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Christians are bound to be optimists. Our hopes 
stretch beyond this world to the eternity to come. 
We have everything to look forward to there 

and it is all guaranteed. God’s promises to His people 
are sealed by the blood of Christ and their fulfilment 
is certain. From His throne in heaven, our victorious 
Redeemer declares, “Behold, I make all things new” 
(Rev. 21:5). These words point to a perfect state where 
the Lord’s people are free forever from the trouble, 
sorrow, pain and death of our present world.

When we are away from home for any length of time, 
we experience a desire to return. We miss our familiar 
surroundings, the rest and comfort, and especially the 
love and companionship of our family and friends. 
Uniquely, believers long for a home to which they have 
never been and which they have not even seen. They 
know of this home from the Bible. It is called ‘heaven’, 
and it is where God and His people dwell together in 
perfect fellowship. It is a home for sinners who have 
been saved by grace, and the Saviour who loved them 
and gave Himself for them is there. Believers feel that 
this is where they belong.

A Troubled Course
In this life Christians are heading towards heaven. 
Augustine, in The City of God, said that the pilgrimage 
of the church in this world continues in the same way 
throughout history. It proceeds “with the persecutions 
of the world on one side, and on the other the 
consolations of God”. We can expect a troubled course, 
with many difficulties, but we can also expect that the 
Lord will make these things the means of our progress. 
In our trials, we get to know God and ourselves better. 
We are more aware of our weaknesses but also of God’s 
strength, which enables to fight against every foe until 
we reach our heavenly habitation.

Peter wrote his first epistle chiefly to Christians 
of a Jewish background. They were exiles scattered 
throughout the Roman provinces in what is now Turkey. 
He made a persuasive appeal to them concerning their 
conduct in this world (1 Pet. 2:11,12). It began with 
the words, “Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers 
and pilgrims...”. Peter was reminding these believers of 
how they should view their lives here. As an apostle 

he could have commanded them to do their duty, but 
he entreated them as a friend. He knew that he was 
as much in need of the exhortation as they were! He 
urged these Christians to live a God-glorifying life.

Passing Through
By ‘strangers’, we are to understand ‘foreigners’. In 
times of famine or conflict, people may leave the 
country of their birth and settle in another country 
as aliens, retaining their language and customs. 
Spiritually, this is true of Christians. We have been 
born in Sion (Ps. 87:5) and our citizenship is in heaven. 
We are strangers in this fallen world: we are in it, but 
not of it (John 15:19). By ‘pilgrims’, we understand 
‘sojourners’. Such people stay in another country for 
a short period while travelling. Christians are passing 
through this world, heading to their eternal home.

In Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the covenant of 
grace, God has made a full provision for His people 
in their walk of faith along the path of life which 
leads them to a better world. Our clothing is Christ 
and His righteousness, covering all our sins. Our food 
is Christ and His fulness, nourishing our souls. Our 
staff is Christ and His promises, holding us up. Our 
guide is Christ and His Spirit, directing our way. The 
men and women of faith who make up Paul’s great 
“cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1) all lived like this and 
“confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on 
the earth” (11:13).

The Believer’s Lifestyle
Peter’s plea to the strangers and pilgrims is twofold. 
Firstly, there is something from which they must 
refrain: “abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against 
the soul”. The sinful desires of our fallen nature can 
never be justified. They are opposed to God’s law and 
our eternal interests. They must be killed off. The 
desires we have for the lawful things of this life, or “this 
world’s good” (1 John 3:17), must be moderated. If we 
give too much time and attention to the media, sport, 
music and other recreations and entertainments, our 
growth in grace will be inhibited. Our use of earthly 
things ought to be at a level which makes it clear to 
others that our hearts are in heaven.
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Secondly, there is something at which believers 
must aim: “having your conversation honest among the 
Gentiles”. A ‘fiery trial’ of persecution awaited Peter’s 
readers, but they were to persevere in a godly walk. 
Our lives should be blameless and without reproach in 
the sight of the world. This does not mean that no one 
will find fault with us (think of what many said about 
Christ!) but that no one will have any just ground for 
doing so. We should be pursuing here by grace what 
we know we will only fully possess in glory: a perfect 
likeness to Christ (1 John 3:2,3).

Living by Faith
As strangers and pilgrims in this world, there are two 
things we should remember. The first is that we are 
to live by faith. We are told that faith is “the substance 
of things hoped for” (Heb. 11:1). Faith is a confident 
belief in a divine testimony – the inspired and infallible 
Scriptures. We are persuaded that the things recorded 
in them, which are unknowable to our ordinary senses, 
are nonetheless real. When we have saving faith, 
reading the Bible is like looking through a telescope. 
Distant things, such as heaven, are brought close to us.

We are also told that faith is “the evidence of things 
not seen”. Through faith, invisible things take on a 
reality in our minds. We have sufficient proof of them 
from the Scriptures to act upon them. Although we may 
not have visited Australia personally, we believe that 
such a land exists because we have reliable reports 
concerning it. On that basis we might make plans to go 
there, and we would be sure that if we could make the 
journey then we would see Australia. The same is true 
of the Christian’s pilgrimage.

Looking for Heaven
The second thing is that we are to be looking for heaven. 
People remember the place of their birth, and believers 
are to think often of the place of their spiritual rebirth. 
We should have a longing for the Jerusalem above. As 
far as is possible, our minds should be occupied with 
heavenly things (Col. 3:2). A true Christian values 
heaven more than earth because that is where his 
treasure is (Matt. 6:19-21). With hypocrites, it is the 
other way around, as Paul sadly records. “Demas hath 
forsaken me, having loved this present world” (2 Tim. 
4:10).

Christians are to be looking upward and pressing 
forward. This is seen in the ‘fathers of faith’. “And truly, 
if they had been mindful of that country from whence 
they came out, they might have had opportunity to 

have returned. But now they desire a better country, 
that is, an heavenly” (Heb. 11:15,16). We have all the 
help we need along the way. “The Book of books is 
always by our side. It is a present and a perfect chart. 
The upward path, the downward slopes, the hidden 
snares, the plains of safety, the meadows of repose, are 
all here pencilled with inspired skill. This is the blessed 
handbook of the blessed route” (Henry Law).

An Encouragement
Believers should live godly lives because it is the right 
thing to do. Yet Peter gives the strangers and pilgrims 
a particular encouragement for living such a life. It 
concerns their persecutors: “that, whereas they speak 
against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, 
which they shall behold, glorify God in the day of 
visitation”. An unbelieving world scorns the doctrines 
of Christianity and scoffs at the gospel, yet it cannot 
dismiss the lives which Christ has changed for the 
better and are a benefit to society.

This is the sense in which Jesus spoke of believers 
as “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:14-16). The life of a 
believer, when it is Christlike in humility, love and self-
denial, says to others, “There is more to your existence 
than the brief time you spend here!” It points sinners 
to Christ, as the Saviour by whose grace believers 
now live and serve. Many will be present on the Day 
of Judgement who were once enemies of the gospel. 
In the providence of God, they were challenged by the 
witness of faithful Christians, and the Lord used this to 
bring about their salvation. This may encourage us in 
our difficult times.

John Calvin wrote: “Christ teaches us to continue 
as pilgrims in the world so that we will not lose or be 
deprived of our heavenly inheritance.” As we embark 
upon another year, let us have more of the sojourner’s 
outlook. Heaven will then be more dear to us and the 
world will lose its appeal. And we will find that when 
the time comes for our removal from our earthly home 
to our eternal one, we will be happy to go.
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“A true Christian 
values heaven more 
than earth because 
that is where his 
treasure is”
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“...all these things are against me” (Genesis 42:36)

We tend to think that as Christians we can 
cope with whatever Providence sends us, 
because we have faith. But sometimes we 

have to survive and persevere without coping very well 
with our circumstances. This was Jacob’s experience.

The Accumulation of Losses and the Threat of 
Losing more
Jacob had a list of bad personal experiences along 
the path of his life. These now combined with (and 
sharpened) his present distress, which was the threat 
of losing Benjamin – another loss. Jacob had grown 
up in a divided household, with a distressing ‘sibling 
rivalry’ with Esau, the more aggressive of the two and 
no doubt a bully. Childhood events stay with us in their 
effects. Try as we may, we cannot forget events in our 
past, at some times more than at others. And, sadly, 
we have a bias towards thinking about the disturbing 
experiences, which elicits a pensive sigh or a muffled 
groan. Jacob left home as a young man, literally escaping 
for his life. He was deceived by Laban, lost Rachel, lost 
Joseph (as he thought) and now he struggled to retain 
Benjamin. 

There were also simultaneous surrounding 
tensions with his neighbours in Canaan. His family 
were in danger because of the present famine. What a 
lot Jacob had on his mind! And now it all came out. The 
threat of losing Benjamin (connected so dearly in his 
thoughts with Rachel and Joseph) pushed him over the 
edge – “all these things are against me”. His back was 
to the wall. 

Jacob had Faith, but Faith is Limited in its 
Perceptions
This was not the outburst of an atheist, but of a man 
having to make a choice which he did not want to 
make. Finally, he has to surrender his will to God’s. 

Having faith, he would no doubt pray, but this could 
not guarantee Benjamin’s safety, just as it did not keep 
Rachel alive or Joseph at home. Jacob believed that all 
would be well in the next world, but he did want to 
have some happiness in this one as well!

On the surface, all did seem by appearances to 
be against him. But faith can only see part of the ‘big 
picture’, and cannot adequately explain the ‘mystery 
of Providence’ to itself. Christ has promised to 
explain much afterwards (John 13:7); many present 
questions must wait for future answers. Some of us 
can understand the strain upon Jacob. For others, that 
experience is yet to come. When God sends a trial upon 
your faith, you will feel it as a trial indeed, and not just 
an academic exercise. We don’t know ourselves until 
the trial comes, and shakes us inside. “Hold out faith 
and patience”, cried Bunyan’s Pilgrim. Jacob staggered 
on through another day, to meet the night.

In the Next World there are no Losses; All is Gain
This was certainly Paul’s belief (Phil. 1:21). Probably 
the greatest loss in this world is the loss of our hopes, 
of what we expected to have here. Perhaps this trouble 
comes when you thought you were past the worst, 
especially if you have reached old age. Some losses are 
not recoverable in this world, and we must live with 
them and their effects upon us. Job must live without 
his children, Bathsheba without her husband, Jacob 
without his beloved Rachel. What are you having to 
live without?

Nevertheless, as believers we must live by hope, 
hope for “things not seen” as yet, but promised to us 
(Heb. 11:1). All’s well that ends well. For the believer 
the best is yet to come, and Jacob was daily moving 
towards it, despite his fears. We must go through 
much, but Christ went through much more to bring 
us Home. His people do live happily ever after...after 
much tribulation (Rev. 7:14-17). Christian, keep this 
in mind!

DEVOTIONAL

THE TRAUMA OF LOSSES
REV. JAMES CLARK
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“Abraham called the name of that place Jehovah-jireh: 
as it is said to this day, In the mount of the Lord it shall 
be seen” (Genesis 22:14)

In a sermon preached before the Nobility of Scotland 
on 11th May 1690, John Spalding (1633-99), 
minister at Kirkcudbright, referred to providence 

as “the great commentary on Scripture”. He added: “ye 
must look both sides (so to speak) of this book, and 
you will find what is dark on one side of the leaf is clear 
on the other. On one side ye may perceive nothing but 
wrath, trouble, confusion...but if ye will turn over you 
may see love, peace, order, heaven and glory.”

It is this truth of providence that keeps us from 
sinking into the darkest despair, and, if we are in it, lifts 
us up.

The Idea of Providence
The word ‘providence’ has its origin in Genesis 22:14: 
“Abraham called the name of that place Jehovah-jireh”. 
The name means “the Lord will provide”. Our English 
word is based upon the Latin rendering of that phrase. 
In the context, Abraham is about to sacrifice his son 
Isaac. The lad is puzzled, asking “where is the lamb 
for a burnt offering? (v.7) “You have everything else!” 
Abraham replied that the Lord would provide. That is 
a most apt understanding of providence. The Lord is 
in charge; therefore the means and the outcome are in 
his hand. Nothing then is more practical for us in facing 
the uncertain, unknown and unpredictable (from our 
perspective) future. We can be confident that with God 
all is certain, known and predestined.

Providence as a doctrine has a long history. The 
church father Irenaeus (c.130-c.202) referred to “certain 
of the Gentiles” who were “convinced they should call 
the Maker of this universe the Father, who exercises a 
providence over all things, and arranges the affairs of 
our world” (Against Heresies, Book III, Ch. 25). Augustine 
(354-430) likewise asserted that events did not happen 
by luck or fate but by the will of God (The City of God, 
5.1). It is no surprise that the Reformers and Puritans 
wrote much on providence. John Knox spoke of God’s 
providence as “that sovereign empire and supreme 
dominion, which God always keepeth in the government 
of all things in heaven and earth contained”. Arthur Dent 
(1553-1607) wrote: “For every one of us, when we do 
confess God to be almighty, do acknowledge that he by 
his providence rules everything.”

What is striking to any who study providence is the 
difference between Papists, Arminians and Socinians 
on the one hand and the Reformed and Puritan position 
on the other.

Defining Providence
What exactly do we mean by Providence? The Puritan 
Thomas Watson reminds us that God foreknows, 
determines and directs all things. The Shorter 
Catechism gives a most helpful description. It tells 
us that “God executeth his decrees in the works of 
creation and providence” (Q.8), and that “God’s works 
of providence are his most holy, wise, and powerful 
preserving and governing all his creatures, and all 
their actions” (Q.11). Thus, providence involves God’s 
holiness, wisdom and power. It is comprehensive 
in scope, including all creatures (angels, men and 
animals) and all their actions. The Larger Catechism 
adds a further clause, telling us that God orders all his 
creatures and their actions “to his own glory” (Q.18). 
Thus the supreme design and determined outcome of 
providence is God’s glory.

In other words, there is nothing random, irrational 
or confused about God’s ordering of everything. Just 
because we cannot explain all that happens does not 
mean that there is neither purpose nor goal to it all.

Difficult Providence
We assume, wrongly, that God works according to our 
way of thinking. Commenting on Job 38:4-11, Matthew 
Henry says: “[God] did not consult us in making the 
world, and yet it is well made; why should we expect 
then that he should take his measures from us in 
governing it?”

1. Sometimes it is not the reason for an event 
which matters but our response to it. You see that in 
Luke 13:1-5. Here were two dreadful events where 
assumptions were made about the causes. The 
Saviour stated twice, “except ye repent, ye shall all 
likewise perish”. Repentance was the appropriate 
response.

2. Always remember the ultimate purpose. Thus, 
in John 9:1-3, we read of the man blind from birth. 
The question was, who sinned, that the man was born 
blind? The Lord replies, “Neither hath this man sinned, 
nor his parents; but that the works of God should be 
made manifest in him.” That was the purpose of the 
blindness. In John 11, there is the account of Lazarus 

DOCTRINE

INCOMPARABLE PROVIDENCE
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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being sick. Again, the Lord draws attention to the 
ultimate purpose: “This sickness is not unto death, but 
for the glory of God” (v.4).

3. Consistently, even the wicked fulfil God’s purpose. 
This is one of those satisfying aspects of providence 
which demonstrates that no one is outside God’s 
rule. It is important that we do not view God as being 
hermetically sealed off from this world with all its evil, 
grime and depravity.

(i) God uses the wicked against the wicked. That 
is seen, for example, in 1 Kings 15. Two kings are in 
view, namely Nadab and Baasha. What is significant is 
the theological explanation of events. Nadab is an evil 
king (15:26), who is murdered by Baasha (15:27), who 
himself is an evil king (15:31). What is happening? 
The sins of Jeroboam descend generationally (15:30), 
so Baasha, an evil king, finished off the house of 
Jeroboam because of its evil. Then we read of Jehu, 
who is not a saint either. God uses Jehu to eliminate 
the house of Baasha. Evil people are used by God to 
punish evil people. As William Gurnall put it, “God can 
make a straight line with a crooked stick”. It is entirely 
appropriate that God uses the wicked to punish sin, 
wickedness and evil people. After all, God sent Assyria 
to judge Israel for their sin, yet God then punished 
Assyria for theirs.

(ii) God uses the wicked to fulfil his good will. That is 
spectacularly demonstrated in the cross. The death of 
Christ is the plan – “The Son of man indeed goeth, as it 
is written of him”, yet the instrument is Judas Iscariot, 
upon whom a woe is pronounced (Mark 14:21). Thus, 
God’s good will is brought about, even by the actions of 
evil people.

(iii) God uses the wicked, who do exactly what they 
want to do. In every instance the wicked act according 
to their desires. It is important that we grasp that no 
one acts contrary to his or her own nature. Providence 
arranges the opportunity in which that evil desire and 
nature are satisfied. Consider Ezekiel 21:19-22. The 
prophecy given is that the king of Babylon will come 
to Jerusalem to destroy. That is going to happen. In due 
time the king decides to go to battle, but against whom? 
He comes to a fork in the road. What now? He takes out 
all his superstitious paraphernalia and astonishingly 
each time the answer is – Jerusalem.

Practical Providence
As Joel Beeke rightly says, there is nothing more 
practical than providence.

1. Consider the Saviour’s teaching in Matthew 6:25-
34, and note the repeated phrase, “take no thought” 
(or similar). Christ draws together providence and 
adoption, when he says, “your heavenly Father feedeth 
them. Are ye not much better than they?” (v.26); and, 

“your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of 
all these things” (v.32). So the doctrine of adoption 
is intimately connected to providence. Second, Christ 
links providence and priority, when he says, “seek ye 
first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all 
these things shall be added unto you” (v.33). In every 
providence, that must be our priority.

2. Consider what we know already as Christians. 
Paul says: “And we know that all things work together 
for good to them that love God...” (Rom. 8:28). Not 
some things, but all things. In addition, God does 
not merely work within all things; rather, he works 
the things themselves. That is the full significance. 
Moreover, there is a grand purpose on view: it is all 
“for good”. As Watson puts it, the good things work 
for good and the bad things work for good. This is 
exclusive to “them that love God” – those whom he 
has effectually called. Calvin rightly warns that it is 
not enough “simply to hold that there is One whom 
all ought to honour and adore, unless we are also 
persuaded that he is the fountain of every good” 
(Institutes, 1:2:1).

Lessons
1. God’s providence is to be trusted when things 
are dark or mysterious to us. As the Lord said to his 
disciples when washing their feet, “What I do thou 
knowest not now; but thou shalt know hereafter” 
(John 13:7).

2. The perfect timing of providence. Just as Abraham 
holds the knife in the air, God shows him the sacrifice 
(Gen. 22:10-13). Likewise, just as Rabshakeh is poised 
to attack Jerusalem, he hears news of trouble in his 
own land and returns to Assyria (Isa. 37:5-8).

3. The wisdom of providence. The Lord does all 
things well (Mark 7:37). Commenting on Genesis 
1:11,12, John Trapp says that God “made meat before 
mouths”. There is an order to providence that proves 
God’s wisdom.

4. The best comment upon providence. The 
Puritan Simeon Ashe said: “Contentment...is the 
best commentator on Providence: it makes a fair 
interpretation of all God’s dealings...A contented 
Christian is an advocate for God against unbelief and 
impatience, whereas discontent takes everything from 
God in the worse sense.”

“It is important that 
we grasp that no one 
acts contrary to his or 
her own nature.”
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Martin Luther’s German Bible was the first whole 
Bible translation in the language of the people. 
Luther’s two requirements for a translation of 

the Bible were, firstly, that it should be based upon the 
original Hebrew and Greek texts, and, secondly, that it 
should be [in his case] in a German comprehensible to 
all. Parts of the Latin Vulgate version had in the previous 
century been translated into ‘Low’ German, but Luther 
refused to accept a translation of a translation.

“Luther believed, contrary to the teaching of the 
Roman Catholic church, that the Holy Scriptures 
were the one true key to faith and doctrine, and so 
his translation was also the sure foundation of the 
Reformation” (Hans Volz, Martin Luther’s German 
Bible, 1978). His translation also greatly influenced the 
development of the German language.

The Whole Bible Translated and Published
Luther completed his translation of the New Testament 
in 1522, and the Old Testament in 1532. He used the 
Greek text compiled from the Greek New Testament 
manuscripts and edited by the Dutch scholar Erasmus 
(1466-1536), published in 1519, and the Hebrew 
Masoretic text edited by Soncino, first published in 
1494. The Jews were careful to keep the Old Testament 
Scriptures, which God had entrusted to their care and 
preservation (Rom. 3:2).

The whole German Bible was published in 1534. 
Luther had translated the Scriptures with a small 
group of experts in Greek and Hebrew to help him. 
It also helped that they came from different parts of 
Germany – useful when it came to choosing a clear 
comprehensible German word. Luther refined the 
translation over the next ten years. Tyndale consulted 
Luther’s New Testament while he worked on his 
English translation, which showed Luther’s influence.

The Latin Vulgate translation, which had been 
around for about a thousand years, from 400AD to 
1500, was latterly only comprehensible to clergy 
specially trained in the Latin language. But now the 
people had the Word in their own language. They 
no longer had to rely on Roman Catholic priests to 
interpret the Latin version. Also, the Vulgate had many 
errors in it. Luther had the words of God to guide 
himself and others. “Here I stand”, he said, and the 
Papacy trembled! “Luther’s Bible translation gave the 
evangelical movement an inexhaustible source for its 
proclamation and provided the German people with 
an everflowing well for nourishing its new language” 

(Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther in Mid-Career: 1521-
1530, Fortress Press, 1983, p.49).

Luther retained thee and you in the German Bible, 
using ‘du’ and ‘Ihr’ to show the difference between 
singular and plural, as in the Hebrew and Greek languages. 
This difference is essential for accurate translation and 
removes ambiguity. The alternative for an English version 
would be to have thousands of “you (sing.)” and “you 
(pl.)” markers in the Bible translation, on every page. This 
would look clumsy and ugly in a translation.

A Translation from a Reliable Text
A Bible translation must not only be in the language of 
the people, it must be based on a reliable text. At the 
time of the Reformation, such a text, by God’s “singular 
care and providence kept pure in all ages” (Westminster 
Confession of Faith, 1:8), existed for Luther. Certainly, the 
meaning of individual words must be clarified as time 
passes, in order to remove ambiguity. An example is the 
word “prevent”, as found in Psalm 59:10, “The God of my 
mercy shall prevent me”. This sense of this word here is 
“go before” or “precede”. The Trinitarian Bible Society 
recognises the need for clarification by including a Bible 
Word List in its edition of the Authorised Version. The 
list contains over 600 words “no longer in every-day use, 
or now used with a different meaning”.

The translation must, like Luther’s, be word 
for word as far as is possible. It ought not to be a 
paraphrase of the original text, expressing the meaning 
using different words, nor should it be dumbed down, 
diluting the meaning. Most modern versions have gone 
too far, changing thousands of words unnecessarily. 
They have gone beyond simply updating words and 
have changed the underlying original texts on which 
these translations are based, particularly in the New 
Testament. We can hardly compare one translation 
with another one when they are based on different 
underlying Hebrew and Greek texts!

It is worth pointing out that while the Authorised or 
‘King James’ Version follows the Greek Received Text 
published by Theodore Beza in 1598 as its primary 
authority, the New King James Version departs from 
the Received Text in numerous places, often without 
indicating this in the textual notes. The underlying 
Greek texts which are translated into English are 
therefore not identical!

Do we See and Prize our Privilege?
How privileged the German people were! How they 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

LUTHER’S GERMAN BIBLE
REV. JAMES CLARK
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THE GUILTY CLOTHED
HENRY LAW

(Taken from ‘Christ is All’, and abridged.)

“Unto Adam also and to his wife did the Lord God make 
coats of skins, and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21)

The rays of Christ’s redeeming love burst forth, 
so soon as there was a sinner to be enlightened. 
The garden of Eden witnessed the dark sight of 

innocence destroyed; but it witnessed, too, an earnest of 
more than innocence restored. The parents of our race 
were not driven into the wide wilderness of the earth 
without a cheering prospect, and a strong comfort, and 
a precious promise, and a distinct figure of full recovery. 
The heavenward road was marked out before them in a 
clear map. Jesus was pictured to them in living colours. 

Garments from God
Even the clothing made for them, and put upon them, 
preached the Gospel to them. Consider their case. They 
were conscious of shame, and blushed to meet the light 
of day. In their distress they sought concealment. They 
contrived – human invention could do no more – a 
shadow of a clothing. How flimsy, how tattered was it! 
But God in mercy came to their relief. He supplied all 
their need. He made “coats of skins and clothed them”. 

Reader, it may be, that hitherto you have seen 
nothing in these garments, but a warmth for the 
body and a screen from the blast. But be assured, the 
meaning is far larger. It is spiritual. It tells us of the 
robe of Righteousness, which God has provided to 
adorn and beautify the naked soul. May the Lord, by 
His Spirit, show this wonder to us!

Animals Slain
We gain light on the subject by examining the substance 
of which the coats were made. It was not leaves joined 

together – nor twisted bark – nor plaited roots. It was 
the skin of lifeless animals. Death, then, must have 
commenced its desolating work within the garden. 
But how did it approach its earliest victims? Not in the 
slow step of gradual decay. This was the morning of 
existence. Time was in its infancy. The wastings of age 
were yet far off. These beasts of the field must have 
fallen by the hand of violence.

But why? Not to supply man with food. Before the 
flood, herbs alone sufficed for nourishment. Noah was 
the first who heard the enlarged grant, “Every moving 
thing that liveth shall be meat for you; even as the 
green herb have I given you all things” (Gen. 9:3). They 
were slain, then, for some other purpose.

Sin Offerings
It could have been no unholy purpose, for God regarded 
their slaughter with no displeasure. This He testified 
by using their skins. If, then, they died according to 
the will of God, but not to feed man, there remains 
only the solid conclusion, that they were offered in 
sacrifice. Thus they exhibited the Lamb, “foreordained 
before the foundation of the world” (1 Pet. 1:20). And 
hence we learn, that in Eden victims bled. Yes! the first 
drop, which stained the earth, the first expiring groan, 
proclaimed in the most intelligible terms, “the wages 
of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23); and, “without shedding 
of blood is no remission” (Heb. 9:22). The doctrine of 
these rites is the doctrine of the Cross. 

All doubt is thus removed as to the skins, which 
supplied man’s first apparel. They were taken from 
the offerings for sin. Hence each sacrifice presents to 
the eye of faith the double sign of full salvation [the 
cleansing and the clothing]. Each altar casts a shadow, 
not only of the blood, which buys from hell; but also of 
the Righteousness, which buys all heaven. 
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prized, read and discussed the Bible! Alas, among many 
‘church people’ today other books are read more than 
the Bible. Why do so few feel guilty about this? Can you 
say with Job that you esteem God’s words more than 
your “necessary food” (Job 23:12) – the food you need 
for your body? Can you say with Jeremiah that, when 
you found God’s word, it was “the joy and rejoicing” 
of your heart (Jer. 15:16)? Can you say with David, “O 
how love I thy law!” (Ps. 119:97)? Do you find comfort 

and delight in God’s word, find counsel there in your 
doubts and fears, and meditate upon it in the night 
times (Ps. 119:24,55,97)? Do you still go to the Word 
first thing in the morning as you used to? A life is lived, 
seen and measured by its priorities.

Friend, do you still see your privilege at having these 
precious words from God? If God revives His church 
today, the first sign will be that the church will return 
to the Bible, and with the Bible return to God.



“For thy name’s sake, O Lord, pardon mine iniquity; for it 
is great” (Psalm 25:11)

Despite what we are constantly being told, the 
greatest problem in the world today is not the 
climate. The greatest problem is (and always 

has been) sin, and it was definitely caused by man. The 
Bible says: “by one man sin entered into the world, and 
death by sin” (Rom. 5:12). This refers to the first man 
Adam, the head of our race and our representative in 
the garden of Eden. Adam sinned by eating the very 
fruit God had forbidden him to eat. This led to man’s 
separation from God, and to suffering, death and the 
prospect of eternal punishment.

The message of the Bible is that the problem of 
man’s sin has been solved. In His love and wisdom 
God sent His only begotten Son into the world to 
redeem sinners. The Lord Jesus Christ came to us by 
becoming man, while remaining God. He suffered and 
died in the place of the hell-deserving. Through the 
gospel, God offers salvation to sinners as a gracious 
gift. We cannot enjoy eternal life in heaven unless 
we face up to our sin. Have you faced up to your sin? 
What does this involve?

Confessing our Sins
The Psalmist confessed his sins to God. We know how 
difficult it can be to acknowledge to other people that 
we have wronged them. Neither is it easy to admit to 
God that we have wronged Him. Pride prevents us 
from doing this, and the devil does his best to hold 
us back. People excuse themselves by saying, “No one 
is perfect!” Another popular defence is, “We are all 
sinners!” A preacher once asked a man who used that 
defence, “Are you a sinner yourself?” The disappointing 
reply was: “I’m not what you would call a bad sinner. 
I am, I think, rather a good one.” The idea of a ‘good’ 
sinner is as contradictory as a sincere liar or an honest 
thief!

David, praying to God, makes the confession, “mine 
iniquity”. In the Lord’s presence he owns his sin. He 
cannot deny it. The word ‘iniquity’ in the original 
shows us what sin is like. It refers to something which 
is bent or crooked. Our spiritual heart is like that. It is 
distorted by sin, with the result that we live our lives the 
wrong way. We rebel against God, daring to challenge 
His authority over us, and we commit treason against 

Him, attempting to overthrow His rule. And we are 
guilty of idolatry, exalting ourselves above God.

David also confesses to God that his iniquity is 
“great”. He is not focusing on a particular sin (as he does 
in Psalm 51) but looking at his sin as a whole. A self-
righteous person thinks, “My sin is a very little thing”, 
but the believer finds that his sin is a great burden. 
He does not try to make light of it, for he knows from 
Scripture that sin is a serious matter. All the sin we 
commit is against God and His holiness. It is an affront 
to our Creator, Benefactor and Judge.

Seeking God’s Forgiveness
David pleads with God to pardon his iniquity. 
“Mercifully forgive me my sin!” People can be very 
inventive when it comes to getting forgiveness for 
their sin, and not in a good way. “I must do something, 
bring something!” The mistake is to think that we can 
earn God’s forgiveness. When we realise that there is 
nothing we can do to achieve this, we open our mouths 
in prayer and pour out our hearts to God.

We have encouragement to go to God with our sin. 
The Lord revealed Himself to Moses as “merciful and 
gracious” (Exod. 34:6). Paul tells us to “come boldly 
unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and 
find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16). In His 
mercy, the Lord spares us from what we deserve, and in 
His grace, He gives us what we do not deserve. We ought 
to make the plea “God be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 
18:13) constantly, for there is sin in all that we do.

Trusting in Christ
David’s hope of pardon does not rest on anything in 
himself. He asks that God would grant it for His name’s 
sake, and so should we. God has attached to Himself 
the name of Jesus, or ‘Saviour’. On the cross Jesus bore 
God’s righteous wrath against sin. In so doing He took 
away sin, so that sinners might know God’s mercy. 
Christ’s precious blood purchased a full and free 
pardon for every sinner who will trust in Him.

Jesus rose triumphant from the dead and then 
ascended to God’s right hand. From there He will come 
again to judge us all. He says to us now, “Come unto 
me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will 
give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). The rest He promises is 
the pardon of our sins and peace with God. May this 
rest be yours!

OUR SIN AND GOD’S MERCY
REV. DAVID M. BLUNT

YOUTH FOCUS

January 202510
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Southern Presbytery Family Conference 
 (Rev. Graeme Craig)

In a day when feminism and gender-identity politics 
have done much to harm society, the Church, and the 
family, it was refreshing to consider Biblical Manhood 

and Biblical Womanhood at the annual Southern 
Presbytery Family Conference. Over eighty people 
gathered in Partick on Saturday 30th November to hear 
Rev. John Coates, Kellswater Reformed Presbyterian 
Church, Northern Ireland, speak on these subjects in an 
interesting, edifying and challenging way.

In addressing Biblical Manhood, Mr Coates began by 
addressing where true manhood is to be found. When 
man, made in the image of God, fell from his original state 
of innocence, he lost some aspects of true manhood. 
Thus, it is only in the Church that a true man is to be 
found. Whilst biology is fundamental, and creates a clear 
distinction between men and women, much of what is 
seen as ‘macho-man’ today is a caricature and perversion 
of true manhood. The ultimate male role model is not so-
called influencers like Andrew Tate, but the Lord Jesus, 
in whom manhood is to be seen in its purest form. If we 
would be true men, we must be like Him.

Showing much balance, Mr Coates indicated four 
areas in which manhood is to show itself. Firstly, man 
is to be a leader, in the state, the Church and the family. 
Male headship, much denied today, is God-ordained 
and necessary. It is not to be sub-contracted to the 
woman in the family. The man is responsible for leading 
his family and seeing to attendance at public worship. 
Yet he is not to be domineering, for, secondly, man is 
to be a lover. Christ’s love for His Church is the great 
example (Eph. 5:25ff). This will produce sensitivity 
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and understanding, aware that both physically and 
emotionally, the woman is the weaker sex. Thirdly, 
man is to be a protector. Adam’s absence from Eve left 
her exposed (Genesis 3). Whether from spiritual or 
physical threats, the man is to protect the woman, even 
as Christ protects His Church. Finally, man is also to be 
a provider (1 Tim. 5:6). He is to be the breadwinner, 
but also to remember that more than physical bread is 
needed (Matt. 4:4).

After lunch, the focus turned to Biblical womanhood. 
Having fallen first, the consequences for the woman 
were hard. Not only was there to be physical hardship 
connected with reproduction, but frustration through 
‘the battle of the sexes’. Today’s ‘women’s lib’ only 
exacerbates women’s problems. True womanhood 
begins in the new birth, enabling women, who are one 
with men in the Lord (Gal. 3:28) to be true ‘handmaids 
of the Lord’. Fundamentally, Eve was made to be a 
helper, and women will find true fulfilment and liberty 
in pursuing this role.

Woman is not inferior, but has a different role 
complementary to that of the man. She is to help the 
man to be a man: to be a leader, lover, protector and 
provider. As well as reminding him of his duty, she 
is to help him cultivate the characteristics required. 
She may have natural abilities to lead, but she is to 
use them to help him be a better leader. Rather than 
nagging, she is to help the man to be more sympathetic 
and caring to those around him. As in the first address, 
many practical suggestions were made. In closing we 
were reminded that Christ, the great helper, enables 
men and women to become heirs together of the grace 
of life.

Discussion at the Colloquium (photo courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)
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Both addresses are available on the Partick FC(C) 
page on SermonAudio. Next year’s Southern Presbytery 
Family Conference is scheduled for Saturday 29th 
November 2025 in Partick (D.V.).

25th Anniversary of Division of 2000

A number of meetings are being held to mark 
the 25th anniversary of the division of the Free 
Church which took place on 20th January 2000.

The Free Northern Presbytery have agreed to mark 
the anniversary with a public meeting for Humiliation 
and Prayer to be held on Monday 20th January 2025 
in Westhill Free Church (Continuing) at 7.00pm. The 
Moderator of Presbytery, Rev. Timothy McGlynn 
(Aberdeen) is to preach and preside.

The Presbytery of Skye & Lochcarron have appointed 
a public meeting for Humiliation & Prayer to be held in 
Portree Free Church (Continuing) on Wednesday 22nd 
January 2025 at 7.30pm. The Moderator of Presbytery, 
Rev. Richard Ross (Portree), will preside and give a 
short address suitable to the occasion.

The Southern Presbytery have appointed a public 
meeting to be held in Partick Free Church (Continuing) 
on Friday 24th January 2025 at 7.30pm. The Moderator 
of the Presbytery, Rev. James Gracie (Edinburgh), is 
to preside and give the address, with refreshments 
thereafter.

The Presbytery of the Outer Hebrides have 
encouraged Kirk Sessions to mark the anniversary in 
their congregations in the way they deem best.

March 2025 Youth Conference (Angus Nicolson)

Following a very successful conference in October, 
preparations have been made for another Youth 
Conference to take place from Friday, 28th 

February to Monday, 3rd March 2025 (D.V.). The venue 
on this occasion is Ratagan Youth Hostel, Ratagan, 
Glenshiel, Kyle, Ross-shire IV40 8NP. The conference has 
exclusive use of the facilities that the Hostel provides.

Located in the West Highlands, on the shores of Loch 
Duich, the Hostel looks across to the dramatic Five Sisters 
of Kintail. There are public transport links, either by train 
to Kyle of Lochalsh or bus to Shiel Bridge (follow-on 
transport to the venue can be arranged when booking).

All catering will be provided and prior booking is 
essential. The conference is open to those aged sixteen 
and above. More details, including information on how 
to book, will be available on the Church website closer 
to the time.

Ministry in Brazil (Rev. William Macleod)

On 20th November, my wife Marion and I left 
Glasgow for Brazil. We had been invited by two 
ministers, Dr Paulo Brasil and Dr Christopher 

Vicente. I got to know Paulo when I first visited Brazil 
in 2008. I had been invited to give lectures for the 
Puritan Project and spoke both in Belem and Recife. 
Paulo invited me for a church anniversary in 2018 and 
then I was back speaking for the Puritan Project in 
2019.

Christopher, I got know more recently. He had 
contacted me several times to ask advice on various 
questions and about books he would publish. As well 
as being minister in Natal in northeastern Brazil, he 
is involved in running Editora Nadere Reformatie. He 
and his team translate good Puritan and Presbyterian 
books into Portuguese and publish them. They include 
writings of William Perkins, John Owen and William 
Binning, as well as modern authors such as Joel 
Beeke and Terry Johnson. I was honoured in that they 
translated and published my recent book, A Sublime 
Salvation.

This time I was invited for the 14th anniversary of 
Covenant Presbyterian Church in Recife and the 7th 
anniversary of the Manancial Presbyterian Church in 
Natal. The Brazilian Presbyterian Church is very large 
with almost a million members. Within that relatively 
broad Church there is this group who are mockingly 
called the ‘Neo-Puritans’. Wikipedia describes them 
as numbering 15,000 members in 150 churches. My 
friends informed me that they thought that number 
rather optimistic.

Dr Brasil has been teaching Systematic Theology 
in Recife Seminary since 1999. In 2010 he planted his 
own congregation which has now grown to number 
some 300. Since I last visited in 2019, they have built 
a beautiful new church but it is already full to capacity. 
They have begun two church plants and employed two 
half-time ministers and one full-time to lead these 
church plants.

It is truly remarkable to see the way the church 
is growing in Brazil, both numerically and in depth. 
They love to sing the Psalms and listen to long biblical 
and experiential sermons. 90% of the congregations 
are under the age of 40. What a contrast these vibrant 
churches are to the church here in Scotland! But 
it shows what God can do today. Many are highly 
educated. In the Recife congregation, there were 
ten doctors, twenty lawyers and a large number of 
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software engineers. Yet, some of the poor are also 
among them.

Natal is about four hours’ drive north of Recife and 
the church there was planted in 2017. The minister 
who started the church gathered twenty-eight 
members. Christopher came the following year. Over 
a period of time half of the original members left as 
they did not like the emphasis of the new ministry. But 
others came. There are now 155 baptised members 
and the attendance when I was there was about 200.

I gave four lectures in each place. Speaking through 
an interpreter the lectures took about an hour and 
a half, but no one complained. They are so keen and 
love the Word of God. They showered us with kindness 
and pleaded with us to return soon. We felt greatly 
encouraged during our visit. God is working mightily 
in Brazil.

Brazil is a country of contrasts, rich in resources yet 
marked by a significant gap between the rich and the 
poor, with only a small middle class. Bright colours are 
seen in nature, dress and foods. There is a huge variety 
of fruits with wonderful flavours, many of which we 
had never seen before. People are very affectionate 
and greet one another with a hug whenever they meet. 
The weather was beautiful with temperatures of 30C 
plus. It was a shock to return to sleety rain in Glasgow!

Prayer points:
• Give thanks for the growing churches in Brazil.
• Pray for the growth of the Puritan movement.

• Pray for the many deceived by the false promises 
of the ‘health and wealth’ gospel of the Charismatics.
• Pray for the half of the population still in the 
darkness of Romanism.

Subscriptions  

Areminder that subscriptions to the magazine 
for 2025 are now due. Details of the annual 
subscription rates, which are unchanged 

from last year, are found on the inside front cover. 
Subscribers should receive subscription renewal and 
gift subscription forms with their December issue. 
We encourage you to renew your subscription to the 
magazine and also to consider taking out a half-price 
gift subscription for one or more friends. The cost of a 
gift subscription is £16.75. Please note that half-price 
gift subscriptions can only be taken out for individuals 
who have a UK address.

If required, further forms may be obtained from 
the Subscriptions Secretary, whose contact details will 
also be found on the inside front cover.

Thought for the New Year

“T rue hope is grounded, not upon that which 
the Christian feels in himself, but upon that 
which Jesus felt in his stead; not upon what 

he doth for Christ, but upon what Christ did, and is still 
doing for him.”
John Colquhoun
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Rev. William Macleod with the Natal Congregation
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‘ASSISTED DYING’

The roles of doctors and judges

The effort to convert suicide into ‘assisted dying’ 
passed its first hurdle at Westminster on 29th 
November. The Terminally Ill Adults (End of Life) 

Bill, which would apply to England and Wales, stipulates 
the involvement of doctors and judges in determining 
the final outcome of a request for assistance to end 
one’s life. This is alarming, for if the bill becomes law 
the provision of health will then include the provision 
to kill. Equally, the provision of justice will include what 
is in effect a death sentence, not for capital crimes but 
simply because a person no longer wishes to live.

Sir James Munby, former President of the Family 
Division of the High Court of England and Wales, has 
raised concerns. In ‘Assisted Dying: What Role for the 
Judge?’ published on the Transparency Project website 
on 30th October 2024, he asks: “Is this, indeed, truly a 
judicial function at all?” He argues that “the integrity of 
the process and the maintenance of public confidence” 
demand that these cases should be heard in public, as 
with ‘end-of-life’ cases, with a judgement published 
in every case. Munby points out the crucial difference 
between the two types of case: “In an appropriate case 
the court can decide that life-supporting treatment 
should no longer be provided. But it is fundamental 
that the court cannot authorise the administration of 
treatment intended to kill.”

The campaigners are telling us that death and eternity 
mean nothing. Here is the outcome of rejecting God. As the 
Bible shows us, in Romans Chapter 1, when man rejects 
the self-revealing God, foolishness follows, and with it the 
acceptance of morally repugnant practices. The demand 
for the right to kill oneself is the logical outcome of this. 
“But he that sinneth against me wrongeth his own soul: 
all they that hate me love death” (Prov. 8:36). There are 
calls that the proposed legislation be applied to Scotland 
and Northern Ireland. The campaigners want the whole 
UK to endorse, affirm and provide for those who want 
to kill themselves. Their blood is to be visited upon the 
nation through its complicity in this dreadful act.

The solution? First, practically, better palliative 
provision. Second, national repentance for all the sins 
approved by our parliaments. Third, rejection of this 
bill by our representatives at Westminster. It is essential 
that ministers explain to congregations why we oppose 
assisted suicide and warn of the consequences should 
it be legalised. When something God has forbidden is 
allowed, abuse of the provision is inevitable. This is 
borne out by events in Canada and other countries that 
have gone down the perilous road of ‘assisted dying’.

ROME’S ‘JUBILEE YEAR’

‘Holy doors’ and the true Door

In May 2024, Pope Francis declared that 2025 would 
be a ‘Holy Year of Jubilee’, with the theme ‘Pilgrims 
of Hope’. These jubilees occur every quarter-century. 

The new Jubilee begins on 24th December 2024, with the 
‘Opening of the Holy Door’ in St Peter’s Basilica in Rome. 
Ordinarily there is a brick wall behind this ornate door. 
Masons remove the bricks and during the ceremony the 
pope pushes the door open. Pilgrims then walk through 
the door. The Jubilee ends on 6th January 2026, when the 
pope walks through the door and closes it. The door is 
then walled up again. Three similar doors in other papal 
basilicas in Rome are also being opened to the public.

In the papal bull proclaiming the event, Francis 
states: “A jubilee is a special holy year of grace and 
pilgrimage in the Catholic Church”. The decree issued 
by the ‘Apostolic Penitentiary’ indicates what may 
be expected by the faithful who pass through a ‘holy 
door’ during the Jubilee, and fulfil the other conditions 
required (attending confession, receiving Communion, 
praying for the intentions of the pope and detaching 
themselves from any affection for sin). They will “be 
able to obtain from the treasury of the Church a plenary 
indulgence, with remission and forgiveness of all their 
sins”. In Romanist teaching, this means that they will 
be able to go straight to heaven without suffering in 
‘purgatory’ first.

In this way Rome deceives sinners, replacing the 
wonderful Biblical reality with an empty, man-made 
ritual. In Scripture, ‘jubilee’ (or ‘jubile’) refers to a 
trumpet blown throughout Israel every fifty years, 
announcing the year of jubilee. Blessings were granted 
then which were not enjoyed at other times. First, the 
ground was to lie fallow (Lev. 25:11), but God promised 
sufficient to cover the period without harvest. We are 
to trust Him to meet all our needs. Second, debts were 
cancelled and landed property was returned to its 
owners (Lev. 25:24), so the poor had an opportunity 
to begin again. As sinners, we owe an incalculable debt 
to God, yet there is a full pardon and restoration for all 
who look to Him for mercy.

The final blessing was that slaves were given their 
freedom if they desired it (Lev. 25:40,41). In gospel 
times there is a perpetual jubilee for all kinds of 
sinners everywhere! Jesus says, “I am the door: by me 
if any man enter in, he shall be saved” (John 10:11). 
Those who by God’s free grace trust in Christ’s atoning 
death are fully delivered from their bondage to sin and 
the punishment they deserve. Rome cruelly diverts her 
people from the true Door of Salvation.

COMMENT



Free Church Witness 15

2025 marks twenty-five years since the sad 
division that occurred in the Free Church. Such 
a moment must not be allowed to pass without 

note or comment. It is certainly worth analysis and 
some sober reflection, especially as some of those who 
were immediately involved have entered into eternity, 
while others are reaching an advanced age.

Departure and Tyranny
It is often the case that, when a prevailing majority 
is engaged in doing something wrong, they seek 
to silence those who protest and otherwise draw 
attention to the matter. When it is declining spiritually, 
the Church begins to act in a tyrannical manner. An 
example of this is seen in the Church of Scotland in 
the early 18th century. In 1730, the General Assembly 
passed an act (Act 7th, Discharging the Recording of 
Reasons of Dissent) whereby dissent would no longer 
be recorded. It became known as the ‘tyranny act’ and 
was effectively a gagging order.

The subsequent treatment by the Assembly of 
Ebenezer Erskine, and the disgraceful manner in which 
he was used, was to have a devastating impact upon 
the Church. The initial cause was a sermon preached 
by Erskine in which he dealt with the evil of the day, 
namely patronage. Those who supported Erskine in 
the Assembly and protested were suspended along 
with him, because they sought to protest and have their 
protest recorded, which was contrary to the 1730 Act. 
The long-term consequence of suspension and denial 
of protest was a separate denomination known as the 
Associate Presbytery. When the General Assembly 
finally repealed the Act, it was too little, too late.

A similar situation arose in the Free Church some 
260 years later. As we shall note, the attempt to silence 
protest failed to work.

Duration
At the time of the division, it was stated that it 
would merely be a footnote in the history of Scottish 
Presbyterianism. That prediction has been proven 
wrong. The division in 2000 was not a momentary 
event brought about by an animated faction, but the 
consequence of a failure to exercise discipline. As far 
back as 1982, concerns of a moral nature were raised 
regarding one of the Church’s theological professors 
over his conduct in Australia. These concerns were 

subsequently written up into an affidavit. It should be 
noted that the subsequent events in Scotland had their 
origin in Australia. Matters rumbled on throughout the 
1980s, as more concerns were raised and numerous 
ministers were drawn into the discussion.

A significant point was reached in 1989, when the 
Church’s Training of the Ministry Committee (ToM) 
officially began to investigate the concerns. As matters 
continued to follow their course, fresh allegations 
arose in 1993, despite the ToM having decided to 
terminate their inquiry. In 1994, yet more allegations 
were made, but once again, a decision was made by the 
ToM to terminate investigations.

By this point matters had reached the press and had 
become a public scandal. The 1995 General Assembly 
was, in hindsight, a fork in the road which determined 
the future direction of the Free Church. The Assembly 
refused to investigate the matter further or proceed 
to trial. On the contrary, it proceeded to threaten with 
discipline those who pursued the matter.

Crisis
As the public side of all this was occurring, by 
way of a criminal case against the professor, an 
alternative narrative was making the rounds: a 
‘conspiracy’. Serious allegations were made against 
those who raised concerns, provided evidence and 
made statements. What is most surprising is that, 
despite such allegations, no effort was made to libel 
the supposed ‘conspirators’. Members across the 
denomination formed a group called Free Concern. 
Its first meeting was held in October 1996, with 
forty-six ministers in attendance. The year after 
this crucial event, on 6th May 1997, the Free Church 
Defence Association (FCDA) was revived. As with its 
predecessor one hundred years before, its purpose 
was stated in its name: to defend the Free Church and 
its Constitution.

One area of concern was purity of worship, which 
had been publicly attacked by the professor in a 
local newspaper. Significantly, just ten years after the 
division, at a Plenary Assembly in November 2010, 
the now residual Free Church abandoned purity 
of worship entirely. Concerns that had been raised 
in 1997 proved true. In December 1997, a carol 
service was held in Aberdeen Free Church, contrary 
to the practice of the Free Church. The service was 
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defended by the Edinburgh & Perth Presbytery, to 
which the Aberdeen congregation belonged. By 
means of circuitous reasoning, purity of worship was 
effectively ignored. In fact, despite Ordination Vows, 
the practice of exclusive psalmody was being publicly 
denounced by some of the leading figures in the Free 
Church. Further, one presbytery circulated a paper on 
‘improving worship’ that recommended a whole series 
of items which demolished the regulative principle.

By the time of the 1998 General Assembly, it was very 
evident that what began as a moral crisis was simply the 
effect of a much deeper malaise within the denomination, 
that of doctrinal laxity and theological shift.

The Inevitable
The 1998 General Assembly was in the end an 
indecisive affair, except for demanding that the FCDA 
be disbanded, or, at the very least, that it desist from 
commenting on present affairs. Yet no action was 
taken over those who flouted the regulative principle 
of worship. One astonishing event was the invitation 
given to the professor to take services at the Stornoway 
communion in February 1999. This only served to 
needlessly alienate and divide the Lord’s people.

In order to seek an outcome that would be for 
the honour and integrity of the Church, Rev. Maurice 
Roberts (Greyfriars, Inverness), Rev. William Macleod 
(Portree, Skye), Rev. John Harding (Shettleston, 
Glasgow) and Rev. David Murray (Lochcarron) 
attempted to bring libels against the professor. On 16th 
March 1999, at the Free Presbytery Hall on the Mound 
in Edinburgh, they handed their respective libels to the 
Clerk to the Edinburgh & Perth Presbytery.

The outcome was nothing more than a complete 
reversal of justice. An Overture was adopted requesting 
the 1999 General Assembly to instruct the respective 
Presbyteries to bring libels against the aforesaid 
ministers. The purpose was to determine whether they 
had shown contempt for the Courts of the Free Church 
and followed a divisive course from the discipline 
and government of the Church. This was and remains 
breathtaking in its audacity. It was a simple case of 
‘shooting the messenger’ rather than consider the libels.

As in 1730, there was a clash between the will of the 
Assembly and the conscience of the individual. At the 
1999 Assembly, Mr Roberts put it in clear, succinct terms: 
“...if we’re facing...gross and irremediable wickedness 
then we have certain reasons for objecting to it.”

One of the most surprising responses to Mr Roberts 
came from the late Rev. John L. Mackay, the then 
Principal Clerk, who repeated his understanding of the 
right of Protest. Individuals could protest but would 
effectively then have to accept the decisions of the 
General Assembly. In other words, the Protester was 
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saying that he disagreed with the majority and was 
placing the matter before God and leaving it there. 
After that he would debar himself from continuing to 
bring it up again. If in good conscience a person could 
not live in the church the only honourable course 
would be for the person to leave the denomination.

No such position was ever known. Here was direct 
denial of the very history and practice of the Free 
Church. Thankfully, in response to such an assertion, 
the FC(C) has spelt out in written form the ‘Right of 
Continued Protest’.

Shockingly, from within the prevailing party, 
numerous statements were issued in various forums 
trumpeting the authority of the Superior Court. Such 
was their haste to defend the tyrannical abuse of power, 
as the General Assembly in the Church of Scotland had 
done in 1733, that they disregarded both history and 
conscience.

Mr Roberts was suspended for contumacy (refusal to 
obey an order) by the Commission of Assembly on 24th 
June 1999. The persecution by the prevailing party, to 
silence any and all who maintained a principled stand, 
was pursued with surprising vigour. Ten ministers were 
subsequently called to the Bar and questioned over 
their membership of the FCDA. On 20th January 2000, 
a total of twenty-two ministers were suspended by the 
Commission of Assembly because of their continuing 
protest against the prevailing party over their subversion 
of Scripture, discipline and Church government. In effect, 
the prevailing party had ceased to be the Free Church.

The Declinature
In scenes that repeated the actions of the 1733 
Assembly, protests were dismissed, and those who 
attempted to put a declinature (the act of declining 
the jurisdiction of a court) on the Clerk’s table were 
physically pushed away. Despite such efforts, some 
twenty-two ministers signed the Declinature, along 
with six Elders, and left the building.

The Declinature began:
“We, the undersigned, protest against this 
Commission having reached a finding of relevancy 
in regard to Libels which are based on matters not 
condemned by the Word of God or the standards 
of this Church; and we further protest that, by this 
action, the Commission have disqualified themselves 
from being a duly constituted Commission of the 
General Assembly of this Church...”
Thus, the Free Church ‘continued’, leaving the 

prevailing party to their own devices. These turned 
out, unsurprisingly, to include the official rejection of 
the Free Church’s Constitution at the Plenary Assembly 
in 2010. The Free Church continues to exist as the Free 
Church (Continuing).
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Of particular personal value were the chapters 
Formalist and Hypocrisy, Christian and Apollyon and 
Mr Feeble-mind and Mr Ready-to-halt. The last of these 
contains a timeless reminder that there is ample room 
in the church for both the Mr Great-hearts and the Mr 
Ready-to-halts. Spurgeon says: “I want you to notice 
that the duty of the weak to join the church is here 
enjoined, and also that those with whom they join are to 
be gentle with them.”

Let us all endeavour to be ‘gentle’ with one another 
as we all make our own ‘pilgrim’s progress’ towards 
the Celestial City.
Rev. Murdo MacIver

A Treatise on the Law and Gospel
John Colquhoun, Reformation Heritage Books, 
pbk, 294pp, £17.99

John Colquhoun (1748-1827) was Church of Scotland 
minister in Leith, Scotland, from 1781 till his death 
forty-six years later. From a humble background, 

     but with godly parents, when attending school he 
showed remarkable ability. Converted through the 
teaching of his schoolmaster and encouraged to read 
the works of Thomas Boston, his mind was opened to 
the great truths of Reformed theology. His writings are 
clear, biblical and richly experimental in the Puritan 
tradition. This work is most helpful in clearly setting 
forth the covenants which God made with man and 
showing how the law and the gospel relate to one 
another. In our day there is much confusion due to 
Dispensationalism and New Covenant Theology.

It is vital to understand the covenant of works and 
the law of God. When God created Adam, he made his 
first covenant with him and with mankind in him. It 
was a covenant of works. As we know, Adam ate the 
forbidden fruit and broke the covenant. Since Adam 
was the covenant head of 
all mankind who would 
descend from him by 
ordinary generation, we all 
sinned in him and fell with 
him in his first transgression. 
The covenant of works 
still stands to condemn 
us. It was reissued at Sinai 
but not as a way of life. 
Eternal life was impossible 
by the law because the 
law not only demanded 
perfect obedience, but 
even before we started, we 

(Books for review should be sent to: Rev. David M. Blunt, 
17 Knockline, Isle of North Uist HS6 5DT)

Pictures from Pilgrim’s 
Progress
C.H. Spurgeon, 
Banner of Truth Trust, 
pbk, 224pp, £7.50

It is a significant challenge 
to find something 
original to say when 

reviewing any work from 
the illustrious pen of Charles 
Spurgeon. I have therefore 
not attempted to do so! No 
writer was better qualified 
to compose such a volume 
as this. It is one that is thoroughly recommended to 
every believer but particularly to younger readers who 
may find the allegories and language of the original 
more difficult to grasp.

Spurgeon loved John Bunyan’s book The Pilgrim’s 
Progress. He read it at least once a year but estimated 
that he completed it more than a hundred times. The 
twenty easily digestible chapters are drawn largely 
from short addresses given by Spurgeon during his 
ministry, at Monday evening Prayer Meetings at the 
Metropolitan Tabernacle in London. Rather than being 
a detailed commentary, Spurgeon selects key events 
from the original work and unpicks them in his own 
inimitable style. In doing so, he reveals the deeper 
meaning of the allegories and brings to life in clear 
‘pictures’ the true Biblical meaning. Just as important, 
he provides very suitable application.

As those who have read Pilgrim’s Progress will know, 
experiential Christianity is captured in accounts that 
are both profound and yet easily identifiable. In this 
very helpful companion volume, Spurgeon encourages, 
even urges the reader to once again share in these 
familiar experiences of Christian, but to prioritise 
personal learning and perhaps more importantly, 
personal application.

It is a skilful and unique portrayal of some of the 
characters and places found in Bunyan’s allegory, being 
packed with personal insights and advice from a man 
who knew the book intimately. Only Spurgeon could 
pull off such a work without being repetitive or dull. 
It can be read reasonably speedily cover to cover, or, 
due to the helpful chapter titles, particular areas of the 
original can be zeroed in on for a quick and practical 
refresher.
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were condemned by it. There was nothing we could 
do to atone for even our first sin in Adam, without 
mentioning all the other sins we commit daily.

 God then made a second covenant with Adam, a 
covenant of grace. Adam was told of the seed of the 
woman who would crush the serpent’s head (Gen. 
3:15). This covenant is with the elect and their children. 
There is one condition of the covenant and that is faith. 
When the Philippian jailor asked the question, “What 
must I do to be saved?” Paul answered, “Believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy 
house” (Acts 16:30,31).

The law of God has three uses. First, it is binding on 
all mankind to keep it forever. The law is an expression 
of the moral character of God. It has a civil use to 
restrain evil. It is the covenant of works by which 
the wicked will be judged on the last day. Second, it 
is a schoolmaster to bring us to Christ (Gal. 3:24). It 
convicts us and condemns us and shows that there is 
no hiding place for us, till we come helpless to the feet 
of Christ and cry for Him to have mercy on us. Third, 
it is the rule of life for the Christian. It is not that we 
earn anything by keeping it, but rather that we express 
our love to God and our grateful appreciation to Him 
for having saved us. This is beautifully expressed 
even at Sinai. Many forget the preface to the Ten 
Commandments. It is vitally important. “God spake all 
these words, saying, I am the Lord thy God, which have 
brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house 
of bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me” 
(Exod. 20:1-3). Because God saved us, we show our 
love to Him by keeping His commandments.

This book is timely and relevant. It speaks to the 
churches of today as it did in the past. Many Christians 
have very little understanding of how the law and the 
gospel relate to one another. Both are vitally important 
to healthy Christian lives. I encourage you to read and 
study this helpful book. It will be a blessing to your 
soul.
Rev. William Macleod

A Guide To The Puritans
Robert P. Martin, Banner of Truth Trust, hbk, 
532pp, £19.00

Many of us are familiar with, and have benefited 
from, the writings of various Puritan authors. 
With such a wide variety of material available, 

a topical and Scriptural index to the works of those 
classed as Puritans, and those who have followed 
faithfully in their footsteps, would be a valuable 

resource. That is precisely 
what we have in this volume 
originally published in 1997 
and now available, for the 
first time, in hardback.

The author, Robert 
P. Martin (1948-2016), 
tells us in the Preface that 
he penned this volume 
out of both appreciation 
and frustration. Puritan 
writings are “a rich banquet 
table loaded with solid 
nourishment for God’s 
people. Such a rich heritage 
should be easily accessible; however, for many, finding 
one’s way around the banquet table is a frustrating 
experience”. This book is an attempt to meet that need 
for a well-indexed resource.

The first section consists of a topical index; a real 
A-Z, from Abortion to Zeal! The mention of abortion 
alerts us to the inclusion of writers from the 20th 
Century. Each entry has the name of the author, the 
volume and the page number. This is followed by 
a Scripture index which is equally extensive, from 
Genesis 1 to Revelation 22. Shorter sections then cover 
biographies and reviews. Finally, we find an index of 
ordination addresses, funeral and farewell sermons 
and other sermons delivered on special occasions.

This book will be of use personally, pastorally and 
in preparation. Pastorally, we can take two examples. 
Under ‘Assurance’ we find fifty-six entries, citing, 
amongst others, William Guthrie’s The Christian’s Great 
Interest and three sermons on the topic by Andrew 
Gray. On the subject of ‘Temptation’, Thomas Brooks’ 
Precious Remedies against Satan’s Devices is cited, and 
we are also directed to the Letters of John Newton.

The Scripture index will assist in private Bible 
study and sermon preparation. For the purposes of 
this review, I opened the Scripture section at random; 
it happened to be the page dealing with Hebrews 
chapters 10 and 11. There I found mention of a lecture 
on Hebrews 10:36 by Lachlan Mackenzie in The Happy 
Man, reference to a sermon by the late Rev. Donald 
Macdonald, Inverness Greyfriars, on Hebrews 11:8, 
and an address by Richard Sibbes on The Ruin of 
Jericho. As this part alone runs to almost 200 pages, 
such discoveries could be made many times over.

Well produced, with an attractive cover, this volume 
will prove to be a useful addition to a library.
Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod
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COMMUNION DATES
Communions are held on the following Sabbaths. Visitors should contact local ministers for times of the main services and 
the preparatory and thanksgiving services. Contact details may be found on the Church website. 

January					     February				    March
16  Stornoway
23  Harris

12  St Louis
26  Atlanta

9    Cross, Hunt County, Portree
16  Glasgow–Knightswood, Pau
23  Inverness–Greyfriars, Mebane
30  Scalpay Harris
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“Then they that feared the Lord spake often one to another: and 
the Lord hearkened, and heard it, and a book of remembrance was 
written before him for them that feared the Lord, and that thought 
upon his name.”

Malachi 3:16

Rev. John Coates, centre, with members of the Southern Presbytery
at their recent Family Conference (courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)


