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Editorial
S

o far as politics is concerned
Groucho Marx was far more
insightful than Karl: “Politics is the
art of looking for trouble, finding it
everywhere, diagnosing it incorrectly, and
applying the wrong remedies.” That
explains a lot, whereas the ABC look at
life explains very little. Christians have
often oscillated between maintaining a
clear distance from political life or else
intervening in a rather naïve way. It has
been difficult to find a right balance,
something which reflects the whole
biblical revelation. For now, perhaps
just a few points could be made.

First, Christ is head of all creation, both
that which professes to belong to Him

(Col.1:18-20) and that which is His by
creation (Col.1:15-17). Although “the
whole world lies in the power of the
evil one” (1 John 5:19), that should not
be understood in any Manichaean way.
Of itself, it should no more keep us out
of politics than it keeps us out of the
worlds of education or the media.
Second, Christian laws are good for all.
Part of loving our neighbour as ourselves
will consist of promoting laws which the
world needs but does not want. The idea
that secular laws are good (e.g. laws to
protect unchristian lifestyles) and enhance
freedom, and the best society can do is to
allow the unenlightened Christians their
little place in the sun through
exemptions, is a dangerous fallacy. The
whole basis of such law is wrong. King
Alfred made the Bible the foundation
for law in England. That would be
regarded as tyranny in today’s world –

as if secularism or a vacuum have ever
saved us from despots.
Third, the Fall is to be taken seriously.
Well might we consider the words of
Samuel Rutherford in Lex Rex: “Truth to
Christ cannot be treason to Caesar, and
for his [the author’s] choice he judgeth
truth to have a nearer relation to Christ
Jesus, than the transcendent and
boundless power of a mortal prince.” The
same could be said of a mortal
parliament and a mortal judiciary.
Imperfectly, yet with some reality,
Christians can serve in political life in a
way that is both ennobling and
realistic. There are lessons to be learned
through Joseph in Pharaoh’s court;
Daniel in the courts of Babylon, then
Persia; and Nehemiah, also in the days
of Persian dominance. Christ can
maintain His own, wherever they serve.
Peter Barnes
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Making disciples
across Australia

Information Systems Manager
The Presbyterian Inland Mission
is seeking expressions of interest
from suitably skilled Information
Systems Managers to help us
develop and implement our
Digital Discipleship Initiative (DDI).
The aim of the DDI is to create a
range of useful tools to help PIM
Teams and the wider church in
seeking to make disciples in
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Australia’s hard-to-get-to places.
Projects will include such things as the
creation of an on-line library of
theologically sound evangelistic and
discipleship resources that is readily
accessible for people living in remote
areas, the webcasting of church
services to vacant churches in isolated
communities, the development of
useful apps and harnessing social

media tools to strengthen
connections with people in the
areas where we minister.
If this is you, or someone you
know, then please contact PIM
CEO Andrew Letcher by Feb 28
2017.
ceo@pim.org.au for further
information.

SU B SC RIB E FOR YOU R O WN FRE E COPY AT AP.OR G.AU

Political
Christians?
Politics is a necessary part of life. God has much to say.
Simon Kennedy talks to Peter Hastie
Simon Kennedy is engaged in a PhD at
the University of Queensland in the
history of political thought in the early
modern period, from the Reformation to
about 1700. His focus is on the Reformed
tradition of political thought and in
particular such prominent thinkers as
John Calvin, Johannes Althusius and
Richard Hooker (an Anglican). He is also
considering what such philosophers as
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke have to
say about politics, society, and human
nature, especially in the light of the fall.
Simon, his wife, Hayley, and four children
attend North Geelong Presbyterian Church.
Simon, why should Christians be
interested in politics and political
ideas?

I

think that Christians need to be
interested in politics and political
ideas, especially as understood by
leading Reformed thinkers, because we
are entering a time of uncertainty and
possible trial in the West where the
writings of those who have gone before
us will prove to be very helpful. So
tapping into the classical Protestant
tradition, and the Reformed tradition
in particular, is going to be helpful in
equipping pastors and congregations in
thinking more clearly about how we

can better serve our nation, love our
neighbours and work for the good of
our local communities. If we are going
to do this well, we need to think
carefully about the role of the church in
society, how we advance the welfare of
communities and the relationship
between the church and the state.
I think investigating thinkers from the
Reformation period will help us to
understand how they dealt with political
issues in their own day and will suggest
possible ways for us to approach
problems in our modern context. I’m
hoping my research will help with that.
Many people, both within and
beyond the church, think that
politics has absolutely nothing to
do with Christianity. Do Christianity
and politics represent two entirely
separate realities?
There’s a lot of confusion, I think,
between the relationship of Christianity
and politics and the issue of church and
state, so we have to clear that up
immediately. The question of the
separation of church and state is a
legitimate one and I understand the call
for such a separation, although it needs
to be carefully defined.

“A Christian worldview helped to shape the
American republic with broad Christian ideals
that took the reality of sin and human
corruption seriously.”

However, that’s a completely different
issue to the question of whether
Christians should be involved in politics
and whether Christianity should have any
bearing on political issues. To suggest that
Christians should have nothing to do
with politics is a practical impossibility.
For us to have nothing to do with politics
would mean we would have to withdraw
into our own perfectly isolated
communities, which is impossible to do.
All we’re really doing if we remain
disengaged from politics is to invite the
world to completely shape the agenda of
our societies. However, if we are really
concerned for our neighbours, we cannot
do that.
How do you define politics?
Politics is not just what happens in
parliament. Some people say that
Christians have no place in parliament
and have argued strongly for that position.
The problem with this position is that
politics is far broader than parliament.
Politics is about people, and it’s about
people living in community with one
another, making decisions and working
out how to do things well. Aristotle is
helpful here. He says that politics is
basically the art of living well together –
that’s paraphrasing him, but that’s what
he says. That’s a lot more interesting than
what happens in parliament!
So in reality, Christians are interested in
political things, because if we take the
Bible seriously, we should be committed
to loving our neighbours. And we want to
love our non-Christian neighbours as well
AU TU M N 20 17 3

as the people in our church. I know it
sounds clichéd, but we are to be salt
and light in the world that we are in.
And if we are to do that well it’s going
to be difficult to avoid politics because
it’s a very broad concept. Working out
how to share a carpark, locate a
supermarket, or working out whether a
church should buy this land or not –
that’s all political. Politics inevitably
comes into it.
So you’re saying it’s totally
unrealistic to think we can be
Christians and not be concerned
about politics?
Yes, I am, at least at a very basic level.
However, I’d qualify that by saying that
I can imagine a time where Christians
might choose not to participate in
public life. But that’s very different to
not being interested in politics.

What’s the difference?
Participating in public life would mean
running for political office or working
in the public service. There have been
times in history where Christians weren’t
allowed to hold public office. For
example, in the early church they
weren’t allowed to do so because they
didn’t profess the official religion.
However, their Christian faith became a
political issue because they were
persecuted for not worshipping the
Roman gods. So Christianity was
unavoidably political because Christians
refused to worship according to the
official religion. Although the early
Christians were excluded from public
life, they still had an immediate interest
in politics because the state was trying
to interfere with their personal faith. So
I’m separating the two issues because

“Secularists engage in politics by trying to
create the good life without God, assuming
the best thing we can have is more money
and possessions.”
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being in parliament is different to being
involved in politics. I think the
distinction helps to broaden the question
and make it more optimistic as well.
Assuming that politics ought to
be a concern to Christians, what
place does politics have in the
overall scheme of Christian
thinking, with respect to, say,
creation, the fall, and redemption?
Well, the first category we should begin
with is the Christian doctrine of creation.
The Bible tells us that God’s creation was
good and that that He made us to be
with other people. We’re social beings;
we’re meant to be in society. Moreover,
God gave us certain tasks to perform.
So straight away we’re dealing with the
question of living with other people,
pursuing particular goals – and despite
the fall – living together in relationship
is God’s will and a good thing.
If you look at what God asked Adam to
do, He told him to build a culture.
Specifically, He wanted Adam to “fill
the earth and subdue it”. As soon as
you take that seriously, you’re creating

““Allows
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then invites us to view
them with purpose,
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ve and hope.
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To order call (02) 9564 3555 or visit thegoodbook.com.au
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lots of people and building towns and
cities – “subduing” is taking what God
gave us in creation and improving it for
our use. As soon as you start doing that
in community, you have to deal with
political questions. You are asking
questions like what is the best life for
our society? How should we use our
resources to achieve this outcome? As
soon as you ask these questions within
a community (whether large or small),
you are engaged in politics because you
are in the process of making decisions
that will affect the whole society. And
since Christians have an interest in
these questions, it’s actually impossible
to remain isolated from politics.
Further, since God has created us to live
in community and to pursue certain goals
that will glorify Him, I think Christians
have some something quite compelling
to say about politics. Whether people
listen or not is another matter, but we
do have lots of helpful things to say
about living a “good” life and pursuing
worthwhile goals together.
If we take “the fall” as the next
category – what light does it shine
on how we go about politics?
“The fall” reminds us that human
beings are inherently flawed by sin, and
the picture of sin in the first few
chapters of the Bible reminds us that
sinners are capable of great evil. This
means that although we have been
created as social beings, we have strong
anti-social tendencies. Obviously,
believing in the reality of the fall has
serious political implications. For
instance, we shouldn’t give too much
power to one person or institution; nor
should we place too much trust in one
individual, party or group of leaders.
Does this mean that Christians
should think carefully about
different forms of government?

Christian ideals that took the reality of
sin and human corruption seriously.
The American federal system was
devised with these realities in mind –
especially that no one individual should
be trusted with too much power. These
might be simplistic applications, but I
think they demonstrate the point.
Is this perhaps why Calvin
addressed a lot of his
correspondence to rulers?
Exactly. He believed that rulers play a
vital role in the development of society
and what they do matters to the church.
Calvin says in the Institutes Book 4:20
that the civil magistrate is the highest
calling, higher even than the pastoral
one. I think that’s because he believed
that rulers had the power to help or
hinder the spread of the Gospel, not in
the sense that they can preach it but
because they can open doors for that to
happen. In that sense they can further
the work of redemption. This explains
why Calvin wrote to the King of France
and Edward VI, the king of England.
That’s just a very quick overview of
how the categories of creation, fall and
redemption can interact with politics,
and how Christians need to consider
the political impact of the Christian
faith and Christian theology.
How is the Christian understanding
of the world different from the
modern, secular understanding of
it in a political sense?
Secularists engage in politics by trying
to create the good life without God.
Their politics seems to be conducted on
the assumption that the best thing we
can have is more money and possessions.
Their vision of life is essentially
materialistic. After all, if this world is
all there is, then we need to get as much
of pleasure and power as we can.

Simon Kennedy
ignored, marriage becomes a very fluid
concept, which is what we are seeing at
the moment. It is no longer between a
man and woman for life but some now
suggest that it can be between two
people of the same sex.
I also think that if you remove God
from any political discourse, He must
be replaced ultimately by something
else. Our hearts are idol factories so
we’ll put something else in there
instead. So, whether it’s power, or the
state, or a particular political party, it
will make a huge difference in our
society. Conversely, if God is over the
state, politics never becomes ultimate
and is merely an activity in which people
choose one from many different options
as the preferred way to do good.
So having God in the picture is
society’s ultimate safeguard,
because everybody is under the
sanction of God?
Yes, and they are thinking about His
judgment. God is clearly interested in
rulers. He spends a lot of time talking
about them in the Bible – in the
Psalms, the prophets, and other places
– and they are going to be held to
account. But if they don’t believe that,
then of course they are going to do
things that are not particularly sound.

Yes, I think it does. The Reformers
and their successors reflected on this
question at length. They realised that
some systems of government allowed
great evil to flourish with little
opportunity for redress.

Also, when you take God out of the
picture the vision of the good life
becomes far more fluid. For instance,
take the place of marriage in society.
When God’s purpose for marriage is

It’s interesting to see how a Christian
worldview helped to shape the
American republic. The federation in
America contained some broad

“The family is the seed-bed of political life, of
political community. So we learn how to be
political in the family.”
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There’s not a direct correlation between
godlessness and unrighteous rulers, but
there are going to be more unrighteous
rulers if they are godless.
If Christians choose to be
involved in public life how should
that affect their discourse?
I think it partly depends on context.
There are some contexts where it is
acceptable to talk about the Bible when
you’re in parliament, if there is a
common assumption that the Bible is a
legitimate source of political wisdom. I
can understand Christians in Australia
being hesitant to do that today because
you’re probably likely to get laughed
down, and it might not be seen as a
legitimate source for political ideas. So,
in a way, it’s a strategic rhetorical
question. I think the category of
natural law – where we argue from
common sense and a received wisdom
that is accessible to everyone – is a good
way of putting your point of view.
Do you think it’s time for a
distinctively Christian party in
Australia?

Frankly, I think it’s problematic to have
a Christian political party in our
context. I don’t even think a Christian
political party can ever speak for every
Christian, let alone non-Christians. So
it seems like it’s too bold to be a
“Christian” political party.
I don’t think it’s a problem to be part of
public life today, and I think it’s
important that Christian people do it.
There are quite a few Christians who
are involved in parliament and public
life. I think we can still be godly and be
a good influence, even if we can’t speak
explicitly about the Bible or our faith –
and if we can, we should go for it. But
it’s a strategic question.
Have you any thoughts of how we
should engage in politics in a
post-Christian society?
Yes. There are a number of ways of
approaching this.
For example, Christians can have a very
effective public witness by raising as
many children as they can who go to
church and live a faithful Christian life.

Strong families are the backbone of
healthy societies. I don’t necessarily
think people have to create petitions,
and lobby parliamentarians, and so on.
I think, especially in a world that’s
hostile to Christianity, we should focus
on the pre-political stuff. So focus on
your local church, and your families,
and loving your neighbours – and that
will be a counter-cultural and political
thing to do. It always has been this way,
but in the future it will be more so,
because how Christians raise their
families will be very different to how a
lot of other people do it. It’s already
starting to become like that. I think if
we’re faithful Christians in pre-political
institutions, we will have a political
impact. Johannes Althusius says that.
He says that the family is the seed-bed
of political life, of political community.
So we learn how to be political in the
family. When Christians take an active
role in pre-political institutions they
have become involved in significant
political action already.
Peter Hastie is the principal of the
Presbyterian Theological College, Victoria.

BIENNIAL PREACHING CONFERENCE – 8-11 MAY 2017

pocalypse

NOW
PREACHING THE BOOK OF REVELATION

Trumpets, scrolls, beasts and numbers – the
Book of Revelation shows us a reality
beyond our imagination – and sometimes it
can feel like it’s beyond our preaching too!
But with God and his people at its heart,
this book cries out to be preached with just
as much passion and flair as the book itself.
If you're a preacher, pastor, Bible study
leader, or someone who loves to delve deep
into the Bible, this conference is for you.
Catch the Early Bird rate by 31 March.

More information at: smbc.edu.au/events or contact admin@smbc.edu.au or 02 9747 4780
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Free
indeed
What the Bible
teaches about free speech

T

he Bible views human freedom
as a highly valued privilege in
the sight of God (Exod. 20:2;
Lev. 25:10; Deut. 30:19; Isa. 61:1;
Deut. 30:19; Josh. 24:15; Matt. 11:28;
Rev.22:17). One significant aspect of
this freedom is the ability to express ideas
freely and attempt to persuade others of
those ideas. Respecting such freedom
amounts to an ability to think and make
decisions freely and for ourselves, meaning
that we must be able to have access to
arguments on all sides of an issue.
Of course, freedom of speech can never
be absolute. There have been categories
of speech that are not protected by the
law. There is a very good reason for this.
For instance, speech that is patently false
and objectively harms the reputation of
another person should never be legally
acceptable. Laws against libel and slander
fall under this category. Other categories
are inciting violence that promotes riots
on the streets and directly causes
immediate harm to many people, plus
obscenity and child pornography.
Because we live in a fallen world, the
tendency to sin is in the heart of every
human being (Rom. 3:23). We need
freedom of speech to prevent the abuse
of government power. When individuals
obtain power there is always a temptation
to use that power not for the good of
society, but to benefit themselves. As
Lord Acton stated, “power corrupts and
absolute power corrupts absolutely”.
Since power tends to corrupt (1 Sam.
8:11-17; 2 Sam. 11:1-27), if a society

safeguards freedom of speech, then
government becomes far more
accountable to people. They will be able
speak out and criticise the government.
The Bible contains significant passages
indicating that government should be
chosen by the people (Gen. 1:27; Exod.
4: 29-31; 2 Sam. 2:4; Rom. 13:4). If
our political leaders are to be chosen by
the people, everyone must be able to
freely express his/her own ideas about
government policy. This is why freedom
of speech is so fundamental to protect
democracy itself. Without freedom of
speech, governments could easily
suppress political dissent and prohibit
anyone from being able to express
his/her views in public. In such case, a
true democracy would cease to exist.
In the past 20 years many Australian
governments have enacted laws that
severely restrict freedom of speech in
various ways. Likewise, Australian
universities have “speech code” policies
that are used to severely restrict free
speech, including religious speech.
Whereas previous restrictions of
freedom of speech targeted only speech
that could cause immediate harm to
other people (such as slander or inciting
to violence), these new rules severely
restrict any speech that potentially
cause “offence” to someone else because
of their race, gender, religion, disability,
national origin, and/or sexual orientation.
The undesirable outcome is aggravated
by the notion of “being offended”, which
is remarkably vague and highly emotive.

Augusto Zimmermann

According to Albert Mohler, “desperate
straits are no longer required in order
for an individual or group to claim the
emotional status of offendedness”. All
that is needed is the vaguest notion of
emotional distaste at what another has
said, done, proposed, or presented.
Hence, Dr Mohler concludes: “Being
offended does not necessarily involve
any real harm but points instead to the
fact that the mere presence of such an
argument, image, or symbol evokes an
emotional response of offendedness”.
While the idea of inciting violence links
the expression of thoughts to actions, the
existing anti-discrimination laws in
Australia allow the state to demarcate
the things that citizens are allowed to say.
This amounts to the fabrication of a new
crime of conscience and opinion similar
to the crimes committed by “enemies of
the regime” in the former Soviet Union.
It is indeed one of the greatest ironies
of the recent past that neo-Marxists and
postmodernists have convinced our
governments to abandon freedom of
speech, whereas the oppressed people of
those unhappy countries with official
Marxist ideologies have never achieved
any reasonable form of free speech.
Passed with the pretence of inhibiting
intolerance, one of the most effective
means by which freedom of speech can
be silenced is under the cover of laws
against discrimination. A leading example
is section 18C of the Federal Racial
Discrimination Act 1975. Under s18C
it is unlawful for a person to do an act
AU TU M N 20 17 7

(other than in private) if the act “is
reasonably likely, in all the circumstances,
to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate”
a person where the act is done “because
of the race, colour or national or ethnic
origin of the other person or of some or
all of the people in the group”.
This is an extremely broad prohibition
which represents an extraordinary
limitation of freedom of speech. This
“hurt feelings” test is far below the
defamation threshold which normally
applies when a person has been brought
into “hatred, ridicule or contempt”.
Rather, the key words used s18C –
“offend, insult, humiliate” – are imprecise
and largely subjective. Attempts to
define these words have become “a
circular and question-begging exercise”,
and so the courts have notoriously
struggled to provide a sufficiently
certain standard for decisively
identifying “insulting” speech.
To make it worse, under s18C the courts
are instructed to approach the conduct
in question not by community standards
but by the standards of the alleged victim
group. Testing to the standard of the
“reasonable victim” lowers an already
minimal harm threshold, adding
further imprecision and uncertainty,
thus increasing the section’s potential
chilling effect on speech. Of course,
this goes in line with the morally

relativistic tendency to “minimise
cultural differences” as a way of
“celebrating diversity”. In my view,
however, the use of ordinary community
standards is a more appropriate test to
be applied in this context.
Although Section 18D of the Act
provides for a range of exceptions to
s18C, with the overriding qualification
that the acts in question must have been
“said or done reasonably and in good
faith”, such qualifications are ambiguous
and mean a judge could decide some
speech on political, social, or cultural
topics didn’t actually qualify for the
exemption. Without clear and defined
legislative terms a judge may eventually
exercise excessive judicial discretion. That
being so, any person who truly favours
freedom of speech ought to be extremely
sceptical of legislation that allows our
unelected judges to pass subjective
judgements on the value, morality, or
ethics of any particular statement.
Various kinds of restrictions on the
speech of Christians and others with
conservative moral views have often been
the result of anti-discrimination laws in
Australia. Their offence is exercising and
protecting their individual conscience by
refusing to agree with something they
consider morally objectionable. Because
of such laws, sometimes Christians have
been penalised for simply expressing

their personal beliefs or attempting to
share their faith with others. In other
cases, they have been unfairly penalised
for merely expressing Christian moral
values, such as a conviction that
homosexual conduct is not endorsed by
Scripture or supporting the traditional
definition of marriage as between one
man and one woman.
Almost uniformly, these existing
provisions constitute a wrongful
restriction of freedom of speech. For the
last 20 years or so these ill-conceived laws
no doubt have contributed to a
remarkable muzzling of Christian values.
Furthermore, these laws effectively
indoctrinate people in a certain way of
thinking. The dirty little secret is that
such laws have nothing to do with
effectively stamping out unreasonable
discrimination, or with reducing the
number of murders and bigotry in this
country. No, such laws were enacted to
suppress conservative views as well as to
make certain societal groups more
valuable than others in the eyes of the law.
This is why it is perfectly reasonable to
sustain that the existing antidiscrimination laws in Australia are
morally wrong. These laws not only
violate the biblical mandate of freedom of
speech, but they objectively constitute a
gross violation of the implied
constitutional freedom of political
communication. If this freedom of
political communication – which has been
fully acknowledged by the High Court –
does not fully protect public speech that
other people find offensive or
objectionable, then it is not freedom at all!
Any speech, in order to be properly
restricted by law, needs to directly cause
actual harm to another person, as inciting
to violence or riots on the streets for
example. Christians should resist the
temptation to cooperate with those on the
fashionable end of the political spectrum
who promise that their policies will actualise
a utopian vision of society. As we learnt all
too well from the bloody 20th century,
such utopian visions of the benevolent
state and its all-encompassing powers
never end well – quite to the contrary.
Dr Augusto Zimmermann is Law Reform
Commissioner of Western Australia and
Professor of Law (adjunct), The University of
Notre Dame Australia – Sydney.
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1517
F

ew significant events in history
can be nailed down to a specific
place and point in time like
Martin Luther’s posting of the NinetyFive Theses: Disputation on the Power
and Efficacy of Indulgences. Although
popular visual portrayals of the event
show Luther hammering in a relatively
small sheet of paper on the Castle Church
door, the ‘95 theses’ were in fact a major
discussion about and critique of the
Catholic doctrine of indulgences. Luther’s
nailing of the 95 theses was a call for
debate – a debate that never eventuated.
Nevertheless, it served as the spark
which lit the Protestant Reformation.
This major shift occurred at All Saints
Church (also known as the Castle
Church) in Wittenberg on October 31,
1517. The simple yet magnificent
architecture of the building matched
Luther’s theses because, in simple and
plain language, Luther articulated the
magnificent and glorious truth that
“the true treasure of the church is the
Holy gospel of the glory and the grace
of God”. This concise conclusion was
communicated in opposition to the
doctrine of indulgences propounded by
the indulgence-seller, John Tetzel, who,
following Pope Leo X, taught that the
purchase of a letter of indulgence could
absolve one’s sins completely.
The doctrine of indulgences took
different forms at various stages in

history, and an early edition of the
practice of buying and selling
indulgences can be traced to Pope
Julius II in 1507 who used it as a means
of raising money to build St Peter’s
Basilica in Rome. In its original form,
the doctrine was rooted in the
sacrament of penance which taught
that, while sin was a serious offence to
God, the purchase of a letter of
indulgence could bestow upon the
individual numerous spiritual blessings
and reduce the amount of punishment
that one had to endure because of sin.
Over time, this indulgence doctrine
came to teach that the indulgence was
not merely sufficient to reduce one’s
punishment for sin; it also taught that
the indulgence had the power to
completely forgive the sinner.
Additionally, this indulgence was
effective for the past, present, and
future sins of the buyer, and could also
be applied to those who have passed
away and rest in purgatory.
Many within the Church raised
concerns about this teaching, and many
priests refused to promote the practice
of buying and selling indulgences.
However, despite undercurrent protests,
the full force of the doctrine’s
corruption was not fully felt and
disputed until Pope Leo X renewed its
practice in 1513. And this was the form
of indulgence that Luther criticised.
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The nail (and
paper) that
changed the world
Elliot Ku

Through Pope Leo X, Archbishop
Albert of Mainz, and the Dominican
monk John Tetzel, the practice of
buying and selling indulgences spread
far and wide. Yet its geographical reach
did not surpass its theological reach,
because the form of the indulgence sold
by John Tetzel was in essence a “get out
of hell” card through human works.
In his endeavours to attract more
buyers, Tetzel himself boldly
proclaimed “the soul flies out of
purgatory as soon as the money rattles
in the box” and that “the red cross of
the indulgence is of equal power with
the cross of Christ”. No genuine
repentance, remorse, and change were
necessary. All that was needed as a
papal letter which stated that the buyer
was effectively absolved. There was
almost nothing that the power of the
indulgence could not remove.
This particularly chafed Luther who is
well known for his crystal-clear
articulation of justification by grace
through faith (though it wasn’t fully
developed by 1517). Indeed, the practice
of buying letters of indulgences quickly
spread to Luther’s congregation, and
some of his own people even brought
along with them these papal letters for
confession and demanded priestly
absolution without either confession of
sin or showing any signs of real sorrow.
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Luther knew that the indulgence was
deeply problematic and harmful to
Christians and to the Church, and so
he did not stay silent. Records from his
sermons and private correspondences
show that Luther began speaking up as
early as 1514, but it was really his
nailing of the 95 theses on to the Castle
Church door that served as the straw
that broke the camel’s back.
Luther made a number of key points in
his theses. To begin with, he argued
that repentance meant a life of genuine
penitence. In contrast to those who held
that Jesus’ call for repentance meant the
sacrament of penance, Luther asserted
that repentance means a changed heart
expressed in a changed life. It was no
more than inner change, but no less
than radical obedience and submission
to the Lord and Master, Jesus Christ.
Consequently, Luther contended that
those who preached the doctrine of
indulgence promoted by those like John
Tetzel actually preach “human folly”. It
is foolish because “there is no divine
authority” for this type of preaching,
and neither the priest nor the pope has
any power to absolve anyone of even
the lightest of venial sins.
Furthermore, Luther also argued that
those who choose to use their finances
to purchase indulgences rather than
helping the poor are living contrary to
God’s will. Particularly, Luther noted
that those who believe that salvation is
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“In the midst of a dark world of
ecclesiastical corruption, Luther’s
disputations poked holes in the veil that
covered up greed, selfishness, and lies.”
possible by means of the letters of
indulgence are “eternally damned”
along with those who teach and
promote such lies.
At the same time, he also highlighted
that those who purchase an indulgence
instead of helping the needy not only
gain nothing in the process, but inversely
obtain God’s disapproval and displeasure
in doing so. Luther instead proposed
that the pope should sell his riches and
even St Peter’s Cathedral in order to
help the poor, because it is a heart of
generosity that best reflects the gospel.
Therefore, Luther proceeded with a
positive note and declared the glorious
truth that the true Christian, whether
alive or dead, has a share in all the
benefits of Christ because God has
granted all of these without the letters
of indulgence. According to Luther,
Scripture makes it unequivocally clear
that Christ is the source and means of
salvation, so that every Christian who
truly and humbly repents of sin before
God has full forgiveness from both the
punishment and guilt of sin. This has
significant consequences, some of
which are spelled out in Luther’s
subsequent works. But in the 95 theses,
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Luther particularly asserts that the right
response to this free salvation is to look
to the Cross and follow Christ, the
head of every Christian and the
Church. And because of these truths,
Luther exclaims that believers can be
confident in their eternal future because
all of that has been safeguarded and
secured by Jesus Christ.
In the midst of a dark world of
ecclesiastical corruption, Martin Luther’s
disputations poked holes in the veil
that covered up the greed, selfishness,
and lies of a misdirected church and
subsequently enabled the light of God’s
Word to pierce through in order to
restore the purity of the church. He
recalled the Church to the truth that
salvation was impossible through
external and human means, and
possible only because of Jesus Christ.
Today, this issue remains as pertinent as
ever. Five centuries later, the vibrations
of Luther’s hammering need to shake
and echo as vibrantly as they did on
October 31, 1517.
Elliot Ku is a student minister at
Gracepoint Presbyterian Church (and
newly married).
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World news
Archaeology top 10
Christianity Today magazine has named
its top 10 biblical archaeology
discoveries of 2016. They are:
10. An ancient papyrus that mentions
Jerusalem, and may be the oldest nonbiblical reference in Hebrew to Jerusalem.
9. An ancient glass factory at the foot of
Mt Carmel, near Haifa. Judea was a
centre of glass manufacturing in the
Roman world.
8. A sunken junk from Caesarea
Maritima. Old metal objects were
typically melted and recycled, so a ship
that sank on the way to the recycler
offered a treasure trove of ancient metal
objects when its cargo was discovered
by scuba divers last summer.

7. Solomon's Palace at Gezer – a
monumental residence built in the 10th
century BC. The only direct connection
to the Israelite king is the dating through
pottery remains and stratigraphic
chronology, plus 1 Kings 9:16–17, which
says the Egyptian pharaoh conquered
and burned Gezer, and presented it as a
dowry for his daughter’s marriage to
Solomon, who then rebuilt the city.

4. Philistine cemetery excavation. Some
of the secrets of the Philistines are
expected to be revealed as archaeologists
study remains excavated from a
cemetery at Ashkelon.

6. Hundreds of Roman writing tablets
excavated from London, dating back to
57AD.

2. A Lachish gate shrine that illustrates
Hezekiah’s reforms. In the ruins of a
shrine excavated next to the gate of
Lachish, Judah’s second largest city,
archaeologists found an altar with the
horns cut off from each corner. They
also found a stone toilet that was never
used, which had been placed in the holy
of holies, apparently to desecrate it.
They attributed both discoveries to the
religious reforms under King Hezekiah,
described in 2 Kings 18:4.

5. The Temple Mount floor designs.
The geometric patterns of the stone tile
floors of the porticos of the Jewish
Temple built by King Herod have been
identified from tile fragments recovered
by the Temple Mount Sifting Project.

3. A stone jar factory found halfway
between Cana and Nazareth in a cave
where limestone had been mined and
carved into cups, bowls, and jars.

1. Unsealing the tomb of Christ. When
workmen looked inside the tomb in the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre for the
first time since at least 1555 they found
the limestone platform where the body
of Jesus was believed to have been lain
after his crucifixion. “It appears to be
visible proof that the location of the
tomb has not shifted through time,”
said archaeologist Fredrik Hiebert.
Christianity Today
Islamist threat rises
Islamist “hyper-extremism” is threatening
religious freedom around the world,
especially in countries in the West, Middle
East, and Africa, according to a report
released by a Vatican foundation that
provides aid to people in conflict areas.
AU TU M N 201 7 11

The Religious Freedom in the World
2016 report, released by Aid to the
Church in Need, says a “key objective
of Islamist hyper-extremism is to trigger
the complete elimination of religious
communities”.

in countries with extremist movements
like Bangladesh, Nigeria, the
Philippines, Indonesia, and Pakistan.

The report described the threat of
extremism as “a death cult with a
genocidal intent”. Their attacks included
“mass-killing, rape, extreme torture, such
as burning people alive, crucifixions,
and throwing people off tall buildings”.
It noted a “spread of militant ideology”

A leading Islamic scholar has described
attacks on Christians by violent Islamic
extremists as “heart-breaking” and
condemned Islamic extremism as being
“exactly the opposite” of what Islam
teaches.

UCA
Scholar condemns extremists

Sheikh Dr Umar Al-Qadri, who heads

Donvale Presbyterian Church Vacancy for Assistant Pastor
Donvale Presbyterian Church is seeking to appoint an Assistant
Pastor to its Pastoral team. DPC is part of the Presbyterian Church
of Australia, holding to the reformed evangelical faith. DPC is
situated in the heart of a growing cross-cultural demographic in
the eastern suburbs of Melbourne. The church has a congregation
of all ages, including a fruitful outreach among migrants through
its English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) program.

Applicants with theological training will be given preference.
Ability to communicate and work well with the pastoral staff and
ministry leaders is essential. The AP will work under the direct
supervision of the Senior Pastor and will be responsible to him in
the discharge of his duties.

The Assistant Pastor will provide Christ-centered leadership to
youth and young adults primarily, and will also share
responsibility with preaching, and the other areas of a gospel
focused ministry.

Enquiries: 0414407404.

A resume with contact details for two referees could be forwarded
to Rev Gerald Vanderwert (geraldmv@tpg.com.au).
All applications and enquiries will be treated in confidence.
To know Christ and to make Him known

the Al-Mustafa Islamic Centre in Ireland,
argues that the “real offenders of
blasphemy” are not people who draw
cartoons of Muhammad, but those who
commit atrocities in the name of God and
Islam.
Dr Qadri lays the blame for violent Islamic
extremism at the door of Muslims who
disseminate the Wahhabi-Salafi ideology
emanating from Saudi Arabia. He said the
intolerant doctrines of Wahhabism and
Salafism have been “aggressively exported”
through hundreds of billions of dollars of
funding of Islamic centres in the West and
in Muslim-majority countries.
The ideology “has produced Al-Qaeda,
Daesh [Islamic State], Boko Haram and
Al-Shabaab,” he said. “They have no
concept of living together in peace.”
World Watch Monitor
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China targets minorities
In the past year, ethnic and religious
minorities in China have faced
“egregious discrimination and violence”
at the hands of the state, a US
government report concludes.
The annual Congressional-Executive
Commission on China report details
particularly harsh treatment of Muslim
Uyghurs and Buddhist Tibetans and
urges Congress to identify the officials
and individuals most responsible.
The 350-page report also suggests that
the government press US directors of
financial institutions not to finance
projects in the Tibetan and Uyghur
regions if they facilitate large-scale
migration into ethnic minority areas or
fail to respect their culture, religion or
traditions."

he said government officials often do
not distinguish between Islamic militants
and traditional Christians, and are likely
to see both groups as “a bit bonkers”.
“It's fine to reject and condemn many
of the things done in the name of
religion but you still need to understand
what it is that can so catch hold of
someone that they think life itself is not
worth living if that contradicts what
they believe,” the archbishop said.
“Our government generally is desperately
trying to catch up, to understand a
world in which they have no grip on
what it is to be religious at all.”
He also said religiously motivated
violence is reaching levels not seen since
the aftermath of the Reformation some
500 years ago.

UCA
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UK lacks ‘religious literacy’

Christian governor on trial

UK government officials lack “religious
literacy”, and are therefore likely to view
Evangelical Christians as extremists,
according to the Archbishop of
Canterbury, Justin Welby. In a speech,

The only Christian governor in
Indonesia is being investigated by
police as a suspect in a blasphemy case,
amid on-going calls from Muslim
groups for his imprisonment.

Investigators questioned the Governor
of Jakarta, Barsuki Tjahaja Purnama,
known as “Ahok”, for eight hours at the
National Police headquarters in South
Jakarta recently after he quoted a verse
in the Qur’an that forbids using the
Islamic scripture for political gains.
Some Muslim leaders accused him of
insulting Islam by quoting from the
Qur’an, and he apologised.
The incident coincides with a rise in
terror attacks targeting Christians.
Christians, rights activists and moderate
politicians fear Indonesia’s increasingly
fragile secular constitution is under strain.
World Watch Monitor
Bibi still on death row
Asia Bibi, the Pakistani Christian
mother of five who was sentenced to
death for blasphemy in 2010 after
sharing a drinking cup with Muslim coworkers, has spent another lonely
Christmas on Death Row.
Ms Bibi once again suffered in solitary
confinement in an 8-by-10-foot cell
without windows, and even had to
cook her own Christmas meal because
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they failed to show up for Christmas
worship. Mong Ko, where the Burma
Army also reportedly burned homes
and paddies, is occupied by
predominantly Christian ethnic
Kachin, as well as Chinese, Lisu,
Palaung (Ta'ang) and Wa peoples.

of fears that others may try to poison
her food.
Ms Bibi has alleged that she had been
accused by her neighbor to “settle an
old score”. In November 2010,
Muhammed Naveed Iqbal, a judge at
the court of Sheikhupura, sentenced
her to death by hanging. Her case has
caused international consternation.

Christian Today
Qur’an for Christians

Assist
Myanmar priests missing
Two assistant priests in Myanmar are
missing after informing journalists
about the bombing of a Catholic
church building in Shan state.
Dom Dawng Nawng and La Jaw Gam
Hseng went missing on Christmas Eve
after helping journalists cover the
bombing of their church building
earlier in December, local residents
said. The two were last seen near a
Burma Army military base called Byuha
Gon (Strategic Hill) in Mong Ko town,
in northern Shan state, they said.
The Kumudra Journal reported that
local residents noticed the
disappearance of the two leaders after

By the authors’ count, the Quran has
been translated into English 212 times
since the 17th century — but never like
this. Two friends, one Muslim and one
Christian, have just published a Qur’an
for English speakers that sets out to show
people of the world’s largest and secondlargest faith groups how much their
holy books reportedly have in common.
“Most of the tension that exists in the
West in the post-9/11 era is because
Christians fear Muslims and their book,
the Qur’an,” said Safi Kaskas, the
Muslim co-author of The Qur’an With
References to the Bible. “This new
translation was designed to be a tool of
reconciliation.”
Co-author David Hungerford, a retired
surgeon, said: “In today’s society, no

one talks about this common ground
between the Abrahamic faiths, much of
which is centred around the person of
Jesus of Nazareth.”
Religion News Service
IS targets India
Media reports that terrorists connected
to the so-called Islamic State plan to
target Syrian Christians in Kerala is
causing concerns for religious leaders in
the southern Indian state.
The Times of India recently reported
that Kerala police have busted an ISinspired cell. Interrogations reportedly
revealed that the Islamic militant outfit
was targeting churches and institutions
run by “a denomination of Christians
of Syrian lineage”.
The report said they were targeted
because their ancestors had killed
Muslims during the historical crusades.
Those from Syrian traditions form the
bulk of Christians in Kerala. They
include members of the Catholic,
Jacobite, Orthodox and Chaldean
churches.
UCA
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Out
of the

ashes

The fall and rise of the Church in Scotland
David Robertson

I

suppose that for many Australian
Presbyterians Scotland, or at least
the Presbyterian Church in
Scotland, is considered to be the
motherland. If that is true, then the cry
that comes out from Scotland is “your
mother is very ill!”

Although we were once known as the
land of the people of the book, it is
doubtful whether the majority of the
population now know what that book
is, never mind what it contains, or the
Lord of whom it speaks. In the past
decade Scotland has secularised faster
than any other nation in history.
I am sure that there are lessons that you
can learn from us, especially in how not
to do things. I offer the following
observations in the hope that it will
stimulate you to pray for us, to work
with us and not to go down the same
route we have gone.
If you’ve seen the British sitcom Dad’s
Army, then you will know the dour
Scottish character Private Fraser whose
favourite phrase was “doomed,
doomed, you’re all doomed!” This is
positively optimistic compared with the
reaction to the most recent survey of

religious belief in Scotland. Some
Christians were discouraged and some
of the more militant atheistic secularists
could hardly contain their glee. The
headline is that almost half of adults in
Scotland do not identify with any
religion, according to official figures.
The latest Scottish Household Survey
(SHS) had 47% of people describing
their “faith” as “none”. The proportion
has increased from 40% in 2009.
The survey said 27.8% identified
themselves as Church of Scotland,
14.5% as Roman Catholic, 1.4% as
Muslim, and 7.7% as other Christian.
Buddhists were 0.3%, Sikhs 0.1%, Jews
0.1%, Hindu 0.3%, Pagan 0.1%, and
other religion 0.5%.
One always has to be careful about
figures. The sample size is not massive,
1000 households. For every 1000
people there is only one pagan, one Jew,
14 Muslims and 470 “no faith”
(incidentally this latter description is
false – most of this group will have
great faith – just not faith in God!).
So what does this all mean? Is the church
on the way out? Is Scotland progressing
into an atheistic secularist nirvana, or

“Less than 2% of Scotland’s population are
actually in the Church of Scotland on any
given Sunday.”

regressing into a pagan mess?
Although the majority of people in
Scotland – only just – would still claim
some kind of Christian faith, the fact is
that the number of those attending
church and engaging in any kind of
Christian practice is declining. The
Church reached a numerical peak in
the 1950s and it has been downhill ever
since. Rather than that decline
bottoming out (as for example in
London), in Scotland it seems to be
accelerating. The Church of Scotland
has dropped below 400,000 members
(it is doubtful whether more than
100,000 actually attend church each
Sunday – meaning that less than 2% of
Scotland’s population are actually in the
Church of Scotland on any given
Sunday) and is continuing to lose
20,000 members each year.
It is facing a major financial crisis and
above all a ministerial one, with only a
handful of the required 30 to 40
ministers being trained each year. The
picture is of a declining church in a
declining culture. The Catholic Church
is still struggling to recover from the
child abuse scandals, and there is not
much evidence that other Protestant
churches are making much of an impact.
As a result of the new moralistic
philosophy of secular humanism being
adopted by the metro-elites and
governors of our culture, and the lack
AU TU M N 201 7 15

of a coherent and strong “salt and light”
Christian church, our culture has
become increasingly confused. Overall
there has been a general dumbing down
as politicians and others offer the bread
and circuses mentality.
Things that would have been
unthinkable a decade ago (such as
same-sex “marriage”) have now become
the norm of the new morality. Things
that might be unthinkable just now –
infanticide, involuntary euthanasia,
polygamy, paedophilia – could easily
become the new “norm/human right”
in a world where the rich and powerful
determine what the moral values are.
We are a society that has “equality” as
its mantra, yet we are becoming more
unequal. In one of the richest societies
in the world we have tens of thousands
who rely on food banks. We say we
value education yet we are dumbing
down. Our politicians say they want to
support “the family” but are unable to
define what that actually is, and as a
result many of their actions end up
undermining the family. That is the
environment which the Church in
Scotland finds itself.
Although overall the Church in
Scotland is in decline, it is not all bad
news. I see three areas where there is
encouragement and renewal. First in
the independent evangelical churches

“At our presbytery meeting, the issues
discussed were problems of space for
growing churches, where to put the many
new ministers coming in and where should
we plant new churches!”
associated with FIEC (the Federation of
Independent Evangelical Churches).
For example, Charlotte Chapel in
Edinburgh and the work of Twenty
Schemes in Niddrie and elsewhere are
beacons of light.
Second, there are other biblical
churches who have Christ and His
Word at the centre of their lives and
message who are seeing growth and
development – some will be in the
Church of Scotland, others associated
with CLAN (Christians Linked Across
the Nation) or other charismatic and
ex-Brethren networks and some in the
Baptist and Anglican churches. And
how can anyone who believes in a
Sovereign God exclude the possibility
of Him yet working in and through the
Catholic Church?
We are also seeing the first signs of a
renewed and reinvigorated
Presbyterianism in Scotland in my own
denomination, the Free Church. New
churches are being planted, people are
being converted, membership is
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increasing, The Free Church College
has been relaunched as Edinburgh
Theological Seminary, and there is a
new leadership rising. I was at the
presbytery meeting last night where the
issues being discussed were problems of
space for growing churches, where to
put the many new ministers coming in
and where should we plant new
churches! Changed days!
I came to my current church, St Peters
in Dundee, in 1992 when the
attendance was in single figures. Now
there are more than 250 (many of them
young people), we have planted a new
church in St Andrews, have another
one in St Andrews and hope to start
another one in Dundee next year. Like
the denomination, we still have many
problems, because by definition we are
sinful, and we dwell amongst a sinful
people.
But it is so encouraging to be part of
the Lord’s work in these exciting and
challenging days. I hope that in this
globalised world our Australian
Presbyterian brothers and sisters will be
able to work with us in the cause of the
gospel not only here and in Australia,
but elsewhere in the world.
In a hostile and increasingly militant
secularist environment, traditional,
liberal, nominal Christianity cannot
survive. But those churches that have
deep roots in the gospel will, I believe,
see growth and renewal. So we have a
paradox, an increasingly atheistic
secularist culture, marked by a rapid
decline in Churchianity, along with an
increasingly alive and growing biblical
Christianity. It is the latter that turned
the Roman empire upside down and
indeed turned Scotland upside down
before. All we can pray is “Lord, do it
again”!
David Robertson is minister of St Peters
Free Church, Dundee, and director of
Solas CPC
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Failure is God’s preferred raw
material, that none should boast

Undeterred
F

ailure is something we all fear.
Mothers want to be good mums,
businessmen strive to succeed
and students are anxious about passing.
When we fail we want the ground to
swallow us and we imagine that we
cannot bounce back. Is this true? If not,
what is the best way to handle failure?

As a writer of one of the Gospels, Mark
is not a name we readily associate with
failure. And yet, true to form, Scripture’s
portrayal of Mark is warts and all.
His early life begins with great promise.
Mark’s mother is an early convert in
Jerusalem who holds church meetings in
her home (Acts 12:12). Mark, it seems,
finds salvation under the preaching of
Peter (1 Pet. 5:13) and then as a young
man is chosen to assist Paul and Barnabas
in the burgeoning Gentile work in
Antioch, a few hundred kilometres to
the north (Acts 11:25-30, 12:25). He is
clearly trusted, because soon Mark is

Kirk Zylstra

by failure

accompanying them on their first
missionary journey (Acts 13:5).
But then comes failure.
The missionary journey really has just
started. They have preached in Salamis
and Paphos on the island of Cyprus,
they it make it to Perga back on the
mainland, and then Mark splits. He
returns, not to Antioch to continue in
the work there, but to his hometown,
Jerusalem (Acts 13:13).
We aren’t told why he left, but whatever
the case, it is clear his reason is
inadequate. Later, Paul proposes a second
missionary journey. Barnabas is keen and
wants Mark, his cousin, to accompany
them. Paul though is convinced that the
one who deserted them is not ready. The
division becomes so sharp that Barnabas
and Paul go their separate ways, Barnabas
taking Mark to Cyprus, while Paul and
Silas, with the commendation of the
church, set off to strengthen the newly
established churches (Acts 15:35-41).

This is Mark’s moment of failure. Once
so promising, he deserted his missionary
companions and lost the confidence of
both Paul and the church at Antioch.
Moreover, his conduct has become the
occasion for a rift between Paul and
Barnabas.
Yet the curtain does not close on Mark.
For by God’s grace failures can be
restored. As we draw connections
between the pages of Scripture it
becomes clear that Mark once again
becomes a vessel of great usefulness.
This is a beautiful thing to watch. To
be sure, Paul himself, 10 years later,
writing from prison in Rome, is passing
on greetings from Mark and encouraging
others: if he comes to you, welcome
him (Col. 4:10). Mark has regained
Paul’s confidence and the Apostle is
now reassuring the brethren (and no
doubt Mark) that he is once again part
of his team. We get an indication of
this also, in the book of Philemon,
written at the same time, where Mark is
described as a fellow worker (verse 24).
Moreover, in one of the most touching
testimonies to Christian restoration,
Paul writes the following to Timothy
about 20 years after Mark’s desertion:
“Do your best to come to me soon. For
Demas, in love with this present world,
has deserted me and gone to
Thessalonica. Crescens has gone to
Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia. Luke alone
is with me. Get Mark and bring him
with you, for he is very useful to me for
ministry” (2 Tim. 4:9-11).
Paul here is for a second time in prison
in Rome. Only this time he knows he is
going to die (2 Tim 4:7). And, he is
feeling lonely. Some have departed for
good reasons; others have deserted him.
Only Luke is left. His solution? Bring
Mark to me! The deserted, in his great
time of need, seeks comfort from the
AU TU M N 201 7 17

deserter. What’s more, the one who was
convinced that Mark was not ready to
assist him, now affirms: “he is useful to
me for ministry.”
Indeed, Mark is useful to Peter also. We
know that Peter and Mark spend time
together in Rome (1 Pet. 5:13) before
Peter is martyred there. Early church
history testifies that Peter provides the
eyewitness evidence that becomes the
gospel of Mark.
Mark’s example offers four truths for
dealing with failure.
a) You can be forgiven: While not all
failure is moral, the most serious failures
are, and many failures have a moral
element. So it is good news is that we can
be forgiven. We can be forgiven before
God, because of what Christ has done.
“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and
just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse
us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9).
In addition, we can be forgiven by
other people too. It is true that where
we are dealing with those who do not
know the forgiveness of Christ, there is
a greater risk that we will not be
forgiven. At such times we must settle
for the fact that we have done what we

can to put things right and that we
know that we are forgiven by God.
Nevertheless, where we are dealing with
those who do know the forgiveness of
Christ, we have good reason to believe
that they will forgive and should take
comfort in this, exercising confidence
in God’s Spirit to work (Matt 6:12,
Eph. 4:32).
b) You can be useful: When we fail, we
easily imagine that we will never be
useful again. Certainly, our failures may
have consequences: Mark initially lost
the confidence of both Paul and the
brethren. Nevertheless, we should not
imagine that our usefulness in the
present, or future, is spent. Paul describes
those who pursue holiness as useful to
the master (2 Tim. 2:21). Elsewhere, he
says that gifts are given to each one for
the edification of the body (Eph. 4:7-16).
c) You should not retreat: We will be
useful only if we do not retreat. When
we lose a battle we want to give up on
the war. Yet we must continue to fight.
While there is a place for reconsidering
what shape our ministry will take in the
future, we must never retreat from
serving the Lord. “One thing I do,”
says Paul, “forgetting what lies behind

and straining forward to what lies ahead,
I press on toward the goal for the prize of
the upward call of God in Christ Jesus”
(Phil. 3:13-15).
d) God uses failures: This truth is vital to
absorb into our thinking: failure is God’s
preferred raw material. Isn’t this Paul’s
point in 1 Corinthians 1? God did not
choose the wise and powerful, but the
foolish and weak so that no human being
might boast in the presence of God (1
Cor. 1:18-29). So we take heart, even in
failure.
This is more than just a warm devotional
thought. It is the consistent testimony of
Scripture. Think of patriarchs: the
promises of God rested on polygamists,
deceivers and parents who played
favourites. Think of the story of Joseph:
could any good come out of a family so
full of jealousy and malice? Think of our
crucified Lord: “a stumbling block to
Jews and folly to Gentiles.” And yet God
was accomplishing salvation. God likes
to work with failure! So we resist the
temptation to despondency and we trust
in a God who brings victory even as the
King hangs on a tree.
Kirk Zylstra is pastor of Sutherland
Presbyterian Reformed Church, NSW

Daughters of Eve
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Detoxifying
the

debate

Christians are to be salt and light
in an increasingly divided world
Madeleine Turner

I

t has long been said, “never discuss
religion or politics with those who
hold opposite opinions to yours”.
That is, of course, if you don’t want to
ruin Christmas lunch, lose friends,
alienate work colleagues, or start World
War III. The rule of etiquette has been
cited in print since 1840 and
undergone several iterations, but the
message is clear: avoid said topics.

It’s a sad indictment on society, isn’t it,
that we struggle to engage in a civil
manner when discussing issues of great
importance. The most recent US election
campaign demonstrated just how
distorted our idea of debate has become.
Dialogue has been reduced to namecalling and vitriolic Facebook rants. We’re
not interested in engaging with or
understanding those who hold opposing
views. We’ve adopted modern
parliamentary practice, which is to attack
the person rather than the argument.
We start conversations in order to prove
others wrong. We are slow to listen and
quick to interrupt. We’ve forgotten how
democracy works. More importantly,
we’ve forgotten how to love and honour
our neighbour, especially the one who
disagrees with us.
It’s hard to rise above the toxic rhetoric
of broader society, but Christians are
called to be salt and light in this world

(Matt. 5:13-16). So when we’re
tempted to jump on our soapbox or
harbor resentment towards those with
differing opinions, here’s a few biblical
truths we need to remember:

memes of politicians on social media, it
grieves the Holy Spirit. What we’re
demonstrating to observers (our
children especially) is that we only
show honour to those we agree with.

Honour everyone (including
politicians).

Pray for those with whom you disagree.

Why? The Bible commands us to
(1 Peter 2:17; Rom. 13:1-8), but the
basis for doing so is because everyone is
made in the image of God and
therefore has intrinsic value and worth
(Gen. 1:27; Ps. 139:14). To “honour”
means to treat everyone with respect
and dignity. It means to humbly and
graciously listen to others with an open
mind and seek to understand their
perspective. It might mean
acknowledging when the other person
makes a good point. We should be
“quick to listen, slow to speak and slow
to become angry” (James 1:19).
One of the ways we dishonour others is
to deny them attributes that we typically
associate with being human – the
capacity to think rationally, to reason,
to feel, to be intelligible. We dismiss
people we disagree with as “stupid”,
“bigots”, “morons”, and “radical
lunatics”. Be careful with labels. It’s a selfrighteous slippery slope to dehumanising
the very people we should love. And
when we mock and post demeaning

“Be careful with labels. It’s a self-righteous
slippery slope to dehumanising the very
people we should love.”

Emotions generated by our
disagreements can make it very difficult
for us to pray for others who oppose us.
If Jesus could pray for those who
crucified Him (Luke 23:34), and if
Jesus commands us to pray for those
who persecute us (Luke 6:28),
shouldn’t prayer be the natural response
when we disagree with others,
especially fellow believers? Do you pray
for politicians and governing
authorities? It’s easy to pray for someone
who’s making decisions we approve of.
It’s difficult to pray for someone we
disagree with. But the Bible says we are
to do that (1 Tim. 2:2).
Finally, while our civic convictions are
important, they should not be ultimate.
A Christian’s identity and allegiance is
first and foremost found in Christ. In
spite of our differences we must be
deeply connected to fellow believers by
our oneness in Christ. A good test for
Christians is whether we can love
others who think and vote differently
from us. To do this we must repent of
our pride and humbly ask God to give
us His grace to “love our neighbour as
ourselves” (Mark 12:31).
Madeleine Turner worships at Ashfield
Presbyterian Church.
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Suffering for faith
215 million Christians experience high levels of persecution
Tim Reid

N

orth Korea, Pakistan, Syria
and Iraq have all been named
as some of the countries where
Christians face the worst persecution in
the annual World Watch List report
from Open Doors Australia. The list
ranks the top 50 countries where
persecution is worst. This year a figure
has also been placed on the number of
persecuted Christians worldwide.

“In the top 50 countries on the list, at
least 215 million Christians experience
high levels of persecution,” says Mike
Gore, CEO of Open Doors Australia.
“While Christians in other countries
also experience persecution, of the 215
million in the report, over 100 million
of these Christians live in Asia.”
Many countries in Asia have seen the
sharpest decline in conditions for
Christians over the last year. India,
Vietnam, Laos and Bangladesh have the
highest increases in persecution in the list.
“For the majority of Indians, Hinduism
has always been an important part of
Indian life and identity but under the Modi
government, this has been strengthened
to the point of violently rejecting all
other religions,” says Mike Gore.
“Now in neighbouring Buddhist
countries as well, politicians will have
started to trade on religion as an
important part of their national
identities too. So we are seeing this sort
of violent persecution spread in Asia.”
More oppressive states have also ranked
highly in this year’s list. North Korea,
Eritrea and China are notable inclusions
for their tight control due to a paranoia
surrounding religion. North Korea is now
in its 16th consecutive year at No.1.
The authoritarian rule of Kim Jong Un
is unmatched in its hostility to religion.
20 AP

In April North Korean spies carried out
the murder of Korean-Chinese pastor
Han Cheong Yeol. Leading a large
church on the Chinese side of the two
countries’ border, Pastor Han was active
in housing and assisting people who had
escaped North Korea. In North Korea, it
appears unlikely that things will change.
While Asian nations were the highest
risers in this year’s list, a brief glance at
the top 10 countries quickly reveals the
leading cause of persecution for
Christians. They are North Korea 1,
Somalia 2, Afghanistan 3, Pakistan 4,
Sudan 5, Syria 6, Iraq 7, Iran 8, Yemen
9, Eritrea 10.
Islamic oppression has once again been
identified as the main cause for the
persecution of Christians in 2016, with
eight out of the top 10 countries receiving
their high rankings for this reason.
“Christians in these countries can be easy
targets because they make up such a
small minority.” Mike Gore said. “In
Syria, Iraq and other places near the
birthplace of Christianity, Christian
communities have nearly been wiped
out in recent years.”
Somalia has jumped in rank to second
place on the list, with the country in a
state of almost complete lawlessness.
The few Christians who remain keep
their faith a complete secret, in fear for
their lives from Islamic extremist group
Al-Shabaab. In Pakistan, Syria and Iraq
even with varying levels of functioning
governments, different Islamic
extremists groups are also active and
continue to persecute Christians.
But it is in the majority Islamic nations
that a greater threat is visible. Islamic
governments are now putting greater
pressure on Christians. In Iran, where

the church is growing at a phenomenal
rate, the state has forced the closure of
several churches. In Saudi Arabia there
remains no church buildings within the
country at all, keeping Christians from
meeting together. One Saudi believer
said, “I do not know how long I can go
without fellowship, without witness,
living a lie.”
This year saw the continuation of Asia
Bibi’s blasphemy case in Pakistan with a
possible death sentence being prolonged.
This is the result of a blasphemy charge
brought against her and a state unwilling
to make a legal decision that would
conflict with violent Jihadists’ wishes.
There was also a blasphemy claim made
against the Christian governor of Jakarta,
Ahok. Islamic extremists are now taking
advantage of a political situation to
achieve their goals in Indonesia,
traditionally considered a more tolerant
Islamic nation.
“It is important when considering these
facts to not lose sight of God’s
sovereignty,” says Mike Gore. “It can be
tempting for us to read stories of
persecution and become angry or
discouraged. The greater challenge is to
continue following Jesus’ command to
love our enemies and pray for those
who persecute (Matt 5:44).”
A copy of the full list with profiles on
each country and an interactive map is
available on the Open Doors Australia
website, www.opendoors.org.au. Open
Doors works to strengthen persecuted
Christians in over 60 countries around
the world. It was started in 1955 when
Dutch missionary Brother Andrew
smuggled Bibles into communist
Eastern Europe.
Tim Reid is communications coordinator
for Open Doors Australia.
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Books
From Strength to Strength
A Life of Marcus Loane
Allan Blanch
Australian
Scholarly
Publishing, 2015
Bruce Murray
Rev. Allan
Blanch is a
retired Anglican
minister who
now resides in
Bathurst,
NSW. He is well-equipped to write the
biography of Marcus Loane (1911-2009),
and From Strength to Strength is the
well-written result of his labours. It is a
good-sized volume of around 400 pages,
which I found difficult to put down.
The author has gleaned much useful
information from many ministers and
church folk. Indeed, Allan Blanch delves
back into Marcus Loane’s ancestry, to
Richard Loane (1740-1815) and the
family’s links with Tasmania.

From strength to strength go on,
Wrestle and fight and pray.
Tread all the powers of darkness down
And win the well-fought day.
Bruce Murray is elder emeritus at
Hurstville Presbyterian Church, NSW.

In Light of the Son
Andrew Moody
Matthias Media, 2015
Luke Isham
Andrew
Moody’s In
Light of the
Son is a short
introduction
to the
relationship
between
God and
everything
else. The
love of the Father for the Son is built
into the structure of the cosmos and is
worked out in our redemption. “You
and I and everyone and everything else
exist because God loves His Son and
wants others to know, love and glorify
Him too.”

I was an Anglican until I was about 10,
when my family moved to become part
of Hurstville Presbyterian Church, where
Neil McLeod was the minister. Hence I
have always been interested in my
Anglican roots. This book is full of
information regarding a great many
people, including some of particular
interest to me, notably my uncle, Rev.
David Livingstone (not the great
missionary-explorer in Africa). Loane’s
wartime involvement is dealt with
comprehensively, as are other facets of
his diverse life.

There is a debate within Trinitarian
theology about how much of Himself
God reveals. The minimalists emphasise
God’s immanence and mystery, while
the maximalists emphasise God’s selfdisclosure. Moody highlights how
across both creation and the history of
redemption we catch a clear and
profound glimpse of how the love of
the Father for the Son can be known,
understood and trusted.

Together with a good supply of
appropriate photographs, this book gives
an excellent coverage not only to
Loane’s life but also to the history of
the Anglican Church in Australia. Allan
has chosen the title well, from the pen
of Charles Wesley:

In seven short chapters Moody
coherently surveys the Scriptural seat of
this filial relationship (Col. 1:15-20,
John 5:19-23 and 1 Cor. 8:5-6), the
Trinitarian structure of creation, how
Jesus brings shape to the image of God,
the unique prophetic and unifying

“succession” of the Holy Spirit and the
long term purpose of Jesus’ ministry.
Moody’s book makes the doctrine of
the Trinity both accessible and emotive.
That God can be known has practical
consequences: the Jesus of the Gospels
is also the God of Heaven. Just as God
becomes an ordinary human, Moody
observes that we can employ “familiar”
phrases to help us unpack the divine
Father-Son relationship. “Jesus as the
one who comes from God and as the one
through whom God the Father works”.
The doctrine of the Trinity doesn’t just
have apologetic value; it illuminates our
identity and reveals our deepest emotions.
As humans we crave meaning, we search
for our identity as the image of God
amid the ruins of sin. Jesus is the first
human to represent God completely
and consistently, Moody writes.
The love that sends the Son stands in
contrast to our east-of-Eden exile,
which has at its heart “an attempt to
console ourselves in the wake of our
alienation from heaven”. In other
words, the essential heartache of
original sin is being excluded from the
love of the Father for the Son.
Luke Isham is the minister at Horsham
Presbyterian Church, Vic.

Sermons on Titus
John Calvin, trans. by Robert White
Banner of Truth, 2015
Peter Barnes
These 17
sermons on
Paul’s epistle
to Titus were
preached in
Geneva
towards the
end of
1555. They
reveal the
pastoral
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heart of the great Reformer, and were
delivered only two years after the
terrible episode with Servetus. There is
a facsimile edition available, also
published by the Banner of Truth, but
Robert White has greatly helped us by
providing this clear and modern
translation.
As a preacher, Calvin could be
vigorous, and he addressed the false
pastor: “You are not fit even to be a pigkeeper or a cowherd, yet here you are a
pastor!” However, he also warned his
hearers: “Let us make sure that we keep
an eye on our own weaknesses and sins.
This will stop us being too hard,
unforgiving and relentless when we
censure those who fail.”
All the ups and downs of parish life are
here in Calvin’s own world as he

Read and download
sixteen years of AP
free of charge at
ap.org.au
Click the Past Issues
button and enjoy!

faithfully sought to address his hearers
with appropriate truth.
Some of his complaints reflect a
situation that seems quite modern:
“Unfortunately we have reached the
point today where people will tolerate
nothing. Many expect to be flattered,
or else to their way of thinking the
gospel has not been properly preached.
True preaching, they believe, consists in
covering up their filthiness and in
indulging and humouring them!”
These sermons are of immense
historical interest but will much
encourage any preacher who makes
cogent use of them.
Peter Barnes is editor of AP

My Rock, My Refuge
A Year of Daily Devotions
in the Psalms
Timothy Keller with Kathy Keller
Hodder & Stoughton, 2015
Peter Barnes
Timothy Keller from Redeemer
Presbyterian Church in Manhattan has

exercised a very
influential
ministry in his
writing,
preaching,
and
conference
speaking. He
has been
particularly
helpful in
dealing
with how
idolatry manifests itself
in modern society, and how to present
the gospel in such situations. His
strength can also become his weakness,
as he wavers on some issues. So I came
to this collection of daily devotions
from the Psalms with some concerns,
but I need not have done so.
Keller offers up stimulating and
penetrating thoughts on each Psalm.
He suggests, for example, that “There is
nothing more evangelistic, nothing that
will win the world more than glorious
worship”, and cites Psalms 66, 100, and
105 to justify this claim. On Psalm
106, he says that “sin is cosmic

90 DAILY DEVOTIONS
FROM TIMOTHY KELLER & SAM ALLBERRY

new
Tim Keller founded Redeemer
Presbyterian Church, NYC.
Sam Allberry works at RZIM.

To order call (02) 9564 3555 or visit thegoodbook.com.au
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ingratitude”. On Psalm 127 he has
some good parental advice: “Giving our
children to God is the only way we get
to keep them.”
However, one must object to his
treatment of Psalm 41, which is an
imprecatory Psalm, but which Keller
tries to turn into an offer of grace. In
general, Keller does not know how to
fit the imprecatory Psalms into his
theology. Furthermore, on Psalm 148
he states: “All of nature sings God’s
glory; we alone are out of tune.”
Romans 8:18-25 must not apply to
Manhattan.
If you wish to take a year to work
through the Psalms in a systematic way,
Keller’s work will be both helpful and
stimulating – but not infallible

Big God
Orlando Saer
Christian Focus: 2014
Stuart Bonnington
This is a very readable and fresh
statement of classic Christian teaching
concerning God and the outworking of

His gracious
providence,
specifically
related to
some central
concerns of
pastoral
theology –
and all in
141 pages.
Saer states
his purpose
in Big God: “I want to
help you discover some of the ways in
which you may have conceived of God
as something other than the
gravitational centre of history and
indeed your individual life. Then I
want to enable you to get your mind
around just how it’s possible for God to
be truly in the driving seat with His
hands firmly on the controls, given all
that you see and experience in your life
which seems to suggest otherwise. And
third, I want to show something of the
difference it will make to your daily
spiritual walk when you begin to
recognise God as truly God.”
The whole book is framed well by the

first chapter, “The Curious Case of
the Shrinking God”, where wellknown caricatures of the biblical
God, as found across church history
and today are briefly outlined.
The rest of the book follows through
on the need to “unshrink” God in
terms of suffering, evangelism,
decision-making and prayer. The
book bristles with good, clear and
simple illustrations of some of the
most precious aspects of our gracious
God and Father’s kindly care through
what seems often to be contradictory
circumstances.
This kind of book helps us recalibrate
the living of our Christian lives. The
chapter on evangelism alone is worth
the cost of the book. How we need to
take up and read! Unfortunately the
website mentioned on page 141 seems
not to work, which may hinder the
promise of further reading.
Stuart Bonnington is minister of Scot’s
Kirk, Fremantle, WA.
Many of these books are available
at Reformers Bookshop, phone:
(02) 9564 3555 web: reformers.org.au
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The Spirit reveals how
marvellously wondrous is God

T

he Christian faith must ever fill
us with a sense of wonder that
it is true. One of the many sad
passages in the autobiography of Charles
Darwin concerns his growing lack of
interest for things like poetry and music.
He wrote: “The loss of these tastes is a
loss of happiness, and may possibly be
injurious to the intellect, and more
probably to the moral character, by
enfeebling the emotional part of our
nature.”
He used to love Shakespeare, and,
oddly enough, took a copy of Milton’s
Paradise Lost with him on his five-year
round-the-world voyage on the Beagle
(1831-1836). Scenery captivated him,
but there is something disproportionate
about one who began his career by
writing on barnacles, and ended it by
writing on earthworms. When we reject
the revelation of God in Christ, we lose
much, including a sense of wonder.

The Song of Moses declares: “Who is
like You, O Lord, among the gods? Who
is like You, majestic in holiness, awesome
in glorious deeds, doing wonders?”
(Ex.15:11). Everything about God’s
person and works is wondrous and, in
an appropriate way, strange. The heavens
declare His majesty (Ps. 8:1-4; 19:1-6);
His testimonies are wonderful (Ps.
119:129); indeed, His works, even the

creation of the child in the womb, are
wonderful, and the Psalmist knows that
very well (Ps. 139:14). The Psalmist does
not just write about God; he is filled with
awe at Him: “On the glorious splendour
of Your majesty, and on Your wondrous
works I will meditate” (Ps.145:5).
If this was true before the incarnation
of the Son of God, it becomes even
more so while the fullness of deity
dwelt bodily on this earth. At His birth
He is said to be Immanuel (God with
us), and Gentiles come to worship Him
(Matt. 2:1-12). An angel tells Mary
that her Son will be the Son of the
Most High whose kingdom will be
forever (Luke 1:32-33) – a message
which is, in effect, repeated by angels to
shepherds in their fields one night
(Luke 2:10-14).
Yet He was laid in a food trough for
animals, and He grew up to be the Son
of Man who had no place to rest His
head. He is the king of a kingdom
which will know no end, but when
people try to make Him king, Jesus
withdraws to the mountain by Himself
(John 6:15). At His crucifixion, He
could have saved Himself (Matt. 26:53;
John 19:10-11) but He went
voluntarily to the death that His Father
had marked out for Him. As Bernard of
Clairvaux commented: “When He was
sought to be made a king, He escaped;

“Tertullian was saying that God’s plan
seems so strange to us that only He
could have devised it; and it is wondrous
because, despite all odds, it is true.”
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Peter Barnes

but when He was sought to the cross,
He freely yielded Himself.”
Even at the resurrection, the King is
not acclaimed, but met with distress,
disappointment, and unbelief. Strange
the incarnation; strange the death; and
strange the resurrection. Wondrous
love! “See what kind of love the Father
has given to us, that we should be
called children of God” (1 John 3:1).
Tertullian famously delighted in these
paradoxes: “God’s Son was crucified –
this is not a matter for shame, because
it is a disgrace; and God’s Son has died
– this is credible because it is a
foolishness; and he was buried and is
risen – this is certain, because it is
impossible.” In his own inimitable way,
Tertullian was saying that God’s plan
seems so strange to us that only He
could have devised it; and it is
wondrous because, despite all odds, it is
true. To the unbeliever, this is not
wondrous but irrelevant or mystifying.
And that is the experience of us all,
until the Holy Spirit fills us with
wonder. Dorothy Greenwell spoke of
how the contemplation of all this
affected her:
That He should leave His place on high,
And come for sinful man to die,
You count it strange? – so once did I,
Before I knew my Saviour.
Elizabeth Clephane confessed “two
wonders”: “the wonders of His glorious
love, and my own worthlessness.”
There are spiritual wonders that
Christless eyes do not see. Above the
barnacles and the earthworms, there is
the wonder of a holy and gracious God.

