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Moral monster?
Why the new atheists are wrong
Slavery and
the Bible
Jesus
in Islam

T

he so-called New Atheists do not
just reject any belief in the
existence of God; they have
declared war on Him. Richard Dawkins
has proclaimed to all the world that
Yahweh is a tyrant to end all tyrants: “The
God of the Old Testament is arguably the
most unpleasant character in all fiction:
jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust,
unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic,
homophobic, racist, infanticidal,
genocidal, filicidal, pestilential,
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic,
capriciously malevolent bully.”

There is not much left in the thesaurus
after that effort. Christopher Hitchens
was scarcely more restrained, and wrote
of “The Nightmare of the Old
Testament”. Dawkins, Hitchens, Sam
Harris, Daniel Dennett and the rest of
the crusaders all become very indignant
over the notion that morality requires a
religious basis. Dawkins even said that
Darwinism explains human kindness,
generosity, and goodness.

Editorial
Darwinism – in terms of Herbert
Spencer’s survival of the fittest –
certainly explains Dawkins’ assertion
made in August 2014 that it is immoral
not to abort a child with Down
Syndrome. For some not altogether clear
reason he drew the line at saying the
same thing about a child with autism.
Dawkins and his ilk seem not to know
that it is the God of the Old Testament
who tells His people to love their
neighbour as themselves (Lev.19:18),
not to curse the deaf or put a stumbling
block before the blind (Lev.19:14), and
to look after the stranger, the widow and
the orphan (Ex.22:21-24; Deut.24:1722). Before the onslaught of modern
versions of bureaucratic benevolence,
God had declared Himself to be the one
who watches over the sojourners, and
upholds the widow and the fatherless

(Ps.146:9). The Ten Commandments
constitute a charter of liberty and
decency, and those who replace it with
slogans like “Liberty, equality, and
fraternity” have been adept at achieving
the opposite of what they declare.
The quest for perfection without God’s
revelation of what this means and without
the counterbalancing warnings about
human sinfulness has led to moral
darkness being promulgated as light, and
light as darkness. Dietrich Bonhoeffer
had good cause to lament that “the vilest
contempt for mankind goes about its
sinister business with the holiest
protestations of devotion to the human
cause”. The moral monsters turn out to
be the very ones who despise the God
who made them and who shall judge
them.
Peter Barnes
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Moral monster?
Who is the God the Old Testament portrays?

Richard Belcher talks to Peter Hastie

D

r Richard Belcher Jnr is the
John D. & Frances M. Gwin
Professor of Old Testament
and Academic Dean at the Reformed
Theological Seminary in Charlotte,
North Carolina. He recently visited
Australia to lecture at the Presbyterian
Theological College of Victoria on
“Preaching in the Book of Judges”. Dr
Belcher has recently published
important Bible commentaries on the
books of Genesis and Ecclesiastes.
Critics of the Bible claim that it
contains so many obscene and
cruel stories that it can hardly be
the work of a holy and righteous
God. Do they have a point?

Obviously, this is a pressing issue today.
In the past people who have had moral
problems with the Bible have said,
“Well, the Bible contains some stories
and practices that are offensive to many
people and this undermines its
authority”. But today some of the more
passionate atheists like Richard Dawkins
and Christopher Hitchens have gone a
step further and said, “the Bible’s views
on morality are dangerous”.
This represents a change in the way
that people are viewing the Bible. They
are not simply saying that it is wrong;
they are claiming that it is evil.
Moreover, they go a step further and
suggest that the teaching of the Bible

should not even be tolerated; instead, it
should be rejected as “hateful”.
In response, I would point out that
when the Bible describes an event it
does not mean that it necessarily
condones it. The Bible paints an honest
picture about the fallen world and it
certainly includes some confronting
stories. However, the inclusion of some
of these stories does not mean that God
approves the actions of their characters.
On the contrary, they are often
condemned. What we need to
understand is that God is able to use
these stories in ways that further His
purposes by teaching us things we need
to know about Him, ourselves and His
grace towards sinners.
Do you think it’s fair to say (as
some people do) that the Old
Testament represents God as full
of wrath and vengeance, while the
New Testament portrays Him in
terms of love, mercy, and grace?
This view is based upon a false
dichotomy. The reality is that we find
that the God of the Old Testament is
also presented as a God of love and
compassion. We see it clearly in the
aftermath of the Golden Calf incident,
where Moses describes God as merciful
and gracious, slow to anger, abounding
in steadfast love and faithfulness
(Exodus 34:6). If you look at the way

It is an entirely false expectation that we
can live in a fallen world without suffering
and awkward moral problems.

God relates to His people in the Old
Testament, He is always faithful to His
covenant promises and is longsuffering
toward His own people when they
disobey Him. It’s a false perception that
the God of the Old Testament is just a
God of vengeance.
On the other hand, of course, Christ
Himself spoke some very harsh words of
judgment to the self-righteous of His
day (Matthew 23) as well as to those who
rejected Him (Matthew 13). In fact, if
you look at the Bible and its presentation
of salvation, there’s no contradiction
between God’s justice and judgment on
the one hand, and His mercy and
compassion on the other. He has
devised the gift of salvation in such a
way that His just demands can be met
in His compassionate response to
undeserving sinners. So God has, in
essence, through the gospel, satisfied
His justice while offering grace and
mercy to sinners through Christ’s life,
death and resurrection.
Do you think it’s realistic in the
light of the Fall and God’s curse
on sin to expect that life is going
to be problem-free and that we
won’t suffer things like pain, and
confusing moral problems?
No, it’s not realistic. I think it’s an
entirely false expectation that we can live
in a fallen world without suffering and
awkward moral problems. We learn from
the book of Job that even a blameless
person can suffer and face lots of
confusion as he tries to make sense of life
and God’s ways in the world. Job never
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did anything to attract his particular
suffering. Even Jesus, who was entirely
innocent, suffered. Of course, His
suffering was for a specific purpose. As
followers of Jesus, we may be treated in
the same way as Him. Since we live in a
fallen world that is under the judgment
of God we are never really going to
escape pain, suffering and perplexity.
Does God have any purpose in
bringing pain into the world
because of sin?
Since God is wise and sovereign, He
can use many things that may seem to
strange to us in carrying out His
purposes. For instance, He can use pain
and suffering to bring us to an end of
ourselves and to draw us to Christ.
Sometimes, as a consequence of our
own sinfulness, we experience
consequences related to our actions that
remind us that sin never pays and that
true blessing is only found in God.
And God can also use pain and suffering
for our sanctification and perfection.
Suffering can also be a warning to us.
Some of the stories in the Bible – like
the Fall – warn us about the effects and

consequences of sin. When we read
these stories we are challenged to
overcome sin so that we don’t suffer the
same consequences.
Should we see God’s judgments in
events like the Fall, the Flood, and the
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah
as a series of warning signals
from Heaven about an ultimate
judgment that faces us all?
Yes. In fact, some of these events are
pictures of the final eschatological
judgment, and so serve as a warning to
anyone that judgment is on the horizon
for those who reject the gospel.
Likewise, God can also teach us about
His grace through our own sin and
failures. God can use our disobedience
to remind us – especially when we
think of King David and his failures –
that there’s a righteous king who will
never fail, but will accomplish God’s
purposes of salvation. Of course, we see
that in the person of Christ. So that’s
also a part of God’s redemptive purpose
in showing us some of the failures of
His own people in the Old Testament.
So judgments can be a warning to us of
what is to come as well as alerting us to
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the present consequences of sin in our
own lives. They can also generate hope
that in this sinful world, where we don’t
live up to God’s righteous judgements,
there is someone who can meet all the
requirements of the law and truly bring
us salvation.
Would you agree that in the light
of the Fall and our own sin that
the real problem in the world is
not “why is there suffering?” but
“why is there any pleasure?”
That’s a good way to look at it. It is
reminder that God’s common grace
ensures that things are rarely as bad as
they could be. Although sin affects
every part of our being, people rarely
give expression to all their sinful desires.
If they did, life on earth would be hell.
In other words, we should be thankful
to God for the restraint that He
exercises over sin in the world.
Imagine what our neighbourhoods
would be like if we all acted out the
desires and impulses of our hearts. The
fact that we experience many joys and
much happiness in this life is totally
undeserved in view of our sin and
rebellion. This means that we should

SPEAKERS – Keith & Sarah Condie
SP
DATE – Saturday 21st March 2015
DATE
www.equip.org.au/equip-ministry-wives
ww
ww.equip.org.au/equip-ministry-wives
A cconference for ministry wives

STARING DOWN THE HARD ISSUES OF FORGIVENESS, CONFLICT AND UNITY
WITHIN CHRISTIAN MINISTRY.

4 AP

SU B SC RIB E FOR YOUR O WN FREE COPY AT AP. OR G. AU

look at our neighbours in a new way.
For instance, if we have an unbelieving
neighbour who is a moral person, we
can give thanks to God that His grace
has restrained his sin and made him
reluctant to do evil. The amazing thing
about life in this world is that it is
actually a lot better than we would
expect it to be in the light of the curse
(Genesis 3:16-19).
When God brings judgment on
people such as Pharaoh or the
Canaanites is He being malicious,
or does He have some other
purpose in view?
In most of these situations, God’s first
response is not judgment. Even in a case
like Sodom and Gomorrah, God comes
first to Abraham to reveal His plans to
him. Abraham pleads with God, and
God is willing to save the cities if there
are 10 righteous people in them. So we
see that God’s first response is not one
of judgment. Usually God’s judgment
comes after an extended period where
people refuse to change, and evil
reaches epidemic proportions.
God is always slow to execute judgment.
In Genesis 15 we discover that God
reveals that He will not punish the
Amorites for at least four generations,
which in those times equated to over
four centuries. I don’t think that
anyone could argue that God acted
capriciously and was not long-suffering
and just in executing His judgments. In
fact, I think that most of us would be

The God of the Bible is holy and we are sinners.
We deserve nothing from Him, and that’s the
part of the equation we don’t understand today.
thankful that God is so forbearing and
merciful in the way He executes justice.
I think we all need to pause and
remember that the God of the Bible is
holy and we are sinners. We deserve
nothing from Him, and that’s the part
of the equation we don’t understand
today. If we did we would soon realise
how merciful and gracious God is when
He exercises such restraint towards us.
A lot of people take offence at
God’s command to the Israelites
to destroy the Canaanites.
What do we know about the
Canaanites? Did they deserve it?
That’s the way this issue is presented
sometimes: the poor, innocent
Canaanites, minding their own
business, and then God pounces on
them in judgment and destroys them
through the Israelites.
Well, as I said earlier, God’s judgment
wasn’t His first response. He waited for
over four centuries until their evil had
reached the upper limit, so to speak.
The Canaanites were a people who
were very wicked in their behaviour,
even engaging in child-sacrifice. They
worshiped gods who were lustful,
incestuous, and bloodthirsty and the

Canaanites became like the gods they
worshipped. The goddess of sex and
war, Ashtart, was very violent. She
decorated herself with suspended heads
and hands attached to a girdle. She
exalted in brutality and butchery.
Of course, the Canaanites also
worshipped Baal, who was the god of
fertility. One aspect of Baal worship
involved the Canaanites engaging in
sexual activity as a form of sympathetic
magic to induce him to produce
fruitfulness for their crops. So it’s a false
picture to say that the Canaanites were
innocent people minding their own
business. They were extremely
debauched and wicked people.
How would you answer somebody
like Richard Dawkins who says that
when God orders the extermination
of the Canaanites He is nothing
more than a moral monster?
I would answer by reminding him that
the Bible says that God is a God of
justice. His judgment is simply a
manifestation of His justice and
righteousness, and if we had a sense of
His holiness, our response would be
one of fear and reverence because of the
holy God that He is.
I would also remind him that this
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judgment upon the Canaanites serves as
a warning of the future eschatological
judgment that faces us.
And I would also add this: God’s
command to exterminate the
Canaanites is not something that occurs
all throughout Old Testament history.
It is for a particular period of Israel’s
history. It’s not as if Israel participated
all throughout her history in this kind
of activity. It was for a particular
purpose in a limited period of her
history. Further, it was confined to the
time when she entered Canaan to take
possession of it for herself so as to fulfil
God’s purpose for her.

Elsewhere in the Old Testament we
have instances where Israelites married
foreigners who were believers. This
practice was approved. For instance,
when Ruth becomes a believer in the
God of Israel, she is able to marry Boaz.
So the issue is not one of race; and this
shows how baseless Dawkins’ claim is.
People who are not a part of Israel can
become a part of Israel through belief
in Israel’s God. So Israel is
compassionate in many ways to those
who are different from her.

Once He has saved us He sends us out
into the world as disciples. Our mission is
to evangelise others, not to terrorise them
and blow them up. We are to preach the
gospel and give our lives in serving
people. Christ gives His life; He doesn’t
take the life of infidels. We are sent out to
sacrifice ourselves by preaching the good
news of the gospel to them.

Now there were times when Israel
engaged in physical warfare – holy war
– but many times that was defensive.
So this is a strictly limited period
during Israel’s existence, and we should
not think of Israel participating in this
kind of activity all throughout her
history. To suggest otherwise is wrong.
Did God intend all the Canaanites
to be totally obliterated?
No, He didn’t. Some were saved. Rahab
is a good example of this. Rahab was
living in a city – Jericho – that had
fallen under condemnation. Yet she
responded to the spies, believed in the
God of Israel and so she and her
household were saved. So there was an
opportunity for people to believe and
avoid destruction.
Thus, not all Canaanites were destroyed
and there are examples throughout the
Old Testament of non-Israelites
believing in the God of Israel and
becoming a part of God’s people.
Atheists often claim that God’s
order to kill the Canaanites was
an act of genocide and ethnic
cleansing. Is this a fair charge?
No, it’s not. It’s based on ignorance.
When God commands Israel to
exterminate the Canaanites it has
nothing to do with race. Likewise, when
He tells Israel not to intermarry with
the Canaanites, it’s not a racial matter.
It’s a religious one. God’s concern is to
promote saving faith. Thus, for the sake
of future generations, they are
commanded not to marry unbelievers.
6 AP

Christ’s death we see God’s mercy and
compassion displayed towards
undeserving sinners. Further, Christ’s
death for our sin reveals the extent that
God is willing to go to in order to form a
relationship with undeserving sinners, by
taking upon Himself our judgment. I
think that’s a key part of this that also
needs to be emphasised. So Christ
Himself comes, and He comes not as
someone who is coming to destroy
sinners (in His first coming); rather, He
comes as one who wants to save us.

Dr Richard Belcher
How should we view this warfare
of the Israelites against the
Canaanites? Is there any reason
to doubt God’s character? Exactly
what purpose is it serving?
It serves a number of purposes. One
vital purpose it served at that time was
to maintain the purity of Israel’s spiritual
life and mission. If Israel was God’s
servant to bring light to the nations it
could not allow itself to be spiritually
compromised by allowing people to
join who did not believe in the true
God and His purposes for the world.

This is a markedly different mission to
the one you see in other religions. The
New Testament is quite clear that our
mission is not to engage in physical
warfare (2 Corinthians 10:3-5). Instead,
we are called to proclaim the gospel and
to overcome the false ideas and arguments
that keep us in bondage. Our mission is
spiritual warfare, in the light of the
spiritual kingdom that Christ established.
Ephesians 6 and Revelation 12 talk about
that spiritual warfare. When we read
about the holy wars in the Old Testament
we must always view them in the light of
the coming of Christ.
Is there anything you would add,
then, to Richard Dawkin’s claim
that when Christ went to the cross,
God actually was engaging in divine
child abuse?

Further, the destruction of the Canaanites
is a picture of the final judgment that is
coming upon unbelief and wickedness.
But what’s particularly interesting to
me is if we begin to think about what
takes place upon the cross, we begin to
see that God takes this judgment upon
Himself. He enters into our fallen
world in Christ, who, though sinless,
takes upon Himself the judgment that
we deserve in dying upon the cross.

I would reject Dawkins’ view completely.
It’s true that God’s relationship with
Christ is one of Father-Son, but it is a
relationship that is conditioned by mutual
love and honour and where both have
voluntarily agreed that Christ’s death for
sinners is necessary for the salvation of
God’s people. Dawkins completely
misrepresents this understanding of their
relationship to further his own agenda.
When he speaks about the God of the
Bible he gives a completely false picture.

When we think about God’s justice and
suffering, we must remember that in

Peter Hastie is the principal of PTC
Victoria.
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Bound but
unchained

Don’t
confuse
biblical
slavery
with the
American
version
Peter Barnes

I

t is not
uncommon to say
that the Bible is a vicious book
because God ordains slavery in the
Old Testament, and the slavery of
the American South, at least until
the tragic Civil War of 1861-1865,
showed how brutal and unjust slavery
can be. Hence Sam Harris, a rabid
atheist, declares that the books of the
Bible are bursting with “obscene
celebrations of violence” and they
condone the practice of slavery whereas
“the entire civilized world now agrees
that slavery is an abomination”.
However, there is considerable
difference between the God-ordained
and regulated slavery of the Old
Testament and that which prevailed in
the Confederate States of North
America in rather more recent times.

Chris Wright maintains that the
Hebrew slave was more a bonded
worker than a slave. In the first place, a
Hebrew slave could normally obtain his
freedom after six years: “When you buy
a Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years,
and in the seventh he shall go out free,
for nothing” (Ex.21:2; see Deut.15:118). There were no life-long slaves
unless the slave wished it in which case
he went through a ceremony which
bored his ear with an awl to signify his
lifelong attachment to his master
(Ex.21:5-6). Otherwise, six years was

the maximum. And if the
Year of Jubilee rolled around,
as it did every 50 years, it was
further reduced (Lev.25:39-41).
Much later, Jeremiah was to
denounce King Zedekiah of Judah
for not releasing slaves when he had
promised to do so (Jer.34).
A slave whom the master injured in
some way was to go free (Ex.21:26-27).
An escaped slave was to be well-treated:
“You shall not give up to his master a
slave who has escaped from his master
to you. He shall dwell with you, in your
midst, in the place that he shall choose
within one of your towns, wherever it
suits him. You shall not wrong him”
(Deut.23:15-16).
This probably only referred to a slave
who had escaped from another country
rather than a Hebrew who had jumped
the fence. In the Code of Hammurabi,
anyone who harboured a slave or helped
him to escape was to be put to death.
Israel, on the other hand, was to be a
place of refuge for a slave on the run.
Another significant difference is that
Old Testament slavery was normally
linked to punishment for stealing. The
law was that “If a man steals an ox or a
sheep, and kills it or sells it, he shall
repay five oxen for an ox, and four
sheep for a sheep. If a thief is found
breaking in and is struck so that he
dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for

Most of the Hebrews who were slaves in the
Old Testament period were debt slaves …
they worked it off. This is neither cruel nor
an abomination.

him, but if the sun has risen on him,
there shall be bloodguilt for him. He shall
surely pay. If he has nothing, then he
shall be sold for his theft” (Ex. 22:1-3).
Under the law of Moses there were no
jails. Instead, a system of restitution
plus compensation was to operate in
dealing with robberies. Most of the
Hebrews who were slaves in the Old
Testament period were debt slaves –
they owed money and were paying it
off, or they had stolen something and
could not pay it back with the added
compensation, so they worked it off.
This is neither cruel nor an
abomination, but eminently sensible.
Old Testament slavery did not consist
of one nationality oppressing another
nationality as in American slavery in
the 19th century. Nor was it part of
some arbitrary caste system. It was part
of a very fair and effective system of
justice when it was applied rightly.
One of the more startling differences
between slavery in the Old Testament
and that in the southern United States
is that the Bible condemns kidnapping
as a capital crime (Ex. 21:16; Deut.
24:7). Before the law of Moses was
given, Joseph’s brothers trampled all
over this principle, which was written
on their hearts (see Gen. 37:25-28). It
is instructive that the law against
kidnapping is repeated in the New
Testament (1 Tim. 1:8-11). The NIV
has “slave traders”, the ESV has
“enslavers”, and the NKJV has
“kidnappers”. Whichever translation is
used, it would condemn the African
slave trade and the existence of slavery
in the southern states of the USA in the
SU M ME R 2014/ 15 7

late 18th and early 19th centuries.
Perhaps something like 14.5 million
Africans were brought to the New
World in chains, but many others died
on the way. Almost all of them were
kidnapped from their homes in Africa.
In 1787 John Newton condemned this
as “a commerce so iniquitous, so cruel,
so oppressive, so destructive”. It was a
special horror to him: “I hope it will
always be a subject of humiliating
reflection to me, that I was once an
active instrument in a business at which
my heart now shudders.”
Olaudah Equiano was a former slave
who obtained his freedom, became an
evangelical Christian, married a well-todo Englishwoman who bore him two
children, and published his life story in
1789. He claimed that “Tortures,
murder, and every other imaginable
barbarity and iniquity, are practised
upon the poor slaves with impunity”.

(1 Timothy 1:8-11) would condemn the African
slave trade and the existence of slavery in the
southern states of the USA.
Far from seeing slavery as something
that is natural, the God of the Old
Testament commands the death penalty
for kidnappers.
Finally, the Old Testament declares that
all peoples, being in the image of God, are
to be treated with fairness and compassion.
In defending himself, Job declared:
“If I have rejected the cause of my
manservant or my maidservant, when
they brought a complaint against me,
what then shall I do when God rises
up? When He makes inquiry, what
shall I answer Him? Did not He who
made me in the womb make him? And
did not one fashion us in the womb?”
(Job 31:13-15)
How do we understand all human
beings on this earth, and our
relationship with them? We are created
in the womb by God. We share that
commonality; we are all united in that
sense. When John Newton wrote
against the slave trade that he had once
participated in, he cited the Golden
Rule of Matthew 7:12.
The church can easily descend into a
kind of Pelagian racism. During the
19th century, one American
Presbyterian preacher apparently
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proclaimed: “You slaves will go to
heaven if you are good, but don't ever
think that you will be close to your
mistress and master. No! There will be a
wall between you; but there will be
holes in it that will permit you to look
out and see your mistress when she
passes by.”
Against that kind of theology and
practice, Calvin cited Isaiah 58:7 about
not looking down upon our own flesh.
He explained: “By that he means we
cannot look upon another human being
without having before us a living
representation of our own selves, and if
we deny him our help, it is as if we were
refusing it to ourselves”. Indeed, he added
that even the pagans have recognised
“what is so difficult for us to get into our
heads”, namely that there is “a universal
kinship within the human race”.
The Old Testament has a temporary
provision for slavery, usually for
stealing; kidnapping was a capital
crime; and Hebrews, because of their
understanding of God as the creator of
all mankind, were enjoined to treat all
human beings with fairness and
compassion. That is why Confederate
slavery was so wrong.
Peter Barnes is editor of AP
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Lessons of
holy furniture
How the Tabernacle illuminates Jesus’ life and purpose

N

ot long ago, I decided to
preach through the book of
Exodus. It was a thrilling
experience…until I came to the
chapters dealing with the construction
of the tabernacle. To make matters
“worse” (from a preaching perspective),
not only does this take up a large chunk
of the book – almost half! – but after
the incident involving the golden calf
the instructions are repeated almost
word for word! It left me asking myself:
“Why would God’s Word do that?”
The construction of the tabernacle is
obviously extremely important in the
book of Exodus. In fact, Barry Webb
states that “Exodus moves from ‘service’
(slavery) to Pharaoh in Egypt, to the
‘service’ (worship) of Yahweh at Sinai”
This link is even clearer when you
realise that the same Hebrew
expression, abad, is used for both
“slavery” and “worship” (Exod. 1:1314; 3:12). So, in a nutshell, Israel goes
from building Pharaoh’s temple to
building the temple of God!
There is an even more fundamental
question when it comes to passages like
this, and that is, what would be missing
if this particular section wasn’t there?
Moses, as well as the author of Hebrews
(see Heb. 9), thought that all of those
details were important but what would
our understanding of God be like if it
hadn’t been included?

We would be reduced to an essentially
Muslim theology, because we would
have no real understanding of
“atonement” and precisely how the
LORD God Almighty can objectively
put us sinners in the right with
Himself. It’s the tabernacle, then, that
most clearly points us to the person and
work of Christ.
Indeed, we all know that when the
Lord Jesus was here on earth He
described Himself as being the temple
(John 2:18-22) but He also specifically
identified with the tabernacle. The
apostle John says: “And the word
became flesh and dwelt (literally
“tabernacled”) amongst us, and we have
seen His glory, glory as of the only Son
from the Father, full of grace and
truth.” (John 1:14).
How does the Old Testament tabernacle
point to the long-awaited Messiah?
This is where we need to investigate the
seven key pieces of furniture that the
Holy Spirit prescribed had to be there,
although this could easily be extended
further to look at things such as the
clothing and role of the High Priest (see
Hebrews 4:14-16).
1. Altar of burnt offering. Directly upon
entering the tabernacle precinct proper
was the altar of burnt offering. On each
corner of the altar was a horn that not
only acted as an anchor point to hold
the animal sacrifice in place but was
also a sign of strength or assurance as to

Mark Powell

its efficacy (Ps. 18:1-2). This was there
to symbolically take away people’s sin
through a sacrifice of atonement just
like the Lord Jesus has perfectly done
for us (1 Pet. 2:24-25; Heb. 10:1-10).
2. Laver. The laver was a washbasin
placed out in the courtyard of the
tabernacle between the altar of burnt
offering and the door of the tabernacle.
Significantly, this was where the priests
had to wash themselves ceremonially so
as to be consecrated or set apart for
ministry. Interestingly, it was originally
constructed from the bronze the Israelite
women used as mirrors which meant
that when someone looked into the water
they saw a reflection of themselves
which might have reminded them of
their fundamental need for forgiveness.
Cleansing from sin is to be followed by
our holy commitment to spiritual
service (see Titus 2:4-7; John 13:1-10).
3. Table of showbread. At the start of
each week the priests placed 12 loaves
of fresh bread on the table – one for
each of the 12 tribes. This signifies how
the Lord continually provided for His
people as they travelled throughout the
wilderness. In this way it acted as a
continual reminder that God is Jehovah
Jireh, the One who provides all our
needs. In the same way, the Lord Jesus
Christ is the bread of life who faithfully
provides for all our needs (John 6:35,
48-51, 54-56).
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4. Lampstand. The golden lampstand is
actually a stylised tree with a trunk and
seven branches as well as leaves, flowers
and fruit engraved into it. It acted as a
memorial of the original “tree of life”
that was located in the Garden of Eden.
It was also placed on the opposite side
of the room to the table of showbread
and acted as a “spotlight” so that one’s
attention was focused on it. Obviously
Jesus is the true light of the world that
brings life to all men (John 1:4-5) and
He Himself promises, “Whoever
follows me will never walk in darkness,
but will have the light of life” (John
8:12; 9:5).
5. Altar of incense. Also located in the
outer room of the tabernacle was the
altar of incense (each of these three
pieces of furniture being made of gold).
However, this was placed directly in
front of the curtain, which led into the
Holy of Holies. The incense used on
the altar could not be used anywhere
else on punishment of death. The reason
why this was treated so seriously was
because it represented the intercession
the priest made on behalf of sinful
humanity before the true and living God.
Note how Hebrews 7:25 says:
“Therefore He is able to save completely
those who come to God through Him,
because He always lives to intercede for
them” (see John 17:1-26).
6. Ark of the Covenant. Most Christians
are aware that in the Holy of Holies

All of these pieces of furniture pictured and
portrayed the person and work of Christ –
but there was no image.
(which the High Priest alone could
enter, and only once a year on the Day
of Atonement) was the Ark of the
Covenant. Not everyone is familiar
with what it contained; namely, the Ten
Commandments, a jar of manna as well
as Aaron’s rod that had budded. These
three objects pointed to the very heart
of what it meant to be in relationship
with God. That He is holy – as
reflected in His law. That He is
generous – as represented in the jar of
manna that had sustained the Israelites
in their journey through the wilderness.
And that He is powerful – making a
dead stick bear fruit like a living tree.
Without descending into too much
allegory it is not very difficult to see
how the Lord Jesus fulfills and
functions in exactly the same way.
7. Mercy seat. Separate or distinct from
the Ark of the Covenant was the mercy
seat. This was the lid with the two
cherubim that was placed on top.
Significantly, between the law of God
and the LORD God Almighty Himself
was His mercy. Once a year the High
Priest would sprinkle the blood of a
bull and a goat upon it to symbolize
that the people’s sin had been taken
away. With the coming of Jesus this has

wonderfully been fulfilled once and for
all (Rom. 3:25; 1 John 2:2).
There is one thing in particular that
was absent from the tabernacle, and
that is there was no image! All of these
pieces of furniture pictured and
portrayed the person and work of
Christ but in keeping with the
prohibition of the second
commandment there was no visual
representation of God. This is because
an image would only take away from
His glory and pervert the hearts and
minds of those wishing to worship Him
(Rom. 1:18-25).
For anyone wanting to explore the
symbolism of the Tabernacle further, I
would suggest studying the book by
David Levy, The Tabernacle: Shadows of
the Messiah.
Mark Powell is part of the ministerial
team at Cornerstone Presbyterian
Church, Strathfield, NSW.
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World news
Christian shot before trial
Christian pastor Zafar Bhatti’s trial for
violating Pakistan’s blasphemy law
never got to the court verdict stage.
That’s because Bhatti was shot dead
Thursday in his Rawalpindi prison cell
in an attack that also wounded his
cellmate, 70-year-old British citizen
Muhammad Asghar.
The motives of the alleged gunman, a
member of an elite police unit, are not
known. Police arrested Bhatti in 2012
on suspicion of sending “blasphemous”
text messages, despite evidence indicating
that the phone from which the messages
were sent didn’t belong to him.
Ashgar’s conviction in January — based
on allegations that he claimed to be a
“prophet” of Islam — ignored evidence
that he suffers from mental illness.
Asghar was diagnosed with paranoid
schizophrenia in the United Kingdom
in 2010.
In May, unidentified gunmen killed
human rights activist and lawyer

Rashid Rehman in an apparent reprisal
for his willingness to represent people
charged under the law. Rehman’s
attackers remain at large.
Human Rights Watch

reason to throw their support behind
the anti-Beijing protests because
economic develop has not brought
more religious tolerance to China. “In
fact in the last two years persecution
has strengthened,” he said.

Christians help HK protesters
Christianity Today
Christians have been among the
thousands staking out spaces at the
front lines of Hong Kong’s prodemocracy protests in October.
Catholic, Methodist and Anglican
parishes opened their church doors to
offer demonstrators a place to eat,
sleep, and pray, Vatican Radio reports.
Other Christians organised prayer
sessions at protest sites.
Protestant and Catholic students groups
have distributed more than 1000 loaves
of bread to protesters outside
government buildings, some of whom
spent the night sleeping on the street.
According to Joseph Cheng Yu-shek, a
politics professor at City University of
Hong Kong, Christians have a strong

From Potter to Zealot
Harry Potter film producer David
Heyman has signed on to produce the
film adaptation of Reza Aslan’s Zealot,
which examines the life of Jesus, and
removes him from a religious context
and questions many aspects of the Bible.
Lionsgate acquired the rights to the
film adaptation in December. Heyman
previously produced all eight
instalments in the Harry Potter series,
and is also set to produce wizarding
spin-off Fantastic Beasts and Where to
Find Them from a screenplay by J.K.
Rowling, due in 2016.
Lionsgate co-president Erik Feig said:
“Reza Aslan has written a remarkable
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book that manages to bring the ancient
world into contemporary relief and to
make a timeless story very timely. We
are excited to create this uniquely
cinematic and immersive world for
moviegoers to experience.”
The Telegraph, London
Bible for Iranians
A new translation of the Bible into
modern Persian has been launched in
London. According to a news release
from Elam Ministries, the organisation
behind the translation, at the time of the
Islamic revolution in 1979 there were no
more than 500 Christians from a Muslim
background in the country. Now Iran is
thought to have one of the fastestgrowing congregations in the world.
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“A very conservative estimate puts the
number of Christians in Iran at
100,000,” David Yeghnazar of Elam
Ministries said in a press release. “The
generally-accepted estimate is 370,000.
Some believe there are 700,000, some
over a million. Operation World puts
the annual growth rate at 19.7 per cent.
If that is the case, Iran will very soon
have one million Christian believers.”
“Though the [launch] event will be a
joyful one, we are sad it is happening
outside Iran,” Yeghnazar said.
ASSIST News Service
China demolishes churches
The Chinese Government has ordered
the demolition of at least 130 churches
in recent months, though the actual
number may be three to four times that
amount, yet unverifiable.
On July 21 at 3AM, in Water Town,
Pingyang County, Wenzhou City,
Zhejiang Province, nearly 1000
Christian believers rallied on Kau Yan
church grounds to stop the impending
demolition. People were beaten by

police and urban management, and
dozens of Christians were hospitalised.
The fact that the demolition of
churches is part of a wider plan was
clearly revealed by the Secretary Xia
Baolong who, in an interview with
Xinhua on February 17, announced
that “hostile forces of the West” had
infiltrated the Christian communities.
Revolution News
Nepalese pastor freed
Authorities in Nepal have released a
Protestant pastor sentenced to 12 years
in prison for consuming beef, according
to a Canadian NGO who confirmed
the release in late July. Reverend Chhedar
Lhomi Bhote, 37, was arrested in
October 2012 after a Hindu mob
attacked and burned his home in
north-eastern Nepal near the Tibetan
Autonomous Region.
The mob accused him of having
consumed beef – taboo in Nepal
though not explicitly prohibited for
non-Hindus – as well as having killed
the cow himself, which is considered a
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criminal act. The pastor was arrested and
later sentenced to 12 years in prison.
After nearly two years of work by
several Protestant NGOs and petitions
to the Nepal government, the
authorities relented and Bhote was
released on July 17. Bhote ran a small
Christian community at the time of his
arrest, comprising mainly ethnic
Tibetans who regularly eat beef.
UCA
Scots marks Grand Final
Melbourne’s Scots’ Presbyterian
Church, on the corner of Collins and
Russell Streets, held its annual AFL
Grand Final church service on
Wednesday, September 24. The service
celebrated gospel blessings, including
the gift of sport. Over the past several
years the event has built up to be a
significant part of the AFL’s Grand
Final Week events.
The service challenges fans to look at
the bigger picture of the Grand Final in
context of living Life in its fullness, and

uses speakers from Australia and
overseas. This year it was Daniel
Bullock, chaplain of the Western
Bulldogs AFL team. Richmond player
Anthony Miles also attended.
Christian Today
Indonesia condemns IS
Outgoing Indonesian president Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono condemned
Islamic State militants in Syria and Iraq
as embarrassing to Islam, and urged
Islamic leaders to unite in tackling
extremism. SBY said the scale of the
slaughter wrought by the extremists in
overrunning large swathes of Iraq and
Syria and the level of violence being
used was appalling.
“It is shocking. It is becoming out of
control,” he said in an interview with
The Australian newspaper a day after IS
released a video showing a masked
militant beheading US reporter James
Foley, provoking worldwide revulsion.
“We do not tolerate it, we forbid ISIS
in Indonesia,” he added, referring to

the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant, as IS was formerly known.
Although Indonesia is the world’s most
populous Muslim nation, “Indonesia is
not an Islamic state. We respect all
religions,” he said.
UCA
Satanic cult loses case
The Roman Catholic archbishop of
Oklahoma City in the US has performed
an exorcism at a public venue that
hosted a satanic “black Mass” in
September. Archbishop Paul S. Coakley
told The Oklahoman newspaper this
week that he and another priest
performed “prayers of exorcism” at the
Civic Centre Music Hall the morning
after the September 21 event.
He said the exorcism was performed
after Centre patrons were troubled
about possible after-effects of the mass.
Around 40 people attended the mass
led by a group of Satanists called the
Dakhma of Angra Mainyu Syndicate.
UCA
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Jesus in Islam
Muslims do honour Jesus, but they do not know who He is
Samuel Green

M

uhammad, the founder of
Islam who died in 632, said
many things about Jesus in
the Qur’an and Hadith, which form
the basis for what most Muslims believe
about Jesus. As Islam becomes part of
the theological mainstream in Australia
it is important for Christians have some
idea about this.
Here is a summary of what
Muhammad said.

Jesus’ mother was Miriam/Mary the
daughter of Amram and the sister of
Moses and Aaron, Qur’an 3:35-51,
19:28 & 53, 66:12, Ex. 15:20.
The Holy Spirit came as a man and
announced to Mary the birth of Jesus,
19:17.
Jesus was born of a virgin, 3:45-47.
He spoke from the cradle, 19:29-35.
Jesus is not lord, or the divine Son of
God, 19:35.
No one can be called a son of God,
5:18; you can only be a slave, 19:92-93.
God is not father.
There is no Trinity, 4:171, 5:73.
Jesus is a word and a spirit from God,
4.171.

He is like Adam with no father, 3:59.
Jesus is just a prophet, 4:171.
Jesus is the Messiah, 3:45.
He came to Israel, 43:59.
Jesus made birds from clay and
breathed the spirit of life into them,
3:49, 5:110.
He gave guidance, 2:135-6.
Jesus taught jihad, 9:111.
Jesus confirms and yet changes the law
of Moses, 3:50.
He foretold the coming of Muhammad,
61:6.
The gospel is for all nations, 3:3-4,
187, 21:91, 5:47.
Jesus did not die nor was he crucified
but he ascended to God and is now
alive, 4:157.
Muhammad can intercede to God for
you better than Jesus, Sahih al-Bukhari:
vol. 6, bk. 60, no. 3.
He will come again to break all crosses,
kill pigs and abolish the Jizya tax (i.e.
bring the final jihad against all nonMuslims) Sahih al-Bukhari: vol. 3, bk.
43, no. 656.
When Jesus returns he will teach the
Qur’an, Sahih al-Bukhari: vol. 4, bk.
55, no. 658.

There are elements of Muhammad’s
understanding of Jesus that Christians would
recognise as part of the true gospel, but
there are other elements which are not.

There are elements of Muhammad’s
understanding of Jesus that Christians
would recognise as part of the true
Gospel, but there are other elements
which are not.
Where did Muhammad get these ideas
from? To whom was he listening? It is
noticeable that the Qur’an does not
quote the Bible in the same careful way
the New Testament does of the Old
Testament. Instead, the stories are
retold by way of illustration for some
point Muhammad wishes to make.
Furthermore, the stories do not come
from the Bible but from apocryphal
sources. For instance, Jesus only
appearing to die comes from the
Docetic Gospels, and creating birds
from clay is from the Infancy Gospel of
Thomas. This shows the range of
Christians Muhammad was arguing with.
The fact that he denies the divine
Sonship of Jesus and the reality of His
death means that Muhammad teaches a
false gospel and as such should be
considered a false prophet (Gal. 1:6-10).
When Muhammad teaches about Jesus
it is usually to justify himself in some
way. For instance Jesus is said to teach
jihad: “God has bought from the
believers their persons and their
possessions for the price of Paradise;
they fight in the way of God; they kill,
and are killed; that is a promise binding
SU M ME R 2014/ 15 15

upon God in the Torah, and the Gospel,
and the Qur’an” (Qur’an 9:111).
Jesus foretells the coming of Muhammad:
“And remember, Jesus, the son of Mary,
said: ‘O Children of Israel! I am the
messenger of Allah (sent) to you,
confirming the Law (which came)
before me, and giving Glad Tidings of a
Messenger to come after me, whose
name shall be Ahmad” (Qur’an 61:6).
The common verses that Muslims
claim are about Muhammad are:
Deuteronomy 18:18, Song of Solomon
5:16, John 14:16. These verses,
however, have nothing to do with
Muhammad and this has led some
Muslims to write their own Gospels
just as the Gnostics did in the past.
An example is the The Gospel According
to Islam which was only written in
1979. It claims: “The book before you
is a Gospel. It is written in the light of
the revelation of God made to the
prophet Muhammad. ... This outline is
supplemented in this book by some
background material (derived mostly
from the New Testament and
sometimes transformed accordingly to
the Qur’anic revelation) to form a

Muslims think that if you want to learn about
Jesus you need to read the Qur’an... Would
they like us to learn about Muhammad by
reading Bahai Allah?
Gospel of approximately the size of
Mark. ... As we said earlier, this book is
offered as a new Gospel, a Muslim
equivalent of, and alternative to, the
existing Gospels” (Ahmad Shafaat, The
Gospel According to Islam, 1979, pp. 1-2).
And we read in this Islamic Gospel:
“And Pilate sent an order, that Jesus
Barabbas be released. But the officers
who received the order did make an
error and released Jesus of Nazareth,
and crucified Jesus Barabbas. And when
he was released he departed for Galilee,
and he met two travellers who were
going to Emmaus ... And Jesus
answering said unto them, Lo, Jesus of
Nazareth is not crucified nor dead, but
he liveth (26:21-30).”
Another example is the fraudulent
Gospel of Barnabas from 14th century
which is widely used by Muslims today.
Muhammad considers that when Jesus
returns he will be a
Muslim and obey
Muhammad’s
teaching and so
Muhammad is the
final prophet even
with the return of
Jesus.
You may have
heard the phrase
that Muslims
believe that Jesus is
a prophet. This is
true but does not
really explain the
situation. In the
Qur’an all of the
main characters are
just prophets. For
instance Aaron the
high priest is also
just a prophet. All
the unique roles
that various people
had in the Bible are
lost as everyone is
squashed down to

16 AP

one level. Therefore, not only does
Muhammad misrepresent Jesus, he
misrepresents all the other biblical
figures as well.
The worst sin one can commit in Islam
is to associate anything with God.
Calling Jesus the Son of God is such a
sin. Muhammad not only denied that
Jesus is the Son of God, he also denied
that anyone can call himself a son of
God (5:18). At this point we see that
Muhammad not only disagrees with the
Gospel but also with all of the prophets
because the doctrine of the Son of God
is in the Torah (Ex. 4:22), Prophets (2
Sam. 7) and the Psalms (2).
Muhammad shows no understanding
of the unity of scripture and how all
scripture builds upon itself and is
meant to be read together (3:50, 5:48).
Muhammad’s understanding of Jesus is
also inconsistent. For instance,
throughout the Qur’an it is stated that
Jesus is not God, yet Muhammad
retells the story from the Gospel of
Thomas where Jesus makes birds from
clay and breathes into them the breath
of life (15:28-29). This moulding of
clay and breathing of life is exactly how
God creates Adam (3:39). Muhammad
says that Jesus did this only by the
permission of God, but for Jesus to
create anything means he shares in the
unique attribute that defines God. If
Jesus is not God and God can give this
permission to anyone then Islam
teaches pantheism.
Muslims think that if you want to learn
about Jesus you need to read the
Qur’an. We need to point out to them
that we should learn about Jesus on his
own terms. Would they like us to learn
about Muhammad by reading Bahai
Allah? Point out that Muhammad is
just one man 600 years after Jesus while
the NT contains multiple witnesses
from Jesus’ own companions.
Samuel Green is founder of the website
www.answering-islam.org
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Unhealthy
future
Are we losing the Christian
concept of healthcare?
Phil Burcham

I

n our last AP column we explored
how Christian attitudes likely shaped
a key feature of the healthcare sector
within societies where the gospel put
down deep roots – at some level it
furnished the moral vision needed to
produce medicines that alleviate human
suffering. This endeavour was sanctioned
by Scripture itself and especially the
famous Parable where Christ commended
the rudimentary pharmaceutical efforts
of the Good Samaritan by proclaiming
“Go thou and do likewise.”
Hence, from a perspective shaped by
Christian ethics, any search for new
medicines is fuelled not by the prospect
of financial profit nor the desire to
“conquer nature” in the name of
science, but mainly proceeds as an act
of loving service to one’s neighbours
struggling with pain or ill-health.

Nowadays the view that Christianity
did nothing for our world except breed
intolerance and obscurantism has sadly
become reigning orthodoxy, hence the
role Christian values played in shaping
many key cultural endeavours is
overlooked.
To take a wider view upon how much
modern healthcare owes the Christian
worldview it helps to explore various
“medicinal motifs” within major
literary works that are revered across the
Church spectrum. Hopefully, this will
show how deeply Christ’s “Therapeutic
Injunction” pervaded the Christian
moral imagination.

For example, in The Pilgrim’s Progress,
the 17th century Puritan masterpiece,
after surviving his violent encounter
with the “foul fiend” Apollyon,
Bunyan’s great protagonist took leaves
from the Tree of Life and “applied [them]
to the wounds he had received in the
battle, and was healed immediately.”
Similarly, in CS Lewis’s The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe, Lucy Pevensie
receives a Christmas gift comprising a
vial of medicinal “cordial made of the
juice of one of the fire-flowers” which
she subsequently applied to casualties
from the Battle of Beruna. When
lingering over her wounded brother,
Aslan gently reminds Lucy that “there
are other people wounded”. Lucy’s
cordial makes repeated appearances
throughout The Chronicles of Narnia.
Pharmaceutical themes also feature
strongly in JR Tolkien’s literary
triumph, The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien
adorned Middle Earth with rich
botanical diversity, but one species in
particular, athelas, possessed exceptional
medicinal properties. Throughout the
multivolume epic, Aragorn demonstrates
his knowledge of vanished healing arts
by making use of athelas while tending
injured hobbits – most notably within
the “Houses of Healing” in Minas Tirith
following the Battle of Pelennor Fields.
According to a winsome new book by
Australian philosopher Paul Tyson, Lewis
and Tolkien – the Oxford dons he ranks
among the greatest British thinkers of
the 20th century – were “seeking to

clothe the Christian vision of reality,
which they shared, in stories that
engaged the hearts and imaginations of
ordinary people”. By “plugging into
convictions and attitudes still dormant”
within Western societies, Dr Tyson
suggests “Lewis and his friends hoped
that a quiet revolution would take root
in people’s minds” (Return to Reality:
Christian Platonism for Our Times,
Wipf and Stock, 2014).
If these insights are correct, could their
wide use of medicinal themes suggest
Lewis and Tolkien sensed that Western
healthcare, and the impetus to use
medicines wisely, is endangered in postChristian societies? Both men wrote
against a backdrop of 20th century
totalitarianism and knew that in the
Third Reich in particular, Nazi
utilitarianism had refashioned German
medicine such that its hospitals became
“Houses of Killing” rather than the
“Houses of Healing” envisaged by Tolkien.
While some might dismiss such
concerns, the fact that the Australian
Government in 2012 conferred one of
its highest honours upon Professor
Peter Singer, the philosopher who spent
his career constructing an austere antiChristian utilitarianism that
recapitulates aspects of the Nazi
outlook, suggests history has a strange
way of repeating itself. Perhaps we
should keep a more diligent eye upon
our hospitals.
Professor Phil Burcham is a
pharmacologist and elder in the PCA.
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Thinking
God’s thoughts
As we think, so do we live. We have a guiding light.
You've no doubt heard the saying, “You
are what you eat”.
What we choose to put in our mouths
has a direct correlation to how healthy
our bodies look, feel and function.
We’re continually reminded to keep our
bodies healthy, but how often do we
consider keeping our minds healthy?
Of far greater importance is the saying,
“You are what you think”, for how we
view the world – what we believe about
God, sin, marriage, morality, for
example – has far greater earthly and
eternal significance. What we think
ultimately determines how we live.
The Bible tells us that when people
become Christians they are no longer
conformed to this world, because they
no longer belong to the Spirit of this
age [Satan] (Col. 1:13). Instead, they
belong to Christ and are a new creation
(2 Cor. 5:17).
God’s will for us is to be sanctified
(made holy) and transformed into the
image of His Son, Jesus Christ. And
that transformation process begins with
the renewing of our minds: “Do not
conform any longer to the pattern of
this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind. Then you will
be able to test and approve what God’s
will is – His good, pleasing and perfect
will” (Rom. 12:2).

with Him as He begins that
transformation process. This requires us
to actively seek and pursue gospel truth
if we want the Spirit to guide us. And
God equips us to do this by giving us
His Word, the Bible.
The transformation of our minds
occurs when we are exposed to the
faithful exposition of God’s Word. It
requires us to hear, read, memorise and
meditate on God’s Word regularly –
“Let the word of God dwell in you
richly” (Col. 3:16).
When we are exposed to God’s truth,
we learn to think the way God thinks.
His attitudes become our attitudes.
And His desires become our desires.
Our response to sin and temptation
will change as we begin to think
differently and our lives begin to reflect
Christ. Therefore what believers feed
their minds with and choose to dwell
on has an enormous impact on whether
they will be victors or victims.

Living in an age of media saturation, we
are constantly bombarded by images and
worldviews that are in opposition to God’s
truth. Much of our time is absorbed by
watching television, listening to music,
reading magazines and newspapers or
browsing the Internet. We complain about
how little time we have to read God’s
Word, yet in the same breath admit how
we spent the evening “binge watching” the
latest HBO television series.
Now I’m not endorsing some variety of
Christian legalism, where we avoid all
forms of media. But we ought to think
very carefully how we use our Christian
liberty when we digest ideas that are in
opposition to God’s Word. What do you
feed your mind with? We must fill our
minds with God’s truth. As Jesus prayed
to the Father, “Sanctify them in the truth;
your word is truth” (John 17:17).
Madeleine L. Turner completed her PhD in
History and Media at Macquarie University
and attends Ashfield Presbyterian Church.

Renewing our minds is not about
improving our minds through
therapeutic techniques of “mindfulness”
or positive thinking. Nor is it simply to
do with learning new Bible facts. The
biblical process of renewing our minds
involves replacing ungodly knowledge
and ways of thinking with the inspired
and inerrant truth of God’s Word.
Although we are radically dependent on
the work of the Holy Spirit to
transform our minds and hearts, we
also have a responsibility to cooperate
18 AP
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Dawkins
Syndrome

The

The famous atheist blunders again on morality
Barney Zwartz

R

ichard Dawkins, the world’s
most famous atheist, loves a
headline. He got plenty recently
when he tweeted that it is immoral not
to abort a baby with Down Syndrome
if you have the choice.

In response to the fury and outrage, he
half-apologised, claiming he was merely
following the logic and that most people
aborted babies with Down Syndrome.
He explained that “if your morality is
based, as mine is, on a desire to increase
the sum of happiness and reduce suffering,
the decision to deliberately give birth to
a Down baby when you have the choice
to abort it early in the pregnancy, might
actually be immoral from the point of
view of the child’s own welfare.”
Lay aside, for a moment, the
preposterous ideas that someone’s
welfare is improved if they are not
allowed to exist, or that people with
Down Syndrome cannot lead rewarding
lives and bring pleasure to others.
The problem with fundamentalists –
whether Christian, Muslim, secularist,
nationalist, communist, economic
rationalist – is that they believe there is
only one right way, and they will tell
you what it is. Defined that way,
Dawkins, who says bringing up
children to believe in God is child
abuse, is an atheist fundamentalist.
One thing fundamentalists often say is
that they are “merely following the
logic”. History shows how often
“merely following logic” leads to evil.
The Americans who sterilised tens of
thousands of hillbillies and other
despised groups from the 1920s were

merely following the logic of the idea
“these people shouldn’t have children”.
The Nazis who murdered nearly
300,000 disabled people, were merely
following the logic of the idea “these
people are a burden and don’t deserve
to live”. Both claimed to be acting in
accord with science, which simply
shows that science cannot determine
morals. That is not its role.
Here’s something Dawkins would know
if he did not despise philosophy and
theology as irrelevant: logic is a tool. It’s
not an end in itself, it’s an aid to
reasoning. If the premises are invalid,
the logic will be unsound. And that is
what has happened here.
I do not suggest Dawkins is a Nazi or
anything like it. I do suggest he has a
warped sense of morality. He agrees that
people can love someone with Down
Syndrome, but says this is emotion, not
logic.
In morals, emotion is not necessarily a
bad thing. In fact most of us know very
well that the noblest morals are seldom
logical. We generally agree that the
highest and most enriching value is love
(which Down Syndrome people can
give and receive as well as anyone).
Love’s highest expression, in compassion,
mercy and self-sacrifice, is almost never
logical – as in self-advantageous. Some
mothers replied to Dawkins that their
Down Syndrome children live fulfilling
lives and bring joy into the lives of those
they meet through their zest, affection and
openness to others, and I know this
personally.
In other words, such people are not

always and only a burden to parents
and society, as Dawkins implies. But –
and this point is vital – they don’t
deserve life on the grounds that they
can smile, but because they are human
beings, as are people with more serious
disabilities, who perhaps cannot smile.
Here I disagree with Dawkins about
how we should understand human life.
Christians believe, as he obviously does
not, that all humans are made in the
image of God, and therefore possess
unconditional value and dignity. Yes,
the disabled too.
This understanding about the equality
and value of life, which has helped
shape Western civilisation and is
enshrined in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, is in fact far from
universal. Many cultures and religions
have not thought this way. And now in
the West this foundational view is
slipping, as Christian values slowly recede.
They are being replaced by the fake
ethical system of utilitarianism, which
Dawkins says is what guides him.
It also guides Australian philosopher
Peter Singer who advocates infanticide
if a baby – logically, even a healthy one
– is inconvenient, on the grounds that
it does not have the consciousness that
gives life meaning. The parents’
happiness has increased while the baby
has lost nothing it valued because it is
not yet capable of such preferences.
Logical? Perhaps. Wicked? Entirely.
Barney Zwartz is a senior fellow of the
Centre for Public Christianity. For 17
years he was the parent of a son with
Down Syndrome. This article first appeared
on the ABC’s religion and ethics site.
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God’s
self-portrait
The 10 Commandments teach us
much more than how to behave

“A

sermon series on the Ten
Commandments? Why
would you do that?” I
looked to see if he was joking, but I
could tell from the look on my friend’s
face that he was deadly serious: “What
possible benefit could there be,” he
asked, “in reminding people of God’s
law instead of celebrating his grace?”

I was surprised and taken aback by the
line of questioning, but maybe I
shouldn’t have been: my friend, a fellow
pastor, was simply reflecting a view of
the Old Testament, and especially the
Law of Moses, that has become
increasingly common.
For some 15 centuries – from the time
Moses first recounted God’s law at the
foot of Mt Sinai until Jesus fulfilled the
law’s requirements in His life and bore
its penalty on the cross – these “10
words” were recognised by Israel as the
summary and embodiment of His
moral law: this was the kind of life God
required of His (old) covenant people.
And for much of subsequent Christian
history, they have been accepted as the
standard for God’s new covenant
people too.
In recent times, though, the
Commandments have fallen on hard
times, not only in our wider culture,
but in our churches too. Didn’t Jesus
effectively supersede the Ten
Commandments, when he summed
them all up in two – “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind,”
and “Love your neighbour as yourself ”
(Mt 22:37-40)? And if God in the new
covenant now writes His law directly
20 AP

on our hearts (Jer. 31:33), what point is
there in dwelling on the “dead letter” of
old covenant – commandments written
on tablets of stone? Hence the question
I confronted – why inflict the Ten
Commandments on your congregation?
In the end, though, I decided to go
ahead as planned – exploring each
commandment in turn, to see what
they had to teach about the character of
God, and the character of His
redeemed community. And I’m so
grateful I did, because here is the
discovery I made – the unexpected
conclusion I came to as I studied them
closely (though maybe I should have
known this all along!). The Ten
Commandments weren’t simply, or
even primarily, a list of things God’s
people had to do in order to satisfy or
appease him. God had rescued Israel
from slavery, setting them apart both to
belong to Him, and to represent Him
to the world around them – to be His
“kingdom of priests and holy nation”
(Ex 19:5-6) – and this was what it
would look like for Israel to reflect his
character. To put it another way: the
Ten Commandments were, and are, a
representation of what it looks like for
the holy and righteous character of God
to take on flesh and manifest itself in
the context of a sinful and fallen world.

Gordon Coleman

Commandments deserve a central place
in the thinking of New Testament
believers. If we, like Israel of old, have
been redeemed from slavery, set free
from the power of sin and death; and if
we, having trusted in Christ, are
destined to bear His image (1 Cor
15:45); then here we discover what
God intends that to look like, as long as
we remain in this sinful and fallen
world. Here is the perfect law – the law
that gives freedom (cf. James 1:24), as it
reveals to us the character of our
Saviour… and helps us to reflect His
character in our own daily lives.
Gordon Coleman is the Presbyterian
minister at Albion Park, NSW.

If that’s true, two implications
immediately become apparent. First,
along with the rest of the Old
Testament the Ten Commandments
point forward to the Lord Jesus, who
alone perfectly embodied them and
completely fulfilled them (cf. Mt 5:1720). Second and consequently, the Ten

SU BSCRIB E FOR YOUR O WN FREE COPY AT AP. OR G. AU

It’s about Ministry.
We can’t take away your grief, but we
can come and walk beside you.
Let us share with you and help you
carry the load of arranging a loved
one’s funeral.
For the team at Bethel, funerals
are about ministry – not a business
transaction.

24Hr 7 Day Service
Mitcham
Carrum Downs
Springwood

03 9873 8866
03 8787 7255
07 3219 9333

www.bethelfunerals.com.au

Books
Welcome to a
Reformed Church
A Guide for Pilgrims
Daniel Hyde
Reformation Trust, 2010

Chris Ashton
The reformers typically
recognised three marks of
the church: preaching,
(two) sacraments, and
discipline – the latter
being less about
excommunication and
more about meaningful
church membership. Because of this
emphasis, our Presbyterian and
Reformed churches have, for centuries,
published introductions to their
denominations and traditions. Daniel
Hyde’s Welcome to a Reformed Church: A
Guide for Pilgrims is a recent addition
to the genre, and deserves to become a
classic text.
The book is helpfully set out such that
it begins with history, confessions, and
scripture, before moving into the
Reformed doctrinal distinctives of
covenant, justification, and
sanctification, and ending with church,
worship, and the means of grace
(preaching and sacraments).
Appendices include FAQs, an
annotated bibliography, and a
comprehensive index.

be expected of a disciple of the Lord.
This is the book I would love all my
congregation to read. It’s the book I
happily hand out to visitors or
prospective members. And
it’s the book I confidently
give to my non-Christian and
Catholic friends as we discuss
the differences between us. I
am thankful to God for the
way Hyde clearly explains not
only the church, but also the
gospel, which is surely the best
way to say Welcome to a
Reformed Church.
Chris Ashton is Home Missionary at
Penshurst.

Persecuted: The Global
Assault on Christians
Paul Marshall, Lela Gilbert and
Nina Shea.
Thomas Nelson, 2013
Paul Barnes
A Chinese bishop is arrested and beaten
with a board so hard that it is reduced

to splinters. Faced
with the dilemma
of now having no
implement to
inflict
punishment, the
police decide to
tear off a wooden
door and use that
to beat the old
Christian leader
till it too is reduced to
splinters. Meanwhile a 17-year-old
Egyptian Christian is asked by his school
teacher to remove a cross tattooed on his
wrist. When he says he cannot, the
teacher, two school supervisors, and
several classmates force the boy into the
classroom where they beat him to death.
These are two of many such stories
regarding the persecuted church in the
world today. This book outlines the
plight of the church in some of the
world’s most dangerous countries for
Christians, mostly countries found in the
“10/40 window”. Marshall, Gilbert and
Shea have done an excellent job
researching for this book, always

Hyde is a conservative pastor in
Southern California who recognises
that, for many, the Reformed tradition
is both confusing and confronting (the
introduction is titled “Welcome to a
New World”!). But he makes no
apology for this, preferring instead to
equip the reader for the difficult
pilgrimage of faith in Jesus, and for
membership of the church – that New
World over which Christ is king and
head. Through nine chapters Hyde
graciously walks the visitor or
prospective member through what it
means to be Christian, and what is to
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attempting to include as many firsthand accounts as possible, as well as
spending much time in many of these
countries themselves.
At a time when gay marriage and
evolution are of great concern for many
Christians in the West, this book is an
important reminder of the danger that
many Christians face every day. As
such, this book is important for many
reasons. It is a key alternative source of
information regarding events in these
countries, such as the Arab Spring and
the War on Terror, which the Western
media continue to portray as triumphs
of freedom and democracy, yet which
have been disastrous for Christians and
religious freedom in general. For
example, since the fall of Saddam
Hussein’s regime in Iraq, persecution
against Christians has intensified so
much that two-thirds have had to flee
the country. Another reason this book
is important is to move us Western
Christians beyond the statistics and
generalities (“Christians are being
persecuted here – please pray”) and

develop a clearer picture.

evident as the current day is approached.

The only problem with this book is
that, in many ways, it fails to define
“Christian” or “church”, so that
seemingly anyone or group remotely
associated with some form of
Christianity is included if they are
being persecuted. In this way, the book
is also equally about the plight of
religious freedom in these countries, as
much as the plight of Christians and
Christianity.

The earlier chapters
are filled with
many insights and
are especially
helpful in drawing
together the many
threads in what is
often a
bewildering story
of concurrent,
interrelated and
overlapping
events associated with the rise of what
might be termed “international
Calvinism”. Familiar events are freshly
presented and placed in a contemporary
context which is often forgotten (or
simply unknown) today.

Paul Barnes teaches at Belmont Christian
School, NSW

Calvinism: A History
D.G. Hart
Yale, 2013

Stuart Bonnington
Trying to cover the history of global
Calvinism in one volume, Professor
Dan Hart acknowledges is “an audacious
undertaking in many respects” but he
goes a long way toward to achieving his
aim. This being gladly noted, a far
more broad-brushed approach is
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However, the last 50 years receive scant
attention and there are some notable gaps
in the coverage.
The “neo-orthodox” in the Kirk get
mentioned, but where is Willie Still, the
Creiff Fellowship and the recovery of
expository preaching in the Church of
Scotland, as exemplified by a preacher

I came that they may have
life and have it to the full.
J O H N 10 : 10
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like Sinclair Ferguson? The Banner of
Truth Trust, which has done so much
to popularise the international
Calvinism which is the theme of
Professor Hart's book, is passed over.
There is nothing on South Africa since
1900 or of its many significant
theological colleges, such as the GKSA
seminary at Potchefstroom. What of
the initiation and impact of Calvinistic
missionary work in regions of Africa
that have produced huge Presbyterian
denominations such as those found in
Malawi (and Zambia/Zimbabwe) and
(South) Sudan?

Nevertheless Calvinism: A History
should and will be very warmly
received. It will help many readers, far
and near, to become far more familiar
with the “historical circumstances that
saw a small group of churches in 16thcentury Swiss cities gain a following
throughout Europe...to become a
global phenomenon”.

Trinity operates in making our prayers
acceptable to God. Then he addresses
some common objections or challenges
people have when it comes to prayer ,
such as unanswered prayer. Finally, in
the third section he explores some
practical suggestions on how to make
prayer more meaningful in our
everyday lives.

Stuart Bonnington is minister at Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle

The coverage of Australia is very limited.
The Strong controversy, the Angus case
and the events of 1977 are not
mentioned, nor is the very existence of
the Presbyterian Church of Australia.
Northern Ireland and recent
developments in the Presbyterian
Church in Ireland (and the rise of its
critics like Ian Paisley) also don't receive
much, if any, coverage. And what of the
Calvinistic Anglicans of Sydney, who as
followers of Calvin and Vos, have done
so much to advance worldwide in the
last 25 years the reading and preaching
of the Bible in a redemptive-historical
way?

Mark Powell

This book is well worth a read. If you
are feeling dry spiritually and would
like to be challenged and encouraged
about praying more, this is a great place
to start. Each chapter is only
about 12 pages long and the
book itself comes in at about
170 pages making it accessible
and manageable.

You Can Pray
Tim Chester
IVP, 2014

Anything Tim Chester
writes is well worth
reading. His approach
is always biblical and
he writes in a clear and
interesting style. All
these qualities are
evident with his latest
book on prayer.

There are a plethora of helpful
insights and practical tips in this
book. Anyone who reads it will
find that their prayer life will not
definitely not remain unchanged.

The book itself is divided into three
parts: How we pray. Why we pray.
What we pray. The first section is then
divided into three subsections as he
investigates how each member of the

Mark Powell is part of the
ministerial team at Cornerstone
Presbyterian Church, Strathfield, NSW
Many of these books are available
at Reformers Bookshop, phone:
(02) 9564 3555 web: reformers.org.au
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The Holy Spirit in the
conception of Christ
But as [Joseph] considered these things,
behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to
him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of
David, do not fear to take Mary as your
wife, for that which is conceived in her is
from the Holy Spirit.” (Matthew 1:20,
ESV)

T

wice in Matthew’s narrative of
the virgin conception of Jesus
he uses the phrase “from the
Holy Spirit” (1:18, 20). Have you ever
thought about the role of the Spirit in
the conception of Christ? I’ll admit I
hadn’t until the Gospel of Matthew
made me. And now I’m making you.

Rest assured I’m not going to delve into
the mystery of it all. That is, I’m not
going to attempt to describe for the
first time in history the
supernatural/biological process by
which the Spirit worked in Mary’s
womb. (I am still waiting to be taken
up into the 77th heaven for that
revelation.) For now I simply want to
point out the obvious but often
overlooked truth, namely: that the
Holy Spirit made the preexistent
second person of the Trinity into a
human being. Put differently, and
following the language of 1:18 (“Now
the genesis of Jesus Christ,” cf. 1:1), the
Spirit genesis-ed Jesus.
The Spirit genesis-ed Jesus in that He

took the pre-existent Son and formed
His inward parts, knitting Him
together in His mother’s womb,
making Him “fearfully and
wonderfully” human (Ps. 139:13, 14).
You see, just as the Spirit “was hovering
over the face of the waters” at creation
(Gen. 1:2), so in the incarnation He
“overshadowed” Mary’s womb (Luke
1:35), making God’s Son into one of
us—with bones and brains and blood,
with lungs and lips and lymph nodes,
with head and heart and hands.
How awesome! And how ironic—that
the Spirit’s work is fleshly.
One of the problems in the church
today is that the work of the Holy
Spirit is over-spiritualised. Does that
sound strange? I suppose it should. But
here’s what I mean: where the Holy
Spirit is present in the world we see the
humanity of Jesus believed and
celebrated. Conversely, where false or
demonic spirits are at work, we find a
Jesus without flesh. He becomes a
super-spiritualised Divine Being or a
cosmic Christ. As John summarised in
his First Epistle: “By this you know the
Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh
is from God” (1 John 4:2). That is the
apostolic acid test of orthodoxy—the
Spirit of God testifies about the Son of

How awesome! And how
ironic—that the Spirit’s work
is fleshly.

the

Spirit of
Christmas
The

LAST WORD

Douglas Sean O’Donnell

God who has “come in the flesh.”
So, with that in mind, let me ask you an
important question: Is your church
Spirit-filled? Well, there is one sure way
to know. It is this: if Jesus—in all His
heavenly divinity and in all His earthly
humanity—is the focus. Frederick Dale
Bruner calls this “the Christocentricity of
the Spirit.” He explains: “It is my
impression from a study of the Holy
Spirit in the New Testament that the
true humanity of Jesus Christ is one of
the two major “lectures” of the Holy
Spirit. (The other lecture is, in Paul’s
words, the Spirit’s teaching us to say that
“Jesus is Lord” (i.e., divine, 1 Cor 12:3).
To put this in another way, the Holy
Spirit does two major works: first, the
Spirit brings Christ down to earth and
makes Him human; second, the Spirit
lifts Christ up and shows Jesus’ divinity.
In other words, the Holy Spirit is a good
theologian and gives two main courses:
The True Humanity of Jesus Christ the
first semester and The True Divinity of
Jesus Christ the second. . . . It is the
work of the Holy Spirit, in either course,
to bring Jesus Christ into human lives.”
The Holy Spirit has been called the shy
and humble member of the Trinity
because it is His divine task to help us
exalt the Son. Amen to that. And
Hallelujah to Him!
The role of the Holy Spirit in the
conception of Christ—what a wonderful
truth to think about on Christmas.
Douglas O’Donnell teaches New Testament
at Queensland Theological College

