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t is not uncommon for historians to recognise certain
landmark events which stand out as decisive turningpoints in the history of the world. Some of these
crisis moments have become infamous for destroying
belief, changing ideas and leaving an incurable wound of
disillusion in their wake.
The Bible records two such events at the dawn of human
civilisation – the Fall in Eden and the building of the tower
of Babel – as moments which profoundly dislocated society
and cast a long, dark shadow over all subsequent history.
The similarities between these two events are striking: in
both cases the participants had grandiose schemes to
perfect humanity and create a more informed and secure
society. At an even more fundamental level, they were
attempts to be like God and assume God’s place.
Fast-forward to July 25, 1978, when scientists in the
United Kingdom celebrated the birth of Louise Brown, the
world’s first test-tube baby, conceived by in vitro
fertilization. This was a landmark for humanistic science
which had been emboldened by the possibility of perfecting
human nature. Medical scientists were now on the cusp of
Aldous Huxley’s vision of a brave, new world. John F.
Kennedy, the American president, echoed the spirit of this
movement, when he famously said: “Our problems are manmade; therefore, they can be solved by man.”
In what for many was a very curious coincidence,
President Kennedy died on the same day as one of the 20th
century’s most celebrated Christian thinkers, C.S. Lewis. In
a short essay, The Abolition of Man, which some believe was
his most significant work, Lewis dismissed scientific
pretension and warned that biotechnology was a two-edged
sword. He claimed that human dignity would be the
ultimate loser if it was accepted uncritically.
Lewis spoke with prophetic prescience. Recently a
documentary, Eggsploitation, was produced in the United
States. It demolishes the façade of a multi-billion dollar
medical industry which presents itself as a force for good.
This film portrays the dark side of reproductive technology
and shows how women are being exploited, harmed and
commodified in the interests of scientific research and
market competition. As Christians we must be alert to the
sweeping changes that are threatening the sanctity of
human life and be prepared to make a stand.
Peter Hastie ap
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God complex
Biotechnology is bringing an ever-harder set of issues.

D

r Scott Rae is professor of
Philosophy of Religion and
Ethics at Talbot Theological
Seminary, Biola University,
Los Angeles. His major interest is in how
Scripture applies to current social issues.
He specialises in the subjects of medical
and bioethics and business ethics.
He is the author of a number of books,
The Ethics of Commercial Surrogate
Motherhood: Brave New Families? 1994;
Moral Choices: An Introduction to Ethics,
2000; Brave New Families: Biblical Ethics
and Reproductive Technologies, 1996;
Beyond Integrity: A Judeo-Christian
Approach to Business Ethics with Kenman
L. Wong, 1996; Embryo Research and
Experimentation, 1997; Bioethics: A
Christian Approach in a Pluralistic Age, coauthored with Paul M. Cox, 1999; Body
and Soul: Human Nature and the Crisis in
Ethics, co-authored with J.P. Moreland,
2000. He is also a consultant ethicist for
a number of hospitals in Southern
California.
Dr Rae is married and has three boys.
He lives in Irvine, California, and coaches
his boys’ sports teams in soccer, basketball and athletics.
Scott, do you think that the new
challenges coming through biotechnology are the most momentous
ethical issues that we have had to
face during the last century?
Yes I do. I think the desire of biotechnology to remake our humanity is the
most significant ethical challenge of our
day. It is much more momentous than
any challenge that is coming through the
environmental movement. The environ-
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Scott Rae
talks to
Peter Hastie

mental movement simply wants to talk
about our external surroundings.
However, biotechnology raises questions
about who we are as individuals and
human beings. The desire of biotechnologists to perfect our humanity challenges
some of our metaphysical assumptions
about what constitutes a human being.
One of the major problems that we
face is that our secular culture doesn’t
have the moral language to deal with
these issues properly. Secularism, which
exalts the culture of autonomy, doesn’t
have any real moral resources to put limits on biotechnology. All it does is draw
up various procedures, but for the most
part, they all end in consent.
C.S. Lewis once warned that a society
that uncritically accepts the
wonders of biotechnology will
eventually undermine the basis for
human dignity. Do you think he is
overstating the position?
No. I don’t. I think Lewis’s concerns
for the loss of human dignity have been
realised. The frontal assault on human
dignity began in earnest over 20 years
ago as we developed new technologies to
do abortions and to allow people to follow through with assisted suicide. I find
it ironic that we use assisted suicide and
euthanasia as a means of ensuring death
with dignity when, theologically of
course, there is nothing dignified about
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death. Death and dying represent the
ultimate triumph of sin. In modern secular culture we presume that we can somehow have a dignified death by using technology to circumvent the normal process
of dying. This is nonsense. In reality, the
only dignity in dying is that you face the
reality of your loss of control and faculties with courage and resolve. That is
what brings dignity.
Why is it that secularists seem to
dominate the discussions that are
taking place at the moment in
bioethics, and not Christians?
The reason Christians are not treated
with more respect in bioethical debates is
that we always try to simplify the discussions so that the average person can
understand it. We love to popularise
things. Of course, we need to do that but
not at the expense of making a significant contribution to high-level academic
discussions. It is in these discussions
that the agenda is set which shapes further dialogue about bioethical issues.
Catholics tend to understand this
issue better than most Protestants. In
fact, there is a fairly prominent Catholic
adviser on Barak Obama’s new Bioethics
Commission in the US, which is a huge
coup. However, evangelicals need to
commit themselves to high-level academic involvement in this area and abandon some of their anti-intellectualism.
Evangelicals on the whole are too interested in being popularisers and don’t
engage at a sophisticated level in the
really tough questions.
While some Christians express con-

b i o e t h i c s
cern about moral issues like abortion
and euthanasia, there seems to be
more confusion about such issues as
the new reproductive technologies?
Is this true, and if so, why?
I think the reason is that the Bible is
very clear about abortion and euthanasia. It doesn’t take much to draw a line in
the sand on these questions. However,
when it comes to thinking about genetic
and reproductive technologies, the Bible
speaks less directly to those matters. It’s
hard to quote a chapter and verse on
them. So, there is a little bit more room
for ambiguity, and there is room for
good people to agree to disagree about
some of these things.
Our problem is that as Christians we
often don’t deal with ambiguity well. We
are a very black-and-white culture on
ethical issues. I have to tell my students
routinely that not everything is blackand-white and comes tied up in neat little packages.
For instance, I think there is room for
argument over whether Christian couples can engage in in-vitro fertilisation.
My own view is that I think there are
ways that it can be done, but it has to be
done very carefully and with well
thought-out guidelines that must be in
place beforehand. The way it is presently
done, both in the US and in Australia,
makes it problematic. I am a little bit
reluctant to draw a hard line and say,
“Well, we should never do it”. I don’t
think that is quite the case.
Do you have any explanation why so
few pastors seem to be interested in
these issues when lots of people are
facing the possibility of childlessness?
If the average pastor is paying careful
attention to what is going on in his congregation he will be aware that this is a
live issue for growing numbers of people.
If he doesn’t see a need to address it, this
is an indication that he believes in an
essentially privatised faith. Many
churches today believe that faith is private and personal. We have adopted the
stance that culture has forced upon us.
For example, when somebody asks,
“How is your spiritual life?”, what they
generally want to know is how your 30
minutes a day devotional time with God
is going. This is a very private view of
spirituality. We have so reduced the
notion of spirituality to what happens in
the private sphere that we are not all
that interested in what is taking place
around in the wider world.

What is the major theological
starting point for understanding
what modern medicine, science and
technology should be used for?
I would start in Genesis 1 and 2 with
the dominion mandate. Human beings
have been mandated to exercise responsible stewardship and dominion over the
creation. Further, we believe that God in
His common grace has given human
beings the tools to unlock what He has
embedded into His creation. However,
since Adam’s disobedience our calling to
exercise dominion needs to be seen more

In reality, the only dignity in dying is that you
face the reality of your
loss of control and
faculties with courage
and resolve. That is
what brings dignity.
in terms of alleviating or reversing the
effects of sin upon us. It seems to me
that we can trace the theological rationale for medicine back to the Fall in
Genesis 3 when disease, decay and death
first entered into human experience. I
think of medicine as part of God’s good
gift of common grace to human beings
to enable them to exercise their dominion mandate from Genesis 1 and 2.
Do you think that Christians should
be involved in medicine and play a
leading role in it?
I think medicine is an area which
stands in continuity with Jesus’ healing
ministry. It is also entirely consistent
with the compassion of God. I believe
that the Catholic Church has taken a
positive lead in this area which explains
why they have become so involved in the
care of the sick and health care.
Certainly, Christians should see medicine, nursing and other health care professions as important Christian callings.
Many evangelicals would disagree
with you in that assessment. They
would claim that evangelism and

pastoral care have a far higher
priority. What’s your response to
that?
I agree that evangelism is of the highest priority, but we need to be careful
what kind of conclusions we draw from
that proposition. For instance, it doesn’t
follow that we should all be full-time
evangelists.
Further, we need to take seriously
that God has plans for individuals as well
as the social order when we are thinking
in terms of His kingdom. The prophets
are very clear that when the kingdom is
consummated there will be a just social
order that will ensue. It seems to me that
we have a kingdom-based responsibility
in the interim to preach the gospel and
disciple men and women as well as
attend to God’s world. After all, this
world is to be transformed, not
destroyed.
However, we need to be really careful
about how we do this, because some people will say, “Well, you’re just polishing
the brass on the Titanic”. Now the New
Testament tells us that prior to the
Lord’s return, apostasy will be at an alltime high. Does this mean we should no
longer proclaim the gospel because there
seems so little progress in the preaching
of the Word? Would anyone suggest that
preaching in such unfavourable times is
nothing more than re-arranging deckchairs on the Titanic? I would think that
in such circumstances our duty was to
redouble our efforts. My own view is
that the biblical standard by which we
should assess our efforts, both in evangelism and in the church’s social mission, should be faithfulness rather than
“success”.
Should Christians consider healing
ministries as an important calling?
Those are crucial arenas of service
because medicine is in danger of being
entirely secularised. There is now a
strong trend towards treating us as bodies and not persons. Medicine is fast
becoming an assembly-line practice and
not a ministry to a person. When it
becomes a way of generating income and
revenue as opposed to a service, then the
whole nature of medicine begins to
change.
What distinctive contributions do
Christian doctors and other
healthcare workers make?
I think their work is an extension of
Jesus’ healing ministry. God, in His
providence is using physicians, nurses,
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social workers, therapists, emergency
room personnel, to administer healing
in the world today. In a similar way, God
uses people in the food industry to feed
people, and in the clothing industry to
clothe people. In His providence, God
has chosen to use those professions to
further His work in the world. And if this
is God’s work, it has eternal significance.
I like the way R.C. Sproul talks about life
when he says, “Right now counts forever”. If you are practicing medicine
faithfully as part of your service to
Christ, that has eternal significance.
I am deeply troubled by the
dichotomy we now see in Christian circles between so-called “ministry” (what
takes place in the church) and work in
other areas. “Ministry” simply means
service, and in the New Testament the
arena in which that service occurred
always had to be supplied; it was never
assumed as it is in our discussions today.
When we say that someone “is entering
the ministry” we all know what they are
doing, but in the first century all that
was meant was that they had entered
into an arena of service. When pastors
step down from their pastorates, it is
incorrect to say that they have left the
ministry; instead, they have simply
changed arenas of service. The only way
you leave the ministry is by defecting
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from the faith. Regardless of the field in
which you serve, if you are following
Jesus you have entered full-time ministry/service at the moment you came to
faith.
Is it possible today to select the sex
of your child?
Yes, it’s possible.

Nevertheless, a Christian couple
should pause before they go down that
road because I think the Bible tells us to
think of children as a good gift from
God. If this is so, then we should receive
them gratefully, open-handedly, and
without strings attached. The exception
to this is if the parents have a history of
a genetic disorder that is gender linked
and they want to use this procedure to
avoid the risk of that disease.
How about other forms of selection?
How about eye colour, body shape,
even IQ? Is there a problem in
making those sorts of choices if we
have the means available?
Well, thankfully that is a theoretical
question for the time being.

When medicine becomes
a way of generating
income and revenue as
opposed to a service,
then its whole nature
begins to change.
Is there anything intrinsically
wrong with what people call “family
balancing”? If you have three boys
and you want a fourth child, is there
anything wrong with balancing it by
going for a girl?
Personally, I wouldn’t encourage it. I
think setting specifications on your children violates the idea of children being a
gift from God. I also think it reflects a
low view of the sovereignty of God. My
wife and I have three boys, and who is to
say that our family is unbalanced? They
are the children that God gave us.
However, assume that for some reason you are involved in this process. If
so, you need to know that there are three
ways to proceed and two of them are
intrinsically immoral. The first is to find
out the gender by ultrasound, and then
abort the child if you don’t like its sex.
This is intrinsically wrong.
The second way, which is also wrong,
is to undergo in-vitro fertilisation,
screen the embryos and then discard the
embryos that are not of the desired gender. Both of these methods are immoral.
There is a third method, called microsort technology. This is a sperm-separating technology that gives you roughly an
80-90% likelihood of the desired gender.
It’s expensive – I think it’s around US
$5000-6000 – and it’s all done prior to
conception. I wouldn’t say that it’s
intrinsically immoral.
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Can you explain to us the mechanics
of selection? How many embryos do
you need to produce a reasonable
selection, and what happens to the
embryos that aren’t used?
Well, scientists try to max it out. So,
the woman, prior to the eggs being harvested, will be given special hormones
that will allow her to release as many
eggs as possible. The aim of this procedure is to obtain the maximum number
of suitable eggs.
So, theoretically the woman could
produce, say, 10 children?
She obviously couldn’t carry them all,
but she could have 10 embryos, which is
effectively 10 children but without the
possibility of gestating them. She could
have 20 eggs and easily half of those
could be fertilized, if not more. Then the
doctors screen for certain things that are
clearly genetically indicated, like certain
genetic diseases, gender and things like
that, and the ones that are not used they
discard. Obviously, there are real ethical
issues with this.
From a Christian point of view, can
you comment on the status of the
embryo? How should we think about
it? Does it have a moral status?
Yes, it does. The Scriptures think of
the embryo in personal terms from the
earliest point of pregnancy. The idea of
embryos outside the womb is not something that we would expect Scripture to
address. From the earliest point of pregnancy what is growing in the womb has
the moral status of an image-of-Godbearing person. We know from the
account of the incarnation and David’s
account of his conception in Psalms 51
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and 139 that the embryo is considered a
full person with full moral standing from
the earliest point of pregnancy.
From a philosophical point-of-view it
makes the most sense to use conception
as the point at which an embryo acquires
its moral status. Every other point of its
existence is either arbitrary or has nothing to do with its intrinsic nature. For
example, some people say that an
embryo/foetus becomes a person at viability. However, viability is irrelevant to
the nature or being of a human embryo
or foetus. Science can’t determine the
status of a human being. It is incapable
of resolving a fundamental philosophical question.
What for you is the most important
way of establishing the notion of
human dignity?
I think human dignity can only be
grounded properly in the notion of
humans being made in the image of God.
There is no adequate grounding for
human dignity on a naturalistic basis. It
is only on a theological basis that you
can have human dignity properly
grounded and adequately protected. The
idea that human beings have dignity in
the culture today is a widely accepted
notion, but people are simply borrowing
capital from our Christian forebears on
this. There is no adequate way that you
ground respect for human dignity in an
evolutionary view of the world. Human
dignity on this basis, as the psychologist
Steven Pinker puts it, is a useless and
silly concept.
Many people today who suffer
paralysis, heart problems, and
Parkinson’s disease are being
treated with adult stem cells with
great success. Is there really any
need for experimentation with
stems cells from embryos?
In my opinion, there is not. Of course,
this view is vigorously contested by the
scientific community. Embryonic stem
cells have a slight advantage over adult
stem cells because they tend to multiply
longer and more effectively when they
are in culture. In terms of today’s treatments and therapies, I am not convinced
that there is a real need for using embryonic stem cells.
So most of the therapies that are
currently in use are derived from
adult stem cells?
Yes, as far as I am aware, that is the
case. Increasingly, what scientists who

are involved in this research are telling
us is that stem cells derived from nonembryonic sources have many of the
same properties as embryonic stem
cells. The conventional wisdom is that
embryonic stem cells are like a blank
slate that can be engineered into pretty
much anything, but that adult stem cells
are further down the developmental
path and have greater limitations.
However, we are now discovering that
some adult stem cells, particularly those
harvested from bone marrow and from
umbilical cord blood, share many of the
same properties as embryonic stem

Our modern secular
culture believes that
biotechnology provides
us with the only hope
for the sickness and
suffering that’s our lot.

cells. It’s very exciting stuff that is taking
place. I was debating the director of the
Stem Cell Institute at the University of
California, Irvine, and he said publicly
that once we are able to reverse-engineer
adult stem cells to an embryonic stem
cell-like status, then he would give up
working on embryonic stem cells.
Are there any medical problems
related to the use of embryonic stem
cells?
There is a huge comparability problem because, just as a bone marrow
donor has to be an exact match with the
recipient, so a stem cell donor has to be
an exact match as well. The vast majority of embryonic stem cells that are
derived from embryos in storage today
are useless for the average patient as a
direct form of treatment.
So you actually have to go and create
an embryo with somebody who is in
your family?
Yes, or you can do it with yourself.
The best way to do that is to clone yourself, but that is a very tricky business.

That is the only way to ensure that
embryonic stem cells will be compatible.
Of course, the best way to do this is if
you derive the stem cells from your own
bone marrow or other parts of your own
body and then the compatability is
assured.
Does biotechnology hold out any
real hope that we can bring about a
world
where
suffering
and
disabilities are totally eliminated?
I think our modern secular culture
believes that biotechnology provides us
with the only hope for the sickness and
suffering that’s our lot.
What is really missing today is a positive Christian articulation of the virtues
of accepting some of the givens in life.
We accept our eye colour and hair colour
as givens from God. Those aren’t things
that we are called to change. The hope is
that we can realise the eradication of our
fallen human nature. It is the ultimate
triumph of what Francis Bacon suggested was the goal of medicine in the
first place, which is the mastery of the
human state. I don’t think that Bacon
quite envisioned what that would look
like today. I don’t think he ever foresaw
that we would one day take control of
our own nature. He simply envisioned
that we would master the external forces
and sources of suffering that are
inflicted upon us.
Technology has allowed us to slowly
gain dominion over the whole
creation and biotechnology is
helping us to get dominion over
ourselves. How dangerous is it to do
this?
The way we talk about this is very
interesting. I think it represents a very
significant but subtle threat. It’s akin to
the frog in the kettle where the temperature rises slowly and the frog expires

Visiting
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before it realises what has happened.
Most people today are talking in excited
terms about the potential of biotechnology. However, for the most part, they
haven’t grasped the underlying dangers
that accompany it.
What dangers are you talking
about?
The main danger, I think, is that our
humanity is under threat. We shouldn’t
forget that most of the people who are
exploring how to perfect our physical
being are materialists. They see everything in purely physical terms and think
of people as nothing more than their
parts and properties. They don’t regard
us as having an underlying humanity.
For them, biotechnology is simply the
attempt to re-engineer the body. If the
day ever comes when a majority of people think of a human being as nothing
more than a collection of parts and properties, then that will be very bad news
for the unborn, the elderly, people in
comas, and those who can’t perform a
lot of bodily functions.
If the materialist view ever gains
ascendancy in our culture, then concepts
like moral responsibility and criminal
justice will come under serious threat
too. If we are nothing more than our
parts and properties and we don’t have
an enduring nature, then it is quite plausible to say that if I commit a criminal act
today, then a year from now I will be a
different entity from the one that committed the act. To my knowledge, no one
has really had the stomach yet to follow

through with this idea and say that we
can evade responsibility by claiming that
we are different persons.
What changes have been taking
place in people’s thinking that now
allow them to think of the human
body and its organs as simple
commodities?
The revolution in reproductive technology has been the driver behind this

At the moment we are
not too far away from
looking at some human
beings as sources for
biological spare parts.
idea. We now have eggs for sale and
wombs for rent. Business has seen an
opportunity here and now we are outsourcing these services to other parts of
the world. We have created a whole
industry in America that has become
known as “reproductive tourism”. We
now have a commercial bazaar for our
reproductive materials. Some people
have extended this idea and have sug-

gested that if we can reproduce babies by
using human sperm and eggs which are
excess to our needs, why can’t we do this
with kidneys when we don’t need both of
them to survive? At the moment we are
not too far away from looking at some
human beings as sources for biological
spare parts.
Where do you think the commodification of body parts is leading?
I think we are going to see more and
more body parts that will become marketable items. Part of the reason for this
has to do with the globalisation of economic life in general.
So, people will sell or be sold for
their body parts?
There will be increasing numbers of
people who will be selling their organs to
escape poverty. Further, unscrupulous
business interests will exploit this market and thus will begin a new wave of
human trafficking.
So people will be kidnapped and
have their organs taken?
Yes, that’s right. It doesn’t take a lot
of imagination to see that happening in
countries where there are few human
rights or where there is very weak law
enforcement. The human trafficking
network is very sophisticated today.
Criminals will be hard to catch. But it
might be a while before that sort of thing
starts because there are probably too
many people who are willing to sell a kidney to escape poverty.
So what is happening now?
In the US at the moment people are
using the internet to get past the donor
registry and jump spots on the list for
organ donations. They are already using
the internet to arrange for private sales
of organs. The other place I think we will
see this happening is with children who
are being put out for adoption. We will
see them sold by their parents. In fact,
most people in the developing world
would rather see their children sold to
affluent middle-class families than into
prostitution or slavery. I think we will
see that as an application of human trafficking as well.
Is there a link between pro-choice
views on abortion and embryo
experimentation?
Yes, there’s a definite link. Adoption
facilities are also facilitating the adoption of embryos that have been left over
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from IVF treatment. Pro-choice feminists object vehemently to these being
called “adoptions” because the suggestion, of course, is that there is a parallel
between what is an adoptable newborn
and an adoptable embryo, which they
want nothing to do with. If you Google
“embryo adoption” or the “snowflake
program” you’ll see that there are a number of places that supply this option
today.
Is there a difference between wanting a child and wanting a perfect
child?
There is a huge difference. It comes
down to whether we have any rights in
these matters. We have a limited right to
attempt to procreate. We do not have the
right to a child, or to a child that meets
certain specifications, still less to the
“perfect child”. I think it’s also important to point out, just as an aside, that
none of us are genetically perfect. We all
have genetic glitches.
Is there any connection between the
eugenics movement in the early
20th century and the biotech
movement in the early 21st century,
and if so what is it?
Yes, there is a connection. The eugenics movement in the US exercised such
influence in the 1920s that it led to the
United States Supreme Court suggesting
that men and women with certain mental disabilities, or even habitual criminal
activity, could be involuntarily sterilised.
As William Jennings Bryan, who was a
very well-respected justice and a
Christian, put it (to his shame), that
“three generations of imbeciles are
enough”. That decision wasn’t overturned until 25 years later. It is not well
known that the founder of Planned
Parenthood, Margaret Sanger, was a
vocal advocate of eugenics in the 1920s.
So, that is a dark part of American history.
The parallel between the two movements is seen in their shared beliefs that
we can somehow engineer all of our
flaws and faults out of our natures. They
also share a common view that there are
medical solutions to emotional and spiritual issues. For instance, there are many
today in biotechnology circles who
believe that we can deal with habitual
criminal behaviour with drugs.
Do you think it is okay for Christians
to undergo IVF procedures? Are
there any moral problems involved?

There are certain problems, however I
would say generally “yes”, but under certain conditions. The first condition is
that every embryo that you create in the
lab is entitled to be implanted, which in
a best-case scenario is with the couple
themselves. If they are for some reason
not able to do that, then they are oblig-

The parallel between
eugenics and biotechnology is seen in their
shared beliefs that we
can somehow engineer all
of our flaws and faults
out of our natures.
ated to find a compatible couple to adopt
their embryos. That would be one. No
embryos should be discarded.
So, the other couple would be
surrogates?
No, the other couple would be adoptive parents. Now, the second parameter
on this is that under no circumstances
should the couple ever be in a position to
selectively abort some of the foetuses.
You can always avoid that by just limiting the number of embryos implanted to
the number that you can safely carry.

So the technology exists that if I
said I want three children
potentially, I can actually fertilize
or create three embryos?
You would probably have to create
more embryos than that, but you can
limit the number that are actually
implanted into the womb.
What happens to the others?
The others are frozen and put into
storage for use at a later time. That is
why I say that every one that is created
in the lab must have an opportunity to
be implanted.
The responsibility is on the couple to
ensure that their children that they create in the lab are adequately cared for. If
you can’t do that, or if you don’t have the
stomach for it, then don’t go down that
road. Just don’t go there.
Are there any serious medical problems that IVF increases the risk of?
The evidence is a little spotty on this.
There is some suggestion that there is a
slightly higher instance of some genetic
abnormalities. I wouldn’t say that that is
particularly conclusive evidence. So, it is
just not particularly clear.
Why do pastors maintain silence on
IVF? I mean, you don’t hear many
people preaching about it.
Well, because for one it is complex.
Scripture is not as clear about it as we
like and I think we are afraid to offend
couples who have already gone down
that road. It’s the same reason that we
don’t preach on abortion that much. We
are trying not to offend people who have
had abortions. The down side of that is
that people don’t ever hear the truth. ap

Full-Time Ministry Position
Acacia Ridge Presbyterian Church
We are an established suburban Brisbane church in Queensland.
Our vision is to be a vibrant and passionate Christ-centred church community. And
our mission is to grow in Christ, equip through Christ,
serve like Christ and reach others with Christ.

Expanding our ministry team.
We are seeking a qualified person to join our ministry team and work in the
equipping and serving aspects of the mission. This position is permanent full-time.
The suitable person will need to be a team player with theological qualifications,
a commitment to expository preaching and have a love for Jesus and his people.
For more information and an application package, please visit our website:
http://www.arpc.org.au/jobs/
or contact Dan Bigg on 07 3711 5410 or 0414 340 703
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Abortive arguments
The arid, incoherent culture of death is slowly receding.

Peter Barnes

I

n 1984 I wrote a booklet on abortion entitled Open Your Mouth for
the Dumb: Abortion and the
Christian (Banner of Truth), and in
2010 it was revised and enlarged as
Abortion: ‘Open Your Mouth for the Dumb’.
It has been an interesting exercise to pick
up the trends over a quarter of a century.
We might now ask: “Is the pro-life position winnable?” Or perhaps: “Is the prochoice position increasingly untenable?”
Gone are the days when abortion
could be compared to the removal of
an ingrown toenail. The Supreme Court
of the United States in 1973 stated: “We
need not resolve the difficult question of
when life begins.” That is often restated
today, but with less conviction.
Janet Hadley cites one woman who
wanted an abortion because she was
going on a skiing holiday, but then adds:
“Dividing reasons for abortion into ‘good’
and ‘bad’ is a treacherous moral enterprise.” She asks: “How can anyone make
such moral judgments?” It is strange, but
such reasoning is usually only applied to
matters like abortion and sexual ethics,
not racism and paedophilia.
A British feminist, Amanda Platell, in
2007 expressed her horror at the scale of
abortion in Britain since 1967, but maintains, rather lamely, that “we support the
principle of abortion, but abhor the way
it has come to be so misused and abused
by the current generation”. She accepts
that abortion is killing but says that it is
the lesser evil. She writes: “The nearly
200,000 aborted babies in the UK each
year are the lesser evil, no matter how
you define life, or death, for that matter.
If you are willing to die for a cause, you
must be prepared to kill for it, too.” It
seems that the sisterhood is willing to kill
for the cause.
Australian ethicist Leslie Cannold
admits: “Any attempt to place a wedge
somewhere in this gradual process and
declare that before the wedge the foetus
doesn’t matter, while after the wedge it
does, is a decision that is as much a part
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Advances in science –
notably the use of ultrasounds – have made it
increasingly obvious
that the unborn child is
a human being.
of the sea of subjective values around
abortion as any other.” Despite this concession to reality, Cannold’s vehement
defence of the woman’s right to abort her
child remains unchanged. She objects to
abortion on the grounds of sex selection
– which usually means the death of the
female child – but accepts most abortions as responsible decisions to “kill
from care”.
Even Jane Caro, the spokeswoman for
Pro-Choice NSW, has written that “No
one wants to have an abortion. It is not
something women take lightly, but
sometimes they decide it is the lesser of
two evils.” One can only wonder why she
considers abortion an evil in any sense.
Most startling of all is the view of Peter
Singer who is ready to acknowledge that
“the opponents of abortion are right to
say that abortion ends a human life” and
that “birth is in some ways an arbitrary
place to draw the line at which killing the
developing human life ceases to be permissible, and instead becomes murder”.
Advances in science – notably the use
of ultrasounds – have made it increasingly obvious that the unborn child is a
human being. The normally pro-abortion
New Scientist in March 2006 reported
soberly: “The task force finds that the
new recombinant DNA technologies
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indisputably prove that the unborn child
is a whole human being from the
moment of fertilisation, that all abortions terminate the life of a living human
being, and that the unborn child is a separate human patient under the care of
modern medicine.” The so-called prochoice side has often shown a distinct
dislike for the use of ultrasounds. In May
2008 the student union at the University
of Queensland would not allow the
Newman Society to display a poster
showing an unborn baby eight weeks
after conception. The administration
then refused to allow a pro-life stall to be
set up in the university.

A

nother problem for pro-choicers is
the issue of sex-selection. In 2007 at
the United Nations a resolution was
brought forward to condemn sex-selection abortion on the ground that it discriminated against women, but many
feminist organisations opposed it
because they feared the implications for
all abortions. In April 2010 Canada was
trying to curtail sex-selection abortions
without curtailing abortion itself.
In China and India ultrasounds have
detected females in the womb, leading to
more abortions. There may be something
like 35,000 forced abortions daily in
China. A movement that has supposedly
championed women’s rights has led to
cruel violence against young girls in the
form of female infanticide and sex-selection abortion directed at female babies.
Janet Hadley protests: “A society which
tolerates female infanticide or abortion
of female foetuses holds women in contempt, whatever status women may
achieve as mothers of sons.” Yet she fears
that banning sex-selection abortions will
drive a wedge into other abortion laws. It
is irony indeed to be hoist with one’s own
petard – blown up by one’s own bomb.
Furthermore, there is growing evidence that abortion causes pain to the
unborn child. In April 2010 a law was
proposed in Nebraska which banned
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abortions beyond twenty weeks of pregnancy on the grounds that the foetus can
feel pain. The New York Times was
alarmed and spoke of “a spreading peril
for women’s privacy and freedom” based
on “a questionable theory of foetal pain.”
Late-term abortions have always been
difficult to explain away. Janet Hadley
admits that “late abortions represent a
wafer-thin line between the tolerable and
the intolerable, the merely disturbing
and the truly revolting”. Possibly some
500 to 1000 abortions are born alive each
year in the USA. On October 24, 2006, in
Miami, a premature baby, Amillia Taylor,
was born. She was aged only 21 weeks
and 6 days, and was slightly longer than
a ballpoint pen in length. Yet four
months later she was strong enough to
be taken home.
Dr Joseph Bruner of Vanderbilt
University in Tennessee has been privileged to witness some remarkable things,
but few more remarkable than this. On
August 19, 1999, Dr Bruner was operating on a spina bifida patient, Samuel
Armas, when Samuel was just 21 weeks
old in his mother’s womb. At one point in
the operation, Dr Bruner lifted the baby’s
hand out of the womb, and supported it
with one finger. A photographer, Michael
Clancy, was there to capture the
moment. Nearly four months later, on 2
December 1999, Samuel was born. He
has since grown into a lively young boy
with his only obvious disability being his
need to wear leg braces.

T

here is also the issue of infant deaths
apart from abortion. In May NSW
Attorney-General John Hatzistergos
announced a review into NSW laws
involving the deaths of unborn children.
This came about because an eight month
old child in utero, Zoe, was killed on
Christmas Day 2009 by a driver allegedly
on drugs. The driver could not be charged
with manslaughter because the baby had
not taken a breath. Those with vested
interests in not dealing with the abortion
issue took refuge in saying how complex
the matter was.
Meanwhile, there is growing evidence
that abortion can have a devastating
effect on the living. In Britain the Royal
College of Psychiatrists in March 2008
significantly modified a 1994 finding that
the risks to mental health associated with
continuing an unwanted pregnancy far
outweighed the risks of regret over the
abortion. Increasingly, even secular agencies were warning that abortion is linked
with breakdowns in mental health.

One of the most devastating indictments of abortion has actually come
from the pen of Jo Wainer, who spent her
life participating in the practice. In a collection of stories entitled Lost, she has
unwittingly revealed how inherently
dehumanising is the practice of abortion.
One woman is quite emphatic: “I hate
children. I especially hate babies.” When
she aborted her child at 20 weeks, her
rage knew no bounds: “I should have
made sure it was dead. I should have torn
it apart with my own bare hands, wreaking my vengeance upon it for what it did
to me.” These are stories of guilt, grief,
callousness, fantasy, and almost
unbounded sorrow.

Maternal deaths fell in
the West not because
abortion was legalised
but because penicillin
was discovered.
Abortion often terminates a relationship – about 80% break up after an abortion. In recent times there have been
some spectacular changes of mind on
this issue. Dr Bernard Nathanson, the
New York gynaecologist who in 1969
helped to form the National Association
for the Repeal of Abortion Laws and who
himself performed or supervised some
75,000 abortions, came to the conclusion
that the foetus is, in fact, a tiny human
being, and so worthy of all protection.
In the USA it was routinely claimed
that before abortion was legalised, there
were about 5000 to 10,000 deaths per
year due to illegal abortions. Since his
change of heart on the issue, Bernard
Nathanson has written: “I confess that I
knew the figures were totally false, and I
suppose the others did too if they
stopped to think of it.” It is also incontestable that the number of maternal
deaths fell during the 20th century in the
West not because abortion was legalised
but because penicillin was discovered.
Carol Everett too was involved in selling 35,000 abortions in the United
States, and had one herself, and felt the

pain of depression, guilt, and shame –
even a sense of being raped – as well as
the breakdown of her marriage. Finally,
she was converted to Christ, and faced
her sin honestly. Norma McCorvey too
has swapped sides. She was the Jane Roe
in the Roe v. Wade case that led to the
United States Supreme Court decision of
January 1973 when it struck down all
abortion laws in the country. Ms
McCorvey was supposedly gang raped –
but that was untrue – and in fact she
never had an abortion. She was manipulated by celebrity pro-abortionists.

T

here is a paradox in this, and it may
not be lasting, but it is interesting
and could be significant that at a time
when Americans have elected an
intractable pro-choice president, they
seem to have increasing doubts about the
morality of abortion. A Gallup poll in the
USA found that in May 2009 a majority of
Americans identified themselves as prolife for the first time in the history of the
question being asked by the pollster. This
fell slightly by May 2010, but the pro-life
majority remained. Gary Langer of ABC
News in the USA has commented that the
majority of Americans are actually prolife and pro-choice simultaneously.
In April 2010 Newsweek expressed
alarm that the abortion-rights movement was run by ageing women and few
men. Sociology may be regarded at times
as somewhat akin to the ancient practice
of consulting the entrails of a chicken –
much depends on how the question is
phrased. But some signs are there.
Taking all of these trends together,
none of this means that victory is necessarily near. This is the kind of issue where
a number of battles may be won but still
the war is lost. People will rationalise evil
because they consider that that is in their
best interests. Yet in 1970 the Soviet dissident, Andrei Amalrik, published his
extraordinary essay, Will the Soviet Union
Survive Until 1984? He was wrong, but
only by seven years. Amalrik himself was
killed in a car crash in Spain in 1980, but
the period from 1989-1991 saw the sudden collapse of communism. We may live
to see the sudden collapse of a similarly
anti-life worldview. Increasingly, it is the
pro-abortionists who look like they are
ap
spitting into the wind.
Dr Peter Barnes is minister
of Revesby Presbyterian
Church, Sydney.
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Wonderfully made
How we see embryos shows how we see each other.

Douglas Milne

T

he question of the moral
status of the human embryo
is a core issue in modern
biology and reproductive
technologies. For this reason it ought to
be of utmost concern to Christians who
believe in the sanctity of human life as a
gift of God.
By and large, the biological sciences
cannot and do not intend to tell us about
the nature or purpose of the living
organisms they study. Theirs is a
descriptive and analytical role,
explaining how things work rather than
why they exist. But it is only when we
know what something is for that we can
decide how we should treat it. So, what
is a human embryo in itself, why does it
exist the way it does, and what is it
intended to become?
Normally, embryos are created from
the fusion of a sperm and egg in the
process of fertilisation or conception
that takes about 24 hours to effect. Most
human embryos come into existence this

Natural law teaches us
that simply being alive is
a universal good...
Because of this we have
learned to speak of the
right to life.
way. Another way for embryos to form is
when one embryo reproduces itself in
identical twinning. The second embryo
in this process possesses the same DNA
as the first because the latter has actually
cloned itself.
Theoretically it is possible to produce

Historic Presbyterian Church in Singapore
seeks Senior Minister
The English Congregation of Orchard Road Presbyterian Church (ORPC)
seeks a Senior Minister for an initial 4-year term commencing July 2011.
ORPC is a family-oriented church in an inner-city location which draws people from all over
Singapore. We have a multi- generational and multi-racial congregation of 800+ which includes
international workers and students. Our church has a history which spans over 150 years.
For more details of ORPC please visit our website at www.orpc.sg.
We are prayerfully seeking God’s man to lead ORPC. He ideally will be one whose life is based
upon God’s word and is able to provide a strong bible-based expository preaching from the
pulpit. He should also have (1) the vision and leadership skills for both world mission and local
outreach programmes (2) the heart and experience to initiate and manage an effective pastoral
care ministry for the congregation and (3) a good understanding of cross cultural differences,
sensitivities and communication.
The Senior Minister leads a pastoral staff of 5 full-time ministers and preachers and
6 administrative personnel.
Ordained Presbyterian Ministers with at least 10 years’ pastoral experience and a degree from
an accredited theological institution are preferred.
A clearly defined job description, salary and other benefits will be discussed and agreed upon
before employment commences.
Resumes with recent photograph,
two references and one recording of a
sermon and/or inquiries should be sent
by post (mark Private & Confidential)
to the following address:

Orchard Road Presbyterian Church
3 Orchard Road, Singapore 238825
Attention: Session Clerk, Elder Robert Yu
(or to his email address at ry5485@yahoo.com.sg).

All applications will be treated in confidence.
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embryos by two artificial procedures
known as embryo splitting and nuclear
transfer. In the former, an early embryo
whose cells are capable of becoming all
other cell types in the human body, is
split in two or three parts each of which
may become a separate embryo. In the
case of nuclear transfer the nucleus of an
egg cell is replaced with the nucleus of an
adult cell that carries the DNA of that
person. The egg is artificially stimulated
and grows, (as in the case with Dolly the
sheep), into a living copy of the body cell
donor.
Once fertilisation has taken place cell
division begins, a process that will
eventually produce the whole foetus and
baby, the new born infant, then the fullgrown adult person. Conception was the
start of that biological process that has
caused every one of us to become the
human creatures that we are today.
From a biblical and theological
perspective we believe that the human
person is a mysterious entity of
soul/spirit and body. In this duality the
soul is the determinative principle that
animates and coordinates the body and
enables it to grow and function. Death
occurs when the soul leaves the body; by
analogy, we reason that the presence of
the soul explains the self-directed
growth and development of the embryo
from the start.

T

hree issues are commonly raised
against the belief that personal
human life originates with the embryo.
The first is the large number of embryos
lost through miscarriages, before or after
implantation. Miscarriages are said to
account for about 15% of natural
pregnancies. However, it is generally
agreed that a large proportion of
miscarriages are not viable embryos
because of chromosomal deformities or
other serious defects. The rate of
deformed newborns is therefore kept
from being much higher than it actually
is, by miscarriages. However, the loss of
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even a minority of viable embryos still
raises questions about the goodness and
power of God that are not easily
answered.
The second objection is based on
identical twinning which occurs during
the first week and not after two weeks.
This is the legal reason for justifying
embryo experimentation during the
first two weeks. It is argued that two
embryos forming during that period
means that before this a human being
could not have existed. But it may well
be that the first embryo is already
programmed to reproduce itself after
some days. If, as can happen, the two
embryos again become one, then
presumably one of the two embryos has
died in unusual circumstances. The
possibility of twinning (one out of
several thousands of pregnancies) is
therefore no reason to deny human
status to the embryo from the
beginning, and, after all, the vast
majority of embryos never twin.

T

hird, the embryo is often described
as
simply
a
clump
of
undifferentiated cells that lack unity or
purpose. But, the early embryo displays
a remarkable degree of unity and
purpose. For example, some of the
embryo’s cells will form the placenta
that is the lifeline of the embryo and
foetus; the embryo forms a north-south
axis that will form the head and feet of
the foetus; prior to implantation the
cells of the embryo are contained within
a single layer, thus showing its
determination to grow as a single
organism; cell differentiation occurs
from within the embryo rather than
from any outside influence such as the
mother.
So the embryo displays all the unity
and organisation of an individual
organism with an intrinsic goaldirectedness. In fact, it has been claimed
that the zygote, the original human cell,
is the most determined and specialised
cell in the entire process of human
development.
Since the embryo is an organism, we
need to contemplate its existence as a
whole rather than stay with its several
biological parts or processes. It is all too
easy to isolate the first two weeks of the
embryo as though this belonged to some
separate period from the rest of its life
and growth. Classical philosophy and
theology both help us to think rationally
about the nature of our human being as
a whole and from the beginning of our

life cycle.
Natural law teaches us that simply
being alive is a universal good, in fact,
the highest good that anyone can
receive, because without this good no
others, such as knowledge or friendship,
are humanly possible. Because of this we

God is pro-life because
God is the living God
who delights in the
gifting of life to His
creatures, especially
humankind made in His
own image.

have learned to speak of the right to life,
which is the language of law applied to a
human being for its protection
universally. Since human embryos are
primitive human beings they should
have the right to the full protection of
the law. Even if we are not sure about
their status we ought to err on the side
of caution and still protect them from
being destroyed.
The human self is the ego at the
centre of our being that makes each of us

conscious of being “me” and no one else.
Because of this central “I” that does not
change, each of us is conscious of our
own life as a whole from childhood
onwards. This continuity of the self is
what gives our life a single meaning and
enables us to find meaning in reality as a
whole. The baby who eventually
becomes an octogenarian is one and the
same person, in spite of biological
changes over the years. But the belief
that every human being is a “someone”
or a subject, leads us back to the embryo
as the starting-point of that personal
existence. Beyond that we cannot go in
finding objective grounds for our
individual human being.
Secular philosophers argue that we
only become persons over time, when we
become capable of social activities or are
self-aware. But logically we must be
something already in order for us to
become something that we were always
capable of becoming. We might say with
some philosophers that the human
person consists of a being that involves
a becoming, and that this becoming
happens only because we are already
substantially what we do become. “The
child is father of the man.” The human
embryo is already a member of the
human family but only needs time and a
right environment to become what
he/she already is. The complete genetic
code in every embryo witnesses the
completeness that already exists.
Some claim that the embryo lacks
personhood because biologically it is
only an impersonal cluster of cells. Yet
the embryo already possesses a social
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life in the sense that no embryo comes
into existence in isolation from the will,
choice and acts of other persons,
especially those of a caring mother and
father who have joined together to
create this new individual life and
person. From the outset the embryo is a
being-in-relation like all of us,
establishing herself and being
established by others as a social
creature.

further. God is the One who actually
creates life in the womb. The many
pregnancy stories in the Bible witness to
the role of God as the patron of life in the
womb.
To desperate Rachel who
demanded children from him, the
equally desperate Jacob declares, “Am I

W

hen we turn to a theology based
on the Bible we find further
supporting arguments for our belief in
the full moral status of the human
embryo. Certainly the Bible does not
speak the language of modern
embryology but it does say a lot about
human beings, their nature, contingency
and calling, and it expresses all this in
relation to life in the womb. For
example, God reveals Himself as the One
who gives life to all living organisms, as
in Acts 17:25 and 1 Timothy 6:13. God
is pro-life because God is the living God
who delights in the gifting of life to His
creatures, especially humankind made in
His own image. Most clearly in the
Gospel history of Jesus, God’s own Son,
do we see His commitment to the life of
the world (John 3:16, 1 John 4:9).
But the Bible narrows this down

The Church has never
contemplated the
embryo in Mary’s womb
as any other or any less
than the full Person of
the Son of God.
in the place of God?” (Gen. 30:2) The
two biblical sites that reflect this most
clearly are Job 10:8-12 and Psalm
139:13-16. In each passage God is
pictured as a divine architect or weaver
of great skill and artistry who brings
together in the womb the whole human

Vacancy for a Pastor
St. Andrew's Presbyterian Church, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia,
has existed as a congregation for more than 100 years.
Ours is a ministry especially to the international community.
Our congregation of about 420 attendees at our two services comprises
families from all continents, mainly from the international and Malaysian
business, diplomatic and service sectors, including a Malaysian majority
in our membership. Our congregation is multi-ethnic, multidenominational, cosmopolitan, caring and committed.
We are seeking an experienced Pastor, preferably with international
pastoral experience in an urban setting, to provide spiritual leadership
and a strong pulpit and worship presence. Commitment to preaching
the word of God, adult education and pastoral counseling and care is a
prerequisite. The Pastor should be an energetic team worker, fluent in
English, ordained in a recognised Protestant tradition and be able to
demonstrate initiative, cross-cultural empathy and adaptability.
Interested applicants should email their application to:
psc@standrewschurch.org.my before 31st December 2010.
More information on St Andrew's can be found at:
http://www.standrewschurch.org.my/
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being as a single entity. From the
beginning He knows us personally and
calls us His own in a covenant of life that
extends to the end of our earthly lifespan. As the Personal God He bestows
on us our personal existence from the
beginning, thus making us in His image.
But perhaps the most telling proof of
all is the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus
Christ. God reveals Himself there as the
One who creates life in the womb at
conception. The Church through its
history has confessed in the words of the
Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in Jesus
Christ God’s only Son our Lord who was
conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the
Virgin Mary.” When the Holy Spirit
overshadowed Mary (Luke 1:35) she
conceived in her womb the Person of the
incarnate Son of God. The time of
conception was the point when the Word
became flesh and began to dwell in our
midst. Because Jesus is our human
Representative before God the
beginning of His human journey must
be the starting-point for ours. The
Church has never contemplated the
embryo in Mary’s womb as any other or
any less than the full Person of the Son
of God. His conception illumines ours
and tells us about our own beginning.
The moral status of the human
embryo and the treatment each
deserves, is a question that science
raises but cannot answer.
Only
metaphysical philosophy and classical
theology can provide the answer,
especially as that streams to us from the
pure light of God’s infallible Word in
Scripture and from Jesus Christ, His
eternal Son, our Lord.
Each of us began as an embryo, a
point the size of a dot, but we have
become full adults through a single
process of human development. How we
treat and think of the weakest members
of our human family will affect the way
we regard one another generally. When
we deny the full humanity of our
embryonic children we deny it to us all
with destructive, long-term effects. By
disposing so easily and so often with our
human embryos we are showing the
beginnings of an erosion of human
values with respect to that most
precious of all human goods, the gift of
ap
life itself.
Douglas Milne lectures in
bioethics at the Presbyterian
Theological College,
Melbourne.
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Vocation, not vacation
20 daily Bible studies in 1 and 2 Thessalonians

T

he generally accepted work ethic today differs
greatly from a century ago. Back then, our
vocation, whether it was paid work in order to
sustain a family, or work in the home (to sustain
the same family!), was at the centre of our life.
Opportunities for rest and relaxation, while important,
were peripheral to the fulfilment of our vocation, our calling
in life.
Today, our leisure time is much more likely to take the
central place in our thinking. Not that we don’t still work
long hours; but work has become a means of making the
money we need to enjoy our leisure rather than a vocation
to which we are committed for the good of others.
The danger with our modern emphasis is that it leads to
our focusing on what the world owes us, and less on what we
can contribute for the common good. This, in turn, can lead
to an attitude of “idleness” – not that we are doing nothing,
but that we are doing what we are doing for the wrong
reason. As Christians, we need to be very careful we don’t
unwittingly drift into adopting the world’s values.
Paul saw this as a potential problem in the young church
he had planted in Thessalonica. In the two short letters he
wrote to them, which form part of God’s inspired Word to
us, he encouraged them to think carefully about what
following Jesus looks like in daily life and work. He also
wanted them to be clear in their understanding concerning
Christ’s second coming, which is not surprising because
Jesus Himself had told parables pointing out how we should
all be found doing the Father’s will, fulfilling our vocation,
when He comes.
Paul’s own vocation was to preach the gospel. That was
his life work, his focus. Part of that work was prayer for
those who had become believers through his preaching, and
encouragement of them in their daily walk, including
encouragement to support him in prayer.

Bruce Christian is a former
Moderator-General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.
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Faith, hope and love.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 1:1-3
THE POINT Paul never lost his deep pastoral concern for the
churches he’d planted. Although his letters to them contained
admonition and the correction of errors and misunderstanding, he always began on a positive note, full of gratitude and
praise. In this he models the attitude with which we should
approach tasks that have the potential to cause tension. In
this letter Paul chooses to highlight the obvious fruit being
borne among the Thessalonians by his favourite trilogy of
virtues: faith, hope and love.
THE PARTICULARS
• The Church is established in the eternal Godhead: membership isn’t just an optional extra for believers, they are part of it

THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 1:4-10
THE POINT Paul commended the Thessalonians because
they were a living testimony of God’s grace and the powerful
work of the Holy Spirit among them. It was like a clear-sounding bell that rang out across the whole region, even beyond
their own borders.
THE PARTICULARS
• The powerful impact of the Gospel in Thessalonica was clear
evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work and therefore of the fact
that God had singled them out to be the recipients of His love
(4-5a).
• Much of Paul’s ministry was through relationships. His living
with the Thessalonians is what had the biggest impact (5b-6a).

1 THESSALONIANS 2:1-6a

THE POINT Paul’s Church planting efforts in Thessalonica in
51AD lasted only a few weeks. He had travelled the 100km
from Philippi, having been forced to leave there because of violent Jewish opposition (the gaol/earthquake/evangelism
episode in Acts 16). Now similar opposition in Thessalonica
forced another hasty retreat (Acts 17). This gave rise to some
criticism that Paul was nothing more than a superficial, opportunistic, self-serving peddler of the gospel. Paul points out
how contrary to fact this criticism was, challenging the church
members to verify this from their own experience (“you know”
in verses 1, 2 and 5).

• Joy is a fruit of the Spirit (cf Gal. 5:22), overriding any suffering or persecution that comes from following Christ (6b).
• The dramatic change the Gospel produced in the
Thessalonians made them a natural example to others. The
most striking thing was that they put the one, true and only
living God first in their lives and let nothing else usurp His
rightful place (7-9).
• Their security in the risen Christ as Saviour enabled the
Thessalonians to look forward to His future Coming in judgement(10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is your life a clear-sounding bell that peals out the reality of
God’s saving grace in your family/neighbourhood/office?

THE PARTICULARS
• The positive response to Paul’s proclamation of the Gospel in
Thessalonica was clear proof of the success of his visit (1).
• With God’s help Paul stayed valiantly committed to the
Gospel in spite of ongoing opposition, thus proving he was
genuine (2).
• The Gospel can be (and often is) undermined by heresy, less
than honest motives,trickery, saying only what people want to
hear, flattery, hypocrisy, greed. Paul could demonstrate he had
God’s approval, remaining true to the task he had been given
(4-6).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does our proclamation of the Gospel stand up to Paul’s?

Honest to men.

DAY 4
1 THESSALONIANS 2:6b-12

THE POINT Paul did not only aim to be honest to God in his
gospel work, he also made sure he was honest to men. We
would do well today to follow his example of leadership in the
Church (Philippians 3:17), combining strength with humility,
authority with service.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul always saw his relationship to his church-plants as an
intimate, loving, nurturing, parent-child relationship (7-8, 11).
• Paul was careful never to use (or abuse) his rightful apostolic
authority and privilege to take advantage of others (6b, 9).
• Paul was careful to be above reproach in all his dealings with
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TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Would a biography of your Christian life show clear evidence
of genuine faith, hope and love? Would yesterday’s diary
entry?

Honest to God.

DAY 3

THE PASSAGE

(1).
• Paul maintained an active, grateful, personal and prayerful
relationship with all the churches of which he had been part
(2).
• Authentic faith will give birth to good work (3; cf James
2:18).
• True love will give birth to sacrificial toil (3; cf John 15:9-17).
• Genuine hope gives birth to the ability to keep going in spite
of the inevitable setbacks in our experience(3; cf Rom. 8:25).

Clear as a bell.

DAY 2

THE PASSAGE

s t u d y
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believers, to the point that he could call God as a witness (10).
• Paul’s underlying purpose in everything was for believers to
behave consistently with their profession. He used all the ploys
of a human father – exhortation/encouragement, comfort/understanding, urging/commissioning – to achieve his
purpose (12).
• It is God who initiates our call into His glorious kingdom
(12).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why is the parent-child relationship so helpful as a model for
leadership in the Church? How does it strike a good balance?
• Is it common to see this balance in Church leadership today?

b i b l e
DAY 5
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 2:13-16
THE POINT Paul’s dramatic conversion on the Damascus
road (see Acts 9:1-19) effected a 180º turn-around in his
thinking. Although he had been a Pharisee, hostile to the idea
of Jesus’ Messianic claim, (cf 1 Timothy 1:13), he was now
equally passionate in denouncing the Jews in their ongoing
disbelief and opposition.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul was quite self-conscious of his special calling from God
to be an Apostle (cf 1 Corinthians 15:8-10), chosen as an official instrument to declare God’s inspired word to the Gentiles.
The believers at Thessalonica gladly accepted such authority
(13).

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 2:17–3:5
THE POINT Paul can never be found guilty (although many
try!) of being a cold, detached theologian. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit he teaches us profound spiritual truth,
but it is always in the context of a warm, loving, personal relationship with his family in Christ. We would do well to make
the sentiments he expresses in these verses a model for our
own approach to whatever ministry God has given us to do
within His Church.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul had a deep, personal concern for the people who had
come to faith through his ministry; he longed always to be
with them. But he knew he was involved in a spiritual battle

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 3:6-13
THE POINT Paul was greatly encouraged by Timothy’s report
of growth in the young church plant at Thessalonica. The fact
that they were standing firm in the Lord in spite of much persecution from the Jews was like new life to his own persecution-worn body.
THE PARTICULARS
• Things Paul was excited about regarding what was happening
in his newly-established Church at Thessalonica included – their faith that enabled them to withstand persecution (68);
– their genuine love and affection for Paul and his colleagues
(and this in spite of only a relatively brief acquaintance) (6);
– the beginnings of their love for each other and outsiders

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 4:1-8
THE POINT We live on the other side of the globe, nearly
2000 years later, in a vastly different culture, but Paul’s directives to the Church in Thessalonica are exactly what needs to
be said to us today. The pressure on Christians in a sex-oriented society to conform to the ways (and clothing fashions!)
of the world is enormous, and it seems to me the Church is not
being the salt and light God intends it to be. We need to take
Paul’s inspired words to heart.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul speaks with the authority of the Lord Jesus Himself (12).
• In spite of good initial progress, Paul recognised the potential

s t u d y
God’s Word at work.
• In the Church’s early days, persecution of new believers by
fellow Jews wasn’t confined to Judea; it continued wherever
the Gospel was preached and new churches were planted (14).
• Paul did not try to absolve the Jews as a group from their
part in the guilt of Jesus’ death – with all its consequences
(15-16).
• Commitment to God’s Word usually results in active hostility.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why were the Jewish leaders so antagonistic towards Jesus?
• Why did they persist in their antagonism to His Church?
• Why is there still such strong resistance to the Gospel by
Jews?

A model for ministry.
(17-18, 5).
• Paul saw them as trophies of God’s grace to hold up before
the Lord at His Return. This gave him a real sense of fulfilment and joy, and made all his efforts and trials worthwhile
(19-20, 5).
• Paul did not let setbacks discourage him; he always had a contingency plan, usually involving others as co-workers (1-2).
• Persecutions are an inevitable part of following Jesus,
because they are part of God’s sovereign plan for us in Christ
(3-4).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is there someone to whom you could have a special ministry
of nurture and encouragement, someone to be your “trophy”?

The value of each other.
(12).
• The uplifting effect the news of all this had on Paul included – revitalised energy in the midst of trials and tribulations (78);
– gratitude to the Lord and a renewed sense of joy in Him (9).
• The outcome for Paul in his ministry included – a desire to revisit them to teach and encourage them (6,
10-11);
– ceaseless prayer for them for their continuing growth (10);
– prayer for their growth in holiness before Jesus’ Return
(12f).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Whom are you encouraging just now? Who’s encouraging
you?

Out-of-control passions.
for future trouble if a definite stand was not taken against the
immorality that permeated the society (3-7). So must we!
• Progressive sanctification (being made holy since God is holy)
is an essential part of our salvation (3, 7-8; cf Hebrews 12:14).
• Avoiding sexual immorality requires concerted effort; temptation needs to be “nipped in the bud” (cf Ephesians 5:3). And
sexual sin is never private; it always affects someone else (6).
• God is very serious about the sexual purity of Christians (58).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What restrictions will applying this passage place on your
life-style – your TV/film watching, your reading, your social
life?
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b i b l e
DAY 9
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 4:9-12
THE POINT Of all the methods we use to reach people for
Christ, “life-style evangelism” is probably the simplest and
most effective. In every age, and especially today, people are
looking for something that is real. In an age driven by selfishness, greed, and the desire to be provided for and entertained,
we can make a huge impact for the Gospel as salt and light,
just by being different.
THE PARTICULARS
• Being born again carries with it the disposition to love others
with the “agape” love God has for us. We are taught it by God
Himself (9; cf 1 John 4:7-11), but we still need to be encouraged to grow in affection for our brothers and sisters in Christ

DAY 1 0
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 4:13-18
THE POINT Another reason for consistent Christian living is
the fact that Jesus will return. Nevertheless, some confusion
had already arisen within the Church in Thessalonica as to
what would happen when this occurred. Would believers who
had already died be at some disadvantage, missing out on the
glory of such a great event? Paul wants to clear up this confusion, giving a brief but inspired outline of the events surrounding the Lord’s Second Coming. He allows for the possibility of it happening in his own lifetime (15, 17), but his language does not require this.
THE PARTICULARS
• Confusion about the key points concerning the Second

DAY 1 1
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 5:1-11
THE POINT Jesus told several parables to make clear that He
will come back without warning, and that the reason for this is
as an incentive for consistent, godly living. Paul expands on
this teaching here.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul had done his work at Thessalonica; he knew they were
well informed as to the surprise element in Jesus’ Return (13).
• People do things they’re ashamed of under cover of darkness
so that no-one can see them. If we live every part of our lives
as if the world is watching in broad daylight then we will not
have to shrivel up in embarrassment when Jesus does appear
(4-7).

DAY 1 2
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 5:12-15
THE POINT As Paul brings his letter to a close he includes
some practical instructions on Christian living, for individuals,
but mainly for the Church as a community of God’s people.
God designed us to find fulfilment in satisfying work, which is
best done together.
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul recognised, and so endorsed, a form of Church government giving the responsibility for spiritual oversight, leadership and discipline to elders/teachers, who in turn are to be
given the appropriate respect and support in love, in keeping
with their devotion to such an onerous task (12-13a; 1
Timothy 5:17).
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Life-style evangelism.
(10).
• Ambition for personal advantage or aggrandisement have no
part in a Christian’s approach to life. Yet there are things we
can be ambitious about: the sort of quietness that comes from
a contented trust in God (cf Isaiah 30:15); being so absorbed
in fulfilling our own calling from God that we are not interfering in the affairs of others (cf John 21:20-22); and not being
afraid to get our hands dirty as we carry out our daily tasks
(11-12).
• Honest, hard work is a powerful witness to unbelievers (12).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is your life-style an attractive witness? What needs to
change?

Christ is surely coming.
Coming can even lead believers to the same despair as unbelievers (13).
• Jesus’ own resurrection is proof that believers who have died
are raised to life at His coming (14, 16b; cf 1 Cor. 15:20).
• The momentous event of the Second Coming on the world
stage (16) will bring together all believers: the Church
Triumphant (those who have already died) and the Church
Militant (those still alive) in one unprecedented reunion in the
sky (17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you looking forward with anticipation to the Return of
Jesus? If it were today, are you ready? What do you need to
do?

Daylight behaving.
• Self-control (cf Galatians 5:23) and faith, hope and love (cf
1:3) are basic virtues we need to concentrate on as children of
the Day (6, 8). These certainly make us conspicuous in our
society, and provide us with the protection we need in our warfare! (8)
• We can encourage each other not to give up in the battle
since salvation is absolutely secure in our Lord Jesus Christ (810).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Does your understanding of the Gospel include a clear picture
of the sure and sudden Return of Christ, possibly today?
• We live in a society whose motto is, “If it feels good, do it”.
Why is self-discipline so rare today? What is happening as a
result?

Working in the daylight.
• It is interesting that in the context of Church government
Paul points out the need to pursue peace and harmony actively
(13)!
• Not only are we to be self-disciplined (6, 8), we are to help
each other by warning/encouraging in an attitude of patience
and forgiveness if the sanctification process is a bit slow (1415)!
• The “idle” are those who, due to lack of self-discipline, are the
drifters who are out of work, not because there are no jobs
available, but because of a mind-set that assumes they shouldn’t have to work – they are convinced society “owes” them (14).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Which part of these instructions do you find most difficult?

b i b l e
DAY 1 3
THE PASSAGE
1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-28
THE POINT As Christians, our whole existence is tied up
inseparably with God. We must be serious about walking in
fellowship with Him.
THE PARTICULARS
• Joy/prayer/gratitude should be so much a part of our new life
in Christ that there are no times when they’re not evident,
even, and especially, in the midst of persecution. They form a
sort of trilogy, each in turn being the outcome of the other
two (16-18).
• Verse 18 is literally: “Give thanks in each and every circumstance of your life because that particular circumstance is
God’s sovereign will for you in Christ Jesus.” (cf Romans 8:28)!

DAY 1 4
THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 1:1-4
THE POINT This letter was probably written only a few
weeks after the first one to correct any misunderstandings
that were reported back to Paul after it had been read. It gives
further detail about the Second Coming and again addresses
the problem of idleness in the Church. But, on the whole, Paul
continued to be greatly encouraged by what was happening in
the church he’d planted.
THE PARTICULARS
• The Church is established in God the Father, whom we can
call our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ (cf Ephesians 1:2223); He is the source of grace (unmerited favour) and peace to
us (1).

DAY 1 5
THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 1:5-10
THE POINT As their “father” in Christ, Paul was obviously
distressed by the persecutions the Thessalonians were called
on to suffer for their faith. Yes, he is encouraged by the good
effect such trials have had on their faith, but he would naturally like to see some justice happening in their circumstances.
(We are usually more concerned about the suffering of our
spiritual children than we are about our own!) Paul is looking
forward to the Return of Jesus when God will finally vindicate
all who have suffered.
THE PARTICULARS
• The Thessalonians’ perseverance is actually evidence of God’s
justice, even though He has allowed them to suffer unjustly.

DAY 1 6
THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 1:11-12
THE POINT The activity of prayer is an excellent example of
the interaction between God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility. Paul has just expressed his confidence that God will
consummate all His purposes for His chosen people when
Jesus comes again. Instead of this obviating the need to pray,
it drives him to pray harder!
THE PARTICULARS
• Paul knows that the Thessalonians’ suffering for their faith
will be justly vindicated when Jesus returns. But this cannot
stop him from praying earnestly and constantly that they will
also be found worthy of God’s calling on that great Day (11a).
• He also prays for fruit from their labours – for God to exert

s t u d y
Walking in the daylight.
It is a hard but valuable lesson to learn about God’s providence!
• We need to be open to the Spirit’s leading, but careful to test
if it truly is the Spirit’s leading (19-22; cf 2 Corinthians 11:14).
• We are an integrated spirit-soul-body unit; the whole unit
must be made and kept holy by God; only thus is peace possible (23).
• Our confidence is in God’s faithfulness to do what He says.
We therefore need to read His Word daily and depend on His
grace.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you able to rest in God’s faithfulness to His promises?
• Is there any part of your life you don’t want God to sanctify?

Church growth that counts.
• Paul continues to be thankful to God for even further evidence of growth in the Thessalonian believers’ faith and love
(3).
• The Church at Thessalonica had become a model to the other
churches of perseverance and trust in God in the face of
intense persecution and other testing difficulties. It is interesting that faith and endurance can only be demonstrated in
the context of struggles – so these should be seen as blessing
(4; cf James 1:2-3)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Paul gives no indication as to the numerical growth that has
occurred in the church plant in Thessalonica. Do we have
something to learn from this today? In what do we boast?

God is just.
We need to keep this in mind today as we see great injustices
being done to Christians world-wide today (5; cf Revelation
6:9-11).
• We must leave the whole question of justice and vengeance in
God’s hands alone (cf Rom. 12:19). His people will surely be
vindicated when Jesus comes with the fire of Judgement (6-7).
• Judgement will come on those who fail to believe the Gospel.
Their fate is described as “eternal destruction” and being
“shut out from the presence of the Lord.” Hell is a stark reality
(8-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Will you meet Jesus as your Saviour or Judge when He
comes?

A model prayer.
His power to fulfil their Spirit-inspired desires and faithinspired actions (11b; see Philippians 2:13 for the background
for this).
• Paul’s prayer is also reminiscent of Jesus’ prayer for His disciples the night before He was crucified. Jesus prayed for His
own name to be glorified, and that through Him the disciples’
name would be glorified as well (12a; see John 17:1, 10, 2123).
• Whatever happens in answer to prayer will be on the basis of
God’s grace alone, through the finished work of Jesus (12b).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does your prayer life/emphasis compare with Paul’s?
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THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 2:1-12
THE POINT Perhaps because of intense persecution,
Thessalonian believers had become preoccupied with the (2nd)
Coming, the Parousia, of the Lord Jesus. In First
Thessalonians Paul had shown that the death of some believers before Christ’s Return was no problem. They’d misunderstood either that letter, or his preaching, or another letter we
don’t have – or someone was spreading false rumours.
Whatever the source, there was a rumour that the “Day of the
Lord” had already come. Paul sets this false idea to rest by
drawing attention to some obvious (to them!) realities.
THE PARTICULARS
• Evidence that the “Day of the Lord” had not yet come

included the fact that it would be associated with a (very public) rebellion against God and the exposure of the identity of
the “man of lawlessness” (cf “antichrist” in 1 Jn 2:18,22; 4:3; 2
Jn 1:7 where “anti-” means both “against” and “in the place
of”) (3-4).
• The thing delaying the exposure of Satan’s henchman (cf 9)
was clear to Paul and his readers (6-7), but remains a mystery
to us.
• God is sovereign; even Satan’s deception/rebellion are under
His control but man’s responsibility for unbelief remains (812).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you resting in God’s sovereign grace as you wait for Jesus?

God chose... stand firm.

DAY 1 8
2 THESSALONIANS 2:13-17

THE POINT The tension between God’s sovereignty and
man’s responsibility was hinted at in yesterday’s passage (see
especially verses 10b-12 and the interaction between God
sending the powerful delusion and the unbelievers’ refusal to
love the truth and be saved). Paul again balances God’s choice
with our response.
THE PARTICULARS
• The most appropriate response to the outworking of God’s
saving grace in human lives is gratitude for His love. He chose
us from the beginning and called us to Himself; it is His Spirit
who makes us holy so that we can share in His glory (13-14).

DAY 1 9
THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 3:1-5
THE POINT Paul consistently made requests for prayer when
he wrote to the believers in the various churches. He knew
that without God’s help he could achieve nothing. Without
the Spirit of God at work in the hearts of men all his efforts in
preaching and teaching were to no avail. He was also aware of
the dangers he faced from his own countrymen as he proclaimed Jesus as the only Saviour. It is worthwhile praying
because God is faithful.
THE PARTICULARS
• As God’s Word does its work in us and His name is honoured
through that Word bearing fruit, so we should pray for this
process to continue to bring others to faith in the Lord (1).

DAY 2 0
THE PASSAGE
2 THESSALONIANS 3:6-18
THE POINT Paul concludes with the other matter raised in
his first letter: the value of good, honest work, and the danger
of laziness. His principles have very relevant application to
believers today.
THE PARTICULARS
• A disposition towards laziness is contagious. We find it easier to have a positive attitude to work if we are among people
who find real fulfilment in their tasks and are not just there to
watch the clock and pass the time – and idleness breeds idleness (6-9).
• Failure to play our part in the scheme of things inevitably
puts a greater burden on someone else. There is no free lunch
(8).
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The Day of the Lord.

DAY 1 7

THE PASSAGE
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• This work of His sovereign grace cannot be divorced from the
means by which it is applied to us: our hearing of the Gospel
truth, and our active belief in it (13-14, cf Romans 10:14-15).
• Paul never isolates God’s sovereign election from a strong call
to obey, stand firm and persevere (15, cf Philippians 2:12-13).
• At the the same time he notes our utter dependence on the
encouragement and strength of the Holy Spirit to get us
through (16).
• Paul agrees with James: deeds and words are inseparable
(17)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does verse 12 relate God’s choice and our responsibility?

Pray for us.
• An implication of verse 2 is that anyone who does not have
faith (in Jesus as Saviour) is in the class the Bible refers to as
“the wicked”. Failing to accept God’s gracious provision is evil.
• We need to pray for the Lord’s protection for one another; it
is worth doing because we are talking to a faithful God (2-3).
• Exhorting one another to greater obedience and perseverance, and putting our confidence in God to work out His purposes in us anyway, are complementary, not mutually exclusive
(4-5).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Has God been faithful to you in prayer? Have you been to
Him?

No free lunch.
• Being a good role model often requires us to give up our
rights and privileges. This is especially so today in a society
that puts more emphasis on rights and privileges than on
serving (9-10).
• The sin of idleness can easily lead to other sins like meddling
in the affairs of others and all that this leads to (11; 1 Pet.
4:15).
• We should never give up on doing the right thing, even if
others do! Good self-discipline then puts us in a position to
exercise spiritual discipline towards our brothers in Christ (1315).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How do you approach your work? Are you a good role model?

n e w s

news
Probe Burma ‘crimes’

I

nternational support is growing for
the establishment of a United Nations
Commission of Inquiry to investigate
“crimes against humanity” in Burma,
officially known as the Union of
Myanmar, which is the largest country
by geographical area in mainland SouthEast Asia.
France, Canada, the Netherlands and
New Zealand have recently added their
support to the US, UK, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Australia and
Hungary in seeking an inquiry.
Christian Solidarity Worldwide
has been campaigning for a UN inquiry
for several years, alongside other international human rights organisations. In
March, the UN Special Rapporteur on
Human Rights in Burma, Tomas Ojea
Quintana, concluded that human rights
violations in Burma may amount to
crimes against humanity, and recommended an inquiry.
Assist

Muslims in desecration

M
uslims led by a hard-line cleric have
resumed building on a Christian cemetery in Mandi Bhawaldin, Pakistan, desecrating more graves in spite of a local
government order to halt construction,
according to the All Pakistan
Minorities Alliance (APMA). Radical
Muslim cleric Mirza Abdul Ghani had
built a mosque on the Christian graveyard after allegedly occupying the land
16 years ago, when local Christians were
too intimidated to object, said Salamat
Zia of APMA.

End strife: Presbyterian

T

he Moderator of the Presbyterian Church of Wales has made a desperate plea to Nonconformist Christians
in Wales to leave behind decades of jealousy and unite to save their tradition
and find their unity in God.
The Rev. Gwenda Richards told the
General
Assembly
of
the
Presbyterian Church of Wales in
Lampeter that selfishness had resulted
in jealousy and strife among Welsh
Christians and churches.
“The great tragedy of Noncon-

formism in Wales is the unhealthy competitive approach that has thrived
between denominations, between
churches and even between members.
Since the beginning of the last century
we’ve lived off competition – and I daresay that jealousy and stubbornness arising out of competition will be the death
of us,” she said.
The Presbyterian Church of Wales
has around 30,000 members in more
than 700 churches.

Protests for Baha’is

A

n increasing number of governments, human rights groups and prominent individuals are raising their voices
against the harsh prison sentences
handed down earlier this month to Iran’s
seven Baha’i leaders.
As lawyers for the prisoners prepare
to appeal against the 20-year jail terms,
the government of New Zealand has
voiced its concern that the trial “was
conducted in a manner that was neither
fair nor transparent”.
The governments of Australia,
Canada, France, Germany, the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom and
the USA, as well as the European Union
and the President of the European
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n e w s
Parliament, have already condemned the
sentencing of the seven.
Ekklesia

African bishops concerned

C
onservative Anglican bishops in
Africa have issued a communiqué
expressing concern over “progressive
developments” in the West and committing themselves to tackling the social ills
of their continent.
The statement came at the conclusion
of a weeklong conference in Uganda last
month, where bishops from more than
400 dioceses met to discuss the crises
they face within the church and outside
the church.
The conservative bishops said they
were “very saddened” by the recent
action of The Episcopal Church in the
United States to consecrate a partnered
lesbian in Los Angeles. The Rev. Mary
Glasspool was the second openly homosexual bishop to be consecrated in the
US body despite calls for restraint by the
wider Communion.
Christian Today

Vicar jailed for sham

V

icar Alex Brown’s part in a sham
marriage scam has “undermined” people’s confidence in the Church of
England, says the Bishop of Lewes,

Wallace Benn.
He condemned the actions of a
Church of England vicar who was sentenced to four years in prison last month
for his part in Britain’s biggest ever
sham marriage scam, presiding over 360
fake marriage ceremonies at his parish
church from July 2005 to July 2009.
The scam involved an accomplice
recruiting failed male asylum seekers
from Africa and finding hard-up Eastern
European women who were willing to
marry the men for money, some being
paid as much as £3000 ($A4925).

Million back to church

T

here was a huge response to the second national Back to Church Sunday
in the United States last month. Church
attendance increased at more than 3800
churches on September 12, with those
taking part reporting an average
increase of 26%.
According to a news release, in addition, the overwhelming majority of the
visitors said they were favorably
impressed with the churches they visited.
According to a post-event survey conducted by Outreach Inc, a Southern
California-based church marketing company endorsing the initiative, church
members invited more than 1.4 million

friends, neighbors, co-workers and family members to special services geared
toward those who once attended church,
but for a variety of reasons, no longer
attended.
Assist

Prayer for Hitchens

R
enowned geneticist and theistic evolutionist Francis Collins is among
Christians who have prayed for prominent atheist Christopher Hitchens.
But while many prayed for the
polemic author and self-described “antitheist” to fight off his esophageal cancer
and get right with God, Collins said he
prayed for wisdom for both him and his
friend, whom he met a few years ago for
an “intellectual joust”.
“My prayer is not so much for a supernatural intervention – as a physician I
have not seen evidence for such medical
miracles in my own experience,” wrote
Collins in the Washington Post. “Instead I
pray for myself and for Christopher
along the lines of James 1:5.”
Christian Today

Britons ‘still Christian’

N

ew figures from the Office for
National Statistics show that most
British people still consider themselves
to be Christian while the number of
homosexuals is far lower than previously
estimated.
While 71 per cent of people said they
were Christian, just 1.5 per cent said
they were gay or bisexual, amounting to
only around 750,000 people in the overall population.
The number is far below figures suggested by the Government in 2005,
which estimated homosexuals in Britain
to number around 3.6 million, and gay
rights group Stonewall, which previously
estimated that between 5 and 7% of the
adult population in Britain were gay.
Christian Today

Troops storm monastery

M
iddle East journalist Mary
Abdelmassih is reporting that on
September 7 a 300-man security force,
backed by a large number of cars and
armored vehicles, attacked the
monastery of St Macarius of
Alexandria in Wadi Rayan, Fayoum
province, 150 kilometres south of Cairo.
In her story for the Assyrian
International News Agency, Abdelmassih
said that the monks were assaulted with
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tear gas, batons and stones, and three
were seriously wounded.
The security forces prevented the
delivery of limestone bricks to be used
for the construction of cells for the
monks within the grounds of the ancient
monastery. The Government says the
monastery is in a conservation area.
Assist

Threats in Nepal

A
n underground group in Nepal that
speaks with bombs and has coerced hundreds of government officials into quitting their jobs is threatening Christian
clergy with violence if they do not give in
to extortion demands. The Nepal
Christian Society, an umbrella group
of denominations, churches and organisations, met in the Kathmandu Valley on
September 15 to discuss the dangers
amid reports of pastors receiving phone
calls and letters from the Unified
National Liberation Front.
The group has threatened Christian
leaders in eastern and western Nepal, as
well as in the Kathmandu Valley. Nearly
1500 government officials from 27 districts have resigned after receiving
threats from the Front.
Besides facing threats from a new
group, Christians have also been subject
to persecution due to longstanding animosity that began when Nepal was a
Hindu state; the anti-Christian sentiment refuses to die four years after
Parliament declared the nation secular.
Compass Direct

Muslim radicals escape

Ihasnternational
Christian Concern
learned that more than 700 members of an Islamic extremist group, Boko
Haram, escaped on September 7 after
suspected fellow members of the group
raided a prison where they were being
held in Bauchi, northern Nigeria.
“A group of armed men attacked the
prison at 6:40 PM and fought with the
prison guards for two hours. At least
four people were reportedly killed during the shootout,” said an ICC
spokesman.
“Boko Haram opposes western education and fights to impose Sharia
[Islamic] law throughout Nigeria,
including areas that are majority
Christian. The group has repeatedly targeted the police and Christian communities.”
ICC stated that Christian leaders in

northern Nigeria are alarmed by the
massive escape of Boko Haram members. In July 2009, members of Boko
Haram carried out attacks against
Nigerian police officials leading to the
death of more than 700 people.
Assist

Indonesian elder stabbed

A
n elder of a West Java church that
Muslim groups attacked last month
remains in critical condition after a
motorcyclist stabbed him in the heart
and stomach on his way to a service on
September 12, according to Theophilus
Bela, president of the Jakarta
Christian Communication Forum.
Hasian Sihombing of Batak
Christian Protestant Church sustained a wound to his heart of three centimeters. Also injured was the Rev.
Luspida Simanjuntak, struck with a
wooden block on her back, head and face
by another motorcyclist when she tried
to help Sihombing.
Compass Direct

Demand crashes website

T
he level of concern over the NSW
same-sex adoption bill has increased to
such an extent that a Kids Rights
Count campaign website assisting people to email politicians crashed when it
was launched, unable to cope with
demand.
To date more than 40,000 emails have
been sent to NSW politicians via the
Australian Christian Lobby’s website
from people asking politicians to put the
best interests of children first and reject
the legislation.
“We have had an overwhelming
response from people wanting to make a
stand for kids’ rights. It’s great to see so
many people speaking out against a bill
that puts the rights of adults ahead of
the rights of children. MPs are on notice
that the community does not support
this legislation and will be looking
closely at their voting record,” ACL NSW
director David Hutt said.
Australian Christian Lobby

Militants murder Christian

A
nother member of an underground
Christian movement in Somalia has
been murdered by Muslim militants in a
continuing campaign to eliminate converts from Islam. Local sources said al
Shabaab militants entered the house of

Osman Abdullah Fataho in Afgoi, 30
kilometres from Mogadishu at night and
shot him dead in front of his wife and
children.
Fataho was a long-time Christian
deeply involved in the activities of the
small, secret Christian community,
sources said. Local Christians said they
suspected someone had informed the
militants of Fataho’s faith. The
assailants abducted his wife and children, later releasing her on the condition
that she surrender the little ones to be
trained as soldiers, sources said. “We
know they have taken the children to
brain-wash them, to change their way of
life from Christian to Muslim and to
teach them the Quran,” said one source.
Compass Direct

Buddhists assault Christians

A

visually impaired Christian and his
friend accused drunken Buddhists of
abducting and assaulting them last week
after the blind volunteer distributed
relief material in a Buddhist-majority
town in a region of India devastated by
recent floods. The attackers are still at
large after the assault on September 1 in
the town of Leh.
The attackers, identified as members
of the Ladakh Buddhist Association
(LBA), abducted Ram Kumar Thapa,
Stanzin Chosphel and his pregnant
wife Putali Sherpa because of their
Christian faith and beat the men, the
victims said. According to the victims’
complaints to the Jammu and Kashmir
State Human Rights Commission, LBA
members were upset that Thapa was
preaching Christianity to displaced residents.
Assist

No room for disabled

D
isabled people are being regularly
and routinely excluded from church life,
a disability expert has said.
Interviewed on Britain’s Premier
Christian Radio, Dr Gordon Temple,
chief executive of Torch Trust and executive officer of Churches for All, which
supports disabled people, told Premier’s
Andy Walton that he often receives texts
from disabled people to say they’ve had
enough: “They say, ‘I’m not sure I can
cope with church anymore because I’ve
been there, I sat at the table and nobody
spoke to me.’”
His comments come ahead of a major
conference which will examine disability
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and church life.
“When coffee’s served afterwards,
yes, somebody will go fetch them a cup
of coffee but then they go off and talk to
somebody else and leave them like a
lemon standing in a room full of people
who are having a happy conversation in
which they’re not included”, Temple
said.
Ekklesia

agenda
Poor value religion

placing it in the bottom 10 alongside
Russia (34%), France (30%), Hong Kong
and Japan at 24%, Denmark (19%) and
Sweden at (17%).
Italy and Greece had higher numbers
of people who felt religion to be important to their daily lives, at 72% and 71%
respectively, while in the US, the figure
was 65%.
Estonia had the lowest level of religiosity, at 16%.
Gallup said the survey results could
indicate that religion plays a “more functional role” in poor countries by “helping
many residents cope with a daily struggle to provide for themselves and their
families”.
Christian Today

By Jenna Lyle

Euthanasia fear ‘right’
S
urveys conducted by Gallup in 2009
have revealed that religion plays a A ustralian Prime Minister Julia
greater role in the daily lives of people in Gillard is right to be concerned about
poor countries than those living in
wealthy countries.
The number of adults worldwide who
say religion is an important part of their
daily life remains high, at 84%.
The surveys, which looked at 114
countries, found a strong link between
religiosity and a country’s socio-economic status, with each of the most religious countries having a per-capita GDP
of less than $A6000.
There were 10 countries and regions
where at least 98% of people said religion was important to their daily life,
including Bangladesh, Niger, Yemen,
Indonesia, Malawi and Sri Lanka where
the figure was 99%.
In countries with an average percapita income of $2000 or lower, some
95% said religion was important in their
daily life. In the richest countries – those
with an average per-capita income of
more than $25,000 – the median proportion was far lower, at 47%.
In the UK, just 27% agreed that religion was important to their daily life,

whether “safeguards” in any proposed
euthanasia legislation would work,
according to the Australian Christian
Lobby.
Managing director Jim Wallace
said despite “safeguards” in the
Northern
Territory’s
short-lived
euthanasia laws in the mid 1990s, serious doubts remained about whether or
not two people euthanised by Dr Phillip
Nitschke were even terminally ill.
The “safeguards” set out in the Rights
of the Terminally Ill (ROTI) Act were
also allegedly breached when Dr
Nitschke euthanised patients without
the required medical or psychiatric
checks.
Dr Nitschke admitted to a Tasmanian
Parliamentary inquiry last August that
he probably breached the ROTI Act but
said that it was a “breach that was motivated, I would say, by compassion”. He
also told the Tasmanian Parliament that
the difficulty in defining “terminal illness” should not be a barrier to euthanasia and that the safeguard of a psychi-
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atric assessment should be scrapped in
future legislation.
Dr Nitschke’s extraordinary testimony before the Tasmanian Parliament,
where he also stood by his belief that the
“peaceful pill” should be available to
troubled teens, failed to convince politicians it was safe to legalise euthanasia.
Mr Wallace said this and the experience in the Netherlands where up to
1200 people a year are euthanised without their consent under “voluntary
euthanasia” laws showed that politicians
are right to be cautious.
“The Prime Minister is rightly concerned that euthanasia is open to abuse
and that it poses a threat to vulnerable
people who will feel the pressure to ‘do
the right thing’ by society. Euthanasia
fundamentalists see this as their top
political priority and are happy to brush
aside evidence of failure in pursuit of
their goal.”
Mr Wallace said the overwhelming
opposition to euthanasia from people
aged 65-74 should not be ignored.
With four State Parliaments rejecting
euthanasia in the past two years, Mr
Wallace said Greens leader Bob Brown
was trying to achieve his top political
priority through the smaller Territory
assemblies which did not have the same
checks and balances.
“It would seem he is hoping to see a
precedent for the nation achieved
through the 17-member ACT Assembly
where four Greens hold the balance of
power,” Mr Wallace said.

Religious groups targeted

C

ommunities that have faced racial
discrimination for decades are now
being targeted because of their religion,
says Mark Lattimer, director of
Minority
Rights
Group
International (MRGI) – whose disturbing new report illustrates a growing
global problem.

n e w s
According to MRGI, the targeting of
minorities on religious grounds is now
increasingly becoming a trend in most of
Western Europe and in North America,
while in parts of Asia and Africa religion
is fast overtaking race or ethnicity as the
key factor driving discrimination and
violent attacks against communities.
In many states, from the United
Kingdom to Ethiopia to Bangladesh,
poverty is increasingly correlated with
religion.
Minorities, particularly Muslims,
across the USA and Europe, have been
targets of increased state controls as well
as nationalist campaigns by right-wing
groups.
The report also finds that nearly a
decade after 9/11, religious minorities
across the world face increased attacks,
persecution and a clampdown on their
freedoms due to stringent counter-terrorism measures.
In Iraq and Pakistan, both countries
at the forefront of the “war on terror”,
attacks against religious minorities have
escalated in recent years.
In Iraq, religious groups such as the
Christians, Mandaeans, Baha’i and
Yezidis, have become targets of violence,

including murder, abduction, rape and
looting of properties, since the 2003 USled invasion.
In Pakistan, partly as a backlash and
response to the US and Pakistani military operations, the Taliban have targeted Christians through killings, torture, forcible conversions and burning of
churches and Bibles, the report says.
In the last decade there has also been
an increase in religious profiling as part
of counter-terrorism measures introduced by governments. In most cases
the targets have been men believed to be
Muslim or originating from a Muslim
state.
To see the State of the World’s
Minorities and Indigenous Peoples 2010
report, visit www.minorityrights.org
Ekklesia

Algeria increases repression
By Elizabeth Kendal

A
judge in the Algerian coastal city of
Tizi-Ouzou has issued an arrest warrant
for Ali Arhab, the Algerian-born director of the France-based Christian satellite ministry Channel North Africa.
What initially appeared to be a simple

case of mistaken identity has developed
into something decidedly more sinister.
The concern is that the Algerian government might be wielding a false criminal
charge against Mr Arhab as part of its
anti-missionary, anti-fitna, Islamistappeasement campaign, the effect being
that Mr Arhab will be unable to return to
Algeria without risking imprisonment.
According to the 1996 Algerian
Constitution, citizens are free to observe
their own religion, but it says nothing of
changing religion and prohibits practices contrary to Islamic ethics. Together
these render religious liberty illusory.
Moustafa Bouchachi, president of
the Algerian League for the Defence
of Human Rights, recently protested
against the criminalisation of eating
during Ramadan.
Ten young men were recently
arrested as they sat in a closed restaurant, and charged with eating in public
in violation of the sanctity of Ramadan.
The police were responding to complaints from locals who reported the
“public desecration”.
The men were tried on September 6,
but the verdict will not be known until
early November.
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Orphans indeed
Fatherlessness, the New Atheism and Murphy’s law

Phil Burcham

L

ike many readers, I was
engrossed by Infidel, the 2006
autobiography by the winsome
young Somali writer Ayaan
Hirsi Ali. From the first page, Ayaan
grabs your attention with enthralling
recollections of her experiences as a child
in Mogadishu, refugee in Kenya, starryeyed immigrant to prosperous Holland,
advocate for battered migrant women,
Dutch Parliamentarian and risky collaborator with filmmaker Theo Van Gogh.
While Ayaan attracted widespread
media attention during her recent
Australian tour, two elements of her life
story deserve revisiting. The first is the
pervasive sense of fatherlessness that
haunts almost every chapter of Infidel, or
at least those describing Ayaan’s life after
the age of 10 when her father Abeh abandoned his wife and children.
Ayaan’s unresolved distress over
Abeh’s departure runs like a raw, open
wound through her book. The dismay
she relates upon learning of his remarriage and fathering of additional children
is typical: “I felt as if all the hope suddenly drained out of my bones. I almost
never admitted it to myself, but in those
days in the back of my mind I still imagined that Abeh would come home one
day and make us a proper family again,
re-create that sphere of closeness and
warmth. To learn he had another child –
this was a betrayal, as if he’d slapped me
in the face.”
Another feature of Ayaan’s autobiography is the conversion to atheism that
occurred during her studies at Leiden
University. Needless to say, the worldview imbibed from the course reading list
during her humanities degree differed
substantially from the Islamic dogma she
had received from her imams in Somalia:
“Sometimes it seemed as if almost every
page I read challenged me as a Muslim...
People had contested the whole idea of
God’s power on earth, and they had done
so with reasoning that was beautiful and
compelling. Darwin said creation stories
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According to the
Defective Father
Hypothesis, an atheist’s
disappointment in and
resentment of his own
father unconsciously
justifies his rejection
of God.
were a fairytale. Freud said we had power
over ourselves. Spinoza said there were
no miracles, no angels, no need to pray to
anything outside ourselves: God was us,
and nature.”
Consistent with her new secular outlook, following the publication of Infidel
Ayaan happily aligned herself with the
emerging New Atheist movement led by
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens,
Sam Harris and Daniel Dennett. Ayaan’s
unfortunate association with this posse
of anti-religious bigotry, the self-styled
“Four Horsemen of the Atheist
Apocalypse,” means an alert, critical
mind is needed when reading her books:
a question that lingers upon finishing
Infidel for example is whether her dark
portrayals of an Islamic upbringing simply mirror the one-eyed recollections of
their Anglican schooldays one encounters among the British members of the
New Atheist quartet. Ayaan’s credibility
would be more secure if she chose her
friends more prudently.
Of particular interest here is how
Ayaan’s upbringing conforms to a recurring pattern seen in the personal histories of many atheists: a surprising number of prominent unbelievers grew up in
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fatherless environments. Philip Pullman,
for example, the Pulitzer Prize winning
author who evidently wrote His Dark
Materials trilogy as an atheist alternative
to the Chronicles of Narnia, lost his dad to
a helicopter crash at seven years of age.
Jean-Paul Sartre, the French existentialist who promoted a pungent atheist cocktail to educated Westerners in the ’50s
and ’60s, lost his father at one. Another
prominent atheist within post-war
Continental existentialism, Albert
Camus, was also robbed of his dad at one.
The most influential atheist within the
20th century Anglosphere, Bertrand
Russell, lost his father at four. Friedrich
Nietzsche, arguably the most profound
atheist thinker of all time, was five when
his father died. The prominent Scottish
rationalist David Hume lost his father at
two. The father of “the Great Pessimist”,
Arthur Schopenhauer, committed suicide
when his sensitive son was a teenager.

T

he psychological links between
fatherlessness and unbelief were
explored in Faith of the Fatherless, a
thought-provoking 1999 book by New
York academic psychologist and Catholic
layman Paul C. Vitz. According to the
“Defective Father Hypothesis” proposed
by Professor Vitz, “an atheist’s disappointment in and resentment of his own
father unconsciously justifies his rejection of God.” He reinforces his argument
by pointing to the life experiences of
many atheists who were bereaved of
fathers in childhood – the “dead dads”
category – as well as those whose fathers
failed dismally to fulfil even the basic
responsibilities that accompany fatherhood. According to Vitz, major secularists with “loser dads” include Thomas
Hobbes (violent absentee), Sigmund
Freud (cowardly sexual pervert), Ludwig
Feuerbach (adulterous absentee), H.G.
Wells (alcoholic absentee) and Voltaire
(estranged father).
Vitz also points to a third category
comprising pernicious individuals with

a t h e i s m
nasty, abusive fathers who exploited the
power of the modern State to violently
suppress theistic belief. Totalitarian
atheists with “brutish dads” of this kind
include Adolf Hitler (violent authoritarian), Josef Stalin (brutal drunkard) and
Mao Tse-Tung (violent tyrant).
These associations of defective fathering with atheism are fascinating given
that during the early decades of modern
psychology, the role of fathers in faith
formation was often invoked negatively
to explain the origin of “primitive” theistic beliefs held by Jews and Christians.
Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, hypothesised that believers are
weak, neurosis-ridden creatures who
invent an imaginary “Father in the Sky”
to sustain them amid the rocky transition from childhood to adulthood. Few
paused to ask whether Freud might have
had his own psychological motivations
for framing this argument.
In fact, on closer inspection Freud’s
view of the origins of religious belief
proved strongly dependent on a speculative “projection theory” proposed earlier
by Ludwig Feuerbach. Freud’s hypothesis
certainly did not emerge from any clinical database developed during careful
psychoanalytic examination of a cohort
of believing patients. Indeed, Vitz maintains “there is no systematic empirical
evidence to support the thesis of childhood projection being the basis of belief
in God. Indeed, the assumption that religious belief is neurotic and psychologically counterproductive has been substantially rejected. Instead, there is now
much research showing that a religious
life is associated with greater physical
health and psychological wellbeing.”

H

ow precisely might defective
fathering predispose a child to
atheism? The likelihood that the experience of fatherlessness led a modern
young Somali to reject Islamic theism
just as assuredly as it led Friedrich
Nietzsche or Bertrand Russell to reject
Christianity suggests the absence of a
father erects sturdy mental barriers to
theistic belief that transcend gender differences as well as religious, ethnic or historical boundaries.
A common atheist argument against
Christian theism provides one clue as to
the mental state to which fatherless children are prone: unbelievers frequently
contend that the existence of a good, allpowerful Deity is contradicted by the
pervasive injustice evident in our world.
When thoughtfully presented such argu-

ments pose a serious challenge to faith,
hence over the centuries the “problem of
evil” has received much attention from
Christian apologists.
Yet anyone trying to share the Gospel
in today’s cultural climate will find that
atheist arguments concerning the perceived injustice in the world are often
mounted in an emotional manner that
renders rational interchange virtually
impossible. For many atheists nowadays
it is axiomatic that the world is chaotic,
unjust and unfair. The strength of the
reaction triggered upon probing this
foundational belief is as if one had denied

A child learns justice
from its father and
mercy from its mother.
Children reared in
fatherless homes are
likely to see the world
as unjust, inhospitable
and uncaring.
that the sky is blue or the sun is hot. Such
emotive responses suggest the touching
of a nerve that is inflamed by a painful
life experience – very often that of paternal abandonment.
It is a truism that a child learns justice
from its father and mercy from its
mother. Children reared in fatherless
homes seem predisposed to sensing the
world as unjust, inhospitable and uncaring. Bereft of a moderating paternal perspective, a child feels alone in a world
governed by random, malevolent forces.
The affinity of this psychological state
for atheism is obvious.
In the Australian context, Christians
wondering about the mainspring of the
recent New Atheist revival might look no
further than the tsunami of family
breakdown that followed passage of
Lionel Murphy’s Family Law Act by
Federal Parliament in 1975. By instinct
perhaps, those reared in the fatherless
homes that litter our post-Murphy social
wasteland must find the central tenet of
Christianity – that the world is governed

by a loving, benevolent CreatorRedeemer – intrinsically implausible and
psychologically incompatible with their
deep-seated feelings of alienation and
despair.
In a perverse way, our era is rediscovering a truth concerning fatherhood and
faith formation that was grasped by John
Calvin in 16th century Geneva. Many
readers of his Institutes find Calvin’s
exposition of the Decalogue in Book II a
highlight of his famous book. During
comments on the Fifth Commandment,
Calvin notes that the title “father” is so
intimately connected to one’s perception
of God that as often as we hear the term
“our mind cannot fail to be struck with
an awareness of His majesty”. Those persons with whom God shares this title He
“lights up with a spark of His splendour”.
Calvin suggests that “in him who is our
father we should recognise something
divine because he does not bear the
divine title without a cause”.
Sensing perhaps the significance of
the social standing of fatherhood to the
future reception of the gospel, Calvin
devoted much energy to reforming
Geneva’s haphazard marriage and family
laws. While the monastic ideal upheld by
the medieval church mandated a retreat
from family life for devout males, Calvin
made fatherhood a centrepiece of the
Protestant view of Christian manhood.
The resulting Genevan reforms to marriage and family law influenced
Protestant societies the world over, providing an overarching social consensus
for marriage and fatherhood that
endured until the 1960s sexual revolution.
Today’s church could do with a decent
dose of Calvin’s reforming vision for family life. Recovering the redemptive power
of the gospel seems all that will rescue us
from the snowballing consequences of
secularism and fatherlessness that ravage contemporary society. Otherwise the
sting in the tail of Malachi’s great
Messianic prophecy may increasingly be
felt among us: “He will turn the hearts of
the fathers to their children, and the
hearts of the children to their fathers; or
else I will come and strike the land with a
ap
curse.”
Professor Phil Burcham is a
medical researcher and an
elder at Scots church in
Fremantle. Next month he
considers some great Christian
leaders and their fathers.
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One in a million
Mary MacKillop shares her sainthood with all believers.

Robert Benn

O

n October 17 year, in Rome,
Mary MacKillop, Australia’s
first saint, is to be “canonised”. Of course we are interested in this, because some of our tax
dollars will be used for the celebration!
Mary and the Order of sisters she
founded (the Josephites) made a very
special contribution to developing the
education of children, care of orphans
and neglected children, the poor, the
aged and incurably ill. (And incidentally,
her vault in Sydney was a gift from
Joanna Barr Smith, a life-long friend and
Presbyterian.)
So what’s our problem with this
“canonised” kind of “sainthood”? Six objections spring to mind.
First, the tendency to elevate singleness and celibacy above marriage.
Second, the wrongness of encouraging prayer to our God through a fellow
human being who pre-deceased us.
Third, the undermining of the doctrine of “one mediator between man and
God, the Man Christ Jesus”.
Fourth, the necessity of the “work” of
confirmed miracles through the intercession of the candidate to acquire this
recognition of sainthood.
Fifth, decisions of church councils
that add to Scripture.
Sixth, veneration of a person to the
point of worship, where worship must
always be directed to God alone.
You could add to those serious con-
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We have a profoundly
wonderful opportunity
this year to help our
friends find for themselves a true understanding of biblical sainthood.
cerns! But, there’s plenty there to disturb
us, isn’t there?
Now, how might we respond to the
talk of our Roman Catholic fellow citizens, all agog at the prospect of Mary’s
elevation? How should we use the opportunity, which this event will give, to talk
to those with no faith at all about what
true sainthood really is?
I think we can and should begin by
acknowledging the valuable things which
Mary did in her life: a life filled with good
things. Then we can go on to talk about
sainthood.

I

n my AV concordance, there are about
100 references to saints in Old and
New Testaments. “To the saints...” says
Paul the apostle, “...to those called to be
saints.” “The prayers of the saints...”
writes John. On and on. Those called to
be holy through the imputed perfect
righteousness of Christ.
So it’s a pretty easy subject to talk
about from the Scriptures, and under
God we might be able to open doors and
windows to let the light of the Scriptures
shine rightly into the souls of our
friends.
Let me tell you about a pastoral visit a
few years ago, one that might stimulate
our evangelistic juices. I read to Mrs
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Mackenzie the first 10 verses of
Ephesians. “Mrs Mackenzie, did you
know it’s right for me to call you saint
Jean?” “Oh no,” she said. “Yes!”
Then we examined “to the saints in
Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus.
Grace and peace to you.” I slowly worked
through with her her own conversion
story, the path of her sanctification, how
she had grown through some very major
family and health difficulties, and how
much she loved her Saviour.
“You’re something like the Ephesian
people, aren’t you?” “Am I? Yes, I guess
so.” “Paul called them saints!” “Yes, but I
always thought saints were the kind of
people who got their pictures in stained
glass windows in churches. People who
lived long ago.” “Do you think you are
right in thinking this? After all, these
people in Ephesus were still alive. Some
of them were 30, some 60, some 80.”
(Mrs Mackenzie was about 78.)
We talked more.
Clear gospel focus. Much encouragement. Tea. Cake. Prayer... prayer in which
“called to be holy” was fairly prominent.
Prayer was finished with a softly spoken
amen. After a moment, Mrs Mackenzie
looked up, “I’m a saint! Saint Jean.” A
broad smile of recognition.
Gospel based, grace based.
We have a profoundly wonderful
opportunity this year to help our friends
find for themselves a true understanding
of biblical sainthood, not by works but
because of God’s great love for us... our
God, who is rich in mercy, who makes us
alive with Christ, for it is by grace that we
are saved through faith.
Don’t forget that this gospel message
is appropriate for Angelo, Maria, Pablo,
and Ahmed as well as for Mrs
ap
Mackenzie.
Robert Benn is Moderator
General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.

l e t t e r s

letters
Much appreciated

Iciatejustreceiving
wanted to say how much I appreAP. It is an excellent and
stimulating magazine with exceedingly
high quality articles. I really appreciated
the recent article in the August edition
entitled “Dethroning the idols”. I found
this insightful look at the impact the
Enlightenment has upon our modern
culture very challenging. I questioned
how much I am a child of my own day. I
am very grateful to the work that Peter
Hastie and his team does to provide us
with such outstanding articles
Rev. Paul Seiler,
Wangaratta, Vic

Consistently good

Iimportant
believe that the team at AP makes an
contribution to God’s work in

for the Liberal Party’s loss of the Federal
Election in 2007.
I urge all those with an interest in the
history of necessity for trade unions, to
read Man is Never Free by Tom Meade. This
book is a factual account of the Tolpuddle
Martyrs of Dorset, England in the early
19th century. When farm workers wages
were dropped from 10 shillings, to 8
shillings then 6 shillings a week, resulting
in near starvation for the workers and
their families, the men sought to redress
their grievance by forming a union. As a
result, they were condemned to seven
years penal servitude in Tasmania.
Had it not been for the faithful lobbying in the House of Commons by true justice-seeking Christians they would have
rotted in Tasmania, without appeal.
Unlike William Wilberforce, who battled
to justly abolish slavery, the authors of
Work Choices seemed more committed
to re-instating it!
The following is a litany of some of the
“achievements” of Work Choices –
Australian Workplace Agreements, compiled by then Secretary of Unions NSW –
John Robertson – 2007:

100% – cut, at least one, so called
“protected award conditions”
22% – provided workers with no pay
rise, some up to 5 years
51% – cut overtime loadings
63% – cut penalty rates
64% – cut leave loading
46% – cut public holidays payment
52% – cut shift work loadings
40% – cut rest breaks
46% – cut incentive-based payments
and bonuses
48% – cut monetary allowances (for
employment expenses)
44% – cut days to be substituted for
Public Holidays
A Christian in the public domain needs
to act the merciful servant of Matthew 18
while keeping the Micah 6:8 principle,
paramount, “And what does the Lord
require of you? To act justly and to love
mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”
Leone Fairweather,
Eden, NSW
The opinions published in AP letters are
not necessarily endorsed by the editorial
committee.

the Body of Christ in Australia. You certainly do so in my own life and ministry.
I’m an elder in an inner-city church
(not Presbyterian by the way). I’m also
involved in radio and music ministry.
The consistent quality of your magazine inspires and encourages me. I
greatly appreciate the soundly scriptural
theology, witty professional graphics and
current, very relevant themes (e.g. the
interview with Dr Peter Jones about the
“Romans Chapter One” world we meet
every day).
I know of no other Australian publication that’s so reliably challenging as well
as reader-friendly. Thank you for the
unique role you play in my own discipleship and for helping me stay close to the
simplicity of the gospel.
Terry Darmody,
Bardwell Valley, NSW

Poor indeed

S

urely one’s foray into “The Public
Square”, as a Christian, ought to be motivated by a commitment to justice. I was
both amazed and dismayed to see the
article “Shaping the Nation” by Federal
MP Kevin Andrews.
This man was one of the authors of
the Work Choices legislation of the
Howard Liberal government. So repugnantly unjust was this legislation, that
some credit it as being the main reason
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p r ay e r

prayer
October 2010
21 The Moderator General David Jones
ministering at the centenary of
Atherton charge North Queensland
with about 45 c&a, (communicants
and adherents) 32 yf (younger folk –
Sunday School and Youth) and 3 e
(elders) – Cameron and Renee Wills –
and conducting a ministers seminar.
Robert Benn, his predecessor wants
to thank all who have prayed for him
in his 3 year term.
22 Martin Eagle MP (MissionPartners – the
Australian Presbyterian World
Mission) worker from Revesby,
Sydney in Myanmar (Burma) with the
Evangelical Reformed Church,
involved in language learning in
Yangon before teaching and evangelistic ministry.
23 Elder training day with Nello Barbieri
at Essendon, Melbourne.
24 Siloam charge with about 290 c&a,
60 yf and 4 e, Beong Jae and Yeorang
Ryu, and Antioch charge with about
180 c&a and 90 yf. Ki-Ok and Sun Ok
Jung. Both these Korean charges
meet at Strathfield, Sydney.
25 Julia Gillard, our new federal government and all members of parliament
(1 Timothy 2:1-2).
26 St Andrews Christian College on its
new site, Wantirna Sth, Melbourne –
the 350 students, staff and principal
Ray Tiller.
27 Richard and Bernadette Axon MP
workers from Moruya NSW in Mt
Hagen, PNG with Missionary
Aviation Fellowship.
28 Ingleburn home mission station with
about 33 c&a and 5 e, Jan and Frost
Sydney.
29 Presbytery of Moreton (formerly
North Brisbane) – 4 charges and 3
home mission stations totaling 8 congregations with about 525 c&a and
200 yf, 5 retired ministers, 1 under
jurisdiction. Malcolm Pierce clerk.

30 Cardinia-Koo-Wee-Rup charge Vic.
comprising 2 congregations with
about 40 c&a, 5 yf and 3 e. Wally and
Rosemary Zurrer supplying.
31 Relief and hope for the millions
affected by floods in Pakistan and
elsewhere through Christian agencies.

10
11

November 2010
1
2

3

4

5

6
7

8

9

Para Hills charge, northern Adelaide
with about 75 c&a, 30 yf and 4 e.
Damien and Kelly Carson.
Pray for the Interim Moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
Bowenfels charge including Mt
Lambie, Portland and Wallerawang,
western NSW with about 65 c&a and
7 e.
Ashleigh and Sarah Manly MP workers with Middle East Christian
Outreach from Croydon Hills on
home assignment, and Paul and
Anthea Pearce MP workers from
South Yarra with Pioneers returning
to the Middle East after home assignment.
Pray for the Interim Moderator,
preachers and filling of the vacancy in
The Entrance charge, NSW lower
north coast with about 105 c&a, 20 yf
and 7 e.
The Moderator General David Jones
ministering at the 160th anniversary
of St Andrews Launceston charge
with about 240 c&a, 80 yf and 9 e.
Peter and Maureen Thorneycroft
(also Welsh). T. Alistair Bain.
Enough workers to enable the
December-January youth work party
on Tanna, Vanuatu to be held.
Ian and Ann Hutton beginning ministry in Ballarat West charge comprising 2 congregations (Sebastapol and
Lexton) with about 75 c&a, 15 yf and
5 e. Also pray for the now vacant
Ararat charge.
Western Blacktown charge
(Maryong) charge outer western
Sydney with about 100 c&a, 30 yf
and 5 e. David and Caron Balzer,
Peter and Caroline Williamson.
Presbytery of Kilnoorat, western Vic.
6 charges and 1 appointment charge
totalling 15 congregations with about

12
13

14

15

16
17

18

19

20

850 c&a, 20 yf, school principal Ian
Leach clerk.
David & Lisa Pearce MP workers from
Reservoir, Vic. in Kenya with
Missionary Aviation Fellowship.
Dr Daniel Priest and Tammy MP workers from Gosford NSW in Rumginae,
western PNG with Pioneers involved
in medical and church work.
The Scots Church, Sydney (JD Lang
1823) with about 50 c&a, 2 yf and 6
e; Adrian and Anne van Ash.
Andrew and Michelle Bulmer MP
workers from Carlingford NSW in
Vienna, Austria with Pioneers
involved in church work.
Murray Smith, the new lecturer in
Biblical Studies, and all the faculty,
other staff and students at PTC,
Burwood, Sydney. Ian Smith principal.
Dennis and Glenys Tranter MP workers from Frankston, Vic. based in
Raymond Terrace, NSW with
Australian Indigenous Ministries
involved in preparing scripture translation and helps suitable for aboriginal people.They served for a long
period at Borraloola, NT.
Richard Wilson church planter,
Presbyterian Church of Victoria.
Paul and Carol Seiler beginning ministry in Wangaratta Regional charge
Vic. comprising 3 congregations
(Myrtleford, Wangaratta and
Yarrawonga) with about 75 c&a, 12 yf
and 3 e.
Nambucca River charge comprising 2
congregations (Macksville and
Nambucca Heads) with about 115
c&a, 40 yf and 3 e.
Presbytery of the Central Tablelands
(formerly Bahurst) NSW – 8 charges
and 2 home mission stations
totalling 21 congregations with about
1060 c&a, 160 yf, 4 retired ministers,
Heather Barr clerk.
Christian witness in universities and
other tertiary educational institutions through Christian students and
staff and chaplains – including
Richard Quadrio, Bev Paterson
(NSW), David Jones (Tas.), David
Martin, Peter Leslie, Russell Grinter,
John Diacos and Steve Williams (Vic.)
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b o o k s

books
Letters of John Newton
Josiah Bull (ed.)
Banner of Truth, 1869,
reprinted 2007.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

A

bove all else, John Newton was a
letter-writer and hymn-writer. By
the time of his death in 1807, or soon
after, more than 500 of his letters had
been published. They are a mine of
heart-warming, spiritual, practical, and
shrewd advice on spiritual matters.
Newton wrote: “I set no value upon
any doctrinal truth, further than it has
a tendency to promote practical holiness.” He referred to humility as “the
chief thing” and obedience “the best
test” in the Christian scheme of things.
In this selection of his letters, we
find him gently wooing fellow Anglican
minister
Thomas
Scott
from
Socinianism (the belief that Jesus is
only a great man) to full-orbed evangelicalism. We also find him confronting his own brother-in-law, John
Catlett, who was a solicitor and who
called himself a free thinker. Newton
had been where Catlett was, so
Newton wrote: “But here lies the difference, my dear friend, you condemn
that which you have never tried.”
Some of the most interesting letters
are those written to the depressed
poet, William Cowper. Newton sought
always to encourage his friend: “Surely
He who showed us mercy before we
asked for it, will not withhold it now
He has taught us how to plead for it
agreeably to His own will.”
Few have written so wonderfully of
God’s amazing grace, and this collection of many of Newton’s letters is to
be welcomed indeed.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Acts
Witnesses to Him
Bruce Milne
Focus on the Bible Commentary
Series; Christian Focus, 2010
Reviewed by Greg Goswell

T

he opening page of most Bible commentaries does not contain a health
warning, but this one does – reading this
book may affect your health, change your
life, and even shorten it! It may do so
because the Acts of the Apostles challenges us to become involved in world
mission.
Bruce Milne, author of the best selling
book Know the Truth, sees the gospel mission described in Acts as prescriptive of
the mission mandate and method
required today.
Milne is right to view Acts as what
Jesus continued to do in the world
through the apostles (Acts 1:1), so that
the best title for this inspired book is “the
Acts of Jesus Christ”. He also shows that
Luke’s purpose was to write sober and
serious history.
Milne is also correct in defending the
action of the apostles in finding a replacement for Judas (Acts 1) and he distinguishes the miraculous languages of Acts
2 from the phenomenon of tongues in 1
Corinthians 12-14. Luke labels the supernatural ability to speak unlearned languages in Acts 2 as “prophecy”.
His detailed explanation of the text of
Acts is insightful, sensible and clear, and
when he turns to application, he is practical, searching and challenging. He
divides Acts into substantial sections,
and his exposition is followed by useful
study questions.
In the light of his reading of Acts,
Bruce Milne calls on us to reorient our
lives and priorities, and to recommit ourselves to the global mission of the
Gospel. Think twice before you read this
book – you will not be left untouched!
Greg Goswell lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne.

The Expository Genius of
John Calvin
Steven J. Lawson
Reformation Trust, 2007
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

T

his is a super little book, which all
preachers and teachers will learn
much from. Under eight main headings
Lawson presents 32 distinct aspects of
the preaching ministry of John Calvin.
He starts very well: “In this hour, pastors must see their pulpits again marked
by sequential exposition, doctrinal clarity
and a sense of gravity regarding eternal
matters…” Amen to that! Then follows a
little life of Calvin, before we get into the
body of the book.
This is the first in the series of new
books (The Long Line of Godly Men profile
series) which will examine the on-going
influence of central figures (Luther,
Whitfield, Edwards, Spurgeon) in
Christian history. This series is a complement to a five-volume series dealing with
“spiritual stalwarts”. The one strange
note is when Lawson says that John
MacArthur is “the John Calvin of our
day”’ in the introduction, which even
those who value MacArthur greatly
would find a bit out of place.
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

Uplifting
Christian music
for the whole
family on our
new CD!
CDs available
from www.thedobbos.com
or ph: (02) 4448 8424
First 200 sales donated to PIM
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b a c k

p a g e

Our All in All
Shepherd, brother, friend, prophet, priest, king... and more

Peter Barnes

I

n a hymn that is often attributed, apparently erroneously, to
Bernard of Clairvaux, we read
the lines, which refer to Christ:
Thy truth unchanged hath ever stood;
Thou savest those that on Thee call;
To them that seek Thee Thou art good,
To them that find Thee, all in all.
The medieval writer contemplates
Jesus as “Thou joy of loving hearts”,
and finds Him to be “all in all”. That
is, in fact, the experience of every sinner who has looked to Jesus alone.
Jesus takes His name from the fact
that He will save His people from
their sins (Mt. 1:21). We are all sinners in Adam, every last one of us.
Muslims sin, Buddhists sin, New Agers
sin, atheists sin, Greenies sin,
Christians sin – we all have a sinful
nature. Yet despite his blasphemy
against Christ and his violent assaults
on Christians, the apostle Paul was led
to confess that “Christ Jesus came
into the world to save sinners, of
whom I am the first” (1 Tim. 1:15).
Sinners need one to save them, and
the good news is that in the city of David
(Bethlehem) was born a Saviour who is
Christ the Lord (Luke 2:11). Because we
are in bondage to sin, we need one to
redeem us, to buy us back to God. The
Christian can say with Job of old: “I
know my redeemer lives” (Job 19:25).
Because of my guilt, I need a priest
to offer a sacrifice which God will
accept. In Christ we do not have a
priest who himself is guilty and sub-

‘The Manse’
Stanley, Tasmania
Holiday Accommodation
3 bedroom furnished home
available to Presbyterian
family and friends –
Very Reasonable Rates
For More Information phone:
(03) 6458 1116 (03) 6458 1321
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Philosophies and world
views are, for the most
part, just forms of
rationalised
misbehaviour.
ject to death, but a great high priest
who is holy and innocent, and who
died once for all for His people (Heb.
7:26-27). He is the perfect, righteous
priest who has offered the perfect,
unrepeatable sacrifice (Heb. 9:25-28).
The dreadful death penalty has been
paid in full. I have nothing left to pay.
Our sins mean that we are at enmity
with God, and we need someone to reconcile us. Christ is the one who achieves
that (2 Cor. 5:18-20). The sinner, as God’s
enemy, has laid down his arms and surrendered, and is now reconciled to God
through the blood of the cross (Col. 1:20).
“No man can see God and live” is the
declaration of Scripture (Ex. 33:20).
God is too holy to look on us, and we are
too sinful to look on Him. Our natural
lament is that of Job: “There is no
arbiter between us, who might lay his
hand on us both” (Job 9:33). But, yes,
there is. There is one mediator between
God and men, the man Christ Jesus
(1 Tim. 2:5). He brings us together in
such a way that I do not die but live.

N

ot only do I need my sins to be
paid for, but also the power of
sin to be broken in my life. So it is
that I read that the coming Messenger
will be a refiner and purifier (Malachi
3:2-3). There is not only forgiveness
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but cleansing, not only acquittal but
transformation. He is my King and
Lord, and I find freedom in obeying
Him. Indeed, He is “King of kings and
Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16). Let others
cry out: “We have no king but Caesar”
(John 19:15) – or democracy or the
parliament or anti-discrimination
boards. All other kings shall fall to the
ground in decay and corruption – and
not before time (Dan. 2). Christ alone
will reign in the new heaven and the
new earth, with the curse replaced by
blessing, forever.
Sin has infected every part of our
being, including how we think.
Philosophies and world views are, for the
most part, just forms of rationalised misbehaviour. I know a few things, mainly
about trivia of the kind that is heard on
quiz shows, but by nature I am deeply
ignorant of eternal realities. I need a
prophet who can tell me the mind of God.
In Jesus we have the Prophet who is to
come into the world (John 6:14). Indeed,
He not only brings us God’s Word, He is
God’s Word (John 1:1, 14).
More is at stake than thought; our
affections too are involved. Our relationship with Christ is said to be one
of the deepest love. He is the bridegroom to His people (Mark 2:19; Eph.
5:25-27).
In short, Christ is everything I need
as a sinner to make my way into the
kingdom of God. He is my all in all. John
Newton tried to summarise this truth:
Jesus! my Shepherd, Brother, Friend,
My Prophet, Priest and King,
My Lord, my Life, my Way, my End,
Accept the praise I bring.
We struggle for adequate words, but,
says Newton, “when I see Thee as Thou
ap
art, I’ll praise Thee as I ought”.
Peter Barnes is minister of
Revesby Presbyterian Church,
Sydney.

