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People often say that the world is “in a mess” at 
the present, or that it is “dark”. Comments like 
these are made after some shocking crime or 

act of terrorism. They may also be prompted by the 
horrors of war and the suffering arising from natural 
disasters. Such events highlight the state of the world. 
They are not unique to our generation, however. The 
moment man rebelled against God and fell into sin, 
cruelties and calamities appeared in the world. It 
became a dark place then and has continued to be so 
ever since, despite all of man’s advances in learning, 
science and technology.

The world could be a lot darker than it is – and 
it would be if God did not restrain sin. He does this 
through man’s conscience. God wrote His moral law 
in man’s heart at creation, and we have a natural 
sense of right and wrong. This sense is reinforced by 
the Scriptures, where the same law is published. God 
has also instituted civil government. The duty of our 
rulers is to maintain good order in the nation, with 
laws based upon the moral law and punishments for 
those who break them. We may think that we have bad 
government, but things would be much worse if there 
were no government! We should be thankful for these 
curbs on sin.

Church
It is often overlooked that God restrains sin in the 
world by the church. After the Fall, God declared that 
He would put enmity between the devil’s seed and the 
woman’s seed (Gen. 3:15). The woman’s seed are Jesus 
Christ and the elect in Him as His spiritual children. 
The church overcomes the devil through her mighty 
Redeemer, who purchased her with His precious blood. 
So Calvin comments: “Because one stronger than he 
has descended from heaven, who will subdue him, 
hence it comes to pass that, in the same manner, the 
whole Church of God, under its Head, will gloriously 
exult over him.”

Christ has brought the devil’s reign to an end for 
all who trust in Him. The Holy Spirit subdues their 
sin and makes them holy. Their sanctification has 
benefits beyond themselves. The godly lives of the 
Lord’s people have the effect of checking sin in society 

and challenging others to consider the Saviour. As we 
are all too aware, the world has its ‘stars’ – celebrity 
figures who draw people to themselves, basking in their 
adulation. Christians are not to be like that. Our Lord 
says, “Let your light so shine before men, that they may 
see your good works, and glorify your Father which is 
in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). We should not want any other 
result. So, how are Christians to shine?

Salvation
We cannot shine for the Lord until He has shone upon 
us, even in our hearts (2 Cor. 4:6). In other words, we 
need forgiveness for our sins and reconciliation to God 
before we can truly glorify Him. Believers receive and 
rest upon Christ alone for salvation, repenting of their 
sins. Christ is the Sun of righteousness, and He shines 
upon them in His grace, making them whole (Mal. 4:2). 
There is a growing love for the Lord and an increasing 
likeness to Him. In the Bible the church is compared to 
the moon with its fair light. The moon has no light in 
itself but reflects the light of the sun. Believers shine in 
this dark world by reflecting the light of Christ.

This light will be evident if we have fellowship with 
Christ, learning from Him how to walk as He walked 
in the world. This means loving God with our whole 
being, holding firmly to His word and living a humble, 
holy, self-denying life. It means loving our neighbour 
as ourselves, seeking his good in all things. It means 
desiring that saints would be blessed and sinners 
converted. Christians differ in many ways and on many 
things, but we should all be praying that we would be 
more conformed to Christ, in thought, word and deed 
– and less to this sinful world (Rom. 12:2). The way 
to be like Him is to look at Him with the eye of faith. 
“Draw near and nearer to the Gospel-page. There gaze 
on Christ, till the soul’s features melt into His likeness” 
(Henry Law).

Witness
Jesus compared the believer to a candle. When a candle 
has been lit, its place is “on a candlestick”; only when 
its light is no longer required is it to be put “under a 
bushel” or upturned vessel (Matt. 5:15). The believer’s 
light ought always to be visible! Is our light seen – or has 
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SHINING AS LIGHTS



it become dim for some reason? Sin will certainly cloud 
our witness, and needs to be repented of daily. If we are 
not forsaking our sin then we are walking in darkness 
and not with God. Worldliness, of which we are all guilty 
to some degree, will also tend to obscure the believer’s 
light. Jesus says of His people, “They are not of the world, 
even as I am not of the world” (John 17:16). Sadly, a love 
for the world and the things in it (1 John 2:15) is viewed 
as quite normal in many Christian circles today.

Are we hiding our light by not acknowledging 
Christ as our Lord and Saviour, even though we know 
Him? Do we lack assurance of God’s love for us and His 
pardon for our sins? The usual cause of our doubts is 
“little faith” (Matt. 14:31). If we wait upon the Lord He 
will strengthen our faith. He will show us the evidence 
of the Spirit’s work in us, how it matches what the 
Scriptures say about the experience of the Christian, 
and how the promises of salvation are therefore ours. 
This will give us confidence that we belong to Christ. 
Some hide their light because of a fear of man. “What 
will people say about me, or do to me? The way out 
of this difficulty is to put our trust more firmly in the 
Lord. Then we will find Paul’s words to be true, “If God 
be for us, who can be against us?” (Rom. 8:31)

Brightness
Christ spoke of believers being salt and light in the 
world. The two things work differently. Salt needs 
to be scattered, but light is most effective when it is 
concentrated. The Word of God is a bright light; it 
guides saints and discovers hypocrites. It shines most 
brilliantly in the gospel, which finds lost sinners and 
brings them to Christ. The church’s calling in this world 
is to preach Christ crucified. A church that uses other 
things to attract people – contemporary worship, social 
evenings, recreational activities – is winning them 
to itself and not to Christ. During a solar eclipse, the 
moon comes between the sun and the earth, blocking 
its light. Likewise, a worldly church gets in the way 
between Christ and sinners.

Believers were once darkness but now they shine 
through the power of God’s grace. The “word of life” 
dwells in their hearts and they hold it forth to the 
world in their walk (Phil. 2:16). Men may see our 
works – but do they understand them? Do we willingly 
speak to those around us of Christ and the change He 
has made in our lives? This is how the gospel spreads. 
Spurgeon said: “The whole world is a house in which 
the church is the candle; and, therefore, the members 

of the church should so shine, each one in his place, 
that the whole world shall be filled with the knowledge 
of the glory of God.”

Faithfulness
There is no better example of faithful testimony to 
Christ than John the Baptist. He came “to bear witness 
of the Light” (John 1:7) and spent his whole life pointing 
to the Saviour. While he was still in his mother’s womb 
he leaped for joy in the presence of Jesus, whom Mary 
was carrying in her womb (Luke 1:41-44). Throughout 
his ministry John directed men to Christ and not to 
himself, proclaiming, “he that cometh after me is 
mightier than I” (Matt. 3:11). After he had baptised 
Jesus, at the outset of the Saviour’s public ministry, he 
declared to the crowd, “Behold the Lamb of God, which 
taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).

Soon afterwards King Herod had John put in prison. 
Herod had married Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, 
and John had reproved him for his adultery and other 
sins. Herod feared John, but Herodias wanted him 
dead and she got her way. Jesus paid generous tribute 
to John. He was not “a reed shaken with the wind”, as 
so many are, and there had not risen anyone greater 
than John (Matt. 11:7,11). We could say that John was 
like one of the cedar trees in Lebanon, strong, upright, 
and unwavering in his convictions whatever the cost. 
He was faithful unto death, and his life still speaks to 
us. John was, as Christ says, “a burning and a shining 
light” (John 5:35).

We have known ‘bright lights’ in the church and 
we respected them. The greatest honour we can do 
them is by grace to follow them, even as they followed 
Christ. In the world to come, all who by grace shone for 
a time on earth will shine gloriously forever in heaven, 
where they see Christ’s face and fully reflect His image. 
God will right every wrong, and sin and suffering will 
be no more.
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“Do we willingly 
speak to those around 
us of Christ and the 
change He has made 
in our lives?”
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“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they 
follow me” (John 10:27)

The Word of God has a voice. It echoes in the 
mind and, in the converted, in the heart, which 
has been opened by the Holy Spirit. We hear this 

Voice at conversion (John 5:25), when it says, “Come” 
(Matt. 11:28). The Voice then says, “This is the way, 
walk ye in it” (Isa. 30:21); after that, “Follow me” (Matt. 
4:19); and finally, when the race is over, “Come up 
hither” (Rev. 11:12). The Word of God is internalised 
in the believing soul. There is:

The Voice of Conscience
This voice echoes the Law within, approving or 
disapproving (Rom. 2:15,16). Who told Adam that he 
had sinned? It was no one outside of himself (Gen. 
3:11)! Conscience has been described as God’s witness 
in every soul. If conscience is stifled by the selfish aims 
of sin, it will nevertheless record things and speak out 
on the Day of Judgement. It must speak, in time and in 
eternity.

Our own Voice
Sometimes we talk to ourselves (Ps. 42:5,11; 103:1) 
and this is the voice we hear inside. At other times we 
pray internally, like Nehemiah (Neh. 2:4). The soul can 
cry out when it suffers and when the body suffers. It 
cries to God, and we often hear it in the Psalms. The 
soul also does not sleep when the body does, and 
communicates with us even in our dreams. 

The Voice of the Devil
Satan still tempts us with, “Yea, hath God said...?” (Gen. 
3:1), attempting to make us doubt God’s truthfulness 
and faithfulness to His Word. He questions our 
relationship to God when we experience difficult times 
in His Providence. “If thou be the Son of God...” (Matt. 
4:6). This means for us, “If you are a child of God, why is 
this happening to you?!” God’s Voice is always reliable; 
the voices of creatures are not so.

The Voice of our Beloved
The bride hears His Voice (Song of Sol. 2:8). Sometimes 

a ‘word in season’ comes to us with comforting and 
refreshing power. This is for our assurance which, 
alas, goes up and down like the waves, and reflects 
the inconstancy inside us all. Sometimes a verse or a 
Psalm is brought suddenly into our minds. We then 
have to question how much was this the work of 
the Spirit, who is the Author of the Word. If it is His 
application (and not our own) it will result in comfort 
from God’s words and not from our feelings (which are 
affected by our daily health, physical or mental). It will 
lead to closer communion with Christ (as in the Song 
of Solomon). It is not just a ‘feel-good’ factor in life: it 
results in obedience to Christ.

The Voice of the Judge
Because we have the Bible, we hear this Voice in 
advance (Matt. 25:34-46), giving us time to prepare to 
hear it when time itself ends and this world with it. 
We know that this Voice shall awaken the dead bodies 
of the earth in resurrection (John 5:28,29). They shall 
hear, and they shall come forth. This is the Voice of 
command and irresistible power. “For he spake, and it 
was done” (Ps. 33:9).

The Voice in Heaven
Like John, we shall turn and see Him who has the 
Voice (Rev. 1:12), and when we see Him, “we shall be 
like him” (1 John 3:2). “Then were the disciples glad, 
when they saw the Lord” (John 20:20). The days of the 
means of grace shall be over, we shall see the One who 
speaks graciously to us (Luke 4:22; Ps. 45:2). And then 
what His Voice says, we shall reflect perfectly.

What of those who hear ‘other voices’? 
The biological explanation given for this is that 
there is a chemical defect in the brain, but there is 
still no biological evidence to confirm this, despite 
multiple requests for it. The psychological view is 
that hearing voices is the person’s coping response 
to some trauma experienced earlier on in life. This is 
a more realistic explanation. But we must not leave 
God out of this when seeking for help. What can the 
church do for these people in a caring and practical 
way?

DEVOTIONAL

HEARING VOICES
REV. JAMES CLARK
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“He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are 
judgment: a God of truth and without iniquity, just and 
right is he.” (Deuteronomy 32:4)

Our nation is broken: morally, legally, politically 
and socially. We have travelled far down the 
road of iniquity since the era of Roy Jenkins as 

Home Secretary (1965-67; 74-76). He sought to create 
a ‘civilised’ society by decriminalising immorality. Thus, 
abortion and homosexuality were legalised, the law on 
divorce was relaxed, and immigration was encouraged. 
This was all part of the new order. What few realised 
was the cultural and social revolution underway.

Of all God’s perfections, justice is probably the most 
difficult for us. Charnock describes men’s challenges to 
God’s justice in governing the world as “the epidemical 
disease of human nature” (The Existence and Attributes 
of God, vol.1, p.131). In Psalm 73 we get a glimpse of 
the difficulty the godly have when the wicked live long, 
grow fat and seemingly die in peace. According to 
Matthew Poole, in verse 13 Asaph says in effect, “I was 
almost ready to repent of my piety”. All around us we 
see arrogance, pride, violence and robbery on a grand 
scale, without deterrence. Yet the foundation of God’s 
throne is righteousness and justice.

1) The Testimony of the Church
In the teeth of the ungodly, the church declares in its 
praise that God is just. We read in Psalm 7:11: “God 
judgeth the righteous, and God is angry with the 
wicked every day.” In Psalm 9:7-8 we sing: “God shall 
endure for aye; he doth for judgment set his throne; In 
righteousness to judge the world, justice to give each 
one.” In Psalm 145:17 we sing: “The Lord is just in his 
ways all”.

To say God is just in all his ways is to say that in 
his administration of this world, and in all his dealings 
with every person, he acts justly. Indeed, the Church is 
to bear witness of this to the world (Ps. 96:10-13). God 
then is essentially, infinitely, perfectly, immutably and 
eternally just.

2) The Testimony of History
Consider the historical events recorded in Genesis 
Chapter 18 concerning Sodom and Gomorrah. God 
had purposed to punish the inhabitants of these 
cities. Abraham draws near to the Lord and poses the 
question, “Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with 

the wicked?” (v.23) God replies that he will not destroy 
Sodom if there are fifty righteous people within it. 
Abraham repeats the moral issue of destroying the 
righteous with the wicked, first if there are forty 
righteous, and then down until he reaches ten in 
number. However, in the midst of this, Abraham asserts 
a basic truth about God himself: “Shall not the Judge of 
all the earth do right?” (v.25) God’s government of this 
world is marked by justice, or what is right. Paul picks 
up on this in Romans 3:5-6.

What happened to Sodom and Gomorrah? There 
were not even ten righteous persons in it. There 
was only Lot, and the moment he was plucked out of 
Sodom, judgment came.

3) The Testimony of Philosophy
We grant that the book of Job is not a book of philosophy, 
yet its discussion and argument are the material of 
philosophy. The leading characters are seeking to 
understand God’s ways and to find the explanation for 
affliction, disease and death. Job 34:10-12,17, where 
God’s justice is the focus, is essential to this subject. 
There we find a distinction between absolute and 
relative justice. Elihu asserts: “far be it from God, that 
he should do wickedness; and from the Almighty, that 
he should commit iniquity” (v.10). And: “surely God 
will not do wickedly, neither will the Almighty pervert 
judgment” (v.12).

Absolute justice is what God is in himself. Being 
eternally and unchangeably perfect, his justice is 
perfect. Relative justice refers to God’s dealings with 
humanity. All his acts, works and ways towards man 
are marked by justice. God is just in himself, and acts 
justly towards mankind.

One objection is the prevalence of wickedness 
and injustice. Job himself experienced rejection and 
misunderstanding. However, God is sovereign. He is the 
potter and we are the clay. This is Elihu’s point. “Who 
hath given him a charge over the earth? or who hath 
disposed the whole world? If he set his heart upon man, 
if he gather unto himself his spirit and his breath; all flesh 
shall perish together, and man shall turn again unto dust” 
(vv.13-15). God deals with humanity as it pleases him. 
Justice is an act of sovereignty, and so is mercy. As Paul 
says, “Therefore hath he mercy on whom he will have 
mercy, and whom he will he hardeneth” (Rom. 9:18).

Because God has not revealed to us why everything 
happens, or how it all fits together into his eternal 

DOCTRINE

GOD’S INCOMPARABLE JUSTICE
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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DOCTRINE / GOD’S INCOMPARABLE JUSTICE

purpose, we are bound to respond with the words, 
“how unsearchable are his judgements, and his ways 
past finding out!” (Rom. 11:33) What we do know 
is that God’s goodness, wisdom and holiness are 
inseparable from his justice. In other words, God’s 
justice is holy justice, righteous justice, good justice 
and wise justice. To punish the sinner is just. To save 
a sinner is mercy – his sins have been punished in the 
atoning work of Christ.

4) The Testimony of Law
There is legislative justice. “For the Lord is our judge, 
the Lord is our lawgiver” (Isa. 33:22). God gives just 
laws commanding what is right and forbidding what is 
sinful (Deut. 30:15-19). Moses also wrote: “as the Lord 
rejoiced over you to do you good...so the Lord will rejoice 
over you to destroy you” (Deut. 28:63). God delights in 
punishment, because he delights in justice. Many will 
find that a startling idea, yet it is there in Scripture.

The entire body of God’s law – moral, civil and judicial 
– is good, right and holy. The testimony of the law is this: 
God is just. It is demonstrated in the penalties imposed 
for various crimes and misdemeanours. They are 
designed, not only to promote holiness of life, but justice. 
By contrast, in the way our legal system now operates, 
perjurers are unpunished and gangs roam the streets 
engaging in criminal behaviour. Astonishingly, we read 
of judges who excuse the behaviour of immigrants 
because they have a different morality!

5) The Testimony of Judgement
All through the Bible, God’s justice is proclaimed. A day 
of final judgement is coming, when God shall render 
to all their dues. As Elihu reminds us: “For his eyes are 
upon the ways of man, and he seeth all his goings. There 
is no darkness, nor shadow of death, where the workers 
of iniquity may hide themselves” (Job 34:21,22).

For the believer, “God is not unrighteous to forget 
your work and labour of love” (Heb. 6:10). “Verily 
there is a reward for the righteous: verily he is a God 
that judgeth in the earth” (Ps. 58:11). This is God’s 
remunerative justice, whereby he rewards his people 
for their faithfulness and diligence. The Church sings: 
“According to my righteousness he did me recompense, 
He me repaid according to my hands’ pure innocence” 
(Ps. 18:20).

For the wicked, the message is clear: “Thou art 
righteous, O Lord, which art, and wast, and shalt be, 
because thou hast judged thus. For they have shed the 
blood of saints and prophets, and thou hast given them 
blood to drink” (referring to the judgement mentioned 
in the previous verse) (Rev. 16:5,6). This is God’s 
executive justice, whereby he renders to every person 
according to their deeds (1 Pet. 1:17).

6) The Testimony of the Cross
The Genevan theologian Benedict Pictet (1655-1724) 
wrote: “If this justice were not an essential attribute 
of God, there could be no legitimate reason, why he 
should have delivered up his beloved Son to death; for 
the perfect wisdom of God will not allow us to say that 
this was done without reason and extreme necessity.”

Scripture says, “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 
6:23). So, God gave Christ over to death to show us that 
he is a just and righteous God. “Whom God hath set 
forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to 
declare his righteousness...” (Rom. 3:25). Historically, 
the work of Christ was termed his ‘satisfactory work’, 
and included atonement, redemption, etc. What we 
have done is taken one aspect of the cross, namely 
love, and made it the whole. Perhaps we should return 
to the older description, to ensure that Christ’s law-
keeping obedience is kept in view.

What now?
First, let us appreciate God’s justice. The Lord says to 
the church in Laodicea, “As many as I love, I rebuke 
and chasten” (Rev. 3:19). The term ‘rebuke’ refers to us 
being told our faults. The word ‘chasten’ tells us that 
God disciplines his own. When we hear, “as many as I 
love”, we grasp what lies behind the chastening. When 
believers are rebuked and chastened by God, it helps 
their assurance that they are his dear children.

Second, do not be alarmed at the prosperity of 
the wicked. Yes, they do well in the world. They 
swallowed the whole prosperity message long before 
it was popular. But there is a frightening dimension 
to that prosperity. According to Psalm 73, it is the 
means whereby they ripen for judgement and slide 
into damnation. Their temporal blessings are actually 
cursed.

Third, there is no contradiction in God. Justice exists 
in harmony with all his other attributes. While we 
distinguish in order to understand, there are no parts 
in God. Charnock said that in God, holiness is the root 
of justice and justice is the triumph of holiness. And 
according to Thomas Boston, in redemption all God’s 
perfections shine forth in their greatest glory.

“This is God’s executive 
justice, whereby he 
renders to every 
person according to 
their deeds.”
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THE SHORTER CATECHISM: (7) CREATION
REV. DAVID M. BLUNT

Q.9. What is the work of creation?
A. The work of creation is, God’s making all things of 
nothing, by the word of his power, in the space of six 
days, and all very good.

Sadly, many people today believe that the universe 
is the result of chance or random forces. We are 
told that around 14 billion years ago, an explosive 

event (the ‘Big Bang’) produced a fireball which led to 
the formation of elementary particles. Over time the 
universe cooled, resulting firstly in atoms, next gas 
clouds, then stars and finally galaxies.

It is claimed that the earth itself was formed 4.5 
billion years ago, and then, in a way not explained, 
single-celled microbes appeared out of non-living 
material. These simple life forms developed into more 
complex ones, with humans appearing about 300,000 
years ago. This idea of gradual change resulting in all 
the types of living things we see in the world today is 
termed ‘evolution’.

Bible
Much that is said about the origin of things is stated 
as though it were scientific fact, when it is just 
speculative theory. Science cannot determine the 
question of origins because this subject involves 
events not witnessed by man. God said to Job: “Where 
wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? 
declare, if thou hast understanding” (Job 38:4). The 
only reliable account of origins is found in the Bible, 
the inspired and infallible Word of God. It clearly 
teaches creation.

Scientists tend to avoid the question of what caused 
the supposed ‘Big Bang’. Physics has never observed 
a case where something has come out of absolutely 
nothing. Logically there must have been some form 
of energy in existence. Scripture shows us the true 
starting point of everything: “In the beginning God 
created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). It tells 
us that God alone is “from everlasting to everlasting” 
(Ps. 90:2).

Creator
The universe could not form itself, and it was made 
by God. “For by him were all things created, that are 
in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible” 
(Col. 1:16). Every effect must have an adequate cause. 
We can understand it this way. The universe consists 

of space, time, matter and energy. The cause of space 
must be something greater than space – something 
infinite. Likewise, the cause of time must be something 
eternal, and the cause of matter and energy something 
omnipotent. The true explanation for the universe 
therefore can only be something (or Someone) infinite, 
eternal and all-powerful: God the Creator.

God commanded the universe into being out of 
nothing. “The worlds were framed by the word of God, 
so that things which are seen were not made of things 
which do appear” (Heb. 11:3). He created matter and 
then formed it over six, literal, 24-hour days into the 
variety of living and non-living things. The opening 
chapter of Genesis Chapter 1 reveals the sequence of 
events, which differs significantly from the evolution 
theory: day 1 – light; day 2 – sky; day 3 – seas, dry land, 
plants and trees; day 4 – sun, moon and stars; day 5 
– sea creatures and birds; day 6 – land animals and – 
lastly – man, God’s supreme creation. God could have 
done all of this at once, but He was setting a weekly 
pattern for mankind of six days of work and one day 
of rest.

Glory
God being its Maker, the universe was perfect. At the 
close of the sixth day, “God saw every thing that he had 
made, and, behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). His 
mind planned every detail and His power brought it 
about. We may well ask, What went wrong with the 
world, that there is now so much evil and suffering 
in it? The Word of God has the answer to this. It tells 
us that sin entered God’s creation, affecting first the 
angels and then man.

Although now spoiled by sin, the universe still 
reveals God’s glory. By its order and beauty, the 
creation testifies to the goodness, wisdom and power 
of its Designer: “The heavens declare the glory of God; 
and the firmament sheweth his handywork” (Ps. 19:1). 
The Psalmist was keenly aware of this. “I am fearfully 
and wonderfully made: marvellous are thy works; and 
that my soul knoweth right well” (Ps. 139:14). I trust 
you can say the same!

“For in this glorious and marvellous creation work is laid 
a confirmation of our faith in all the promises of God – 
that there is nothing so difficult, nothing so seemingly 
impossible, which God cannot do, and perfect, by His 
Word.” (Martin Luther)
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“Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are 
Caesar’s; and unto God the things which are God’s” 
(Matthew 22:21)

“I appeal unto Caesar.” (Acts 25:11)

The church is not entirely separate from the state, 
but the state does not rule the church (which is 
called Erastianism). Many people in the visible 

church have only vague ideas about the place of the civil 
government in the life of the Christian on earth. While 
we are to pray for our rulers to rule wisely over society 
(1 Tim. 2:1-3), the content of our prayers depends on 
whether they agree to or oppose the Word of God. We 
may pray for their encouragement, or that God would 
change them, restrain them or even remove them. The 
fact is that they exist by the appointment of God (Rom. 
13:1) and ought not to be ignored or rejected. Paul used 
his right to appeal to the civil government over the 
heads of everyone else. “I appeal unto Caesar.”

Paul’s Appeal to the Head of the Civil Government
Paul saw that he was not going to receive justice from 
the religious court of the visible church, and therefore 
he appealed to the supreme magistrate, the Emperor. 
Some may object to this procedure and assert that 
the church should deal with injustice. But what if it 
does not do that? Sadly, because the ‘visible church’ 
did not protect Paul from abuse, he used his right 
to appeal to Caesar (cf. the Larger Catechism on the 
Fifth Commandment), appealing to the government 
to maintain God’s law of justice. The magistrate is 
appointed by God to keep people in safety, whether 
domestically or publicly. The only answer to the 
cronyism and self-interest which Paul perceived in 
church and state was, “I appeal unto Caesar.”

The Westminster Confession of Faith
Chapter 23, to which the Free Church (Continuing) 
requires the assent of all office-bearers, has been 
accused of Erastianism [i.e. accepting a universal 
domination by the civil government over the affairs of 
the church]. But, as Thomas M’Crie the Elder (1772-
1835) pointed out: “This, if true, would be very strange, 
considering that the Assembly who compiled it were 
engaged in a dispute against this very claim with the 
Parliament under whose protection they sat, and that 
owing to their steady refusal to concede that power to 
the state (in which they were supported by the whole 

body of Presbyterians), the erection of presbyteries 
and synods in England was suspended” (The Unity of 
the Church).

But the civil government has its place, as the 
Confession points out in Chapter 23 sections 1 & 3: 
“God, the supreme Lord and King of all the world, hath 
ordained civil magistrates to be under him over the 
people, for his own glory, and the public good...he [the 
civil magistrate] hath authority, and it is his duty, to 
take order...he hath power to call synods [in emergency 
situations, like the Westminster Assembly and the 
Synod of Dort], to be present at them, and to provide 
that whatsoever is transacted in them be according to 
the mind of God [and not the mind of the ‘democratic’ 
majority only].”

Robert Shaw comments on Chapter 23:3 of the 
Confession: “...it may be observed that by the civil 
magistrate is here meant the State, or supreme civil 
power of the nation... the government of the country, 
or the power which is entitled to frame the national 
laws, and to regulate national measures [e.g. criminal 
law].” He also says: “The compilers of our Confession 
had not imbibed the doctrine, that the exercise of the 
magistrate’s authority must be limited to the secular 
affairs of men, and that it is no part of his duty, in his 
official capacity, to aim at the promotion of the true 
religion” (The Reformed Faith).

The Abuse of Political Power does not Abolish the 
Principle
While it is difficult nowadays to find a non-corrupt 
politician, it is nevertheless our duty to pray for all those 
in authority (1 Tim. 2:1,2) and to obey them (1 Pet. 
2:17; Rom. 13:5-7), where this does not clash with our 
duty to obey God (Acts 4:19). Commenting on Chapter 
23:4 of the Confession, the Free Church minister John 
Macpherson (1847-1902) said: “Notwithstanding the 
keen dislike and well-grounded jealousy entertained 
by the Reformed Church against all forms of Erastian 
encroachment, they were careful to avoid the contrary 
extreme.” (The Westminster Confession of Faith, With 
Introduction and Notes).

Free Church theologian William Cunningham (1805-
61) wrote: “there is no act so purely ecclesiastical but 
that in some of its aspects and consequences it may 
come legitimately under the cognizance of the civil 
power; and no act so civil that it may not, provided it 
be done by a member of the church, come legitimately 
under the cognizance of the ecclesiastical authorities” 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE DUTY OF THE CIVIL MAGISTRATE
REV. JAMES CLARK
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GOD MEANT IT FOR GOOD
JOHN CALVIN

(Taken from an edition of Calvin’s ‘Commentaries on the 
Book of Genesis’ published in 1844, and lightly edited.)

“ye thought evil against me; but God meant it for good” 
(Genesis 50:20)

Joseph skilfully distinguishes between the wicked 
counsels of men, and the admirable justice of God, 
by so ascribing the government of all things to God, 	

      as to preserve the divine administration free from 
contracting any stain from the vices of men.

God’s Secret Providence
The selling of Joseph was a crime detestable for its cruelty 
and perfidy; yet he was not sold except by the decree of 
heaven. For neither did God merely remain at rest, and 
by conniving for a time, let loose the reins of human 
malice, in order that afterwards he might make use of this 
occasion; but, at his own will, he appointed the order of 
acting which he intended to be fixed and certain. Thus we 
may say, with truth and propriety, that Joseph was sold 
by the wicked consent of his brethren, and by the secret 
providence of God. Yet it was not a work common to both, 
in such a sense that God sanctioned anything connected 
with or relating to their wicked greed: because while 
they are contriving the destruction of their brother, God 
is effecting their deliverance from on high.

How God Governs Things
Whence also we conclude, that there are various 
methods of governing the world. This truly must be 
generally agreed, that nothing is done without his 
will. He both governs the counsels of men, and sways 
their wills and turns their efforts at his pleasure, and 
regulates all events. If men undertake anything right 
and just, he so actuates and moves them inwardly by 

his Spirit, that whatever is good in them, may justly be 
said to be received from him. If Satan and ungodly men 
rage, he acts by their hands in such an inexpressible 
manner, that the wickedness of the deed belongs to 
them, and the blame of it is imputed to them. For they 
are not induced to sin, as the faithful are to act aright, 
by the impulse of the Spirit, but they are the authors of 
their own evil, and follow Satan as their leader.

Poison Turned into Medicine
Thus we see that the justice of God shines brightly in the 
midst of the darkness of our iniquity. For as God is never 
without a just cause for his actions, so men are held in 
the chains of guilt by their own perverse will. When 
we hear that God frustrates the wicked expectations, 
and the injurious desires of men, we derive hence no 
common consolation. Let the impious busy themselves 
as they please, let them rage, let them mingle heaven 
and earth; yet they shall gain nothing by their ardour; 
and not only shall their impetuosity prove ineffectual, 
but shall be turned to an issue the reverse of that which 
they intended, so that they shall promote our salvation, 
though they do it reluctantly. So that whatever poison 
Satan produces, God turns it into medicine for his elect.

Humble Adoration
And although in this place God is said to have “meant 
it unto good”, because contrary to expectation, he had 
brought a joyful issue out of beginnings fraught with 
death: yet, with perfect rectitude and justice, he turns 
the food of reprobates into poison, their light into 
darkness, their table into a snare, and, in short, their life 
into death. If human minds cannot reach these depths, 
let them rather humbly adore the mysteries they do 
not comprehend, than, as vessels of clay, proudly exalt 
themselves against their Maker. 

PRACTICAL RELIGION / GOD MEANT IT FOR GOOD

(Discussions on Church Principles). For example, the 
church may discipline and the state may imprison the 
same church member who commits a criminal offence.

Chapter 23:4 of the Confession says regarding 
magistrates that it is the duty of people “to obey their 
lawful commands...Infidelity, or difference in religion, 
doth not make void the magistrate’s just and legal 
authority, nor free the people from their due obedience to 
him: from which ecclesiastical persons are not exempted”.

The Scottish theologian George Gillespie (1613-40), 
a member of the Westminster Assembly, in his work 
Aaron’s Rod Blossoming, summarises the matter. He says 
that we must avoid the one extreme of the Anabaptists, 
who repudiated any liaison between church and state, 
and the other extreme of the Episcopal denominations, 
who submit the headship of Christ to the human civil 
government. Christ is the Head of all church and civil 
government.
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(Miller [1840-1912] was an American Presbyterian 
minister and writer. This shortened piece on a 
vital subject comes from his book ‘Young People’s 
Problems’.)

Prayer is making known our requests to God. We 
are to bring to Him all our needs, small and large, 
and we are assured that, while nothing is too 

great to lay upon God, nothing is too small to trouble 
Him with. The God who cares for the birds, feeds the 
quarrelsome sparrows, and clothes the lilies of the 
field, cares much more for His children, supplying their 
wants.

Prayer is more than this. It includes confession of 
sins. We all sin against God, and we need every day to 
ask Him for forgiveness. Then part of all true prayer 
is thanksgiving – remembering our blessings, other 
answered prayers. Prayer includes also communion 
with God. Our relation to Him is that of a child to a 
father.

Answers to Prayer
The Bible assures us that God is the hearer and the 
answerer of prayer. This does not mean that everything 
we ask for in prayer is given to us. Often the things 
we desire would not be the best things for us. Our 
judgement is imperfect, our vision is shortsighted, 
and we cannot tell whether the things we wish for 
would be good for us or not. All true praying requires 
the final submission of every request to the will and 
the wisdom of God. We are to trust Him more than 
we trust ourselves. If He sees fit to deny us the things 
we ask, we should be sure that His way is better than 
ours.

It is very important that young people get into 
their heart, at the beginning of their Christian life, 
this confidence in God. Many persons have lost their 
faith because their prayers have not been answered. 
They had misread the promises, supposing that 
anything they would ask would be given to them. They 
then made requests which were not granted. In their 
disappointment they lost their faith, and passed into 
the darkness of doubt and unbelief. If we understand 
that every desire we bring we are to submit to God’s 
wisdom, however intense the desire may be, abiding 
by His decision without murmuring, without fear, we 
shall never find ourselves in perplexity because of 
what seems to us to be God’s failure to answer our 
prayers.

Grace Given
When God does not give us the things we definitely ask 
for, it is because He desires to give us something better. 
Paul asked for the removal of his “thorn in the flesh”, some 
sore bodily trouble (2 Cor. 12:7,8). He asked earnestly, 
three times beseeching the Lord to grant his request. 
The request was not granted, but instead there came 
the promise of sufficient grace – more grace because of 
the burden of pain and suffering which he was still to 
bear. Then he rejoiced in his infirmities, because through 
them he received more of the strength of Christ.

The lesson is very clear. When God does not give 
us the things we plead for, He will give us grace to do 
without them, and if we accept His decision sweetly 
and trustingly, will enable us to go on rejoicing. Surely 
it is a better answer to give us strength to continue 
bearing our load than it would have been to take it 
away, leaving us unstrengthened.

We ought to bring everything to God in prayer, 
not only our spiritual needs, and our sorrows and 
perplexities, but our friendships, our frets and worries 
– all our life. We should train ourselves to talk to Christ 
of everything we are doing. Anything we do not want 
to talk to Him about we would be better not to do.

The Spirit of Prayer
When should we pray? We should begin the morning 
at Christ’s feet, seeking blessing from Him, asking for 
guidance, putting our hand in His, entrusting our life 
to His keeping. Then when we come to the close of the 
day, there should be prayer again, the bringing of the 
day’s work to God, the confessing of its faults, sins, and 
mistakes, the laying at our Master’s feet all the work 
we have done, and the committing of ourselves to His 
keeping for the night. But besides these formal seasons 
of prayer, morning and evening, every Christian should 
be always in the spirit of prayer. We walk with God in 
our everyday life.

In time of temptation, when the pressure is sore, 
almost more than we are able to endure, it is a great 
privilege to say, “Jesus, help me”. In some moment of 
perplexity as to duty, we may ask our Guide to show us 
what He would have us to do, and He will do it. If we are 
in danger we may run into the refuge of prayer, hiding 
ourselves close to Christ, as a frightened bird flies to its 
nest, or as an alarmed child runs to his mother.

Those who learn to pray in this way, communing 
with Christ continually, are sure of rich blessing in 
their life.

ABOUT PRAYER
J.R. MILLER

YOUTH FOCUS
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Good News Magazine 
(Donald Macleod, Clerk to 
Publications Committee)

Anew edition of the Good 
News magazine was 
published in January. 

All UK congregational and 
individual subscribers to the 
Witness should have received 
a complimentary copy with 
this issue. Good News is 
intended for evangelistic use 
and the articles in it have been 
written with that purpose in 
view. It is distributed in large 

numbers by Free Church (Continuing) congregations in 
the UK but may also be of use to others.

The magazine is in A4 format, 20 pages in length 
and full colour throughout. It is undated, so that it 
can continue to be distributed long after publication. 
There is space on the inside front cover for the church 
or individual distributing the magazine to add their 
name and contact details, should they wish. The price 
is the same as for the previous edition published in 
2021, namely 25p per copy.

If you have received a complimentary copy of Good 
News and would like to purchase further copies, please 
contact the Subscriptions Secretary, Mrs Elizabeth 
Nicolson, at subscriptions@fccontinuing.org or on 
01478 650360.

If you are not a subscriber to the Witness yet would 
like to receive a complimentary copy of Good News, 
please also contact the Subscriptions Secretary.

Good News has the following content:
• What has gone Wrong with our World?
• The Unhappy Atheist
• Amazing Grace
• Is the Bible the Word of God?
• Christianity and Islam Compared
• Emmanuel
• The Bullet and the Bible
• Why did Jesus Die?
• Is my Sin really that Bad?
• Serious things Tomorrow
• What Jesus Means to Me
• How will the World end?

Chichewa Bible Translation Project 
(TBS Media Newsletter)

C hichewa is a Bantu language spoken in 
southeastern Africa, primarily in Malawi but also 
in parts of Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique. 

CHURCH NEWS
There are an estimated 14.4 million Chichewa speakers.

Earlier this year we were very pleased to receive 
the Chichewa Old Testament files. These have passed 
through extensive review, analysis, and proofreading. 
All the files have been typeset and the Bible is now 
undergoing its final proofreading by the team. Lord 
willing, we look forward to having the Chichewa Bible 
published in 2025.

The Chichewa New Testament has been very well 
received. Alongside distribution via TBS contacts in 
Malawi and the extensive Free Grace Evangelistic 
Association network in Malawi and Zambia, our friends 
at Bearing Precious Seed have also been able to print 
and distribute tens of thousands of copies through their 
contacts in Malawi. The same distribution avenues are 
envisaged for the Chichewa Bible.

How to pray for this project:
• For the translators and proofreaders to undertake 

the final proofreading tasks with careful diligence and 
accuracy, and that any errors or mistakes would be 
found and corrected.

• For the publication of the Bible (which includes 
both print and digital) to proceed smoothly and 
without hindrances.

• For the Bible to be distributed widely to Chichewa 
speakers throughout southeastern Africa.

Learn more about the project: 
tbsbibles.org/language-chichewa
Read the New Testament online: 
tbsonlinebible.com/#ny

Quote

“A s it is the minister’s task to make known the 
mystery of the gospel in his pulpit, so it is 
your duty to do the same in your lives. The 

Christian’s life should put his minister’s sermon in 
print; he should preach that mystery every day to the 
eyes of his neighbours, which the minister preacheth 
once or twice a week to their ears.”
William Gurnall

Inside:
What has gone Wrong with our World? 4

The Unhappy Atheist 5
Amazing Grace 6

Emmanuel 10
Why did Jesus Die? 12

Is my Sin really that Bad? 14
What Jesus Means to Me 17
How will the World end? 18

GOOD 
NEWS
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Leave a Legacy
Please prayerfully consider the ongoing work 
of the gospel by leaving a legacy to the Church. 
A helpful information leaflet is available on 
request. Ask your local treasurer for a copy or 
email: generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org

mailto:subscriptions%40fccontinuing.org?subject=
http://tbsbibles.org/language-chichewa
http://tbsonlinebible.com/#ny


Free Church Witness 13Free Church Witness 13

Sitting within the Indian Ocean, Sri Lanka is 
remarkable for its natural beauty and tropical 
climate. Abundant natural resources and a 

vibrant population ought to make Sri Lanka a very 
rich nation. Sadly, false religion has divided and 
impoverished society. A national election during 
my visit brought a hint of optimism, but, as in other 
nations, new governments inevitably become old – 
and disappointing.

Theological Institute
Melville Theological Institute (MTI) provides a 
programme of monthly meetings for training, either 
for men already in the ministry or with an interest in 
entering the ministry. Parthee, who ordinarily delivers 
the lectures, is always pleased to have assistance, and 
I was asked to speak on ‘The Life of David’. There were 
eight lectures over two days. On the evening between 
classes, for the small cost of £25, it was possible to 
treat the students to dinner at a local restaurant. Some 
complained the next day – not about the food, which 
had been excellent, but that sleep had been difficult 
with such full bellies!

Local logistics meant that fewer attended these 
classes than usual, but the eight men who were present 
engaged well. Some of these students, coming from 
small independent fellowships, have only recently 
been introduced to the work of the Mission. A few days 
later, a long-term friend of the Mission related part of a 
telephone conversation overheard from a stranger on 
a bus. “The lectures were very helpful and explained 
how the life of David foreshadows the ministry of 
the Lord Jesus Christ...The mission is not strict and 
legalistic in the way that some say; rather they are 
serious about the Bible and careful to do everything 
well.” As you can imagine, this indirect feedback was a 
great encouragement.

One man attending the lectures forfeited 1½ days’ 
work to be there. He is a labourer, and there is no such 
thing as a holiday allowance. On payday, expressing 
surprise to receive a full wage for only a partial week’s 
work, his boss said: “You’re a good worker, I’m happy 
to give you a full week’s pay.”

God willing, from January 2025, MTI will develop 
from providing monthly lectures on occasional subjects 
to a structured, 3-days-a-week, 24-month diploma 
course. Ten students have been enrolled, and generous 
support from the United States Presbytery will provide 
a small stipend for the duration of their studies. Video 
lecture courses prepared by Hudson Taylor Ministries 
(originally for use in China) will be utilised, with 
Parthee providing a live translation. Increasingly, 
other courses will be developed specifically for MTI. 
Students will attend class, research and submit essays, 
meet together for preaching classes, and be involved 
in practical evangelism training. Together with the 
learning opportunity, the assistance of these students 
in the work of the mission enables Parthee to devote 
part of each week to supervising MTI.

Please pray that this exciting venture will equip the 
wider church, as well as help identify those who can 
help develop the future work of the Mission.

Psalm-singing
After preaching one Lord’s Day, during which I had 
quoted Psalm 67, I asked if there was a metrical 
version in Tamil. There was no Tamil version, but, back 
in the manse, Parthee and I sang the familiar English 
version, to the tune Selma. In an inspired moment, 
Parthee asked me to sing it again while he followed 
along with the prose version in his Tamil Bible. As I 
sang in English, he began to sing in Tamil. After doing 
so a couple of times, it was clear that the Tamil prose, 
without adjusting any of the words, fits perfectly with 
the tune Selma.

I immediately called home to Scotland, where it 
would have been just after the morning service. I asked 
if the November Witness, in which the Missions article 
requested prayer for Psalm-singing in Sri Lanka, had 
been distributed. I was convinced that someone must 
have just read the article and been praying, but no – 
it was only the following week that the November 
Witness was circulated. “And it shall come to pass, that 
before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet 
speaking, I will hear” (Isa. 65:24). Such is the grace and 
the mercy of our God!

MISSIONS

SRI LANKA UPDATE (1)
REV. JAMES MACINNES

Rev. Partheepan & Rev. MacInnes (centre) with 
men attending the Melville Theological Institute
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MISSIONS / SRI LANKA UPDATE (1)

Returning one evening, it was necessary to 
negotiate a military roadblock. With no other route 
to the Mission, we were permitted through, past an 
impromptu political rally. The road glistened with 
broken vehicle glass, and angry rival groups of young 
Muslim men milled around menacingly, restrained 
only by the military presence. Lying in bed that evening 
it was possible to hear the politician’s loudspeaker 
promises still sounding out. Dino, Parthee’s wife, is a 
nurse, and she and her medical colleagues spent that 
week on call, should widespread violence break out. 
Mercifully, the election passed peacefully. The appeal 
of the new government had not worn off by the end of 
my visit ten days later. The direction in which they will 
take the country remains to be seen.

Kilinochchi
My second Lord’s Day was far from restful, but full 
and encouraging. There was an early morning, 7:15am 
service in Mullaitivu, and then an evening meeting 
around 5pm. Between these meetings we travelled 
about forty minutes north to Kilinochchi. Here, 
having conducted a preparatory service the previous 
evening, we celebrated the Lord’s Supper. I had not 
before preached in this district, the work having only 
come under the supervision of the Mission in May 
2024. Established by a Baptist church, a number of 
circumstances resulted in our Mission being asked to 
take over supervision. With no local office-bearers, the 
distinctives relating to baptism have not caused any 
difficulties. The congregation in Kilinochchi, together 
with the deacons and elders of the founding Baptist 
church (located in another part of Sri Lanka), are 
agreed that they would like the work to be permanently 
established as part of our Mission.

Fifteen sat at the Lord’s Table and the fellowship was 
very sweet as we focused upon the Love of God who sent 
His Son to save the broken. Following the service, we 
ate dinner together. Two young men, Caleb Reeder and 
Caleb Fithian, both from the Greenville congregation in 
South Carolina, and I were instructed to eat from a small 
bowl of curry. A larger dish had been prepared for the 
congregation. Initially, I thought that a milder curry had 
been prepared especially for the western visitors. I then 
discovered the kindness of this poor congregation: they 
had bought better quality chicken for the visitors. The 
larger curry, for which everyone else was grateful, was 
more carcase than meat.

The diligence of the fellowship in Kilinochchi is 
evident, as is their appreciation for the regular ministry 
of Parthee and Beni, the deacon. An energetic and 
interesting man named Murthy, who learned to speak 
Sinhalese and English during his years as a prisoner of 
war, is keen to share in the work of evangelism.

Building Appeal
Traveling to Trincomalee, to meet with the Baptist 
minister and his office-bearers, we passed, at 
the edge of that town, the incongruous sight of 
a 50-foot-high blue monkey Hindu deity, beside 
which stood a 20-foot-high billboard advertising 
Pizza Hut. A popular holiday destination, the Israeli 
government recently warned their citizens to stay 
away because of the threat of Muslim attacks. 
Churches in Trincomalee were targeted in the 2019 
Easter Bombings.

We discussed the transfer of Kilinochchi and 
the appropriateness of compensating the church 
in Trincomalee for the cost of the not-yet-finished 
Kilinochchi building. It is perfectly serviceable, but 
the floor is rough-poured concrete, the windows 
have no shutters, and the ground around it is 
uncleared. Redirecting resources from Trincomalee, 
the main structure was put up at a cost of £25,000. 
It is estimated that a further £20,000 must be spent 
to finish and partition the building, bringing it to its 
full potential. Located by the bus station within a 
growing city, nothing has been asked for the plot of 
ground made available under a government scheme 
to rejuvenate the district, which bore the brunt of the 
civil war.

The Kirk Session, with the support of the Home 
& Foreign Missions Committee, has authorised an 
appeal to raise the £45,000 necessary to purchase and 
develop the Kilinochchi building. This building appeal 
was to be launched with the publication of this issue 
of the Witness. However, in a further example of God’s 
answering before the request is made, already two 
donors have committed to provide more than 50% of 
the total cost of this project. Contributions to cover the 
remaining costs are welcomed, and should be marked 
for the ‘Sri Lanka Building Appeal’. Bank details are 
available from: financialadministrator@fccontinuing.
org

In an unexpected way the resignation of the 
evangelist Piratheepan appears to have brought 
the development of the Mission into a new phase. 
The interest generated by MTI has introduced and 
identified a number of men willing to assist in the 
work, such that it has been possible to embrace these 
developments.

Plans
The purpose of the two Calebs’ visit was to plan how 
best the young people from the US Presbytery can 
support the Mission. It is expected that a group will 
visit in late 2025.

Please pray for Rev. Partheepan and the Reformed 
Protestant Mission in Sri Lanka.

mailto:financialadministrator%40fccontinuing.org?subject=
mailto:financialadministrator%40fccontinuing.org?subject=
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THE RESIGNATION OF JUSTIN WELBY

The Church of England’s problem is unbelief

On 6th January, Justin Welby formally ended his 
role as Archbishop of Canterbury, the most 
senior position in the Church of England (CoE). 

He resigned in November following concern over the 
Church’s handling of complaints against the late John 
Smyth QC, who was said to have serially abused boys 
at Christian camps. In an article titled ‘The end of 
the Church of England’ (Spectator, 7th January), the 
historian Nigel Jones pinpoints the CoE’s core problem. 
He cites a former Anglican cleric who maintains that 
“almost none” of the hierarchy believes the central 
doctrines of Christianity, including the Deity of Christ, 
the Resurrection, and the Trinity.

This unbelief explains why it has become impossible 
for the CoE to defend itself before the world: it has nothing 
to defend. The CoE has been travelling towards a liberal 
position doctrinally, at the same time espousing left-
wing politics. In short, the CoE has failed in its mission as 
the Established Church in England. It has failed to teach 
the faith once delivered to the saints, failed to preach the 
gospel, and failed to discipline and remove the erring. It 
is on the way to becoming a sect, because it is in danger 
of losing the marks of a true church.

Here is a stark warning for all ecclesiastical bodies 
in the UK. We have before us an object lesson on how 
a Church comes to have its candlestick removed. Our 
own standards teach that churches can so deteriorate 
as to become “no churches of Christ, but synagogues 
of Satan” (WCF 25.5). In a way, the deterioration in the 
CoE goes right back to the Reformation era, when the 
Anglican Church was left ‘half-reformed’. While there 
have been worthy ministers there is also a perpetual 
weakness, in that the lowest common position has 
generally been taken, to keep everything together.

The most significant evidence of corrosion came 
after World War I. There was the denial of hell 
and the promotion of ‘love’ as the central tenet of 
Christianity. The liturgy became more significant than 
the truth. Every difficult or unpopular doctrine was 
either silently removed or rewritten. Now we see the 
outcome: the acceptance of sodomy as legitimate and 
its incorporation within the CoE.

Nigel Jones asks a pertinent question. “As it [the 
CoE] sinks into eternity, who will remember Hugh 
Latimer’s injunction to his fellow martyr Nicholas 
Ridley: ‘Be of good comfort, Master Ridley, and play the 
man. For we shall this day light such a flame in England 
that I trust by God’s grace shall never be put out’?” The 
answer is probably no one. ‘Ichabod’ is written over 
the CoE’s doors.

FREEDOM OF SPEECH

What does the Bible say?

There is a battle in the UK today over ‘freedom of 
speech’, which is part of ‘freedom of expression’. 
The latter term recognises that information and 

opinions are also shared by the written word, images 
and art (including music). We have grown up with the 
mainstream media of print, radio and television, but 
there are now many other ways by which thoughts and 
ideas are communicated, even by private individuals 
from their homes. E-mail and text enable this on a small 
scale, and websites and social media on a wider one.

Surveys reveal a divide in society on freedom 
of speech. The older age group favour the freedom 
to express unpopular views, and think that offence 
is taken too easily. Many younger people want the 
opposite: freedom from views they regard as offensive 
or insulting. No doubt this reflects the situation in their 
places of learning, where ‘no platform’ policies now 
often cover those holding ‘sexist’ and ‘transphobic’ 
views, as well as ‘racist’ and ‘fascist’ ones. The UK 
Education Secretary has confirmed that key provisions 
of the Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act 2023 
will be brought into force. The Act is intended to defend 
the rights of students, academics and invited speakers 
to advocate their views, and includes Scotland.

In practice, the right to freedom of speech is never 
absolute. What ought to be the boundaries? Three 
Biblical principles limit the use of this liberty. First, 
and most important, we should speak only the truth. 
The ninth commandment, “Thou shalt not bear false 
witness against thy neighbour” (Exod. 20:16), forbids 
lying, slandering, reviling and scornful contempt 
(Larger Catechism, Q’s. 144,145). Thus defamation 
– making a false or malicious accusation against 
someone – is wrong.  The third commandment, “Thou 
shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain” 
(Exod. 20:7) prohibits blaspheming the true God and 
whatever pertains to Him. Our laws should follow suit.

Second, we should speak only what is necessary. 
Unless we have good reasons, we are not to divulge 
the sins of others, as Ham did his father Noah’s (Gen. 
9:22). Christ warns against ‘idle’ words (Matt. 12:36-
37), yet “foolish talking” and “jesting” (Eph. 5:4) are 
all too common. Third, we should speak only what 
is profitable. “Let your speech be always with grace, 
seasoned with salt” (Col. 4:6). Our aim should be to 
edify others, and not hurt them. Do we speak the truth, 
yet not “in love” (Eph. 4:15)?

How we need the Lord to restore to our nation a 
“pure language”, that we may all call upon His name 
and serve Him “with one consent” (Zeph. 3:9)!

COMMENT
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The sixteenth century was a century of upheaval 
across Europe. In October 1517 a young German 
monk published 95 theses which sounded the 

beginning of a spiritual awakening that would forever 
change the Church and the West. Martin Luther’s 
writings and preaching soon found an echo throughout 
Europe. Indeed, the Word of God made its way to France, 
mainly through preachers influenced by Lutheran 
ideas. But towards the middle of the sixteenth century, 
it reached also a neighbouring kingdom: the kingdom 
of Béarn. This little piece of land that Henri II liked to 
call “a louse between two monkeys”, in reference to its 
geographical location between France and Spain, was 
to become a glorious Reformed kingdom. Although 
unknown to many people, Reformed scholars included, 
this story is worth telling and remembering.

The Independency of Béarn
It was in the ninth century that Béarn became a 
hereditary viscounty. Until the fourteenth century, 
several dynasties succeeded one another in governing 
it, vassalage always being an important element in the 
politics of the viscounts.

At the dawn of the Hundred Years’ War, the reign 
of a new dynasty began: the dynasty of Foix-Béarn 
(1290-1398). One of the heirs, Gaston III, known as 
‘Fébus’, formed the project of a new and daring policy: 
to make Béarn a sovereign, free and neutral state. Thus, 
in the middle of the Hundred Years’ War, Gaston Fébus 
showed all his political skill by gradually distancing 
himself from both the King of France and the King of 
England. On December 25th 1347, he declared to an 
emissary of Philip VI, King of France, that Béarn was a 
land he had inherited from God and from no other, and 
was therefore free to act as he pleased therein. Béarn 
was now a sovereign principality. The viscounts gave 
up their title to designate themselves as “lords of the 
sovereign country of Béarn”.

Henri and Marguerite
In 1517, Henri d’Albret succeeded his mother to the 
throne of Navarre, a larger territory to the west of 
Béarn, under the name of Henri II. Ten years later, in 
August 1527, he married Marguerite d’Angoulême, who 
was the sister of Francis I, King of France. From then on, 
a wind of Reformation began to blow over the kingdom 
of Béarn, especially through the influence of Marguerite.

Marguerite had received a very humanistic education 
and soon became aware of the need for a reformation in 
the Church of France. She frequented the famous Cénacle 
de Meaux, a group of men working for the Reformation 
of the Church. William Farel (1489-1565) was at that 
time a member of this Cénacle. In 1531, Marguerite 
published Le Miroir de l’âme pécheresse (The Mirror 
of the Sinful Soul). In this book she openly professed 
Protestant ideas. The Sorbonne University prohibited 
the reading of it but the intervention of her brother, the 
King, allowed the sanction to be lifted. Her own Duchy, 
the Duchy of Alençon, was called “the little Germany”, 
because of her sympathy for the Protestant faith.

Marguerite also had a tremendous and beneficial 
influence on her brother. At her insistence, Francis 
instituted a chair of Hebrew and Greek at the Collège de 
France. And more important still, he agreed to recall all 
the banned evangelicals. Marguerite secretly cherished 
a dream: to organise a meeting between her brother and 
the German Reformer Philippe Mélancthon. But in 1534 
the so-called affair ‘Des Placards’ happened. Protestants 
displayed posters against the Popish Mass in various 
places, right up to the door of the King’s bedroom. It was 
the crime of ‘lèse-majesté’, or insulting a monarch. The 
King turned against the Protestants.

Marguerite then retired to her castle in Nérac. 
She would host John Calvin there, while remaining 
insensitive to the Refomer's genius. For Marguerite, 
who was imbued with mysticism, Calvin was too 
intellectual. From 1545, she had no further contact 
with him. Her life ended sadly. Her relations with 
her brother deteriorated, her attempts to recover 
her states in the south of the Pyrenees failed, and, to 
make matters worse, she died alone on December 21st 
1549. Marguerite never dared to make a total break 
with the Roman Church, yet her influence was a good 
preparation for the future Reformation of the nation.

Jeanne d’Albret
On November 16th 1528, Marguerite of Navarre had 
given birth to her only daughter, Jeanne. Little Jeanne 
grew up at the court of her uncle, Francis I. She was 
soon to prove herself capable of standing up to the 
greatest of her time. Indeed, she was only twelve 
years old when, in 1541, she set out to thwart her own 
marriage, planned and organised by her uncle. Jeanne 
was pushed to the altar but refused to consummate the 
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marriage. What is more, in 1545 she accumulated the 
evidence that would allow her to win her case and to 
obtain the annulment of her marriage.

On October 20th 1548, Jeanne married Antoine 
de Bourbon, the “first prince of blood”. In 1555, she 
succeeded her father to the throne of Navarre. As far as 
religion was concerned, Queen Jeanne initially adopted 
her mother’s attitude. Although she felt sympathy for 
the Reformed ideas, she was careful not to express it 
openly. She remained reluctant to distance herself from 
the Roman Church. But things would finally change. 
In August 1560, Jeanne d’Albret received in Nérac the 
colleague and future successor of John Calvin: Theodore 
Beza. This meeting was decisive in Jeanne’s life. Indeed, 
four months later in the beautiful Saint Martin Church, 
just in front of the majestic Pau Castle, Jeanne d’Albret 
communicated for the first time in both elements. It 
is now December 25th 1560, and the Queen has just 
officially broken with the Roman Church.

A Progressive Establishment (1550-56)
By an ordinance in Nérac in July 1561, the Queen took 
her first step towards the establishment of the Reformed 
religion in Béarn. She established a simultaneum 
(‘shared use’) regime in six articles, authorising the 
practice of the two religious services (Reformed and 
Popish) on her territory. These articles also stipulated 
that the people must no longer swear upon the Bible 
but in the name of the Diu Biban (Living God).

In the same month, by an ordinance, the lieutenant 
general fixed the hours of the services, prohibited 
mutual disturbances, insults and injuries, as well as the 
bearing of weapons in the assemblies. However, it was 
not until 1562, after the death of her husband who had 
apostatised from the Reformed faith, that the Queen 
was able to work freely to ensure that the Reformation 
prevailed in her lands. Thus, she decided to turn towards 
Geneva for help. The following year, by order of Calvin 
himself, Jean Reymond-Merlin arrived in Béarn.

The First Reformer of Béarn
Jean Reymond-Merlin convened the first national 
synod of the Reformed churches of Béarn in September 
1563. He divided the country into five major colloques 
(presbyteries) and drafted an Ecclesiastical Discipline 
of the Reformed Churches of Béarn in which traditional 
and papist festivities were forbidden.

For the teaching of the people, Merlin wrote a 
catechism “extracted from the Geneva catechism”, in 
other words, Calvin’s catechism. He also encouraged 
the Synod to establish a college, which would become 
the famous Academy of Orthez, where both the 
ministers of Béarn and the elite of the country were 
trained. As for the Queen, she ordered several churches 
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to be emptied of all idolatrous objects in order to 
consecrate them for the use of the Reformed worship. 
Among them was the majestic Lescar Cathedral.

Yet times of trouble were approaching for the 
young Queen. In September 1563, Pope Pius IV 
excommunicated her and threatened to confiscate 
her lands. Jeanne d’Albret, fearing an external attack, 
had to moderate her reforming impulses. In February 
1564, Merlin was sent back to Geneva. The Queen then 
asked a more moderate Reformer to come to Béarn: 
John Baptist Morély.

The Process Resumes
In the end, Morély’s time in Béarn was almost 
insignificant. The political situation soon caught fire. 
France was on the eve of the Second Religious War and 
Jeanne d’Albret ultimately could not get along with her 
new subjects. These events led the Queen to reject the 
pattern of reformation proposed by Morély in favour 
of the Genevan model. The reformation process then 
resumed in Béarn. The historian Philippe Chareyre 
explains:

“A new ordinance taken in Paris in July 1566, just 
before the Queen’s departure for Béarn, contains in 
22 articles a series of classical measures aimed at ‘the 
complete repurgation of Roman idolatry’: pastors can 
preach everywhere; public processions are forbidden 
(crosses and banners are allowed only in churches 
and cloisters); there will be no Catholic preachers, 
the Catholic clergy is forbidden to return to the places 
from which the Roman worship has been banned; no 
more burials in churches; monks’ quests are forbidden; 
pastors paid 300L per month (240 for the unmarried) 
are allowed to preach everywhere, and it is forbidden 
to prevent them from doing so.

Moreover, these ordinances contain a series of 
moral measures: the regulation of public dances, 
the prohibition of card and dice games, the banning 
of ‘public women’, and the provisions for poverty 
settlement – allocation of income from the vacant 
ecclesiastic benefits to the poor people’s fund – as 
well as the expulsion of the non-disabled beggars and 
foreign beggars.

The college was transformed into an academy 
by patent letters of 19th July 1566. It was the 
third establishment of its kind founded in Europe, 
after Geneva and Nîmes. Its aim was to train the 
administrative and religious elites of the sovereignty 
(i.e. Béarn) and even beyond.”

These laws, explicitly favourable to the Reformed 
faith, were obviously designed to bring Béarn closer to 
its Genevan model. At this point the last of the “tripod” 
or “three patriarchs” of Geneva (Calvin and Farel by 
now having died) arrived in Béarn: Peter Viret.
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BOOK 
REVIEWS

James Fraser of Brea (1639-99) 
was “made a new man” through 
reading it. Bayly’s design is simple: 
to show how we may please God 
in our walk before him. 

A brief Introduction by Joel 
Beeke is followed by a lengthy 
Biographical Preface. The 
book itself consists of a series 
of ‘meditations’ on numerous 
subjects, interspersed with 
prayers. Immediately we see a 
difference with ourselves: our thinking is too shallow 
and our prayers too infrequent. 

We can only mention a little of the contents. Bayly 
begins with ‘A Plain Description of the Essence and 
Attributes of God’. Unlike many modern writers, even 
from the Reformed world, what you get is Biblical and 
orthodox. In twenty-five pages you have a systematic 
theology in a simple style.

The first meditations concern the miserable state of 
those not reconciled to God in Christ and the state of a 
Christian who is so reconciled. In thirty pages we have 
what we need to know regarding life, death and eternity. 
There is a helpful meditation on the ‘Hindrances which 
Keep Back a Sinner from the Practice of Piety’. ‘How 
to Read the Scriptures Once Every Year with Profit’ is 
followed by a series of prayers. Bayly follows that with 
directions regarding our thoughts, words and actions. 
He also shows us the scripturalness and spiritual 
benefit of ‘Household Piety’.

The section on keeping the Lord’s Day holy is 
superb – although worldly-minded Christians will 
think it outdated. Bayly presents ten reasons why the 
fourth commandment is both moral and perpetual. 
There are directions before, during and after attending 
worship. The same format is followed in relation to the 
Lord’s Supper. With a pastoral interest, Bayly looks at 
sickness and death. 

This remarkable book is exceptionally easy and 
pleasant to read. Only our sinfulness would hinder 
us. The work can be read in small sections, and would 
make an excellent Sabbath exercise.

A prayer from Bayly to conclude: “Kindle therefore, 
O Lord, the love of thyself in my soul especially, seeing 
it was thy good pleasure that, being reconciled by the 
blood of Christ, I should be brought, by the knowledge 
of thy grace, to the communion of thy glory, wherein 
only consists my sovereign good and happiness for 
ever.”

Highly recommended.
Rev. Trevor Kirkland

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

Seven Words – Revealing the Mystery of the Cross
Hugh M. Cartwright, Ettrick Press, hbk, 136pp, 
£14.75 plus p&p

This beautifully bound book consists of 
seven full sermons preached by the late Mr 
Cartwright whilst ministering in the Edinburgh 

congregation of the Free Presbyterian Church of 
Scotland. The sermons were transcribed from audio 
recordings with little editing.  

Each address is based on the famous ‘Seven Sayings on 
the Cross’ spoken by our Lord as He perfected salvation 
for His covenant people. In the course of compiling each 
sermon, both the final prayer and concluding Psalm have 
been included. This reviewer sat under the tuition of Mr 
Cartwright when he was Professor of Church History & 
Principles at what used to be the Free Church of Scotland 
College in Edinburgh. Reading the seven prayers in this 
book seemed like an echo of this gracious man’s petitions 
in the lecture room in a bygone age.  

Each exposition is carefully thought through 
and meticulously explained. Mr Cartwright was an 
exceptionally careful expositor of the Word. Hence this 
book can edify God’s people and also help preachers 
break down and apply the ‘Seven Words’ of Calvary.  

As a sample, here are some of Mr Cartwright’s 
remarks on Christ’s first saying from the cross:

“The people for whom Christ prayed were people 
who needed forgiveness. He prayed, ‘Father, forgive 
them.’ What is forgiveness? Well, forgiveness is the 
removal of the guilt of sin...We 
have to notice that these people 
were ignorant sinners. They 
needed forgiveness although they 
were ignorant sinners. They did 
not know what they were doing 
when they put to death the Lord 
of glory...They should have known. 
God was manifest in the flesh.”

Warmly recommended.
Rev. Iain Smith

The Practice of Piety – A Puritan Devotional 
Manual
Lewis Bayly, Soli Deo Gloria, pbk, 343pp, £15.99

Bayly (c.1575-1631) was a Church of England 
clergyman, a Puritan, and is best known for 
this book. The Scottish Covenanter minister 
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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. 

February		  March					     April
16  Stornoway
23  Harris

9    Cross, Hunt County, Portree
16  Glasgow–Knightswood, Pau
23  Inverness–Greyfriars, Mebane
30  Scalpay Harris

6    Ayr, Bracadale & Duirinish (Struan), Duthil-Dores
13  North Uist & Grimsay, St Louis
20  Ballyclare & Doagh, Greenville
27  Aberdeen, Atlanta, Glasgow–Partick, Knock & Point, 
       Lochalsh & Strath
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“For we are labourers together with God: ye are God’s husbandry, 
ye are God’s building.”

1 Corinthians 3:9

The congregation at Kilinochchi in Sri Lanka. In the back row from the 
middle are (L-R): Caleb Fithian, Caleb Reeder and Rev. Partheepan.


