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A

lthough we often think that heart disease, stroke
and cancer are the greatest threats to our health,
we now know that depression is the leading
cause of disability in Australia.
Every year a million Australian adults and 100,000 young
people will suffer from it. Around 15% of the population
will experience it at some stage in their lives, or around one
in five females and one in eight males. It’s the third most
common cause of illness among women and the 10th most
common among men.
And depression is no respecter of persons. Prominent
politicians such as former West Australian Premier David
Gallop resigned from office because of it, and Liberal federal
frontbencher Andrew Robb recently wrote a book, Black Dog
Daze, describing his battle with depression. He said, “The
first time I took a certain medication was the worst four
weeks of my life. I would sit in my office for hours looking
at the walls – you almost have to be on suicide watch. I was
just a mess.”
And depression is not a condition peculiar to politicians.
It can strike mothers following childbirth, NRL chiefs, and
celebrities. The actor Owen Wilson attempted suicide in
2007 because of the emotional pain that he suffered from
depression.
Depression is non-discriminatory. Non-Christians and
Christians alike can suffer from it. Martin Luther is a classic
case. Although renal disease probably compounded his
problems – he once passed two gallons of urine after a
kidney stone was dislodged – it is almost certain that he
struggled with a mood disorder that modern psychiatrists
would classify as a form of depression.
One of the best-known hymn writers, William Cowper,
suffered at least six bouts of very severe depression. He had
his first serious episode shortly before he became a
Christian aged 31, then suffered five further episodes until
he died at 68. However, during this period he produced
some of his finest hymns. Other well-known Christians
such as Frances Ridley Havergal, Lord Shaftesbury and J.B.
Phillips have endured serious depression at various times.
How should we think of this affliction? In this issue we
seek some medical, psychological and spiritual insights that
might bring hope to sufferers.
Peter Hastie ap
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The stubborn darkness
Anyone can fall, but Christians have extra resources.

D

r Ed Welch is Professor of
Practical
Theology
at
Westminster Theological
Seminary,
Philadelphia,
USA. He holds graduate degrees in theology and psychology, including a PhD in
psychology. He has worked as a research
associate in electrophysiology, served as
a counsellor for more than 25 years with
the
Christian
Counselling
and
Educational Foundation in Pennsylvania
and served on the faculty of Westminster
Seminary since 1981.
Dr Welch has written several books
including The Counsellor’s Guide to the
Brain and its Disorders; Addictive Behavior;
Blame it on the Brain; When People are Big
and God is Small; Depression: A Stubborn
Darkness; and Running Scared: Fear, Worry
and the God of Rest. He has also been a
contributor to Leadership Handbooks of
Practical Theology; Healing the Children of
War and Power Religion.
He is also a regular contributor to the
Journal of Biblical Counselling where he
has written on such diverse subjects as
suffering, depression, attention deficit
disorder, multiple personality disorder
and the use of Scripture in counselling.
He has recently served as an adjunct faculty member of the PTC Victoria. He
spoke to Peter Hastie after his lectures in
Melbourne.
Everyone seems to be talking about
depression today. In recent times we
have had several state premiers in
Australia speak openly about their
struggles with it. Is there more
depression now than there was in
the early 1900s?
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Ed Welch
talks to
Peter Hastie

Yes, the statistics tell us that the number of people battling with depression is
on the rise. This may seem surprising
because experts tell us that now we have
a better range of treatments today for
depression than ever before.
But consider this: the research tells us
that people born after 1945 are somewhere between four to 10 times more
likely to suffer depression than people
born before 1910. I think this tells us a
number of things: first, the problem
seems to multiplying and the treatments
we are using for depression don’t seem to
be affecting the statistics; and second,
the statistics seem to indicate that
depression is at least more than a genetic
problem. Of course, there could be some
genetic connection, but this doesn’t
explain the rapid increase in depression
when our genetic makeup hasn’t changed
all that much over two generations. So
there’s no question there’s been an
increase in depression.
What does that mean for the future? I
am not exactly sure. However, it does tell
us that current treatments are not dealing with the problem adequately and
researchers need to consider further
options.
Is this why you wrote your book,
Depression: A Stubborn Darkness?
Was it to do with the increase of
depression as you were encountering
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it at counselling level?
I am a counsellor more than a sociologist. For me, it wasn’t an issue of percentages; it was the people I was seeing. I
saw their struggles week after week and
the anguish they faced. So I decided to
research the subject as thoroughly as I
could. I wanted to offer people in my
church the best counselling available,
and obviously that had to include a
Scriptural component as well because the
Bible has a lot to say about the factors
that affect our minds and feelings.
I should also mention that I had lived
with depression in my own family. My
father struggled with it and it tended to
come out in terms of pervasive, malignant guilt. He would sometimes say that
he felt worthless, in the sense that he
could never ever do enough.
Was your Dad a Christian?
Yes, he was. In fact, he was a Christian
throughout the entire period he was
depressed. He said he started to struggle
with it after the death of his mum, when
he was in his early 20s. He’s deceased
now, but he was one of the first people to
undergo shock treatment for depression.
He had to go to hospital for depression a
number of times and we would talk about
it a lot. So my interest in depression is
very real and personal. I’ve seen close-up
how it affected my dad.
Did your father experience some
major shock in his life? For instance,
did his family suffer in the
Depression or as a result of the
Second World War?
Obviously, he experienced those
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things but he never referred to them in
the sense that they were directly related
to his condition. I know he was very
close to his mother. He never spoke
about his father to me, but his sister
revealed that he was violent and abusive
to my dad. It’s curious that both my
father and his sister struggled with
depression. So, did his home life contribute to it in some way? Were there
genetic factors involved? I just don’t
know.
Now this raises some important
issues about the origins of depression. I
really don’t know exactly what caused
my father’s depression, and yet here I am
writing a book on the subject. It raises
the question: how can you write such a
book when you don’t even know what
was going on with your own father?
I believe that I can justify my book
because it is written on the assumption
that while Scripture does not claim to
reveal the precise causes of our personal
suffering, it does have a lot to say about
suffering in general. If we identify
depression in that larger category of suffering, then suddenly Scripture comes
alive. Many passages speak to the suffering of depression. Certainly in the book
of Job, the precise causes of his suffering
were not revealed to him, which is
another way of saying that we can still
minister effectively to people suffering
depression without knowing the exact
causes of it. I think that’s liberating for
us as ministers, friends and family.
So you’re saying that while there’s
no final answer for personal
suffering in this world, nevertheless
the Bible provides us with enough
information to live with it without
having a final answer?
With all the research done on depression – in genetics, in trying to plumb the
nature/nurture issue – the problem of
specific causes in individual cases still
remains. However, both secular and
Christian psychologists are agreed on
one thing: depression represents a loss
of hope.
Some time ago I remember reading in
the American Psychologist, one of the premier psychological journals here in the
United States, that the failure of hope
was at the crux of our modern predicament. We need to grasp the implications
of this conclusion: medication by itself
can’t supply hope; trying to think positively won’t do it either; nor will shock
treatment. These treatments don’t actually help us understand why we should

have hope.
This means that I find myself having
different responses when I consider
depression. The first is that I am grieved,
because I’ve known so many friends and
family members who’ve gone through it.
Yet, at the same time, I know we have an
amazing opportunity to explain why it’s
possible to have hope in this world of
suffering. Christians are uniquely placed
to help those who are suffering with this
pervasive sense of hopelessness.
What actually is depression? Can we
define it? Is it associated with other
illnesses, or can it appear by itself?

We can still minister
effectively to people
suffering depression
without knowing the
exact causes.
If you listen to depressed people,
you’ll find that it tends to hover around
several different images. One is the
image of emptiness. Those suffering
depression say they feel like nothing.
People feel like they have been robbed of
their emotions and, as a result, they feel
like they’ve been robbed of their own
personhood. So there’s this sense of
existential emptiness that you’ll find
with depression.
You’ll also find people talking about a
sense of being weighted down – just
heavy and everything is slow – mentally
and physically, and they feel like they
don’t have any energy.
Others experience a sense of darkness, as though they have become blind
to the reality around them. In this case
they begin to experience the anxiety and
fears that are common to those who
have lost their sight. Moses describes
this condition in Deuteronomy 28:29
where he speaks about the kinds of
trauma that blind people suffer.
The fourth image, and I’ve heard this
both from Christians and nonChristians, is the imagery of hell. It is
interesting that people who don’t ordi-

narily speak of hell nevertheless refer to
hellish kinds of torments.
Is depression associated with
particular sorts of illnesses? For
example, if a person has become a
quadriplegic or has had a stroke, are
they more likely to suffer
depression than someone who’s had
no health set-back?
You would think so, wouldn’t you? It
is true that depression is a common sideeffect of certain kind of illnesses. It’s not
a mandatory side effect, mind you, but it
is a common one. However, I find that
depression, when it’s related to a disease, has a different feel to it.
For example, I remember a person
who was very depressed after a series of
small strokes. The stroke left his mental
abilities and speech intact so that just by
looking at him you wouldn’t have known
that he’d had a stroke. Nevertheless, he
suffered depression and like many
stroke patients he would be very tearful.
Yet when I asked him a question like,
“Can you help me to understand what’s
going on right now? Is there something
that’s especially hard for you just now?”,
he would say through his tears, “You
know, Ed, that’s the curious thing about
this. I don’t know why I’m depressed.
Things are going well and the Scriptures
are meaningful to me. However, there
are times when I just feel terribly
depressed and I don’t understand why.”
So I find that people whose depression is related to a medical illness don’t
feel as though they are being relieved of
their personhood. It’s just this feeling
they have and it perplexes them because
they do hope in Christ. So I do find the
experience of depression is a little bit
different when it seems to be directly
linked to a medical illness. “Depression”,
as we normally use the word in the
United States and Australia, tends to
mean that there is no known physical
cause for these experiences.
A lot of talk about treating
depression focuses on drugs. Is that
because depression has some
biochemical cause or is there some
other reason?
Our understanding of the way that
the inner and outer person interact is
that our thoughts are rendered in some
biochemical way. So depressed feelings
as well as other moods and thoughts initiate a biochemical process that leaves a
physical signature in our nervous systems and bodies. We are holistic and
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have unity of mind and body. This
means that we would find that the biochemical traces in the brains of those
who are depressed are different from
other people.
But that really doesn’t answer any
questions. That doesn’t answer how the
brain got that way nor does it explain
how the brain will get out of that particular dilemma.
Are drugs at that point an effective
treatment or do we need something
more than Prozac or some other
anti-depressant?
The latest scientific research is raising
more and more questions about the efficacy of drug treatments as a cure of
depression. Some people are suggesting
that when you conduct careful analysis
of the effectiveness of drug treatments
you’ll discover that their long-term
effects are no better than a placebo. This
may be a harsh criticism, but it has been
raised in some evaluations of drug studies. Others have said that since many of
the drug studies tend to be sponsored by
pharmaceutical companies, they are
more likely to publish data that will support the use of anti-depressants than
not.
So we now find ourselves in this
strange situation where doctors are prescribing more anti-depressants than
ever before but there’s more criticism
and suspicion of the efficacy of these
drugs. Essentially, the world’s saying,
“We’re giving it our best shot but it
doesn’t seem to be making any difference.”
Here is where Christians have an
opportunity to point out that the
Scriptures actually give hope to God’s
people in the midst of suffering. We can
remind both Christians and nonChristians alike that we can have a solid
hope that we can’t find anywhere else.
Is it possible to find a common cause
at the back of proximate causes of
depression? Is there some missing
link? Is there any latest thinking on
the causes of depression apart from
a medical one?
The latest research confirms that
there’s no one particular cause that wins
the game at this particular point. This
means that as ministers we don’t counsel people as though there is some surefire explanation of any one person’s
depression. If we think that depression
is caused by genetics, for instance, or by
guilt, or fear, or anger – then we have no
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biblical guarantee that we have the right
link. Any of these factors may contribute
to an individual case of depression, but
there’s no guarantee that we can make
one exclusive link.
So I think we need to go and listen to
a person’s pain and emptiness and “hellish torment”, as Spurgeon used to speak
of his own depression. We need to be
compassionate towards them, go to
them and enter into their lives. And
then, together, we can comfort them by
saying, “We may not know exactly where
this is coming from, but we do know that
we can find hope.”

Doctors are prescribing
more anti-depressants
than ever before but
there’s more criticism
and suspicion of the
efficacy of these drugs.

Is depression itself the problem, or
is it like a fire alarm that warns us of
something that is a problem? I
mean, there’s nothing wrong with a
fire alarm, even though it’s
annoying. But it does warn of a great
danger. Could depression be a
warning about something else?
Until about five years ago, the experts
thought that depression was something
that had to be eradicated. It was a pain
that had to be medicated away. But what
we’ve seen over the last five years is a
growing awareness that not all struggles
and hardship are necessarily bad for us.
People are now more willing to accept
that there are important considerations
involving the growth of character in this
situation. For instance, we now recognise that one of the problems with addiction is that people tend to move away
from hardships rather than grow
through them.
So today people are willing to recognise that depression is a form of suffering through which we have the opportunity to grow. Often the people we most
highly regard as mentors are those who
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have learned how to endure though suffering. However, both Christians and
non-Christians agree that if it’s possible
to alleviate suffering in a person’s life,
then we should do it.
Is it realistic to think that a faithful
Christian will never experience
depression? If a Christian suffers
from it, is there something wrong
with them?
I’ve often thought that if all we had
was the Old Testament, then the health,
wealth and prosperity doctrine would be
a persuasive teaching. But when the
cross becomes the centre of all history
and Jesus goes through such terrible and
undeserved suffering, then we too will
probably experience sufferings, and
these sufferings will not be related to
personal sin.
To say that Christians will be spared
depression is equivalent to saying that
Christians will be spared suffering.
However, since Christians are not spared
suffering, it seems like the opposite is
true. If there aren’t hardships in our life,
then we start to wonder, “Hold it, this
isn’t the way it’s supposed to be? I’m following in the footsteps of the suffering
servant and I expect that there are going
to be hardships. I certainly personally
don’t have the robust faith of the disciples but they seem to welcome hardships, they found joy in hardships as
they recognise that this is part of filling
out the sufferings of Christ and following in his footsteps.”
Are there any major Biblical figures
that you can identify who you think
had a major struggle with
depression?
My guess is that Elijah suffered
depression and Saul seems to be the classic case of someone who struggled with
it too. However, I am not sure that
Jeremiah did.
Usually, when people talk about
depression these days, it’s an experience
that doesn’t seem to have any obvious
links to difficulties in life. Jeremiah’s
links were pretty obvious. That’s why
Saul would probably be the best illustration. In Elijah’s case you can certainly see
some links in his life. Saul’s moods
would come and go but not all the links
to his depressed moods are obvious.
This explains why I tend not to think
about the biographies of biblical characters too much in terms of depression
because I don’t want their particular
experience to be the model for our
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understanding of it. Depression doesn’t
have a simple cause. It can happen as a
result of many different factors and I
think it’s better that we adopt a certain
agnosticism on causes as long as possible. Too many people want to jump to a
quick conclusion.
How disabling is depression?
I encounter people all along the
depression spectrum. Some people have
the blues in the morning, but then they
don’t have them in the afternoon. Other
people feel overwhelmed all the time.
Interestingly, some of those who have
had the greatest impact on my own life
have been people who have at times
experienced extreme depression.
I think of one particular older man.
He’s struggled with depression his whole
life. Yet every morning he gets out of bed
because he believes that he has been
called by God to love. He believes God’s
promise that as he abides in Christ, he
will be fruitful. He realises that this
means that he is especially called to love
because love is the first fruit of the
Spirit. So every day he gets out of bed
because he’s looking for one person he
can love in the name of Christ.
I am really impressed by the power of
God’s grace as a counsellor because I see
changes in people’s lives that I just
wouldn’t see if all I did was preach. Many
of the people I see are not elders, deacons or Sunday School teachers but their
transformed lives are the richest apologetic for the Christian gospel.
Is it possible to be a person of faith
and still experience a series of
emotional highs and lows? If we feel
troubled in our souls, is that
necessarily the result of sin?
This is a very important point. The
answer is: Yes, it’s possible to be a person
of faith and to experience some form of
depression without being able to identify the exact cause. I think people who
are depressed are best served when we
admit to them that it’s well nigh impossible to pin-point the precise cause of
their affliction. Suffering comes to us in
various ways in the Bible. For instance,
Satan can be responsible for it and we
may not even be aware of his involvement. Job is a case in point. Again, it can
be caused by the frailty of our bodies, or
our own sin, or we can be the victims of
the sins of others. God Himself can
cause it. Those five areas are the arenas
from which suffering comes. Yet
Scripture doesn’t give us a decision tree

to identify what is the precise cause of
our sufferings.
Would you say that Jesus was
depressed when he said, “Now is my
heart troubled.”
It depends on how we use the word
“depressed”. If depression means hopelessness, then no, Jesus was never ever
hopeless. Was there ever a sense of darkness that Jesus experienced? I certainly
think there was, especially in the Garden
of Gethsemane. If He’s a “man of sorrows and acquainted with grief”, then
Jesus is certainly familiar with the experience of depression. But He has depression with humility, depression with

If He’s a man of sorrows
and acquainted with
grief, then Jesus is certainly familiar with the
experience of depression.
hope and with an unwavering confidence that his Father is not only with
Him, but loves Him. That’s what a
depressed Christian should be aiming
for. We need to resist the idea that
Scripture guarantees that our depression will be lifted if we do the right thing.
Of course, if our depression is related to
sin – and it can be related to our sins at
times – then our sin can lead to our sufferings. In that sense, if suffering and
depression is related to our sin, then we
expect that suffering will be relieved
somewhat by repentance and faith.
However, the assurance we give as
ministers is not that suffering will be
alleviated, but that we can know the
comfort of Christ in the midst of it.
Depression and suffering cannot keep us
from growing in Christ, from loving Him
and from experiencing His love and
faithfulness to us in our sufferings.
How do we know if we are suffering
from depression? Is it just that we
feel exhausted, lifeless and have no
real incentive to do anything?
The more people you know that

struggle with depression, the more you
realise that there are certain common
experiences of it. However, each person’s
suffering is unique.
I guess the questions that are behind
your question are: When would you go
for a physical exam? When would you
consider the possibility of antidepressant medication? I guess you might consider those options if you woke up in the
morning feeling miserable and you had
no idea why you felt that way. You know
the things that you have to do today and
you do them and you find them hard and
utterly exhausting. Then you have the
same experience the next day. And so on.
At that point you might want to ask
your wife/husband, “Can you see any
changes in me? Do I have any good reason for feeling that everything in my life
is hard? What’s going on? For example,
seeing the grandchildren at home is normally a joy, but now I can’t get excited
about it. What’s happening? Can you
pray for me?”
I think if you ever feel like this, it’s
good to pray to the Lord, “Lord, what is
this? What is happening in my life? It’s
good to enlarge our circle of friends a bit
wider than normal if the suffering persists.
Do you think that depression is
more common in old age?
Depression is related to a few different factors, and age may be one of them.
It’s certainly related to the fact that we
become disappointed when the things in
which we trust let us down. If you put
your hope in your body, by the time you
hit your 80s, you are going to be let
down. So if you find yourself putting
your hopes in your body, your intellect,
your work, and your spouse – if you lived
for those things –then age will diminish
them at some point.
If elderly people are hoping in something other than Christ as they advance
in years, then obviously they are going to
find life tougher as they lose their
strength and faculties. So in that sense,
we might say that older people are likely
to be more susceptible to the sense of
weakness and hopelessness that tends
to accompany depression.
However, we need to remember that
depression is on the rise for people in
their teens and 20s. Depression continues to travel down the age spectrum. You
find people talking about depression in
children now. So, the experience of
depression is sometimes different from
life just being hard.
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How do we explain the rise in
depression among younger people
today? Does the increase in family
breakdown have anything to do with
it?
I remember reading an interview with
rock icon Kurt Cobain, from Nirvana,
years ago. He was trying to explain his
popularity. He was saying that every kid,
every teen who’s experienced some sort
of hardship in life – broken families, sexual abuse or some other form of some
sort of dislocation in life – were the ones
that followed him because he gave voice
to their pain.
So, what does that mean? It means
that the generation that is over 60 years
of age was spared certain sufferings.
Parents shielded their children from suffering in ways that are no longer possible. Contentious marriages, broken marriages, lovers coming in – just these
alone are so disruptive to children. I
strongly suspect that the anxieties and
insecurities that they breed contribute
to childhood depression.
Some time ago people believed that
teenagers were very savvy and could do
anything that they wanted, but no one
believes that anymore. The self-esteem
movement is largely behind us and we’re
looking into a future where people are
saying, “In our jobs, if we get them, we
will do no better than our parents. We
will probably do worse.” The fiscal future
today just seems bleaker. I think that the
younger generation has developed a
greater sense of realism. So, yes, we can
imagine why depression is more likely to
appear as we get older, but the statistics
tell us that it spikes around our late
teens/early twenties as well as among
people in their 70s and 80s. That doesn’t
mean that depression doesn’t exist
between those ages, but you find it
spikes at both ends of the spectrum.
You have said that one of the factors
may be an absence of meaning or
purpose in life. Do you think that
the rise in depression may be
associated with the popular view
today that the idea of God is no
longer necessary to explain the
origin, meaning and destiny of our
world?
I think it’s hard to sustain the idea of
morality or a sense of purpose when God
is eliminated from the picture. I know
some people believe that it’s entirely
possible. Secularists can be quite
adamant about living in a principled
way. They say, “We can do right, even if
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there’s no God”. But I think it’s less likely
that a person will have a clear moral vector or sense of purpose if they’re committed to atheism. Isn’t that the message of the Book of Ecclesiastes? If you
remove God from the world, life
becomes meaningless
My own observation in helping people with depression is that although
there is much that remains mysterious
about the condition, if they have a reason to live then they find it easier to
cope. Yes, they still struggle with their

It’s less likely that a
person will have a clear
moral vector or sense
of purpose if they’re
committed to atheism.
feelings. However, if they know that God
has known and called them for a purpose, and they realise that He is most
often glorified in our weakness, then
their experience of depression begins to
change.
But I think it’s true that the prevailing
godlessness today makes it harder to
establish a basis for morality, and where
there is no real basis for morality then
it’s easy to lose any sense of purpose.
If I think I am suffering from
depression, is there some sort of
checklist I should be going through
to determine whether I should be
seeking help? Is there any point in
trying to track down causes?
I think that whenever anyone goes
through a period of suffering it’s an
opportunity to take stock. It’s a good
time to ask the basic questions about
ourselves: Who am I? Where am I going?
What’s happening in my life?
Often I have found with people that
some basic issues have gone unattended
for a long time – fear, anger, guilt and
shame – the common ones of fallen
human existence. If we allow these
issues to fester for years, then it’s not
surprising that a condition like depression sneaks up on us unawares. So it’s a
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good idea to go through some basic questions: Am I angry? Is my conscience
clear? Do I know forgiveness of sins in
Christ? Do I understand what it is to be
united with Christ and do I live out of
that union? Do I live in shame? Are there
places in my life that I don’t want other
people, God or myself to see?
Shame can be a result of our sins, but
it also can be as a result of things that
other people have done to us that make
us feel unclean or defiled. I am thinking
here of past episodes of sexual abuse, for
instance.
Then I need to ask myself, “Of what
am I afraid?” I’ve noticed that fear is
often at the very heart of depression
according to some of the older definitions of it. I sometimes meet people who
say they are paralysed by their depression. Clearly, if my life is controlled by
fear, I am going to be reluctant to do anything. I won’t want to start a new day
because it seems so utterly perilous, so I
need to ask myself, “Am I controlled by
certain fears? Am I really hoping in
Christ? Do I believe that God is continuing to do good for His people?”
As I’ve said, I think it’s important to
ask these sorts of questions regularly. If
we sense that we are feeling depressed,
or suffering from an altered mood, then
this is certainly a good time to reflect on
these issues.
What about medication? Should
Christians consider this issue as
well?
The issue of medication for depression is really an issue of wisdom. On a
personal level, I’m not really in favour of
medication. I don’t like taking drugs
myself unless it’s absolutely necessary. I
only reach for the aspirin as a last resort.
Some people might think that that’s
eccentric, and it may be. However, I have
been around depressed people long
enough to know that if I was experiencing their level of pain, I’d be looking for
some relief if I thought it was possible. If
I was experiencing the kind of emotional
pain that I have sometimes seen, I would
be very open to using some type of drug
that would alleviate it.
So the decision about medication is
really one of wisdom: is it wise? Is it prudent? It’s not really an issue of right or
wrong. The warning I give about medication is that we should never put our hope
in it. Some people who have been helped
by medication strongly promote it, and
Christ seems to become secondary in
their lives. This is the one caution I have

d e p r e s s i o n
about the use of medication – it’s wrong
to place all our trust in it. If I am struggling with depression, I should be asking
my fellow Christians to pray for me and
to remind me about the goodness of
God, even in the midst of suffering.
That, I think, is where our emphasis
should be as Christians.
Shouldn’t we be in favour of
medication if it can relieve
suffering? I mean, we use
anaesthetics for people who have to
undergo operations. Shouldn’t we
use drugs if they relieve the pain
associated with depression?
I’m certainly in favour of using medication to relieve pain that prevents us
from functioning. And I don’t want
Christians to feel guilty in any way for
taking anti-depressants. But I might add
that we would expect Christians, as a
whole, to be slower to use medication
with depression because we have more
resources available to us in Scripture for
dealing with emotional pain. For example, we know that hardships are meant
to test our faith. C. S. Lewis once said
that pain is God’s megaphone through
which he speaks to us. There are things
that we learn about God and ourselves
that we only really understand in the
midst of suffering. We can’t learn them
any other way.
So before we move off to some form
of medical treatment for depression, we
need to consider whether a spiritual
solution is more in order at this point.
For instance, the apostle James says, “
Consider it pure joy whenever you face
trials of many kinds because you know
that this is the testing of your faith.” It’s
only through the testing of our faith that
we become mature and complete, where
our hope is firmly rooted in Christ.
Notice how James makes the link
between suffering and being tested and
growing in wisdom. This should be our
first concern. Do I see this as an opportunity to grow in grace and in Christ?
This approach does not rule out the use
of medication, but it might postpone it.
There are other therapies today that
are sometimes used with depressive
disorders. What do you think about
shock treatment or what is known
as electroconvulsive therapy?
Again, it’s a question of wisdom. This
situation arises usually because the antidepressant medications are not as effective as people tell us, so sometimes doctors consider additional measures.

If I was counselling a Christian who
was contemplating electric shock therapy, I might invite him or her to search
their hearts for a season before they
undertake the procedure. I’d say to
them, “Let’s take a season and just seek
the Lord and draw out from Scripture
how He speaks to suffering people.”
Then I’d take them through Hebrews 12
and show them that God uses hardships
to bring about change in our lives.
Although I wouldn’t necessarily draw
any conclusions about the connection of
specific sin to their hardships, I would
remind them that God sends hardships
into our lives to give us special opportunities for repentance.

We would expect
Christians, as a whole,
to be slower to use
medication with depression because we have
more resources
available to us.
I don’t think that Christians can tell
people that they must not undergo this
kind of treatment. I think that goes
beyond the teaching of Scripture.
However, if we know someone in this situation and they are open to further spiritual ministry, then it may be helpful to
invite them to ask their friends to pray
for them while they search their hearts
to see if there are spiritual issues that
need to be dealt with before they
undergo shock treatment. It would also
be good to consult with people who have
had a good bit of experience in assessing
the benefits and disadvantages of shock
treatment.
You have suggested in your book,
Depression: A Stubborn Darkness,
that it’s helpful to find someone
who can read through your book
with you if you are suffering from
depression. What’s the special
benefit of doing this?
There are a couple of things that I can
think of. First, God didn’t make us to go

it alone. He meant us to live in community and we especially need the fellowship of that community in the midst of
hardship.
Second, we can often be deceived in
the midst of our depression. Depression
can cloud our perceptions of reality. It
can suggest to us that there is no hope,
that God really doesn’t care and that no
one else is concerned for us either. I
think it’s important for someone to
come along side of us in moments like
these and say to us, “I wonder if that’s
your depression talking to you? Because
what you’re saying is not true. I love
you.” I think having a partner when we
are struggling with depression is a very
useful thing, especially if they can offer
us loving wisdom. We need someone to
talk to us in the midst of our self-deception.
Partners need to be proactive in helping a depressed person. Since depression
tends to leave people in a state of emotional paralysis, we need to initiate contact with those who are struggling.
Spurgeon once said, “Hunt them down,
go out and hunt down those who are
struggling.” What he meant was that we
need to be on the lookout for people who
are suffering from depression because
they are likely to become isolated.
Once we have made contact with
them and begun to talk about their problems, we need to be prepared for some
unsettling moments. Sometimes they
may use words that are frightening. For
example, they might talk about suicide
or how they wish that their life would be
over. Most people would find these
kinds of statements quite scary and
would feel inclined to refer the person
on to a professional. However, that’s one
of the reasons I wrote the book. I
realised that there are times when we
just don’t know what to say. I hoped that
if people could read helpful passages
together on the subject of depression,
then that could serve as a guide to both
the depressed person who needs advice
and the partner who often doesn’t know
ap
what to say.

‘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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We can help
Ordinary Christians can minister to the depressed

Karl Hood

W

e all know someone who
suffers with depression.
How should we, as the
body of Christ, help?
One thing clear among the churches
is that there is a lot of variation in the
way we go about helping. Not all these
approaches are appropriate. We need to
work towards a model for the church
that is based on what God calls us to in
the Bible. We need a biblical view of what
is known about depression.
Do we really want to help the
depressed? Can we see depression as an
opportunity for profound ministry? If
medical care seems to be needed, should
we just hand people over to a secular system as if that will address all aspects of
the experience of depression?
In recent years, a lot of public attention has been given to depression. It is
important to destigmatise it and educate people so they can recognise when
to seek help and are not embarrassed to
admit they are struggling. Feeling weak
and overwhelmed should not be something to be ashamed about. It is one of
the awful effects of the Fall.
Whether our weakness is psychological and spiritual, or physical, or both, all
of us are finite beings facing a big world
where everything groans. Nothing is
entirely as it should be. Triumphalistic
Christianity promotes the successful
and competent Christian while obscuring the New Testament emphasis that
God works especially in and through us
when we are weak and suffering. God
performs special redemptive purposes
in us when we are low. It can be okay as a
Christian to despair of life itself. We
should not present ourselves as always
coping and successful (2 Cor. 1). The
Scriptures show us godly people who
suffered. Some of them would meet both
historical or current criteria for depression (eg Psalm 88). It is clear that some
of the greatest of the leaders of the Bible
went through periods of the deepest
despondency.

10

Counselling is at least
as effective as
medication in mild to
moderate cases of major
depression.
There have always been many obstacles to helping a depressed friend. These
include the unplanned time and extensive effort required, discouragement,
impatience, and not knowing what to do
if suicidal thinking is present. We also
wonder if non-professionals can provide
anything more than peripheral support.

V

arious groups promote a biological
model of causation in order to destigmatise depression and increase the
uptake (and sales) of medications. The
idea seems to be that if the sufferer can
say the problem is “my body” rather than
“me”, then there is nothing to be
ashamed about – all I need is a medication to return my brain to normal.
However, when this is all that people
hear, non-medical help tends to be
devalued.
Simple messages such as “depression
is just like diabetes where you need
insulin” obscure the great complexity
and interplay of desires, beliefs, and circumstances that are involved in depression. These factors are largely irrelevant
to unambiguously medical conditions
like diabetes. Since, as Christians, we do
not have a lot to add to the management
of diabetes, treating depression as a
purely medical problem tends to devalue
the help that we can offer in the church.
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Many Christians think that the only real
treatment for “clinical depression” is
medical intervention.
However, the simple medical analogy
is more complicated when we examine it
closely. With childhood-onset diabetes,
insulin works exceptionally well and
nothing can substitute for it. Similarly,
medication alone usually controls a
brain disease like epilepsy. Accordingly,
counselling for diabetes and epilepsy is
geared towards helping people adjust to
the diagnosis and use their medications
well. No one seriously thinks that the
talking itself will rectify the problem.
However, with depression, counselling
or psychotherapy is usually part of the
treatment of the condition itself. In
many cases, it is the only treatment.
This suggests that there is usually more
to depression than brain disease alone.
A medical review may be helpful in
some cases and should be sought so that
medical factors are not overlooked. With
the current emphasis on biopsychiatry,
along with common perceptions of antidepressant medications and the practical difficulties of getting good counselling and support, it is likely that a doctor will prescribe an anti-depressant
medication. It is worth asking the doctor
if there is good evidence that a prescription will be much better than counselling and support alone.
Counselling is at least as effective as
medication in mild to moderate cases of
major depression and remains helpful in
severe cases. This raises questions of
whether the problem is a brain disease
and/or or a disorder of belief, desire, and
thinking. That talking therapies have
been demonstrated to helpfully affect
the brain does not answer the causation
question. It does, however, give more
confidence that non-medical help is
effective.
The simple messages about depression also overlook the uncertainty we
have in assigning a specific cause in most
cases of depression. Before 1980, an

d e p r e s s i o n
expected and proportionate “normal”
depressive response to adversity (normal sadness) was not diagnosable as
clinical depression (major depression or
melancholia). Diagnostic criteria for
major depression now encompass sad
and unhappy people who previously
would have been considered to be
responding more or less normally to
adverse circumstances. If proposed
changes to the diagnostic rules proceed,
even normal bereavement will be diagnosed as major depression from 2013. It
is inconceivable to me that most grieving people have a brain disease as the
cause of their deep sadness.

these non-medical ways of helping have
been very significant for bringing relief
from depression, even in severe cases.
Distinctly Christian help also leads to
growth in our walk with the Lord.
It is worth noting again that, regardless of presumed causation, much of the
help provided by the mental health system is not medical in the sense of being
physiological or pharmacological, but is
talk and support-based. It addresses
faulty thinking, provides daily support

T

his is not to say that depression
does not sometimes have a significant medical primary cause – with other
doctors, I believe this happens. Anyone
who has experienced the physical and
emotional slump that is brought on by
caffeine withdrawal, a post viral state, or
a lack of sleep, will know something of a
physiologically induced low mood.
What I am saying is that diagnostic
criteria no longer distinguish between a
person who is deeply miserable because
of a fully proportionate response to life
circumstances, and a person whose misery is out of all proportion to circumstances, which may suggest a biological
disorder and/or faulty desires, beliefs,
and thinking. A biblical view has to also
factor in problems in our relationship
with God as a significant cause. Of
course, secular models, by definition,
have never been able to consider this
important potential factor.
Even a diagnosis of severe major (or
“clinical”) depression does not, by itself,
indicate all the causes of the depression.
As such, we should not assume that our
diagnosed brother or sister has a form of
emotional pain that is essentially
beyond the reach of the various ways we
would usually respond to someone who
is hurting. We still have comfort to offer
that comes from God – hope in Christ to
lift our spirits, prayer, companionship,
the word of Christ, truth to encourage
and guide, and worship to share in.
These and other things can address
significant potential causes when ministered personally and relevantly. They
can encourage others even when it
might seem likely that there is a significant biological cause. Such help is never
wasted or useless. When we talk with a
depressed person, we are not just talking
with a diseased brain – unless they are
comatose! In my work with Christians,

What God’s people have
to offer in terms of
their presence, love,
wisdom and prayer is of
great value and should
not be underrated.
where needed, seeks to build hope for
improvement, encourages, and promotes community. We should be at least
as good at these things in the body of
Christ. Indeed, as I read the Bible, a great
deal of it addresses such things and
more.
Average congregational members
may feel inadequate in comparison with
professional help. However, what God’s
people have to offer in terms of their
presence, love, wisdom, and prayer is of
great value and should not be underrated. Nor should it be minimised just
because someone has been told they
have “clinical depression”.
In practice, studies (and anecdotal
experience) provide good reason to
think that in most cases, non-expert
help compares well with professional
counselling. More importantly, we have
a clear call from God to help those who
are depressed. Paul urged the whole congregation at Thessalonica to “encourage
the fainthearted, help the weak, and be
patient with them all” (1 Thess 5:14).
The words for “fainthearted” and “weak”
cover the kinds of things that make up a
21st century diagnosis of depression.
“Fainthearted” (‘little-psyched’) was
clearly used for depression. “Weak” covers the full range of moral and physical

weaknesses and weakness in the face of
adversity. Together, the two words cover
the basic causes of major depression.
Paul’s intention was that the church
would provide care, even where it is so
difficult that patience is required.
One implication of all this is that even
where we make use of help from outside
the local congregation, there are still
things that we can and should do to help
one another. Clearly, leaders and other
members who are gifted and trained in
truly Christian counselling may have an
increased role in extreme cases.
However, the nature of the New
Testament model of mutual ministry
and “one-anothering” leads us to expect
that many others will also have vital help
to contribute. Even where medical factors seem relevant, we should not
merely hand our brother or sister over to
a psychiatrist. We retain a responsibility
and a very important area of competence that cannot be replaced.

T

he Lord has much to say through us
to people who struggle with various
forms of depression. Because He made
us and has lived among us and spoken to
us, we have a deeper and more solid
foundation for word-based help and a
more penetrating analysis of who people
are and what their purpose and goals are
meant to be. Because the Spirit of Christ
indwells us, we have a better context for
care in the community of love that is the
church. We have a solid basis for genuine
hope in the death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ, which demonstrates the
Father’s intense love for us. He will hear
us when we cry out to Him, even from
the depths. We can let go of temporal
hopes that bitterly disappoint and find
satisfaction in where God is taking us.
We have answers that address the
weightiest existential issues that underlie some depressions. Where the futility
of an “under the sun” existence is
oppressive and depressing, we have the
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promise of God’s good purposes to comfort us. We should have songs to sing to
each other that remind us of the triumph of God’s kingdom and what it
means to be on a pilgrimage through an
alien land.

brother or sister in Christ can begin to
reveal the love of Christ – especially
when such help is not part of a professional role. It can help to instil identity
as a loved and redeemed child of God.

A

s Christians we have access to clear
thinking and truth that addresses
faulty logic and beliefs. This is communicated in the context of enduring relationships in which truth is progressively
better understood. When someone is
afraid, we have more than rational
thinking to offer. Sometimes fears are
realistic and no amount of rationalisation can remove them. In these, and
every other situation, our Heavenly
Father’s promises of His presence with
us, even through fire, are the only thing
powerful enough to provide comfort
that can match every threat. When
someone feels completely alone we can
be with them and talk of our God and
with our God in a way that shines the
light of Christ into their darkness.
Where frustrated and excessive desires
contribute to depression, the work of
the Spirit working through the church
brings correction and good fruit –
including peace, contentment, and
patience. Where someone feels unloved
and worthless, the concerned help of a

Relative silence and
passivity suggests that
Jesus Christ, through
His word, His Spirit, and
His church, does not
have much to offer the
sufferer.
We must speak and act to help.
Relative silence and passivity suggests
that Jesus Christ, through His word, His
Spirit, and His church, does not have
much to offer to the sufferer by comparison with other sources of help. This
would be a lamentable misreading of
passage after passage of Scripture as well

as a misunderstanding of the causes and
treatment of depression.
Depression is a much more complex
problem than I can cover in the space of
a brief article. For an excellent overview
of the problem from a counselling perspective, I would refer readers to Ed
Welch’s book Depression: A Stubborn
Darkness. For help in equipping congregations for mutual ministry I would recommend the church-based courses produced by CCEF, How People Change and
Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands. The
CCEF distance education courses are recommended for leaders and potential
ap
counsellors.
Dr Karl Hood is pastoral
assistant and an elder in the
Drouin congregation in
Victoria and teaches part-time
in pastoral care at PTC
Melbourne. He trained in
biblical counselling at
Westminster Theological
Seminary and CCEF
(Christian Counseling and
Educational Foundation) in
Philadelphia. He also works as
a general medical practitioner
with a special interest practice
in psychological issues.

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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Out of the mire
20 daily Bible studies in Psalms 30-41

T

he last 12 psalms of Book I of the Hebrew Psalter
(Psalms 30-41) take us on a difficult but
enriching journey. Some of us can identify with
David’s experiences quite closely; others of us
have been one step removed as we have walked beside a
family member or close friend as they have gone into the
“slimy pit” and the “mud and mire”. In the providence of
God, some of us may yet have such experiences in front of
us.
One of the exciting things about God’s Word is that it
shows us there is no experience, no matter how dark, that
God has not taken one of His servants through before. As
you read these psalms this month, particularly Psalms 3539 (Day 10–Day 17), remember that Jesus also went
through all this for you, carrying, not the burden and guilt
of His own sin, but yours! May our faith in Him be
strengthened by His Word so that we are equipped for
every circumstance He sends our way.

Bruce Christian is a former
Moderator-General of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia.
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Wailing turned to dancing.

DAY 1
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 30:1-12
THE POINT The Lord always hears our cries for help; His
presence makes all the difference to the way we experience and
interpret life.
THE PARTICULARS
• There will be no shortage of people who take pleasure in our
suffering and distress when we try to follow God’s way (1).
• When we call out to God for help He always hears and
answers – sometimes by protecting us from danger, sometimes by rescuing us from a bad situation, sometimes by healing an illness (2-3).
• God’s people will suffer hardship and difficulty, even feeling
rejected by a God who seems to be angry; but in the long run

PSALM 31:1-8

THE POINT God will provide for His people a place of safety
and security, where nothing can harm us if we hand everything over to Him.
THE PARTICULARS
• God is able to rescue us from harm, danger, embarrassment,
things going wrong, planned opposition, worry, or distress.
• God can hear our prayers and act quickly on our behalf (2).
• We can depend fully on God’s absolute values and unchanging character: His righteousness, His truth, His love and His
mercy.
• Because of God’s character (name, 3) we can know he’ll never

THE PASSAGE
PSALM 31:9-18
THE POINT No matter how desperate or discouraging the
situation around us is we can always rest secure, knowing that
our lives are safe in the hands of the only One who can, and
will, rescue us.
THE PARTICULARS
• Even believers, whose faith in God is strong and firm, will
experience times of distress, illness or depression.
Commitment to God and obedience to His Word does not protect us from rejection, neglect, insult or slander – even by
friends! (9-13).
• God wants us to renew (in spoken words!) our commitment
to Him as our God and our trust in Him as sovereign Lord at

lead us astray, but guide us in the right path and protect us.
• It is useless trusting in anything other than the God of the
Bible.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Jesus put verse 5 to the test on the cross, and conquered sin
and death for us. Have you discovered Him as “the way, the
truth, and the life” (John 14:6), and as your Redeemer?
• Have you really discovered the secret of not trusting in all the
“worthless idols” that aren’t the one true God, the Father of
the Lord Jesus Christ? Do you “hate” the part of you that
hasn’t?!

times when we feel especially lonely, weak and vulnerable (1416).
• It is right to ask for, and expect to receive, God’s help in
times of opposition and distress; and to ask Him to avenge you
(not be the one to take revenge yourself!) (17-18; cf Romans
12:19).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you have a view of God’s sovereign power that would let
you to say to Him confidently, “My times are in your hands”?
• What action did you take the last time you felt that everything was against you and you were really down? What action
will you seek to take next time you feel like this?

A rainbow through the rain.

DAY 4
PSALM 31:19-24

THE POINT It is in our times of greatest distress that we
best come to know and understand the goodness of God. It is
then also, rather than in times of ease and prosperity, that our
faith and trust in Him find their truest and most meaningful
expression.
THE PARTICULARS
• God is not ashamed to reveal publicly and openly His goodness to all who honour Him and trust Him as their Lord (19).
• God protects His children from accusers and attackers (20).
• God shows His wonderful love most clearly at times when we
feel the need of Him most because we are utterly desperate

14

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are there times when you feel really secure as a child of God?
How does Psalm 30 help you make the most of these times?
• What will you do next time you feel depressed? What does
this psalm teach you about prayer?... about waiting and trusting?

In safe hands.

DAY 3

THE PASSAGE

this will be only like a fleeting experience and will soon pass
(4-5).
• God’s favour towards us will last throughout our whole lives.
It is a fact of life that our moods and circumstances may
change dramatically, but God remains the same and He can
transform the times of sorrow into experiences of joy and
gladness (6-12).

God’s “Safe House”.

DAY 2
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y
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(21).
• God hears and answers our genuine cries for help (22-24).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Has there been a time in your life (recently?) when these final
6 verses of Psalm 31 could have been your personal testimony?
Why not store them up in your mind for when you need
them?
• David discovered God’s goodness in the middle of a time
when he was experiencing overwhelming distress. Is this the
only way we can really discover God’s goodness, or is there
some easier way? What does this teach us about suffering?

b i b l e

Who is covering your sin?.

DAY 5
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 32:1-11
THE POINT When we try to cover over our sins our lives are
troubled and restless; when God covers them over we are
secure and blessed.
THE PARTICULARS
• True joy and happiness come from knowing that our sins are
forgiven, not from deceitfully thinking we are not sinners (12)!
• Actual physical and emotional distress can often have its real
source in unacknowledged and unconfessed sin (3-4).
• The safest place to be is in God’s presence; we can only enjoy
God’s presence if our sins are confessed and forgiven (5-6).
• When we pray to Him, God promises to guide and direct us –

not “blindly” or impersonally, but through the wisdom He
gives us; therefore we can rejoice and be glad as we obey Him
(7-11).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do you have something troubling you at the moment? Is it
some secret sin you’ve been trying to “cover up”? What will
you do?
• My sin, O the bliss of this glorious thought,
my sin, not in part, but the whole,
is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more,
praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!
It is well, it is well with my soul!
Horatio Spafford

The LORD Rules, OK!.

DAY 6
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 33:1-11
THE POINT The LORD is on His throne; He made everything that is and has it all under control; He is faithful and loving. The appropriate response to this is for everyone to sing
and make joyful music!
THE PARTICULARS
• God declares us righteous by His grace – therefore let us
praise Him loudly with everything we have at our disposal (13).
• God has revealed to us what is true in His written Word, the
Bible; we can trust Him to be faithful to all His promises (4).
• When our lives match up with His in terms of righteousness
and justice He is pleased – implying that when they don’t He

isn’t (5)!
• God created the whole universe from nothing by His spoken
word, and He maintains it constantly. This should cause people everywhere to bow before Him as Lord (6-9, cf Romans
1:20).
• All nations today, and their plans, are in God’s hands (10-11).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What warning do this Psalm and Romans 1:19-20 give to
those who think they can safely ignore God and profess ignorance?
• Are you rejoicing today in the truth of God’s infallible Word?
• Do verses 10-11 help you to remain calm in our present
world?

Futile forces, worthless weapons.

DAY 7
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 33:12-22
THE POINT The LORD in heaven rules over all things. A
nation’s security does not depend on the size or sophistication
of its military capability, but only on its attitude and relationship to Him.
THE PARTICULARS
• God rules everything from His throne in heaven: no nation
or army has any power against Him; no person can hide anything from Him or do anything outside His sovereign control
(12-15).
• Blessing only comes from recognising God and belonging to
Him.
• We as a nation ought to be more concerned about where we

stand before God than about our defence capabilities (16-17).
• The promises God made to the nation of Israel in the OT, the
“people He chose for His inheritance”, apply specifically to His
Church today. We should depend on these promises for our
security and prosperity, not on human plans or methods, but
we should also realise our obligation to “fear the Lord” (18-22).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Do a stocktake of your personal life, family life, Church life.
How much are you depending on human resources, techniques and abilities instead of on God? (Be brutally honest!)
• Are you rejoicing in Him? ... waiting patiently in hope for
Him?

Guardian Angels.

DAY 8
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

PSALM 34:1-10

THE POINT The LORD is able to protect us always, and save
us from every difficult situation. The LORD is my Shepherd, I
shall not want.
THE PARTICULARS
• David was full of praise and admiration for God because He
was able to deliver him in answer to his prayers no matter how
difficult or threatening his situation was, so much so that he
was really keen for others to join him in his praise to God (16).
• A radiant face is evidence of a person who trusts God fully
(5).

• We are protected continually by heavenly guardian angels (7).
• To really “see” the LORD’s protection and blessing we need to
decide to “taste” it for ourselves; no-one can do this for us (8).
• God’s looking after us is better than if we had the capability
of a young lion to defend and fend for ourselves (9-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you trusting God to meet all your needs? What particular need(s) do you have today? Will you trust Him fully in
this?
• Do you take hold of every opportunity to join with others to
praise God for His protection and provision? How often does
this occur? Do you sing enthusiastically at church meetings?
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Fear of the LORD 101.

DAY 9
THE PASSAGE

PSALM 34:11-22

THE POINT The “fear of the LORD” never comes naturally to
us; it involves a learning process that requires serious sustained commitment, but the rewards we get from the Lord are
well worth the effort.

THE PARTICULARS
• We need to learn God’s ways as children learn in school (11).
• God blesses all who seek His ways with good days, protection,
close personal attention to needs, deliverance, acquittal. Verse
20 was fulfilled specifically for Jesus on the cross (12-22).

PSALM 35:1-10

THE POINT This psalm reflects the words Moses spoke as
Pharaoh’s army approached God’s people who were trapped
and helpless at the Red Sea: “The LORD will fight for you; you
need only to be still.” (Exodus 14:14). There is abundant evidence in Scripture the we can depend on God to protect us
from all our enemies.
THE PARTICULARS
• David uses strong and explicit military language to call on his
God for help at a time when he is being viciously attacked. He
needs God’s spoken reassurance: “I am your salvation” (1-3).
• David is aware of the help of angels against his enemies; it is

PSALM 35:11-28

THE POINT David knew he could keep on trusting God even
when friends he had helped and defended turned against him.
His unfailing confidence in God sustained him even when his
circumstances might have caused him to question God’s providence.
THE PARTICULARS
• David had to contend with the attacks and taunts of people
he had helped, protected and encouraged in the past. This
betrayal by friends was particularly hard for him to bear, so he
relied heavily on God’s help, protection and final vindication.
• Sometimes when we pray for others our prayers seem to fall

DAY 1 2
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 36:1-12
THE POINT If we leave God out of our lives it affects everything we do – we become the opposite of all He intended for
us, made in His image.
THE PARTICULARS
• The characteristics of the wicked man are:
– he has no respect or time for God in his life (1);
– he is so caught up with his own importance that He is
totally blind to his sin, let alone able to see it as wrong (2);
– he is deceitful in his speech (3);
– he has lost all wisdom and ability to do what is good (3);
– he is always planning evil, even outside “working hours”
(4);
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a spiritual battle, needing to be fought with spiritual forces (6).
• We should not be surprised when people try to ambush us as
we seek to walk with the Lord and obey His commands (4-8).
• David begins to praise God for victory he knows will come
even while the battle is still raging all around him (9-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you being attacked for being a faithful follower of Jesus?
Have you asked God to fight for you, to protect and save you?
• How are Jesus’ life (eg temptations in the wilderness), His
death and resurrection an outworking of the truth of this
psalm?

When “friends” are enemies.

DAY 1 1
THE PASSAGE

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• The beginners’ “Fear of the LORD” check list – Do your tongue and lips always observe the “Is it true? Is it
kind? Is it necessary?” rule before kicking into action?
– Do you make a positive decision to recognise what is evil
and turn away from it (while watching television for instance)?
– Do you make a positive decision to discover what is good
and do it (even if no-one else is looking on or is able to help)?
– Do you make a positive decision to find out what will lead
to greater harmony and peace and pursue it without giving up?
– Does your sinfulness break your heart and crush your
spirit?
– Do you do all things with the attitude of being a servant?

The LORD will fight for you.

DAY 1 0
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y
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on deaf ears causing us great grief and pain; but we are not
alone.
• Throughout Scripture, the cry, “O Lord, how long...?” is often
on the lips of God’s people. Seemingly “unanswered” prayer
teaches us patience and perseverance (17; cf Romans 5:3-5).
• It is really hard when God’s enemies gloat if things go wrong
for us, but prayer and praise enable us to get through (17-28).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Are you experiencing what David experienced? Pray in faith!
• Do you know someone else experiencing such difficulties?
Pray in faith for them and look for ways to encourage them.

If God is missing, all is lost.
– he never turns away from what is wrong (4).
• In contrast God’s characteristics of faithfulness, righteousness, love, etc, are without limit, impartial, generous, life-giving, and illuminating; they are what sustain and protect His
people (5-9).
• Experiences of God’s faithfulness encourage our faith (1012).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How do all the characteristics of the wicked man stem from
the very first one of having “no fear of God before his eyes”?
What warning is there here for us? (see Psalm 111:10)
• What recent experience has confirmed God’s love, etc, to
you?

b i b l e

No worries.

DAY 1 3
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 37:1-13
THE POINT Our trust in God, and commitment to His ways,
should never be compromised by the pressure of seeing wicked
men prosper.
THE PARTICULARS
• It is a natural reaction, even for believers, to be worried when
evil men are seen to prosper, or to be envious of their apparent
successes. God reminds us, however, that all of life is fleeting,
and therefore that satisfying and lasting successes come only
through obedience to Him; all else is temporary and futile (12).
• God promises to bless all those who put their trust in Him
(3-6).

• God tells us to “be still before Him”, “wait patiently for Him”
(7).
• Fretting and anger must be stopped quickly or they will lead
us into evil, and therefore to the same fate as the wicked (810).
• Meekness is the secret to peace and prosperity in God’s realm
(Matthew 5:5); in spite of the irate plotting of the wicked, God
will have the “last laugh” in their final destruction (11-13).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Psalm 37 answers a very real problem that Christians face in
an evil world opposed to God: If God is in control, why do the
wicked prosper and the good suffer? Are you finding it valid?
• How do the life/death/resurrection of Jesus prove its truth?

Two ways to live... and die.

DAY 1 4
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 37:14-29
THE POINT Just as the righteous and the wicked are completely different in their approach to life, so will they be completely different in the way God deals with them. Present outward appearances may be deceptive, but God knows what the
real situation is, and He has the final say. In the end, His Word
is all that really matters.
THE PARTICULARS
• The wicked abuse the poor and needy, those who seek to
please God; but in the same way God will finally treat them
(14-15).
• Poverty with God is far better than wealth without Him (16).
• Nothing can happen outside God’s sovereign will; even in bad

times He will care for us; we might stumble, but not fall (1724).
• Generosity marks the righteous off from the wicked (21, 26).
• The eternal destinies of the wicked and the righteous are
poles apart (25-29; Jesus illustrates this vividly in Luke 16:1931).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• How are you dealing with the pressures of our society to
make wealth and prosperity the measure of success and security? Are you willing to accept the opposite point of view presented in this psalm? In what practical ways are you showing
in your life that you live by the perspective of Psalm 37?

The test of time.

DAY 1 5
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 37:30-40
THE POINT The eternal law of God is rooted in the righteous man’s heart; the life of the wicked man is rooted in this
passing world; in the end, the fruit in each case is exactly what
we would expect it to be, although the wicked may appear to
do well for a while.
THE PARTICULARS
• The righteous man always does and says what is right and
just – it is the fruit of God’s law written deep in his heart (3031).
• By contrast, the wicked are treacherous and homicidal (32).
• The righteous might suffer, and even be brought to trial by
the evil plans of the wicked, but the LORD will finally bring

justice. Because the world’s ways are their “native soil”, the
wicked might prosper for a time but their days are numbered
and their final downfall is certain; they have no eternal refuge
(33-40).
• The righteous are men of peace; they have a secure future
(37).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Reflect again on how the message of Psalm 37 applied to
Jesus’ life. Does this help you to keep trusting God in difficult
times?
• Are you prepared to take God at His word, patiently entrusting your whole future to Him? How will this affect you today?

Down, and (almost) out.

DAY 1 6
THE PASSAGE

s t u d y

PSALM 38:1-22

THE POINT David has sinned against God, so is suffering
the consequences at a very deep level; there is no part of his
life unaffected. To make matters worse, everyone, including
his close friends, have taken the opportunity to “kick him
while he is down”. In his utter loneliness and distress he cries
out to the LORD for help.
THE PARTICULARS
• David’s great distress is the result of his own sin, a fact he is
prepared to confess openly. He recognises God’s rightful anger
in disciplining him, but still in his grief he pleads for mercy .
• God’s discipline can affect us both physically and emotion-

ally; it can impact our bodies, minds, spirits and relationships.
• David’s close friends not only deserted him at a time of greatest need, they even used the opportunity to criticise him hurtfully.
• Despite all this, David knew the LORD as one who saves.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Have you ever felt utterly abandoned? What did you do?
• What do you do if a fellow believer is in trouble, perhaps as a
result of a sin, say a moral failure? Does Psalm 38 help you to
understand how they feel? How can you help them not to feel
deserted in spite of their failure? Why aren’t we good at this?
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DAY 1 7
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 39:1-13
THE POINT Viewed from a purely human perspective, much
of our life seems confusing and contradictory. We want to cry
out in protest to God that we don’t understand the way He
deals with us, even allowing for our sinfulness and its consequences. But then we realise that in God’s terms our life span
is as nothing, a breath! Why should He care anyway? So our
only option is to throw ourselves on His mercy, leaving everything in His hands. We, at times, might even reach the point
of wishing He wasn’t there!
THE PARTICULARS
• David tried to be loyal by not moaning to others about God’s
harsh dealings with him, but it all got too much for him (1-6).

DAY 1 8
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 40:1-10
THE POINT At last David is starting to see light at the end of
the tunnel and he wants to share with others his newly discovered joy; at last God has vindicated his persevering with trust
and obedience.
THE PARTICULARS
• In Psalms 35-39 David spoke of his dark journey through
times of confusion, discouragement and despair, which he
likened to being in a “slimy pit”. The LORD has now lifted him
out of this pit and set his feet on a rock. He wants everyone to
share the blessing with him as he takes this opportunity to
challenge them also to trust God wholly in hard times. He
now sees clearly how God’s power and grace have been at work

DAY 1 9
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 40:11-17
THE POINT David is now standing on the “rock” God has
provided for him but his troubles are not yet over: his sins still
plague him, his enemies still surround and attack him, he is
still plagued by his own built-in weakness and frailty.
Nevertheless there is now in him a stronger sense of confidence in God’s power to save.
THE PARTICULARS
• David is always aware of the need for the LORD’s mercy, love
and truth to protect him (11).
• David is careful not to underestimate the magnitude of either
his own sins or of the power his spiritual enemies (12).
• David relies on God to confound and repel his enemies (13-

DAY 2 0
THE PASSAGE
PSALM 41:1-13
THE POINT David was a firm advocate for helping the weak
and helpless. When he was in that situation himself he found
that others, rather than helping him, took advantage of his
vulnerability and made things harder for him. This in turn
gave David the opportunity to re-affirm his dependence on the
LORD alone.
THE PARTICULARS
• David’s attitude to the weak and helpless foreshadowed
Jesus’ earthly life. It reflects God’s character in all of Scripture
(1-3).
• Sadly, David did not receive the same consideration he
showed to others when he was in need. This is often the expe-
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What’s life all about?.
• He desperately needed God’s affirmation that there is a
deeper purpose to life than its apparent briefness and futility
(7-12).
• He acknowledged his estrangement from God, and God’s
right to punish him as He did, but pleaded for mercy and deliverance.
• David’s final plea (13) was really sarcasm born of frustration.

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• Why does God include an “outburst” like this in His written
Word? Is it to encourage us to bring all our frustrations to
Him because He wants us to know He understands and really
cares?

Out of the slime... at last!.
in all this (1-5).
• All that God requires of us in the end is the humble submission and obedience to His will coming from having His law
written on our hearts. Jesus set this example for us, as
Hebrews 10:5-7 notes. The suffering in Psalms 35-39 is part
of this process, but in Jesus’ case it was our guilt He bore for
us, not His own (6-8).
• Once we come to realise all this, and see God’s hand in every
detail of our lives, we should want to tell it out others (9-10).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• When God does something wonderful for you do you want to
share it with others? When was the last time this happened?

...but not for long!.
15).
• David always points to the LORD as the focus of his praise
and worship, and the source of his salvation. He encourages
us to do the same thing. He never failed to recognise how his
own vulnerability left him in urgent need of the LORD’s help
(16-17).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What happens if we are not protected by God’s mercy, love
and truth? What sort of problems arise for us if we neglect
Him?
• Read Jesus’ Beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-12. In what ways do
they reflect David’s experiences expressed in these psalms?

A Psalm of David... and Jesus.
rience of those who seek to reflect God’s character in their
lives (4-9).
• Jesus’ own experience was no different. John 13:18 tells us
that Judas’ act of betrayal was a direct fulfilment of Psalm
41:9.
• David’s final shout of vindication and triumph is looking forward to the victory Jesus has won on our behalf (10-13).

TO PONDER ... AND TO PRAY
• What opportunities might God give you today to have
“regard for the weak”? What if it is someone who has/might
hurt you?
• Are you trusting in Jesus alone to be in His presence forever?
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news
Iranian pastor holds fast

P

astor Yousef Nadarkhani refused
to recant his Christian faith at the
fourth and final court hearing in Iran to
appeal his death sentence for apostasy.
Applying sharia law, the court in Rasht
on September 28 gave Nadarkhani, 35, a
final chance to recant Christianity and
return to Islam in order for his life to be
spared. Nadarkhani refused.
At an appeal hearing in June, the
Supreme Court of Iran upheld
Nadarkhani’s sentence but asked the
court in Rasht to determine if he was a
practicing Muslim before his conversion. The court declared that although
Nadarkhani was not a practicing
Muslim before his conversion, he was
still guilty of apostasy due to his Muslim
ancestry.

Fears for Syria

T
he head of the Syrian Catholic
Church is expressing grave concern that
international pressures to topple the
regime of Bashar al-Assad will plunge
the country into civil war — with horrific consequences for the Christian
community.
“It will be confessional, and war in the
name of God is far worse than a political
struggle,” said Patriarch Ignatius
Joseph III Younan. “Since we know
enough about the situation in Iraq, we
fear that the kind of pressure put on
requiring the fall of the government in
Syria will have very bad consequences,
even worse than in Iraq.”
The patriarch instead called upon the
West to advocate for full religious freedom.
Catholic Culture

Nigerians slaughtered

A

rash of attacks by armed Muslim
extremists on villages in Nigeria’s
Plateau state in the past month have left
more than 100 Christians dead, including the elimination of entire families,
sources said. In a guerilla-type “hit and
run” attack on the Christian community
of Vwang Kogot, Muslim attackers on
September 9 killed 14 Christians, including a pregnant woman. Survivors of the
attack told Compass that the assailants
raided the village with the aid of men in
military uniforms of the Nigerian Army.
The next day, Muslim extremists
stormed Vwang Fwil village at about
3am and killed 13 Christians. On
September 8, Muslim extremists
attacked Tsohon Foron village, killing
10 Christians, all members of the family
of Danjuma Gyang Tsok. Emmanuel
Dachollom Loman, chairman of the
Barkin Ladi Local Government
Council, said he had repeatedly reported
attacks to security agencies and the
Nigerian government, but nothing has
been done to protect his people. “This is
becoming too much to bear,” he said.
Compass Direct

Taliban killed minister

P

akistani police have finally admitted
that the Taliban were behind Christian
Minister Shahbaz Bhatti’s murder,
backing away from a previous claim that
a “family dispute” was behind it.
This news was told to Pakistan’s
Senate
Standing
Committee
(Interior) on August 24, 2011, by
Islamabad’s most senior police officer,
IGP Bani Amin Khan, according to The
Express Tribune. The suspects fled to
Dubai.
Bhatti had received numerous death
threats from religious extremists before
his assassination for criticising
Pakistan’s blasphemy laws.
Assist

Afghan churches gone
Governor-killer sentenced
T
he US State Department reports
that there is no Christian church open to A Pakistani court has sentenced a
the public in Afghanistan. There are also policeman to death for killing a politino Christian schools.
The State Department has acknowledged that Afghanistan has seen a
decrease in religious liberty in the past
decade, since American troops have been
active there. The last known Christian
church was demolished last year.

cian who wanted to reform blasphemy
laws and defended a Christian woman
on death row for alleged blasphemy
against Islam. Salman Taseer, Punjab
governor and member of the main ruling
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), was
shot dead outside an upmarket coffee

shop close to his Islamabad home on
January 4.
His police bodyguard, Malik
Mumtaz Hussain Qadri, immediately
confessed to the murder, saying he killed
Taseer over his calls to amend the blasphemy law, which sentences to death
those convicted of defaming the Prophet
Mohammed.
Taseer had attracted widespread condemnation from hardline religious
groups over his support for Asia Bibi, a
Christian mother of five sentenced to
death in November 2010 for alleged
blasphemy.
Judge Pervez Ali Shah announced
the verdict at an anti-terrorism court sitting behind closed doors in the highsecurity Adiyala prison in the capital’s
twin city of Rawalpindi.
AFP

Call for chaplain funding

F
unding for new secular welfare workers in schools announced today by
Australia’s School Education Minister
Peter Garrett must come from a separate program, not from the same pool of
money funding chaplains, according to
the Australian Christian Lobby.
ACL managing director Jim Wallace
said Prime Minister Julia Gillard had
given an election commitment that the
National
School
Chaplaincy
Program would not be secularised.
“There is no problem with the Federal
Government offering schools the choice
between a secular worker and a faithbased chaplain but the Government’s
commitment before the election was
that the chaplaincy program would
retain its unique faith-based pastoral
care emphasis,” Mr Wallace said.

Crackdown in Fiji

F
iji’s military-led government has cancelled the Methodist Church’s annual
conference and banned all church activities except Sunday worship.
According to the World Evangelical
Alliance
Religious
Liberty
Commission (WEA-RLC), the Fijian
regime ordered the Methodist Church to
cancel its annual conference for the third
consecutive year. The authorities issued
the order at the last minute when around
1000 delegates had arrived in Suva,
although the church had gained permission.
WEA-RLC says the government also
issued a directive to the Methodist
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Church through the office of the
Director of Operations of Fiji Police
Force, stating that all church bazaars,
fundraising, rallies, camping, open air
meetings, and sports days should be
stopped immediately.

Christians leave charity

A

Christian organisation has had to
leave a British charity in order to preserve its own integrity after the charity
forbade it to pray with people with debt
problems.
Christians Against Poverty (CAP)
decided to give up its membership of an
umbrella group representing thousands
of advice workers after the latter
declared that “promotion of faith...
[was] incompatible with membership”.
With 870 member organisations,
AdviceUK describes itself as being “in a
unique
position
to
influence
Government departments and other
bodies” and says it “provides a voice to
funders and supporters”.
CAP has been a member of AdviceUK
for six years and says it has never made
prayer a condition of its free service.
Barnabas fund

Christian beheaded

A

kidnapped Christian convert from
Islam has been found decapitated in
south-western Somalia. Juma Nuradin
Kamil was forced into a car by three suspected Islamic extremists from the al
Shabaab terrorist group on August 21,
locals said. His body was found on
September 2.
The kidnapping and subsequent manner of murder suggests that al Shabaab
militants had been monitoring him,
Christian leaders said. Muslim extremists from al Shabaab, a militant group
with ties to al Qaeda, have vowed to rid
Somalia of Christianity, and they control
the area some 400 kilometres from
Mogadishu.
Compass Direct

Sudanese Christians warned

M
uslim extremists have sent text
messages to at least 10 church leaders in
Khartoum saying they are planning to
target Christian leaders, buildings and
institutions, Christian sources in the
Sudanese capital say.
“We want this country to be purely an
Islamic state, so we must kill the infidels
and destroy their churches all over
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Sudan,” said one text message circulating in Khartoum last month. The text
messages were sent in July and August.
Church leaders here said they fear more
persecution as they and their flocks
become targets of local Islamists.
In addition, Muslim extremists from
Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh
arrive in Sudan every two weeks to
undergo training in secret camps in
Khartoum before they are sent to various parts of Sudan to preach Islam and
demolish church buildings, according to
a Christian source in Khartoum.
Compass Direct

Messianic Jews harassed

M

essianic Jews in a suburb west of
Jerusalem continue to be harassed for
following their faith, this time by someone anonymously placing flyers in public
areas singling out members of Messianic
congregations.
The flyers began appearing two
weeks ago in the town of Mevasseret
Zion. Asher Intrater, leader of the
Ahavat Yeshua Congregation, said he
thinks the flyers are “an effort to drive
us out of the neighborhood”. The flyers
posted the addresses and phone numbers of the Messianic Jews, and in some
cases included their photographs. This is
the second time in three months that a
group has singled out Messianic Jews in
Mevasseret Zion for ridicule.
Compass Direct

Christian mother raped

A

fter a Christian mother of five was
allegedly raped by two Muslim men local
Islamists are threatening to harm her
family if charges against the suspects are
not dropped.
On September 15, the 32-year-old
woman said, she was returning home
when three men abducted her at gunpoint, took her to an abandoned house
and raped her. Muslim criminals in
Pakistan, where the population is more
than 95% Muslim, tend to assume they
will not be prosecuted if their victims are
Christians.

Timor promises rights

T
imor President Jose Ramos-Horta
has assured visiting human rights
activists that he remains committed to
freedom and respect for religious minorities.
He met more than 30 groups from 14
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Asia-Pacific countries on September 22
in a discussion organised by Diplomacy
Training Program (DTP), an Australiabased human rights body.
Some 97% of the 1.2 million population are Catholics. Rui Pereira dos
Santos of the national human rights
institution (Provedoria) said: “We have
been trying to include Muslims and
Protestants in government posts so they
also feel [that] their rights are protected.”
UCA News

Muslims help church

M
uslims in Kashmir, in the northwest of the Indian subcontinent, are
supporting the re-building of a Christian
school that was destroyed by fire during
anti-Christian violence one year ago.
“What happened here is certainly
wrong and it should not have happened.
I can assure you that our people will not
allow it to happen again,” Munshi
Mukhtar Ahmed, a Muslim teacher in a
government school in the town of
Tangmarg, told ENInews.
“The burning of the school was a big
loss for the local (Muslim) community
and they are still feeling the pinch of it,”
said Ahmed. The church-run school has
about 450 students, almost all of them
Muslims.
ENI

Laos church confiscated

A
uthorities in Laos have forcibly confiscated a church building in
Savannakhet Province on September 14
due to lack of official permission. The
church had not applied for a building
permit as the country routinely denies
such applications, sources said.
Christians in Laos often do not risk
applying for a building permit as it draws
unwanted attention and can preempt
any chance of building a simple structure, the sources said; authorities generally ignore a lack of building permit if
religious groups cause no problems.
The confiscation of the Dongpaiwan
village church building by Saybuli district officials, police and military personnel came shortly after officials in
Nonsawang
village,
also
in
Savannakhet, ordered 10 Christians
evicted from Nonsawang in July to leave
the temporary shelters they had built on
their rice paddies, Human Rights
Watch for Lao Religious Freedom
reported.
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agenda
Faith surges after 9/11
By Michael Ireland

N

ew Yorkers are more spiritually
active today than they were immediately
following the 9/11 attacks, according to a
new study.
For the 10th anniversary of America’s
largest terrorist event, Barna Group
tracked the long-term spiritual profile at
one of the epicentres of the attacks –
New York City.
According to R. Leigh Coleman, a
reporter for the Christian Post, the immediate chaos after the September 11
attacks was unprecedented as millions
flocked to churches and houses of worship. The intense, heartbreaking anguish
felt by the victims was felt throughout
the nation.
Researchers wanted to know how long
did that spiritual behaviour last?
A new study released in late August
shows that within a few months the spiritual lives of the nation’s population were
back to pre-attack levels, which means
their faith did not last long.
Researchers say the faith of New
Yorkers changed significantly from
September 2004 to January 2011. Their
religious behaviour (like going to church,
reading the Bible, and praying) started to
steadily increase.
“Most of the change in spiritual behaviour seems to have happened since the
middle of the last decade. Church participation in the New York market especially
has shifted most since 2004,” said David
Kinnaman, Barna Group president.
Church attendance has grown from
31% in 2000 to 46% today, while the
number of New Yorkers identifying as
born again surged from 20% in the late
1990s to 32% today.
The Christian Post article on the study
say that since the 9/11 attacks, there
have been other threats of terrorist
attacks, the Wall Street crisis, and the
weakening economy and personal factors
such as immigration, marriage or health
issues.
“Whatever the combination of causes,
the residents of the New York City region
are more spiritually active, more likely to
be ‘churched,’ and more committed to
Christ than they were a decade ago,”
Kinnaman said.
Assist

Tithing: Christians split

Mexicans agree on freedom

By Michelle Vu

By Michael Ireland

A
majority of evangelical leaders An international Christian organisabelieve that the Bible does not require tion working for religious freedom
Christians to tithe, according to a new
survey by the National Association of
Evangelicals in the US.
It found 58% of respondents (members of the NAE board of directors) said
they do not think giving 10 per cent of
one’s income to the church is mandated
by the Bible, while 42% do.
But the wording of the survey may
explain why most of the respondents
said offering a tithe, a strong tradition
among evangelical churches, is not a
duty of believers, according to Dr John
Walton, professor of Old Testament at
Wheaton College in Illinois. He said
the word “required” is the operative
term.
“People who might have felt very
strongly about tithing still would have
said, ‘Well no, but I’m not sure I would
call it required,’” Walton said. “It’s back
to the old [argument], are we under law
or under grace.”
Many of the NAE leaders noted in
their response that although tithing is
an Old Testament legal model, New
Testament Christians should give out of
generosity. The overwhelming majority,
95 per cent, of respondents said they
give at least 10%.
“Anything less seems like an ungenerous response to God,” wrote David Neff,
editor-in-chief of Christianity Today, in
his response.
Dr Kurt Fredrickson, director of
the Doctor of Ministry Programme at
Fuller Seminary in Pasadena,
California, said the language he is
increasingly hearing among pastors is
“whole life stewardship”.
“It is about how do we give our whole
selves to God, which includes money of
course, but also our time and gifts,” said
Frederickson, who was a pastor for 24
years.
“Still, the 10 per cent standard in the
Old Testament can serve as a benchmark”, he said. “Sort of like the benchmark for tips in a restaurant. It sets what
the expectations are.”
Christian Post

through advocacy and human rights, is
welcoming the recent agreement signed
by Catholic and Protestant leaders and
the government to resolve a religious
conflict in the village of San Rafael
Tlanalapan, Mexico.
Christian Solidarity Worldwide
says that in the agreement, both religious communities agree to promote
religious freedom and tolerance in their
community.
According to CSW, the situation in
San Rafael Tlanalapan, located in
Puebla State in central Mexico,
received international press coverage
when in early September hardline traditionalists threatened to “lynch and crucify” some 70 Protestant members of
the community. Many of the Protestants
fled or took refuge in the church.
According to local press reports the
Catholic Church took quick steps to
remove the local priest accused of instigating the conflict. Puebla State officials
also intervened and over the course of
the month helped to negotiate an agreement between both religious communities.
In a media update, CSW explained:
“In the written agreement, signed by
government officials and representatives on both sides, Catholics and
Protestants agreed to promote religious
freedom, encourage respect for one
another and other religious groups, and
to instruct their religious leaders to promote the rule of law. In addition, the
Protestants promised to move their
place of worship within the town in
order to help avoid future tensions and
the government officials agreed to offer
support in the process of relocation.”
CSW added that it continues to be
concerned about an unresolved situation in San Jose de Axuxco, also in
Puebla State where traditionalist hardliners continue to prevent Protestants’
access to water. Tensions there first surfaced in May after the Protestants, all
members of a local Baptist church,
refused to contribute financially to a
Catholic religious festival.
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In six days
Attempts ancient and modern to deny a young earth fail.

Peter Barnes

N

o section of Scripture has
come under more sustained
and vehement attack than
Genesis 1-11, that part of
Scripture which deals with the creation,
the fall, the flood, and the tower of
Babel. “Genesis” means “origin”. In these
chapters we have the origins of the
world, of life, of mankind, of marriage,
and of the entry of sin into a world that
God had declared to be “very good”. To
dismantle Genesis is to dismantle the
whole Christian view of the origins.
Since Charles Darwin published his
On the Origin of Species in 1859,
however, public opinion has been fed,
and been all too ready to believe, that the
hypothesis of evolution has disproved
the book of Genesis. Sir Julian Huxley
has said: “We all accept the fact of
evolution . .. The evolution of life is no
longer a theory. It is a fact. It is the basis
of all our thinking.” Richard Dawkins is
quite serious, and says that anyone who
rejects evolution is “ignorant, stupid or
insane (or wicked – but I’d rather not
consider that)”. F. J. A. Hort considered
that Darwin’s book was “unanswerable”.
One could multiply quotations along
this line, but it is all a little strange
because Darwin himself admitted in
1856 to Asa Gray “the many huge
difficulties on this view”.
The Church has been intimidated,
and gone onto the back foot, not only
about Genesis but about the whole Bible.
Douglas Kelly has followed Henry

The age of the earth and the nature of
the days of creation has sparked intense
discussion in recent issues. Here two
senior Presbyterian ministers look at
the case for and against a young earth.

Morris in saying that there are at least
200 quotations or allusions to Genesis in
the New Testament, and more than 100
references to Genesis 1-11. The two
Testaments fit together, and an attack
on Genesis logically implies an attack on
what is built on Genesis. Those who do
not believe Moses and the prophets will
not be convinced even if someone rises
from the dead (Lk 16:31). Jesus’
challenge to His opponents was: “If you
believed Moses, you would believe Me,
for he wrote about Me. But since you do
not believe what he wrote, how are you
going to believe what I say?” (Jn 5:4647). A rejection of the words of Moses
logically leads to a rejection of Jesus who
accepted the words of Moses.
The creation tells us that there is a
creator (Ps. 19:1-3; Rom. 1:20). Those
who do not believe that there is one cre-
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ator of all the world need to hear that as
part of hearing the gospel (see Acts
17:24, 30-31). One who believes that we
all got here by some fluke – a Big Bang
ages ago, and hey presto, we are on the
way – will not make much sense of the
claims of Christ. How can one believe in
the One who rose from the dead (a new
creation e.g. John 20-21) unless one also
believes that this One also made the
world (the old creation e.g. Jn 1:3)? The
God of the Bible is the God of nature.
True science cannot contradict true theology. Sir Francis Bacon rightly spoke of
God’s “two books” – Scripture and
nature – which, coming from the same
author, must be in agreement with one
another.

I

n the past 150 years the Church has
seen a plethora of notions about the
creation. The gap theory has been
popular with some Christians, from the
time of Thomas Chalmers who died in
1847. It was popularised by the notes in
the Scofield Bible, and was widely
accepted in fundamentalist circles.
According to the gap theory, Genesis 1:2
should be translated as “The earth
became without form and void” i.e. there
was a creation, a collapse, and then a recreation. This leaves room for an old
earth, and for a fossil record reaching
back millions of years, but there is
something desperate about this
exegesis.
When evolution was becoming more
acceptable to the general population,
even conservative theologians such as B.
B. Warfield and James Orr came to
accept theistic evolution as compatible
with biblical Christianity. In more recent
times, Meredith Kline and Henri Blocher
have viewed the first two chapters of
Genesis as more poetry than strict
science. Meanwhile, Bernard Ramm,
James Montgomery Boice, and Davis
Young have embraced what is called
progressive creation.
The Bible speaks of the four corners

y o u n g
of the earth (Rev. 7:1) and also speaks of
the sun rising and setting (Eccles. 1:5). If
these descriptions are taken literally, any
kind of science is set over and against
the Bible. This is a warning that the Bible
contains many literary genres, and is not
designed to be always taken literally. For
example, when Isaiah says that the
mountains and the hills shall break forth
into singing before you, and all the trees
of the field shall clap their hands (Isa.
55:12), he is not writing a scientific
treatise. The ancient Hebrews had a
developed concept of poetry – and God
Himself is more than willing to use
poetry as a vehicle for divine truth.
This raises the issue of the literary
genre of the early chapters of Genesis.
Do they belong with the scientific
treatises or with poetry? Sandy Grant
considers that the early chapters of
Genesis might best be called “figurative
history” – “that is, history which has
artistic figurative elements which do not
necessarily need to be taken literally.” He
compares it to the parable of the tenants
in Matthew 21.
The evangelical Old Testament
scholar, Gordon Wenham, also tries to
avoid a Bible-versus-science debate, and
warns against those who would
interpret
Genesis
1-2
“overliteralistically”. He adds that “at best, all
language about God is analogical”. Henri
Blocher’s approach is somewhat similar,
although, despite his detailed exegesis,
it remains not altogether obvious why
Adam is a literal man but the tree of life,
the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil, and the snake are not to be taken
literally.

T

here have been many attempts to
explain the six days of Genesis 1. In
the early Church, Origen and Augustine
are often cited as two who did not
believe in a literal six-day creation.
Origen was inclined to a much longer
period, but Augustine seems to have
been bewildered why God took so long.
The great African father commented:
“What kind of days these are is difficult
or even impossible for us to imagine, to
say nothing of describing them.” He
thought that God probably created the
world in an instant.
P. J. Wiseman tried to popularise the
view that God took six days to reveal
what happened at the creation. On this
view, Genesis 1 is not the record of
creation but the record of the revelation
of creation. The Gap Theory tried to
make room for millions of years, but it
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still considered that the days of Genesis
1 were literal days. The millions of years
were fitted in between Genesis 1:1 and
Genesis 1:2.
More popular now is the view that the
days were not necessarily of 24 hours’
duration. This was accepted by
evangelical stalwarts such as Charles
Hodge in the 19th century, and by
Edward Young and Francis Schaeffer in
the 20th. John Murray thought that the
days were not necessarily six successive
days. In Genesis 2:4 “the day” (Hebrew
“yom”) denotes a time period that is not

If God wanted us to
understand the creation
week as a literal week, He
could hardly have made
the point any clearer.

24 hours, and presumably not many
believers are committed to the view that
“the Day of Judgment” is necessarily
something of 24-hour duration. Also,
the sun is created only on the fourth day
in Genesis 1, so, it is sometimes said, the
time frame for the first three days at
least is not a day as we would measure it
by the earth’s rotation around the sun.
There are also appeals to the Psalmist’s
comment that, in the common
paraphrase, a thousand years are as a day
in God’s sight (Ps. 90:4; 2 Pet. 3:8). More
recently, Hugh Ross has emerged as a
more decided proponent of the view that
the six days are not literal.
The most natural reading of Genesis
1, however, would seem to be that the

days are literal and successive. The
fourth commandment declares that we
are to remember the Sabbath day, ‘‘for
in six days the Lord made the heavens
and the earth, the sea, and all that is in
them, and rested the seventh day.
Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath
day and hallowed it” (Ex. 20:11). The
rhythm of man’s working week is based
on the creation week.
Furthermore, it is difficult to explain
away the recurring expression “the
evening and the morning” in Genesis
1:5,8,13, 19, 23, 31. So emphatic is this
that it is hard to escape the conclusion
that if God wanted us to understand the
creation week as a literal week, He could
hardly have made the point any clearer.
It is somewhat mystifying to attach
much meaning to an evening and
morning of an era extending for millions
of years.

T

he theological argument is also
compelling. According to the Bible,
there was no death until there was sin.
The creation is cursed only after Adam
sinned (cf. Gen. 3; Rom. 5:12-21; 8:1925). This implies that all the fossils of
dead animals must date from after
Adam’s fall. If there was blood and
violence in the creation before Adam
sinned, the theological structure of the
biblical message would appear to suffer
considerable dislocation.
This would mean that conventional
dating methods have provided the
wrong answers. Radiometric dating
works with a number of assumptions,
namely, a constant half-life, an isolated
system,
and
known
boundary
conditions. There is thus an assumption
of uniformitarianism. Because of the
Flood, these conditions are not met, and
this would play havoc with dating
methods. After the Flood, there was
presumably an increase in the
radiocarbon content of the atmosphere
because of the disappearance of the
water vapour canopy which may have
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protected the atmosphere (Gen. 7:1112). The world would then seem to be
older than it is.
It was not for nothing that the liberal
scholar Marcus Dods stated that if the
days of Genesis 1 are not literal 24-hour
days, then the interpretation of the
Bible is “hopeless”.
We find the phrase “according to its
kind” in Genesis 1 verses 11, 12, 21, 24,
25. According to the hypothesis of
evolution, reproduction can lead to
strange results. We started out with a
single-celled creature, and millions of
years later this has become a fish, then a
reptile, then a bird, then a mammal,
then a monkey, and finally human
beings belonging to the United Nations.
Genesis 1, however, implies that there is
a built-in stability. For example, there
will be big horses (e.g. the Clydesdale)
and small horses (the Shetland pony),
but horses will only beget horses.
There is an easy way to check this –
look at the fossil record. If Darwinian
evolution is correct, there should be
transition animals everywhere as one
species evolves into another. If Genesis
is correct, one would expect to find no
transition animals (this is not to say that
Genesis’ “kind” is identical to the
modern term ‘species’, but that there is a
locking-in mechanism). What do we find
in the fossil record? Darwin himself was
unable to point to any single instance of
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a definite graded evolutionary sequence
of organisms in the paleontological
record. In fact, he confessed that
“Nature may almost be said to have
guarded against the frequent discovery
of her transitional or linking forms.” As
Duane Gish has shown, the missing links
between species are still missing – and

Genesis is not given to
us as a poetic expression of truth dressed up
in allegories and
symbols. There is poetry
in the Bible, but this is
not poetry.
missing virtually everywhere.
Stephen Jay Gould, an ardent
evolutionist
and
Marxist,
was
passionately committed to the
hypothesis of evolution, but he
acknowledged that there was little
evidence for slow evolutionary change:

‘‘The fossil record does not support it;
mass extinction and abrupt origination
reign.” Michael Denton is no creationist
(as yet), but he calls evolution “a theory
in crisis”, and writes of “the virtual
complete absence of intermediate and
ancestral forms from the fossil record”.
In short, the fossil record supports
Genesis 1, not Darwinian evolution. The
missing links are missing everywhere.
In 2000 my wife and I went into the
Sydney Art Gallery to see an exhibition
of the Dead Sea Scrolls. There were a
multitude of advertisements for
features on the creation myths of
various cultures, including the
Aboriginal creation myths (such as the
Rainbow Serpent stories) and the
Genesis creation myth. The obvious
problem is that Genesis 1-11 does not
present itself primarily as myth or
poetry. There are genealogies in
chapters 5 and 10, and these are sober
straightforward accounts – unlike the
wild genealogical accounts to be found in
Assyrian documents. Genesis is not
given to us as a poetic expression of
truth dressed up in allegories and
symbols. There is poetry in the Bible, but
this is not poetry.

T

he attempt to reconcile Genesis and
evolution almost invariably leads to
compromise on the part of Christians.
Back in 1964, the Old Testament scholar
R. L. Harris wrote: ‘‘I am appalled at the
freedom with which our Christian
scientists are toying with the Biblical
texts.” Interestingly enough, C. S. Lewis
was one Christian who became more
disenchanted with the whole hypothesis
of evolution. On December 9, 1944, he
wrote to his friend Captain Bernard
Acworth (an ardent anti-evolutionist):
‘‘I can’t have made my position clear. I
am not either attacking or defending
Evolution. I believe that Christianity can
still be believed, even if Evolution is
true.” By 1951 his tone was changing,
and he wrote to the same Captain
Acworth: ‘‘What inclines me now to
think you may be right in regarding
[evolution] as the central and radical lie
in the whole web of falsehood that now
governs our lives is not so much your
arguments against it as the fanatical and
ap
twisted attitudes of its defenders.”
Peter Barnes is minister of
Revesby Presbyterian Church,
Sydney.
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Ancient of days
Neither science nor the Bible require belief in six 24-hour days.

David Palmer

O

n the basis of Peter Hastie’s
interview with Dr Noel
Weeks (AP, February), in
which
Dr
Weeks
championed both 24-hour days of
creation and a “very young” world,
coupled with a flood of letters following
the Rev. Peter Dunstan’s objection to “a
literal recent six 24-hour day creation”
(AP, May 2011), readers might be
excused for thinking young earth
creationism was de rigueur within the
denomination. They might even thing
Peter Dunstan was skirting the
boundaries of heresy.
I was disturbed by the virulence of the
attack on Mr Dunstan, some of which
imputed positions to him he may or may
not hold.
I would like to reassure AP readers
that my ordination vows as a minister of
the Presbyterian Church of Australia do
not commit me to a young earth
creationist position – likewise for all of
my ministerial colleagues regardless of
whether they individually subscribe to a
young earth or not.
For the record, I consider myself to be
an undogmatic old earth creationist
willing to allow some space for
evolution, at least at the micro level.

T

he issue of the days of creation and
age of the earth were thoroughly
canvassed in the theologically orthodox
Presbyterian Church in America (PCA)
in the late 1990s. A committee
comprising representative of differing
viewpoints prepared a report accessible
at
http://www.pcahistory.org/creation/report.html.
The 2000 General Assembly went on
to approve the motion “That since
historically in Reformed theology there
has been a diversity of views of the
creation days among highly respected
theologians, and, since the PCA has
from its inception allowed a diversity,
that the assembly affirm that such
diversity as covered in this report is

The relevant studies
related to the age of the
earth are geology,
astronomy and cosmology, and these are not
so easily brushed aside.
acceptable as long as the full historicity
of the creation account is accepted.”.
I’ll start with a few brief comments
regarding the theory of evolution before
going on to argue against a literal six 24hour day, young earth position or, as I
will refer to it, “the 6/24 interpretation”.
I studied first year zoology including
evolution as the framework for the origin and diversity of life in 1961 under
Professor L.C. Birch at Sydney
University. I had no defences against
evolution until I came across Bernard
Ramm’s Christian View of Science and
Scripture in the mid-1960s. Later, like
many, I found Michael Denton’s 1985
Evolution: a Theory in Crisis with its focus
on palaeontology, morphology and molecular biology a devastating critique of
evolution, while John Lennox’s more
recent God’s Undertaker: Has Science
buried God? has widened Denton’s argument to include the cosmological argument against macro-evolution.
Today, we are the beneficiaries of
such progress in science as the Big Bang
theory which posits a beginning for the
universe – itself no help to evolution,
the extraordinary complexity of creation being demonstrated by microbiology (irreducible complexity) and the
ongoing saga of missing intermediary

forms in the fossil record. Not only is
macro-evolution reeling at the level of
scientific evidence but it fails to answer
simple questions like what is the origin
of the universe, why is there something
and not nothing, what is the origin of
life – how do you get life from non-life,
what is the origin of mind – how does a
living being become a self conscious
being?
Another kind of argument against
evolution is set out in David Stove’s
Darwinian Fairytales. Stove was
Professor of Philosophy at Sydney
University in the 1980s. In essence
Stove’s point is that the Darwinian
requirement for a constant and
unremitting battle for survival with few
winners is the last thing required for the
survival of the human race. Human history gives the lie to Darwinian evolution.
So to briefly summarise: While I
found the theory of evolution an uncomfortable bedfellow with the Genesis 1
account of the miracle of Adam and Eve’s
beginnings, it is the scientific evidence
and philosophical argument that
destroys Darwinian evolution.

N

ow to the question of the Days of
creation and the age of the earth.
The fundamental reason for my
opposition to the 6/24 interpretation is
that it flies in the face of the testimony
of God’s general revelation found in
nature. God has two books – the written
word and the book of nature. At one
point in the interview with Peter Hastie,
Dr Weeks answers, “my best guess is that
the world is very young”. He goes on
(misleadingly) to say, “I know this
doesn’t fit with modern evolutionary
views, but we need to remember that all
the theories relating to evolution are
quite conjectural”.
Evolution has absolutely nothing to
do with the age of the earth. The
relevant studies related to the age of the
earth are geology, astronomy and
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cosmology, and these are not so easily
brushed aside.
We have in fact been down this path
once before as to whether the sun
revolved around the earth or the earth
around the sun. This was a hot topic
before, during and after the
Reformation. Eventually the Church,
which had argued the geocentric view,
citing texts like Joshua 10:13 and
Psalms 19:5,6 and 104:5, acknowledged
the testimony of general revelation that
in fact the earth revolved around the
sun.

W

hile we are entitled to be unremittingly hostile to Darwinian evolution with no place for a Creator, we are
foolish to reject science in general in
relation to the world in which we find
ourselves. To set out the main lines of
argument for an old earth would require
another article. From a Christian perspective, with some reservations on my
part, the volume, Portraits of Creation, by
Van Til et al is a good starting point.
To say with the proponents for a
young earth that God created things
with the appearance of age is to beg the
question, and for what purpose if not to
deceive? And the reliance on catastrophism is at best a theory short on
proof.
Much is made by proponents of the
6/24 interpretation that up until a
couple of centuries ago Christians
believed the six days were 24-hour days.
Leaving aside whether this is entirely
true, it is worth pointing out that in the
one place in Calvin’s Institutes
(Institutes 1.14.1&2) where Calvin
references God’s work of creation “in six
days” and an age of the world extending
back 6000 years, he also states that God
“could have made (the world) very many
millenniums earlier” (italics added).
Not only so, but Calvin offers a very
positive view of human competence in
art and science: “If the Lord has willed
that we be helped in physics, dialectics,
mathematics, and other like disciplines,
by the work and ministry of the ungodly,
let us use this assistance. For if we
neglect God’s gift freely offered in these
arts, we ought to suffer just punishment
for our sloths” (Institutes 2.2.16).
The very least we can say is that while
Calvin affirmed creation in six days and
6000 years for the age of the world
during his lifetime, we are not entitled to
say that would be his view if he lived
today. Much the same can be said of the
authors of the Westminster Confession
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of Faith (WCF). Consider the scope
granted within the Confession and
Larger Catechism to “the light of
nature”.
Regarding our Reformed heritage, it
needs to be said that the 19th century
Princeton theologians, men such as
Charles Hodge, A.A. Hodge, and B.B.
Warfield, who regarded themselves as
the upholders of Reformed orthodoxy
and of the Westminster Standards, did
not understand the 6/24 interpretation
to be exegetically required by a careful
reading of Genesis 1. Gresham Machen
said in relation to the days of Genesis 1:
“It is certainly not necessary to think
that the six days spoken of in that first

and the only group promoting the 6/24
interpretation were the Seventh Day
Adventists. Certainly in all my years of
membership it never featured in the
Evangelical Union with its focus on
evangelism and Bible teaching.
I need to round off this argument by
saying a little more about the separate
roles of Scripture and General
Revelation because this is where the
fault line runs. Young-earth Christians
are trying to squeeze scientific answers
out of Scripture when those answers lie
in Nature. It is actually even worse than
that, as I have found time and time again
in conversation with young-earth
people: if you don’t believe the Bible
teaches the 6/24 interpretation, you
don’t believe Bible and maybe you are
not even a Christian!

A

The insistence on a
young earth is driven by
an American anti-confessional fundamentalism
which denies the reformation understanding
of the two books,
Scripture and nature.
chapter of the Bible are intended to be
six days of 24 hours each. We think of
them rather as very long periods of
time”.
Ultimately the insistence on a young
earth is driven by an American anticonfessional fundamentalism which
denies the reformation understanding
of the two books, the book of Holy
Scripture and the book of Nature. This
denial goes back to the 16th century
Anabaptist rejection of natural
revelation and natural law. It is not part
of our Reformed heritage.
At this point it is worth pointing out
that the young earth position has
arguably only come into prominence
with the arrival in Australia of the
Christian school and home-schooling
movements and the dependence, in
large part, on science texts reflecting
American fundamentalist concerns.
As noted earlier, I was at Sydney
University in the first half of the 1960s
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gainst such a view, the classical
Reformed view is that the
sufficiency of Scripture is for “faith and
life” (WCF 1.6). More particularly
regarding life in the world and its right
understanding, Scripture establishes the
general theological principles (e.g. the
divine attributes, the Creator/creature
distinction, the cultural mandate, love of
God and neighbour) that become the
lens through which we interpret and
apply the knowledge found in general
revelation. General revelation provides
the scientific particulars that enable us
to better understand the world in order
that we might fulfil the cultural mandate
of Genesis 1:26f.
In other words, the Scriptures, while
being the infallible and inerrant
revelation of God’s saving work in
human history, are not a textbook for
the various disciplines of botany,
zoology,
geology,
astronomy,
mathematical computation nor a
manual for architects, parents,
mechanics or school teachers. To learn
the age of the universe is properly the
study of geology, astronomy and
cosmology. The unequivocal testimony
of such study is that the universe and the
earth are very old, even billions of years
old.
To argue so, is not to acquiesce in the
tenets of atheistic naturalism! God
“speaks” through what He has created
(Ps 19:1-4). For us to ignore or reject
what the record of nature tells about the
intricacy, fine tuning and age of all that
God has fashioned out of nothing is as
foolish as to ignore the Bible’s testimony
concerning the way of salvation in
Christ.

y o u n g
Thomas Burnet, chaplain to William
III, wrote in Sacred History of the Earth
(1681), “Tis a dangerous thing to engage
the authority of Scripture in disputes
about the natural world, in opposition to
reason, lest time, which brings all things
to light, should discover that to be
evidently false which we have made
Scripture to assert... We are not to
suppose that any truth concerning the
natural world can be an enemy of
religion; for truth cannot be an enemy of
truth. God is not divided against
Himself”.

T

urning now to my own
(undogmatic!) view of Genesis 1 & 2
– and I do wholeheartedly acknowledge
the full authority, historicity and
inerrancy of these chapters: I confess
Adam and Eve to be real persons living in
the not too distant past, the creation of
all life out of nothing, while noting the
special features of God’s creation of our
first parents. I confess the reality of the
Fall as per the details recounted in
Genesis 3.
Whilst I grant Genesis 1 can be
understood as teaching that God’s
creative activity occurred over the
course of six 24-hour days, I demur to do
so for a variety of reasons including
details such as the sun not appearing
until Day 4, Day 7 not having a
designated evening given that it
represents the seventh day of God’s rest
in which we now continue (Hebrews 4). I
also note the impossibly huge amount of
activity as set out in Genesis 1 and 2 to
be accomplished within a 24-hour Day 6,
further note in Genesis 2:4 the
expression “in the day that God made the
earth and the heavens” (italics added) to
cover the six days of creation set out in
Genesis 1. And I do wonder, given the
proximity of a universal flood under the
6/24 interpretation, say 5000 years ago
and strictly limited space within Noah’s
ark, just how do you account for today’s
5 million plus species?
Whether there were gaps between the
days or the days were long periods of
time I don’t know and nor am I troubled
in not knowing. Personally, I find the
framework hypothesis of Henri Blocher
set out in his book, In the Beginning,
enormously attractive.
For those who are unfamiliar with
this understanding, its essential point
is to understand the six days as a
literary device, to view the author’s
intention as to bring out certain
themes and provide a theology of the
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Sabbath rather than to supply a
chronology of events.
In this understanding Days 1, 2 and 3
are seen to correspond to Days 4, 5 and
6. Thus, corresponding to the light of
Day 1 are the luminaries of Day 4; to the

We are not to suppose
that any truth concerning the natural world
can be an enemy of
religion; for truth
cannot be an enemy of
truth. God is not divided
against Himself.

animals including mankind as the
pinnacle of creation and the gift of food
on Day 6.
This schema may be likened to spaces
demarcated by divine acts of separation
(Days 1-3) then of their corresponding
peopling (Days 4-6), of distinguishing
between the work of separation from the
work of adornment.
Arguably, it is the establishment of a
theology of the Sabbath which drives the
placing of God’s creational activity
within the structure of the six Days of
Genesis 1.
Well, I won’t press the literary
framework view. As I say, I’m not
dogmatic on the issue which I take to be
an acceptable Reformed position.
What I do know is that I am filled
with wonder, amazement and delight by
the account of creation given in Genesis
1 & 2 – it fills me with awe, praise and
adoration of our great creator God of
whom we must say, “Our help is in the
name of our God, maker of heaven and
ap
earth”.

Thomas Burnet

creation of the expanse of the sky and
the separation of the waters of Day 2
correspond the birds and fish of Day 5;
to the appearance of dry land and of
vegetation of Day 3 correspond the land

The Rev. David Palmer is
convener of the Victorian
Church and Nation
Committee.
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letters
Don’t limit God

I

t seems strange that there should be
so much concern about someone called
Darwin. Christians once read the Bible
and came up with an image of creation
which is to be found in old drawings. It
showed a flat earth, with sun and moon
going around, and a bowl above with
stars in it. Eventually it was discovered
that the earth actually was a ball, and it
went around the sun.
After becoming terribly excited, the
religious establishment accommodated
the new knowledge and moved on.
Today, as knowledge grows apace, (much
because Christian parents told kids to do
their homework, and instilled students
with a work ethic), we still find the old
fear that knowledge will edge God out.
Does this not indicate something
wrong with a certain view of God?
That God is there beyond where we
have not gone yet? And that territory is
getting smaller.
But we also read that it is “By faith
that we know that God Created the
worlds” (Heb. 11:3).
So if it is by faith, and not by reading
science into where it is not, that we
know that God created, our perception of
God becomes greater again.
All knowledge becomes a reading of
God’s Creation, a God who is other, yet
who touched us in His only Son.
Consider the strange world of quantum studies. Why not encourage the scientists in our families, joining with them
in wonder. Praying for their faith.
No, Darwin does not scare me, but a
limited view of God does.
G. Hardie,
West Wyalong, NSW

Creation and gospel

R

ev. Peter Dunstan (Letters, AP,
August) has overlooked the importance
and relevance of using the young age of
the earth to get a hearing for the gospel.
After the Apostle Paul preached
“Jesus and the resurrection” to the
Greeks (Acts 17), they began to mock
and ignore him as a “babbler.” Paul then
changed his approach and proclaimed
creation by God as a means of showing
them the relevance of the gospel and
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their accountability to it.
Likewise today we use the overwhelming evidence for a young earth
(see creation.com) to get people to hear
the gospel and respond to it.
When I taught SRE at Macksville
High School some students asked the
principal when he came into my class,
“Why do we have to do Scripture, the
Bible is not true because dinosaurs died
out before Adam and Eve.” Students are
quick to see inconsistencies in our Bible
teaching such as long ages which imply
death before Adam and Eve, when the
Bible clearly teaches otherwise (Rom.
5:12, 1 Cor. 15:21)
For the next 16 years I found that to
make the gospel relevant to students I
had to give reasons why the earth had a
young age and show that dinosaurs lived
at the same time as people (see creation.com).
After a faltering start and using this
“creation evangelism “approach, my
classes were more willing to give the
gospel a hearing. I can assure Peter that
I have never claimed that belief in a
young earth was necessary for salvation.
I, and many others like the Apostle
Paul in Acts 17, will continue to use“creation evangelism” as a means of making
the gospel relevant in our day.
Philip Irvine,
Nambucca River Presbyterian Church,
NSW

Why Genesis matters

‘E
very word of God is flawless” (Prov.
30:5, italics mine). The New Testament
is not the only revelation given to us by
God concerning Himself. The whole of
the Bible is given to us so that we can
know this God, who ultimately revealed
Himself through the Lord Jesus Christ
(Heb. 1:3).
The gospel, in a nut shell, is “that
Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he
was raised on the third day according to
the Scriptures...” (1 Cor. 15:3b-4). But if
the whole of the Bible gives us the full
revelation that God wanted us to have,
what does it mean when someone says
it’s okay to not believe everything it contains? I agree it is not necessary for salvation to believe in the creation as
described in Genesis, but if you aren’t
believing in the God who says He created
the heavens and the earth and all that
are contained therein in six days, what
god are you believing in? This is the
truth about Paul’s “other gospel”: believ-
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ing in a God of your own making, who is
not the same as the one revealed to us in
the Bible — this is what was anathema
to him.
Jesus said, “Not everyone who says to
me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom
of heaven.” This is a warning for us to
examine ourselves and especially our
beliefs, because no matter how sincere
they might be, if we are trusting in a
false Christ, then we are just as lost as if
we had not believed at all.
Genesis 1-3 is important. Christ is
that Creator God. If people believe what
Rev. Dunstan says, that it’s not important whether they believe in the (literal
account of the) creation or not, then
they could be walking down the path to
destruction.
James said, “we who teach will be
judged more strictly” (3:1). I implore
Rev. Dunstan to reconsider his words,
and especially what he teaches.
Lara Gresham,
Glen Elgin, NSW

Freedom in Hungary

I“Hungary
have read with great interest the item
Harms Rights” (News, AP,
August). The article publishes short
extracts of highly critical and misleading articles about the planned amendments to the religious law of Hungary.
Some of the quotes imply that religious
freedom and democracy itself are seriously threatened in Hungary by the
planned amendment. A few additional
details will hopefully, put this law in
context.
On 12 July 2011 the democratically
elected Hungarian parliament passed an
amendment by two thirds majority to
the law regulating the registration of
religious bodies. About 362 organisations are on the list of registered religious groups. From January 1, 348 of
these groups will be deleted from the list
and have to reapply for registration.
Only 14 of the established denominations remain on the list.
This seems to be a law discriminating
against religious minority groups, but
the consequences of deregistration are
merely of a nominally financial nature.
Unregistered religious bodies are no
longer exempt from income tax and are
ineligible to receive certain state financial support that registered bodies may
receive. In essence, the deregistered religious groups have to prove that they are
bona fide genuine religious organisations if they wish to be re-registered and
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receive financial benefits.
The 14 traditional denominations
remaining on the registered list include:
the Roman Catholic, Presbyterian
(Reformed), Lutheran, and Jewish.
These four denominations cover 70% of
the population. Additionally, the list
includes the Greek and other Orthodox
Catholic, Unitarian, Baptist, and the
Faith Assembly churches.
If any of the remaining 348 groups
can prove that they are genuine
churches, have been in existence for at
least 20 years and have at least 10 members, they will most likely be reregistered. If they do not wish to receive
income tax exemption, they need not
even bother to ask for re-registration, as
there is no other consequence of not
being registered. The law does not interfere in the slightest with the practical
aspects of worship and spiritual religious activities.
Recently I have been involved in
applying for exemption from income tax
for a Presbyterian congregation in
Melbourne. The Australian Taxation
Office (ATO). asked for documentation
to prove that it is a genuine non-profit
religious organisation. Do these requirements threaten religious freedom and
endanger democracy in this country? If
the Hungarian law operated here, I
would not have had to apply to the ATO
because the Presbyterian Church,
including all its congregations, would
have blanket exemption from income
tax.
Dr Géza A. Kósa,
Melbourne, Vic.

Signs of the times

G.
Munro (Letters, AP, August) too
easily dismisses S. McDonald (Letters,
AP, July) in asserting that the church
has replaced Israel as the people of God.
While he correctly states that there is
“one way of salvation for both Jew and
Gentile, ...faith in Jesus Christ”, he
ignores Paul’s clear teaching in Romans
10 and 11 regarding the restoration of
Israel (the nation) to faith in the latter
days, which would have been largely
meaningless to saints of earlier times.
Like S. McDonald, I find that strict
adherence to reformed theology at times
results in a blinkered understanding of
biblical prophecy concerning the end
times. Both the return of the Jews to
their homeland and God’s coming judgment on those nations which will
attempt to destroy Israel are clearly

prophesied in Ezekiel 37-39. With the
nation of Israel surrounded by hostile
powers and rampant anti-semitism on
the rise, there is no longer any justification for blind adherence to a spiritualised understanding of prophecy
devised by 16th-century reformers who
could never have foreseen the current
situation in the Middle East.
Coming from a Brethren background
myself (though I am not a
Dispensationalist), I was dismayed at
the treatment of Revelation during a
recent study series which I attended.
Practically every prophecy pertaining to
the end times was rendered virtually
meaningless through systematic allegorisation of passages clearly intended
to be understood as literal predictions of
future events (eg. the “mark of the
Beast” and the world government of
Antichrist). To those of a premillennial
understanding who are able to discern
the fulfilment of biblical prophecy in
current political and ideological trends,
Senator Brown’s recent advocacy of a
“world parliament” was a sinister milestone which cannot be blithely ignored.
Geoff Earl,
Werribee, Vic.

rejected them. But lest any other individual or group feel tempted to pride or
smugness, look at the warnings in
Hebrews 3. Let those among us who
have had the privilege of growing up in a
Christian home and/or in the church
take heed. To whom much is given, much
will be required and the greater the light
the greater the culpability for the sin of
unbelief.
Of course we should reach out to love
and evangelise Jewish people as we are
able and God will call His elect from
among them (a remnant, if you will). But
how is that different to any nationality?
Some are concerned that the existence in the New Covenant of the church
as Israel (the bride of Christ) somehow
denies Jews their existence. Not so, a
Jew is a Jew, a Korean a Korean, an
Italian is an Italian. It’s just that the only
hope for all these is to find their true
identity in Jesus and His Kingdom.
In 1 Peter 2:9, New Testament believers are referred to as “a chosen people, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation.” Are we
seriously meant to think that there are
two holy nations... two chosen peoples?
Joyce Parle,
South Morang, Vic.

Just one chosen people

A notable contribution

R
egarding recent letters about God’s I want to thank AP for publishing the
plan for Israel, it seems that by making occasional contributions from my colJewish identity an issue some are
rebuilding distinctions that the gospel
has erased.
Old Testament Israel was “blessed to
be a blessing”, and their incredible privilege came with great responsibility. God
warned them what would happen if they
were faithless and ran after other gods.
Unfortunately that is what happened
time and time again and sadly, the history of the Jewish nation became a cautionary tale.
God’s promises to Israel were always
contingent on Israel’s obedience. Jesus
had some very hard words to say in
Matthew 8:5-12 and in his parable in
Matthew 21:33-43 (which the Jews
knew he spoke against them),
“Therefore I tell you the kingdom of God
will be taken away from you and given to
a people who will produce its fruit”
(v43). Abraham was to be the father of
many nations (Rom. 4:11-18) and if we
belong to Christ then we are, “Abraham’s
offspring- heirs according to the
promise.” (Gal. 3:29).
The Jewish nation had many wonderful privileges and blessings and they

league, Rev. David Palmer.
I write to publicly thank him for his
many years of official service as
Convener of the Victorian Church and
Nation Committee and the considerable
contribution he has made to the work of
the Federal Committee as well.
David’s role in advancing our “footprint” in the realm of engagement with
government and public policy-making
leaders and developing contacts with
like-minded people cross-denominationally and beyond should be recognised.
David has worked tirelessly, tactfully,
incisively and leaves a lasting legacy to
the whole Church: 1 Timothy 5:25
applies.
Rev. Stefan Slucki
Convener GAA/SA Church and Nation
Committee

The opinions published in AP letters are
not necessarily endorsed by the editorial
committee.
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prayer
October 2011
21 Thank God for the gospel truth on
which our denomination is founded.
Pray we would continue to believe
that Scripture is the Word of God and
be unashamed of the gospel, and of
Jesus as the only hope of salvation.
22 Pray for our theological colleges, and
others who provide training for
parish ministry, youth work and missionary service. Pray that they may
be wise and faithful to their calling to
equip the trainees in gospel ministry
and lifestyle.
23 The work of the GAA and its officers
and committees, particularly Rt Rev.
David Jones, our current moderatorgeneral, and his vision for church
planting.
24 Pray for the work of your own State
Assembly and those who serve there
– pray for wisdom, grace and the
strength to uphold godly truth.
25 That Christians would be ready and
prepared to give a “reason for the
hope we have”, particularly in the
face of world disasters and suffering.
26 That all believers involved in secular
work would “not let any unwholesome talk come from their mouths”,
but with their words let their light
shine before men.
27 That relationships between employers and employees would be characterized by mutual respect.
28 Pray for ongoing peace in our land
which enables the proclamation of
the gospel (1 Tim. 2:1).
29 Pray that those genuinely searching
for work would find suitable work
and grow in faith.

30 Praise God for stable government,
peace, and the freedoms we enjoy.
Pray that we will not provoke God to
withdraw these privileges by our
“turning away to idols”.
31 Pray that the Spirit may move
through the land, touching those
who govern with wisdom from
above, a hunger for justice, righteousness and integrity.

8

9

10

November 2011
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Pray that the organised campaigns
by atheist groups aimed at marginalising Christian contributions to
society may be thwarted. Pray that
Christian politicians may have the
courage to be faithful.
Pray that the marginalised and disadvantaged will not be forgotten,
especially indigenous brethren and
refugees.
Pray for stable Christ-honouring
marriages and families, in order to
witness to the world. Pray for discernment for Christian families
regarding electronic media.
Pray for fathers in their leadership
of families; for godly homes, in
which the nations’ children can be
nurtured. Remember those who are
single also, that they may find godly
avenues of fulfilment and service.
Give thanks that many politicians
are concerned at the high number of
abortions. Pray for legislative
action and alternative counselling
options for those faced with terminating a pregnancy.
Pray for further adult stem-cell
research, the use of umbilical cells
from newborns, and other advances
in genetics, that may make destructive use of embryos irrelevant.
Pray for those who have been battling
proposed state and federal changes to
Marriage and Adoption laws.

11
12

13
14
15
16

17

18
19
20

Pray that Parliamentary debate on
ethical issues will be influenced by
the fear of God, the beginning of wisdom.
Pray that God will turn the hearts of
men from the conviction that human
rational and experimental knowledge
is the source of all truth, and that the
human will is the arbiter of all things.
Pray that “thosse who are rich in this
present age would not put their hope
in wealth, which is so undertain, but
... hope in God who richly provides us
with everything for our enjoyment”,
and would be generous to others.
Pray for those who struggle financially.
Praise God for the work of Mission
Partners and PIM. Pray for their
effectiveness in mission within our
nation and overseas.
Praise God for PWA, and the untold
ministries that many women undertake.
Praise God for the national journal,
AP, and its vital role in the life of our
denomination.
Pray for all who serve Aboriginal
communities with the gospel in the
ministry of reconciliation.
Praise God that His Son made full
atonement once for all for every sin
of His people and pray that this message will be powerfully proclaimed in
churches around the nation.
Give glory to God for the new and living hope we have through Christ’s
resurrection, and beseech God that
many who seldom attend worship
may realize this today.
Industrial chaplains ministering to
people in their places of employment.
Pray for State Pres Youth organisations and all faithful youth ministry
in our churches.
For God to reveal Christ’s grace and
truth to many living under the darkness of Islam.
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b o o k s

books
Hitting the Holy Road
Stuart Coulton
Nottingham: IVP, 2011.
Reviewed by Peter Barnes

S
tuart Coulton cites Augustine, to the
effect that “the world is a book and those
who do not travel only read one page”.
Stuart has read and travelled, and the
result is a very readable and interesting
Christian history from the period of the
early Church to the Reformation.
Sprinkled with maps and illustrations,
this is an ideal introduction to the rise of
the Christian Church.
I doubt that I have ever read a general
history written in such an accessible
style. Regarding Irenaeus’ theory of
apostolic succession, Stuart’s laconic
comment is that “clearly Irenaeus was
unfamiliar with the children’s game
Chinese Whispers”. That may be a little
too dismissive. In 202 the mother of
Origen is supposed to have hidden his
clothes so that he would not rush outside and seek martyrdom, in imitation of
his father, Leonidas. Stuart’s take is that
many teenagers consider that embarrassment is worse than death!
There are occasional places when one
might to say things differently. Stuart
says that Augustine of Hippo was
involved in two controversies – with the
Donatists and with the Pelagians – but
one must add a third, with the
Manichees, the group he left just before
becoming a Christian. Overall, however,
this is a book that is well thought-out,
and simply and wonderfully written. But
whether the raucous Luther would have
enjoyed a beer with Stuart remains one
of history’s mysteries! (see the last chapter). One can only hope that Stuart is at
work on volume two.
Peter Barnes is books editor of AP.

Faith Unfeigned
John Calvin
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2010.
Reviewed by Greg Goswell

Broken Pottery:
The life of an African girl
Jennifer Ann
Ark House Press, Mona Vale,
Australia, 2011.
Reviewed by Mignon Goswell

G
ood preaching from any century is
worth preserving for the benefit of

B

roken Pottery is a work of fiction that
draws heavily on real life experience.
Jennifer Ann is the daughter of missionaries and has also worked herself in
Africa as a nurse and seen the devastated
lives led by women with complications
from childbirth including fistulas. Some
readers may be familiar with the traumatic medical and social consequences
for these women, many of whom are
young.
In this novel Jennifer Ann explores
the life of one young African girl, Aisha,
in all her utter desperation. She finds
hope through Abigail, a Christian
woman determined to help Aisha, but
many obstacles need to be overcome.
She is the pivotal character of the novel.
Through Abigail’s inventive strategies
to bring Aisha to suitable medical help,
Jennifer Ann highlights some of the
social mores in this African culture.
There is intertwined with this main
theme of the book, an exploration of the
missionary experience for one
Australian nurse trying to come to terms
with change and a place for her to minister.
This is at times a confronting book
and difficult to read. It is difficult
because the reader emotionally connects
with this young girl, Aisha, who is tragically and harshly treated. It is horrifying
to know this is an oft-repeated scenario
of life through these countries.
The book, however, does have its
lighter moments, mainly provided by
the minor characters of the book. This is
a novel that springs from compassion.
Mignon Goswell is manager of PTC Media
at the Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne.

future generations. This book consists of
four sermons preached by John Calvin
in 1549 and a related exposition of
Psalm 87. In 1549, as part of his disciplined course of pulpit work, Calvin was
preaching through Hebrews on a Sunday
morning and on the Psalms in the afternoon service. The sermons were revised
by the author for publication in French
in 1552.
They are provided with a fresh
English translation by Robert White,
who formerly taught in the Department
of French Studies at the University of
Sydney. Each chapter is also supplied
with helpful explanatory notes.
Calvin repeatedly calls for open profession of faith in a situation of persecution, for, in his view, the only other
proper courses of action are to flee or to
go into exile. He rejects the ruse of outwardly conforming to Catholic practice
to avoid persecution, for that is to avoid
the cross. Calvin labels those who do this
“Nicodemites” (after Nicodemus in John
3). We may not face persecution, but all
of us are tempted to conform to dominant cultural patterns and not openly
confess our faith as we should, hence the
continuing relevance of these sermons!
Appendices contain letters by Calvin,
in which he urges his readers to withdraw from Catholic ceremonies. Thank
you Robert White and Banner for making these splendid sermons available to a
new generation of readers.
Greg Goswell is a lecturer at the
Presbyterian Theological College in
Melbourne.
All books reviewed are available from the
Reformers Bookshop – Phone: (02) 9569
9857 or visit www.reformers.com.au
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The 0.2% solution
The US Census exposes two myths about same-sex marriage

Charles Colson

T

he pressure to redefine marriage to include same-sex couples keeps increasing. The
impression is given that thousands upon thousands of gays and lesbians are unable to do the one thing they
want to do more than anything else: that
is, have a wedding.
As if to prove the point, the US
Census Bureau announced that it would
be counting same-sex households in the
2010 Census. In August the Bureau
announced that there are nearly a million. I was surprised by the small number.
But this past week, they reduced their
estimate of same sex couple households
by nearly 30%. In fact, it turns out that
there are fewer than 650,000. That’s
about six tenths of 1% of total US households.
But an even greater shocker for me
was the number of same-sex married
households. Gay marriage is legal in six
jurisdictions. In Massachusetts, it’s been
the law since 2004. Same-sex couples
can get married, for example, in
Massachusetts and Washington, DC,
and live anywhere because nobody’s
enforcing the Defence of Marriage Act
anymore in view of litigation. And yet
there are only 131,729 households
headed by married same-sex couples.
That’s two-tenths of 1% of married
households. Talk about the tail wagging
the dog!
This census data exposes the two
biggest myths created about gay marriage.
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altering thousands of years of human
history, ignoring all of the benefits marriage offers to individuals, cultures, civilisations and — above all — children, for
the sake of 646,000 same-sex households only 131,000 of which are married, it’s madness.

Gays and lesbians don’t
want marriage; they
want their sexual
choices affirmed as
normal and moral.
And that’s what’s behind
the blacklisting,
boycotting, and suing.

The first is that there’s a huge
demand for it. No way! In fact, there’s
hardly any demand at all. Gay couples
are not lined up at city halls hoping for a
marriage license.
The second myth is the so-called
“marriage equity” argument: That this is
just another civil rights movement. Are
you going to tell me that it was possible
to fuel the civil rights movement with
646,000 couples, when only 131,000
had a real stake in it? It’s laughable.
I have never believed that gays
wanted to marry. Their behaviour by its
very nature is too promiscuous. Gay
relationships are for the most part sexually open rather than exclusive.
For us to redefine marriage thereby
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G

ays and lesbians don’t want marriage; they want their sexual
choices affirmed as normal and moral.
And that’s what’s behind the blacklisting, boycotting, and suing anybody who
even questions homosexuality. They
don’t want anyone telling them that how
they live is morally problematic. Gays are
actively trying to destroy marriage and
will take away our freedom of speech and
religion in order to do it.
Does this take the church off the
hook? No. For years we have helped
deconstruct marriage, winking at cohabitation and allowing easy divorce. We’ve
allowed politicians to pass bad divorce
laws and to loosen the moral standards
surrounding marriage. Now it’s all coming back to haunt us. But our job is to
rebuild marriage as a sacred institution
and to stand our ground and defend it,
come what may, from what appears to be
ap
a small, tiny, minority.

Christian commentator
Charles Colson is founder
of Prison Fellowship.

