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Editorial
B

oth Testaments tell us that we
do not live by bread alone, but
by every word that proceeds
from the mouth of God (Deut. 8:3;
Mt. 4:4). This means that the Word of
God is, in some way, like bread. We are
to eat it, and digest it, as it were (Jer.
15:16; Ezek. 2:8-3:3; Rev. 10:9-10).
C. S. Lewis became widely known as a
Christian apologist, but when he wrote
his Reflections on the Psalms he pointed
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out that “a man can’t be always
defending the truth; there must be a
time to feed on it”. In fact, in one of his
letters, he confessed that “apologetic
work is so dangerous to one’s own faith.
A doctrine never seems dimmer to me
than when I have just successfully
defended it”. The Christian life can be
precarious indeed.

that sermons need to be evaluated
(Acts 17:11). However, I am sure we
often lose something when we discuss
not the text of God’s Word but what
the preacher did with it. It is not always
possible to separate those two things
easily, but it is God’s truth, not man’s
word, which sanctifies the Christian
(John 17:17; 1 Thess. 2:13).

In 1857 Charles Spurgeon recounted
the story of a young man who was
deeply affected by a sermon, and who
thought to himself, “I will go home to
pray.” Alas, on the way he met two
members of the church who proceeded
to point out the deficiencies of the
sermon. By the time they had walked
much further, the young man had lost
any resolve to go home and pray.

All means are to be used to bring that
truth to this world. To that end,
preaching is central (Rom.10:14-17).
Commentators can help, and Matthew
Henry is the supreme example of a
godly and helpful commentator. But
the outcome of all this is to be
obedience, as the epistle of James
emphasises, in its own homely way. To
feed rightly is to believe, to understand,
and to grow; our intellects will be
sharpened, our affections warmed, and
our wills transformed.

One might draw any number of lessons
from that story – for example, that there
is such a thing as a temporary influence
of the Word (see Mark 4:16-17), or

Peter Barnes

The gift that grows
Preaching is both God’s gift and power.

T

he Rt Rev. David Jones is the
Moderator-General of the
Presbyterian Church of
Australia. David grew up in Wales and
became a minister of the Presbyterian
Church there before moving to
London. In 1993 he settled in
Australia, becoming the minister of St
John’s, Hobart. Since then he has
conducted a fruitful ministry in
Tasmania, planting several churches
and taking a leading role in the
development of many young ministers.
He and his wife, Ruth, enjoy an active
life of ministry in Tasmania and
throughout Australia.
David, when did you come to realise
the power in preaching?
It was when I turned 16. I went to church
three times on Sunday but it was a
church where there was no gospel and
the minister never made a serious attempt
to preach from the Bible. He was more
interested in telling us about what was
in the newspaper than in Scripture.
However, I was converted at that time.
Until then I had thought of myself as
an atheist, and I argued that position
at school.

A sense of call is
really important. It’s
one of the things
that keep you going
in ministry in times
of discouragement.
So why were you at church?
Well, my father was the Sunday School
superintendent. We went to church
morning and evening and I had to go
to Sunday School in the afternoon.
Then one Sunday a visiting preacher
came to the church. He was an
evangelical. As I was sitting there I

remember thinking, “this man’s
eloquent; he’s got the gift of the gab but what a waste of a life! Why doesn’t
he get a decent job? He’s talking
nonsense.” Then, as I was thinking
those thoughts, he quoted a verse from
John 3 where Jesus says, “Nicodemus,
you must be born again.”
So here I was, an atheist, who didn’t
believe in God at all. Yet when I heard
those words I knew instantly that they
were true and that God was speaking to
me and telling me that I needed to be
born again. When I left the building
that night I was no longer an atheist.
God had spoken to me, and so I prayed
as I left the church, “Lord, give me the
new birth.” As I heard the gospel
preached I realised that God existed
and that I was estranged from Him.
After a matter of weeks God answered
my prayer and I was aware of the fact
that Jesus had died for me and that my
sins were forgiven.
The reason I am saying all this is that I
was converted under faithful, biblical
preaching in a dead church. It was a
gospel sermon on Jesus, and the Holy
Spirit renewed my heart. The
extraordinary thing is that I have never
sat under an evangelical ministry
because I went straight from that
church to theological college and then
into ministry.
How old were you when you went to
theological college?
I was 18. I preached my very first
sermon at 17.
That’s rather remarkable, isn’t it?
I suppose it’s a little unusual. Actually,
after I became a Christian I began to
witness to my friends at school and
soon a number of us formed a
Christian Union. Before long some of
the members of the Christian Union
were invited to take services in some of
the churches in the town. This was the

David Jones talks to Peter Hastie

first occasion when I preached. I think
it took me about two months to
prepare a five-minute talk. I kept the
notes for years but destroyed them
more recently. Looking back on them,
I realised that the gospel was in what I
was trying to say.
It was probably about a year after I was
converted that I felt God calling me to
preach the gospel. I had a strong sense
of call – a constraint or inner
compulsion to preach – that wouldn’t
go away. It just kept growing.
How essential is that sense of call, do
you think, to people who go into the
ministry?
I think it’s really important. It’s one of
the things that keep you going in
ministry in times of discouragement.
It’s the thought, “I didn’t put myself
into this position – God put me here.
In fact, I didn’t want to do it.”
I know people can explain it all away
psychologically; however that doesn’t
explain my experience. I was actually
quite a shy person. Even if I knew the
answer I wasn’t the kind of person who
would put my hand up in a class to
answer a question because the idea of
speaking in front of an audience didn’t
appeal to me. Nevertheless, I had this
burden – this sense of compulsion. I
felt that this is what God wanted me to
do with my life and it wouldn’t go
away; it just kept growing.
Soon opportunities started to present
themselves. I was in the Presbyterian
Church of Wales, and in our presbytery
there were churches without ministers
that were looking for someone to
preach. So while I was still at school I
received some invitations to preach.
While there are some significant
downsides to having untrained
preachers in the pulpit, I experienced
some real testing of the gift that God
had given to me.
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Do you get concerned if people
don’t have a powerful sense of call
when they think they have the gift
of preaching?
Yes, I do. While I understand that every
Christian is called to be a witness and a
servant of Christ, I also believe that the
ascended Christ gives gifts to His
church and the gift of preaching,
whether as a pastor-teacher or an
evangelist, is not simply a natural skill
that can be honed. I think it’s a
spiritual gift, and the gift is the
preacher that Christ gives to the
church. I also think that the notion of
calling is implicit in the fact the apostle
Paul refers to preachers as
“ambassadors”. An ambassador is a man
who has been called or appointed to
deliver a message by someone who has
authority over him.
How did you learn to preach, apart
from trial and error?
I think the first real influence in my
development as a preacher came about
through reading Martyn Lloyd Jones’s
Exposition of the Sermon on the Mount.
As I read his sermons I began to see
what preaching was, and it was really
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Lloyd Jones’s preaching was logic on fire.
He expected that the Spirit could take
the preacher’s words and accomplish
something momentous.
exciting. His preaching was logic on
fire. Lloyd Jones’s book helped me to
make sense of the Bible and to preach it
in a way that led to major changes in
people’s lives. That is one of the books I
always recommend to those we train
when they start preaching.
Lloyd Jones would come down to
Wales occasionally, and he impressed
me as a person. He seemed to carry
something with him into the pulpit. If
you want to talk about an “anointing”,
I think there was an anointing on him.
It made his preaching compelling. You
could hear a pin drop when he spoke,
although if you read a transcript of his
words or even heard them on tape, he
sounded rather dry. But it wasn’t like
that in the meeting. The Spirit was
there in power and with conviction.
Listening to Lloyd Jones gave me a high
view of preaching – it’s more than just
giving a talk or a lecture. He expected

that the Spirit could take the preacher’s
words and accomplish something that
was momentous. He really believed that
one day God would come in revival
through the preaching of the Word. He
thought that God could do through
one sermon overnight what we haven’t
seen happen in churches in a lifetime.
I keep saying that to our congregation.
I have noticed that in a lot of churches
people have stopped coming every
week, and so I remind our people that
if they are not there the week the Spirit
comes in power they will miss out on a
wonderful blessing.
Who have been the biggest influences
in your life in terms of developing
your preaching?
Well, I have mentioned Martyn Lloyd
Jones already, but another person who
had a major influence on me was Geoff
Thomas, a Baptist minister in

Aberystwyth. When I trained for
ministry at the university in
Aberystwyth, Geoff Thomas had just
started his pastorate. He’s been there
now for nearly 50 years and he is still
going strong. Another preacher who
had a big influence on me was Rev.
James Phillip from Edinburgh. He was
a powerful expository preacher with
searching application. So was John
Stott, whose book Between Two Worlds
was really very helpful in terms of
helping me to put a sermon together.
What do you look for in an aspiring
preacher?
A sense of call, a fear of the
responsibility, a sense of trembling that
God is calling him to do this - to
handle His Word and to be His voice to
others. I also look for a humble
dependence on God in prayer that is
born from seeing the connection
between prayer and preaching.
Do you ever get worried about some
of the attitudes that some aspiring
preachers have?
I am sometimes troubled by the sense
of flippancy that has become more
commonplace in evangelical circles. I’ve
got no problem with people being
themselves if they are naturally
humorous. However, sometimes I get
the sense that some preachers use
humour as a technique. On occasions I
have winced when I’ve heard people
trivialising holy things without a due
sense of reverence. It troubles me when
preachers refer to terrible realities like
hell in an off-handed way.
Another thing that concerns me is the
frequent way that people refer to the
sermon as just a “Bible talk”. I hear a
lot of discussion these days about

A sermon is
something you are
living with all week,
it’s a fire in your
bones, it’s a burden
on your heart and
you’ve got to deliver
that burden.

“putting a Bible-talk together”. It
troubles me that people think that they
can “put a talk together” and then it’s
done. They think they can go and do
other things and just deliver it at the
appropriate time. But you can’t deal
with God’s Word like that. A sermon is
something you live with all the time –
you are living with it all week, it’s a fire
in your bones, it’s a burden on your
heart and you’ve got to deliver that
burden. So often I don’t get a sense that
that is happening.
So how do you explain the difference
between preaching a sermon and
giving a “Bible talk”?
I explain it like this: a Bible-talk (on my
understanding) essentially conveys the
idea that the speaker wants to talk
about the Bible. In other words, the
term suggests that it’s a lecture about
the Bible. Of course, there’s nothing
wrong with that. It’s quite legitimate to
talk about the background, language
and meaning of the Bible. The question
is: is it enough? Is this what is meant by
“preaching” in Scripture? I don’t think
it is.
The difference between a sermon and a
Bible-talk or lecture is that a sermon is
meant to be a sharp arrow that is aimed
at the heart. Paul says to the
Thessalonians that the gospel he
preached came “not in words only but
also with power, in the Holy Spirit and
with full conviction”. Incidentally, the
conviction that Paul refers to is not
simply conviction in the hearers; it’s
conviction in the preacher as well. A
preacher must be absolutely convinced
of the truth of what he is saying. Unless
the preacher is convicted he is not
going to convict anyone else. This

means that preaching must be aimed at
the heart whereas the terms “lecture” or
“Bible-talk” suggest that their main aim
is to impart information.
I’m sensing in what you are saying
that preaching is not just a human
enterprise. In what sense is the Spirit
participating in the preparation and
the delivery of your sermon?
I come back again to the connection
with prayer and preaching. I say to our
young guys, “We’ve got to give
ourselves to prayer and to preaching
because preaching without prayer is
dangerous.” If we prepare our sermons
without praying people are liable to
choke on the Word. Our problem is
that prayer is hard work. I think it’s
harder work than actually preparing a
talk. I want to be praying before a
sermon, while I am preparing it, when I
am preaching it and then after I have
delivered it. I need to pray because the
sermon alone is powerless as an
instrument unless the Holy Spirit uses
it to effect some change in people’s
lives. So what I am asking the Holy
Spirit to do through my preaching is to
convert people all over again and to
effect some kind of gospel change in
their hearts and lives.
Have you often found as you seek the
Spirit’s help that you develop a better
insight into the passage as you’re
preparing?
The Spirit certainly helps me both
during my preparation and as I preach
as well. His help, however, does not
relieve me of the hard work involved in
preaching. It still takes me about 15
hours to prepare a talk and I often hit a
wall during that process. It’s not all
plain sailing.
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So it takes you two full days to
prepare for a sermon?
Yes, it does but I don’t get it done in
two straight days. I start early in the
week, often on a Monday morning. My
first priority is to understand the
passage and my basic tool is a blank
sheet of paper. I use it to scribble down
all the sorts of things that I am looking
for. What’s the main idea? How can I
make that into a preaching proposition?
What are the applications? What are
the possible illustrations I could use?
The answers to all those questions
come to me at different times during
the week. I find if I really start early on
the passage I can do other things and
still be thinking about the sermon.
Throughout the week ideas just seem to
fall in place and I write them down on
my sheet of paper. Then, towards the
end of the week, I pull it all together.
So what happens if you start late and
you miss out on all that process? Is
the product inferior?
Yes, I think it is. If I haven’t soaked
myself in the Scriptures and prayed
over my message then I don’t think I
can preach as effectively. Of course,
sometimes God helps us in this
situation, but I certainly don’t
recommend it as a satisfactory way to
prepare for ministry. I sometimes
wonder if that’s why Spurgeon had all
his health problems. He often tried to
pull it all together at the last minute.
Saturday night was his big night, and
then to have to stand up in front of
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Morgan said in his
diary, “I went to bed
a lamb and woke up
as a lion!” We are
just tattered old
sleeves but God can
put His mighty arm
into us.
15,000 people on a Sunday morning
would have been quite stressful, I
imagine.
What goes through your mind when
you preach?
I go into the pulpit with my notes,
which are basically illegible, but I know
what’s in them because I’ve lived with
them all week. I find it helpful to have
my notes there although I am not
overly reliant on them. Somebody once
said, “If the Holy Spirit opens the door,
don’t be tied to your notes; walk
through it.” You can sometimes sense
those moments when there’s a quietness
that comes over the congregation and
you know that they are listening
intently. I often think that the Holy
Spirit is doing something at that point
and so I move away from my notes and
go where the Holy Spirit is leading.
When you do have that kind of
freedom given to you in preaching and it doesn’t always happen - then you

can self-edit. I often find that when the
Holy Spirit is helping me in my
preaching I will jump in my notes and
say things that I hadn’t planned because
they seem so right to say at just that
point. This is the Holy Spirit editing
me.
Then again, I often engage in some
self-editing as I respond to the
congregation. Preaching is a live event.
It’s important for me to be able to feed
off the congregation. Jonathan Edwards
preached his famous sermon, “Sinners
in The Hands of An Angry God”, in
two different places with two very
different effects. I think the
congregation is an important factor.
What did Jesus mean when he said in
His very first sermon, “the Spirit of
the Lord is upon Me”? What is
Spirit-led or Spirit-controlled
preaching?
Jesus had the Spirit without measure
and was completely controlled by Him.
As Christians we can be filled with the
Spirit too (Eph. 5:18). I don’t think it’s
too much to say that the Holy Spirit
can take control of a preacher. We
sometimes refer to preachers as being
“anointed” by the Holy Spirit as they
preach God’s Word.
There’s a character from the 1859
revival in Wales, David Morgan, who
became one of the leading preachers.
He was a very ordinary preacher and
had a reputation for being rather
boring. There’s a lovely story told about
him when he was due to preach at a
very large gathering. A man prayed, “O
Lord, we pray for David Morgan. He’s
just a tattered old sleeve, but Lord, put
your arm into him.” We are like
Morgan – tattered old sleeves – and we
need the Holy Spirit to empower us
too. Morgan said in his diary, “I went
to bed a lamb and woke up as a lion!”
For three years he was given
extraordinary powers of
communication, fluency, and freedom
in preaching. It was something that
God did. We are just tattered old
sleeves but God can put His mighty
arm into us and make us powerful
instruments for Him. This is why
preachers especially need to be open to
the Holy Spirit.

Well-chosen
words

Matthew Henry’s influence has
been potent for three centuries.
Allan Harman

T

he year of Matthew Henry’s
birth, 1662, was not a good
one for his family. His father,
Philip Henry, had lost his position as
an Anglican minister and the family
had been put out of the minister’s
residence. Like more than 2000 other
Anglican ministers, Philip Henry
would not conform to the new
requirement compelling them to use
the Book of Common Prayer, and to be
ordained by a bishop. They were forced
to leave their parishes and were
deprived of regular income.
The Henry family were somewhat better
off than many others. Philip Henry had
been an excellent student at Oxford
University, where he studied under the
great Dr John Owen. He had come to
Worthenbury in Shropshire and married
Katherine Matthews, an only daughter,
whose parents owned a farm, Broad
Oak, that was just over five miles away.
The Henry family moved to her family
home, and ultimately the property was
owned and worked by Philip and
Katherine. He never had the privilege
of being a minister of a congregation
again, though he continued to expound
the Scripture in his own and other
family residences.
Matthew was a precocious child, starting
Greek and Latin early. He had a tutor
for a time, but his father was his main
teacher. In spiritual things he listened
to his father explain Scripture and teach
the Westminster Shorter Catechism. At
the age of 11, he came to personal faith
in the Lord Jesus, and seems to have set
himself the goal of becoming a pastor.
Apart from a period of about 18
months in London, studying mainly
law, his father’s instruction and example
prepared him for pastoral ministry.

The dissenters or non-conformists were
forbidden to meet together publicly,
but in the late 1680s it became clear
that a change was coming. Groups of
people were starting to meet openly for
worship, and one of these in Chester
invited Matthew Henry to become
their pastor.
He was ordained in London by a small
group of Presbyterian pastors, and
began his ministry in June 1687. The
congregation grew, and the meeting
place had to be enlarged. By 1700 the
congregation realised they had become
too big for the premises they were
using, and so bought land in Crook’s
Lane in the centre of Chester.
The new chapel was opened almost free
of debt, though it is interesting and
significant that Matthew Henry’s own
donation of £20 was the largest
contribution to the building fund.
Within a few years he had 350
communicant members connected with
his congregation, and the chapel had to
be enlarged by the addition of a gallery.
Soon after starting at Chester, Matthew
Henry married, but his wife died after
giving birth to their first child. He
married again, and six children survived
that marriage. In addition, he and his
wife took into their home one of his
sister’s children, when both she and her
husband died.
Several things mark out Henry’s life as
important. First of all, he was a diligent
pastor. Every week he had two services
on the Lord’s Day, at which he both
expounded chapters of Scripture in
sequence, but also preached. He was
very systematic in his selection of
passages for sermons, and a record
exists of his schedule for the whole of

his ministry at Chester. He was plain
and simple in his style, with almost no
illustrations, but with many memorable
sayings and references.
In addition to preaching and
catechising in his own congregation, he
preached to the prisoners in Chester
Castle. Neighbouring centres around
Chester were often favoured by his
preaching on weekdays, and even
congregations in London heard him
with pleasure, and some tried to get
him to become their pastor.
Out of his parish preaching and
teaching came his commentary on the
Bible. He started to write in 1704, and
by 1706 he had completed the section
on the Pentateuch, the first five books
of the Old Testament. The reception
was exceptional from the outset, and so
he continued to work away, day by day,
on his task. By the time he moved to
Hackney near London in 1712 he had
completed the whole of the Old
Testament. Just before his death in
1714 he finished up to the end of Acts,
and left notes on considerable parts of
the rest of the New Testament,
especially the book of Revelation.
Other pastors completed the remaining
New Testament books.
This was one of the first commentaries
aimed not at pastors but at the ordinary
Christian people. Its style was
unpretentious, and much of it had the
characteristics that marked out his
preaching, such as abundant references
to Scripture, the use of alliteration for
his headings, and practical application.
Amidst all his other activities Matthew
Henry wrote many books. He was the
author of a large biography of his
father, who died in 1696, and this
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passed through three editions in his
lifetime. He produced songs for
congregational singing, many of them
Psalms but including other passages
such as Mary’s song (Luke 1) and parts
of Revelation. More than once, he
defended the position of the dissenters
over and against the Church of
England, rejecting claims that they were
schismatics. The area of spiritual life
was his main focus. In particular, his
writings on prayer have been often
reprinted.
His personal ministry and writings
brought blessing to many in his own
lifetime, but his works have continued
to bless for three centuries. Jonathan
Edwards in New England knew and
used Matthew Henry’s books. The
Wesleys were well-acquainted with
them, and even though John Wesley
did not agree with his Reformed
position, he still utilised parts of his
writing in his notes on Scripture.
Charles Wesley was more sympathetic,
and many of his hymns were sayings of
Matthew Henry that he incorporated
into Christian poetry. The words of his
hymn “A charge to keep have I, a God
to glorify” are taken exactly from
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Matthew Henry’s commentary. George
Whitefield, when short of time for
sermon preparation, would kneel on
the floor with his Greek New
Testament, Cruden’s concordance, and
Matthew Henry’s commentary open
before him. The structure and outline
of his sermons often betray the
influence of Henry.
Many others, ever since his time, have
testified to the blessing of his writing.
No other commentary has been kept in
print for 300 years as has happened
with his. Now it is available in many
editions, sometimes with newer English
translations replacing the Authorised
Version. His collected works are
available in two volumes, his biography
of his father has been reprinted, and his
writings on spiritual and family life
have reprinted many times and are
currently available.
Of course, we have much other
Christian literature available to us, both
from the past and from the present, but
still Matthew Henry’s commentary sets
a pattern. It was an attempt to explain
the meaning of the Bible, book by
book, verse by verse. He knew what

others had written, but his aim was to
faithfully expound what he believed the
text meant.
Reluctantly, Matthew Henry left Chester
in 1712 for Hackney, believing that God
was calling him to minister there. The
near proximity to his publisher was clearly
an attraction. Though not well in health,
he made the move, and entered into a
very busy period of ministry. However, illhealth was starting to take its toll. He
suffered from kidney stones, and he had
developed diabetes. On leaving Chester
after a final visit in 1714, he fell from his
horse, continued on to Nantwich,
preached in the evening, and died the
following morning. At the age of 52 he
had completed his ministry.
As he himself had said shortly before
returning to Chester for his final visit, “a
holy, heavenly life, spent in the service of
God and communion with him, is the
most pleasant and comfortable life that
any one can live in this world”.
Allan Harman is an Australian Presbyterian
theologian, Old Testament scholar, author
and former Moderator-General. He has just
written a biography of Matthew Henry,
published by Christian Focus.

A mature faith

James

James shows that the Word’s power is seen in the life lived.

Tony Bird

I

t might be straightforward enough
to attempt an exposition of the
letter of James. Such an attempt
would include a portrait of the original
author, a historical reconstruction of
the churches to which James was
writing, an explanation of the letter’s
main themes and so on. While all of
this is undoubtedly useful James would,
I believe, be disappointed.
This letter is not simply for discussion
or bible study. It is everywhere
accompanied by an insistence on
“doing”. We might enjoy reading the
musical score of a great composer, but
to hear it played by an orchestra is to
appreciate the purpose for which it was
originally written. In performance the
score finds its true end. Similarly by
performance (or “doing”) of James’s
teaching we begin to encounter the lifechanging power of the Word of God.
We can no longer remain detached
from the text. Wise Christians never
simply know the gospel; their lives are a
performance of its beautiful melodies.

Scholars have suggested that following
the introductory greeting of verse 1 the
key ideas of the letter are to be found in
the subsequent verses (1:2-18).
James’s main reason for writing is to
urge the churches to maturity (1:4).

His readers were experiencing various
kinds of trials (1:2). While not
described in detail, some were probably
experiencing severe poverty, illustrated
by the pressing need for food and
clothing (2:16); others were being
slandered and oppressed (2:5-6); still
more were being financially exploited
(5:1-11). James urges them to rejoice,
recognising that God was at work in
them producing perseverance and
ultimately the goal of Christian
maturity.
These stressful trials were to be met
with believing prayer for wisdom,
knowing that in the end God would
bless those who endure by rewarding
them with the crown of life (1:2-12).
Maturity is not perfection, since James

Too often in the
midst of trials, faith
falters or fails and
we blame anything or
anyone, even God
Himself. Trials can so
easily mutate into
temptations.
elsewhere is conscious of indwelling sin.
Rather it is a well-rounded character
showing likeness to Christ in every part
(“complete, lacking in nothing”, vs.4).
One way of visualising this description
of the Christian life is as a cycle. Trials
(coming in various guises and on many
occasions) test our faith producing
perseverance which in turn is needed to
achieve maturity (1:4).
How does God use these trials and
what are we to think about them?
James nowhere suggests that suffering

in itself is good. It isn’t! Indeed much
suffering is directly linked with evil,
and we cannot rejoice in that. But God
uses trials for our good. Hence James
calls upon his readers to “consider it
pure joy” (1:2).
Since suffering is not inherently good,
we must seek to alleviate it where
possible. We are not to resort to pious
words and say to the sufferer, "look on
the positive side, God is using this for
your blessing". Rather we are to
respond by assisting those who are
vulnerable in society ("orphans and
widows", 1:27); by showing respect for
the poor (2:1-4), by feeding the hungry
(2:15) and so on. This is the "religion
that God our Father accepts as pure
and faultless” (1:27).
The opening section of James is
bracketed by two cycles. As we have
seen, the first is a cycle of life leading to
maturity. James, however, goes on to
describe a second cycle - a cycle of
death. Both are produced by trial.
Ironically the same circumstance that
God uses to lead us forward can, when
not met with faith, lead us away from
maturity (1:13-15).
The abrupt change of topic from trial
(1:2, 12) to temptation (1:13) would
not have been such a puzzle to the first
readers of the letter as it is to us. In fact
the two different words in English
come from the same word in Greek .
Also, in practice, it is hard to
distinguish trials from temptations.
Every adversity which calls for faith can
equally evoke unbelief. Do we respond
to trial by saying, "thank you Lord for
this opportunity to grow in grace", or
do we complain and say, "God is
against me!"? Do we praise Him or
blame Him? Too often in the midst of
trials, faith falters or fails and we blame
anything or anyone, even God Himself
(1:13). Trials can so easily mutate into
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temptations and the evil desires within
our hearts, once inflamed, set in
motion a second undesirable cycle
where sin is conceived, which finally
gives birth to death.
The benchmark of maturity is set by
God’s law which is described as "the
perfect law that gives freedom" (1:25;
2:8, 10). This law is a gift from above
of a good and wise God. Its wisdom is
unlocked through believing prayer
(1:5), active obedience (1:22), diligent
study (1:25), and humble application
(3:10).
The place of obedience or “doing" the
law is essential in the battle for
maturity. The Christian life is not lived
by feelings but by fulfilling God's word.
We must not be afraid of doing our
duty toward God. Loving obedience to
His commands, seen as the fruit of
genuine faith, does not overthrow
grace. Sinclair Ferguson has written
that “evangelicalism has become so
sensitive to the heresy of ‘boy scout
Christianity’ (“I promise to do my best,
to do my duty...”) that it has truncated
the Christian gospel to a half-Christ
(Saviour, but not Lord) and a halfsalvation (blessings, but not duties)."
Love for God and obedience are two
sides of the same coin.
The churches addressed by James had
many who sought the role of teacher
(3:1). While what is written about
controlling the tongue applies generally

to all Christians, it is directed
particularly to those who teach (3:212). The church is a place where a
teacher exerts a disproportionate
influence for good and evil, therefore
the greatest care is to be taken over who
is appointed. The teacher’s trademark
tool is speech, and because words are
extraordinarily powerful they can help
or unduly hinder the goal of maturity.
Teachers convey “the word of truth”
which is used by God to regenerate the
heart and bring salvation (1:18, 21).
A responsible teacher is to teach the
church certain truths: how to respond
to trial (1:2-18); to listen and obey
God's word (1:19-27); that genuine
faith always issues in works of love
(2:14-26); to stop in-fighting (4:1-12);
to endure oppression, looking to the
coming of the Lord (5:1-12); and in the
meantime to live in caring fellowship
(5:13-20).
When James frequently urges good
works from his reader he always
grounds his ethical demands in God
and the future.
Knowledge of God drives his
exhortations. Hence, the command to
pray for wisdom in trial is traced to
God’s generosity (1:5-8). The command
not to blame God goes back to His
transparent goodness (1:13-17).
Recognising His impartiality is the great
motive not to play favourites (2:1-7).
It would be a productive exercise to go

When doing good is
motivated by self
interest instead of
God’s glory we are
no longer worshipers
but idolaters. Self is
on the throne.
through the entire letter in this way,
seeing how each of the different
attributes of God relate to our
conduct.
The future also looms large in James’s
ethics. Persevere in trial because by
doing so you will receive the crown of
life (1:12). Don’t keep on yielding to
temptation because it will lead finally
to death (1:13-15). Your ambition to
be a teacher should be tempered by
thoughts of a stricter judgment on the
last day (3:1). Don’t speak evil of
others because one day you will stand
before the one who is the lawgiver and
judge (4:12). Don’t grumble against
one another because Jesus is coming
soon (5:9).
James knows that we can do good
things for the wrong reasons. The
good works of the Pharisees were
criticised by Jesus because they were
wrongly motivated (Mt. 6:1-18). They
practised their faith publicly but were
motivated falsely by the need for
recognition. “Be careful not to do your
‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to
be seen by them,” said Jesus.
When doing good is motivated by self
interest instead of God’s glory we are
no longer worshipers but idolaters.
Self is on the throne. What
distinguishes mere morality from
holiness is that the latter is rooted in
our relationship to God. Knowing and
loving Him are the great incentives to
Christlike maturity. Even so, come
Lord Jesus and bring to perfection
what you have begun!
Tony Bird lectures at the Presbyterian
Theological Centre, Melbourne, and has
recently had a commentary on the book
of James published by Evangelical Press,
entitled “Practice Makes Perfect”.
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Africa: Christians targeted
Security is deteriorating rapidly for
Christians along Africa's notorious
ethnic-religious fault-line: roughly
between the 5 to 10 degrees north
parallels. Genocidal Islamic jihad has
displaced Christians in Somalia, Sudan,
South Sudan, Nigeria, Mali and Ivory
Coast.
Multitudes of predominantly Christian,
ethnically southern Ivorian refugees feel
forgotten. Displaced during the Frenchbacked Islamic coup of April 2011,
they remain desperate and vulnerable,
unable to return home because their
homes and farms have been occupied.
Further to this, terrorist groups such as
al-Shabaab in Somalia and Kenya, the
Government of Sudan, Boko Haram in
Northern Nigeria and eastern Mali and
Ansar Dine in Northern Mali are
targeting Christians continually.
These groups are seeking at the very
least the subjugation of Christians and
in some places their total eradication.
The jihadists receive support from
Islamist governments and from alQaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, which
gets most of its funds from trafficking
drugs, weapons and human beings.
WEA

Muslims protect churches
Reacting to a massacre at a Christian
church in Garissa, Kenya, a group of
local Muslim leaders have promised to
recruit volunteers to guard other
Christian churches.
Adan Wachu, who heads the Supreme
Council of Kenyan Muslims, said that
the Islamic community in Kenya does
not want to see sectarian divisions in
the country. “There are people out
there who are determined to make
Kenya another Nigeria,” he said,
alluding to the Christian-Muslim
clashes in that country.
The attack on the church in Garissa is

generally attributed to Al Shabab, an
Islamic terrorist group from
neighboring Somalia.
CWN

Osteen backs Romney
Noted American pastor Joel Osteen has
endorsed US Presidential candidate
Mitt Romney, a Mormon, as a
Christian, saying as long as the
Republican believes that Jesus is the
Son of God then he subscribes to the
Christian faith.
“When I hear Mitt Romney say that he
believes that Jesus is the Son of God –
that he’s the Christ, raised from the
dead, that he’s his Saviour – that’s good
enough for me,” Osteen said in an
interview to air on CNN.
He also backed President Barack
Obama, whose Christian faith some
have questioned, saying “I believe with
all my heart that he’s a Christian, as he
says he is”.

Islamist support drops
A survey in Indonesia has revealed a
sharp drop in support for Islamic
political parties in the country, in a
welcome development for the Christian
minority.
According to the National Survey
Institute, only 15% of respondents
backed the four main Islamic parties.
This is a sharp decline from the 2009
elections, where the same parties gained
29% of the total vote. In 1998, they
got as much as 38% of the vote.
The survey showed growing support for
political moderates. A spokesman for
one of the Islamic parties, PKS, said
that Indonesians might be reluctant to
vote for Islamic parties because of fears
that they are courting extremism.
The drop in support for Islamic
political parties is a welcome
development for Christians in
Indonesia, who have suffered extensive
violence and harassment at the hands of

Islamists. Since 2003 at least half of
Indonesia’s 32 provinces have enacted
their own variations of sharia in
response to Islamist pressure.
Barnabas Fund

Terror in Nigeria
More than 20 Christians were killed by
vicious Islamic terrorist group Boko
Haram in Nigeria in April. The
jihadists attacked worshippers at Bayero
University in the northern city of Kano,
throwing explosive devices among the
worshippers, then chasing and shooting
believers as they fled.
They also attacked a worship service
being held in the sporting complex,
again throwing explosive devices among
the believers who were then chased and
gunned down as they fled.
Twenty-one people were killed and
more than 20 were treated in hospital
for gunshot wounds. In an almost
simultaneous attack, six Boko Haram
gunmen burst into a Church of Christ
in Nigeria chapel in the north-east city
of Maiduguri, spraying bullets
throughout the sanctuary.

Travesty: Egyptians jailed
A dozen Christians have been
sentenced to life imprisonment for
their role in violence that took place in
the north-central Egyptian city of
Minya in April 2011. Eight Muslims
were acquitted.
The Muslims had allegedly set fire to
dozens of Christian homes; the
Christians had reportedly shot at the
attacking mob in self-defence.
CWN

Vatican loses millions
The Holy See has announced a loss of
$18 million for 2011 – a sharp contrast
to a surplus of $14 million the year
before.
“The most significant items of
expenditure were those relative to
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personnel – who as of 31 December
2011 numbered 2832 – and to the
communications media considered as a
whole,” said a Vatican statement.
“The result was affected by the negative
trend of global financial markets, which
made it impossible to achieve the goals
laid down in the budget.”
The annual results were published by
the Council of Cardinals for the Study
of Organisational and Financial
Problems of the Holy See, which met
in Rome in July.
CWN

A new song?
The pastor of a 30,000-member
megachurch in Singapore has been
charged with diverting $US18 million
in church funds to promote the ministryrelated singing career of his wife.
Singapore’s charities commissioner has
arrested City Harvest Church founder
Kong Hee, along with four other
church leaders, and charged them with
“conspiracy to commit criminal breach
of trust”. This is the biggest case
involving misconduct at a registered
charity in Singapore, according to
Singapore Press Holdings’ AsiaOne
website.
Kong and his wife, Ho Yeow Sun
(popularly known as Sun Ho),
launched the “Crossover Project” in
2002 to use her secular music as an
outreach to non-Christians. Allegations
that the church was funding her music

career first surfaced in 2003, but the
church denied it.
The Commissioner of Charities accuses
Kong of siphoning off funds to the
Crossover Project under the guise of
contributions to a sister church in
Kuala Lumpur, among other methods.

Anglicans fragmenting
The Anglican Covenant, designed to
keep the 70 million member
communion together, has been dealt
another blow after the Scottish
Episcopal Church voted not to give the
measure its support.
The General Synod voted 112 to six
against the adoption of the Covenant,
with 13 abstentions.
The Covenant, which has the strong
support of the recently retired
Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan
Williams, is an attempt to preserve
unity in the Anglican Communion over
issues such as women in the episcopate
and homosexuality.
Christian Today

Germans ban circumcision
A German appeals court has ruled that
parents do not have the right to
circumcise their sons for religious
reasons because the parents’ right to
religious freedom does not justify the
physical harm done to the human body.
The court, assessing a lawsuit brought
against a Muslim doctor over a botched
circumcision, said that circumcision

“contravenes the interests of the child
to decide later on his religious beliefs”,
as well as causing “serious and
irreversible interference in the integrity
of the human body”.
Despite the millions of Muslims and
about 100,000 Jews who call Germany
home, the court said religious freedom
would not be impaired by its ruling
because children could later decide on
their own whether to be circumcised.
Christianity Today

New blasphemy law
Parliamentarians in Iraq’s Kurdish
region are drafting a blasphemy law
that, unlike those in other Muslimmajority nations, will protect
Christianity as well as Islam from
“insult”.
Prompted by rioting after a
controversial sermon by a Kurdish
mullah in May, the bill would make
acts of blasphemy – broadly defined as
offending God or the prophets, or
deliberately damaging holy books or
religious buildings – against any
religion punishable by up to 10 years in
prison. Any media organization found
guilty of publishing or broadcasting
blasphemous content would be closed
down for a minimum of six months.
Opponents insist the bill, if passed, will
unlawfully censor media in the
Kurdistan region.
Christianity Today
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I Am
Exploring the I Am Sayings
of John’s Gospel
Iain D. Campbell
EP Books. 2011

living and living out of the Christian
life.

Love Oliver

Stuart Bonnington is minister of
Fremantle Presbyterian Church

Fearn: Christian Focus, 2011

Why Do We Have Creeds?

Stuart Bonnington

Burk Parsons

I am trying to preach through the
Gospel of John in our city centre
congregation and have been obtaining
copies of recent commentaries on this
wonderful biblical book. Most of my
new purchases have been in the
category of what might be described as
“mega-commentaries” (J. Ramsay
Michael, Bruner) to be read alongside
“old” faithfuls (Morris and Carson).
Recently I got a copy of I Am and while
Campbell’s “commentary” is at the
opposite end of the spectrum to all of
these – being
only on a
selection of
verses,
consisting of
a modest
paperback of
120 or so
pages and
consisting
of what
might be
called meditations – it is nevertheless
packed full of spiritual insights in the
form of seven excellent Bible talks.

P&R Publishing,
2012

It is a model of clear, applied teaching
which retains what appears to be the
original sermonic form of the talks.
The preacher and reader will find much
insight and instruction here into the
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Stuart
Bonnington
The 25 or so
booklets in the
Basics of the
Faith series
edited by Sean
Michael Lucas
contain some of the best recent
additions to the ever growing catalogue
of Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing.
The series is very comprehensive and
could be used to supply a ready-made
church lending library, even in church
planting situations where everything
has to be packed away and put out each
week. We use them in this way in two
of our church plants in Perth.
This latest booklet is an absolute
cracker and seeks to assist the growing
interest in the creeds and confessions by
supplying a well thought-out
explanation of their importance,
purpose and life-giving contribution to
church ministry. If you have doubts
about the importance of creeds and
confessions in the modern church, you
have to read this booklet!

Andy and Jennifer Gill

Peter Barnes
Oliver Gill was born on 10 July 2010
with a rare and aggressive form of
cancer, which claimed his short life
on Christmas Day of the same year.
This is his story, and the story of his
parents, Andy and Jennifer, who
loved him and learnt so much
through him - all presented with a
certain poetic license as even Oliver is
allowed to “record” his thoughts, as it
were. Andy and Jennifer learnt to trust
that God’s will is always good, and not
to complain about minor troubles.
They write: “Oliver’s story has also
caused us to really start living in the
light of eternity, as the Bible tells us to
do anyway.”
One
understands
but winces a
little at
“Oliver is
now
enjoying the
life he
deserves,
eternal life
of total bliss and
happiness”. Grace should always be
amazing. Again understandably, the
Gills write of cuddling young Oliver in
heaven, and having him in their arms
forever . One assumes that young
Oliver will not be a baby for all
eternity, any more than one who dies in

extreme old age will be raised in that
condition, only glorified. One thing the
book does lack is a more obvious
foundation in Scripture. There are few
biblical references, for example.
The Gills say some important and most
moving things. For example, they speak
of the pain and empty feeling of not
having Oliver with them: “Nothing can
or will heal this, not even time. Time
does not heal - it merely forces you to
find ways to cope and continue in life.”
Platitudes and a desire to heal the wound
lightly do not help. For the euthanasia
brigade, there is their clear statement
that “we would do it all again”.
This is a most touching and
emotionally powerful work, and will be
a help to all who, sadly, may be
involved in facing the death of
children.

The Book That Made
Your World
Vishal Mangalwadi,
Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2011.
Peter Barnes
Vishal Mangalwadi, an Indian
Christian scholar, has set himself the

question, must the sun set on the
West?’ He seeks to answer this in terms
of its attitude to the Bible. The 20th
century was a time for many hopes of a
new civilisation, whether a ThousandYear Reich or a Workers’ Paradise run
along communistic lines. However,
as George Orwell commented: ‘The
thing at the bottom was not a bed of
roses after all; it was a cesspool full of
barbed wire.’
Mangalwadi makes much of Kurt
Cobain of the pop group Nirvana, who
killed himself in 1994. His lyrics were
angry and meaningless, and a reflection
of his soul. He was, in a sense,
representative of modern Western man.
Mangalwadi explains the decay in the
West in terms of its departure from its
commitment to the Bible as God’s
truth. In every area of life, the Christian
Scriptures provide meaning, beauty,
reason, and understanding, so much so
that “the Bible was the very soul of
Western civilisation”. This affects
everything, including human rights and
the development of science. The
incarnation provides a basis for human
dignity: “God’s descent means man’s
ascent”. Science cannot come from

cultures that worship nature or regard it
as an illusion.
There are a few errors and more
exaggerations in this work. Mangalwadi
says that John Wesley broke with the
Church of England, but he lived and
died within its communion. Robert
Louis Stevenson is treated as a believer
even though he was not, and the blame
for apartheid in South Africa is laid
squarely on the secular humanists,
whereas the reality is more complex
than that.
We have lived to see
the truth of
Mangalwadi’s
warnings that
“relativism is the
only value a
truthless culture
can dictate” and
“the Bible is not
merely a
handbook of private piety. It is the
very foundation of Western
civilisation”. One may hesitate to
endorse every claim, but this is a
stimulating and powerful work, and
deserves to be read widely.
Peter Barnes is editor of AP
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Humble
boasting

LAST WORD

Peter Barnes

Another Christian paradox:
we boast in our weakness.

S

trangely enough, the Bible tells us
to be humble and also to boast.
We are to “do justice, and to love
kindness, and to walk humbly with our
God” (Micah 6:8). Not only are we to
walk humbly with God, but also before
others. We are to do nothing from
rivalry or conceit, but in humility to
count others more significant than
ourselves (Phil. 2:3).
Usually, boasting is frowned upon by all
and sundry, except, perhaps, the boaster.
Paul told the Corinthians: “Your boasting
is not good” (1 Cor. 5:6). Those who
think they know how their future will
pan out only indulge in boasting which
is evil (James 4:16). The whole plan of
salvation is designed to exclude human
boasting (Eph. 2:8-10).
Self-adulation is not something we
generally appreciate, and it is usually
only found in Logie Award winners,
performing chimpanzees, or North
Korean dictators on parade. Yet there is
a sense in which a Christian can boast
(Gal. 6:14; 1 Cor. 1:31; 9:15; 2 Cor.
12:9; 1 Thess. 2:19).

Self-adulation is not
something we
generally appreciate,
and it is usually only
found in Logie Award
winners, performing
chimpanzees, or
North Korean
dictators on parade.

How, then, do we do anything humbly?
How do I write an incisive and
perceptive article on humility? How do
you respond to it without ruining the
concept? It really is a slippery eel. We
can more easily seek to achieve love,
kindness, or faithfulness in our lives
than humility. It seems that the more
we are aware of it, the less we possess it.

Cor. 9:15-16). He saw this as entirely
appropriate, and could imagine
working no other way. All the world’s
standards are turned upside down.
Since God works through the meek and
lowly, Paul could write: “I will boast all
the more gladly of my weaknesses, so
that the power of Christ may rest upon
me” (2 Cor. 12:9).

Paul took pains to have a clear
conscience toward both God and man
(Acts 24:16). No doubt the most
difficult part of that self-examination
came when he contemplated whether
he was walking humbly before God and
man. An affirmative and a negative
answer both have their problems.

Normally, we strive to be as strong and
as healthy as possible, but Christ uses
afflictions to achieve our sanctification.
That, then, is the ground for boasting
not in human strength nor even
particularly in human weakness as such,
but in human weakness resting on
Christ.

One way into the subject is to
contemplate the things in which we can
boast. Paul declared: “Far be it from me
to boast except in the cross of our Lord
Jesus Christ, by which the world has
been crucified to me, and I to the
world” (Gal. 6:14). To boast in a
horrible drawn-out death on a place of
execution is, by the world’s standards,
lunacy of the first order. Not so to the
Christian, who sees why we are told:
‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the
Lord’ (1 Cor. 1:31). This is because, as
Cecil F. Alexander says:

We are often told, rightly I believe, that
males especially identify with their
work while females are more focused on
relationships. Paul seems to combine
both approaches when he says that in
making Christ known, his boast was
not in his achievements but in the
people whom the Lord had saved (1
Thess. 2:19). Summing up, we see that
Paul certainly boasted as no one else has
boasted - of the cross; of the Lord Jesus;
of preaching for free; of his weaknesses;
and of sinners who had been saved.

There was no other good enough
To pay the price of sin.
That is why Isaac Watts could write:
Jesus, my Lord! I know His Name,
His Name is all my boast.
Boasting in ourselves is painful;
boasting in Christ makes sense.
Hence Paul’s boast was that he freely
preached the free gospel of grace (1

The secret to a Christian’s boasting is
thus to be found in faith, as Calvin
describes it: “We are in Christ, because
we are out of ourselves.” C.S. Lewis, as
he was so often, is particularly helpful
here. He says of the truly humble
human being: “He will not be thinking
about humility: he will not be thinking
about himself at all.” That is the
mystery of humble boasting.
Peter Barnes is editor of AP

