their children letters in
advance, for their 15th, 21st and 40th
birthdays. That’s a form of gratitude too,
the preparation, ‘I’m still with you’.”
She was deeply moved recently by a
man in his 40s with a chronic illness
from birth. “He now has cancer and
entered the terminal phase a couple of
weeks ago. His mother and father have
been his caregivers and have supported
him in extraordinary ways.
“He got a friend to buy his mother a
ring and wrote her a card, thanking her
for loving him and saying she was not
only his mother but his best friend.
There’s a sense of reverence when you
see people openly expressing their love
for being loved. I’m also grateful that I
can in a small way be a part of their
ap
dying. It’s profoundly moving.”

Barney Zwartz is religion
editor of The Age. This article
originally appeared as an
Easter reflection in The Age
and Sydney Morning Herald.

Pioneers Presbyterian Church
Cheltenham

Outreach Worker
Wanted
Cheltenham is an established congregation
(150 years) in a bayside suburb of Melbourne.
The congregation is a mix of old and young,
and is seeking to grow numerically as well as
spiritually. It has excellent facilities after
extensive renovations.
We are seeking someone to do the work of an
evangelist, to train and encourage others in
this, to build on the already existing contacts
and ministries as well as establishing and
conducting other means of outreach.
He will need be of reformed convictions, be a
capable communicator and organiser, be a
team player, be experienced with good
references and able to serve in a conservative
but developing context.
This is a positive opportunity for a ministry
worker, a new graduate, an experienced “lay”
person or someone who prefers collegiate
ministry. Ordained ministers are also
welcome to apply.
For further information please contact
the minister:
Rev. David A Brown
P.O. Box 2815 Cheltenham 3192
Ph. 03 9583 2785
Email: dar.brown5@gmail.com

l e t t e r s

letters
Joseph coins?

W

hile interested in the article “the
Exodus Pharaoh” (AP, April) as a potential verification of one of the oldest
Biblical narratives, namely the story of
Joseph, I found it extremely irritating to
have popular misconceptions and
indeed mistranslations of Biblical texts
again promulgated in an article that
denied the reader any opportunity to
check out the veracity of what was being
claimed or reported due to the lack of
any supporting references, while at the
same time perpetuating a probable
translation error.
I study biblical coins and am aware
that only one coin is mentioned in the
Old Testament – the gold Daric of
Persia, produced by the Persian King
Cyrus and his descendants from about
550BC. No other coinage is referred to in
the Old Testament despite some glaring
examples of mistranslation of which
“money” in Genesis 47:14 is a classic
example. The Hebrew word used is the
word for “silver”, not money.
The world’s first coinage was produced in around 725BC in the ancient
Kingdom of Lydia in what is now western Turkey and consisted of tiny pieces
of stamped electrum, a natural alloy of
gold and silver, which was soon developed into minted coinages of gold and
silver. Value was determined by the
metal used and the weight of the indi-

Christian Singles
Any nice singles can join!
Send for FREE colour brochure:

PO Box 122 WALLSEND 2287
Ph/Fax: 02 4955 5445

www.christiansingles.com.au

vidual coinage.
Prior to the development of coinage,
transactions were conducted using
barter which had developed over time
into the use of ingots or items of various
metals (eg arrow heads) including gold
and more commonly silver.
Once developed the use of coinage
rapidly spread throughout the known
world, including Egypt but this expansion into Egypt occurred primarily with
Alexander’s conquest in 330BC some
1200 to 1500 years after the time of
Joseph.
That Egyptian artefacts have been
discovered that seem to support the
Biblical account of the rise of Joseph in
Egypt is significant and of great interest,
but to claim that they are coins is potentially problematic and very uncertain. If
true this would extend the history of
coinage by some 1000 years which lacking other supporting evidence is
extremely unlikely.
So please, some accuracy in translations and some scholarly references,
especially on such articles as the Exodus
Pharaoh
Rev. Peter Dunstan,
Annandale, NSW

ual Mardi Gras. If Cathy Tucker says
women feel the pressure to conform to
society in this matter of children’s dress,
it is only something that they felt when
rock and roll came in, the bikini and
slacks, TV soapies and the abandonment
of motherhood under the influence of
women’s liberation.
People feel pressure to conform to
society’s sinful behaviour, when the fear
of God is lacking. The fear of man is a
snare (Prov. 29:25). Putting pressure on
retail chains by saying you will not buy is
an attempt to reverse the pressure but
will not solve the problem. But a good
command of the Word of God among
God’s people can make society think
twice. We need a complete change of
heart not a partial one.
Neil Cadman,
Norman Park, Qld

A downward trend

S
ometimes we can be prudish in relationship matters, as Moses married a
woman 50 years his junior and Abraham
a woman 100 years younger.
Nevertheless it is sad to see female children dressed to relate sexually to men. I
think it has been a steadily increasing
phenomenon over the last 20 years or
more (AP, March).
But it must be realised that this is just
part of a continuing downward trend.
The history of societies that depart from
God is that child marriage is common. It
is so in Islam and it was so in Aboriginal
animism.
This decay in sexual relationships is
the natural result of a rock and roll society, epitomised in the Sydney homosex-
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p r ay e r

prayer
May 2010
20 Gospel witness in tertiary educational
institutions through Christian students, staff and chaplains.
21 Tasmanian clerks, convenors and committees as they implement the decisions of the state Assembly last week.
22 The spiritual and physical welfare of
all residents, staff and administration
of our church’s aged care facilities in
ACT (1), NSW (17), Qld (7), SA (3)
Tas. (1), Vic. (1) and WA (3).
23 Pray that as at the first Pentecost
after our Saviour’s resurrection we
may see “times of refreshing from the
presence of the Lord”.
24 Pray for the Moderator, preachers
and filling of the vacancy in Western
Region Chinese home mission station Bonnyrigg, outer western
Sydney, with about 90 c&a, (communicants and adherents) 30 yf
(younger folk – Sunday School and
Youth ) and 2 e (elders).
25 SA Assembly at Millicent this week –
moderator Barry Rossiter, clerk Brian
Johnson, convenors – devotions,
debates, fellowship and the reaching
of wise, godly decisions.
26 Nerida (nee Bell) and Yas Shimzu MP
(MissionPartners – the Australian
Presbyterian World Mission) workers
from Ashfield Sydney – in Eastern
Tokyo with the Presbyterian Church
of Japan involved in teaching English
and Bible Study.
27 Oakey home mission station on Qld
Darling Downs, with about 35 c&a, 6
yf and 2 e. Ken and Emily Gardner.
28 The leaders of PWA and PWMU at
state, regional and local levels.
29 Praise God for the best flows for
many years in the Murray Darling
river system, and pray that water will
be allocated with justice to all.
30 Moruya charge with about 80 c&a, 15
yf and 9 e. Peter Pallett and family

mourning the passing of Sharon; also
pray for the nearby vacant Batemans
Bay home mission station with about
40 c&a and 2 e.
31 Presbytery of Sydney North – 20
charges totalling 22 congregations
with about 3100 c&a, 685 yf, 10
retired ministers, 6 under jurisdiction,
1 hospital chaplain, 1 deaconess, 1
departmental leader. Colin Short clerk.

2
3

4

5

6

7

8

9

11

12

June 2010
1

10

Thank God for Bill Lutton’s 9 years of
service with Jenny as Director of
MissionPartners – the Australian
Presbyterian World Mission – and
pray for God’s person to be raised up
to replace him in September.
Kiama charge NSW South Coast with
about 130 c&a, 40 yf and 4e; Noel
and Fleur Creighton.
John and Denise Dickson MP workers
from Parramatta City, Sydney in
Thailand with Pioneers of Australia
involved in English teaching and
ministry to families.
Ian and Jan Smith as they begin ministry in Kaniva Nhill home mission
station, Vic. near the SA border –
about 60 c&a, 20 yf and 1 e.
Praise God for the life of J. Graham
Miller and Flora and pray that his
autobiography A Day’s March Nearer
Home edited by Iain Murray will
influence yet more lives.
Pray for the Interim Moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy
in Cootamundra charge southern
NSW with about 160 c&a 30 yf and
the elders.
Third of a monthly series open to all
Getting to Know the Classics at the
Presbyterian Theological Centre,
Burwood, Sydney on writings of
Bunyan, Thomas Watson, Wesley etc.
Keith and Kathie Benn MP workers
from Creek Road, Brisbane with
Wycliff Bible Translators (since 1973)
involved in translation consultancy
and short term mission trips.
Presbytery of Derwent – 2 charges
and 3 special (home mission) charges
totalling 5 congregations with about

13
14
15

16

17
18

19

20

520 c&a, 130 yf, 1 retired minister.
Mr J. Tuit clerk.
Paul and Marg Sheely as they begin
ministry in Albury charge southern
NSW with about 200 c&a, 90 yf and
11 e, also for the vacancy in the
Dubbo pastoral team.
The Three PY Winter camps this
weekend – for years 5-6, 7-10 and
young adults – all at Stanwell Tops
south of Sydney.
WA country ministries – services in
Augusta 320 km south of Perth:
James Nocher. Pray for a solution to
his transport problems.
Goondiwindi Texas Inglewood charge
western Qld with about 40 c&a, 3 yf
and 6 e. Bert and Bev Richards.
Uphold before God those exercising
power in our national, state and local
government.
Fawkner (Samoan) charge, northern
Melbourne, including Pascoe Vale
with about 105 c&a, 120 yf and 18 e.
Simalu and Urima Cowley.
Ask God that this “SRE Sunday” in
NSW may raise awareness of the
importance of Special Religious
Education and prayer for continued
access to and effective Christian
teaching in our public schools.
Elizabeth home mission station
northern Adelaide with about 50 c&a,
6 yf and 3 e. Kevin and Sandra Stow.
Forster-Tuncurry charge, NSW Lower
North Coast – 1 congregation with
about 130 c&a, 50 yf and 3 e. Jason
and Elizabeth Summers.
Presbytery of Benalla, North East
Vic. – 7 charges and 2 home mission
stations totalling 23 congregations
with about 755 c&a, 180 yf, 1 retired
minister. Kevin Maxwell clerk.
Beecroft charge northern Sydney
with about 295 c&a, 80 yf and 14 e.
Paul and Megan Cooper. Steve and
Nicole Mannyx, James McFarlane.

Correction: April 7. Chris and Renee
Budden from Dalby, Qld have
returned from Spain and are now
involved in similar (drug rehabilitation) work in Melbourne.
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books
My God is True!
Paul D. Wolfe
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2009
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

P

aul Wolfe was at an American
Presbyterian seminary in 1998
when he married his bride, Christy, for
better or for worse, for richer or for
poorer, in sickness and in health. The
next year, at the age of 28, he was
diagnosed with cancer, and his whole
life changed. The title of the book
comes from a line in the hymn Whate’er
my God ordains is right, written in 1675
by Samuel Rodigast. Unlike many such
works, Wolfe starts with the sovereignty
of God – he squarely faces the truth that
the cancer comes from God.
There are some odd passages. A
woman, whom Wolfe describes as “a
genuine sister in Christ”, gave him a
word of assurance from the Lord that
he would be healed. He may be rather
more charitable than discerning in his
assessment there. He also urges the
new believer to join a church – rightly
so – but is rather quiet about the danger of joining a false church.
Wolfe takes the reader through a
number of issues, related to the disease
and its treatment: the use of steroids, his
over-eating, his mood swings, and his
distorted personality. Thankfully, in the
graphic words of Martin Luther, Christ
has “strangled” death.
In contrast, the world takes refuge
in the realm of the inane. Hence Tony
Bennett sang: Smile, what’s the use of
crying? You’ll find that life is still worthwhile, if you just smile. It is a long way
from Rodigast’s hymn.
One of the most penetrating parts
of the book deals with the dangers
associated with recovery. One almost
instinctively considers that there could
not be any, but Wolfe warns of presumption, paralysis, and pouting. They
are indeed timely words. This would be
a worthy addition to any minister’s
lending library. Furthermore, since so
many of us will be afflicted with cancer, it would be a suitable book to read
before the event.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Voices of the Past:
Puritan Devotional Classics
Ed. Richard Rushing
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2009
Reviewed by Greg Goswell

T

his is a compilation of daily readings
(366) drawn from favourite Puritan
authors of the 17th and 18th centuries.
The language has been slightly updated
where necessary to help the modern
reader. Some examples of golden sayings
found in Puritan writers are John Flavel’s
“The study of Jesus Christ is the noblest
subject that ever a soul spent itself
upon”, Thomas Manton’s challenge, “this
life is not to be valued but as it yields
opportunities to glorify God”; and
Thomas Brooks’ wise warning, “sin is the
most infectious plague in the world. How
few tremble at it and keep a distance
from it”.
This book is the fruit of Rushing’s own
wide reading of great Puritan works. It
enables us to dip our toe into the water of
this reservoir of Christian wisdom. In
the process, Rushing sets us an example
of what we ourselves might do if we take
up and read Bunyan, Owen, Edwards,
Sibbes and other such spiritual giants of
the Puritan era, and create a treasury of
extracted passages from these mighty
tomes.
A lot of the value of such a volume is
the process that the author himself went
through to produce it. Having enjoyed
the fruit of his labour, readers can go on
to read Puritan works for themselves and
make a personal collection of extracts
and choice sayings that can be regularly
reread for inspiration and encouragement.
Rushing provides full bibliographic
details of the books he used. Many of
them are published by Banner of Truth
and still available.
Greg Goswell lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne.

Inlander at Heart:
The Story of Arch Hart
Joy Grant Hicks
Seaview Press: 2009
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

his is an important book for those
who are interested in the story of
Australian Christianity in the 20th century and especially for those who are
gradually piecing together the amazing
story of Rev. Dr John Flynn (“Flynn of
the Inland” – “the man on the $20 note”)
and his followers in the great story of the
Australian Inland Mission of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia.
Arch Hart was “one of Flynn’s mob”, a
patrol padre with the AIM from 1939 and
involved deeply in the work in Northern
Territory. Mr Hart was a leading figure
among those who left the Presbyterian
Church in 1977 to found the Uniting
Church of Australia, as well as an accomplished author. Written by his daughter,
and drawn from Mr Hart’s own unpublished memoir, this is a clear, well written
and researched book which adds much to
our knowledge of Presbyterian (and
partly Uniting) church life and ministry
in the mid to late 20th century.
It has good illustrations, an adequate
binding, good bibliography and excellent
index. I hope it has a wide circulation as
it could be seen as part of the lead up to
the celebrations which it is hoped will
mark the centenary of the foundation of
the AIM in 2012. It is available from the
author, 5 Fountain Avenue, Encounter
Bay, SA 5211, (08) 8552 2315. Highly
recommended.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle.

All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au

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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Love’s illusion
True self-esteem does indeed set us on the right path.

Peter Barnes

T

hese days one tends to read
the Sydney Morning Herald to
make sure one’s blood pressure does not fall dangerously
low rather than to glean much wisdom
from it. Yet on page one of the 2-4 April
2010 edition there was a report containing a frontal assault on the notion of
self-esteem. Dr Rod Kefford of Barker
College was quoted as saying that “in
some ways it has been the most damaging educational concept that has ever
been conceived”.
Children have not been taught how to
handle failure, so they enter the workforce with an unrealistic sense of entitlement. A steady diet of “you are special”
and “you can be anything you want to
be” is supposed to raise the youngster’s
self-esteem, but that seems to be code
for “pander to his ego”. It is common to
hear any problem diagnosed in a youngster portrayed in terms of a lack of selfesteem.
This translates into scaling marks in
the Higher School Certificate so that,
unless there is nothing written on the
paper at all, one begins with 50% or even
75%. In sport, football games for those
aged under 12 are supposed to yield no
result. No scores are kept, and the players live with the fiction that they are
playing football simply for the joy of
running around a paddock. No one
learns how to cope with victory or with
defeat because everybody is a winner.

B

ecause lunatic propositions still
manage to have some overlap with
truth – and it is difficult even for educationalists to get it 100% wrong – one
needs to point out three truths first.
First, human beings are created with
great dignity in that we are made a little
lower than the angels (Ps. 8:5). This is
why the lowliest of human beings is far
above the highest in the animal kingdom. To kill a human being, in the image
of God, is therefore most serious indeed
(Gen. 9:5-6).

32

What the self-esteem
counsellor regards as
a sad problem, God
regards as proof of the
work of the Spirit.
Second, we could all use some encouragement in life. Barnabas was a “son of
encouragement”, and lived up to his
name in a number of situations (see Acts
4:36; 9:26-27; 11:25-26; 15:36-39).
Third, we are called to assess our gifts
with sober judgment (Rom. 12:3). If
Charles Spurgeon had some notion that
he was called by God to preach, and that
he had some ability to do so, that was
not egotism but realistic judgment.
For all that, the self-esteem movement has been all-encompassing in
modern Western culture, and its influence has been disastrous. Robert
Schuller thinks that self-esteem is “the
single greatest need facing the human
race today”. Strangely enough, the apostle Paul considered that those who were
“lovers of self” would add to the distress
of the last days (2 Tim. 3:2). When we
are told to love our neighbour as ourselves (Mt. 22:39), the assumption is
that we will love ourselves, the command is that we must love our neighbour. Paul tells us that ‘no one ever hated
his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it’ (Eph. 5:29).
In Ezekiel 36 God promises that He
will put His Spirit within His people
(Ezek. 36:26-27). This does not necessarily inflate their sense of self-worth:
“Then you will remember your evil ways,
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and your deeds that were not good, and
you will loathe yourselves for your iniquities and your abominations” (Ezek.
36:31). Job too despised himself and
repented in dust and ashes (Job 42:6).
What the self-esteem counsellor regards
as a sad problem, God regards as proof of
the work of the Spirit. Horatius Bonar
says that “In all unbelief there are two
things – a good opinion of self and a bad
opinion of God.” With faith, that is in
essence reversed.

S

cripture does not tell us that we are
wonderful and that we need to fulfil
our potential. It tells us that we must
deny ourselves and lose our lives in order
to find them (Mt. 16:24-25).
Everywhere the Bible assumes that the
main problem in humanity is its inflated
view of itself. “If anyone thinks he is
something, when he is nothing, he
deceives himself” (Gal. 6:3).
It is too early to announce the funeral
of the self-esteem movement, but reality
may be having some effect. As Ralph
Venning put it: “God made you ‘little
lower than the angels’; ‘sin has made you
ap
little better than the devils’.”

Peter Barnes is minister of
Revesby Presbyterian Church,
Sydney.

Come! Serve God with us in
Mittagong Presbyterian Church.
We are seeking at least five
committed Christian families
and singles to join us for
outreach ministry
Contact David Hocking
Ph: 4869 3118

