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St Columba’s Presbyterian Church, Peppermint Grove, WA

Minister – Colleague and Successor
St Columba’s Presbyterian Church, Peppermint Grove, Perth, wishes to appoint a
colleague and successor to the present Minister, the Rev Keith Morris, as his assistant.
St Columba’s, founded in 1896, is a long-established church with a congregation of 55
members, as well as adherents, young teens and children.
The Session intends to proceed to a call from the congregation to the successful
candidate to the position of Minister within twelve months of the appointment.
The applicant will need to:
• be a minister of the Presbyterian Church of Australia, or willing to become one.
• demonstrate a commitment to godliness and prayer
• be prepared to settle in Perth as a long-term mission
• be a gifted leader who can articulate a clear vision and pastoral strategy for the
strengthening of the congregation
• show an obvious passion for evangelism and disciple-making
• be committed to vital expository preaching
• be committed to the Reformed view of congregational worship
• have a demonstrated pastoral concern for people
• have obvious gifts of leadership and team-building
The congregation expects that the person appointed will subscribe to the Westminster
Confession of Faith as an exhibition of his faith and understanding of the Bible.
A Manse, stipend and allowances as set down by the General Assembly of
Western Australia will be provided.
Please send your application, addressing the position description and essential
attributes, to Rev Keith Morris PO Box 155, Mosman Park, WA 6912.
Email: kmo77658@bigpond.net.au , Tel 08 9384 9186
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ne of the interesting features about the way the
apostles treat Jesus’ resurrection is that they
not only regard it as an actual historical fact
which, of course, it is, but they also see it as a
present spiritual reality with on-going consequences.
For instance, when Paul contrasts Jesus’ death and burial
with His resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15, this is exactly his
point. When he says of Christ’s death that He “died” and of
His burial that “He was buried” (vv 3 & 4), he uses the Greek
aorist tense for both these verbs, which is the normal tense
for completed past actions.
However, when Paul goes on to say that Jesus “was raised
on the third day” (v 4), he uses a different tense – the perfect
tense – because he wants to make it clear that the
resurrection is not simply an event of past history; it’s a
present reality as well. Greek scholars know only too well
that the perfect tense is used in situations where a past
action has effects which continue into the present.
In the case of the resurrection this can only mean that
Paul wants to make clear to his readers – present and future
– that while Jesus’ death secured forgiveness for our sins at
a single point in time, Christ’s resurrection signals that the
Lord is alive and remains actively involved in the advance of
the gospel and the lives of His people. No doubt this is why
Matthew closes his Gospel with Jesus’ pledge, “Behold, I am
with you always, even to the end of the age!” (Mt. 28:20)
Again, it was the knowledge that Jesus was alive and
present with His people that provides the real explanation
for the triumphant faith of the first Christians and their
supreme confidence in the face of overwhelming odds.
When Paul was on trial for his life in Rome, he drew
consolation from the risen Christ who “stood at my side and
gave me strength” (2 Tim. 4:17).
In today’s Evangelical church, where so much emphasis is
placed on “the message of the cross”, we need to recover an
equal emphasis on the power of the risen Lord, both to add
to the church and to strengthen individual believers.
Peter Hastie

ap

A lost art: Chuck Colson & Catherine Larson

COVER IMAGE: DETAIL FROM CHRIST CONSOLATOR BY CARL BLOCH (1886).

THE AUSTRALIAN PRESBYTERIAN (ABN 81 498 399 755): The national magazine of the Presbyterian Church of Australia. Editorial committee: Peter Hastie (NSW) Themes Editor;
Barney Zwartz (Victoria) Production; Stuart Bonnington (West Australia) News Editor; Peter Hastie (NSW), World News Editor. Graphic Design: Sandra Joynt for A&J Moody Design:
www.ajmd.com.au. Advertising and subscription inquiries: Michael Timmins, PO Box 375, Kilsyth 3137; Phone: (03) 9723 9684. Subscription: $39.60 a year inc. GST; bulk (etc)
$36.30 each inc. GST. Office: PO Box 375, Kilsyth 3137. Phone: (03) 9723 9684. Fax: (03) 9723 9685. Email: manager@ap.org.au Printed by Adept Mail & Print Services,
Boronia, Vic. Published: Monthly except January by the National Journal Committee of the Presbyterian Church of Australia; Convener Peter Hastie. Opinions expressed are those of the
contributor and not necessarily those of the PCA, the editor or the committee. Acceptance of advertising does not imply endorsement. Contributions: Submitted articles are
welcome. The deadline is the first of the previous month. Donations are always welcome. Print Post approved 34918100384.

australian presbyterian April 2011

3

With Him
The resurrection – His and ours – is the heart of the faith.

W

hen Christians meet each
week on Sunday, one of
the reasons that they
come together is to
rejoice in the glorious truth that Jesus
Christ was raised from the dead. We
meet on Sunday because it was on this
day that Jesus conquered death by
emerging from the tomb. His
resurrection transformed the ignominy
of His death upon the cross into a
triumph over the powers of sin and the
forces of darkness. The power of the
resurrection, which was released into the
world on the day of Pentecost, has
transformed lives and nations ever since.
But what does the resurrection mean and
how does it influence our lives? We asked
Dr Ian Smith.
Ian is the principal of the Presbyterian
Theological Centre in Sydney. He has
also served as a former pastor and
missionary. Ian has specialised in Pauline
studies and completed a PhD at Sydney
University on the Colossian error. He has
also completed a master’s degree in New
Testament studies where he looked at
the doctrine of the so-called
“intermediate state” in Paul’s second
letter to the Corinthians. Ian lectures in
New Testament studies.
Ian, it’s sometimes said that
Christians talk about the cross and
seem to overlook the resurrection.
Does that perception contain any
truth?
The last thing I’d want to do is to
downplay the significance of the cross,
but there is certainly a tendency in the
Evangelical community to be so focused
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Ian Smith
talks to
Peter Hastie

on the cross that we lose sight of the
importance of the resurrection. And
sometimes, when we do refer to the
resurrection, we only mention it as a
validation of the cross. Of course, it is the
validation of the cross; but there’s a lot
more to say about the resurrection than
just that. Nevertheless, that’s what we
normally hear.
Many innocent people have been
martyred for a variety of worthy causes
through the centuries. And so, at that
point, the fact that Jesus died on a cross
does not make His death unique.
However, what makes Him unique is that
He rose again from the dead. It is in His
resurrection that God’s victory is
announced.
This is why I wonder, when I hear so
much preaching on the cross and
relatively little on the resurrection,
whether we have our balance right. For
instance, when we look at the book of
Acts we see a very strong emphasis on
the resurrection. The resurrection is the
crowning point of God’s redemption. It’s
interesting in Acts 17, when Paul speaks
to an un-churched group of people in
Athens, he doesn’t even mention the
cross in his explanation of the gospel.
Instead, he focuses on the resurrection.
Now, of course you can’t be raised
unless you’ve first died, so the idea that
Christ died is at least implicit in the
preaching
of
the
resurrection.
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Interestingly, the church, as it began to
reflect on the meaning of Christ’s
redemption in its communal life, didn’t
move its celebration of the Sabbath from
Saturday to Friday. Instead, it moved its
day of meeting to Sunday because the
apostles understood that the Lord’s Day
was grounded in the resurrection. It
marks the day of fulfillment when all
things become new.
So why is the resurrection at the heart
of the gospel? Because the gospel is really
about life from death; it’s about renewal.
Our problem is that we focus on our need
for forgiveness and the removal of our
guilt which, of course, is central to the
message of the cross and the
resurrection. But the gospel also
transforms society; it transforms
marriages; it renews people’s lives; it
gives abundant life. And so, if our
preaching doesn’t leave the impression
that the gospel is the announcement of
new life through Christ, we could be
accused of preaching a reduced gospel.
So have you got any suggestions as to
how we redress that balance?
Yes, I believe that preachers should
begin by asking themselves as they
preach, “Where is the emphasis in my
preaching? Do people hear about God’s
power through the resurrection to
transform our lives and start afresh?”
I also think every Christian needs to
ask the question: “How am I being
empowered to live the Christian life?”
Jesus tells us that the Holy Spirit would
not be given until He was glorified by
being raised from the dead. So there’s a
close
association
between
the

r e s u r r e c t i o n
resurrection and the gift of the Spirit,
through whom new life comes. My own
view is that Christians, generally
speaking, rely too much on their own
resources. We see that guilt is taken
away through the cross, but we don’t
actually go further and ask ourselves,
“To what extent am I living in the power
of the resurrection? Have I been filled
with the Holy Spirit?”
Every
Reformed,
Evangelical
Christian I know affirms the
resurrection; no one says it’s not
important. It’s just it’s rarely mentioned
in our circles. And so I think we need to
be asking the question, “Am I
emphasising what the New Testament
emphasises?” because the New
Testament emphasises the power for
renewal through the resurrection.
So, are you saying that Christians
need to examine their hearts to see
whether the power of the
resurrection is a present experience
for them?
Absolutely! I think that a lot of the
personal experience that drives us in
terms of the cross is really rooted in
guilt. In Western Christianity, whether
it’s Catholicism or Protestantism, the
cross is very central, which probably
explains why the concept of guilt is so
pronounced in our culture. However, we
should remember that the gospel does
more than take away guilt; it also takes
away shame and announces our release
from bondage to principalities and
powers. And that’s very much an
important implication of the doctrine of
the resurrection.
John
Stott
has
said
that
Christianity in its very essence is a
resurrection religion, and that if
you take away the concept of
resurrection, in effect, you destroy
Christianity. Is he right?
Yes, I think he is. While the Christian
gospel
consists
of
theological
statements, we must remember that it is
grounded in history. What we believe is
built on historical events. If you
challenge the truthfulness of any of the
historical events that are integral to the
gospel, especially events like the virgin
birth, the incarnation, the crucifixion
and the resurrection of Jesus, then you
are faced with a massive problem. The
problem, simply stated, is that the
promise of forgiveness and new life in
Christ is actually built on a lie. If you
deny the historicity of the resurrection,

then there is no good news to preach.
Now while I don’t want to elevate
Jesus’ resurrection above the other
events of His life, the reality is that it’s
really central to the announcement of
the gospel. Paul tells us that Christ was
raised for our justification (Rom. 4:25).
Often when I ask theological students,
“What does it mean that Jesus was
raised for our justification?”, I get a
blank stare. However, if I ask, “Why did
Jesus die for our justification?”, I
normally get an answer that focuses on
substitutionary atonement. Students

Every time we pray and
end our prayer
“through the name of
Jesus Christ”, we make a
resurrection statement.
have no difficulty in explaining how
Christ’s death makes us righteous before
God. However, they struggle to explain
how the resurrection justifies us.
So, what’s the relationship between
the resurrection and justification? Paul
believes that the resurrection of Jesus is
God’s declaration of Jesus’ innocence
and faithfulness as well as the success of
His atoning work. The resurrection is
essentially a validation by God of what
Jesus has done. It’s a validation for all in
heaven and on earth to hear. It’s a
declaration to principalities and powers
that Christ has undone the curse of sin
and abolished the terror of death. And if
that’s not the case, then we have nothing
to preach. If there is no resurrection,
there is no justification; and if there’s no
justification, then there are no
Christians. All our hopes are dashed.
Exactly how does the resurrection
change our understanding about the
meaning of the death of Jesus?
The resurrection reminds us of the
ongoing power and the ongoing
presence of what happens in the death of
Jesus. Let me explain what that means.
We read in Hebrews that Jesus wasn’t
just raised; He ascended to the right

hand of the Father. And at the right
hand of the Father He is our advocate
and High Priest. He pleads the benefits
of His sacrifice on our behalf. If Jesus
had died upon the cross and had not
been raised, then the ongoing benefits
of His sacrifice would not be available to
us.
You mean that we wouldn’t have
someone constantly pleading our
cause before the Father?
Exactly! The effects of Christ’s
resurrection are ongoing. If Christ has
not been raised from the dead and
invested with the power of an endless
life, then who would stand in the
presence of the Father and continually
plead our cause for us as our great High
Priest? Every time we pray and end our
prayer “through the name of Jesus
Christ”, we make a resurrection
statement. We’re conscious that Christ
has been raised and that He is at the
Father’s right hand, interceding for us.
The resurrection is ongoing in its effect.
Without the resurrection, the gospel
becomes devoid of power. Our salvation
doesn’t come to an end at the cross. The
resurrection guarantees that Christ has
a continuing ministry.
Is it crucial for us to believe in a
literal, bodily resurrection of Jesus?
Yes, it is.
Why? Some people suggest that we
live on in a spiritual sense?
I know, however they misunderstand
what the idea of resurrection meant to a
first century Jew. In the first century
world, and probably in the 21st century
world, lots of people believe in
immortality. Whether they believe in
reincarnation, or living on in the
memory of their family, or whether they
are convinced of some mystical
experience beyond death, they
nevertheless believe in some form of life
after death.
However, resurrection is more than
life after death. Resurrection is a bodily
rising from the dead. In the world of the
first century there were people who said
that the spirit was all-important and the
body was of no consequence. It didn’t
matter what happened to it because it
wouldn’t be needed in the afterlife.
We need to remember that Jesus is
the ruler of all; He is the Lord of physical
things as well as of spiritual things. And
the resurrection, or to be more specific,
the bodily resurrection, is a declaration
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that Jesus is Lord over all. If you confuse
the resurrection with immortality, as I
have heard some ministers do at
funerals, you are making a serious
mistake. We believe that at the point of
death the soul of the Christian goes to be
with Jesus immediately. However, a
Christian’s body awaits Christ’s return
for its resurrection. Jesus’ own
resurrection is described as the firstfruits. His was the first instance of a
bodily resurrection.
I’ve been to funerals where ministers
seem confused about the resurrection.
We are all sitting there and I can see the
casket and I know the body is there, but
the minister is speaking as though the
resurrection had already happened. And
I’m there thinking, “No, the body’s here.”
Resurrection is bodily and that’s why the
Athenians, in Acts 17, scoffed at Paul.
Lots of them believed in life after death,
but they couldn’t cope with the fact that
this body is going to be raised. And
Jesus’ body, the physical body of Jesus,
was raised.
It seems that there were some
Christians in Corinth who believed
in a spiritual sort of resurrection.
What are the dangers with that
view?
According to Jesus, the judgment and
the resurrection are meant to take place
at the same time. So if the resurrection
has already taken place, this means that
the judgment has happened too. And so,
at one level, believing in only a spiritual
resurrection can potentially encourage
licence and sexual immorality. People
think that what happens in the body is
unimportant. The Corinthians seemed
to have been in that situation. They
reasoned: “It’s only what I do in a
spiritual sense that matters; what I do
physically is irrelevant.”
Do you think that the abandonment
of the notion of a physical
resurrection, especially by liberals,
over the last century has had a
major impact on church life?
One important aspect of the doctrine
of bodily resurrection is that it involves
not only a resurrection to glory for those
who are waiting for Jesus, but it also
entails a resurrection to judgment for
those who don’t believe. The
resurrection puts paid to the notion that
“once you’re dead, you’re dead”.
Obviously, if people no longer believe in
a physical resurrection, it makes the
prospect of divine judgment much less

6

scary. One of the effects of this is to
minimise the significance of sin. Have
you noticed, even in the church, that few
people actually fear God?
If you deny the bodily resurrection
you undermine the Christian hope. You
know, it’s interesting that even in the
church, we’ve almost desanitised death
– we don’t talk about death, we don’t
expose our children to death. Further,
we have come to believe that suffering is
always evil and must be avoided. Among
Christians, you often find the view that

ascension, the crucifixion (in the sense
that it is an atoning sacrifice), objective
truth, the authority of Scripture, prayer
and reward and punishment. And I
think, “What’s left?” I have no objection
to him telling us what he doesn’t believe;
however, I do object when he calls
himself a Christian.
My major problem with what he says
is that by rejecting the historical nature
of Jesus’ physical resurrection,
everything else begins to unravel. It has
to. The forgiveness of our sins is not
possible if the bones of Jesus are still in
the grave. Further, if there is no
forgiveness, there is no empowerment
by the Spirit. All we are left with is a
good ethic. And why have a good ethic if
we’re not accountable before God? The
truth is that Christian faith rests on the
centrality of a resurrection that’s
physical and real.

If you confuse the
resurrection with
immortality, as I have
heard some ministers do
at funerals, you are
making a serious mistake.

There are differences in the
resurrection accounts. Is there
enough evidence there to mount a
persuasive argument that what took
place was both factual and
historical?
There’s certainly more evidence in
the Gospels about the reality of the
resurrection than you will find from any
other first century document on
anything. Eyewitnesses will always have
slight variations in their account of the
story. Those variations don’t mean that
the story itself is untrue; they simply
mean that we are hearing the story from
a slightly different vantage point.
It’s interesting that Paul in 1
Corinthians 15 says that Jesus once
appeared to 500 people and most of
them were still alive. All New Testament
scholars, liberal scholars included, agree
that Paul wrote 1 Corinthians around
AD55. This means that he’s writing
about 25 years after the death of Jesus.
There were still plenty of witnesses to
the resurrection around. To invent a
myth about the resurrection, when so
many people who knew the facts are
alive, is simply not going to hold.

we should avoid suffering at all costs.
However, when you read the book of
Psalms and the account of Job, you
realise that there is a heavenly
perspective on the sufferings which we
experience in this life. What is it that
introduces the idea of purpose into
suffering? The answer, of course, is the
bodily resurrection. If you take away the
resurrection, then suffering becomes an
evil. And it doesn’t take too long before
you end up saying that we have a
malevolent God who is into child abuse
because He allowed His Son to die upon
the cross. Once you undermine the
resurrection, it has an ongoing impact
on other central Christian doctrines.
Do you think that Bishop Spong’s
denial of the resurrection has had a
major impact on the church’s
beliefs?
I had a look on Bishop Spong’s
website recently and he’s now listed 12
theses relating to his personal beliefs.
Essentially, those theses deal with
things he doesn’t believe. He starts out
by saying that he doesn’t believe in the
resurrection. Then he lists things like
miracles, the supernatural, the
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Is it possible that the account of the
resurrection of Jesus is really just a
myth? In the ancient world, the
Roman Emperor, Augustus, was
allegedly conceived when his mother
was impregnated by a serpent in a
temple. Is the resurrection one of
these ancient myths?
I don’t think so. Myth is a literary
genre. While it nearly always has

r e s u r r e c t i o n
elements of the supernatural, which is
certainly true of the resurrection, it is
rarely grounded in strong historical fact,
which the resurrection is. For instance,
the resurrection narratives mention
Pontius Pilate. Pilate is mentioned
elsewhere apart from the Bible; you’ll
find brief references in Josephus and
Philo. In more recent times, an
inscription about Pilate was found in the
ancient city of Caesarea. So the Gospel
accounts of the resurrection contain real
historical facts.
Another common element of myth is
what we might call the moral factor.
Certainly Paul draws many conclusions
from the facts of the resurrection in his
letters, but it’s interesting that Mark is
only interested in the bare facts. He
gives us a simple statement of the
resurrection in eight verses. In other
words, Mark is making the point that at
the very heart of Christianity is a simple
statement of historical fact. This is not
something that we would expect if the
account of the resurrection was a myth.
How can we be sure that the
disciples didn’t lie?
Who dies for a lie? When you get to
Acts 12, James is executed and Peter
nearly meets the same fate. No one can
say that the apostles had easy lives after
the resurrection. What enables these
men to continue their preaching, when
before the resurrection, they fled in fear
from the authorities? It has to be the
resurrection. They certainly believed
that the resurrection was true and it
turned their lives upside down.

Do we find the doctrine of the
resurrection of the body in the Old
Testament? There are a lot of
scholars around who say it is only a
New Testament doctrine.
You
can’t
understand
the
resurrection without the Old Testament.
Adam brought sin and death into the
world and the problem we now face is,

It is this belief in a
physical resurrection
that enables Job to
persevere amidst
incredible suffering.

“How do we have access to God?” and
“How can we enjoy it forever?” These are
Old Testament problems as much as
New Testament ones.
The first thing I would mention is
that we have a number of implicit
references to the resurrection in the Old
Testament. When I say “implicit”, I’m
thinking more about statements of
immortality. Psalm 23 is well-known to
us all, especially its conclusion that “I

will dwell in the house of the Lord
forever”. Likewise, there are similar
ideas in Psalm 73. These statements
speak of everlasting life. However, there
are also explicit references to a
resurrection as well. Here I am thinking
of Ezekiel 37. This passage refers to the
whole of Israel awaiting her
resurrection. It is a physical resurrection
which is in mind.
Again in the book of Job, we discover
a clear understanding of resurrection in
that well known passage, “I know that
my redeemer lives and that in the end he
will stand upon the earth. And after my
skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh,
I will see God. I myself will see him with
my own eyes – I, and not another” (Job
19:25-27). It is this belief in a physical
resurrection that enables Job to
persevere amidst incredible suffering.
And then in Daniel 12:2-3 we have a very
clear reference to a bodily resurrection.
What does it mean to be raised with
Jesus and why do we need to be
raised?
To be raised with Jesus, means that
I’m now united with Him in the power of
His resurrected life. It’s a very powerful
concept that becomes the basis for
individual renewal. At the time of the
Reformation, Martin Luther focused
very strongly on the cross. This led to an
enormous advance in our understanding
of the doctrine of justification by faith.
However, Calvin went one step further,
which is one of the distinctives of
Reformed theology, and began to talk

Is it possible that the postresurrection appearances of Jesus
were hallucinations?
I think most of us know the boundary
between reality and hallucination. If
you’ve had a dream and you suddenly
wake up, it doesn’t take long to know the
difference between the dream and the
reality. I can’t think of any dreams or
flights of imagination that I’ve had that
would cause me to build my life upon
them and then start a whole movement.
As I’ve already mentioned, more than
500 people saw Jesus after the
resurrection. I guess it’s possible that
some people who were close to him
might have imagined that He rose but is
it possible to say the same thing about
500 people?
People don’t put their lives on the line
for a hallucination.
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about union with Christ. Instead of
focusing exclusively on our sin and need
for justification, Calvin began exploring
what it means to be united with Christ in
His death and resurrection. He pointed
out that since we are united with Christ,
we share in the benefits of His
resurrection. This means that we
experience a new power in our lives and
share in the present reign of Christ with
him in heaven.
Does this have any impact on what
we do at church?
It means that I am actually in the
middle of a heavenly activity; it means
that what I do impacts not only upon
earth but also upon heaven. I believe in
the communion of saints. I say that in
the Creed. There’s a sense in which I’m
gathering not only with Christians from
all around the world, but I’m also
gathering with the church triumphant in
heaven. When I am at church on a
Sunday morning, I’m not looking at a
brick wall in front of me, but I’m actually
before the throne of God.
I wonder sometimes whether we’ve
lost a resurrected understanding of the
throne room of God. The gathered
church is not a classroom. I heard
someone say years ago, and I’ve never
forgotten it, that too often church is
more like a classroom than a throne
room. When we come together before
God as the church, we are not simply a
classroom. Of course, the sermon is
really important and we want to learn
from it, however church is more than
just listening to a sermon. We’re
involved in a heavenly activity – we don’t
just sing to each other, we sing to God.
We don’t just pray to impress each other,
we pray to God.
What should our response be to the
risen Christ? We read of the apostle
John, for example, in the book of
Revelation who seems to be
physically shattered and undone
when the risen Christ addresses
him.
According to 1 Peter, when we meet
as the church we are living stones of the
temple and that’s where God meets with
His people. The apostle Paul also says
that our individual bodies are temples of
the Holy Spirit. This means that the
whole of our lives are to be lived in
worship. When we understand the glory
of the risen Christ, we should be driven
to worship. We will realise that He
speaks to us through the reading and
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preaching of His word and meets with us
when we receive the sacraments. It also
means that when I pray, I’m engaged in a
conversation with a real and living
Person.
But if I understand who Jesus is in
terms of worship – that He is Lord of all
things – one of the first things I will
notice is that the rest of the world is not
worshipping Him. So when I have an
encounter with the risen Christ, this
should drive me to evangelism because
His lordship through the resurrection

The resurrection
reminds us that
Christian worship is an
encounter with the risen
Christ in which He
communicates with us
and we with Him.

must be proclaimed to every creature
under heaven.
So you cannot encounter the risen
Jesus and stay the same. Obviously the
classic example of that is the apostle
Paul. He met the risen Jesus on the
Damascus road and it changed
everything.
What does he mean when he says in
Philippians 3:10 that he wants to
know Christ and the power of his
resurrection?
Paul is reflecting on his previous way
of life under Judaism. He says that his
former life, which was characterised by
legalistic righteousness, is “rubbish” in
comparison with the new life that he has
experienced in Christ. Actually, the
term rubbish is translated by the
Authorised Version as “dung”. So Paul is
making a striking contrast between his
former way of life and his present one.
The problem with his old life under
Judaism is one of power. He describes it
as a life of striving hard in his own power
to be someone who is faithful to the
covenant. What he didn’t know as a Jew
was that with the coming of the Lord
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Jesus, he would receive empowerment
from the risen Christ. In Paul’s mind, the
power of the resurrection is very closely
allied to the power of the Spirit. And so,
in Christ, Paul is empowered by the Holy
Spirit with that same power that raised
Jesus from the dead.
To put it another way, if there is a
risen Lord Jesus, and He is advancing
His kingdom, then He will empower me,
equip me and give me the gifts that I
need to do His work. So Christ gives us
the power of the resurrection through
the Spirit as well as the gifts that we
need to engage in ministry on His
behalf. They all go back to the
resurrection of Christ. It’s central.
How should the doctrine of the
resurrection affect our life together
as a church?
Well, it goes back to, “when two or
three are gathered in His name, there He
is in the midst”. This means that when
we come together as the church, we are
meant to be focused on the living Christ
in our midst. It’s not about us or our
minor agendas.
If we are really
gathering in worship of the resurrected
Jesus, if we are seated with Him in the
heavenly realms – as opposed to an
uncomfortable pew – then our focus is
going to be on Christ. I’m not going to be
chiefly concerned with how well the
minister may be dressed. I will be more
concerned with whether we are all
clothed in the righteousness of Christ.
Again, if Christ is in our midst, we will
want to hear what He has to say to us
through His word rather than be
entertained.
I think it’s amazing that when we
come together, we actually meet with
God – He addresses us and we talk to
Him; there’s a two-way communication.
So the resurrection reminds us that
Christian worship is an encounter with
the risen Christ in which He
communicates with us and we with Him.
And then, of course, when we go out
the door we’re still part of the
resurrected community. We live the
resurrection by the way we treat each
other and by the way we put to death our
old natures and put on the new one.
Further, we share in Christ’s
resurrection by demonstrating that God
is fixing up the fallen world. This means
that we should be concerned for justice,
healing, nurture and aesthetics. The
Christian
community
that
is
experiencing new life in Christ should be
distinct from other clubs and societies in
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the fact that it’s not self-seeking.
The resurrection should also be a
comfort to church leaders. Ministers
from time to time can experience
disappointments when congregations
experience trouble and people leave. At
times like this, they need to remember
that the doctrine of the resurrection
means that if a person is in Christ, he or
she will be kept safe. On the day of the
general resurrection, they will appear
perfect in Christ.
How would you counsel a person
who’s facing death to deal with the
resurrection?
First, I believe that the resurrection
helps us to face death squarely as a
terrible reality. Some people like to think
that death is nothing; it’s just a blip on
the radar. However, this is not so. Death
is an enemy. The resurrection doesn’t
downplay death nor does it make light of
it. Further, it denies the suggestion that
the pain and suffering associated with
death amounts to nothing. We need to
remember that Jesus wept before
Lazarus’ tomb. Death is still the enemy.
However, I’d want to remind the person
that Christians do not grieve like those
who have no hope.
If people don’t know Christ, then
obviously I need to share the gospel with
them. If they don’t hear the gospel which
announces that death has been
overcome, then I have robbed them of
any hope. But if a person does know
Christ, then I can remind him or her
that, while at the point of death we are
absent from the body, our souls are
nevertheless present with the Lord. We
go immediately into the presence of
Christ. It is only on the day of the
resurrection that our souls will be
reunited with our new and glorified
bodies. We need to remember this as we
talk to people who are lying in hospital
beds and feeling the frailty of their
bodies. The resurrection is our only hope
that our mortal bodies will be renewed
and be transformed from corruption to
incorruption, and from death to life.
And not only will we see the Lord, but
we will be gathered together with His
people – there will be great reunion.
Personally, I don’t know how people can
go through death without that hope. Of
course, I don’t believe in the Christian
faith simply as an insurance policy
against a fearful death, but
understanding the Christian hope and
the Lordship of Christ helps me to walk
down that path. Nevertheless, whether

I’m the one who’s dying, or it’s someone
very close to me, I will certainly feel the
pain of that parting. The resurrection
does not deny that there is genuine grief
in the experience of death. It just means
that it’s a grief with genuine hope.
How should the resurrection affect
our attitudes towards the future of
the world?
Sometimes people think that God is
only interested in spiritual things and
not interested in physical things. If
that’s the case, then as far as the physical
world is concerned, Satan has won. But
God is concerned for every aspect of the

The resurrection does
not deny that there is
genuine grief in the
experience of death. It
just means that it’s a
grief with genuine hope.

world, the physical as well as the
spiritual. Paul talks about continuity
between this world and the world to
come as a seed to a plant. There’s
discontinuity in transformation, but
there is also continuity.
The apostle Peter tells us that the
world is going to be renewed as it was
renewed after the flood in Noah’s day, or
as it is renewed after a bushfire has
passed through a forest. In both cases,
new life springs up after the purging. So
this earth is going to be destroyed in the
fires of judgment, but there will be
renewal. And there will be a degree of
continuity between life in the present
and life in the world to come. This means
that there will be continuity between my
present body and my resurrection body.
It also means that I must be careful how
I use my body in the present. The eyes of
everyone who’s reading this magazine
will be exactly the same eyes that they’ll
have in the new creation – again, there’s
continuity. Incidentally, I’m not saying
that our eyes will be the same colour. I
just don’t know. But I do know that there

is some level of continuity from this
body to my resurrection body; there is
also transformation. Paul likens it to the
relationship of a seed to a plant. And so,
in a sense, what I do now matters,
because it anticipates my resurrection
body. And the present world matters
too. It is not only God’s good gift to us,
but God will be restoring it and bringing
it to perfection.
So I don’t think Christians can go
round and plunder the environment,
nor do I believe that we can be
uninterested in justice. The resurrection
tells us that God is going to renew the
whole creation and we should be living
in the hope of that perfect world to
come.
If we believe in the doctrine of the
resurrection of the dead, how
should that affect the way we, as
Christians, treat our dead?
There’s a point at which if you go
back to the traditional Reformed
funeral services, you can see that there’s
a forward looking in how we treat our
dead. One of the three things that you
do at a funeral service in the Anglican
Book of Common Prayer is that you
reverently dispose of the deceased’s
body. I realise this is a cultural minefield
but one thing that I have observed in
the way funerals are conducted these
days is that there’s almost an absence of
the deceased in terms of the way we do
funerals. While there’s almost always a
celebration of life in the eulogy, which is
fine, one element which is sometimes
missing is that there’s not much
anticipation of the resurrection that is
going to happen.
If we believe in a resurrection, I think
we should affirm it. I know that God will
raise the Christian dead in a glorious
body like Christ’s – regardless of how
they have died. For example, if they were
killed in a bushfire, God can still raise
them; if they were drowned at sea and
eaten by sharks, God can raise them. But
I think we’ve also got to be asking the
question, “What are we saying in the way
that we dispose of a body that belongs to
God and will be transformed into a
glorified body at the resurrection?” If
people choose to dispose of a body by
way of cremation, then I think we need
to say very clearly at the funeral that the
mortal remains of the deceased will in
fact be glorified in the resurrection. Our
bodies do not disappear into mere dust
and ashes. Our great hope is a renewed
ap
and glorious body.
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Risen!
Vindicated, ascended, crowned – that’s reality.

Rowland Ward

J

esus’ bodily resurrection from
the dead is at the very heart of
what Christians believe. Let’s
consider first what the bodily
resurrection of Jesus tells us about the
nature of the Christian faith, and then
what the resurrection meant for Jesus.
According to the Bible, Jesus’ resurrection was a real resurrection in the
realm of history and experience. His
body could be seen and touched. The
marks of the nails and of the spearthrust were present. He could eat breakfast with His disciples. His voice had the
same accent (John 20:16). He retained
the same mannerisms. He said Himself,
“A spirit does not have flesh and bones
as I have” (Luke 24:39). Clearly, Jesus
was the same person after His resurrection as He was before His death. He
existed in space and time; He could be
heard, seen and touched (1 John 1:1).
Hence the tomb had to be empty. Of
itself the empty tomb does not prove the
resurrection of Jesus, but if the tomb
was not empty we certainly cannot have
a real resurrection. Similarly, if the
Jewish leaders could have produced the
body of Jesus the infant Christian movement would have been stopped dead in
its tracks. Given the stress on Jesus’ burial as one of the matters of first importance, and the resurrection “the third
day” after it (1 Cor. 15:4), it must be that
the resurrection is related to Jesus’ burial and is, as it were, the reversal of it.
The risen Jesus was not a figment of the
disciples’ imagination. The resurrection
was not an event in their minds but an
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Jesus had not been
reanimated to resume
His old life, but
resurrected to a higher
form of bodily life that
was no longer subject
to death.
objective reality in space and time.
Still, this does not mean that there
were no differences between Jesus
before His death and Jesus after His resurrection. Mary, who knew him well, did
not immediately recognise him, nor did
the men on the Emmaus road. Further,
locked doors were no barrier to Him
appearing among the disciples.
Similarly, He disappeared at will. Clearly
all is not precisely the same as before.
The reality is that Jesus was crucified
in weakness but raised by God’s power (2
Cor. 13:4). Jesus had not been reanimated to resume His old life, but He had
been resurrected to a higher form of bodily life that was no longer subject to
death. As 1 Corinthians 15:44-49
reminds us, Jesus had borne the likeness
of Adam, the earthly, natural body, but
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through the resurrection He attained
the heavenly, spiritual body. This is not
an ethereal or ghostly body – contra the
original RSV translation the contrast is
with the natural not the physical – but a
body fitted for the world of everlasting
righteousness, a body empowered by the
Spirit of God.
Jesus has become the “life-giving
spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45), that is, He is the
beginning of God’s new creation and the
source of the kind of life that belongs to
God’s promised kingdom.

T

he bodily resurrection of Jesus is a
confronting challenge to all opposing viewpoints. It is not surprising that
it is the point at which attack is constantly made.
The Greeks of New Testament times
believed that the greatest thing was for
the spiritual soul to be freed from its
prison house of a body. To them, the
very idea of a bodily resurrection was
folly. However, the biblical picture is that
the material creation is not evil.
Everything God made was “good”. To
disparage the reality of the bodily resurrection on the ground that the physical
is unfitting or evil is to disparage the
wisdom and goodness of God who made
it.
There are also others like the ancient
Sadducees who find the physicality of
the resurrection and even the existence
of the soul after death offensive or an
opinion of the weak-minded. To affirm
the bodily resurrection among materialists is to challenge their entire world-
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view. It is to assert that God is in control,
not natural forces. It is to assert that
God has intervened to break the abnormal cycle of sin and death in the human
family.
Still others concede much of the naturalistic viewpoint, but want the comfort of belief in some kind of ultimate
meaning. In traditionally Christian cultures they find it convenient to radically
reinterpret the language of historic
Christianity. The language of resurrection becomes for them a metaphor
expressing hope for a better future, but
it is not based on objective reality in
space, time and history. Christianity
becomes psychology. Objective reality is
exchanged for subjective feelings and
beliefs allegedly common to all religions.
Such a subjectivistic faith cannot claim
the support of the Bible. It does not
solve the human predicament of sin and
guilt, nor remove our fear of death and
judgment. And it leaves no place for the
living, loving Lord of creation, the God
who acts in history to deliver rebellious
creatures and bring them to the
promised perfect glory.
The New Testament emphasises that
the resurrection is the Father’s vindication of His Son. He had claimed to be the
Messiah, the promised Anointed One
who would deliver God’s people from
their sins. That claim seemed to be baseless when He was condemned. How
could a convicted blasphemer be the
Messiah? But the one the people
rejected was the one the Father
accepted. Jesus’ claim to a unique relationship to the divine Father as the
equally divine Son was vindicated when
He was raised.

H

owever, the resurrection should
not be thought of simply as a proof
of the deity of Christ. Indeed, if His
death was simply death at the hands of
wicked men of one who was God’s Son
and the Messiah, why was it permitted?
Why should there be such a death at all?
The short but fundamental answer is
that “Christ died for our sins according
to the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3). There
was a divine purpose in His death. God
did not spare His own Son but delivered
Him up (Rom. 8:32) without any last
minute reprieve as in Abraham’s case
(Gen. 22). Peter affirms: “This man was
handed over to you by God’s set purpose
and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23).
Accordingly, the fact that the Father
raised Him means that Jesus’ death is
attested as accepted and effective, and

Jesus is declared the Righteous One. By
His death He destroyed death since by
His death He became no longer subject
to it. As the sinless one in our nature
Jesus acted as our High Priest. He
offered Himself, and His offering was
fully righteous and fully meritorious.
Therefore the Father raised and glorified
Him.
In Romans 1:3-4 Paul tells us that the

The resurrection
demonstrates that God
is committed to His
creation. The universe
had its beginning in the
will of God and it finds
its destiny in Him also.

gospel concerns God’s Son, He who was
eternally with the Father (John 1:1).
Concerning the Son, Paul says, as I
understand it, that there were two
stages in His experience. Firstly, “He
came of the seed of David according to
the flesh”. Second, “He was appointed
the Son of God with power according to
the Spirit of holiness”. The link marking
the transition between these two stages
was His resurrection from the dead.
Jesus’ earlier history, involving
descent from King David’s line, to which
was attached the Messianic promise, was
one of weakness, vulnerability and
humiliation – that is, it was according to
the flesh. He was a servant. He took our
nature, sin excepted, since He must
share our humanity if He would deal
with sin and achieve salvation for us. But
following the cross of condemnation
there is the coronation crown of glory
and honour fulfilling the promise of
Messiah’s endless reign. Thus, through
the resurrection He was appointed Son of
God with power according to the Spirit of
holiness.
So the resurrection of Jesus was
transforming for Jesus’ humanity:
humiliation gave way to exaltation. The
one that men crucified, God made both
Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36). Jesus’ res-

urrection does not make Him God’s Son
but invests Him with the glory and
majesty that belongs to Him as the
Righteous Son, the Son of God in our
nature glorified and empowered by the
Spirit of God.
Thus Jesus has all authority in
heaven and on earth given to Him.
Jesus’ redemptive activity does not end
with His atoning death and resurrection
in glory. It is powerfully carried on
through the outpoured Spirit here on
earth and in Christ’s heavenly intercession.
The Spirit is not a poor substitute for
Christ but the means by which Christ is
fully present with His people. So close is
this relationship in the experience of the
believer that Paul can affirm “the Lord is
the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:17), without at all
denying the reality of personal distinction between Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit.
Through His resurrection and exaltation Jesus appears in God’s presence for
us (Rom. 8:34; Heb. 9:24). We are in fact
encouraged to come to Him since “He is
able to save completely those who come
to God through Him because he always
lives to make intercession for them”
(Heb. 7:25).
Just as the Jewish High Priest bore
the names of the tribes of Israel on his
breast-piece, so Christ’s intercession is
personal for all His people, His presence
in heaven in the virtue of his saving
work being an eloquent intercession.
Christians insist that God is committed to His creation, committed to the
human family, committed to the material as well as the spiritual, committed to
the glorification of creation so that it
realises its goal. The resurrection of
Jesus demonstrates this. The universe
had its beginning in the will of God and
it finds its destiny in Him also.
Jesus’ resurrection is the pledge of
the believers’ hope: because He lives we
shall live also. Life and immortality have
been brought to light! God has justified
His Son that through faith in Him we
might be declared not guilty and receive
eternal life as a free gift of God’s mercy.
This is indeed good news. Jesus lives and
reigns! He is Lord! It is this one on
whom we are to believe. It is before this
ap
One that we must bow.
Dr Rowland Ward is minister of Knox Presbyterian
Church of Eastern Australia,
Wantirna, Victoria.

australian presbyterian April 2011

11

r e s u r r e c t i o n

Why it matters
What if it’s true? And what if it’s not?

Peter Barnes

W

hat we believe has consequences. What difference does it make to
believe the resurrection,
as opposed to not believing it?
Death is the great reality of life –
it is more certain than taxes. It is the
great leveller – death comes to the rich
and the poor, the wise and the foolish
(Eccles. 2:13-14). Paupers die, millionaires die, ordinary people die, Princess
Diana dies, Kerry Packer dies, the
Prime Minister will die and the Leader
of the Opposition will die, Christians
die and unbelievers die, you will die
and I will die. “It is the same event
for all” (Eccles. 9:2). We all know that
it will happen but we do not know
when.
Death is the touchstone of life. In
January 1738 John Wesley was on a
ship coming back to England from the
Americas when there was a fierce
storm. On board there was a band of
Moravian missionaries. In the face of
the storm they knew no fear, but
Wesley himself was terrified. It showed
him the true state of his heart, that
he possessed only what he called “a
fair summer religion”, and led him to
seek after God more earnestly. If death
is the touchstone of life, resurrection
is the touchstone of the Christian
faith. So what follows if Christ did not
rise from the dead, and hence nobody
else will be raised from the dead?
First, the whole Christian message
would be finished. That’s what Paul says

‘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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“the land of the long weekend”. People
are addicted to their diversions, and
live like this so that they will not have
to think about their spiritual wretchedness and sin and death. If they stop
to think, they are in danger of giving
in to despair.

People are addicted to
their diversions.
If they stop to think,
they are in danger of
giving in to despair.
at length in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19. If
Christ is not risen from the dead, I
have nothing to say to you. We should
all stop now, throw away this magazine, and go and have coffee. To continue on would make us of all men
most to be pitied. If death is the end,
then resurrection is a delusion. Better
to face the truth, better to close the
church down, get rid of all the Bibles,
and sit down to watch 1001 movies
before we die.
Second, life would be ultimately
meaningless and futile. It would be the
message of the book of Ecclesiastes:
vanity, vanity, everything is vanity.
What would we live for? To eat and
drink, that is all (1 Cor. 15:32b). If
there is no resurrection, the logical
alternatives seem to me to be pleasure
or suicide. Alfred Lord Tennyson
wrote: “If there is no immortality, I
shall throw myself into the sea.”
Bismarck said something similar:
“Without the hope of an afterlife, this
life is not even worth the effort of getting dressed in the morning.”
Two characteristics of modern life
in the West are inordinate pleasureseeking and a sense of despair. People
have made a god of pleasure, of drink,
of drugs, of having a good time.
Ronald Conway has called Australia
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hat follows if Christ did rise
from the dead, and all of
mankind will be raised from the dead?
First, there will be a judgment. Jesus
tells us this, and Paul repeats it (Jn
5:28-29; 2 Cor. 5:10). This life is not
meaningless. Every act, every word,
every thought, every motive will be
judged by God. This is terrifying, but at
least it gives our lives some meaning. If
there is no resurrection, there is no
judgment. If there is a resurrection,
there will be a judgment. This world
will not go on and on; it will all be
called to account on that day of days.
Second, life here and now has
meaning. Let me look at this briefly in
three areas.
The first of these involves everyday
life. At the conclusion of his most
extensive treatment of the subject of
resurrection, Paul concentrates on its
implications for this life: “Therefore,
my beloved brothers, be steadfast,
immovable, always abounding in the
work of the Lord, knowing that in the
Lord your labour is not in vain” (1 Cor.
15:58). Why prepare the Sunday school
lesson, why face that Scripture class
again, why help that hard-faced neighbour who never appreciates anything,
why send money off to missions, why
change nappies, why go off to work
this week? You have a reason if there
is a resurrection; there is purpose in
everything. Even a slave has a reason
for living (Col. 3:23-24).
The second area involves how we
approach risk. Paul said that he could
fight the beasts at Ephesus (1 Cor.
15:32a). This is probably a figurative
expression. Why face the lions if there is
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no resurrection? Why do anything
even mildly dangerous if this life is all
you have? If we find six thugs beating
up a defenceless victim, why not flee
and say that it’s none of our business?
A Christian is not to be reckless with
his life, but neither is he to be paralysed with fear. Faith gives courage;
unbelief makes for fear.
The third area involves personal character. There is a new heaven and a
new earth coming in which righteousness dwells. Therefore, we are to be
diligent to be found by Christ without
spot or blemish (2 Pet. 3:13-14).
Because the resurrection is coming, we
must be prepared for it. If you take
away the resurrection, then you take
away any incentive. The Christians who
have made the greatest progress in the
Christian life have been the ones who
thought most of the resurrection life
(Col. 3:2; 1 John 3:2).

presence of Christ. What effect does
that have on believers still on earth?
They are sad but not desolate. The ship
rocks in the storm but it does not

F

sink. There is an end to life here on
earth, but there will be a glorious
reunion.
Look at David at the death of his
child – he knew he would die and go
to be with his child but his child would
not return to him in this life (2 Sam.
12:23). This was David at his lowest

inally, if the resurrection is true then
we have hope in the face of death. We
do not grieve as those without hope
but are encouraged (1 Thess. 4:13, 18;
5:9-11). Death touches each of us. While
there is no hope for the person outside
of Christ, what happens when the
Christian dies? He is received into the

A Christian is not to be
reckless with his life,
but neither is he to be
paralysed with fear.
Faith gives courage;
unbelief makes for fear.

ebb. His life had been shattered by his
own sin – his adultery, his murder of
Uriah, his deception, his exposure, and
now the death of the little boy. Where
could he find any hope? Not in himself but in the God who puts lives back
together, who re-creates, who brings
grace, who raises the dead. Even his
great sin could not prevent God’s grace
and power from accomplishing that.
If there is no resurrection, there is
nothing but unthinking pleasure or
terrible despair. If Christ is risen, then
there is a final judgment, there is
meaning to everyday acts on earth,
and there is a foundation to courage,
a spur to live rightly, and there is hope
in the most terrible of situations. That
is why the Bible consistently tells us
that there are two paths before each
one of us – one of death, and one of
life. In choosing Christ, we choose life,
in all its fullness, for time and for eterap
nity.

Peter Barnes is minister of
Revesby Presbyterian Church,
Sydney.
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Incompatibility
Following Jesus where His interests lie

Mark Galli

I

n every nook and corner or our
lives, we are encouraged to pursue
the compatible. We are told to find
friends who are compatible with
our interests, a job that is compatible
with our gifts, a church that is
compatible with our theology, and a
spouse who is compatible all around!
There is surely something wise in this.
God wants us to enjoy His creation, and
common sense suggests that we enjoy
life more with compatible people in
compatible settings.
Yet we are wise to think more deeply
about why we’re so enthralled with
compatibility, for the Bible seems to
suggest that compatibility is not always
what it’s cracked up to be.
It is truly a good and blessed thing
when people “dwell in compatibility”,
when they share interests, opinions,
likes, and dislikes. On the other hand, to
spend most of one’s life with those who
are compatible is to spend most of one’s
life in front of a mirror. We like people
with whom we are compatible because
we like people who are like us. We may
think we are loving the compatible other
when we are simply feeling good about
them loving us. Compatibility can
become a gazing on our own reflection,
as in the ancient Greek myth of
Narcissus.
The careful reader will have noticed
that I fractured a biblical verse above.
The biblical notion is that it is a blessed
thing when men and women “dwell in
unity“ (Ps. 133:1). This is different from
compatibility, though we often mistake
the latter for the former. Unity is in some
ways the foil of compatibility. The greater
the incompatibility, the more blessed,
the more miraculous the unity. Unity can
probe the deep mystery of love in a way
that mere compatibility cannot. This is
one reason the Bible is replete with
encouragements to dwell in unity, and
says little to nothing at all about
compatibility.
Another bent reason we may be

14

The more compatible
we are with another,
whether spouse or
friend, the less we have
to transcend our typical
behaviour.

attracted to compatibility (again, along
with the good reasons!): We don’t relish
having to practise charity. The more
compatible we are with another, whether
spouse or friend, the less we have to
transcend our typical behaviour. The
more we are compatible with a job or a
church, the less we are asked to go
beyond ourselves. In our morally
challenged state, we are reluctant to
practise true charity, which inevitably
entails self-denial and sacrifice. Charity
requires being in relationship with
people we don’t particularly care for, as
well as staying in institutions we find
uncomfortable. Our usual apologetic for
avoiding distasteful relationships or
institutions is to say (in the former case),
“We just don’t have that much in
common” or (in the latter case), “It’s not
a good fit for me”.

B

ut a moment’s thought reminds us
of the One who was deeply
incompatible with our nature — holy
versus sinful; infinite versus finite;
loving versus self-absorbed — and yet
who made Himself one with our nature,
who made Himself unfit for the sake of
this world: the Master becoming a
servant, the eternal and glorious God
dying a shameful death.
This, to put it in modern parlance, was
not a good use of His natural gifts and
talents. It was, however, an expression of
His “natural interests” — namely us,
however incompatible.
Once we recognise that the great
incompatibility between God and us has
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been bridged, we yearn to be more
compatible with the One who reconciled
the deeply incompatible. To do so
requires us to become more interested in
what interests Jesus. That includes
people who are incompatible with His
values — the immoral, idolaters, rebels,
and so forth. It means making friends
with people who don’t seem very useful
to Him: the severely disabled, those
wasting away in convalescent hospitals,
and so forth. It means joining
organisations that display a mystifying
combination of good works and
institutional self-centeredness, love and
spite, generosity and greed, unity and
division — like the local church, the
institution founded, run, and indwelt by
Jesus.
Sharing Jesus’ interests, of course, is
not like turning on a light switch.
Couldn’t He for once like the type of
people we’re most naturally compatible
with? Well, of course He does. But He has
this weakness for the incompatible, as
well.
To love the incompatible day in and
day out, to stay in an incompatible
institution week in and week out — this
is beyond the ability of mortals. God
knows we are weak people who regularly
need to fall back on our compatible
networks just to catch our breath. The
compatible people in our lives, then, are
indeed gifts of God, not because they are
an end in themselves, but because they
give us respite and strength,
paradoxically, to step away from them
ap
and love the incompatible.

Mark Galli is senior managing editor of Christianity
Today, from which this article
is reprinted, and author of
Jesus Mean and Wild: The
Unexpected Love of an
Untameable God (Baker).
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Foreshadowing
the resurrection
20 daily Bible studies in Exodus 1-7

T

he account in Exodus is a good framework in
which to understand the death and resurrection
of Jesus, not only because it is a specific historical
foreshadowing of the passion of Christ
culminating in the death of the Passover Lamb and the
escape from Egypt, but because of the dynamics of the two
situations. Pharaoh symbolises Satan’s determination to
hold mankind captive in sin, defying every attempt at his
release. Moses enters the scene, sent by God to do His will,
and things only get worse – in the same way that Jesus faced
greater opposition the more He tried to help. The Jewish
leaders weren’t convinced by Jesus’ miracles any more than
Pharaoh was by the wonders Moses performed. The final
grand Exodus was as much a divine miracle as the
resurrection of Jesus and the empty tomb it left behind – it
was a death-to-life experience for Israel. We live in
discouraging times, and even in the natural world things
seem to be getting worse; it is then we need to focus on
God’s “big-picture” and the reliable promises on which it is
based. The historical resurrection of Jesus is God’s key to all
history (Acts 17:31) and the ground of our hope. As we
struggle with Moses and Israel in the outworking of God’s
providence in these early chapters of Exodus, may we
remain focussed on the hero of the big picture, the Risen
Christ.
God’s revelation of His great plan of salvation to Moses
began with a burning bush: it is interesting that the Scottish
Covenanters chose this “burning bush” as an appropriate
symbol of God’s Church and its mission to the world –
burning, yet not consumed.

Bruce Christian is a former
Moderator-General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.
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b i b l e
DAY 1
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 1:1-14
THE POINT Romans 5:1-5 provides a good theological
framework in which to understand the perplexing and difficult
trials through which God led His people, and especially their
leader, Moses, in order to bring about their ultimate salvation.
He was with them in it.
THE PARTICULARS
• God is about to embark on a rescue mission that will have
eternal covenant significance. It is important to get right the
names of the people chosen to be involved in this covenant (15).
• God’s great promise to Abraham of “descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore”

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 1:15-22
THE POINT Pharaoh would have known that population
control by genocide (or, rather, androcide) was wrong; therefore, what he tried first was something he might try to rationalise and justify as very late-term “abortion”. Just as our
own society tries to justify its widespread practice of family
planning (abortion) by pretending that the prenatal fœtus is
not (yet) an actual human being, so Pharaoh convinced himself that if the midwives could terminate the boys as they
gasped for their first intake of fresh air he would be able to
sleep at night. His resorting to outright murder when this didn’t work is revealing! Our society would stand in judgement
on Pharaoh, as it would on Herod who did a similar thing

DAY 3
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 2:1-10
THE POINT As Pharaoh continues to compete with God for
control of His world we see him outwitted and outmanœuvred
a second time. This, of course, is nowhere near the last time,
but it is part of the pattern God is building up to show He ultimately deals with Man’s pride and arrogance. Pharaoh is a
very slow learner!
THE PARTICULARS
• God is particularly good at advance planning. It would be 80
more years before the full significance of these Nileside events
would become apparent. Jochebed and Miriam acted here as
any mother or sister would act, but God had a divine purpose
in it.

DAY 4
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 2:11-15
THE POINT One of the purposes of these early chapters of
Exodus is to show us the extent to which God was prepared to
go to prepare one servant for the task He had foreordained for
him do. Moses now graduates from his 40 years of learning
how the Egyptians behave and think, and he is now ready for
the next 40 years of training in the ways and challenges of the
desert. We see God using seemingly disconnected human
emotions, interactions, and responses to paint the big picture
of His redemptive history.
THE PARTICULARS
• Although Moses had grown up and spent all his most formative years with Egyptian royalty in the palace, his heart

16

australian presbyterian April 2011

s t u d y
No pain, no gain.
(Gen. 22:17) is now being fulfilled – but in the wrong place (67)!
• Situations change; God’s people need to learn to rely on their
unchanging, faithful, covenant-keeping God and not to depend
on the whims of earthly rulers and political systems (8-10).
• God’s rescue missions often (perhaps usually) involve times
of much hardship and suffering. Satan never takes defeat
lying down, and God uses the furnace to purify His people in
the process of saving them. Moreover, the cross of Jesus is a
stark reminder that salvation is not an easy, painless matter
(11-14).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Can you trust God fully through the hard times in your life?

Pharaoh’s midwife crisis.
when Jesus was born (Matthew 2:16), but it lives in denial of
its own contempt of God’s law through abortion.

THE PARTICULARS
• The midwives put obedience to God before Pharaoh’s command, and even their safety, and God honoured them for it
(15-17, 21).
• We can trust God to provide His own way of escape when we
are placed in threatening situations (18-20; cf Luke 12:11-12).
• Desperate men sin desperately – without a conscience (22).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How does this incident contribute to Pharaoh’s final undoing?

God 2, Pharaoh 0.
• Elsewhere in the Bible, the Hebrew word for Moses’ “basket”
boat is only used for Noah’s “ark”. In both cases it was a vessel
God used to preserve His covenant purposes under real threat.
• Little did Pharaoh’s daughter know that much of her life
would be devoted to preparing the instrument of her father’s
downfall.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What is the significance of “the house of Levi” in this account?
• How many specific things can you identify in this account
that demonstrate God’s sovereign control over ever little detail
of human life and history in terms of His Grand Plan of
Salvation?
• Can you trust Him with every little detail of your life today?

The plot thickens.
remained sensitive to the desperate plight of his own people
(11, 13).
• We can never be sure that even our most secretive actions
have gone unnoticed by others. Moreover, we can hide nothing from God and it is better to treat our lives as open books
(12, 14).
• Perhaps this was the first inkling Pharaoh had as to how the
God of Israel had infiltrated his ranks in the person of Moses;
the cute little baby his daughter had found has been a spy (15)!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How have different aspects of your pilgrimage contributed to
God’s preparing you to serve Him? Does any of it seem
wasted?

b i b l e

An alien, but well connected.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 2:16-22
THE POINT This is not the first or last time in the outworking of the Bible story that a significant “chance” meeting
occurs at a well. God continues to carry out His sovereign Plan
as we go about our daily lives in the market place and wherever
people interact.
THE PARTICULARS
• The priest of Midian whose daughter Moses married is
referred to as Reuel (“Friend of God”, 18) and Jethro (“His
Excellence”, 3:1). It is possible that Reuel was a clan chief or
ancestral “father” of Zipporah, and that Jethro was her biological father, or probably, that “Reuel” was Jethro’s cognomen in
the family.

• Once again we see Moses coming to the rescue of the underdog (17). Eastern hospitality demanded that, as a “stranger”,
he be entertained, thus leading to a life-changing experience
(18-21)!
• Moses appropriately called his first son “Gershom”
(“refugee”, “displaced person”, 22): Moses, a true Israelite of
the tribe of Levi, spent his first 40 years in an Egyptian palace,
the middle 40 years in Midian, and the last 40 years leading
God’s people in the wilderness, never even entering God’s
Promised Land!

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• People can feel alienated for a wide variety of reasons; are you
sensitive to this and so look out for opportunities to help them?

The mills of God.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

EXODUS 2:23–3:3

THE POINT H.W.Longfellow wrote: “Though the mills of
God grind slowly, yet they grind exceeding small; though with
patience he stands waiting, with exactness grinds he all.”
God’s people had been in slavery in Egypt for the best part of
four centuries, and for 80 years He had been carefully preparing someone to be their rescuer. Conditioned by our fast-moving ‘instant’ society, we have difficulty coming to grips with
such slow progress. But the psalmist reminds us that “a thousand years in [his] sight is like a day that has just gone by”
(90:4) and we need to see things in the framework of eternity.
The time to act has now come!

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 3:4-10
THE POINT The LORD God’s announcing of His plan to
Moses doesn’t imply that He has only just thought it up (cf
Gen. 15:13). The whole Plan of Salvation, of which the Exodus
is but one significant part, has been in the mind of God from
the beginning (Rev. 13:8), but has been revealed to us progressively (cf Matt. 13:17; 1 Pe. 1:10-12). For Moses the command
is, “Now, go.”
THE PARTICULARS
• Once God had Moses’ full attention He was able to speak to
him clearly, unambiguously and personally, so that this humble man would be in no doubt about the task he was given to
do (4).

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 3:11-15
THE POINT God never calls us do anything He won’t equip
us for; He will provide all the strength, wisdom and other
resources we need to carry out His commission – and He will
be with us (cf Joshua 1:5, 9; Matthew 28:18-20). There are
many times we just need to step out in “Hebrews 11 faith”,
trusting God with what we can’t see!
THE PARTICULARS
• We can easily identify with Moses’ initial response! He is yet
to see all the Red Sea open up, and all the other incredible
signs and wonders that will sustain him over the next 40 years
(11).
• It is interesting that the “sign” God offers Moses here will be

THE PARTICULARS
• God had not been unaware of the desperate plight of His chosen covenant people for 430 years – but His timing is always
perfect and now was the right time to act (23-25; cf 2 Pe. 3:310).
• Again, Moses was involved in his normal daily routine when
God chose to call him to the special task prepared for him (1).
• Because of the extraordinary nature of the task, God chose
an extraordinary means to attract Moses’ attention: a bush
that burned spontaneously, but didn’t burn up or be consumed
(2-3).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Does your trust in God’s sovereignty enable you to be patient?

“Now go, I am sending you”.
• For the 40 years that would follow, Moses needed to know
that he was the chosen agent of a God who was holy (5), faithful to His long-standing covenant promises (6), compassionate
(7), and sovereign over all lands and peoples and all human
history (8).
• Throughout his commission as the LORD’s prophet-priest-king,
Moses remained a humble servant-leader before His God (6a).
• The command was breath-taking in its simplicity; but the
actual execution of it would test Moses’ faith and perseverance
in a way that earns him a place among the heroes of the Bible
(9-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How are you going with what God has called on you to do?

“But... Suppose...” – “I AM”.
in retrospect! For most of our journey the only real “proof” we
get of God’s leading is by looking back at what He has done
(12).
• God’s revealed name “I AM” is the key to Scripture: it is the
root of the title “LORD” occurring 5,869 times in the OT; it is
the basis of Jesus’ being called “Lord” (Gk: Kurios); it is God’s
personal name as the one who has made an everlasting
covenant with His elect of every nation throughout history; it
is behind every use Jesus made of “I am ...” and “It is I”. God
wanted Moses to be confident in his special, personal relationship with Him (13-15).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Can there be several alternate ways to God and to heaven?
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DAY 9
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 3:16-22
THE POINT God declares the broad outline of His deliverance strategy.
THE PARTICULARS
• There is a lot to be said for the fact that Moses can go to the
descendants of Abraham-Isaac-Jacob after 430 years, especially as they had been aliens and slaves in a foreign land during this time, feeling abandoned by their God, and assume
they will still be aware of their heritage as God’s covenant people (16a)! (An interesting statistic would be the average number of generations a living Christian faith survives in families’
lines today.)
• The message Moses is to give to the elders of Israel is disarm-

DAY 1 0
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 4:1-9
THE POINT Bit by bit Moses had to learn to trust the God
who had called him to achieve the impossible – in human
terms. Patiently, the LORD equips him with the divine
resources that will ensure the desired outcome. It’s easier for
us because we know how it all turned out – even up to its final
fulfilment in Jesus. But it wasn’t easy for Moses – which is
why this narrative is so helpful for us as we face the struggles
of trusting God’s providence through hard times, when we ask,
“What if ... ?”, in our journey of faith.
THE PARTICULARS
• Was Moses himself even starting to doubt his commission
(1)?

DAY 1 1
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 4:10-17
THE POINT One of the hardest lessons we have to learn as
servants of the living God is that the work He gives us to do is
His work, not ours. We are merely channels through which He
carries out His sovereign will. Paul makes this point twice in 2
Corinthians – in 4:6-7 and 12:7-10. Moses had to learn that
the God who was sending him on an extremely difficult rescue
mission had in fact already designed and equipped him precisely for that very task.
THE PARTICULARS
• In the face of an overwhelming sense of inadequacy, Moses
was desperate for excuses: What about his obvious lack of oratory skill? Surely that would disqualify him. But God

DAY 1 2
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 4:18-23
THE POINT The commission given to Moses here is laying
out the blueprint for God’s Plan of Salvation, culminating in
the work of Christ.
THE PARTICULARS
• It is interesting that, at the age of 80, Moses still thought it
wise to have his father-in-law’s blessing on his plans! But, it
seems he didn’t fill Jethro in on everything God told him to do
(18-19).
• Moses’ staff was to be the main symbol of God’s divine power
at work through him in various ways for the next 40 years
(20).
• Pharaoh’s continued arrogance in the face of God’s rightful
and proven claims will be his downfall, and for this he will be

18

australian presbyterian April 2011

s t u d y
Here is the Plan.
ing in its simplicity; but given their history and circumstances
it would have been extremely difficult to get a handle on (16b17).
• Knowing this difficulty, God outlines in clear, specific detail
all that will happen as a consequence, so that there will be no
surprises. This would have helped keep them going (18-20).
• “Israel” was their self-conscious name because of the LORD’s
covenant with their forefathers, but the Egyptians knew them
as a more disparate rabble whom they called “Hebrews” (18).
• There will be some justice in Israel’s “spoiling” of Egypt (2122).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are we confident in God’s Plan as we await Christ’s Return?

What if...?.
• God knew that Moses would need something supernatural,
something that only God could do to “prove” his claims (2-5).
• God also knew the hardness of man’s disbelieving heart, that
it would take more than one miracle to convince the elders (69). (Of course, the resurrection of Jesus demonstrates that,
even in the face of irrefutable evidence, man’s unregenerate(d)
heart persists in unbelief – the inference of Acts 17:31 and
Luke 16:31!)
• The 3 miracles show that the God who commissioned Moses
to lead Israel out of Egypt is the creator and sustainer of life.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Can we convince the world by miracles today (cf John 20:29)?

Jars of clay.
reminded him about what he would eventually write in
Genesis 1! (10-12).
• Moses was not the last person ever to say to God, “Here am I,
send someone else!” (13) We are all quite good at opting out.
• God can be angry with our disobedience and lack of trust in
Him, and yet, in His compassion, still deign to involve us in the
work. Aaron was sent to help Moses, not replace him (14-16).
• God graciously reminded Moses about the staff stratagem
(17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• When have you argued with God about what He has called
you to do and looked for excuses to get out of it? Did you succeed?

Drawing up the battle lines.
held accountable. But God is sovereign even in this, and in
that sense He will harden Pharaoh’s heart to achieve His purposes. Both these truths must be held in tension, neither lessening the full force of the other, as Paul spells out in Romans
9:14-24 (21).
• Esau forfeited his rights as the firstborn (cf Hebrews 12:1617) and God’s great covenant love was poured out on
Jacob/Israel; God shows the full extent of this love, firstly by
demanding the lives of all the firstborn of Egypt in return, and
ultimately in the redeeming sacrifice of His one and only true
Son, Jesus (22-23).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In what ways does Pharaoh epitomise the unrepentant sinner?

b i b l e

Getting the house in order.

DAY 1 3
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

EXODUS 4:24-31

THE POINT The covenant people, the descendants of the
LORD’s “firstborn son” (22), must be marked by the covenant
sign of circumcision (Gen. 17:10-14). It appears that Moses
had failed to apply this sign to his firstborn son, Gershom, and
this needed to be set right before the battle with Pharaoh
could begin (cf the later preparation for the conquest of
Canaan, Josh. 5:1-9). The only other detail that needed to be
set in place was to bring Aaron into the picture as God had
promised Moses and to brief him and the elders of Israel about
the battle plan and the part they were to play in it. By God’s
grace they were all fully on side.

DAY 1 4
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 5:1-9
THE POINT It is hard to imagine how Moses felt – or perhaps we have had a similar experience. He had (rather reluctantly) obeyed God’s call to rescue Israel from the protracted
tyranny of Pharaoh and had done exactly what God told him
to do. But instead of gaining freedom, Israel was subjected to
even greater bondage! Yes, it is true that God had warned him
that Pharaoh would refuse to co-operate (4:21), but he was
hardly expecting things to get even worse for his people as a
result of his intervention!
THE PARTICULARS
• The King and Ruler of all Egypt had no intention of bowing
to the demands of the so-called “god” of a people who had

DAY 1 5
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 5:10-21
THE POINT Eighty years earlier the then Pharaoh had tried a
similar stratagem to contain the obvious threat to national
security of a growing refugee population. He had hoped that
forced labour would both break them and keep the birth rate
down. But it didn’t work then, and now his successor, faced
with a similar problem, seems willing to give it another shot.
Fortuitously, the appearance of Moses back on the scene with
his hare-brained proposal about worshipping God has provided him with the ideal excuse. As the Israelite foremen said
to Moses: “You have made us a stench ... and put a sword in
their hand ...”. The more we seek to live godly lives in our society today the more resentful people become, and sometimes

DAY 1 6
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 5:22–6:8
THE POINT Moses knows the buck stops with him so he
now openly vocalises what we’ve all been feeling for the last
couple of days: “O LORD, why ...”! He is really saying: “You are
the sovereign Lord over all things, yet your grand Plan has
gone pear-shaped. What’s going on?” God’s reply is as powerful as it is penetrating. Moses has had to reach the point
where he can see how intense the spiritual battle is between
good and evil, how committed God is to redeeming His chosen, covenant people, re-establishing them as heirs to all His
blessings, and having them know Him as their personal, knowable God, the LORD, and how nothing can stop His achievement of this goal.

THE PARTICULARS
• The “lodging place” was not a building but a known area where
travellers could camp because of the availability of water (24).
• Moses’ name does not appear in the text of verses 24-25,
only personal pronouns. The exact details of the narrative
therefore remain obscure to us, but it would seem that, in the
light of what has just been revealed to Moses (22-23), God was
about to take the uncircumcised Gershom’s life until Zipporah
intervened. At least she realised that she had married into a
covenant family and that the LORD did not take its requirements lightly (24-26).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Is there any little detail hindering your usefulness to God?

Throwing down the gauntlet.
been exiles enslaved in his own land for over 400 years –
regardless of what fancy name He might have. We can almost
hear Pharaoh saying, “Let Him show His power first” – and
God will oblige!
• Increasing the work burden on the Hebrews was Pharaoh’s
way of proving his own superior power and discouraging any
further ridiculous requests from Moses and his friends. He was
involved in a psychological battle he had no intention of losing!
What’s more, Egypt’s economy could not cope with such a loss.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What do you do when your prayers result in things getting
worse? Can you rest in the love of a God who sees a bigger picture?

A sword put in their hand.
God calls on us to do “strange” things that only gets their
backs up more! But again, we need to see all this in the context of God’s bigger picture.

THE PARTICULARS
• The Israelite foremen were caught in a trap. Appointed by
the Egyptian slave drivers, they had obligations in both directions, and the Egyptian demand was obviously unjust and
politically motivated. Pharaoh refused to listen to their plea so
the only option open to them was to take it out on Moses and
Aaron.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What would you have done if you were an Israelite foreman?

Now you will see... I am the LORD.
THE PARTICULARS
• By giving Himself the special personal name, the LORD, God
is foreshadowing Jesus who will come and claim it and bear it
(cf Isaiah 44:6 with Revelation 1:12-18), fulfilling all the
promises implied in it. Whenever the name “the LORD”
appears in the OT in God’s progressive self-revelation, we
would be justified, from a NT perspective, in replacing it with
the name, “Jesus”. The statement “I am the LORD” (2,6,7,8)
relates to “I AM who I AM” (3:14) and to Jesus’ constant use of
“I am” throughout John.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• In what ways is God pointing to the even bigger “Jesus” picture?
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THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 6:9-27
THE POINT It is time for a stocktake; time to step back a bit
from the events as they are unfolding in the story. Is this Plan
really going to work? Do the LORD’s claims appear just too
optimistic if we look rationally at the whole situation? The
spokesman He has chosen has thick lips (12); the people
whose co-operation is essential for its success have thick heads
(9); and the powerful despot who holds the key to it all has
thick ears (12)! Moses and Aaron have reached an impasse: At
what point along the way did the wheels fall off? So God calls
for a pause to look again at the facts: Yes, the Israelites are
totally discouraged and have dropped their bundle (9); but the
sovereign LORD has told Moses exactly what he has to do,

unconditionally (11), and He is fully aware of the difficulties
(13); the people being rescued are the very people the LORD
has entered into a covenant with – and He knows them all by
name (14-25) – there has been no slip-up here. Most importantly, this Moses-and-Aaron team does not consist of any old
people of those names; no, these are the ones hand-picked by
God from among the covenant people for this specific historychanging task ... So why are they waiting?

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do we get discouraged by seeming lack of progress in the
work God has given us to do? Do we need to pause and take
stock?

No more excuses.

DAY 1 8
EXODUS 6:28–7:7

THE POINT Just as the redemption of Israel from Egypt is a
foreshadowing of God’s saving of His elect through the atoning sacrifice of Christ His Son, so the plagues on Egypt are a
foreshadowing of God’s final Judgement on a world that has
persisted in rejecting His rightful authority and in its arrogance hardens its heart to His patient warnings and overtures
of mercy. We find Moses making a desperate last attempt to
wriggle out of playing a key role in the outworking of this
momentous “test-run” of history’s Final Battle, but to no avail.
The God of history is committed to His Plan with all its consequences; the time to negotiate is over.

DAY 1 9
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 7:8-13
THE POINT We need to remember that the battle that is
going on between the LORD and Pharaoh is essentially a
spiritual battle with eternal consequences. It is not surprising,
then, to find that it involves supernatural phenomena outside
our normal experience of the world; nor that Satan is in there
with his cunning strategies – perhaps his most effective
weapon: counterfeit (cf 2 Corinthians 11:13-15). But, confronted by obvious superiority in the matter of weaponry,
Pharaoh does what every unregenerate person does: he shuts
his eyes to the clear evidence, hardens his heart, digs his heels
in and refuses to submit to God’s rightful rule.
THE PARTICULARS

DAY 2 0
THE PASSAGE
EXODUS 7:14-25
THE POINT Turning all the water to blood is the first of ten
plagues with which God will inflict Egypt (possibly over about
six months). Each serves a two-fold purpose: to demonstrate
God’s divine power and thus prove His right to make the
demand of Pharaoh that he let His covenant people go; and to
exercise God’s wrath against sin, the arrogance of those who
persist in disobedience and denial of God’s rightful rule over
all His Creation. Again, we see a clear foreshadowing of the
power of the Cross and the miracle of the Resurrection to save
the elect and bring judgement on an unrepentant world, all of
which will reach its climax at the Return of Jesus in power and
glory. Modern man struggles with this theology because he is
not comfortable with God’s being a God of wrath (or even of
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THE PASSAGE
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THE PARTICULARS
• God won’t enter into any further discussion with Moses
about his unsuitability for the task given him. It is now just a
case of telling him what He, the LORD, will do; what Moses
and Aaron must do; how Pharaoh will react; and what the outcome will be.
• We are never too old to respond to God’s call to serve Him (67).
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Could cyclones, earthquakes and tsunamis be God’s “warning
shots” intended to warn the whole world about the coming
Judgement when Jesus Returns? Do we treat them in the same
way Pharaoh treated the plagues? What do we learn from this?

Spiritual snakes and adders.
• The success of Moses’ mission depended not upon his own
art or cunning, but on his willingness to obey God’s instructions without questioning, regardless of how strange these
were (10).
• We can imagine how pleased Pharaoh and his magicians
would have felt with themselves when they were able to match
Moses’ magic; but because of their spiritual blindness they
were unable to see the significance of the fact that Aaron’s
staff could eat up their staffs! Such blindness will continue to
plague them.
TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How is Pharaoh’s behaviour echoed in that of the leaders of
the Jews in Jesus’ day (cf John 6:30-31; 11:46-48; Luke 11:1420)?

Bad blood.
miraculous power!) and so he tries to “explain” away the
plagues in terms of natural events. In the same way he tries to
“explain away” how the Scriptures (especially the NT and Jesus
Himself) depict the Day of the Lord.

THE PARTICULARS
• Judgement comes because of Man’s persistent rebellion
(14,22f).
• The Nile and its fish were the life-blood of Egypt; God
wanted Pharaoh to know how serious He was about His
demands.
• The Egyptian magicians might have made their point a bit
more convincingly if they had used their powers to restore the
water!
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news
Iranian Christians jailed

head of the Bekasi chapter of the
Islamic Defenders Front, received a
sentence of only five months and 15
days for “disorderly conduct” even
though he should have been prosecuted
for incitement and joint assault.
Compass Direct

appears to have been planned, incited
and orchestrated by hostile elements.
The claim a Qur’an was desecrated is
suspect, being a common pretext for a
terror campaign.

Raped mother freed

C
hristian Solidarity Worldwide
(CSW) has learned that five Iranian

Christian graves desecrated

Christians were sentenced to one year’s
imprisonment on March 8 for “crimes
against the Islamic Order”.
Pastor
Behrouz
SadeghKhandjani,
Mehdi
Furutan,
Mohammad Beliad, Parviz Khalaj
and Nazly Beliad, all members of the
Church of Iran, a Pentecostal denomination, were found guilty by the
Revolutionary Court in Shiraz. They
have 20 days to appeal the sentence.
The five men were arrested last June,
but released on 13 February 2011, after
posting high bail payments. They had
spent nearly eight months in prison, and
all had been arrested before and most
had been tortured.
Concern also remains high for
another Church of Iran leader, Pastor
Yousef Nadakharni, who has been sentenced to death for apostasy and is being
held incommunicado.
Christians in Iran have recently been
subjected to waves of arrest, with 282
now confirmed to have been arrested in
34 cities since June 2010.

hristians in south Punjab Province,
Pakistan, are accusing senior district
officials of supporting local Muslims
who allegedly demolished 150 Christian
graves and desecrated holy relics – and
are now threatening Christians seeking
legal redress.
Waseem Shakir told Compass that
an influential Muslim group last
November took illegal possession of a
1210-square yard piece of land designated as a Christian cemetery and set up
shops on it.
“The situation has come to the point
where even the local police have warned
their higher-ups that the tension could
provoke a Gojra-type incident,” he said,
adding that Muslim instigators were
now openly trying to intimidate him and
Boota Masih, who registered a case
with police, into dropping the matter.
In Gojra two years ago Muslim hordes
– whipped into a frenzy by local imams
and banned terrorist groups – killed at
least seven Christians, looted more than
100 houses and set fire to 50 of them.

marriage and threatened with death if
she did not convert to Islam was freed
last month. After she refused to convert
and accept the marriage, human traffickers had threatened to kill Shaheen
Bibi, 40, if her father, Manna Masih,
did not pay a ransom of 100,000 rupees
($1170) by March 5, the released woman
told Compass.
A member of St Joseph Catholic
Church in Lahore, Shaheen Bibi said she
was kidnapped in August 2010 after she
met a woman named Parveen on a bus
on her way to work. Her father asked
police to take action, but they did nothing.
Masih then sought legal assistance
from the Community Development
Initiative, a human rights affiliate of
the European Centre for Law and
Justice in Pakistan. CDI Field Officer
Haroon Tazeem, Masih and police
went to a village and rescued Bibi, the
kidnappers handing her over on condition no legal action would be taken
against them.

Boost for extremists

Pogrom in Ethiopia

Bibles seized

O

T
he detaining of 30,000 copies of the
New Testament, Psalms and Proverbs in

H

uman rights and Christian leaders
said a West Java court’s light sentence
for Islamic extremists who injured a
church pastor and an elder will encourage more violence and religious intolerance.
After those involved in the
September clubbing of the Rev.
Luspida Simanjuntak and the stabbing of elder Hasian Lumbantoruan
Sihombing of the Batak Christian
Protestant Church received sentences
of only five to seven months, the Setara
Institute for Democracy and Peace
released a statement asserting that the
judges’ panel was acting under pressure
from Muslim extremists. “The public
will think that violence, intolerance, and
obstruction of worship are part of their
religious worship and duties,” the institute said.
Saor Siagian, attorney for the
church, told Compass that the alleged
planner of the attack, Murhali Barda,

C

n March 2 a massive pogrom
erupted in Asendabo, Ethiopia, some
280km south-west of Addis Ababa.
International Christian Concern and
Compass Direct News report that local
Muslims attacked Christians after some
Muslims accused a Christian of desecrating a Qur’an.
As the violence escalated, Christian
leaders called for extra security.
However, the security forces the authorities dispatched were simply unable to
rein in the rampaging mob of some
10,000 enraged Muslims.
After two days of violence in
Asendabo, Muslims attacked the surrounding villages of Chiltie, Gilgel
Gibe, Gibe, Nada, Dimtu, Uragay,
Busa and Koticha. By 7 March the toll
on the Christian community stood at 59
churches, one Bible school and 28 homes
torched, with more than 4000
Christians displaced and one dead.
To have such momentum, the pogrom

A
Christian mother of seven who last
August was kidnapped, raped, sold into

the Malay language at Malaysia’s
Kuching Port has “greatly disillusioned” the nation’s Christian community.
The books, imported from Indonesia
by the local branch of Gideons
International for distribution in
schools, churches and longhouses in
Betong, Saratok and other Christian
areas in Sarawak state, have been
detained at the Kuching Port since
January.
Authorities told an unnamed officer
of the importer that he could not distribute the books in Sarawak state since
they “contained words which are also
found in the Quran”, according to online
news agency Malaysiakini.
This is not the first time government
authorities have detained Malay-language Bibles, and Bishop Ng Moon
Hing, chairman of the Christian
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Federation of Malaysia, decried the
action. “The CFM is greatly disillusioned, fed-up and angered by the
repeated detention of Bibles written in
our national language,” Hing said. “It
would appear as if the authorities are
waging a continuous, surreptitious and
systematic program against Christians
in Malaysia to deny them access to the
Bible (in Malay).”

Pressure in Turkey

T
hough the horrific scale of the 2007
Malatya murders has not been repeated
in Turkey’s Protestant church, a recent
report shows harassment continues to
be a daily problem for the country’s
Christians and churches.
Discrimination, slander and attacks
against churches were among the examples of ongoing harassment that the
Turkish Association of Protestant
Churches (TEK) recorded in 2010. In a
report published earlier this year, TEK’s
Committee for Religious Freedom
and Legal Affairs showed Turkish laws
and “negative attitudes of civil servants”
continue to make it nearly impossible
for non-Muslims to establish places of
worship.
“After four years [since the Malatya
murders], Turkey’s religious freedoms
have not improved as desired,” said
attorney Erdal Dogan. In the trial of
the five primary suspects in the murder
of three Christians in Malatya, plaintiff
attorneys fear the departure of one of
the three judges to a Supreme Court of
Appeals post in Ankara could further
stall the nearly four-year-old case.

Indians stuck in Saudi Arabia

F
riends and family of two Indian
Christians arrested after a prayer meeting in Saudi Arabia in January have tried
in vain to secure their release. The
Christians were incarcerated for attending the prayer meeting with other Indian
nationals and accused of converting

Muslims to Christianity, though the
government has not leveled formal
charges, sources said.
Yohan Nese, 31, and Vasantha
Sekhar Vara, 28, were arrested in
January when mutaween (religious
police) raided an apartment where the
two had lingered after attending the
prayer meeting. Religious police interrogated and beat them.
Authorities asked them how many
Christian groups and pastors there are
in Saudi Arabia and Riyadh. The religious police also put pressure on them to
convert to Islam, according to sources.
Compass Direct

Nepal restrictions stay

R
ight-wing terrorists played a key role
in attacking and killing Christians in
Orissa and Karnataka states in 2008,
one of the Hindu extremist suspects in
anti-Muslim bomb blasts has told investigators, leading to renewed demands
for a probe by India’s anti-terror agency.
Pragya Singh Thakur, arrested for
planning 2008 bombings targeting
Muslims in west India, told the
National Investigation Agency that
Lt. Col. Prasad Srikant Purohit had
“masterminded” the 2008 antiChristian violence in Orissa and
Karnataka, The Indian Express daily
reported on March 23.

A

new constitution that Nepal’s parliament is scheduled to put into effect
before May 28 may not include the right
to propagate one’s faith. The draft constitution, aimed at completing the country’s transition from a Hindu monarchy
to a secular democracy, contains provisions in its “religious freedom” section
that prohibit anyone from converting
others from one religion to another.
Most political leaders in the
Himalayan country seemed unaware of
how this prohibition would curb religious freedom.
Compass Direct

Bangladeshi Christian jailed

A
Christian has been sentenced to one
year in prison for “creating chaos” by
selling and distributing Christian books
and other literature near a major Muslim
gathering in Bangladesh.
A magistrate’s court in Gazipur district handed down the sentence to
Biplob Marandi, a 25-year-old tribal
Christian, in February after he was
arrested near the massive World
Muslim Congregation on the banks of
the Turag River near Tongi town in
January.

Visiting Melbourne?
Worship with us at South Yarra Presbyterian Church
621 Punt Road
Every Sunday 10.30am & 5.30pm.
Pastor: John Stasse
Phone: (03) 9931 1546
(Less than 3 kms from CBD)
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Ancient texts found
By Amy Shank

B

iblical scholars believe a collection of
ancient texts discovered in a Jordanian
cave may shed new light on Christianity.
If the finding is found to be authentic,
it would constitute the earliest known
Christian writings.
The text is in the form of codices written onto credit-card-sized sheets of lead
and bound with lead rings.
The fragments of text that have been
translated so far and the images and
symbols on the “books” indicate that
they are Christian. Many of the 70 books
are sealed, leading to speculation that
they contain secret writings.
The haul was discovered five years
ago after a flash flood exposed two
niches inside a cave in remote northern
Jordan.
Experts believe the books could date
back to the first decades after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.
A
spokesman
for
Jordan’s
Department of Antiquities, Ziad alSaad, was quoted by the BBC as saying
that the find may be more significant
than the Dead Sea Scrolls.
He said: “Maybe it will lead to further
interpretation and authenticity checks
of the material, but the initial information is very encouraging, and it seems
that we are looking at a very important
and significant discovery, maybe the
most important discovery in the history
of archaeology.”
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‘Mahdi near’: Iran
By Dan Wooding

T

he Iranian government sees the current unrest in the Middle East as a signal
that the Mahdi — or Islamic messiah —
is about to appear, Erick Stakelbeck,
CBN News’ terrorism analyst, has
reported.
CBN News has obtained a neverbefore-seen video produced by the
Iranian regime that says all the signs are
moving into place — and that Iran will
soon help usher in the end times.
While the revolutionary movements
gripping the Middle East have created
uncertainty throughout the region, the
video shows that the Iranian regime
believes the chaos is divine proof that
their ultimate victory is at hand.
According to Stakelbeck, the propaganda footage has reportedly been
approved at the highest levels of the
Iranian government.
It’s called “The Coming is Near” and it
describes current events in the Middle
East as a prelude to the arrival of the
mythical 12th Imam or Mahdi — the
messiah figure who Islamic scriptures
say will lead the armies of Islam to victory over all non-Muslims in the last
days.
“This video has been produced by a
group called the Conductors of the
Coming, in connection with the Basiji –
the Iranian paramilitary force – and in
collaboration with the Iranian president’s office,” said Reza Kahlil, a former member of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards who shared the video with CBN
News.
Kahlili, author of A Time to Betray,
worked as a double agent for the CIA
inside the Iranian regime.
“Just a few weeks ago, Ahmadinejad’s
office screened this movie with much
excitement for the clerics,” Kahlili told
CBN News. “The target audience is
Muslims in the Middle East and around
the world.”
The video claims that Iran is destined
to rise as a great power in the last days to
help defeat America and Israel and usher
in the return of the Mahdi. And it makes
clear the Iranians believe that time is
fast approaching.
Assist

US priests arrested
By Tom Roberts

T

he recent arrest of the former secretary of clergy in the Philadelphia
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archdiocese marks the first time a
diocesan administrator has been
charged for failing to protect children
from dangerous priests.
In a Philadelphia grand jury report
released in February, Monsignor
William Lynn was charged with two
counts of endangering the welfare of
children. The report said he allowed
“dangerous” priests to be reassigned to
ministries where they still had contact
with children.
Lynn, who was secretary of clergy
under the former archbishop, Cardinal
Anthony Bevilacqua, was in charge of
investigating abuse allegations between
1992 and 2004.
The report also charged three other
priests, Fathers Edward Avery,
Charles Engelhardt and James
Brennan, as well as a lay teacher,
Bernard Shero, with rape and indecent
assault.
The recent action follows the release
in 2005 of the first Philadelphia grand
jury report on clergy sex abuse that was
widely considered a landmark document
for the depth and thoroughness with
which it described both the acts of priest
molesters as well as the culture of church
leadership that protected abusive priests
over decades.
Victims’ advocates and those who

have been following the priest sex abuse
scandal hail the recent report as the first
to hold accountable someone in the
“managerial level” of the church.
“We’ve known all along that this was
a two-part crisis, an abuse crisis and a
managerial
crisis,”
said
BishopAccountability.org co-director Terence McKiernan. The website
has become a prime repository of documentation of the worldwide sex abuse
scandal. “This is really the first time that
the management has been touched in a
significant way by criminal proceedings.”
In fact, the original grand jury
expressed disappointment that the
statute of limitations in Pennsylvania,
as is the case in many states, made it
impossible to prosecute priests about
whom significant evidence of abuse of
young children — including rape and
sodomy — had been gathered.
The crimes outlined in the most
recent report were reported within a
time frame that allows prosecution.
National Catholic Reporter

Britain ‘still Christian’
By Brian Hutt

A
new survey of the British public has
found that most people still identify

themselves as Christians.
In a poll of more than 2000 adults,
57% said they were Christian, while 35%
said they had no faith, and 8% said they
were of another faith. The poll was conducted by ComRes to coincide with the
Government Census in March.
Peter Kerridge, chief executive of
Premier Christian Media, said: “Over
half of the UK consider themselves to be
Christian – whether practising as such,
or by having a close affiliation with
Christian values and beliefs.” Britain is
regarded as one of the most secular
countries in Europe.
The once-in-a-decade census asks
each household a range of questions to
help the Government and local authorities plan spending on services such as
healthcare and education. The questions
include an optional one asking people
“What is your religion?”
This prompted a high profile campaign by the British Humanist
Association urging people not to tick a
religious box if they were not genuine
practitioners of the faith.
Throughout March, the organisation
has been running advertisements on
buses and public transport networks
telling people: “Not religious? In this
year’s census say so.”
Christian Today

Jean Flynn Presbyterian Church | Elizabeth South Australia
seeks

An Ordained Minister
The Jean Flynn is a warm hearted church situated in the Northern suburbs
of Adelaide, centered in a dynamic population growth area.
The man we seek will be filled with a profound love for the Lord Jesus
Christ and His Gospel, a love for the people and a heart for the lost.
For further details please contact our interim Moderator
Rev. Damien Carson:
0408 828 421; or Damien@parahillschurch.org.au

Discount Offer
For a limited time all new subscriptions, or new gift subscriptions to the
Australian Presbyterian magazine are available for $18.50 incl. GST for the
first 12 months (a saving of $21.10 on the regular price).
Pass this offer on to your friends, or give a Gift Subscription today, so that:“All may be informed, encouraged and equipped to serve Christ in the world”
Contact: Australian Presbyterian Office
P.O. Box 375, Kilsyth, VIC 3137
Phone: (03) 9723 9684 Fax: (03) 9723 9685 Email: manager@ap.org.au
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Did you know?
Mike Wharton (PresData Services) is
offering Australian PCA Churches
website and email hosting for $135.00
(plus GST) per year?
1 Gig Storage
20 email accounts
unlimited redirects
2 Gig Bandwidth per month
24x7 FTP access
You can have your site hosted and
manage the site yourself using direct
FTP access. You create your site – you
control the site.
Website development is also
available... ask for a quote.
For more information contact:
Mike Wharton
Phone: (03) 9580 5940
Email: mwharton@pcvic.org.au
Website: presdata.com.au
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Arab turmoil
Christians are more vulnerable than ever.

Elizabeth Kendal

W

hen hundreds of international Sunni jihadists
infiltrated and seized the
Grand Mosque in Mecca,
Saudi Arabia, on November 20, 1979,
they attracted little interest. The eyes of
the world were fixed on Iran where, 16
days earlier, Shi’ite fundamentalists had
seized the American Embassy, taking 66
American citizens hostage. While the
Iranian Revolution and the siege in
Mecca were totally unrelated, both had
the same goal: the removal of a brutally
repressive and corrupt US-allied regime.
In Iran, the revolutionaries were successful primarily because their demands
were political — liberty, human rights,
improved living standards etc — and
because the US administration of
President Carter chose to support them.
It took 12 months of protests and strikes
(from January 1978 to January 1979) to
force the Shah into exile. The Islamists
merely rode the wave, then filled the vacuum. It soon became clear to many
Iranians that their revolution would not
bring them their hoped for liberty, prosperity and dignity.
In Saudi Arabia, the revolutionaries
failed because, instead of seizing the
Royal Palace, they seized the Grand
Mosque, opening the way for the Saudi
regime to denounce them on religious
grounds. Furthermore, because their
overtly religious demands included the
demand to end alliances with “‘infidels”,
Saudi Arabia’s Western backers rushed to
the aid of the House of al-Saud, rightly
perceiving their oil supply was endangered. The Saudi regime only survived by
a hair’s breadth, and only through the
involvement of French special forces.
While the siege in Mecca was reported
as a “domestic incident”, it most certainly
was not. Not only were the jihadists an
international force, the incident sent
shockwaves through the Sunni Muslim
world. A massive, violent, Islamic and
anti-US uprising erupted in Pakistan and
two Americans were killed as the US

Western hopes that an
Islamic leadership will
be moderate are likely to
be dashed, for the
“Arab Street” has been
thoroughly Islamised
and radicalised.
Embassy was besieged and torched. This
in turn inspired protests against US
Embassies and consuls in Turkey,
Bangladesh, India, Kuwait, Philippines
and Libya. Though the rioters were
Sunnis, they praised the Iranian Shi’ite
revolutionaries for defeating “American
imperialism” which they said supported
tyranny.
The House of al-Saud later brokered a
deal with the kingdom’s Islamic clerics.
The regime would support the religious
establishment as it advanced Islamic fundamentalist ideology and global jihad. In
return the religious establishment would
support the House of al-Saud.
Fortunately for the House of al-Saud,
the Soviets — perceiving US weakness —
invaded Afghanistan in December 1979,
giving the Saudi regime a jihad it could
support far from home, and subsequently, jihads in Bosnia, Kashmir,
Kosovo, North Caucasus and Somalia. So
while the Sunni revolutionaries failed to
achieve their goals, Sunni fundamentalism reaped huge rewards. Meanwhile,
the emerging Arab middle class grew
increasingly angry and disillusioned
because secularism was being maintained by tyranny rather than by reason.
Sunni Islamists have doubtless
learned from this history that there is an
art to revolution. In Egypt today the
Muslim Brotherhood is lying low and
attending to the protesters’ needs for
food, water and medical assistance, just
as Hezbollah has done in Lebanon and
Hamas has done in the Palestinian
Territories.

Today a smug Iran and a nervous
Saudi Arabia both note that the present
Middle East unrest is targeting America’s
allies. Hezbollah has displaced Saad
Harari in Lebanon and Abbas is virtually
besieged in Ramallah. In Tunisia the
regime of Ben Ali has collapsed, as has
that of Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. Riots
persist against the secular, US-allied
regimes in Yemen and Jordan. In Jordan,
the Islamic Action Front, the political
arm of the Jordanian Muslim
Brotherhood, is now in dialogue with the
regime of King Abdullah II.

W

estern hopes that “transition” will
lead to something better (as was
once predicted for Iran) or that an
Islamic leadership will be moderate (as
was also predicted for Iran) are likely to
be dashed, for the “Arab Street” has been
thoroughly Islamised and radicalised.
While the US faces losing all its geostrategic gains in the Middle East, Israel
may once again face existential threats as
Egypt would need only to reverse its policy on Gaza and open the Rafah Crossing
– for humanitarian reasons, of course!
Lost amid the noise and chaos are the
region’s Christian minorities. Already
viewed as “infidels” and allies of the
enemy (i.e. America and Israel), the
church is now more vulnerable than ever.
As US influence diminishes in the Middle
East, so too does the protection of the
Christian minorities. Furthermore, militant Muslims may well decide to exploit
the chaos to do some under-the-radar
removal of Christians. For instance, on
January 30 11 Coptic Christians were
massacred inside their homes in
Sharona, Al Minya Province. Christians
cannot hope in the US and the UN, only
ap
the Lord of Hosts.
Elizabeth Kendal researches
the persecuted church. This
religious liberty bulletin is special to ASSIST News Service.
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A living stream
Christianity will be a subversive and liberating influence.

Philip Yancey
Early in 2009, Philip Yancey went on a
speaking tour of the Middle East, primarily
in the United Arab Emirates and other small
countries along the Arabian (or Persian)
Gulf. In Bahrain he met in a backyard with
30 people from Saudi Arabia, all expatriates. Most of them lived in compounds built
by the oil companies, and all had chilling stories about life in one of the world’s most conservative Muslim countries. The hosts
asked the caterers to step inside as Yancey
talked, fearing they would be reported to
Saudi authorities. Yancey is the author of
many books, including What Good Is
God?: In Search of a Faith That Matters
from which this article is excerpted and condensed.

I

f someone had stood here in Julius
Caesar’s day and predicted the
decline of the mighty Roman
Empire and the triumph of an
upstart religion founded by a Galilean
peasant, he would have been judged a
lunatic. As would anyone who stood in
the Middle East five centuries later and
predicted the downfall of Christianity, by
then dominant in places like Iraq, Syria,
and Turkey. Yet here we are in the 21st
century meeting rather furtively in a
backyard in an Islamic state, hoping that
none of the hired help are eavesdropping.
As a visitor, I cannot help wondering why
this part of the world, the birthplace and
once the centre of the Christian faith,
became the region most resistant to it.
I get one possible clue from the French
sociologist Jacques Ellul who, looking
around him at the modern world, noted
a paradoxical trend: As the Christian
faith permeates society, it tends to produce values that contradict the gospel. I
sometimes test his theory while traveling
by asking foreigners, “When I say the
words United States, what first comes to
mind?” Invariably, I get one of three
responses:
Wealth. Representing only 5% of the
world’s population, the US generates
almost a fourth of the world’s economic

26

No wonder followers of
Islam puzzle over Christianity, a powerful faith
that somehow produces
the opposite of its ideals
in society at large.
output and still dominates global
finance.
Military power. The US, as the media
regularly remind us, is “the world’s only
superpower”. The U.S. military budget
exceeds that of the next 23 nations combined, including China, Russia, Iran, and
North Korea.
Decadence. Most people in other countries get their notion of the U.S. from
Hollywood movies, which seem to them
obsessed with sex and crime.
Each contradicts the teachings and
example of Jesus, whose life was marked
by poverty, self-sacrifice, and purity. No
wonder followers of Islam puzzle over
Christianity, a powerful faith that somehow produces the opposite of its ideals in
society at large.
American soldiers stationed here
know the pattern: while fighting in two
Gulf wars, they had to get by without
alcohol and Playboy in deference to the
strict Islamic code in the staging nations.
One Muslim mentioned to me the
Baywatch syndrome, alluding to the titillating television program that some
years ago replaced Dallas as the most
popular US television export overseas.
“We are attracted to what we most fear,”
he said. “Imagine what decadent
American culture represents to a young
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Muslim who, outside of his family, has
never seen a woman’s knee, or even her
face.”
For our part, Americans react with
confusion and dismay as mobs of
screaming Muslims call for “death to the
Great Satan” and burn our leaders in
effigy. The label “Great Satan” especially
rankles, for we think of the US as a
Christian nation, far more devout than,
say, most European countries. At least we
still go to church. How can anyone consider us diabolical?
Most observers understand the difference between a committed Christian
who accepts Jesus as a model for living
and a “cultural Christian” who happens
to live in a nation with a Christian heritage. Most Muslims do not. (Similarly,
many Americans paint the Middle East
with a broad brush, judging all Muslims
as radicals and terrorists.) One reason for
their confusion, I believe, relates to the
total-society approach to religion typical
of Islam and the laissez-faire approach
more common in Christian societies.

S

everal years ago, a Muslim man said
to me, “I have read the entire Qur’an
and can find no guidance in it on how
Muslims should live as a minority in a
society. I have read the entire New
Testament and can find no guidance in it
on how Christians should live as a majority.” He put his finger on a central difference between the two faiths. Muslim
societies tend to unify religion, culture,
law, and politics. Whereas US courts
debate the legality of non-sectarian
prayers at football games and public
monuments to the Ten Commandments,
in the Middle East even the airlines
broadcast the call to prayer five times a
day. And in countries with a variety of
religions, like Nigeria, as the Muslim
population increases, they seek to
impose the religious Sharia law on all citizens.
The top-down approach has a certain
ruthless efficiency. At one point, Islam
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conquered three-fourths of all Christian
territory, including the Middle East and
much of Europe. Of course, we
Christians have had our own experiments with moral coercion — Spain’s
Inquisition, Calvin’s Geneva, Cromwell’s
England, New England’s Puritans —
which we look back upon with regret.
Over time, though, the Christian West
moved toward a separation of church and
state and a respect for religious freedom.
Much of the misgiving that Muslims
feel for the West stems from our strong
emphasis on freedom, always a risky
enterprise. I’ve heard some say they
would rather rear their children in a
closely guarded Islamic society than in
the United States, where freedom so
often leads to decadence. An Egyptian
Christian told me he cannot check into a
hotel room with a woman until they
show evidence that she is his wife — a
policy he appreciates, as does his wife.
We could also learn from the Islamic
emphasis on family. Middle Eastern émigrés to the West are shocked to find us
shuttling preschoolers off to daycare and
elderly parents to nursing homes.

A

lthough there may be advantages to
living in the Middle East, Christians
here face the daily challenge of practising
their faith as a small minority in a culture
that may sometimes seem hostile. How
can they stay true to their beliefs and
present a different picture of
Christianity to their Muslim neighbors?
Fortunately, they have a good model to
follow: the original Christians who came
from this region.
Recently I have been reading a historical study by Rodney Stark, The Rise of
Christianity. A sociologist of religion,
Stark investigated the success of the
early Christian movement, which, starting from a few thousand followers, grew
to encompass half the population of the
Roman Empire in three centuries. In the
midst of a hostile environment, the
Christians simply acted on their beliefs.
Going against the majority culture, they
treated slaves as human beings, often liberating them, and elevated women to
positions of leadership. When an epidemic hit their towns, they stayed
behind to nurse the sick. They refused to
participate in such common practices as
abortion and infanticide. They
responded to persecution as martyrs, not
as terrorists. And when Roman social
networks disintegrated, the church
stepped in. Even one of their pagan critics had to acknowledge that early
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Christians loved their neighbours “as if
they were our own family”.
In the long run, the compassionate
work that many of you are doing among
the labourers from other countries may
have more impact on Middle Eastern
society than all the billions of dollars
being poured into oil exploration and
construction projects. I have seen the
long-term results of a few early missionaries who sacrificially brought education
and medical care to neglected groups
here. People instinctively know the difference between something done with a
profit motive and something done with a
love motive.

Victors wrote history,
and the myths from
Babylon, Greece, and
elsewhere celebrated
heroes. Jesus’ story
cuts against the grain
of every heroic story
from its time.

Some in the United States judge our
nation’s success by such measures as
gross national product, military might,
and global dominance. The kingdom of
God measures such things as care for the
downtrodden and love for enemies. In
the final reckoning described in Matthew
25, God will judge nations by how they
treat the poor, the sick, the hungry, the
alien, and the prisoner. How differently
would the world view my country if it
associated the US with the “Jesus syndrome” rather than with weapons,
wealth, and the Baywatch syndrome?
I once attended a weekend retreat
sponsored by the late psychiatrist and
author M. Scott Peck (The Road Less
Traveled) that brought together 10 Jews,
10 Christians, and 10 Muslims. Peck had
the idea that in order to solve human
problems, we should first work to create
a spirit of community, and only then try
to resolve differences on issues — precisely the opposite of the normal
approach in diplomacy. I regret to say

that the weekend mainly accentuated
conflict between the Jews and Muslims
as the Christians sat silent on the sidelines.
One of the attendees was Hanan
Ashrawi, a prominent Palestinian legislator, activist, and scholar. She introduced
herself by saying, “I am quadruply marginalised. I am a feminist woman in a
male-dominated society. I am a Christian
from a predominantly Muslim society. I
am a Palestinian, a people without a
country. And here in the United States, I
am a racial and cultural minority.”

S

hortly after that retreat, I came
across the writings of René Girard, a
French philosopher and anthropologist
whose brilliant career culminated in a
position at Stanford University. Girard
became fascinated with the fact that in
modern times a “marginalised” person
assumes a moral authority. In our group,
for example, Dr. Ashrawi’s introduction
gained her respect. Girard noted that a
cavalcade of liberation movements —
abolition of slavery, women’s suffrage,
the civil rights movement, animal rights,
gay rights, women’s rights, minority
rights, human rights — had gathered
speed in the 20th century.
Over time the gospel works its liberating effect. Women, minorities, the disabled, human rights activists — all these
draw their moral force from the power of
the gospel unleashed at the Cross, when
God took the side of the victim.
The trend mystified Girard because he
found nothing comparable in his readings of ancient literature. Victors, not the
marginalised, wrote history, and the
myths from Babylon, Greece, and elsewhere celebrated strong heroes, not
pitiable victims. In his further research,
Girard traced the phenomenon back to
the historical figure of Jesus.
It struck Girard that Jesus’ story cuts
against the grain of every heroic story
from its time. Indeed, Jesus chose
poverty and disgrace, spent his infancy
as a refugee, lived in a minority race
under a harsh regime, and died as a prisoner. From the very beginning Jesus
took the side of the underdog: the poor,
the oppressed, the sick, the “marginalised”. His crucifixion, Girard concluded, introduced a new plot to history:
The victim becomes a hero by being a victim. To the consternation of his secular
colleagues, Girard converted to
Christianity.
When Jesus died as an innocent victim, it introduced what one of Girard’s
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disciples has called “the most sweeping
historical revolution in the world,
namely, the emergence of an empathy for
victims”. Today the victim occupies the
moral high ground everywhere in the
Western world: consider how the media
portray the plight of HIV/AIDS orphans
in Africa or Tibetan refugees or uprooted
Palestinians. Girard contends that Jesus’
life and death brought forth a new
stream in history, one that undermines
injustice. It may take centuries for that
stream to erode a hard bank of oppression, as it did with slavery, but the stream
of liberation flows on.
Sometimes Jesus’ own followers join
the stream, and sometimes they stand
on the bank and watch. Yet over time the
gospel works its liberating effect. (You
can see the contrast clearly in societies
that have experienced little Christian
influence.) Women, minorities, the disabled, human rights activists—all these
draw their moral force from the power of
the gospel unleashed at the Cross, when
God took the side of the victim. In a
great irony, the “politically correct”
movement defending these rights often
positions itself as an enemy of
Christianity, when in fact the gospel has
contributed the very underpinnings that
make possible such a movement. And
those who condemn the church for its
episodes of violence, slavery, sexism,
and racism do so by gospel principles.
The gospel continues to leaven a culture
even when the church takes the wrong
side on an issue.
I have seen the stream flowing here in
the Middle East as many of you reach out
to help victims of injustice. Some countries in this region have a pecking order
based on gender, race, and religion as
rigid in its own way as the caste system in
India. By your own examples, you are
showing your neighbours another way to
treat women, aliens, servants, and other
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races. In the process, you are also showing a new Christian face to a region that
tends to judge us by stereotypes.
You may feel like a beleaguered minority here, with good reason. Yet again and
again in human history, a minority of
Christians who simply express the spirit
of Jesus can have a potent subversive
influence. It has happened in this part of
the world before, and it can happen
anew.

Jesus’ life and death
brought forth a new
stream in history, one
that undermines
injustice. It may take
centuries for that
stream to erode a hard
bank of oppression.

I

close with a true story from
Afghanistan that took place in the
early 1970s, before the Russian occupation or the Taliban regime or the NATO
intervention. At the time, the government allowed a small Christian church to
service internationals who worked there,
though no Afghans could attend. (A
sterner government later revoked permission and destroyed the church, bulldozing a large hole in the ground because
they had heard rumours of an “underground church.”)
A friend of mine named Len organised
a musical team of young people to tour
countries in the Middle East. With some
trepidation, he also accepted an invitation to extend the trip to Afghanistan for
a concert in downtown Kabul. Len made
the teenagers write out exactly what they
would say, subject to his approval. “This is
a strict Muslim government,” he warned
them. “If you say the wrong thing, you
could end up in prison and at the same
time jeopardise every Christian who lives
in this country. Memorise these words
and don’t dare stray from them when you
perform.” The teenagers listened wideeyed as he described the ominous consequence of a slight misstep.

australian presbyterian April 2011

In a warm-up, the team gave an abbreviated program at a United Nationssponsored school and then a restaurant,
singing folk tunes and songs about God’s
love. The night of the official concert in
Kabul, almost a thousand Afghans filled
the hall and spilled outside the open
doors to listen. All went well until one
teenager on the team put down his guitar
and started improvising: “I’d like to tell
you about my best friend, a man named
Jesus, and the difference he has made in
my life.” From the side of the stage, Len
motioned wildly for him to stop, drawing
his finger across his neck. Ignoring him,
the teenager proceeded to give a detailed
account of how God had transformed his
life.
“I was practically beside myself,” Len
told me. “I knew the consequences, and I
sat with my head in my hands waiting for
the sword to drop. Instead, the most
amazing thing happened. The Minister
of Cultural Affairs for Afghanistan stood
and walked to the stage to respond.
“‘We have seen many American young
people come through this country,’ he
said. ‘Most of them come for drugs, and
most look like hippies. We have not seen
nor heard from young people like you.
God’s love is a message my country
needs. How thrilled I am to hear you! You
are a prototype for the youth of
Afghanistan to follow in the future. I
would like to invite you to expand your
tour so that you visit every college and
faculty and also give this same message
on Kabul Radio. I will make it happen’.”
Len was dumbfounded. That night he
gathered the musical group together.
“Did you hear what the man said? We’re
changing our tickets, of course, to
lengthen our visit. And he wants you to
give this same message — you’d better
not change a word!”
Over the next few days, the musical
team held other performances. After
each event Afghan young people crowded
around with questions. Tell me more
about this Jesus — we know of him
through the Qur’an. You speak of a personal relationship with God. Can you
describe it? How does your faith change
you? Some asked to pray with the
teenagers. Nothing like it had ever happened in Afghanistan.
On the last day, after a triumphant
tour, the teenagers met J. Christy
Wilson, a revered figure in Afghanistan.
Born of missionary parents in Iran, he
earned a degree from Princeton
University and a Ph.D. in Oriental studies from the University of Edinburgh. He
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then spent 22 years in Afghanistan, serving as principal of a government high
school and teaching English to the Crown
Prince and Afghan diplomats. He also led
the Community Christian Church and
founded the School for the Blind in
Kabul.
Wilson drove the teenagers to an
unusual tourist site, the only cemetery in
Afghanistan where “infidels” could be
buried. He walked to the first, ancient
gravestone, pitted with age. “This man
worked here 30 years and translated the
Bible into the Afghan language,” he said.
“Not a single convert. And in this grave
next to him lies the man who replaced
him, along with his children who died
here. He toiled for 25 years, and baptized
the first Afghan Christian.” As they
strolled among the gravestones, he
recounted the stories of early missionaries and their fates.
At the end of the row he stopped,
turned, and looked the teenagers
straight in the eye. “For 30 years, one
man moved rocks. That’s all he did, move
rocks. Then came his replacement, who
did nothing but dig furrows. There came
another who planted seeds, and another
who watered. And now you kids — you

e a s t

kids — are bringing in the harvest.”
“It was one of the great moments of
my life,” Len recalls. “I watched their
faces as it suddenly dawned on these exu-

We have no idea what the
future holds for the
Middle East. Most of the
Westerners who come
here represent something other than Jesus.

berant American teenagers that the
amazing spiritual awakening they had
witnessed was but the last step in a long
line of faithful service stretching back
over many decades. I’ll never forget that
scene.”

T

hose of you who work and pray in
this hostile part of the world may
sometimes feel as if you do nothing but
move rocks, or dig furrows. Maybe so.
God alone controls the harvest. We have
no idea what the future holds for the
Middle East. Most of the Westerners who
come here represent something other
than Jesus. Some bring in military equipment. Some come to exploit the
resources and invest their dollars. But
you have a different calling: to make
known the spirit of Jesus and to join the
stream of liberation that broke free 2000
years ago.
That image, of course, comes not just
from René Girard but from the prophet
Amos, who said, “Let justice roll on like a
river, righteousness, like a never-failing
stream!” May that stream gather
ap
momentum in this place.
This is an excerpt from the
book What God is God? In
Search of a Faith that
Matters by Philip Yancey.
It ran in Christianity Today in
December, by permission of the
publisher, FaithWords.

Fire on the Mountain
Biblical Worldview Conference
July 22-24, 2011
Held at Tamborine Mountain Presbyterian Church
Accommodation at The Beacon on Tamborine

Dr Ed Welch
‘Everything we need for life:
the Bible and personal transformation’
Dr Karl Hood
‘Encouraging the fainthearted, helping the
weak, being patient with all’
For further information and registration,
please visit: www.fireonthemountain.org.au
or call Charissa Campbell at (07)55450404
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prayer

9

Wed weekly.
28 Wollondilly (Tahmoor) charge with
about 72 c&a (communicants and
adherents), 35 yf (younger folk –

April 2011

Sunday School and Youth) and 5 e

21 The Japanese people suffering the
effects of the worst earthquake for a
thousand years. May the Lord use it
for His glory and the good of His
people.
22 PresAID's Good Friday 2011 Appeal
is for two worthy causes in the developing world: 1. The Presbyterian
Church Of Vanuatu – accommodation for students at Talua Ministry
Training Cantre, Santo Island; 2. A
“Second Mile Appeal” To Finish The
Work.
23 Warwick & Natalie Short MP (mission
partners – the Australian Presbyterian
World Mission) workers from
Bundoora Vic. with SIM
International involved in teaching
and discipling.
24 D&M Thatcher MP workers in
Vanuatu with Wycliffe involved in
parish service.
25 Richard and Bernadette Axon MP
workers from Moruya with Missionary
Aviation Fellowship involved in flying and speech pathology.
26 Spiritual, emotional and material
recovery from the February earthquake in Christchurch, NZ.
27 “Communication and Evangelism”
Short course PTC Box Hill Nth
7.15pm–9.15pm April to 1st June

(elders), Joshua Jung.
Strategy Conference Drouin

Egypt, Libya and other mid-eastern
31 Presbytery of Kilnoorat, Ian Leach

Vacant Naracoorte charge with about

from Campbelltown NSW with

Vacant Mudgee charge with about 80

Pioneers of Australia involved in

Mattie from South Australia teaching
computing and English in the unsta-

traing koorie Christian leaders.
16 Provision for expansion into the
developing area of Darwin.

ble middle east.
Students and teachers in Bible colleges.

17 P. Yip MP worker from Sydney
Chinese church with OMF

The application of principles to stir
up the embers of somnolent churches
into a flame.
Other Presbyterian/Reformed

International involved in accountancy at Littleton, Colorado, USA.
18 Praise God for expansion of PIM staff
and congregations in southern WA.

churches.
The work of “Industrial” chaplains

19 Martin Eagle from Revesby MP teach-

(who may work among white collar

ing and training in Myanma (Burma).

staff).
8

15 Robert and Lucy Quinn MP workers

110 c&a, 20 yf and 5 e.
c&a, 10 yf and 1 e.

7

96 c&a, 3 yf and 10 e.

and 3 e. Tony Adams.

May 2011

6

our denomination.

14 Dungog ch with about 97 c&a, 6 yf

clerk.

5

ers with Wycliffe Bible

13 Vacant Goondiwindi ch with about

countries.

4

clerk.

12 The many non-ministerial elders in

30 Stability and Christian freedom in

3

10 Presbytery of Moree, Mrs B. Styles

Translators/SIL.

Presbyterian Church.

2

from Reservoir.

11 Graham & Sue Hammond MP work-

29 PYV – SURGE Christian Youth

1

David (& Lisa) Pearce MP workers

Remember in prayer all who have suffered great loss through flooding not

20 Presbytery of Penola 3 charges totaling about 9 congregations with about

only in Qld and Vic. but seemingly in

400 c&a, 80 yf, 1 retired minister,

every state of our nation.

Brian Johnson clerk.

✃

Subscription form
Please send me Australian Presbyterian magazine...
1 year subscription (11 issues) ($39.60 inc. GST)
2 year ($72.60 inc. GST)
Overseas: $A46 per year

Donation

Magazine Missions

Gift Subscription

Deliver to:
Name ______________________________________________________
Address ____________________________________________________
_________________________City/Suburb ________________________
State_________________________P.code ________________________
Country ____________________________________________________
Phone ______________________________________________________
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Payment Details
Please find enclosed
Cheque/money order to Australian Presbyterian for: $__________
Please debit $__________ from my
Visa

Bankcard

Mastercard

Account number:
Expiry date:____/____

Name on Card__________________________

Signature________________________________

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

b o o k s

books
Ignatius of Antioch
Polycarp of Smyrna
Irenaeus of Lyons
Sinclair Ferguson
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2010.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T
he Banner of Truth has moved on to
new territory with the publication of
these three children’s books on the early
church. It is a welcome development that
children will be taught something of the
early Church Fathers.
It is not certain that the emperor
Trajan sent Ignatius to Rome (Ignatius),
and Irenaeus may not have named his
great treatise Against All Heresies
(Irenaeus). One must also confess to finding Ignatius of Antioch someone who
seemed to be full of an unhealthy deathwish.
However, Polycarp’s martyrdom is an
inspiration, and in some ways Irenaeus
might be regarded as a covenant theologian. Certainly, his theology revolved
around the two Adams – we are in Adam
or in Christ.
Protestants are often raised with an
unspoken assumption that the church
went from the apostle Paul to John
Calvin, with perhaps someone called
Augustine of Hippo in between. These
three very attractively presented works
will do much to help children in Christian
households to develop a more-rounded
view of God’s sweep of church history.
Yet again the Christian world is indebted
to Sinclair Ferguson!

Harold Peasely is a South African
evangelist. Given its original context it is
not strong on the sovereignty of God
(although Jonathan Edwards is mentioned) in the evangelistic task but, that
understood, it presents in a simple,
heartfelt and direct way a number of
evangelistic principles which are well
worth reading, considering and putting
into practice as far as a different cultural
context in Australia permits.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle.
A Way to Pray
Matthew Henry
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2010.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T
his is an abridged sampler of
Matthew Henry’s much larger work of
1710. O. Palmer Robertson has done the
editorial work, and even provided
prayers for the baptism of adults – something not present in Henry’s original
work.
There is the compulsory misprint on
page 17 where Luke 11:47 should be
Luke 12:47. Most of the work consists of
Bible verses, comments, prayers, and
exhortations. I found the conclusion particularly incisive.
It is a short work, easily read in one sitting. However, it is probably better
savoured in portions, with time taken to
look up the verses. Such a little booklet
may yet do much to encourage the use of
the full edition, and, more importantly,
promote a better spirit of prayer among us.

Yulki, Our Aboriginal Sister
Phyllis Mercer
PO Box 73, North Tamborine
Qld 4272, 2011.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

T
his is the story of Yulki, an aboriginal
Christian from Arnhem Land, and a close
friend of Rev. John and Mrs Phyllis
Mercer. In the early 1980s the Aboriginal
people experienced something of revival
power in their communities – something
that is reflected in the name given to the
church building – the Church of the Holy
Spirit.
This led, rightly, to a greater emphasis
on Aboriginal leadership in the church,
particularly the Anglican Church. Yulki
was caught up in all this, and was
ordained a deacon in 2005 and a priest in
2009. In 2007 the Kriol Bible was
launched although Yulki apparently
favours the Wubuy language.
Mrs Mercer has given us a short, simple and warm-hearted account of the life
of Yulki. However, one can only cringe at
the lack of comment concerning the
result of true revival which must be
obedience to God’s Word, not the ordination of women to the priesthood. This is,
sadly, probably due to the almost complete absence of suitable men.

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

Peter Barnes is books editor of AP

The Heartbeat of Evangelism
Harold Peasley
Challenge Literature Fellowship
Reviewed by Stuart Bonnington

P

ublished by the same people who
bring
us
The
Challenge
(www.challengenews.org) evangelical
newspaper, this large format booklet carries the sub-title “keeping the main
thing, the MAIN THING”.
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A lost art
Commitment: why we fear it, and why we shouldn’t

Chuck Colson with Catherine Larson

C

ertain characteristics are so
inherent to Christianity that
to neglect them is to become a
walking
oxymoron.
A
Christian without commitment is such
an oxymoron. That’s why I was so disturbed when a friend shared a statement
from presidential candidates at a
Christian college. When asked, “What
has changed the most in the past 20
years with young people who are entering college?” all the candidates said that
young adults today are far less willing to
commit to anything.
Whether we are talking about career,
marriage or faith, studies back up their
observation. In 2008, more than half of
people aged 20 to 24 had been with their
current employer for less than a year.
Although the recession has dampened
this somewhat, young adults are still
floundering when it comes to embracing
a calling.
Marriage, especially, has suffered;
according to US Census data, young
adults are marrying later than ever. A
2006 PBS documentary, Generation
Next, gave some insight into why: desire
for adventure, career advancement, and
prolonged adolescence.
Lack of commitment is also hitting
religion — hard. Studies suggest that
the iPod generation is choosing which
aspects of the faith to adopt to create
their own unique spiritual playlists.
Among today’s young adults, the
unwillingness to commit is alarming,
clearly one result of the philosophies of
the 1960s and ‘70s coming to full flower.
In 1979, sociologist Robert Bellah conducted extensive interviews to understand what “habits of the heart” defined
average Americans. Many had no sense
of community or social obligation. They
saw the world as a fragmented place of
choice and freedom that yielded little
meaning or comfort. They even seemed
to have lost the language to express commitment to anything besides themselves.
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By abandoning commitment, our narcissistic
culture has lost the one
thing it desperately
seeks: happiness.
Without commitment,
our individual lives will
be barren and sterile.

Bellah called this “ontological individualism”, the belief that the individual is
the only source of meaning. Bellah saw
how this attitude would, in time, unravel
the church and larger society. Since then,
we’ve seen an almost uninterrupted
march toward self-focus, affecting all of
our institutions but especially crippling
work, marriage, and family.
The basic building blocks of society
simply erode without commitment. Any
sensible society must address this problem by educating people that commitment is the very essence of human relationships.
At the least, we need to teach this in
our churches. How can you begin as a
Christian without death to self and total
commitment to Jesus Christ?

B

ut beyond the ramifications for
society as a whole, beyond even the
obvious necessity of Christian commitment, when we refuse to commit, we
miss out on one of the great joys of life.
When we obsess over ourselves, we lose
the meaning of life, which is to know and
serve God and to love and serve our
neighbours.
This was made clear when 33 research
scientists investigated the relationship
between human development and community in a 2003 report, Hardwired to
Connect. Their research revealed that we
are biologically primed to find meaning
through relationships.

australian presbyterian April 2011

After nearly eight decades of living, I
can vouch for this. My single greatest joy
is giving myself to others and seeing
them grow in return. You cannot discover that without commitment.
I first learned it by watching my parents care for my dying grandparents in
our home. This is a custom long forgotten today, when such care is subcontracted out. I later saw it in the Marine
Corps. You cannot go into combat, commanding 45 men, as I was trained to do,
if you aren’t committed to one another.
You are going to die if the man next to
you does not cover your back.
That’s a point driven home in the
excellent 2010 book Joker One, by
Donovan Campbell. It should be
required reading for every Christian,
because the kind of commitment you see
in the platoon — Campbell calls it love
for one another — is what needs to be
happening in churches. Finally, I see it at
this point in my life, when my greatest
reward is seeing ex-convicts restored
and people I’ve taught begin to understand the faith in its fullness.
By abandoning commitment, our
narcissistic culture has lost the one thing
it desperately seeks: happiness. Without
commitment, our individual lives will be
barren and sterile. Without commitment, our lives will lack meaning and
purpose. After all, if nothing is worth
dying for (the anthem of the ‘60s antiwar protesters), then nothing is worth
living for. But with commitment comes
the flourishing of society — of calling, of
marriage, of the church — and of our
hearts. It’s the paradox Jesus so often
shared when he bid us to come and die
ap
that we might truly live.

Charles Colson is founder
of Prison Fellowship.
This article © Christianity
Today.

