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There is a saying that life’s greatest mystery is 
death. We know that we will die, but do not 
know how or when this will occur. God wisely 

keeps such information from us. The fall means that 
there is no limit to man’s vanity and folly. If we could 
somehow know in advance the circumstances in which 
we were going to die, we would spend our lives trying 
to avoid them. If we knew the date of our death, we 
would enjoy the pleasures of sin while we could and 
leave our ‘repentance’ until the last moment. How 
perverse man is!

Christians are as ignorant of these details as anyone 
else. The great ‘unknown’ for most people, however, 
is what will happen to them at death. Here, believers 
have a distinct advantage. To many, death is simply 
the cessation of vital bodily activities. The heart stops 
beating, the lungs stop working and the brain stops 
functioning. Life has come to its natural conclusion and 
that is all that can be said. But much more can be said 
and has been said – by the God who made man. The 
Scriptures teach us why death takes place and where 
it leads. And they show us how we can face death with 
confidence.

Fear
If all our hopes are centred upon this life then the 
thought of it coming to an end is uncomfortable. In 
the materialistic Western world, death has become 
something of a ‘taboo’ subject. If it is spoken of at all 
it tends to be made light of, in an attempt to hide the 
reality. This attitude extends even to funerals. Instead 
of mourning a person’s death it seems that we must 
celebrate his or her life, when the focus should be upon 
the bereaved and the comfort afforded by the gospel. 
Man’s efforts to hold on to this world now go as far as 
‘cryonics’ – the futile practice of freezing the bodies of 
the deceased in the hope that scientific advances may 
one day enable them to resume their lives.

People do not want to die. Many are afraid to die, and 
the fear is warranted. In the Bible death is described 
as “the king of terrors” (Job 18:14). Reference is made 
to those “who through fear of death were all their 
lifetime subject to bondage” (Heb. 2:15). But if this life 
is all there is, why should anyone be afraid of dying? 

Despite his unbelief, man cannot silence the testimony 
of his conscience. There is an awareness of things 
done which should not have been done, and cannot be 
undone. There is the sense of a reckoning ahead. The 
way people speak, “When I leave this world...he is no 
longer with us...she has passed on”, betrays the fact 
that in their hearts they know that death is not the end.

Separation
Death is not a natural thing. It had no place in the 
original creation. How could it, when everything was 
“very good” (Gen. 1:31)? Death appeared when Satan 
intruded into Eden and tempted our first parents to 
disobey God. Adam and Eve’s sin deserved the death 
sentence, and as Adam’s sons, we deserve it too. Part of 
it was carried out immediately. Adam died spiritually, 
his sin separating between him and God and ending 
their friendship. God no longer shone His face upon 
him as before. Part of the sentence was delayed but 
would not be revoked. God told Adam, “dust thou 
art, and unto dust thou shalt return” (Gen. 3:19); this 
solemn event is before us all.

Death has been described as “the river where there 
is no bridge”. Deep waters are ahead – perhaps difficult 
ones – and we are challenged, “how wilt thou do in the 
swelling of Jordan?” (Jer. 12:5). What we know from God’s 
word is that death will see the unconverted sink under 
the weight of their unpardoned sin. Believers, however, 
will find that the waters of death are miraculously dried 
up for them so that they pass clean over on dry ground 
(Josh. 3:17). Death may look like an enemy but Christ 
disarmed it when He paid for sin on the cross. If we trust 
in this precious Saviour and know God’s forgiveness, 
death will be a doorway to a better world.

Destination
It is God who brings about our death. He has appointed 
a time for every individual when He will require the 
soul or spirit which He put within our body. In the 
language of the Bible, the “silver cord” uniting our soul 
to our body will be “loosed” and our soul will return 
to God (Ecc. 12:6,7). Death will bring us instantly 
to our ultimate destination, from which there is no 
return. Sinners who have been saved by grace are then 

EDITORIAL

LIFE AND DEATH



admitted into heaven. Sinners who have neglected 
salvation and rejected Christ are banished to hell. 
There is no ‘purgatory’ or place of refining fire after 
death to prepare the sinner for heaven. We must wash 
our “robes” and make them white in the blood of the 
Lamb while we are on earth (Rev. 7:14)!

Those who have departed this life do not exist in an 
unconscious state. Neither are the wicked annihilated. 
Christ made this clear in His account of the rich man 
and Lazarus. When Lazarus died he was carried by 
the angels “into Abraham’s bosom”, where he was 
“comforted” (Luke 16:22,25). By contrast, when the 
rich man died he lifted up his eyes “in hell”, where he 
was “in torments” (v.23). Their destinies could not be 
more different, but then their lives were very different 
spiritually. This divide is everywhere in Scripture. 
There is “the death of the righteous”, of which 
unrighteous Balaam was envious (Num. 23:10), and 
“the death of the wicked”, in which God has no pleasure 
(Ezek. 33:11). For each of us, it is either “everlasting 
punishment” or “life eternal” (Matt. 25:46).

Preparation
The words God spoke to impenitent Israel reveal the 
necessity of making ready for our death: “prepare to 
meet thy God” (Amos 4:12). We are not ready to die 
unless we are ready for heaven; we are not ready for 
heaven unless we are ready to meet God. Through 
false ideas of their goodness and mistaken notions of 
God’s love, many sadly fail to take the action required. 
“Acquaint now thyself with him, and be at peace: 
thereby good shall come unto thee. Receive, I pray 
thee, the law from his mouth, and lay up his words” 
(Job 22:21,22). As Matthew Henry said: “It ought to be 
the business of every day to prepare for our last day”.

The words God spoke to King Hezekiah in his illness 
convey the urgency of making ready for our death: “Set 
thine house in order: for thou shalt die, and not live” 
(Isa. 38:1). As death finds us, so will the Judgement 
and eternity. In light of this, Philip Henry, the father 
of Matthew Henry, wrote: “Two things are to be set in 
order – the house and the heart. The house – by settling 
our worldly estate. We shall die none the sooner, but 
we shall certainly be readier for death. The heart, by 
settling our spiritual estate; that is, making our calling 

and election sure; repenting of sin, receiving Christ 
Jesus the Lord, walking in all His commandments 
blameless. He who hath done this, is ready for death.”

Benefits
At death, the Christian receives benefits for his soul. 
In eternity, God chose us in Christ “that we should be 
holy and without blame before him in love” (Eph. 1:4). 
At the very moment of death, the Holy Spirit finishes 
the sanctifying work He began in the believer. All sin is 
removed from our hearts and we are made perfect in 
holiness, bearing God’s image in its full measure. Our 
souls enter into a glorious state, signified by “paradise” 
(Luke 23:43). Paul says that to die is “gain” (Phil. 1:21). 
The reason he gives is that when a believer departs this 
life he or she is “with Christ” (v.23). The fellowship we 
shall have with the Lord in heaven is of a perfect kind.

The believer also receives benefits for his body at 
death. Although it is subject to decay, the body, like the 
soul, remains united to Christ, who has redeemed both 
from sin and its effects. The Lord does not forget our 
body. It rests peacefully as in a comfortable bed (Isa. 
57:2). “Death is but a sleep to such as are in Christ” 
(Robert Bolton). On the day of the resurrection our 
body will be reunited with our soul and in our flesh we 
shall see God. We shall see our glorious Redeemer, the 
Son of God, in His flesh (Job 19:25,26).

Comfort
There is great comfort for the Lord’s people when they 
come to their last day. If we belong to Christ then all 
things are ours (1 Cor. 3:21-23). So life, though it may 
have its sorrows and setbacks, and death, with its pain 
and parting, both serve our interests. We may struggle 
to see that sometimes, but we must remember that 
the Lord always works for our lasting good. We draw 
strength from knowing that Jesus has gone before us, 
through life, into death and into the tomb. We may be 
sure that when we draw near to the grave and eternity, 
He will be with us, holding us by our right hand. Christ 
will not forsake us, for whether we live or die, “we are 
the Lord’s” (Rom. 14:8).

Believers will doubtless find that death is not as 
dark a vale as they thought it would be. Salvation and 
the companionship of Christ make all the difference. 
“In all the past stages of your pilgrimage, never will 
you have been so conscious of the encircling, clinging 
presence of your Lord, never will you so fully have 
realised His sustaining grace and soothing love, as at 
the moment that severs you from all that is human, and 
shuts you up to all that is Divine” (Octavius Winslow). 
May this be our experience by God’s grace!
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so will the Judgement 
and eternity.”
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“weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the 
morning” (Psalm 30:5)

It is not always an easy matter to trust in God when 
“the night cometh”. Nor are the benefits of faith 
and trust automatic within the soul. When you are 

struck hard by something, there is a dent, a shuddering 
impact. The reaction inside pushes you backward from 
the tranquil feelings you had before the collision. This is 
what happens, in a spiritual manner, when something 
bad happens to the soul; it is soul-shaking. In such a 
traumatic event our soul is sometimes filled with 10% 
faith and 90% hurtful, shocking impressions. Can 
trust’s influence go lower? Yes, as low as a “grain of 
mustard seed” (Matt. 17:20). But faith does not abide 
alone; hope holds out and love hangs on. Moreover, if 
we are praying for a ‘word in season’, we must study 
the Word.

Difficulties can Make you Afraid
Faith must sometimes struggle to go forward while 
feeling afraid. “I have roared by reason of the disquietness 
of my heart” (Ps. 38:8). Sin brought fear into the world 
(Gen. 3:10), not God (2 Tim. 1:7). All of us feel afraid 
some times. What is felt in the soul affects the body 
also. For example, fear can produce trembling. What 
we have to guard against is fear ruling our decisions 
and actions. We must pray for the strength to do 
what is right while we are afraid. In the end it is God’s 
strength we have to rely upon, and not our own (Phil. 
1:6). “My soul melteth for heaviness: strengthen thou me 
according unto thy word” (Ps. 119:28).

Difficulties in Great Disappointments
We must expect to be knocked down sometimes, as 
when our hopes are dashed and we are cast down 
(2 Cor. 4:9), or when God in His providence says 
“No”, and ‘the dream dies’ (cf. Acts 16:6-8, regarding 
Paul’s redirected plans). But faith trusts that God has 
something better planned for us. We make plans for 
the way ahead, but God (re)directs our steps (Prov. 
16:9; 19:21). Now the strain, “Thy will be done”, comes 
into the voice which prays; it is real prayer this time! 
However, you are not alone in your battles, and while 
we are “perplexed”, we are “not in despair” (2 Cor. 

4:8). “Disappointment is inevitable, but to become 
discouraged – that is a choice which I make” (Charles 
Stanley). How do we respond to difficulties?

Trusting God in Difficult Relationships
Certainly, God can change people. Nothing is impossible 
with Him. You must therefore pray for change when 
difficulties arise in relationships (and maybe change in 
yourself too). But God does not expect you to continue 
in a hurtful and abusive relationship. Trust means 
patience, but you must draw the line somewhere. If 
separation is required from those who abuse you, so 
that the abuse may stop, it is lawful to take this step. 
You must depart from abuse and move onward. We 
may be aware of our weakness and lack of confidence, 
but God can show His strength in our moving through 
and then out of difficulties (2 Cor. 4:7; 12:9).

God’s Word Teaches us about Attitudes and 
Principles
In difficult times, if we cannot change our circumstances 
to what we want, we must change our attitude to 
our circumstances and move on. Thinking about the 
unchangeable does not profit us if we are simply going 
to batter our heads against a brick wall. What profits 
is thinking about the unchangeable God. We must look 
for the way to go forward. It is not now the direction 
we planned, but God will open a way ahead, as He did 
for Israel at the Red Sea. A wrong attitude is like a flat 
tyre; if it is not changed you cannot go forward. If one 
door is closed, we must look for others.

It is natural to be absorbed with negative thoughts, 
but our fears can paralyse us into inactive despair. 
Wisdom is required to discern the things we cannot 
change. God’s providence is often mysterious, and 
it tests our attitude to the circumstances which are 
thrust upon us. Do we trust God for the unseen way 
ahead, or do we not? If things do not work out well, 
trust God and step forward on the next stage of your 
journey. Soon the winter shall be over and spring shall 
come (Song of Sol. 2:10-13).

“But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the 
excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us” 
(2 Cor. 4:7)

DEVOTIONAL

STRUGGLING TO TRUST WHEN LIFE 
GETS DIFFICULT
REV. JAMES CLARK
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“True piety begets true confession” (John Calvin)

Why do Reformed people make so much of 
worship? Hardly anyone else does. Is it 
really such a big deal?

1) The Discovery of the Law
Most understand the Reformation to be about 
justification by faith. What few know is that next to 
justification was the rediscovery of God’s Law. Martin 
Luther came to understand that the ten commandments 
functioned with higher authority than his monastic 
vows. He saw that the Law had higher authority than 
the traditional ‘Seven Deadly (or Cardinal) Sins’. This 
was a dramatic moment in Luther’s life. He then 
realised that the papists had cunningly usurped 
each of the commandments with clever, counterfeit 
decrees, undermining the proper obedience owed to 
God, society and family. For instance, the medieval 
interpretation of the command to honour our father 
and our mother focused upon protecting the Church 
and avoiding taxation!

For most of the Middle Ages, the Law was irrelevant. 
There were sporadic attempts after the time of 
Augustine to have the Law taught, but the ‘seven sins’ 
held sway. The Reformation did not merely create an 
alternative to tradition: it triumphed over tradition. 
Morality was now defined in authoritative terms and 
not according to the whims of popes, or indeed the 
whims of culture and generational attitudes. Here was 
an absolute unchanging rule that framed all of life, 
personally and collectively, inwardly and outwardly. 
The Law took precedence over the seven sins and 
replaced them. This is one of the untold dimensions 
of the Reformation which explains the radical 
transformation of life and society.

2) Renumbering the Commandments
In addition to general ignorance of the Law, the 
numbering of the commandments was significant. 
Luther retained the medieval order, in which the 
first two commandments were joined and the tenth 
split into two, thus retaining ten in all. The Reformed 
Church, however, went back to the original order. The 
first commandment is about idolatry and the second 
treats of worship. The numbering then continues 
down to the tenth commandment – a single command 
against coveting.

This renumbering had a great impact upon the Church. 
Immediately, four things became clear. The forbidding of 
idolatry, worship, reverence and Sabbath go together, 
setting out in clear and express terms the love we are to 
have for God. Identifying idolatry became the mark of the 
Reformed Church as opposed to the Lutheran. Luther’s 
position was that icons (images, pictures, statues) did 
not matter unless they interfered with justification by 
faith. For the Reformed Church, anything and everything 
defined as idolatry was repugnant.

This in turn meant that worship took on a Biblical 
significance. As Calvin stated: “The purport [meaning] 
of the [second] commandment, therefore, is, that 
he will not have his legitimate worship profaned by 
superstitious rites [practices]. Wherefore, in general, 
he calls us entirely away from the carnal frivolous 
observances which our stupid minds are wont to 
devise after forming some gross idea of the divine 
nature, while, at the same time, he instructs us in the 
worship which is legitimate, namely, spiritual worship 
of his own appointment” (Institutes, 2:8:17). Calvin 
did not say anything new. Augustine (354-430) made 
a similar point, saying that God is to be worshipped in 
the way he said he was to be worshipped.

This numbering of the Law then was pivotal, and 
it defined the essence of reformed theology. To be 
Reformed, and to exist as a Reformed Church, meant 
having a high and very specific view of worship. It 
is frequently referred to as the Regulative Principle. 
Ironically, most congregations and denominations today 
are effectively Lutheran in their approach to worship.

3) The Attraction of Idolatry
What is idolatry? The late Alec Motyer said that an idol 
is whatever claims the loyalty which belongs to God 
alone. Thus, all the nations around Old Testament Israel 
were idolatrous. Consider Egypt. Why the ten plagues? 
They were God’s judgement upon the nation’s idolatry 
(Exod. 12:12). The Canaanites too had their gods, as 
did Babylon, Philistia and the Amorites. What was and 
is the attraction?

Consider the following. Idolatry was easy: there 
were no demands, standards or laws. It was sensual: 
there was something to see which pleased the senses. 
It was convenient: everyone could have their own grove 
or high place in their garden. It was autonomous: the 
individual decided what form of idolatry suited him. It 
was popular, and everyone was doing it.

DOCTRINE

IDOLATRY
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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DOCTRINE / IDOLATRY

4) Avoiding Idolatry
George Swinnock, in The Pastor’s Farewell, wrote: “To 
serve God according to your own inventions, or men’s 
prescriptions, is rebellion and disservice. As the moth 
eats out the garment, and the rust the iron, so doth 
an apocryphal worship in time eat out an evangelical 
worship, Matt. 15:7.” That message needs repeating in 
our day, given the widespread adoption of ‘apocryphal’ 
worship. The basic question is simple: who decides? 
The Reformed answer is to point to the first table of 
the Law and say: “God alone decides; ours is to obey 
what he commands.”

Take Paul in Athens. He saw the city “wholly given 
to idolatry” (Acts 17:16). Was that merely his own 
conclusion, or did he have a yardstick by which to 
make such a judgement? Elsewhere, Paul refers to “will 
worship” (Col. 2:23), or worship which is according to 
man’s own will. If worship is not to be that, then what 
is it to be? The Reformed answer is: whatever God has 
commanded in his word.

The second commandment begins, “Thou shalt 
not...”. This means, “You will not decide, determine 
or in any way use your imagination, inventiveness 
or cleverness to decide worship.” So, self-generated 
worship is forbidden. That is, God prohibits and 
excludes all human initiative, creativity and demands 
in worship. To “make” a graven image is illustrated by 
the golden calf (Exodus 32). To “bow down” to it is to 
worship it. To “serve” is to enslave yourself to it.

The negative ordering of the command shows how 
seriously God takes worship. The Puritan John Dod 
(c.1549-1645), in A Plain and Familiar Exposition of 
the Ten Commandments, explains why the second 
commandment is the longest in the first table. It is 
because God knows how likely mankind is to break 
it, given that our nature is prone to idolatry and apt 
to worship God falsely and superstitiously. Gervase 
Babington (c.1549-1610) noted why God stated the 
second commandment negatively: our natures are 
prone to breach the Law, so the negative is stronger 
than the positive.

The biggest promoter of idolatry was and is Rome. 
The English theologian John Rainolds (1549-1607), 
in his conference with the Jesuit John Hart, accused 
Rome of concealing the second commandment “lest 
your vile idolatrie, or imagedoulie, as you smooth it, 
should grow into mislike”. The Irish archbishop James 
Ussher (1581-1656) perceptively noted in his Answer 
to a Challenge by a Jesuit in Ireland that, by hiding the 
second commandment under the first, Romanism was 
making God the author of idolatry in the very place 
where he expressly forbad it.

Rome teaches three levels of worship or 
veneration: latria, the supreme worship paid to 

God and images of Christ; dulia, the veneration of 
angels, saints and their images; and hyperdulia, 
the special veneration of the virgin and her image. 
Rome’s renumbering of the commandments and the 
explanation given actually made God the author of 
idolatry, and so legitimised it.

5) Contemporary Matters
There are two things to consider here:

(i) What we must be aware of
The term ‘Nicodemism’ was coined for those who 

professed to hold to Biblical truth and yet attended 
Mass and everything else that is contrary to the 
Reformed faith. Nicodemism is trying to be two things 
at once and is evident in the evangelical and reformed 
world today.

Before the Reformation, Romanism corrupted 
worship and salvation. Worship was reduced to 
idolatry and salvation to superstitious works. Rome 
was and remains the biggest purveyor of magic in the 
world, with its relics, miracles and masses. In 1591, 
a John Alwyn of Oxford claimed to have a quantity 
of Christ’s blood which he was selling at £20 a drop 
(equivalent to £3,500 today).

(ii) What we must do
We must guard against any move towards images 

in worship. Currently there is a widespread shift to 
images via the use of screens in churches.

We must stand firm for the regulative principle of 
worship. We need to understand it and value it.

We must follow Christ in keeping the second 
commandment (Matt. 15:7-9; John 2:13-17).

We must grasp the link between worship and 
salvation as Christ demonstrates in John Chapter 4. 
Calvin taught that the whole substance of Christianity 
is comprehended under the mode in which God is duly 
worshipped and the source from which salvation is 
obtained.

We must continue to sing the second commandment, 
as in psalmody. In Psalm 81:9,10, verse 9 refers to the 
first and second commandments, while verse 10 refers 
to the preface to the ten commandments.

I began with a quote from Calvin, “True piety begets 
true confession”. This is the essence of the whole Law, 
and in particular the second commandment. Let us 
delight to do God’s will and to experience the blessing 
of obedience in worship.

“We must stand firm 
for the regulative 
principle of worship.”
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PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE PROBLEM OF MADNESS
REV. JAMES CLARK

“He is beside himself” (Mark 3:21)

“Paul, thou art beside thyself...mad” (Acts 26:24)

The problem regarding madness concerns the 
way madness is defined. Usually, a mad person 
is regarded as being out of touch with reality. 

But whose version of reality? The government and 
society change their definitions of reality almost every 
decade. Is it therefore reality as defined by the present 
government, by present society, or by God? The 
definition of madness is problematic for the world, as 
can be seen in how they called the Son of God and His 
apostle Paul ‘mad’ because they did not agree with the 
world’s version of reality!

Sin is “a form of madness” 
So said Robert Bruce, minister of St Giles, Edinburgh, 
in the sixteenth century. When a person rejects God’s 
truth and definitions, and lives in a rebellious, fantasy 
world, thus making self-destructive choices, you can 
see why Bruce called sin “a form of madness”. People 
see and hear, but they are not aware of God (Isaiah 6) 
and so live ignoring Him, willingly ignorant (2 Pet. 3:5). 
If the prodigal “came to himself” (Luke 15:17), and the 
demoniac when he came to sit at Jesus’ feet was now 
“in his right mind” (Mark 5:15) – what state of mind 
were they in before? They were rebellious, defiant, 
and choosing a path which led away from God to self-
destruction (Matt. 7:13). God says that He must teach 
us how to think rightly if we are going to live rightly 
in reality (John 6:45). We are to live in the eternal 
Trinity’s explanation of reality, including the eternal 
dimension to our lives.

Those Supporting a Christian Counter-culture are 
given a Stigmatic Label
Sadly, and hurtfully, when a person is given a label, it 
usually sticks. If a person adopts a different version 
of reality from society’s version (or the prevailing 

religious version, cf. John 8:14), they are labelled 
as deviant, and mentally unstable. And if there is a 
complete difference in foundational thinking, this 
is regarded as extreme, and can bring a psychiatric 
intervention upon the ‘alternative thinker’. It was not 
just Soviet Russia that regarded deviant thinking as 
psychotic and socially reprehensible. The early New 
Testament Christians were labelled as troublemakers; 
“whether we be beside ourselves...” said Paul, echoing 
the world’s viewpoint (2 Cor. 5:13). They were accused 
of having “turned the world upside down” (Acts 17:6), 
when actually they were being ‘sane in an insane 
world’. Sin is ‘foolishness’, an obstacle and stumbling 
block to living to God in God’s own world. To build our 
lives on man’s ideas alone is to build on sinking sand 
(Matt. 7:26,27).

We need the God of the Bible to Rescue the Reality 
of our World
Only God can keep us from being conformed to this 
world (Rom. 12:2), from being ‘squeezed into its 
mould’, its pattern of thinking. It is a rebellious, fantasy 
world, and we need to pray that Christ would seek and 
save the prodigals, so that they will come to themselves 
(Luke 15:17). People who are being conformed to the 
image of Christ will hold fast to the thinking of Christ 
(Rom. 8:29; Phil. 2:5). “I am not mad”, said Paul to 
his critics (Acts 26:25). Only the Holy Spirit can give 
a sinner a “sound mind” (2 Tim. 1:7). Christ came to 
deliver us from ourselves! This need explains why we 
cannot feel at home here in this world (2 Cor. 5:6,7). 
Meanwhile, we must “walk by faith, not by sight” – 
because the world’s way of thinking is not God’s way.

“The Bible, the message of God...is the great light 
which puts out all the lesser ones – the men whom 
the world calls mad are walking in it, while the men 
whom the world call wise walk in the sparks of their 
own kindling. The god of this world has blinded 
them.” (Thomas Chalmers, In Defence of Religious 
Enthusiasm)
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(Willison [1680-1750] was a notable minister of the 
Church of Scotland, first in Brechin and then in Dundee. 
This piece is taken from his ‘Works’ and has been lightly 
edited.)

Iwas entered into covenant with God by baptism, 
and was then brought under strong engagements 
to be the Lord’s: but O! I have broken my covenant, 

and backslidden from Christ. Were I under the law or 
covenant of works, I would be utterly undone.

The Covenant of Grace
But, blessed be God, I am under the tenders of a covenant 
of grace that admits of repentance, and a surety for the 
guilty criminal; and graciously promiseth pardon to 
the penitent believer: nay, promiseth repentance to the 
hard-hearted, faith to the unbelieving, and pressingly 
inviteth backsliding children to return to God through 
a Mediator.

I do here take hold of this gracious and well-ordered 
covenant; Lord, seal it to me at thy table; what shall I 
render to the Lord for instituting this ordinance, for 
leaving this precious legacy and token of love to his 
church, for preserving it to this age, and continuing it in 
this land; and particularly for sparing and allowing me 
to come unto it? Glory to God, that I see the seal of this 
covenant, that I see this welcome rainbow appearing 
in the clouds of wrath, as a sign and token of God’s 
confirming his covenant to believers, and securing 
them against a destroying deluge. Blessed be God, that 
I am neither among Jews or pagans upon earth; nor 
devils or damned souls in hell.

The Master of the Feast
I thank the Lord of heaven and earth, that the things 
which were hid from the wise and prudent, are now 
revealed unto babes: and that my eyes see and ears 
hear that which many prophets and kings desired to see 
and hear; yet might not: that now life and immortality 
are brought to light by the gospel. O what would fallen 
angels and damned spirits give for such a day and such 
a prospect as I have! Lo, fire and brimstone from heaven 
is rained upon them, while manna is rained upon me! 

O that the solemn day I have in view may indeed be the 
day of the Son of man, a day of his power, and a day of his 
courts, better and sweeter to me than a thousand!

O that the holy table I am going to may be richly 
furnished by the great Master of the feast! O that he 
may grace it with his own presence, and abundantly 
bless the provision! That by it the starving creature 
may be fed, the needy beggar may be satisfied, the hard 
heart may be softened, the cool affections warmed, the 
cloudy soul brightened, the straitened heart enlarged, 
the dim eye enlightened, the wandering mind fixed, 
and the doubting soul resolved. O that it may be a feast 
of fat things full of marrow; a meal signally blessed 
from heaven to me! That it may prove life to my soul, 
death to my sins, strength to my graces, and poison 
to my lusts. Lord, let my heart begin to burn when I 
see the elements; let my bands be loosed when I touch 
them; let my eyes be lightened when I taste them; and 
let my soul be strengthened when I partake of them.

The Banqueting House
O that in receiving the bread and wine, I may be enabled 
to receive Jesus Christ into my heart; and may thereby 
get true and real investment of all Christ’s purchase; 
and a valid and unquestionable title to the everlasting 
inheritance, sealed and confirmed to me! Lord, make 
thyself known to me in the breaking of bread; manifest 
thyself to me as thou dost not unto the world. O bring 
me into the banqueting house, and let thy banner over 
me be love! Lord, come to the feast; for it will be a dead 
and heartless feast if thou be absent. Sit thou at the 
head of the table, carve every one their portion, and 
give me a Benjamin’s mess (if it be thy will), that my 
soul may be satisfied as with marrow and fatness, and 
my mouth may praise thee with joyful lips. And when 
the King sits at his table, let my spikenard send forth 
the smell thereof.

“Awake, O north wind, and come, thou south, blow 
upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out: 
and then let my beloved come into his garden, and 
eat his pleasant fruits. O let my well-beloved come 
and feed among the lilies, till the day break, and the 
shadows flee away.” (Song of Sol. 4:16)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

A MEDITATION BEFORE THE LORD’S 
SUPPER
JOHN WILLISON



Arising dramatically from the dense jungle 
foliage of central Sri Lanka is a massive column 
of granite. Where it has been cut away it is 

soft orange in colour, but where it is exposed to the 
elements it is greyed by lichen. The column stands, 
with sheer vertical walls, 180 metres above the 
surrounding terrain, and from a distance it appears 
impossible to climb.

Fortress
Over 1,500 years ago, however, a spectacular palace 
and fortress named Sigiriya was constructed upon this 
rock. Later, having fallen into disrepair, it was slowly 
reclaimed by the jungle. Since it was rediscovered 
in 1831, extensive archaeological work has been 
undertaken, allowing visitors to explore the site and 
climb ancient stairs to the summit. The whole structure 
sits within a moat system still containing crocodiles. 
Although today only the foundations remain of the 
accommodation that once topped the rock, it is still 
possible to feel the intimidating splendour of the 
structure.

The face of the rock is traversed, in part, by an 
ancient brick stairway, built precariously upon notches 

cut into the granite. These notches can be clearly seen 
where parts have fallen away, having been replaced 
for the convenience of tourists with steel steps bolted 
to the rock. The modern steps are exposed, offering 
dramatic views, and the ancient walkways are enclosed 
by a ‘mirror’ wall. This brick wall has been polished 
with a mixture of egg white, honey and beeswax, and 
after all this time it remains glossy and reflective.

Paintings
Ancient graffiti on the wall describe how much more 
impressive the palace once was. Today, the entrance 
to these enclosed stairways lies between two gigantic 
paws – all that remains of a lion, the sculpted head of 
which once arched over the entrance, so that to enter 
meant walking into the lion’s mouth. The mirror wall 
not only reflected the image of the person passing 
through, but, at one time, the multiple paintings 
on the rock wall. These highly stylised paintings, of 
exotic dancing and serving girls, have almost all been 
removed, with only a very small number discovered in 
a very inaccessible cave.

This was the only entrance to the king’s chambers. 
Those invited or summoned to visit must have been 

LIVING FOR GOD’S GLORY
REV. JAMES MACINNES

YOUTH FOCUS
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in awe. Not only would this have impressed visitors; 
it must also have intimidated them. It was not simply 
the splendour of the surroundings, the extravagant 
luxury enjoyed by the king and his household, and 
the technological and military prowess, but the force 
of personality which held it all together. This was a 
domain where the king’s word was absolute law. The 
throne from which he judged his people remains.

Kashyapa
Now tourists pay an admission charge and explore 
the site, full of admiration and wonder. In the past, 
how insignificant one individual was in the midst of 
this great enterprise! Everywhere there were soldiers 
and servants, labourers and craftsmen, all bowing 
with deference, following orders, serving the king. 
How impossible to do anything other than submit 
and comply. The more ambitious perhaps hoped to be 
noticed and rewarded, but most just wanted to fit in 
and find a place; to experience, if only in a very little 
way, something of the comforts and conveniences of 
the royal court; to belong, and not to be rejected.

History records, again and again, how little value 
such empires put upon life. King Kashyapa, who 
constructed the Sigiriya fortress and ruled from it, 
was not the expected heir. He usurped the throne after 
murdering his own father. How insignificant, then, 
a servant or slave would be. The tour guide spoke 
about the entourage of serving and dancing girls that 
would entertain the king. Like the men pressed into 
military service or involved in the massive labour of 
construction, I wondered what choice they would have 
had. And, in particular, what these women must have 
thought and felt as they were ushered up into the king’s 
apartments, through enclosed stairways festooned by 
these images. What happens to those who don’t look 
the part, who don’t act the part, who don’t please the 
king and his companions?

Honouring God
I thought of Joseph, of Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego, and of Daniel. Living in a similar 
environment, how difficult it must have been for them 
to honour God. And how much more difficult for Esther, 
who, having initially made the decision to fit in (and 
doing well out of it), was one day challenged to stand 
out, by standing up for the people of God. Not only did 
God give courage, He also gave success. But how few 
have the boldness of faith to ask for such courage. Or 
the conviction to repent of past conformity.

And I thought how similar our own society is, 
which likewise trades on the power of personality and 
uses images to impress, impose and intimidate. Such 
images are inescapable, and the impact immeasurable. 
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We don’t pass up steep staircases with mirror walls 
reflecting the images of dancing girls. Instead, the 
images are on social media and mainstream media, 
in advertising and entertainment, and on the city 
streets. They are almost everywhere. Unwittingly, we 
are shaped by what we see and are tempted to fit in 
and conform. This widespread misrepresentation of 
femininity and masculinity brings bondage to all who 
are shaped by it. Yet, to be different is never easy.

Heart and Mind
The images are inescapable, but the mind can be trained 
to think clearly. The discipline of training a mind is only 
effective, however, when the heart is also engaged. The 
heart cry of the Psalmist is heard, “Turn away mine 
eyes from beholding vanity; and quicken thou me in 
thy way” (Ps. 119:37). It is an acknowledgement of 
personal weakness and a confidence in the greatness 
of God.

To live for the glory of God in a society which is 
hostile and aggressive toward the gospel, it is necessary 
to daily fix the eye of faith upon our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ, who is King of kings (Rev. 17:14). Doing so 
requires the daily habit of prayer and meditation upon 
His word. Meditation is more than simply reading a 
passage. To meditate the mind must return again and 
again to consider and understand. Doing so brings a 
greater awareness of God and His grace, and enables 
a person to live, not shaped by superficial images, but 
by the revelation of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 
Christ (2 Cor. 4:6).
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Visit to General Synod of CGKN (Rev. Graeme Craig, 
Principal Clerk)

Whenever General Assemblies are held, one 
notable feature is the reception of delegates 
from sister Churches. Often there can be a 

tendency to view such timetable slots as routine, or 
even time-consuming. They are, however, an important 
reminder that the Church of Christ is more than our 
denomination and the Kingdom of Christ spans the 
kingdoms of this world. To hear of encouragements or 
difficulties should be a stimulus to pray “Thy kingdom 
come”.

On 28th January, I visited the General Synod of 
the Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 
(CGKN). This denomination has around 65,000 
members and 180 Congregations. They originate from 
a secession in the Dutch Reformed Church in 1834. 
Over time this produced a variety of reformed churches 
which have generally retained a solid confessional 
position and have successfully resisted liberalism and 
modernism. This, along with maintaining an emphasis 
on the teaching of their children through Catechism 
and Christian Schools, means that such Churches have 
retained their numerical strength.

In the area known as the Bible Belt there are 
towns where a large percentage of the population are 
churchgoers. It was interesting, for example, to visit 
a large, modern, carpet factory in this area, which, 
against the advice of technicians, shuts down on a 
Saturday evening and restarts on a Monday at 1am. 
This is a proof that a Christian society can function 
well in the 21st century and that God blesses those 
who honour Him.

Since coming together in 1834, the CGKN have 
remained united. Sadly, it has become evident over the 
last few decades that there has been a drifting apart 
of the more conservative men and those embracing an 
agenda which is more accommodating to the modern 
mindset. Within the last three years this has resulted 
in a significant number of Congregations ordaining 
women as Elders, in defiance of a General Synod 
decision. Additionally, there is the open toleration of 
homosexuality in some quarters. The current meetings 
of Synod are seeking to tackle these problems but given 
the numbers involved it has proved difficult. There is 
now talk of a permanent parting of the ways.

It was in these circumstances, and before a decision 
as to the way forward was made, that delegates were 
received by the Synod. They all warned against the 
toleration of false methods of interpreting the Bible 
to allow women office-bearers and homosexuality. I 
sought to give a lesson from Scottish Church history 
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of what happens when the authority of the Bible is 
undermined – eventually the Gospel is lost and the 
people abandon the Church. Given the ‘envy’ we feel at 
the strength of the Dutch Churches, they were warned, 
“If this is tolerated, in a few generations, you will end 
up like us.”

It was heartening to see delegates so united. The 
conservative brethren expressed their thanks at the 
encouragement given to them to stand firm. It was 
with great relief that the Synod voted decisively to 
reject compromise. Here was an example of biblical 
ecumenical relations and the value of delegates – the 
opportunity to help brethren in the midst of troubles 
and give relevant, scriptural counsel. Unlike what 
happened when the Reformed Presbyterian Church 
of Ireland wrote to the Free Church in 1998 over 
the public statements of a theological professor, the 
majority in the CGKN have heeded and appreciated the 
warnings given.

As the CGKN continue to work out a way forward 
they are in need of our prayers for them to stand firm, 
maintaining faithfulness to Scripture even if it leads to 
a division, and that they may know how to put this into 
practice today. The devil is always looking for ways to 
attack and ruin solid churches. It may be through sin, 
or false theories of Bible interpretation, or doctrinal 
indifference. We must always be on our guard and 
“hold fast the form of sound words...in faith and love 
which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13).

Southern Presbytery Colloquium 
(Rev. Andrew Allan)

T he annual Free Southern Presbytery Colloquium 
was held in Knightswood FC(C) on Saturday 
25th January. The inclement weather affected 

the turnout and the programme as one of the speakers 
was unable to attend.

The day began when Rev. Calum Smith, minister 
of Knightswood FC(C), delivered his paper ‘Christian 
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Hope’ to an appreciative audience. This was followed 
by a question-and-answer session.

Following a break, Rev. James I. Gracie, Edinburgh 
FC(C), presented his lecture on the importance of 
preaching biblically from the Old Testament. Mr 
Gracie stood in at short notice to replace Rev. Trevor 
Kirkland, who was unable to travel from Northern 
Ireland and speak on his appointed subject, ‘Thoughts 
on Preaching’.

After lunch retired minister Rev. David S. Fraser 
spoke on ‘Heaven’ to bring the Colloquium to a happy 
conclusion.

Thanks were expressed to the event organiser, Rev. 
William Macleod, to the speakers for their interesting 
and edifying lectures, to the minister and Deacons’ 
Court of Knightswood for hosting the event, and to 
Mrs Sohana McKenzie for overseeing tea/coffee and 
refreshments.

It is expected that audio recordings of the lectures 
will appear on the Church website in due course.

Spring Conference 2025 (Donald Macleod, 
Clerk to Publications Committee)

T he 2025 Spring Conference will take place in 
Westhill Church, Inverness, on Friday 18th April 
(D.V.). It will run from 10.00am to 4.00pm.

The theme of this year’s Conference is ‘Faithfulness 
to God in a Changing World’. As usual there will be two 
sessions. At the morning session Rev. Murdo MacIver 
(Inverness) will speak on ‘Living as Christians in a 
Secular Society’, and at the afternoon session Rev. Greg 
MacDonald (Cross) will speak on ‘Countering Moral 
Relativism with Biblical Truth’. There will be a time for 
questions after each session. It is hoped that there will 
be a children’s teaching programme and a Psalmody 
class.

It is intended that a Conference brochure and 
booking form will be distributed with the March issue 
of the Witness and also made available on the Church 
website (click on ‘News & Reports’ and then ‘News’) 
for download. Before filling in the booking form 
please get in touch with the Booking Secretary, Mr 
Lindsay MacCallum, to check that there are still places 
available. Mr MacCallum may be contacted by phone 

on 01349 884170 or by e-mail at 
lindsay.maccallum6@gmail.com

For further information please visit the website or 
contact the Clerk to the Publications Committee at: 
publications@fccontinuing.org

School in Theology 2025 (Rev. Andrew R. Allan)

T he organisers are pleased to announce that the 
programme for the 71st School in Theology 
has been finalised. The programme includes 

Historical, Missionary, and Theological subjects, along 
with practical papers to encourage ministers and office 
bearers in their labours for the Lord.

The 2025 speakers and subjects are: Rev. John 
W. Keddie, ‘Hugh Martin’; Rev. Kenneth Macdonald, 
‘Sermon on Christian Joy’; Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod, 
‘Exaltation of Christ’; Rev. James I. Gracie, ‘Christology 
of the Psalms’; Rev. Harry J.T. Woods, ‘Engaging Critical 
Theory’; Rev. Greg MacDonald, ‘Exegete Romans 8:33-
39’. A speaker has yet to be appointed to present a 
paper on ‘Practical Pastoral Lessons from Philemon’.

Also in the programme are daily prayer meetings, 
devotionals, book reviews and evening worship 
sessions, along with a missionary spot on Tuesday 
morning when the School will hear from Tim Burden, 
representing Middle East Reformed Fellowship.

The School will take place from 8th to 11th 
September 2025 (D.V.) at the usual venue of Carronvale 
House, Larbert. The long-established School has a 
reputation of being a relaxed and informal gathering 
where men from different church backgrounds gather 
from all over the UK and beyond to enjoy a time of 
stimulation, encouragement and fellowship around 
the Word of God in a delightful and congenial location.

Brethren are encouraged to make their booking 
soon. A Booking Form may be downloaded at: 
www.freechurchcontinuing.org/wp-content/uploads/
2025/02/2025SiTBrochure.pdf

Alternatively a Booking Form may be obtained from 
the Secretary (Rev. Andrew R. Allan, 23 Kingfisher 
Drive, Glasgow, G13 4QA; tel: 0141 328 1707; email: 
revara@icloud.com) and returned to the Secretary to 
book your place. Ministers and Elders of the Free Church 
(Continuing) are encouraged to come. Essentially this 
is an excellent opportunity for in-service training. The 
date of the 2026 School has been set for the 7th to 10th 
September 2026 (D.V.).

Quote

“W here there is living faith, the promises 
will afford warm comfort; but on a dead 
unbelieving heart, they lie cold and 

ineffectual.”
William Gurnall

Rev. Calum Smith speaking at the Colloquium
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The Presbytery of Navarre & Aragon has 
established a Ministry Support Fund. Presently 
ministers in the Presbytery are appointed on 

a tent-making basis. This expression relates to the 
activity of the Apostle Paul in Acts 18:1-4, where he 
supported himself financially by working alongside 
Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth. Through the Ministry 
Support Fund the Presbytery has been able to provide 
a supplementary payment to ensure that ministers 
receive the equivalent support to a UK stipend. While 
occasional contributions are always welcomed, the 
Presbytery most appreciate a monthly commitment as 
this allows for longer term planning. Support from the 
UK can be sent via Mrs Donna Norris, who can provide 
details for setting up a standing order. Please contact: 
financialadministrator@fccontinuing.org

In a series of articles, the ministers and divinity 
students of the Presbytery have been asked to introduce 
themselves. Rev. Hugues Pierre is the minister in Pau, 
France.

Testimony of Hugues Pierre

My name is Hugues Pierre and I am thirty-two years 
old. I was born in Pau, in the south-west of France, into 
a modest family of four children (I have two brothers 
and one sister). I received a standard education for 
a child born in the early nineties and attended state 
schools for most of my schooling. My interests didn’t 
vary much between childhood and early adulthood. I 
was a keen sportsman. I particularly liked martial arts 
and football.

Religiously, we were a typical French family – 
Roman Catholic, without really practising the religion. 
I was baptised and even did a bit of catechism class. 
Although my parents weren’t fervent, they nevertheless 
sincerely believed in God. So, God was never a total 
stranger in our lives.

My First Contact with the Gospel
My first contact with the Gospel was in 2009 when 
my mother started attending an evangelical church 
in Pau, not far from where we lived. They sang 

hymns accompanied by musical instruments, only 
baptised adults who had made a profession of faith, 
had the Lord’s Supper every Sunday, and followed 
Dispensational theology. But for the first time I heard 
the Gospel, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
to satisfy God’s justice and the need to put my faith in 
Christ to obtain everlasting life.

I remember being keenly interested in the glorious 
mystery of the Gospel from that moment on. A few 
years later I was re-baptised in that congregation.

The Question of Gifts and Miracles
From 2012 my theological convictions began to evolve. 
I gradually moved away from the classical Evangelical 
environment, towards Pentecostal and Charismatic 
circles. At the heart of this change was the conviction 
that the miraculous gifts of the apostolic era had not 
ceased and were still relevant today. From then on, 
my Christian faith began to revolve more around 
exorcisms, miracle-seeking, and speaking in tongues, 
than around the cross.

When I met some of the leading figures of the 
charismatic world in France, I began to doubt the reality 
of the gifts they claimed to possess, and the miracles 
they claimed to perform. Two things particularly struck 
me. The first was that their miracles always took place 
at meetings other than the ones we were at (mostly 
during meetings in Africa). The second was that many 
of the people who assiduously followed these pastors 
were not doing well in their lives and were always 
chasing a miracle or a future deliverance.

Calvinism
Then I heard about Calvinism, particularly through 
the preaching of Paul Washer and John MacArthur. 
At first, I completely rejected such an understanding 
of the Gospel. Of the doctrines these men confessed, 
predestination was, for me, the hardest to accept. 
Nevertheless, I appreciated these men’s commitment 
to the Word of God.

Convinced that the Word of God did not teach 
Calvinism, I devoted myself to studying to refute these 
doctrines, which seemed to be so wrong. Yet, after a 
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few months, I became convinced that the Bible did 
teach the total depravity of man, the predestination of 
some persons to eternal life, and the perseverance of 
the saints. Because these were Bible doctrines, I had to 
accept them.

Towards a Confessional Reformed Faith
Having discovered Calvinism, I naturally became 
interested in the Reformed Faith as codified in the 
Catechisms and Confessions of Faith of the Reformation.

John Calvin was my first guide into the Reformed 
Faith. With the birth of my daughter the question of 
baptism became very important for me. I had never 
considered that infant baptism could be a biblical 
doctrine. So, I was greatly surprised to find that Calvin 
defended it! Given that, I had to at least consider what 
his arguments were. The fact that a man so learned in 
the Scriptures was defending such a doctrine gave it a 
certain credit in my eyes.

I soon saw the biblical consistency of the doctrine of 
infant baptism. The fact that there is only one Covenant 
of Grace between the Old and the New Testament, and 
that God receives into His Covenant those who make 
a profession of faith and their children. There is also 
the parallel with circumcision, and the household 
baptisms in Acts. These arguments were strong, and 
they became my personal conviction.

The Theological Seminary
I then set out to find a seminary where I could 
improve my knowledge of Reformed Theology. Not 
having found what I was looking for in France, and, 
having had the privilege of learning Spanish during 
several trips to Argentina, I decided to see if such a 
seminary existed in Spain. I discovered Rev. Jorge 
Ruiz, a Minister in the Free Church of Scotland 
(Continuing), who had set up an online seminary. At 
that time Mr Ruiz was pastor of two congregations in 
the north of Spain, in Bilbao and Miranda de Ebro – 
only three hundred kilometres from my own home. 
What a wonderful providence!

In spring 2015, I started studying online. A few 
months later I travelled to Spain where I not only met 
Mr Ruiz, but Rev. William Scott who was visiting at 
that time. Together with my wife and young daughter 
Rachel we immediately felt at home.

The time spent in the seminary was an opportunity 
for me to refine my knowledge of the main principles of 
the Free Church: purity of public worship, Presbyterian 
government and the Establishment Principle. Later, in 
2019, I was admitted as a Candidate for the Ministry of 
the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing).

The Congregation in Pau
In August 2016, after we had our two daughters, 
Rachel and Élysée, baptised by Mr Ruiz, a small group 
of people showed interest in the Reformed Faith. We 
began to meet for worship. This was the birth of the 
congregation in Pau.

In 2021 the General Assembly granted Pau the 
status of a sanctioned charge with the right to call a 
Minister. A few months later, I was licensed to preach 
by the newly erected Presbytery of Navarre & Aragon. 
And in October 2021 I was ordained and inducted to 
the congregation of Pau.

Over the years the congregation in Pau has 
experienced the Lord’s wonderful faithfulness. 
Although we remain a small congregation, we have 
been blessed with two elders who are both studying 
as candidates for the ministry. We are thankful to the 
Lord our God for His immense goodness to us. We 
are delighted that, after so long, there is a Reformed 
witness once again in our part of France.

“We are thankful 
to the Lord our God 
for His immense 
goodness to us.”

Rev. Hugues Pierre and family
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THE NEW USA PRESIDENCY

Will it be of benefit to Christians?

The media have been struggling to keep up with the 
changes since Donald Trump was inaugurated 
as President of the United States for the second 

time on 20th January. It was evident from the start 
that things were going to be different. In his inaugural 
speech Trump declared: “As of today, it will henceforth 
be the official policy of the United States government 
that there are only two genders: male and female.” The 
‘wokerati’, as the ‘socially aware’ and ‘politically correct’ 
are now collectively known, went into apoplexy. That 
they should react so angrily to something so common 
sense highlights the sad state of Western society.

Trump’s nominees for the new administration are 
mostly from outside the political establishment. He has 
clearly chosen them to “shake things up”. The war on ‘woke’ 
has gone national, with the entire government machine 
now opposing it. Immigration is being tackled, along with 
bloated budgets, group think and unelected elites. The 
climate ‘crisis’ has been denounced and fossil fuels are 
now the preferred source of energy. But how different will 
things really be? In particular, how will the church and 
Christians be affected, not only in America but elsewhere? 
We must, with cool heads, try to make an assessment.

On the negative side, we note the number of Roman 
Catholics holding office. Antichrist is far from finished, and 
it is essential that governments understand the difference 
between Romanism and Biblical Christianity. We also 
note the appointment of Paula White, a Charismatic 
televangelist, ‘apostolic leader’ and promoter of the 
false ‘prosperity gospel’, to lead the newly-created White 
House Faith Office. That someone who is clearly heretical 
should be picked instead of someone holding to orthodox 
Christian belief and practice is not good.

On the positive side, there was the announcement 
on 6th February of the establishment of a task-force 
to eradicate anti-Christian bias within all government 
departments and agencies. Trump’s opposition to 
transgenderism and woke ideology generally should 
help to make room for Christians to speak out from 
the Scriptures. He is also enabling other world leaders 
to make a stand against ‘wokeism’ – President Milei of 
Argentina being one example. While not all will agree 
with Trump’s proposal for solving the conflict in Gaza, 
the strengthening of support for Israel is welcome. 
These things should encourage Christians.

May the Lord hear our cries for our own country, 
where government appears to be more of a hindrance 
to the church than a help and Christians often find 
themselves penalised for expressing their beliefs.

A NEEDFUL REPETITION

The folly of atheism

Those who are familiar with the Psalms know that 
two of them are virtually identical. Psalm 14 is 
duplicated in Psalm 53. According to Matthew 

Poole, this is “partly because the matter of it is so 
important and necessary to be known and considered”. 
Andrew Bonar says that the repetition is designed to 
impress on us the state of this fallen world, including its 
“Atheism”, which he describes as “ineffably provoking” 
to God. Bonar has in view the words with which the two 
psalms open: “The fool hath said in his heart, There is 
no God.” This is what an ‘atheist’ is. He is someone who 
does not believe in the existence of God.

In the Bible’s reckoning – and therefore in God’s 
reckoning – the atheist is guilty of the greatest folly. There 
are two types of atheist. There is the theoretical atheist, 
who denies that there is a God. His conscience bears 
witness that there is a God but he opposes this truth, 
using whatever intellectual and emotional arguments 
he can find. He may think himself clever but he is self-
deceived (Rom. 1:22). Then there is the practical atheist, 
who lives as though there is no God. He may frequent a 
place of worship, but “God is not in all his thoughts” (Ps. 
10:4). His words and actions are effectively a denial of 
God’s existence. This is natural to fallen man everywhere.

Disbelief or unbelief in God is not, as some claim, 
the result of a careful examination of the available 
evidence. This attitude stems rather from man’s sinful 
corruption, whereby he is prone to do evil and unable 
to do good. Only divine restraint keeps us from the 
folly of atheism. The wisdom of this world certainly 
does not. Our Prime Minister does not believe in God. 
At the swearing-in ceremony for MPs following last 
year’s General Election, rather than take a religious 
oath, Keir Starmer made the secular affirmation which 
does not mention God. So did half of his Cabinet and 
two-fifths of our MPs. This trend does not bode well 
for the nation’s future and our religious liberties.

The main difference between the two psalms 
is that Psalm 14 emphasises God’s deliverance of 
the righteous, whereas Psalm 53 emphasises His 
judgement upon the wicked. The unbelieving may 
appear to prosper now, but if there is no repentance, 
then at the Day of Judgement God’s verdict upon all 
such will stand: fool! In eternity the atheist will have 
to admit that the creation declared God’s glory (Ps. 
19:1). He will regret that he never obeyed God (Mark 
9:44). He will experience for ever the wrath of God 
(Rev. 14:10). He will now believe in God – but too late! 
May we not make his mistake.

COMMENT
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(The first part looked at the birth of the kingdom. This 
second and final part considers its development and 
ultimate demise.)

After her conversion to the true Reformed 
religion, Jeanne d’Albret tried to establish it 
as the national religion. The beginnings under 

Merlin were encouraging, but the Pope had put the 
Queen under much pressure to stifle the Reformation. 
Nevertheless, the Queen was ready to defy the power 
of the Pope. She needed help to do this, however, and 
found it in a strong Reformer, Pierre (or Peter) Viret.

The Reformer of Béarn
A French author explained the role of Pierre Viret as 
being “the adviser and guide of the Sovereign in her 
desire to institute Protestantism in her States. He was the 
organiser of the Church...he regulated its legislation, he 
meticulously supervised the details of its administration.” 
As soon as he arrived in Béarn, Viret was elected 
Moderator of the National Synod in April 1567. 

Viret’s ministry there was particularly fruitful. At 
the request of the Synod of 1567, he wrote a Treatise on 
the Distinction of Civil and Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction. In 
1570, the Synod approved one of his writings regarding 
excommunication and reconciliation. He modified and 
strengthened the Discipline of the churches of Béarn. 
He was member of a special committee that drafted a 
regulation concerning mixed marriages. He was also 
in charge of Church finances. And, finally, under his 
ministry the Psalter was translated into Béarnais, and 
the New Testament into Basque.

Yet in 1569, the troops of the King of France took 
advantage of the absence of Jeanne d’Albret to try to 
annex Béarn in order to re-establish Roman Catholic 
worship there. Pierre Viret became the main hostage 
of the King’s troops. But from the city of La Rochelle, 
Jeanne d’Albret organised the counter-offensive by 
relying on the stronghold of Navarrenx, built by 
her father and remaining impregnable. The rescue 
army led by Montgoméry forced the royal troops to 
withdraw. In August, Béarn was liberated.

Pierre Viret died in the winter of 1571. He, more 
than anyone else, was the true Reformer of Béarn. His 
contribution was unequalled, since he structured the 
young Church of Béarn and strengthened the Reformed 
faith in the country.

The Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 1571
The attempted annexation of 1569 had made Jeanne 
d’Albret realise that any compromise with Rome had 
become impossible and undesirable. Her reaction 
was immediate and ecclesiastical goods were seized 
in October 1569. In January 1570, the Queen banned 
Roman Catholicism from her lands. From October 25th 
to November 3rd of 1571, she presided over the States 
and made the solemn promise she would follow the 
example of Josiah and Hezekiah. On November 26th 
1571, fulfilling her promise, she completed the process of 
Reformation by publishing the Ecclesiastical Ordinances, 
which turned Béarn into a Reformed state. For almost 
fifty years these Ordinances governed the religious life 
and piety of the nation. The document contained three 
parts: a Preamble, the Gallican Confession of Faith, and 
seventy-seven articles regulating worship, government 
and discipline of the Church.

Presbyterian Government of the Church  
The Reformed Church of Béarn was organised around 
three courts. The first was the Consistory, the court 
proper to each local congregation. The Consistory 
was formed by the Minister and the Elders chosen 
annually. The second level of authority was the Colloque, 
supervising several local churches. Each Colloque was 
composed of the ministers and one Elder from each 
congregation. Finally, there was the national Synod, 
which was the highest court and had jurisdiction over 
all the Consistories and Colloques. The Synod was 
composed of every Minister of the country and one 
Elder from each congregation. Between 1570 and 1620 
the number of Colloques varied between five and seven.

The Church in Béarn had three peculiarities.
1. The Colloques had no jurisdiction. They only 

served as coordinating bodies for the local churches. 
Progressively the rate of absenteeism at the Colloques 
compelled the Synod to establish an attendance 
register.

2. There were Colloque supervisors. One supervisor 
was appointed annually from among the pastors of the 
Colloque. His mission was to visit the congregations 
and to assess their moral and spiritual state. And, if 
needed, to denounce any shortcomings to the Synod.

3. The creation of an intermediate assembly 
between the Colloque and the Synod called the Church 
Assembly. This Assembly was established to relieve 
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the synods whose workload had become too great. It 
was composed of the Colloques supervisors and their 
deputies and met three to four times a year.

The Church of Béarn was unique in the Reformed 
landscape. The organisation was not optimal, and 
the Synods suffered the consequences of the lack of 
jurisdiction of the Colloques. Yet this organisation had 
the virtue of ensuring that the decisions of the Synods 
were respected in all the local congregations.

The Death of the Queen
After the publication of the Ecclesiastical Ordinances, 
Jeanne d’Albret negotiated the marriage of her son 
Henri de Navarre. It was agreed that he would marry 
Marguerite de Valois. The wedding was planned 
for August 1572. This marriage would lead to the 
infamous ‘Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre’. Yet the 
Queen escaped the horror of this event, for she died on 
June 9th 1572. The hearts of Reformed people, both in 
Béarn and France, were filled with sadness and sorrow.

Henry of Navarre, King of France
In 1589, Henri de Navarre, son of Jeanne d’Albret and 
King of Béarn, became King of France under the name 
of Henri IV. In so doing, he was forced to abjure the 
Reformed faith and to embrace Roman Catholicism. 
Henri should normally have integrated the kingdom 
of Béarn into the kingdom of France, but he refused to 
do so and rather entrusted the government of Béarn to 
his younger sister, Catherine de Bourbon (1559-1604). 
Catherine was a blessing for Béarn. Following her 
mother’s footsteps she remained a fervent Reformed 
woman all her life. In 1599, she had to move to Nancy, 
following her marriage to Henri II (1563-1624), who 
was a fervent Roman Catholic. She found herself forced 
to celebrate the Reformed services in an old barn, which 
had been transformed into a chapel. Her reign was an 
extension of her mother’s reign.

In 1599, Henri IV published the Edict of Fontainebleau 
which allowed for Popish worship services to be 
restored in several places of Béarn. Six years later, this 
permission was extended to the whole of Béarn. In 
1610, Henri was assassinated by François Ravaillac, a 
very zealous Roman Catholic. Although far from having 
been an ideal King, Henri was loved by the Reformed 
people. His death meant the beginning of the end for the 
Huguenots of France and Béarn.

A Tragic End
Henri IV’s son, Louis XIII (1601-43), was a strong Roman 
Catholic and governed as such. In 1617, he published 
the Edict of Fontainebleau, imposing the restoration 
of Romanism in Béarn and the restitution of property. 
Béarn refused to apply this decree. Louis XIII therefore 
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decided to annex Béarn. On October 15th 1620, Béarn 
fell into his hand. Already very weakened, the Huguenot 
party in France did not dare intervene to defend their 
brethren. In deafening silence, the French Huguenots 
observed the fall of Béarn.

After the annexation several ordinances followed, 
with the aim of gradually eradicating the Reformed 
faith in Béarn. The Parliament of Navarre was created in 
1620 and Reformed people were excluded from it. This 
Parliament became a real tool of oppression against 
them. In 1666, the singing of the Psalms was forbidden. 
The Reformed were also forbidden to become lawyers 
(they represented three quarters of the profession). In 
1668, new bans were imposed on the country. One of 
them limited the number of churches to twenty. Another 
drastically limited the presence of the Reformed in the 
town councils, diminishing their political influence.

Surviving
After a period of regency, Louis XIV (1638-1715) 
succeeded his father on the throne of France. He continued 
and hardened the policy of the restoration of Roman 
Catholicism. By an edict in February 1685, he limited the 
number of churches in Béarn to five. Then from May to July, 
the Reformed people of Béarn were the first to experience 
the King’s cruel ‘Dragonnades’ (violent persecution, 
aiming to suppress ‘heresy’ and get abjuration from 
people). In October 1685, the King published the Edict of 
Fontainebleau, which definitively banned the Reformed 
faith throughout his territory. The persecution was then 
unleashed and nothing could stop it.

Only two per cent of the people of Béarn were able 
to flee. The resistance was organised around three 
main pillars: family worship, house gatherings and 
desert worship services (in fields, forests, etc.).

From that time on, the fate of the Reformed in 
Béarn no longer differed from that of French Reformed 
generally. Persecution would last until the French 
Revolution of 1789, when Reformed people got liberty 
to practise their own religion. However, the lack of 
Ministers and regular Synods had been lethal for 
the Reformed faith. When a new national Synod was 
convened in 1872, no minister was able to subscribe to 
the original Confession of Faith. Sadly, liberalism and 
rationalism had made their way into the hearts and 
minds of the people.

“The persecution 
was then unleashed 
and nothing could 
stop it.”
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Free Northern Presbytery								      
Aberdeen
Assynt & Scourie			 
Brora							     
Duthil-Dores			 
Inverness				 
Kilmorack & Strathglass
Kiltearn		
Poolewe & Aultbea	
Tarbat		
Total Free Northern Presbytery		

Southern Presbytery								      
Arran
Ayr				  
Ballyclare & Doagh 				  
Dumfries				  
Edinburgh			 
Glasgow - Knightswood		
Glasgow - Partick		
Glasgow - Shettleston		
Rothesay				 
Total Southern Presbytery		

Outer Hebrides Presbytery								      
Cross				  
Harris - Leverburgh						   
Knock & Point			 
North Uist & Grimsay
Scalpay			 
Stornoway			 
Total Outer Hebrides Presbytery

Presbytery of Skye & Lochcarron								      
Bracadale & Duirinish (Waternish)
Kilmuir & Stenscholl		
Lochalsh & Strath							     
Portree				  
Snizort				  
Total Skye & Lochcarron Presbytery

Smiths Falls

Total From Congregations

Other Donations
Legacy	

TOTAL

Included in the above: Tax	
Recovered on Gift Aid Declarations

Gifts and Donations - Donations and gifts for the Church 
should be sent to the Financial Administrator:

Mrs Donna Norris
101 Young Road, Dunblane
FK15 0FT
financialadministrator@fccontinuing.org

Cheques / postal orders should be made payable to 
“Free Church of Scotland (Continuing)”.	

General Treasurer
Mr Murray Mackay
1 Lennox Road, Lennoxtown, 
Glasgow G66 7HN
generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org
(mobile) 07793 535227

The Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) is a 
recognised Scottish Charity (SC 030976).
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0
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CENTRAL BUILDING
FUND YTD 2025
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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. 

March				             April						            May
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

4    Arran, Edinburgh
       –St Columba’s
11  Glasgow–Shettleston, 
       Kilmorack & Strathglass, 
       Kilmuir & Stenscholl
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“Teach me good judgment and knowledge: for I have believed thy 
commandments.”

Psalm 119:66

Attendees at the recent Southern Presbytery Colloquium 
(courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)


