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The Lord Jesus began His sermon on the mount 
with a description of His people. The first thing 
He said about them is that they are “poor in 

spirit” (Matt. 5:3). This hardly sounds like a desirable 
condition to be in! It is unlikely to have much appeal 
for those wanting to get on in the world. Yet, when 
seen in the context of the sermon and in the light of 
Scripture as a whole, to be poor in spirit is actually 
a positive thing. Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in 
spirit”, the reason being that “theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven”. He proceeded to identify other characteristics 
belonging to believers and to highlight further aspects 
of their blessedness.

What is this ‘blessed poverty’ of which Jesus spoke? 
Some point to Luke’s version of the sermon, in which 
Jesus refers simply to the “poor” (Luke 6:20). They 
insist that God has a bias towards the financially 
and materially poor. This is a mistake. A basic rule in 
interpreting Scripture is that the shorter account must 
be interpreted by the longer one. Taking these two 
accounts together, we understand that the ‘beatitudes’ 
do not concern those who know literal poverty. Jesus 
will have something to say about such people later 
(Matt. 19:21; Mark 14:7; Luke 14:13). The poor in 
view here are those who know a poverty within.

Desperate
Struggling all one’s life to make ends meet and having 
little to call one’s own does not of itself make a person 
poor in spirit. No amount of affliction and sorrow can 
do that, only grace. However great our troubles, our sin 
and unbelief mean that we do not naturally call upon 
God for His help. We think that by our own efforts, 
and with a little ‘luck’, we can turn things around and 
better ourselves. The problem is that, despite what 
our conscience is telling us, we are determined to look 
for happiness in things which can never satisfy. “The 
wicked, through the pride of his countenance, will not 
seek after God: God is not in all his thoughts” (Ps. 10:4). 
We need to be brought to an end of ourselves.

The original word for ‘poor’ in Christ’s sermon 
means to ‘crouch’ or even ‘cringe’. It came to be used of 
the poor who could not help themselves in any way at 

all. These sad individuals sat at the roadside begging 
for food or money. They were aware that the well-to-do 
passing by were offended at their presence, but there 
was nothing else they could do. Lacking any resources, 
having no home, income, food or even clothing, they 
were bowed down with the sense of their poverty. They 
were truly desperate. They could only look upward to 
others and appeal to their charity. They had no other 
hope.

Forgiveness
Spiritually, this illustrates those whom the Lord blesses 
with salvation. They come to realise that they have no 
good works to present to God for acceptance. They 
understand that even their best efforts are stained 
with sin. They know themselves to be unfit for heaven. 
At the same time, the world no longer attracts them as 
it once did. They find all that it offers to be like husks: 
however much one consumes, the hunger remains. Do 
we confess to God that we are “as an unclean thing”, 
and that “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags” 
(Isa. 64:6)? Do we say of things here below, “Vanity of 
vanities...all is vanity” (Ecc. 1:2)?

Deliverance comes when we are enabled to look 
to God for mercy and receive forgiveness for our sins. 
The poor in spirit are now wealthy, through divine 
grace! They owe this to Jesus Christ, infinitely rich as 
the Son of God and Heir of all things, who endured 
humiliation to enrich His people spiritually and 
eternally (2 Cor. 8:9). When He came into the world, 
He was not spared poverty, enmity or shame. Do we 
appreciate the blessings that are ours as believers? We 
have reconciliation with God. We enjoy the privileges 
of sonship. We know peace, joy and assurance. If we 
are confident that God has begun His good work in us, 
then we may be sure that He will finish it when our 
Saviour returns (Phil. 1:6).

Evidence
How do the poor in spirit view themselves? If we 
are to know whether we are among them, this is 
important. The first thing is that they loathe their 
sinful selves. This is not the same as hating our actual 
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existence. Some people, sadly, are brought to that, and 
the consequences can be tragic. Rather, it is to be like 
Job, when he said, “I abhor myself, and repent in dust 
and ashes”. What remained of his old nature had been 
brought to light, yet after his repentance, the Lord 
doubled his blessings (Job 42:6,12)! It is also to be 
like Paul, who lamented, “O wretched man that I am! 
who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” but 
could then say, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord” (Rom. 7:24,25).

The second thing is the admiration believers have 
for their Saviour. They see in Him the opposite of what 
they see in themselves. In Jesus Christ, sin is absent, 
and godliness has its ideal expression; the inward 
life matches the outward life, and both correspond 
perfectly to the requirements of God’s law. Jesus said, 
“I delight to do thy will, O my God” (Ps. 40:8). Exercised 
believers can say the same, for they also take delight 
in serving God. What we cannot say, however, is what 
Jesus told the Jews, “I do always those things that 
please him” (John 8:29). How we love Christ for His 
obedience, in life and in death. It is our salvation!

The third thing is that believers exalt God’s grace. 
We are aware that we personally deserve damnation. 
It amazes us that we are not already in hell. The great 
mystery is why God passed others by and took pity on 
us. Even eternity may not provide an answer to this 
question. As with Israel, the Lord loved us because 
He loved us (Deut. 7:7,8). As there is no good thing to 
be found in us by nature, it can only be that God has 
made us to differ. Paul confessed that he was formerly 
“a blasphemer, and a persecutor, and injurious”. What 
happened, that he was now a humble, self-denying, 
loving Christian? Paul testified, “I obtained mercy”, 
and “the grace of our Lord was exceeding abundant” 
(1 Tim. 1:13,14).

Promise
Something remarkable is promised to the poor in 
spirit: the kingdom of heaven. It has that name because 
God reigns over it in His grace and brings its citizens 
to glory. The King is Jesus Christ. Whenever the gospel 
of Christ is preached, the kingdom is brought near to 
sinners. It is open to all believers, whether they are 
Jews or Gentiles. It is spiritual, and can only be entered 
in a spiritual way, through regeneration, faith and 
repentance. It is holy, and only the Holy Spirit has the 
power to make us sinners willing to bow the knee to 
Christ as His subjects. Jesus has purchased an eternal 
inheritance in His kingdom for His people (Heb. 9:15).

Christ’s kingdom is not of this world, but it is 
certainly present in this world. Here, believers enjoy a 
fellowship with their King that is a foretaste of heaven. 
He brings us into His chambers, and there we rejoice 
in Him and experience His love (Song of Sol. 1:4). The 
chamber may be public worship. Christ is pleased 
to meet with us there as we sit under the preaching 
of God’s word, or sit down with Him at His supper. 
The chamber may also be our private devotions. 
There Christ meets with us as we engage in prayer 
and meditation upon the Scriptures. When the Lord 
blesses the use of these means, they are precious and 
memorable times.

Encouragement
Already, believers are citizens of heaven! Knowing this 
gives them great encouragement, especially in their 
trials. And, under Christ, the King of kings, believers 
are kings themselves. By His blood shed on the cross, 
Jesus has made them “kings and priests unto God and 
his Father” (Rev. 1:6). By His grace at work within us, 
our sins are subdued more and more, until that blessed 
day when the “victory that overcometh the world” (1 
John 5:4) is complete and we receive our crown from 
Him. As priests, we offer to the Lord our spiritual 
sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving. May we do that 
with all our hearts!

It is one of the paradoxes of the Christian faith that 
the poor in spirit are to be accounted rich. Men of the 
world make no acknowledgement of their spiritual 
poverty; it is too humbling for them to do this. By 
contrast, believers fall before Christ as Simon Peter 
did, saying, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O 
Lord” (Luke 5:8). These are not the words of someone 
rejecting Christ. They are the words of one who trusts 
in the Saviour but feels so unworthy of Him. Is that us? 
If it is, then we surely have been favoured with those 
riches by which the Lord’s poor ones are blessed for 
evermore.
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“Something 
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promised to the 
poor in spirit: the 
kingdom of heaven.”
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“What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee” 
(Psalm 56:3)

David reminds us here that fear and trust dwell 
together in the new heart. While anxiety arises 
from a vague sense of being under threat, fear 

has an object; something specific makes you aware of 
a danger to yourself. Some think that if a Christian has 
faith he should not fear, but David was aware of having 
faith and fear at the same time. Some will object and 
quote 1 John 4:18, “perfect love casteth out fear” – but 
who has perfect love in this world? Who has a perfect 
exercise of faith either? No one. Some fear remains, 
because some unbelief remains, and this also leads to 
a lack of love.

Fear in Your Present Distress
Fear has an object, and it may not be confined to a 
danger in the world outside yourself. There may be 
something in your own life that you are afraid to let 
go (although conscience tells you to), because you 
are afraid of the consequences if you do let it go. You 
know you have an inner weakness and that if you give 
it up there will be a battle ahead, and you are afraid of 
losing that battle. You know how impotent resolutions 
are. But is it not better to fight with a clear conscience 
than a nagging one?

The choice ahead becomes a matter of trust. God 
says He “shall supply all your need” (Phil. 4:19). 
Sometimes you feel that this has not been the case. But 
there must be a reason with God why this was your 
experience. You were permitted to fail for some reason, 
and yet it must be, according to God’s promise (Rom. 
8:28), for your ultimate good. Was His purpose for you 
to learn something about yourself and your weakness, 
or about others, or about God? Satan and indwelling sin 
have one main object of attack, your faith. The Puritans 
called faith the “chief grace”, and Luther described it in 
his typical way as “reckless confidence in God”.

Spiritual conflict is a mark of grace, as Rutherford 
said. There is no ‘victorious life over sin’ in this world. 
Sinlessness is not attainable here below (Phil. 3:12), 
and God did not intend that it would be. “Fight the 
good fight of faith”, says the Apostle (1 Tim. 6:12), a 
fight Paul exemplified in Romans Chapter 7. We are to 
“put off” the old man and “put on” the new man (Eph. 
4:22,24). We are sure that David sang Psalm 51 more 

than once! Fear not to cast your burden, and yourself 
with it, upon the Lord!

Fear of Past Sins Catching up with Us
This is another accusation of the devil which makes 
some afraid. Faith resists this lie. God says He will 
remember His people’s sins no more (Heb. 8:12) 
and our justification admits of no degrees; it is 
perfect. You cannot have more righteousness than 
the righteousness of Christ. See Spurgeon’s sermon 
on Isaiah 43:25, ‘God’s Non-Remembrance of Sin’ 
(Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, vol. 28).

The temptation is to think that the works mentioned 
on the Day of Judgement carry merit. Matthew chapters 
7 & 25 make it clear that they are evidences of a state 
of grace (Eph. 3:10) and not meritorious conditions of 
salvation. We are not saved according to our works, good 
or bad (Rom. 3:21). God’s purpose of salvation does not 
depend on anyone outside of Himself! The Reformed 
Church does not accept the heresy of ‘synergism’ (God 
and man working together to bring about regeneration). 
The conscience must be taught about grace, as it does 
not know it naturally (see John Owen on Psalm 130 for 
details on this). Faith resists temptation and believes 
God, and without this faith there can be no joy (Rom. 
5:1,2; Ps. 32:1,2). It is a comforting fact that the truth 
about God will lessen our fears.

Fear of Sinning Daily
Alas, there must be daily confession of sin, because 
there is daily commission of sin. There is no doubt that 
some sins are repetitive, just as our needs expressed 
in the Lord’s Prayer are repetitive, whether for bread 
or for forgiveness. But once we pray in repentance 
and our wounds are healed by the blood of Christ, the 
battle must go on. What a blessing that the Fountain is 
always open in this world (Zech. 13:10)! The Christian 
soldier goes to hospital, rests and recuperates, and 
then goes back to the frontline. We are not like those 
who draw back and give up the fight (Heb. 10:38,39), 
who rest in a false peace. Repentance is lifelong; 
without it we have no evidence of grace. Remember 
that repentance glorifies God also (Rev. 16:9), because 
Christ is involved in our repentance (Acts 5:31). He is 
the Author, Object and Mediator of it.

“What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee” 
(Ps. 56:3).

DEVOTIONAL

FAITH AND FEAR
REV. JAMES CLARK
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What you sing shapes your theology. Sing 
error and you will believe error. Sing heresy 
and you will adopt it.

A popular song by Stuart Townend, a writer of 
contemporary Christian worship music, has the title, 
‘How Deep the Father’s Love for Us’. Its theme is the 
Cross and it is usually sung with a certain poise and 
accentuated physical expressions, all of which are 
presumably meant by those so engaged. Two lines in 
the first verse say: “How great the pain of searing loss – 
the Father turns His face away”.

But, are those words actually true? Are they a true 
explanation of the words, “My God, my God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?” at the beginning of Psalm 22:1? 
And, if they are, what are the implications for God, 
Christ and sinners?

The words suggest something fundamental going 
on between the Father and the Son that appeals to 
human sentimentality. The Father turning away from 
the Son just for us. That is supposed to make us all feel 
incredibly special, that this actually happened. In fact 
the words are not true – at least not true in the sense 
expressed in the song. Apparently few care though, 
because everyone seems to sing them.

The Source of the Problem
Why is it that so many uncritically accept a version 
of the Cross that would not have been tolerated a 
century or more ago? The one who promoted the idea 
of a ‘fractured’ Trinity was the German theologian 
Jurgen Moltmann (1926-2024), with his theory of 
the crucified God. Having dismissed the virgin birth 
of Christ as a fable, it was downward from there on. 
To make matters worse, according to Moltmann, Jesus 
has not yet fulfilled the hope of Israel. Suffering was 
a problem for Moltmann, and he rejected the doctrine 
of divine impassibility, believing instead that God 
actively suffers. God gave up his Son and cast him out, 
and, in so doing, the Father suffered the death of the 
Son. As Moltmann puts it, the Fatherlessness of the Son 
is matched by the Sonlessness of the Father.

The Problem Spreads
While few have the cleverness of Moltmann and fewer 
still will express themselves as he did, yet they have 
embraced the idea of the crucified God. The God who 
feels our pain, as the God who experienced suffering in 
the suffering of His Son at Calvary.

Moltmann’s influence is seen in New Testament 
commentaries. The ‘problem’ thrown up by Psalm 
22:1 is reflected particularly in commentaries on 
Mark’s account of the Gospel. The following are widely 
available, and I suspect that most preachers, like 
myself, will have them in their study.

The American apologist and theologian William 
Lane, commenting on Mark 15:33-41, states that 
Christ experienced “full alienation from God”. That is 
how most Christians now understand Psalm 22. They 
are unwittingly embracing Moltmann, either in writing 
or in song.

The Anglican scholar R.T. France (1938-2012) 
writes: “A commentary on Mark is not the place to 
debate how this sense of abandonment fits into the 
Christology and Trinitarianism of later Christian 
orthodoxy”. However, having made this point, France 
then proceeds to say: “his redeeming work complete, 
his relationship with his Father is restored”. Once 
again, this is Moltmann restated.

In his commentary on Mark, the American 
theologian R. Alan Culpepper not only quotes Moltmann 
approvingly but goes on to state: “the cry, interpreted 
by the opening words of Psalm 22, inquires not only 
‘why hast thou forsaken me?’ but also, ‘why hast thou 
forsaken thyself?’ It is the cry of the Son to his Father, so 
the abandonment reflects an enmity between God and 
God that requires a revolution in the concept of God.” 
We agree that this is revolutionary – only heretically so.

The Implications of the Problem
Did the Father turn his face away from the Son in the 
sense suggested by these authors? If so, there are three 
serious implications:

First, for the Trinity. If God turned against God, 
then the Trinity itself was fractured and broken. It 
was divided against itself and within itself. However, 
God is One, which means that the actions of the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one. Consider the 
Incarnation, which is the work of the Father, Son, and 
Spirit. The cross also is the work of the Father, Son, 
and Spirit. Now, if the Father turns away from the Son, 
what was the Spirit doing? Nothing?

Second, for Christ. Christ is both God and man, 
the two natures being joined in what is called the 
‘hypostatic union’. A fractured Trinity means that this 
union is broken. Deity is turned against humanity 
and abandons humanity. Even writing this shows that 

DOCTRINE

SINGING HERESY OR SINGING TRUTH?
REV. TREVOR KIRKLAND
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there is a fatal flaw in such thinking. The breaking of 
the union between Christ’s divine and human natures 
during his suffering on the cross would mean that 
there was a time when he was man but not God.

Third, for sinners. At the very point when we need 
Christ’s humanity, it is rejected by the Father, and 
indeed rejected by Christ in his deity. And, given the 
truth of God’s simplicity, it is rejected by the Father, 
Son, and Spirit. This is disastrous for salvation. Christ 
became man to identify with us, and yet when he does 
so his humanity is rejected. We are left with no hope 
whatsoever. The Son came into the world and the 
Trinity rejected him.

Analysing the Problem
In Scripture we have two views of Christ in his 
suffering:

(1) From within Psalm 22
Does Psalm 22 prove what Townend’s song claims? 

To begin with, we cannot allow the first verse to 
dictate our understanding of the whole Psalm. We note 
that while Christ was on the cross he was mocked and 
taunted for his piety (vv.7,8). His piety was evident as he 
looked back to his infant years (vv.9,10). We also note 
the severity of Christ’s sufferings and his plea to God 
for his swift help (v.19). Ultimately, in the concluding 
section of the Psalm, there is Christ’s declaration of 
triumph (vv.22-31).

Significantly, the heresy promoted in the song 
is refuted by Christ, when he says of God in relation 
to himself, “neither hath he hid his face from him; 
but when he cried unto him, he heard” (v.24). He is 
affirming that the Father did not turn his face away, or 
refuse to hear his cry. Why? Because Father, Son, and 
Spirit always act in harmony.

We must read all of verse 1. The remainder of it 
states: “why art thou so far from helping me, and 
from the words of my roaring?” This second part is 
an explanation of the first. Forsaken means not being 
helped. Father, Son, and Spirit, acting as One, do not 
spare the Son from the suffering he experiences in 
his humanity, but there is no undoing of the union 
between Christ’s two natures. His deity sustains his 
humanity during his suffering, and this suffering is 
detailed in the Psalm: reproach (vv.6-8), loneliness 
(v.11), physical anguish (vv.12-15) and violence (v.16). 
As our Substitute, Christ is not spared.

(2) From the New Testament
What does the New Testament say about this? Do 

the Gospel writers indicate a fractured Trinity or a 
broken union between Christ’s two natures? The cry 
from Psalm 22 is the fourth of Christ’s seven sayings 
on the cross. They are: (1) “Father, forgive them; for 
they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34); (2) “Today 
shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43); (3) 
“Woman, behold thy son!...Behold thy mother!” (John 
19:26,27); (4) “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken 
me?” (Matt. 27:46); (5) “I thirst” (John 19:28); (6) “It 
is finished” (John 19:30); (7) “Father, into thy hands I 
commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46).

The cry of Psalm 22 must be understood within 
this context. The Gospel accounts give no indication of 
brokenness in the Trinity or in Christ. Neither is there 
any comment upon the meaning of Psalm 22. Before 
the cry, there is the word to the penitent thief; after the 
cry, there is the word of physical suffering, reflecting the 
experience of Psalm 22. Then we have the final word 
addressed to the Father, revealing the intimacy between 
the Father and the Son. Note that very carefully. It means 
that you can understand the cry of Psalm 22 without 
following Moltmann, Townend and the rest.

Resolving the Problem
Consider two points. First, the triune God (Father, Son, 
and Spirit) did not spare the humanity of Christ from 
humiliation, loneliness, suffering and death. Second, 
the deity of the Son did not turn against the humanity 
of the Son, but upheld his humanity at the moment 
of greatest trial. Thus, the Son bore the wrath of the 
triune God for us and for our salvation.

In a sermon on Matthew 27:46, the Puritan John 
Flavel says: “When Christ cries out of God’s forsaking 
him, he does not mean, that he had dissolved the 
personal union of the two natures.” He also says: “The 
love of God was not so withdrawn from Christ, as that 
the Father had now no love for him, nor delight in 
him. That is impossible, he can no more cease to love 
Christ, than to love himself.” Flavel describes what 
took place as “a penal desertion”, inflicted upon Christ 
“for satisfaction for those sins of ours, which deserved 
that God should forsake us for ever, as the damned are 
forsaken by him.”

What Psalm 22 is stating is that Christ as our sin-
bearer is handed over to suffer the punishment due to 
us. “Who his own self bare our sins in his own body 
on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24). Christ suffers penally, yet 
he does so precisely because Deity upholds humanity 
under the wrath of the Father, Son, and Spirit. That is 
the sheer wonder of the cross and the supernaturalness 
of our Redeemer.

Heresy is refuted by singing infallible truth.

“Father, Son, and 
Spirit always act in 
harmony.”
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Q.11. What are God’s works of providence?
A. God’s works of providence are his most holy, 
wise, and powerful preserving and governing all his 
creatures, and all their actions.

We have seen how God performs His decrees 
with regard to the work of creation, 
especially the making of man. There is a 

second aspect to the outworking of God’s decrees: His 
works of providence.

Purpose
The term ‘providence’ comes from a Latin word meaning 
“to see before”. In what sense does God “see before”? 
Some are of the view that God created the universe and 
then withdrew from it, leaving it to function by itself, as 
a person might wind a clock and then let it run down. 
The Bible, however, shows us that God is actively and 
intimately involved in His creation. He set a goal for it in 
eternity and pursues this in time. The works of providence 
are what God does to accomplish His purpose.

Preservation
Providence includes the preservation of the creation by 
God. By “the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3) He upholds 
things in being while they are fulfilling His purpose. 
All things were created by and for His Son; by Jesus 
Christ they “consist”, or “hold together” (Col. 1:17) and 
the material universe is maintained. Concerning living 
things, God provides food and whatever else is necessary 
to support life and make it flourish (Ps. 145:15).

Government
Providence also includes the government of the 
creation. God is the supreme Sovereign: “his kingdom 
ruleth over all” (Ps. 103:19). There is a natural 
government of the creatures in general and a moral 
government of angels and men. Scripture says that 
we “live, and move, and have our being” in God (Acts 
17:28). This language indicates that our actions are 
under God’s control in some way. Involuntary actions 
essential for life, like breathing and digestion, must 
be in God’s hands, but our voluntary actions, whether 
good or evil, are in God’s hands too.

A branch can only bear grapes when it is joined to 
the vine; so we can only perform morally good actions 
when we are united to Christ by faith and partake of 
His grace (John 15:5). Morally evil actions only occur 

when God permits, and He overrules them to good 
ends (Ps. 76:10). God used Joseph, hated and sold by 
his brethren before being brought to Egypt, to save 
many lives in a famine, including theirs. He said to 
them: “ye thought evil against me; but God meant it 
unto good” (Gen. 50:20). God is never the author of sin. 
He directs evil actions but His hands are always clean.

Character
Providence is universal, extending to every creature 
and every action. God governs all our thoughts, 
words and deeds. “The preparations of the heart in 
man, and the answer of the tongue, is from the Lord” 
(Prov. 16:1). Providence is holy: it rewards obedience 
and punishes sin (Ps. 145:17). Providence is wise: it 
overrules everything for the good of believers (Rom. 
8:28). Providence is powerful: it is never frustrated by 
either angels or men (Dan. 4:35).

In His ordinary providence God works by means and 
according to the laws of nature He has established. If 
man is to have food then he must work the land. In His 
extraordinary providence God works above or against 
this norm, as when He sent ravens to feed Elijah during 
a famine (1 Kings 17:4-6). Such events we call ‘miracles’. 
There is a general providence of God relating to all 
things and a special providence toward His church.

Experience
Abraham had a wonderful experience of providence as 
it serves God’s purpose of grace. God told him to take 
his son Isaac, with whom He had promised to establish 
His covenant, and go into the land of Moriah and 
sacrifice him as a burnt offering. God gave Abraham 
faith to believe that both he and Isaac would return. 
At the last second Abraham was alerted to a ram, to 
be sacrificed instead of Isaac. He called the place 
“Jehovah-jireh”, meaning “the Lord will see”, or, “the 
Lord will provide” (Gen. 22:14). Providence is God’s 
ordering of things so that His Name is glorified and His 
people are blessed in Jesus Christ, the true Lamb.

We could not worship a God who did not have 
complete control of His creation. Knowing the God of 
providence brings great comfort to the believing heart.

“The whole course of divine Providence towards the 
saints is like a music-book, in every leaf of which there is 
a song ready set for them to learn and sing to the praise 
of their God.” (William Gurnall)

DOCTRINE

THE SHORTER CATECHISM: (9) PROVIDENCE
REV. DAVID M. BLUNT
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“With him is wisdom and strength, he hath counsel and 
understanding” (Job 12:13)

God has appointed Christ as our Counsellor (Isa. 
9:6). We are not living in Eden now. Original sin 
has invaded all our faculties, and the worst thing 

that can happen to us is to be left to our own ‘wisdom’ 
while here. Since the Fall of our first parents, whose 
children we are, there have been no perfect families; 
we are all the descendants of sinners. Adam and Eve 
soon had family troubles and no family is now exempt 
from troubles.

Christ’s Counsel for Families
Jesus grew up in a family, and He was the only perfectly 
sinless One in it. He knows others by spiritual discernment 
(John 2:24,25) and by His experience among them. 
Although He did not have a human father, He had the 
ideal Father, and thus passed on His own experience to 
us as the ideal of what a father should be (see Eph. 6:1-
4, and especially William Hendriksen’s commentary on 
verse 4). There were tensions in His own home (John 7:3-
8). His mother was spiritual but tried to ‘boss’ Him when 
He left home for His public ministry. Several times He had 
to remind her of her place (e.g. John 2:4). We learn from 
this that it takes cautious wisdom to support our grown-
up children, without interfering.

A Time comes when Children leave Home
If when your children depart home they go into the 
‘far country’, it can be an anxious time. They can be 
in that place for many years, and it takes patient love 
to handle any disappointment and provocation that 
comes to us from their behaviour. We do not know how 
long the prodigal son (there are prodigal daughters 
too) was away, but the father always left the door open 
for him. Although the son was distant, lost and ‘dead’, 
the father still thought of him as his son (Luke 15:24). 
The prodigal returned home because he remembered 
his father’s character. He spoke to himself about life at 
home, and grace ignited his thought to return.

How God’s Law is to be Used
Parents must not use the Ten Commandments as a whip, 
but to show their children their need of Christ (Gal. 3:19). 
We must remember, as Ralph Erskine said, that the Law 
was given to us in the hands of a Mediator (Gal. 3:24). It 
is the guide to a godly life, not the condition of eternal 
life (Exod. 20:2); the Ten Commandments cannot give 

this life (2 Cor. 3:7). There must be boundaries for our 
children, but not fearful boundaries.

Manasseh, the Old Testament Prodigal as Spurgeon 
calls him, was in the far country until old age. But the 
Father did not reject him, He visited him in prison, 
and brought him home. We must never give up on our 
children. Remember, it is how you finish that matters; 
the children haven’t finished their course yet. Manasseh 
finished well. It is staggering to think that God loved 
him as much before his conversion as after it. His love is 
infinite, eternal and unchangeable, like Himself.

Our Personality is being Formed in Childhood
The prodigal child returned home because he knew his 
father’s character. We must give them good memories 
early in life. If our aim is to love as God does, it must be 
unconditional. To put conditions upon our children is to 
reflect the Covenant of Works – be good and you will be 
rewarded. God loves His children in the midst of failures, 
mistakes and even anger. He does not find us sinless, 
nor does He expect to; sinlessness is unattainable in this 
world for anyone. Children learn by imitation at first, and 
their image of what God is like begins to be formed then.

Memories stick. All of us remember things from our 
younger life. Old men and women are just grown-up 
children. Children who witnessed domestic abuse have 
minds scarred with memories. People they meet in life 
may trigger anxiety because of memories of people 
like them in childhood. Many bad memories are not 
forgotten but repressed, and disturbing flashbacks 
occur without being desired. Some children grow 
up and say, “I want to be a parent like my father, like 
my mother”. But others say, “I will never bring up my 
children the way I was brought up!”

Husbands, Wives and Parents
Christ, as man, did not marry, but He is the spiritual 
Husband of the church. The Bible tells us how He loves, 
cares for, and responds to the church. Wives have a similar 
role to the relation the church has with Christ. All in the 
church are equals; we simply have different roles in the 
Body of Christ. Men and women do not suddenly know 
how to be parents when a child is born. Usually they 
have to ‘learn on the job’. The world provides parenting 
classes, in advance of the birth. The church can provide 
better courses for parents than the world, but this seems 
to be a gap in the church’s curriculum. At all times and 
in every condition, the Father says we are to “hear” Jesus 
(Matt. 17:5). Proverbs 8:32-36 applies this to us all.

PRACTICAL RELIGION

CHRIST OUR COUNSELLOR FOR FAMILY LIFE
REV. JAMES CLARK
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IN THE HEAVENLIES
ALEXANDER SMELLIE

(Alexander Smellie [1854-1923] ministered in the 
Original Secession Church, in Stranraer, Thurso and 
Carluke. This piece is taken from ‘Sunset Glory’, a volume 
of sermons published in 1924. It has been abridged.)

“in heavenly places” (Ephesians 1:3; 2:6; 3:10; 6:12)

This is the refrain to which the Epistle to the 
Ephesians returns again and again. It is the very 
keyword of that great, profound, majestical 

letter, not to be found elsewhere in Scripture. It is 
a wonderful tribute to Christ and Christianity that 
a prisoner (Paul) should live and move and have his 
being “in the heavenlies”. From the restrictions and 
discouragements of his immediate surroundings, 
he escaped to the freedom, dignity and power of the 
heavenlies. The heavenlies are not to be restricted to 
the world of the future, which lies on the farther side 
of the grave; Paul finds them nearer at hand.

1. The heavenlies are a Home. “Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us 
with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ” 
(1:3). Once we were outside the threshold, in the dark 
night, in the distance of banishment, in self-will and 
sin. But the Father pitied us, and led us, through the 
persuasion of His Spirit and in the grace of His Son, from 
our exile outside to the provision and plenty within.

We think of the old deprivation and the new 
abundance, we remember the sheer kindness and 
goodwill which have wrought the change, and with Paul 
we bless God. The foundations of our Home were laid in 
eternity, and our place in it was appointed then. There 
is no other home to compare with that which, now and 
always, is yours and mine as believers in Christ Jesus.

2. The heavenlies are a King’s Throne and centre 
of all government and authority. “And hath raised us 
up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus” (2:6). The heavenlies are where the 
Father has placed His well-beloved Son, now that the 
obedience and the cross and the sepulchre and all the 
humiliation are past – “at his own right hand” (1:20). 
They are the seat of supremest majesty and highest 
rule. Christ is there. Are we living as if it were true? 
Believers are intended to be there also.

It means a marvellous nearness to God. Christ’s 
communion with God is our communion. We are not 
at the mercy of men and events, even when these seem 
unfriendly. We should cherish the calm conviction that 
they are working together for our good. If ours is the 

humble heart, and the broken spirit, and the attitude 
of faith, we wear the diadem, and we are kings and 
queens in the heavenly places.

3. In the heavenly places the Church makes 
known the manifold wisdom of God. “To the intent 
that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly 
places might be known by the church the manifold 
wisdom of God” (3:10). In the heavenlies, the angels 
are watchers and students of the scene. The Church 
holds their attention as nothing else can do, and stirs 
their wonder and compels their worship. What is most 
impressive to them is the manifold wisdom of God. 
How no problem is insuperable to Him; how all things 
are possible; how He comes for our salvation though 
innumerable hindrances block His path, and where sin 
abounds, His grace abounds much more.

The Church is where two or three meet in the name of 
Jesus Christ, and are taught by His Word and Spirit. It is 
in the separate and single soul, which is being sanctified 
more and more as it looks away unto Jesus, its First 
and Last and All in all. Alexander Peden encouraged his 
hearers: “If there be one of you, Christ will be the Second. 
If there be two, He will be the Third. You shall never lack 
Company.” The angels behold the manifold wisdom of 
God at work. They see His righteousness joining with 
His love to redeem us, His ingenuity and His patience 
training us into the likeness of His Son, His skill and 
resource and strength put forth without cessation and 
without stint for our perfecting.

4. But not all these powers, these angels, are 
friendly. “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, 
but against principalities, against powers, against the 
rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual 
wickedness in high [or, heavenly] places” (6:12). 
Demonic and Satanic beings are very real to Paul, very 
subtle, very pitiless. They want to sap our intellectual 
belief and spoil our devotional experience. They 
are eager to drag down and besmirch our practical 
godliness, to trap us into inconsistent and unworthy 
conduct, to mark and weaken our witness to our 
Master.

But there is no reason why they should succeed. 
Once we were subjects of those evil powers, but now we 
are transported into the heavenlies. The spiritual hosts 
of wickedness approach us, tempt us, and strive hard to 
seduce us from our dwelling and our Lord. Let us cast 
ourselves afresh on the Lord, and He will undertake for 
us against the adversary. May God bring every one of us 
into the heavenlies through Jesus the Door.
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“And Joash did that which was right in the sight of the 
Lord all the days of Jehoiada the priest” 
(2 Chronicles 24:2)

The lives of the kings of Israel and Judah teach 
us important spiritual lessons for life. Whatever 
age you may be, you can be sure to find an 

application in the lives of either the godly or ungodly 
kings for your spiritual improvement or much needed 
searching of the heart. The record of the boy king 
Joash, who is also called “Jehoash” (2 Kings 12:1), is a 
particularly challenging one for all covenant children, 
teenagers, and young adults.

Scripture can teach us all we need to know about 
a king in one verse. In our text we are warned of the 
dangerous temptation of only living right in the sight 
of the Lord and men when a godly influence is present 
in our lives. That godly influence can be a parent, 
grandparent, family, friend, minister or elder. Whoever 
it is, we need to be sure that we don’t just strive for a 
show of godliness because of their influence, for what 
will happen when this influence is removed?

The godly influence in the life of King Joash was 
Jehoiada the priest. Scripture commends Joash for 
the way he lived when Jehoiada was a godly influence: 
“And Joash did that which was right in the sight of the 
Lord”. We should firstly note what he was commended 
for, to see if such outward commendable living is found 
in our own lives.

Favoured in Providence
Joash was the only remaining seed of all the house 
of David. It was upon the death of Joash’s father, 
King Ahaziah, that his grandmother Athaliah 
sought to wickedly kill all the seed royal (her own 
grandchildren!). But in God’s kind providence and 
covenant faithfulness, Joash was rescued and hidden 
in the house of God by his aunt Jehoshabeath and her 
godly husband Jehoiada the priest (2 Chron. 22:10-11). 
Are you highly favoured in providence? Were you born 
into or do you now live in a home with godly influence? 
These questions are worth asking yourself time and 
again, for such favour in providence will be a greater 
judgement if it is ignored!

Jehoiada’s Godly Influence
Not only was Joash saved as an infant, but in the favour 
of the Lord he would also be educated in the ways of 

the Lord. Jehoiada became a father to the boy king in 
many ways of godly instruction and influence. Jehoiada 
even made preparation for the young king’s future 
family life. We don’t know why he chose two wives for 
Joash but piety would have been important (2 Chron. 
24:3). You should never despise godly influence in this 
area of future relationships. Are you educated in the 
ways of the Lord? Are you surrounded by an active 
godly influence? These questions are also always 
worth asking yourself, for such godly influence and 
instruction will be a greater judgement when wasted!

Joash’s Commendable Living
What was it that was right in the sight of the Lord? 
There are a number of important matters highlighted 
for our learning in 2 Chronicles 24 (I encourage you 
to read the chapter along with these articles). Under 
the godly influence of his uncle Jehoiada, there seemed 
to be in Joash a heart and hand for the Lord’s cause. 
The house of God had been destroyed by that wicked 
woman Athaliah (v.7), but Joash had not only a mind to 
repair the house but also a will to accomplish the work 
(vv.4,5).

It is quite remarkable to read that Joash seems to 
excel in godliness, even surpassing Jehoiada the priest 
(v.6). Joash demonstrated a knowledge of God’s word 
according to the commandment of Moses, clearly 
showing the great benefit of the godly influence in 
his early instruction. The king Joash seemed to be of 
one mind and heart with godly Jehoiada in all that 
pertained unto the Lord. They showed the same zeal 
and seemed to expend the same energy in the Lord’s 
cause (v.12). Together they strengthened the house 
of God and restored biblical worship to the church 
(vv.13,14). Surely this was commendable? Do you show 
the same sympathy for God’s cause in the presence of a 
godly influence?

The Lord’s Kindness
In all this we clearly see the powerful and wonderful 
effect of Jehoiada’s godly influence over King Joash. 
What a blessing he was for the young Joash! His 
influence was a kindness of the Lord. Do you know 
such a blessing? Do you see the godly influence of 
others as a kindness of the Lord?

Joash should have been thankful, but sadly in a 
second article (D.V.) we will come to see that, like many 
others, he was forgetful of this godly influence!

LIVING WITH A GODLY INFLUENCE
REV. THOMAS BUCHANAN

YOUTH FOCUS
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Obituary of Ian MacLennan, Stornoway 
(Rev. Raymond A. Kemp)

Ian MacLennan’s passing into the nearer presence of 
his Saviour on 24th July 2025 deprived the church 
militant of a steadfast and assured Christian and 

the Stornoway Congregation of a faithful elder. Despite 
poor health latterly, his brightness did not diminish. 
Ian’s encouragement might well have been taken from 
the Puritan William Gurnall: “Let thy hope of heaven 
master thy fear of death. Why shouldst thou be afraid to 
die, who hopest to live by dying?”

Ian was born in Stornoway on 9th December 1935. 
The MacLennan family could see the Free Church 
building from their home, and Ian learned much at the 
feet of Rev. Kenneth A. MacRae. These were “days when 
people were blessed in poverty” – the ration cards, gas 
masks and barrage balloons. Hardship is indeed often 
a friend of the gospel.

Armed with a few possessions and a small pocket 
Bible from his mother, Ian joined the Merchant Navy at 
the age of nineteen. The spiritual and physical poverty 
he experienced aboard shocked him. Refusing to burn 
his Bible when mocked, he knew that “the Lord had a 
truth to come out of his holy word for me”.

Over time, the Lord used Matthew 11:28 as a 
constant reminder to Ian of the spiritual rest he 
needed. Additionally, a Christian sailor witnessed 
aboard the ship to Ian, once even calming a protesting 
crew who abandoned ship at port in Honolulu. 
Persuading the reluctant, non-churchgoing colleague 
to attend church, the contented faces impressed him. 
Later, while in Western Australia, Ian met a very old 
Lewis lady who spoke to him about Christ’s death on 
the cross. He worshipped in her congregation and was 
conscious of the prayers of strangers.

Ian married Jessie MacKinnon in Partick Highland 
Free Church on 11th August 1971. They lived in 
Leurbost, Lewis, until May 1973, before moving to 
Stornoway, which remained their home thereafter. Ian 
publicly professed faith in August 1972 in Crossbost 
Free Church. Ten years later, he was elected a deacon 
and ordained an elder on 9th May 1993. It should 
be remembered that this was at a time when the 
Stornoway Congregation numbered 1,400. In 1999, 
Ian supported the ‘Stornoway Reformed Fellowship’ 
and unhesitatingly associated with Stornoway Free 
Church (Continuing) in 2000, becoming one of its 
three original elders.

 Ian prized the Scriptures and was a keen student 
of sound doctrine. He read widely among the Puritans, 
and his extensive library – which he had diligently 
expanded over the years – was often used to aid others 
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in their Christian walk. Arthur Pink was a particular 
favourite, and his book Union and Communion became 
a constant recommendation. Ian was a wise counsellor 
to many over the years and enjoyed a good report of 
those which are without (1 Tim. 3:7).

Visitors during Ian’s final days were left with “I will 
see you in the morning”. The resurrection morning 
for the Christian is undoubtedly the sun behind every 
shadow. We extend our prayerful condolences to his 
devoted wife, Jessie, and to his sons, Malcolm (and 
Andrea and the granddaughters) and Murdo.

Opening of Seminary (Rev. Graeme Craig)

The new Session of the Free Church Seminary 
begins on Tuesday, 16th September 2025 (D.V.). 
To mark the commencement of studies there 

will be worship that evening at Westhill, Inverness, 
commencing at 7.30pm. Rev. James Clark, Lecturer 
in Greek & New Testament, will give an address and 
Rev. Graeme Craig, Principal, will give an update on the 
work of the Seminary. Tea will be provided thereafter. 
All are most welcome.

Both the Staff and Students of the Seminary 
appreciate the ongoing prayerful interest of the 
Church in their work. The Seminary website is found 
at: https://www.freechurchseminary.com

Dores Youth Conference (Joan Nicolson)

The Dores Youth Conference, for young people 
aged 11 to 18, is to be held in Duthil-Dores 
Free Church (Continuing) on Saturday, 20th 

September 2025, from 11am to 4pm (D.V.). Rev. Harry 
Woods will be speaking on ‘Christian Love’. Please see 
the Church website for further details.

September 202512

Ian MacLennan

https://www.freechurchseminary.com
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November 2025 Youth Conference (Angus Nicolson)

Following a blessed conference in March, 
preparations have been made for the next Youth 
Conference to take place from Friday, 31st 

October to Monday, 3rd November 2025 (D.V.). We 
return to the Ratagan Youth Hostel in Glenshiel, and 
the conference has exclusive use of the facilities that 
the Hostel provides for the weekend.

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

The speaker for the weekend is Rev. Murdo A.N. 
Macleod (Snizort), who will speak on ‘Noah: Faith 
and Obedience’. The conference will worship with the 
Lochalsh & Strath congregation on the Lord’s Day.

All catering will be provided, and prior booking 
is essential. The conference is open to those aged 16 
and above. The cost of the conference is £60 for the 
employed and £50 for the unemployed. To book, please 
contact Miss Susie MacDonald by emailing 
suzymacd@outlook.com

Visit to Presbytery Meeting of Presbyterian 
Reformed Church (Rev. Romesh Prakashpalan)

The Presbyterian Reformed Church (PRC) held 
their summer Presbytery meeting in New Jersey 
between May 14th and May 16th. I was honoured 

to represent the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) 
as a fraternal delegate. The brethren were warm and 
hospitable. They made me feel at home straight away. 
In the evenings, they conducted public lectures on the 
life and ministry of Rev. Prof. John Murray which were 
attended by members of the public.

The PRC was formed in 1965. It recently celebrated 
sixty years of God’s faithfulness to them as a 
denomination. Professor Murray, who was a minister 

of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), helped 
form the Presbytery from two congregations and was 
involved in creating the constitution that formed the 
PRC’s “basis of union”.

The PRC presently consists of six congregations: 
four in the United States, one in Canada, and one in 
England. They have one student for the ministry. 
Additionally, the Presbytery supports a mission work 
in Liberia. This work was formed to raise up indigenous 
churches, and to train local ministers (2 Tim. 2:2) who 
will be equipped to lead an indigenous church.

The meeting was attended by representatives from 
other denominations. They included Rev. Jerrold Lewis 
of the Free Reformed Churches of North America 
(FRCNA) and Rev. George Lacy of the Reformation 
Presbyterian Church, Australian Presbytery (RPCAP). 
Each of us was given five minutes to deliver greetings. 
I spoke to our brothers from Zechariah Chapter 
4, exhorting them to press on, though the work is 
wearying to our flesh, and to remember that the 
indefatigable source of the Church’s power is the 
Holy Spirit. I concluded my address with an update 
on the work of the US Presbytery of the FC(C), and 
mentioned ways we may grow closer to one another 
as denominations, and relayed ways they might pray 
for us.

Some items of note from the public portion of their 
meeting include:

• Rev. Paul Flynn has taken the call to Stockton-on-
Tees, for which we can give thanks to God.

• The Presbytery presently has two open pulpits – 
one in Rhode Island, and the other in North Carolina. 
They would covet prayers that men would be sent to 
these places.

• The mission work in Liberia (https://www.
presbyterianreformed.org/liberia-project) is 
progressing well by the grace of God. The Lord has 
been blessing Rev. Tim Worrell’s leadership there.

• Rev. Michael Ives spearheads the Presbytery’s 
Reformed Parish Mission (https://reformedparish.
com/mission/). This work is committed to taking the 
gospel to multicultural communities where there is 
presently little (or no) Reformed witness. Rev. Ives has 
spent much time learning to speak Spanish, so that he 
might engage with Spanish speakers and even preach 
in that language. He has modelled this ministry on the 
work of Thomas Chalmers in the slums of Edinburgh. 
He is raising funds so that he might devote himself 
to this ministry full-time, as the Lord wills. Please 
remember him in prayer, that the Lord will provide for 
him.

• The Presbytery will be releasing a new annual 
magazine. The inaugural issue will be released this 
year, God willing.

The Presbytery of the Presbyterian Reformed 
Church and fraternal delegates

mailto:suzymacd%40outlook.com?subject=
https://www.presbyterianreformed.org/liberia-project
https://www.presbyterianreformed.org/liberia-project
https://reformedparish.com/mission/
https://reformedparish.com/mission/
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• The Chesley, Ontario congregation intends to host 
a conference commemorating the 375th anniversary 
of the 1650 Psalter in the summer.

We can give thanks to God for another gospel 
witness amongst these brethren. Let us seek the Lord’s 
blessings upon our brethren in the PRC as they strive 
together with us for the faith of the gospel (Phil. 1:27) 
and the historic Reformed faith.

Textus Receptus Conferences in Québec 
(Rev. Hugues Pierre)

On Saturday 21st and 28th of June 2025, 
conferences on the Received Text of the 
Scriptures were organised by the Trinitarian 

Bible Society in the small town of Acton Vale, 
Québec, Canada. The conferences were hosted by 
Rev. Dominique Rousseau in the Reformed Baptist 
congregation of Acton Vale.

This event was significant in many respects. Very 
few people in the French-speaking world adhere to 
the traditional text of the Reformation, the Received 
Text. Even more regrettable, this Received Text was 
recently defended by a number of heretical teachers 
– something which gave poor credit to this position 
among Reformed and Evangelical believers in France 
and French-speaking countries. As a consequence, 
no serious material was easily available in French to 
defend the Received Text.

The recent conferences of the Trinitarian Bible 
Society will change this to a certain extent. The 
Received Text of the Reformation was defended and 
promulgated by sound and orthodox ministers, most 
of them ministering in a French-speaking context. All 
the addresses were recorded and will be published on 
the internet, and hopefully widely shared.

The first speaker was Rev. Timothy Ross, Reformed 
Baptist Minister in Albi, southern France, who is 
currently working with the Trinitarian Bible Society on 
the revised version of the Lausanne Bible. He masterly 
addressed the audience twice on the authenticity of 
the ‘Johannine Comma’, the disputed phrase in 1 John 
5:7-8, refuting the common objections made by those 
who oppose its inclusion.

Rev. Dominique Rousseau, the local Minister in Acton 
Vale, skilfully presented a presuppositional defence 
of the Received Text, explaining the reasons why he 
adheres to the traditional text of the Reformation.  

Many of our American brethren will be pleased 
to know that Rev. Christian Khanda, OPC Minister in 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida, also took part in the event. 
Mr Khanda learned French a long time ago and his 
mastery of Calvin’s tongue should make even the 

French people ashamed. He spoke insightfully twice, 
about the different textual positions in Evangelical 
Protestantism today, and about the transmission of the 
Text throughout the ages.

I was the last speaker and also addressed the 
people gathered twice. My first address was a critique 
of modern textual criticism. I tried to explain that 
modern textual criticism was not the reliable science 
many think it is, and that the experts in this field finally 
gave up the idea of reconstructing the original text of 
the New Testament, preferring now to reconstruct an 
Ausgangtext, or Initial Text.

My second address was a plea for the Received Text. 
I shared four arguments in favour of this text as the 
authentic and pure text of the New Testament. They are 
: its preservation throughout the ages, its unanimous 
reception by all the Reformed Churches, its orthodoxy, 
and its confessionality.

Please pray for the Acton Vale congregation, for 
the ministers who took part in this event, for the 
Trinitarian Bible Society, and for the advancement of a 
sound Bibliology in the French-speaking world.

Quote

“F or God to be gracious to us, is to so love us as 
to bestow all that becomes creatures to have 
from him, all that is suitable to the condition 

of creatures. When the apostles, therefore, would wish 
all good to those unto whom they wrote, still they wish 
grace, because it brings the utmost good with it, it is 
love extended to the utmost. If it be grace, they shall 
have his Son, and all things with him.”
Thomas Goodwin

L-R: Rev. Dominique Rousseau, 
Rev. Timothy Ross, Pastor Jonathan 
Arnold (TBS), Rev. Christian Khanda
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DEFINING ISLAMOPHOBIA

Islam is a religion, not a race

In February, the UK government set up a Working 
Group whose stated objective is “to develop 
a working definition of Anti-Muslim Hatred/ 

Islamophobia which is reflective of a wide range of 
perspectives and priorities for British Muslims”. It is 
likely to report in September.

The Group is accountable to Angela Rayner, 
the Deputy Prime Minister and Secretary of State 
for Housing, Communities and Local Government. 
Its remit is to provide advice on “appropriate and 
sensitive language to describe, understand and define 
unacceptable treatment, prejudice, discrimination and 
hate targeting Muslims or anyone who is perceived to 
be Muslim”. This includes proposing a non-statutory 
definition of “unacceptable treatment of Muslims and 
anyone perceived to be Muslim”.

The Group’s terms of reference emphasise that 
“any proposed definition must be compatible with the 
unchanging right of British citizens to exercise freedom 
of speech and expression – which includes the right 
to criticise, express dislike of, or insult religions and/
or the beliefs and practices of adherents.” This right 
is vital for Christians – although we have no business 
in gratuitous insults. However, if our present freedom 
will be unaffected by the definition, what is the point?

Some may claim a precedent for the Group’s work. 
In 2016, the then Conservative government formally 
adopted the International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance’s working definition of anti-Semitism. It should 
be pointed out, however, that anti-Semitism historically 
was not about the Jewish religion but about Jews as 
a people, whether practising or not. Thus the IHRA’s 
definition begins: “Anti-Semitism is a certain perception 
of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews”.

A similar definition of ‘Islamophobia’ already exists, 
in a report of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
British Muslims issued in 2018. “Islamophobia is 
rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets 
expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness”. 
The Conservative government of the time did not adopt 
the definition. It conflates religion and race and fails to 
distinguish between criticism of Islam and hatred of its 
followers. The Labour Party and some other parties, and 
some local authorities and universities, have adopted it.

The repeal of our blasphemy laws has left a vacuum 
which Islamists are seeking to fill. The real need is for 
the reintroduction of laws prohibiting disrespect toward 
the triune God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Scriptures. 
“Holy and reverend is his name” (Ps. 111:9).

ROMANISM AT CANTERBURY

Indulgences gained at cathedral

In the sixteenth century, by God’s grace, in many 
European countries where Roman Catholicism 
dominated, the Church was reformed. Tradition 

and superstition were abandoned in favour of the 
Scriptures, our supreme authority. The reformation 
was more complete in Scotland, where the people 
desired the change, than in England, where change 
was largely imposed. The Church of England retained 
episcopacy, and Popish innovations in worship were 
often modified rather than rejected outright.

Rome has always maintained the hope that the 
Anglican Church will be reunited to the ‘Holy See’. In an 
article ‘Saints preserve us, says Pope’, in The Observer 
of 30th December 1990, William Scobie quoted a 
source within the Vatican, and the words may prove to 
have been prophetic: “There is so much goodwill now...
It may not come about until Prince Charles, as King, is 
head of the Church of England”.

Rome’s efforts to win back the Church of England 
are clearly bearing fruit. The example of Canterbury 
Cathedral, the mother church of the Anglican 
Communion, will suffice. It is the ‘seat’ of the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, the senior bishop of the Church of 
England. Thomas Becket, archbishop from 1162 to 1170, 
was murdered there by knights sent by Henry II, and is 
regarded as a ‘saint’ and ‘martyr’ by both churches.

In 1220, Becket’s remains were moved from his tomb 
beneath the building to a purpose-built shrine at a focal 
point within it. Justification for doing this with such relics 
was supposedly found in Christ’s saying that a candle 
should not be put under a bushel but on a candlestick 
(Matt. 5:15)! Pilgrims came to venerate Becket’s bones, 
hoping for a cure or answer to prayer. In 1538, the shrine 
was destroyed by Henry VIII and most likely all the bones 
with it. In 1982, Pope John Paul II, the first pope to visit 
the UK, and the Archbishop of Canterbury Robert Runcie, 
knelt together in silent prayer at the spot where Becket 
was killed. In recent years, several purported relics of 
Becket have been loaned to the cathedral.

Since 1980, the adjacent Roman Catholic parish has 
been allowed to hold an annual mass in the cathedral in 
Becket’s honour. Pope Francis designated 2025 a ‘jubilee 
year’, meaning that Roman Catholics can gain a plenary 
indulgence, or remission of all temporal punishment 
due to sin, by visiting a pilgrimage site. Attending this 
year’s Becket mass qualified for this. It is shameful that 
the cathedral is supporting these “blasphemous fables, 
and dangerous deceits”, as the Church of England’s 
Thirty-Nine Articles rightly call them.

COMMENT
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Our digital age, with its billions of texts and 
emails, all of which can be conveniently ignored 
or deleted after thirty days, demonstrates 

the triviality of communications in the modern era. 
Nothing is of such worth that it lasts beyond a calendar 
month – unless one happens to be a hoarder, and texts 
and emails pile up until the inbox is full and has to be 
emptied. It wasn’t always so.

In this issue we begin a series of articles considering 
some ‘letters of note’. They are a window into a 
different era and have one thing in common: they were 
written in response to letters seeking an answer to a 
problem. The replies were preserved for posterity, 
having significance for Christians in every generation. 
The letters of Samuel Rutherford and John Newton 
(and many others) are a treasure trove, but the letters 
we shall look at are remarkable chiefly because of the 
impact they made at the time.

The Circumstances
Athanasius (c.298-373) was a theologian from 
Alexandria in Egypt, famous for his staunch defence 
of the Trinity and the divinity of Jesus Christ. Around 
370AD, a man named Marcellinus wrote to Athanasius 
seeking advice in the midst of his trials. Marcellinus had 
become ill, and this had afforded him an opportunity 
for reflection upon Scripture, especially the Psalms. 
Marcellinus had a query. How are we to make sense 
of the Psalms? What holds them all together? We can 
only touch on the lengthy response he received from 
Athanasius. In it he tells Marcellinus that he once talked 
with “a certain studious old man, who had bestowed 
much labour on the Psalter”, and that in his letter he 
will write down for Marcellinus the things this man 
said. The complete letter, under the title ‘Letter of 
Athanasius to Marcellinus on the Interpretation of the 
Psalms’, may be found on the internet.

The Marvel of the Psalms
Athanasius begins his answer by noting how 
Marcellinus is bearing well his present trial, “with its 
attendant suffering”, and expresses his delight that he 

is giving particular attention to the Psalms. Athanasius 
will later highlight the uniqueness of the Psalms. “No 
one would ever speak the patriarchs’ words as though 
they were his own...but the marvel with the Psalter 
is that...each one sings the Psalms as though they had 
been written for his special benefit, and takes them and 
recites them, not as though someone else were speaking 
or another person’s feelings being described, but as 
himself speaking of himself”. We can and we do take 
the words of the Psalms upon our lips and offer them 
to God as though they were the utterance of our own 
heart. Every one of us sees ourselves in the Psalms.

The Mirror of the Psalms
Another remarkable aspect of the Psalter is apparent 
when Athanasius says that the Psalms “serve him who 
sings them as a mirror, wherein he sees himself and 
his own soul”. Thus, the one who sings “cannot help 
but render them in such a manner that their words go 
home with equal force to those who hear him sing, and 
stir them also to a like reaction”. Repentance may be 
generated in this way, “as by the conscience-stirring 
words” of Psalm 51. Another time, hearing how God 
helps those who hope and trust in him, “the listener 
too rejoices and begins to render thanks, as though that 
gracious help already were his own”.

A man will sing Psalm 3, “bearing his own afflictions 
in his mind”. He will use Psalms 11 & 12 as “the 
expression of his own faith and prayer”. When he sings 
Psalms 54, 56, 57 & 142, “it is not as though someone 
else were being persecuted but out of his own experience 
that he renders praise to God”. In summary, the Psalms 
are given “to serve both as a reminder of our changes of 
condition and as a pattern and model for the amendment 
of our lives”.

The Grace of the Psalms
Athanasius says that the grace of the Holy Spirit is 
common to all the books of Scripture, yet the grace 
differs in its expression as need requires. The Psalter 
has “a very special grace”. While the other books 
command or inform, in the Psalter, “besides all these 
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things, you learn about yourself. You find depicted in it 
all the movements of your soul, all its changes, its ups 
and downs, its failures and recoveries.”

Take the example of repentance. It is commanded 
throughout the Bible, but in the Psalter, we see 
what repentance actually looks like. The words of 
repentance, as in Psalm 51, are given for us to use. 
Another example is affliction. Paul tells us what 
affliction does (Rom. 5:3-5), but the Psalter describes 
how afflictions are to be borne, and what the afflicted 
ought to say. All in all, “the Psalter gives a picture of the 
spiritual life”, and provides us with “a fit form of words 
wherewith to please the Lord on each of life’s occasions”.

The Breadth of the Psalms
Athanasius makes a further comparison between the 
Psalter and the other books of Scripture. The latter are 
“like a garden which grows one special kind of fruit; by 
contrast, the Psalter is a garden which, besides its special 
fruit, grows also some of those of all the rest”. Everything 
written about in the Bible is also found in the Psalms.

Athanasius notes that creation is spoken of in Psalm 
19 and again in Psalm 24. The exodus from Egypt is 
fitly sung in Psalms 78, 106 & 114. The doings of 
Joshua and of the Judges are mentioned in Psalm 105. 
Redemption and the Saviour’s grace are there in Psalm 
8 for our contemplation. For victory over the enemy, 
we have Psalm 9. To learn what sort of person is citizen 
of heaven’s kingdom, we are to sing Psalm 15. When 
you are fed and guided by the Lord, and seeing it you 
rejoice, Psalm 23 awaits you.

And there is much more! No wonder Luther called 
the Psalter “the Bible in miniature”!

The Centre of the Psalms
It is here we find Athanasius at his most enthusiastic. 
He gives Marcellinus a veritable encyclopaedia of 
references in the Psalms to Christ. Details of our Lord’s 
birth, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension 
are all to be found there. Effectively, you will find 
something of Christ in all the Psalms.

The identity of Christ is described in Psalms 45 & 
110, where we learn that he would be both God and 
man. Psalms 22 & 69 tells us of his suffering for his 
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people on the cross. Psalm 16 reveals his resurrection 
from the dead and Psalms 24 & 47 testify to his 
ascension into heaven. Psalms 21,50 & 72 set Christ 
forth as the Judge and foretell his Second Coming in 
the flesh. The benefits deriving to us from the Saviour’s 
Passion are set forth together in Psalms 93,96,98 & 99.

The Singing of the Psalms
Athanasius says there are some simple folk who think 
the reason for singing the Psalms is “just to make 
them more pleasing to the ear!” He insists that they 
are not sung for aesthetic reasons but for the profit 
of the soul. Firstly, their poetic form “ensures that by 
them men should express their love to God with all the 
strength and power they possess”. Second, they have 
a unifying effect upon the singer: “to sing the Psalms 
demands such concentration of a man’s whole being on 
them that, in doing it, his usual disharmony of mind and 
corresponding bodily confusion is resolved”.

Athanasius says, “the Lord Himself has ordained 
that the Psalms be sung”, and points to James 5:13. 
Those who sing the Psalms with the tongue and the 
understanding “greatly benefit not themselves alone 
but also those who want to listen to them”. When David 
played to Saul, “he drove from Saul his madness and 
his anger and gave back peace to his distracted spirit”. 
Singing the Psalms harmoniously “is in itself the index 
of a peaceful and well-ordered heart”. It also helps to 
restore harmony to fractured lives.

The Benefit of the Psalms
Athanasius recommends a regular regime of Psalmody. 
In the Psalter, one learns how to remember the good 
works of God. In addition, the Psalms are an instrument 
through which we internalise the victory Christ won 
for us over the world, the flesh and the devil, and 
become ‘imitators’ of Christ. Athanasius argues that it 
was for this reason that God made Christ’s life resound 
in the Psalms before his Incarnation:

“And therefore, before He came among us, He 
sketched the likeness of this perfect life for us in words, 
in this same book of Psalms; in order that, just as He 
revealed Himself in flesh to be the perfect, heavenly 
Man, so in the Psalms also men of good-will might see 
the pattern life portrayed, and find therein the healing 
and correction of their own.”

Here then is an exceptional letter that has become 
a classic, demonstrating the important place the 
Psalms have in the life of the Church and the individual 
Christian, and how Christ lies at the centre of the 
Psalter. Generations have benefited from the advice 
given by Athanasius to a simple request for help in 
making sense of this precious book.

“In the Psalter, 
one learns how to 
remember the good 
works of God.”

Free Church Witness 17
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BOOK 
REVIEWS

Pastoral Theology: The Pastor in the Various Duties 
of His Office
Thomas Murphy, Log College Press, hbk, 564pp. 
Available from jamesdicksonbooks.com, £21.95.

The title of this book may suggest that its readership 
ought to be those who are in, or are preparing for, 
the pastoral ministry. However, the easy style and 

practical content mean that it would benefit any Christian. 
Rev. Thomas Murphy (1823-1900), hailing from County 
Antrim, was a graduate of Princeton Theological 
Seminary. He studied under Archibald Alexander and 
this work is a product of notes taken during that time, 
together with his extensive pastoral experience in 
Frankford Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia.

The content spans the entire range of church life, 
dealing with the importance of the subject, then the 
personal spiritual life of the pastor, and finally the pastor 
in the study and pulpit. Murphy draws in practically 
every aspect of the work of a typical Reformed 
congregation. There are chapters on pastoral visitation, 
meetings and activities, the management of revivals, the 
Sabbath School, and benevolent work. The final three 
chapters deal with the kirk session, the higher courts of 
the church, and relations with other denominations.

What makes this book a compelling read is Murphy’s 
thoroughly practical advice. When discussing public 
prayers, he doesn’t simply encourage brevity: “We would 
venture to suggest that the prayer of public worship 
should not, under ordinary circumstances, exceed eight 
minutes in length; five, in many cases, would not be 
too short.” Sound advice on how to avoid the pitfalls 
accompanying times of revival is followed by the same 
on pastoring sin-troubled souls in ‘normal’ times: “The 
pastor himself should watch for such persons, noticing 
the well-known symptoms which indicate a turning 
Christward; he should have others to watch for them also 
and keep him informed: he should keep a list of them, so 
that none of them shall be forgotten, but in due time be 
visited, and at once carried to the throne of grace.”

While most of what Murphy writes is agreeable to 
norms in our own denomination, a few things are unique 
to the American context. This book is a must-read for 
pastors of every level of experience, 
and as a handbook for elders and 
deacons. Church members will find 
the issues covered enlightening and 
informative, showing them how 
they can be “labourers together 
with God” with their pastor and 
office-bearers.
Rev. Alan Blaney

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

The Wings of the Morning – An 
Exposition of Psalm 139
John Morrison, Scottish 
Reformed Heritage 
Publications, pbk, 106pp, 
£6.99 (plus p&p). Available 
from Rev. John Keddie (tel: 
01463 831896; email: 
jwkeddie@yahoo.co.uk) 
or Lulu, Amazon and other 
Internet sites.

The author is well known as a senior minister and 
former lecturer in Systematic Theology at the 
Free Church (Continuing) Seminary. The title of 

this pocket-sized book is taken from Psalm 139:9. In 
the foreword Mr Morrison describes this Psalm as his 
favourite – something apparent in his very practical 
treatment. The twenty short chapters could be read in 
one sitting but could also be used for daily devotional 
readings.

The Psalm’s main theme is God’s majesty as 
revealed in His omnipresence and omniscience. We 
are reminded of God’s immensity, such that we cannot 
escape from His presence, but also of His intimate 
knowledge of, and care for, each one of His people. 
David recalls experiences in his life, and from this, 
believers can take comfort when they are found in 
similar situations.

Mr Morrison provides a helpful exposition of each 
verse, accompanied by useful application, and I give 
two examples. Referring to verses 9 & 10, “the wings 
of the morning” is described as portraying the speed 
of light, so that even if David could travel at such a 
speed he could never escape from God. The fact that 
the living God is everywhere, and will uphold us at all 
times, is of great comfort to the believer. It is also a 
solemn reminder that we are never hidden from His 
all-seeing eye.

Having described, in verses 19 to 22, the 
fearful end of God’s enemies, and David’s desire to 
separate from such, the Psalm concludes with an 
acknowledgement of the evil dwelling in David’s 
heart. He appeals to God’s omniscience that he 
would be searched, and kept in the way that leads to 
everlasting life.

I highly recommend this book and believe it will 
give great encouragement to the reader.
Andrew Naylor

http://jamesdicksonbooks.com
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Aberdeen
Assynt & Scourie			 
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Duthil-Dores			 
Inverness				 
Kilmorack & Strathglass
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Poolewe & Aultbea	
Tarbat		
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Ayr				  
Ballyclare & Doagh 				  
Dumfries				  
Edinburgh			 
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Glasgow - Partick		
Glasgow - Shettleston		
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Outer Hebrides Presbytery								      
Cross				  
Harris - Leverburgh						   
Knock & Point			 
North Uist & Grimsay
Scalpay			 
Stornoway			 
Total Outer Hebrides Presbytery

Presbytery of Skye & Lochcarron								      
Bracadale & Duirinish (Waternish)
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Lochalsh & Strath							     
Portree				  
Snizort				  
Total Skye & Lochcarron Presbytery
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Total From Congregations
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Mrs Donna Norris
101 Young Road, Dunblane
FK15 0FT
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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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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. 

September					            October			                 November
7    Portree
14  Duthil-Dores, Hunt County, North Uist & Grimsay
21  Glasgow–Knightswood, Kilmuir & Stenscholl, 
       Pau, Scalpay Harris
28  Inverness–Greyfriars, Lochalsh & Strath

5    Ayr, Greenville, Snizort
12  Cross, St Louis
19  Ballyclare & Doagh
26  Atlanta, Knock & Point, Poolewe 
       & Aultbea, Glasgow–Partick

2    Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s, 
       Kilmorack & Strathglass
9    Aberdeen, Tarbat
16  Brora, Glasgow–Shettleston
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“I will praise thee, O Lord, with my whole heart; I will shew forth all 
thy marvellous works.”

Psalm 9:1

An aerial view of Loch Duich, Lochalsh, with Eilean Donan Castle in the foreground. Ratagan 
Youth Hostel, the venue for the November Youth Conference, is at the far end of the loch.


