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What keeps the Christian going in difficult 
times? There are many answers to that 
question. We love Jesus Christ, having a 

strong sense of our indebtedness to Him and our 
need of His grace. We profess Him to be our Lord and 
Saviour and recognise the obligations which flow from 
that. We understand that only those who are faithful to 
Christ and endure to the end shall be saved. Yet there 
is another reason for persevering in the Christian life: 
the prospect of a crown.

Meaning
In the ancient world, crowns were worn on occasions 
having a resonance for believers. Warriors received a 
crown following their triumph in a military campaign: 
so will the soldiers of Christ, when by the grace of 
God they finally conquer the world, the flesh, and the 
devil. Crowns were worn to celebrate weddings: so 
will all who are present at “the marriage supper of the 
Lamb” (Rev. 19:9). In the Greek games, the president 
placed a laurel wreath on the head of the successful 
competitors, to signify their victory; the Lord’s people 
are running the race of life, and when they cross the 
finishing line they too will receive a prize.

If we are fully persuaded of our crown as Christians, 
it will be for our comfort and strength and usefulness 
to our Master. What will it mean to receive a crown 
from Christ? In the Word of God, we get many different 
views of the believer’s crown, revealing its splendour. 
How shall we describe it?

Righteousness
First, it is a crown of righteousness. We learn this from 
the apostle Paul. He had fought a good fight, finished 
his course and kept the faith, and he was confident of 
the reward awaiting him at the Judgement: “Henceforth 
there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which 
the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: 
and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his 
appearing.” (2 Tim. 4:8) We owe our salvation to Christ’s 
obedience unto death. That His people might join Him in 
heaven, Christ wore a crown of thorns and paid for their 
sins: “who for the joy that was set before him endured 
the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the 
right hand of the throne of God.” (Heb. 12:2)

This crown was “laid up” for Paul, secure in his 
Redeemer. Believers receive it at their death when their 
souls are made perfect in holiness and enter Christ’s 
nearer presence (1 John 3:2); they will also receive it 
at the resurrection when their bodies are made like 
Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21). Interestingly, the 
crown comes from Christ as “the righteous judge”. The 
term may make us think, like Martin Luther before 
his conversion, of God’s avenging justice whereby He 
punishes our sins, yet there would be no condemnation 
for Paul. He would be acquitted, not on account of his 
good works, or his martyr’s death, but because Christ 
had satisfied God’s justice on his behalf. Christ would 
give Paul this crown freely, in His love, mercy and grace. 
So with every believer!

Life
Second, it is a crown of life. James declares: “Blessed 
is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is 
tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord 
hath promised to them that love him.” (James 1:12) 
Christ’s imputed righteousness is life to the believer 
(Rom. 5:21), for it is the ground of our reconciliation 
and communion with God. Christ came that His people 
“might have life, and that they might have it more 
abundantly.” (John 10:10) Our new life is constantly 
tested here, that it might be proven; we experience 
trials from without and temptations from within, but 
in this way, we are made to lean more upon the Lord, 
who works His grace in us so that we grow spiritually, 
from childhood to maturity (1 Cor. 14:20; Eph. 4:13). It 
is reassuring to know that whatever Satan does for our 
downfall is ordered by God for our sanctification.

Believers are “rooted and built up” in Christ (Col. 
2:7); the life they have from Christ buds here, but 
it is only when they go to paradise that it is seen in 
full bloom. It can be difficult to discern the evidence 
of divine life in our souls. We are tempted and often 
succumb; we are tried and found wanting. Are we 
fearful that we will not be vindicated by Christ at the 
last day? The encouragement for us is that the crown 
of life is promised, not to those of great faith and great 
fruits (although we should desire these), nor to those 
of great gifts and great accomplishments, but to those 
whose hearts, minds and affections are set upon the 
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Lord Jesus and love Him in sincerity. Yet our love to 
Christ is never the cause of this crown: “We love him, 
because he first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)

Glory
Third, it is a crown of glory. Peter writes: “And when the 
chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of 
glory that fadeth not away.” (1 Pet. 5:4) He is addressing 
the elders of the church, who will be rewarded for 
faithfully tending to Christ’s flock in this world, but 
the same applies to all who have served the Lord in a 
humble, gracious spirit. Paul says to believers in general: 
“God is not unrighteous to forget your work and labour 
of love, which ye have shewed toward his name, in that 
ye have ministered to the saints, and do minister.” (Heb. 
6:10) Because of Christ every Christian will have glory, 
but in the words of the Secession minister James Fisher 
(1697-1775), “there will be different degrees of glory 
(the saints in heaven being compared to stars, which 
are of different magnitudes, Dan. 12:3)...some capacities 
will contain more, and others less, yet all shall be filled, 
and have what they can hold, Ps. 16:11.”

Christ gave himself for His people that they might 
be “zealous of good works” (Titus 2:14), and we should 
be using our God-given time and talents as best we 
can for Him. The biblical doctrine of salvation never 
encourages ungodliness, worldliness or idleness, and 
we must not allow the devil to persuade us otherwise. 
There are many individuals in Scripture whose lives 
have lessons for us. Noah was obedient to God, dutifully 
building the ark when God warned him of the Flood: 
“according to all that God commanded him, so did he.” 
(Gen. 6:22) Zechariah was bold for God, reproving 
Judah for the sin of idolatry, and was stoned to death 
at the king’s command (2 Chron. 24:20,21). Anna was 
devoted to God; she “departed not from the temple, but 
served God with fastings and prayers night and day.” 
(Luke 2:37) Let us follow their example!

Incorruptible
The believer’s crown is incorruptible. Paul compares 
Christians running the race of life with athletes and their 
strenuous efforts: “they do it to obtain a corruptible 
crown; but we an incorruptible.” (1 Cor. 9:25) Laurel 
wreaths wither and metal crowns tarnish: it is the same 
with all worldly honours. By contrast, the Christian’s 
crown will never lose its value. Salvation never decays 
or diminishes in its worth, for the blood of Christ which 
purchased it is incorruptible (1 Pet. 1:18,19) and so is 
the seed of spiritual life in the believer (v.23). These 
things are worth remembering in a day when many 

within the church love the praise of men more than the 
praise of God. We do not see that in Christ, who told the 
Jews, “I receive not honour from men.” (John 5:41)

In Christ, we have eternal blessedness. It is begun 
here, in knowing and enjoying Christ by faith, as He 
is revealed to us in the Scriptures. It is continued in 
heaven, where we will behold Him by sight and have 
an understanding of God that is clear and full. With 
mansions specially prepared for them by Christ, 
heaven will always have a fresh wonder for believers, 
and they will never grow weary of it: the Lamb will 
ever be feeding us and leading us to the living fountains 
of God’s infinite goodness (Rev. 7:17). Heaven ought 
to occupy our thoughts while we are still upon earth. 
The Puritan Robert Bolton (1572-1631) wrote: “let us 
enter into deep meditations of the inestimable glory of 
it; let us long until we come to the possession of it, even 
as the heir longeth for his inheritance; let us strive and 
strain to get into this golden city”.

Undeserved
There is no room for personal pride here or in heaven. 
In his revelation, John glimpses the “four and twenty 
elders”, representing the church in glory. They are 
wearing crowns of gold, but we note what they do with 
them. They cast them continually before the throne, 
saying, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and 
honour and power: for thou hast created all things, 
and for thy pleasure they are and were created.” (Rev. 
4:10,11). They are casting them before the One of 
whom the Psalmist said: “In that salvation wrought by 
thee / his glory is made great; / Honour and comely 
majesty / thou hast upon him set.” (Ps. 21:5, metrical) 
They are casting them before the One upon whose head 
are “many crowns” (Rev. 19:12) because He is King of 
kings. They are casting them before Jesus Christ.

These elders know themselves to be utterly 
undeserving of their honour, whereas Christ has 
wholly merited His. May God grant us the same sense 
of things, and enable us to follow the Saviour fully until 
the day we receive our crown from Him and our joy is 
complete.
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“And in old age...” (Psalm 92:14)

Caleb has been described as “the Mr Greatheart 
of the Old Testament”. Unlike many others who 
made a profession in their youth, he never 

stopped growing, and was still bearing fruit in old age. 
Like Barzillai and Anna, his greatest achievements 
in the Lord’s cause were in his old age: “give me this 
mountain” (Josh. 14:12), says this old man. Even then 
Caleb, as before, was wholly following the Lord (v.8).

Courage
In his younger years, Caleb’s courage stood out at 
Kadesh, when he stood with Joshua against the tide 
of popular opinion. Not every young Christian passes 
this test. These two spies said to the children of Israel 
regarding the occupants of Canaan, “the Lord is with 
us: fear them not” (Num. 14:9), but the people sided 
with the other ten. Alas, many still side with the 
faithless majority, and not the faithful few.

As a young man Caleb stood with Joshua on the side 
of God’s remnant within the visible church, prepared 
to take the consequences of their faithfulness. Caleb 
had the faith which gave him optimism in God’s cause 
(Num. 13:30). He had seen how Israel’s rebellion led 
to forty weary years in the wilderness. He resisted the 
temptations of middle-age, to become less fervent and 
less disciplined in the spiritual life. He did not accept 
the declining standards of the visible church and do the 
minimum to preserve the name of being a Christian, a 
follower of the Lord.

Vigour
Middle-age brings great tests for our Christian 
character. Many in youth “did run well” (Gal. 5:7), and 
then succumbed to hindrances; this led to a loss of 
spiritual fervour and devotion. Many settle down to 
a life of ease; self-discipline and self-denial are ideas 
they have left behind. Bad habits, disillusionment, 
cynicism or a self-exalting critical spirit creep in, and 
the young man or woman who started out with such 
high ideals now tragically settles for less.

Caleb battled on during the wilderness years, 
encouraged the others to maintain the standards of 
the Lord, and resisted and survived to ripen in old age. 

He waited upon the Lord and renewed his strength 
(Isa. 40:31). Soon he would show the possibilities of 
old age to his generation.

Endurance
At the age of eighty-five, Caleb was still exercising faith 
and venturing forth into areas others thought fruitless. 
He had plans which put to shame the selfish security of 
the youth. Far from thinking of retirement and leisure, 
he encouraged and strengthened himself in the Lord, 
as David did (1 Sam. 30:6), to do what he could for the 
sake of His Name (3 John 7). It was not the triumph 
of physical strength, but of optimistic trust in the Lord 
(Phil. 4:13). He asked for more – the opportunity to 
tackle the giants that remained in Canaan, hindering 
Israel’s progress (Josh. 14:12).

Caleb’s last years were his best; he alone subdued 
the territory which was apportioned to him (Josh. 
15:14). He endured to the end. He did not change 
his early beliefs, he did not dilute his worship, he 
gave nothing of the Faith away. And in old age, when 
others failed, he still brought forth fruit (Ps. 92:14). As 
he came to the end of the journey, he could say with 
another:

“Thou on my head in early youth didst smile;
And, though rebellious and perverse meanwhile,

Thou hast not left me, oft as I left thee;
On to the close, O Lord, abide with me!” 

(Henry Francis Lyte)

“The products of sanctification, all the instances of a 
lively devotion and a useful conversation, good works, 
by which God is glorified and others are edified, 
these are the fruits of righteousness, in which it is 
the privilege, as well as the duty, of the righteous to 
abound; and their abounding in them is the matter 
of a promise as well as of a command. It is promised 
that they shall bring forth fruit in old age. Other trees, 
when they are old, leave off bearing, but in God’s trees 
the strength of grace does not fail with the strength of 
nature. The last days of the saints are sometimes their 
best days, and their last work is their best work. This 
indeed shows that they are upright; perseverance is the 
surest evidence of sincerity.”
– Matthew Henry (on Psalm 92:14)

DEVOTIONAL
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In the previous study we considered the truth that 
God is love. This leads to an equally fundamental 
issue: how can this God be known? Far too many 

seem to think that they can discover the true and living 
God by their own efforts. This is entirely wrong, for such 
a discovery will merely produce a being somewhat akin 
to themselves. One writer has asserted that any divine 
being we can conceive of is not worthy of our worship. 
In his lecture on God’s Glory, the Covenanter minister 
Hugh Binning (1627-53), states: “God is independent 
altogether and self-sufficient”. The Triune God eternally 
communes and communicates within himself. 

How then are we to know God, and what are the 
consequences of that knowledge?

Revelation
Unless God reveals himself, it is impossible for us 
to have any proper view of him. Thankfully, God is a 
communicative being. That is why he made the world. 
Not that he at any time needs us, or the creation which 
he made. Rather, he made the world and ourselves 
because he delights in the communication of himself. 
Thus the heavens declare the glory of God; that is the 
end for which they are made.

As Scott R. Swain, Professor of Systematic Theology 
at Reformed Theological Seminary in Orlando, Florida, 
puts it, “God’s triune life of perfect communication 
and communion exists before us, apart from us, and 
without any need of us.” (Trinity, Revelation, and 
Reading: A Theological Introduction to the Bible and 
its Interpretation. T&T Clark, p.5.) Yet God desired to 
communicate his perfection.

Scripture
Just as we need to understand that God must reveal 
himself to us, so we need to know that God has 
caused his self-revelation to be written down. This 
self-revelation, which we have in the Holy Scriptures, 
is bound to possess certain characteristics. Our 
Westminster Confession of Faith, in its chapter on 
Scripture, lists a series of those characteristics, ending 
with “the scope of the whole, (which is to give all glory 
to God)” (1.5).

A direct implication of this is the uniqueness of 
the Bible. It is so often said that we should read the 
Bible like any other book: this is both inaccurate and 
insufficient, since the Bible is not like any other book 

– simply because it is the self-revelation of the Triune 
God. 

Historically, God revealed himself “at sundry times 
and in divers manners” (Heb. 1:1). However, those 
former ways of revelation have now ceased, because 
we possess God’s full and final revelation. Christ has 
come into the world, and as a consequence God’s 
written revelation is now complete. As Scott Swain 
also says: “Given the climax of God’s self-revelation in 
Jesus Christ, it is wrong therefore to suggest that our 
understanding of God, or of God’s requirements for his 
people, might progress ‘beyond’ that of the apostolic 
era. There is no standpoint beyond the apostolic age 
that might provide a ‘deepened moral [or theological] 
sensitivity’ or that might make the revelation of God in 
Christ look ‘immature and outgrown.’” (p.26)

We must insist then that revelation is complete. 
There is the natural revelation of God (creation), there 
is the supernatural revelation (the Incarnation), and 
there is the inscripturated revelation.

Preservation
Since God has given his word, where is it to be found? 
This is of great importance. Our Confession states that 
God’s word consists of “the Old Testament in Hebrew” 
and “the New Testament in Greek” (1:8). The reference 
is to the Hebrew Masoretic text and the Greek Received 
text. These texts, being “immediately inspired by God”, 
have been preserved by God’s “singular care and 
providence”. This a fundamental principle enshrined 
in our Confession.

But where were these texts so preserved? The 
Reformed answer is, in the Church. This was the case 
in the time of the Old Testament. The originals of the 
Old Testament scriptures were placed in the Ark of 
the Covenant and later in the Temple, and from these 
copies were made, not only for rulers but for every 
synagogue across the land.

The New Testament enjoyed the same 
superintendence of God. For example, Paul’s epistles 
were sent to the various congregations addressed, 
and shared with the rest. Undoubtedly copies were 
made and circulated to the various churches. We get a 
glimpse of this in Colossians 4:16, where Paul writes: 
“And when this epistle is read among you, cause that it 
be read also in the church of the Laodiceans; and that 
ye likewise read the epistle from Laodicea.” (The latter 

DOCTRINE

HAS GOD SPOKEN?
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footnotes that their preferred reading is due entirely 
to following sources other than the Hebrew Masoretic 
text.

• In Galatians 2:20, the AV says, “I am crucified 
with Christ: nevertheless I live...”. The NKJV, without 
any indication that it has done so, removes the phrase 
“nevertheless I live”.

Since God is a perfect being, since he has chosen 
to reveal himself, and since he has caused his word to 
be written down, we can expect that what God says 
and what Scripture says are one and the same. This 
is indeed the case. Paul states in Galatians 3:8: “And 
the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 
heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto 
Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed.” 
Yet when we turn to the passage cited (Gen. 12:3) it is 
God who is ‘preaching’. What God says, Scripture says, 
and what Scripture says, God says. 

Confidence
Since God is neither contradictory nor careless with 
his word, his communication is the basis of our 
communion with him. When God made Adam, he 
communicated to him by words (Gen. 2:16,17), and 
there was fellowship. After the fall, though God speaks 
words of judgement upon all, he communicates his 
own kindness and mercy with the promise of a Saviour 
who would undo the Fall (Gen. 3:15), condescending 
to have communion with his people, but now through 
a mediator.

Significantly for our study, Satan challenges 
God’s fundamental communication to man (Gen. 
3:1). Ever since God first spoke to man, his word has 
been undermined. As Eve was tempted by Satan and 
succumbed, so since then many within the Church 
have succumbed to Satan’s lie regarding the authority 
and authenticity of God’s word. Some, like Jehudi (Jer. 
36:23), have tried to cut out and burn the word of God; 
others have claimed that we need academics to tell us 
where the word of God is; still others claim the word 
which God spoke is far too difficult for contemporary 
readers, and needs a makeover.

The end result is the loss of a single Bible; loss 
of a common belief regarding the Word of God, and 
ultimately confusion as to whether we really do have 
the true and authentic word at all. By contrast, the 
Lord Jesus demonstrated that we can have complete 
confidence in the Scriptures. He proclaimed, “search 
the scriptures” (John 5:39), and “have ye not read” 
(Matt. 12:3), demonstrating that his people have 
access to God’s word. The position of the Westminster 
Assembly must remain the basic conviction of every 
believer. Holding to it, we may withstand all who say to 
us, “Yea, hath God said...?”.

most likely refers to the Epistle to the Ephesians.) 
The point is that the Church was the instrument of 
preserving and circulating the New Testament text.

Our Confession adds that these texts were “kept 
pure in all ages” by God and “are therefore authentical”. 
The Westminster Divines most certainly believed 
that the Church of their day was in possession of the 
true, pure and authentic texts of the Old Testament 
in Hebrew and the New Testament in Greek. So much 
so, they state that “in all controversies of religion, the 
Church is finally to appeal unto them.”

Translation
We would not consider, in the least degree, tampering 
with the revelation of God in either creation or Christ, 
and we must take the same approach to Scripture. Yet 
astonishingly, Scripture appears to be a nose of wax, 
to be altered, shaped and manipulated according to 
our own desires, designs and demands. Even more 
remarkable is it for people to assert that we cannot 
say for definite that we possess the entire, true and 
authentic text of Scripture today. Every time a person 
uses a modern bible version, they are actually saying 
that, even if they intend otherwise. We would not 
dream of altering the pure, true and authentic text: is it 
not shocking then that translators feel free to do what 
we would not do? Take three simple examples from 
the New King James Version (NKJV):

• In 2 Kings 23:29, the NKJV states that the king of 
Egypt went “to the aid of” the king of Assyria, yet in the 
parallel passage in 2 Chronicles 35:20, it states that he 
went “out against” the king of Assyria. Which is the true 
translation? Coverdale (1535) has “against” in both 
passages, so too does Matthews (1537), the Great Bible 
(1539), Geneva Bible (1560), Bishops Bible (1568) and 
the Authorised Version (1611). Yet the NKJV leaves us 
with a contradiction (although at 2 Kings 23:29 it gives 
the alternative “to attack” in a footnote).

• In Micah 7:19, the NKJV reads “you will cast all 
our sins...”, with a footnote stating, “Lit. their”, which is 
the reading found in the Authorised Version (AV). This 
raises the obvious question: if the literal reading is 
“their”, why use “our”? No explanation is given for this 
decision. However, we know the reason because other 
versions which do the same as the NKJV tell us in their 
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Scripture says, and 
what Scripture says, 
God says.”



April 20218

We live in times when the love of many is 
waxing cold. We see this in the life of the 
nation and especially in the visible church. 

When our love for God is cold, our love for the brethren 
will also grow cold. If we love not the Head, neither will 
we love the body, but “if we walk in the light, as he is 
in the light, we have fellowship one with another” (1 
John 1:7). Love for the brethren is vital and it finds its 
expression in the form of Christian fellowship.

Its Basis
To understand the importance of Christian fellowship, 
we must grasp what it is and what it is not. The Greek 
word for “fellowship” in the New Testament (e.g. Acts 
2:42, 1 Cor. 1:9; Eph. 5:11; Phil. 1:5) means essentially 
‘friendly association’. But it goes deeper than mere 
friendship. It has in view the idea of partnership that 
manifests itself in a mutual sharing. Christians ought 
to share one another’s interests and shoulder one 
another’s burdens.

Fellowship is unlike anything enjoyed in the world, 
because its basis is not in “the unfruitful works of 
darkness” (Eph. 5:11), but in “the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3). This union is described 
by the Lord Jesus in His prayer in the upper room: “And 
the glory which thou gavest me I have given them; that 
they may be one, even as we are one: I in them, and thou 
in me, that they may be made perfect in one; and that 
the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast 
loved them, as thou hast loved me.” (John 17:22,23)

The basis of Christian fellowship therefore is in the 
Lord Jesus Christ, and His finished work. Fellowship 
in Christ is true friendship, and can only occur within 
the body of Christ. While Christians should maintain 
cordial relationships with those in the world, insofar as 
this is necessary and practical, they are not to love the 
world, neither the things that are in the world (1 John 
2:15). The Christian may respect the worldly man, but 
he is exhorted not to love his unbelieving lifestyle or 
share his worldview.

Its Importance
Congregations are ‘mini-families’, in the sense that 
their members should love one another and edify one 
another. Once a sinner is saved and brought into the 

church, he should be welcomed as a ‘new addition’ to 
the family. Genuine Christian fellowship strengthens 
love, maintains unity and sharpens our understanding, 
as “iron sharpeneth iron” (Prov. 27:17).

Christian fellowship can also be greatly blessed to 
the unbeliever. When he is in the presence of the Lord’s 
people, say in an after-church fellowship, at once he will 
detect something different about them. He realises that 
they have something he does not: a wonderful sense of 
peace, joy and assurance in their Saviour. He may soon 
discover a desire to be with them, and a yearning to 
be like them and even to have what they have. “A new 
commandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; 
as I have loved you, that ye also love one another. By this 
shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have 
love one to another.” (John 13:34,35)

Many have attributed the beginning of their 
conversion to the love shown by the brethren. The 
world watches and studies us. Let us be sure we 
love one another for the sake of our Saviour. What a 
powerful witness to the unbelieving world! Christian 
love is more powerful than all the forces of nature.

Its Marks
How do we practise fellowship as Christians? There 
are a variety of ways. For example:

1) By assembling together in public worship. This is 
the primary way fellowship is enjoyed (Heb. 10:25). 
Nothing can compare to meeting together, singing 
together, praying together and listening together. 
Zoom is helpful, but it is no substitute. The unity of the 
congregation is both visible and palpable and sorely 
missed at the present time. Lockdown, and all that has 
come with it, strikes at the heart of Christian fellowship. 

2) By talking together. The older generations were 
generally better at this. In a world saturated with 
smartphones and other technology we are losing this 
habit. The Puritans termed it “discoursing”. Spiritual 
fellowship is bound up with holy conversation. God 
promises rich blessings on those who speak together 
(Mal. 3:16,17). When we come together, let us not 
speak of the world, nor of the church, but of Christ. 
There is nothing as enriching to the soul as a hearty 
discussion on the life and ministry of our Lord. Let us 
discuss theology and Christian experience, and not be 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP
REV. THOMAS BUDGEN
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afraid to open up about what we are thinking or what 
we have read. Only let us do so humbly, thankfully and 
joyfully as we learn from one another. This will deepen 
the bonds of friendship and fellowship.

3) By praying together. By prayer we come 
collectively to the Throne of Grace. It is a great blessing 
to pray for one another and to be prayed for. There is 
strength in numbers. When the Roman soldiers closed 
ranks and united their shields against the enemy, they 
were one. When we pray together, we close ranks and 
become doubly effective in frustrating the enemy and 
solidifying fellowship. Prayer binds us together, for we 
are united in a common cause. The book of Acts lays 
much emphasis on the importance of corporate prayer 
(e.g. 1:14,24; 3:1; 13:2,3; 20:36). This too strengthens 
Christian fellowship.

4) By watching together. It is easy to get sucked 
into the world. If we see one of the brethren going 
astray, we ought to love enough and be bold enough to 
rebuke him. This ought to be done in all gentleness and 
meekness (Eph. 4:1-3). This is not easy, nor desirable, 
but it is an important part of Christian fellowship. 
Satan despises fellowship and will do all he can to 
cause tension and divisions in the body of Christ.

5) By serving one another. Let us be kind to one 
another (Col. 3:12). Let us think of one another often 
and communicate with each other during the present 
lockdown, either by phone or by text. Remember the 
Minister and his wife and family. Ask after them and 
get in touch. They will be only too happy to speak! Let 
us also be practical. If we see a need, let us be proactive 
and do all we can to help. Times of need are times of 
coming together. Let us not forget the elderly but 
labour to minister to their needs. All these things are 
part and parcel of Christian fellowship. It is not merely 
spiritual but practical.

Christian fellowship is commanded and it is to 
be cultivated. Christ often fellowshipped with His 
disciples, and if He desired their company, how much 
more should we? It is easy to become isolated and it is 
easy to desire isolation, especially when we feel hurt 
or neglected by the brethren. But despite our many 
failures and shortcomings, the Bible says we need each 
other (Gal. 5:13). We are one body. In an age of social 
media where the individual is lauded and promoted, 
let us never forget that true greatness in the body of 
Christ consists in fellowshipping with each other and 
serving one another.

PRACTICAL RELIGION / THE IMPORTANCE OF CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP

OUR NEED OF GRACE
REV. JAMES CLARK

“Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace” 
(Hebrews 4:16)

Because of who He is (v.15), let us “therefore” 
come for more grace; this we need and this He 
will give (James 4:6; Heb. 12:28). We cannot live 

on yesterday’s manna, likewise we need grace for today. 
Grace is God’s loving attitude towards us and His power 
within us (Eph. 2:8,10), and there is a fulness of grace in 
Christ to supply our needs (John 1:16,17; 2 Cor. 12:9).

Encouragement to come to this throne implies a 
hesitation on our part to come near prayerfully. This 
may be because we do not feel the need, but the fact is 
that our need is constant. Hearts are always warmer 
when they draw near to Christ; to stay back is to become 

colder. “His grace is sufficient for us; but without grace 
we are dull, lifeless, and sure to fall.” (James Smith)

A Christian who climbed to a mountain top cried 
out at the beauty he gazed upon all around, “More of 
Thee, more of Thee.” The echo came back, “More of 
thee, more of thee!” If we would have more from God, 
we must give more of ourselves to Him. The days of 
need are upon us; we must come near to this throne. 
The King sits there in His power and beauty; none are 
turned away.

“On me, my King, exert Thy power,
Make old things pass away;

Transform and draw my soul to Thee,
Still nearer every day.”  (Henry Francis Lyte)
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Iread an interesting story recently. It was about a 
young prince who lived many years ago, in one of 
the countries of Europe. In his youth he lived for 

one thing – entertainment. In the process of time, he 
grew up to be the King of that country. Alas, he spent 
his adult years taken up with entertainment. He hired a 
jester to make him laugh. One day he laughed so much 
at the jester that he said to him, “Jester, you are the 
biggest fool in the world.” Has anyone ever said that to 
you? Have you ever thought that about someone else?

Twenty or so years later, the King was older, and 
seriously ill. However, he still wanted to be entertained. 
He called for his jester. The jester was brought in, but 
wouldn’t make him laugh. The king asked him why 
not? The jester replied, “Sir, you are now dying, and 
yet your only concern is for entertainment. Who is the 
biggest fool in the world now?”

The jester was right. The Bible tells us, “The fool 
hath said in his heart, There is no God.” (Ps. 14:1) It is 
a sinful and foolish thing to ignore the true and living 
God, and live for entertainment. It shows a scant regard 
for God and His Truth, and the eternal welfare of one’s 
soul. Are you just living for entertainment? If you are, 
you need to repent of your sin, and seek forgiveness by 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

The Song of Fools
In Ecclesiastes 7:5, we read of the right way to be. “It is 
better to hear the rebuke of the wise, than for a man to 
hear the song of fools.” Our world is full of such songs. 
They make sweet melody to our corrupt and sinful 
natures, but are of no use at death or at the Judgement 
to come. They may be enjoyable at the time (v.6), but 
are useless. But what are such songs? Anything that 
advocates the breaking of God’s holy law is the song 
of fools.

For example, the media, in all its forms, whether 
social, written or viewed, sings to us of the necessity of 
worldly knowledge and self-importance. You may think, 
“I need to know”, and, “my opinions count”, but Scripture 
says: “For not he that commendeth himself is approved, 
but whom the Lord commendeth.” (2 Cor. 10:18)

The realm of sport and entertainment sings to us 
that pleasure and popularity are the main goals in life. 

The so-called music industry, with its godless idols and 
wicked lyrics, sings to us the thought that this life is all 
that there is. Yet God’s word tells you, “it is appointed 
unto men once to die, but after this the judgment” 
(Heb. 9:27).

Do you have time to waste? Surely this Covid-19 
judgement that has engulfed the whole world is telling 
us that time is short, ETERNITY IS NEAR, and we need 
to prepare for it. Have you not been brought up to know 
better? I am sure for many of the readers of this article, 
that is true. The reason is not lack of knowledge, but 
because you are a sinner, and you like to hear “the song 
of fools”.

You must repent of your sins, and flee to Jesus Christ 
as He is freely offered to you in the Gospel. This is the 
only way to be ready for eternity in your youth.

Who are the Wise?
God is good. He has not left us to hear only “the song 
of fools”. He has given us the rebuke of the wise. The 
Lord Jesus Christ is the wisest man there ever was, and 
He commands us, “repent ye, and believe the gospel.” 
(Mark 1:15)

God’s true servants are made wise by Him, whether 
they be His Ministers or your parents or grandparents 
who fear the Lord. How do you know they are wise?

They will rebuke your sin. They will rebuke you 
for the way that you live. They have been taught by 
their heavenly Father that they need His rebukes and 
chastening (Heb. 12:5,6), and that as their children 
and grandchildren, you need it too. This is what God 
commands them to do (Ps. 78:5,6). They won’t laugh 
at your sin, like your friends do. Our sin will condemn 
us. We are all sinners (Rom. 3:23), and unless your sins 
are forgiven by the Lord Jesus Christ, you will perish 
eternally.

Who do you Hear?
Scripture tells us the better way. Do you hear that 
rebuke in your conscience and seek to turn from your 
sin? Or do you despise “the rebuke of the wise” and 
imagine your own way to be better than God’s?

Be ready, hear the rebuke of the wise, and prepare 
for eternity now.

YOUTH FOCUS

THE BIGGEST FOOL IN THE WORLD
REV. RICHARD ROSS
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2021 General Assembly (Rev. Graeme Craig, 
Assistant Clerk of Assembly)

Given that it is expected that at least some 
Covid-19 restrictions will still be in place at 
the end of May, the Assembly Arrangements 

Committee have agreed that this year the General 
Assembly will meet as indicted on Monday 24th 
May, and that it will meet by Zoom. The meeting is 
expected to last from 6.00pm on the Monday until 
5.00pm on the Wednesday (26th), with the hope of 
completing all the business by then. Further details 
will be made available on the Church website nearer 
the time (D.V.).

Moderator-Designate (Rev. Graeme Craig, acting 
Principal Clerk of Assembly)

The Moderator-Designate of the 2021 General 
Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland 
(Continuing) is Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod, 

Minister of Snizort Free Church (Continuing) in the 
Isle of Skye. Mr Macleod is due to take up his duties in 
May at a meeting of the Assembly held by Zoom due to 
the current Covid situation.

Mr Macleod was born and raised in the Isle of 
Lewis and it was there that he professed faith in Christ 
whilst still a teenager. Following his graduation from 
studies which included history and economics, he 
found employment in Stornoway. Sensing a call to the 
work of the Ministry, and having completed the usual 
course at the Free Church College, he was licensed to 
preach the Gospel by the Free Presbytery of Lewis in 
June 1995. Mr Macleod was ordained to the ministry 

and inducted 
to the charge 
of Harris in 
October 1995. 
He remained 
for nine years 
in this bilingual 
congregation, 
until his 
t r a n s l a t i o n 
to Glasgow–
Partick in 
May 2004. He 
returned to 
the north on 
taking up the 
historic charge 
of Snizort on 
the Isle of Skye 
in August 2010.

CHURCH NEWS
A man of wide experience, Mr Macleod has served, 

at one time or another, on most of the Standing 
Committees of the General Assembly, sometimes 
as Convener and, on occasion, as Clerk. He was 
appointed Clerk to the Presbytery of Lewis in 2000, 
a role in which he would also serve during his time 
in Glasgow, and at the present time he is Clerk to the 
Presbytery of Skye & Lochcarron. Since 2013 he has 
served as editor of the Explorer, the denominational 
youth magazine.

Mr Macleod grew up in a Gaelic-speaking 
community, and as a native speaker he continues to 
preach in Gaelic in his own congregation and further 
afield. Coming from a rural crofting background, 
he retains a keen interest in agriculture, keeping a 
small flock of blackface sheep whose exploits have 
occasionally appeared in the pages of the Explorer! He 
also has a keen interest in genealogy and history, which 
has led to some involvement in work on the Annals of 
the Free Church.

Whilst studying at the Free Church College he 
responded to an appeal for assistance at the Free 
Church Mission School in Lima, Peru. This interest in 
mission work has in more recent times led to a number 
of visits to South Asia in a lecturing capacity, and in 
2020 he taught in a Bible School in Kenya under the 
auspices of the Middle East Reformed Fellowship 
(MERF).

Speaking of the forthcoming Assembly, Mr Macleod 
acknowledged that it would, like last year’s Assembly, 
be somewhat unusual, in that it is expected to take 
place entirely as a Zoom meeting. He said: “Although 
the Assembly is not due to meet until the latter half 
of May, the uncertainties as to the lifting of Covid 
restrictions mean that it makes sense to meet in this 
way. It is unusual, but with the Lord’s help things 
worked satisfactorily last year, and we pray that the 
same will happen this year – that important decisions 
which need to be made are guided by the Lord, and 
that the Church and her witness will be strengthened 
by this gathering.”

Mr Macleod is married to Isobel Ann, herself a 
native of the Isle of Lewis, and they have four of a 
family.

Spring Conference (Publications Committee)

Due to the continuing difficulties resulting 
from the Covid-19 pandemic, the Publications 
Committee have decided to postpone this 

year’s Spring Conference, which was due to take 
place in Inverness on Friday 2nd April, until 2022 
(D.V.).

Free Church Witness 11

Rev. Murdo A.N. Macleod
(courtesy of Rev. Andrew Allan)
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Jubilee of Rev. 
David Compton 
(Rev. Daniel Kok)

On February 
28, the 
Smiths Falls 

congregation made 
a presentation to 
Pastor David & Mrs 
Flora Compton 
in honour of the 
fifty years that 
he has served in 
gospel ministry. 
A combined 
donation from the Home & Foreign Missions Committee 
and the congregation was given to the Comptons, as well 
as a plaque printed with 2 Corinthians 4:5: “We preach 
not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord”. We thank the 
Lord for his gifts to men to serve his body (Eph. 4:8). 

New Christian School (John-William Noble, Secretary, 
Melville-Knox Christian School Aberdeen)

Melville-Knox Christian School Aberdeen was 
recently formed after a number of encouraging 
developments amongst leaders and members 

of Reformed and confessional churches in the city.
A series of preliminary discussions led to the 

establishment of Melville-Knox Christian School 
Aberdeen, in partnership with Melville-Knox Christian 
Schools. This included incorporating a very clear and 
Biblically robust constitution and the establishment 
of a school board of directors in this city. As the 
plans progressed, the building of Grace Reformed 
Church Aberdeen became an outstanding prospect as 
a meeting location for the school, after being agreed 
by that Church’s leadership. In addition to this, an 
application with Education Scotland was made, and 
the relevant paperwork compiled and sent.

However, due to the outbreak of Covid-19, 
the exciting developments were halted, but only 
temporarily. In November 2020, a previously cancelled 
parent information event took place online, and this 
provided interested parents the opportunity to hear 
about the school and its progress. As a result, a core 
group of interested parents are now part of a mailing 
list with many already expressing a great interest in 
sending their children to the school. This has been an 
important step.

We are therefore in a position to be advertising for a 
schoolteacher. We have had some interested parties but 
continue to pray and circulate the job advertisement, 
as this is undoubtedly another big step towards the 
formation of this school.

Rev. David & 
Mrs Flora Compton

Our board have projected a possible launch date 
of August 2021, but this will depend on a number of 
factors, including the current government restrictions 
and the direction this moves in. We value your 
prayer and support for this work, and if you have any 
questions or would like more information then please 
email: enquiries@melvilleknoxaberdeen.org

There is a job description at the following link: 
https://www.melvilleknoxaberdeen.org/job-vacancy

Algeria: Fragile State; Intensive Spiritual Struggle 
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)

Algeria’s Presidential Order 06-03 [March 2006] 
regulates “religious worship other than Muslim”. 
It mandates that buildings used for non-Muslim 

worship must be registered with the authorities. To 
date, not a single church has been granted registration. 
Article 11.2 of Order 06-03 criminalises the making, 
storing or distribution of any material intended to 
“shake the faith of a Muslim”. On 27 February authorities 
in Oran notified Pastor Rachid Seighir of Oratoire (place 
of worship) church, and Nouh Hamimi, a salesman 
in Seighir’s Christian bookstore, that they had been 
fined and sentenced to two years’ jail for breaching 
Article 11.2 of Order 06-03. Weeks earlier a convert 
named Hamid (34, married with 4 young children) was 
charged with blasphemy and sentenced to five years’ 
jail over a Facebook post from 2018. Please pray.

Quote

“Persecution is the touchstone of sincerity; 
it discovers true saints from hypocrites. 
Unsound hearts pretend fair in prosperity, 

but in time of persecution fall away (Matt. 13:20,21). 
Hypocrites cannot sail in stormy weather: they will 
follow Christ to Mount Olivet, but not to Mount Calvary. 
Like green timber they shrink in the scorching sun of 
persecution. If trouble arises, hypocrites will rather 
make Demas their choice, than Moses their choice. They 
will prefer thirty pieces of silver before Christ. God will 
have persecutions in the world to make a discovery of 
men. Suffering times are sifting times.”
Thomas Watson

Leave a Legacy
Please prayerfully consider the ongoing work 
of the gospel by leaving a legacy to the Church. 
A helpful information leaflet is available on 
request. Ask your local treasurer for a copy or 
email:
generaltreasurer@fccontinuing.org
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The city of Edinburgh has a population of half a 
million. As Scotland’s capital since at least the 
15th century, and the seat of her parliament and 

supreme courts, Edinburgh was the scene of many key 
events of the Scottish Reformation of 1560.

History
The Edinburgh congregation can trace its origin to 
the Gaelic Chapel which was built on the Castlehill of 
Edinburgh in 1769 to meet the spiritual needs of the 
increasing number of young Highlanders settling in 
Edinburgh, for whom Gaelic was their first language. 
After the Disruption of 1843, the congregation built 
themselves a new church in Cambridge Street, off 
Castle Terrace. By this time, in answer to rising 
demand, the congregation had begun to hold English 
services as well as Gaelic, and in recognition of this 
their name was changed in 1864 to Free St Columba’s.

At the union of 1900 the minority of the congregation 
who adhered to the Free Church lost their right to the 
Cambridge Street building. Appeals were made to the 
authorities however, and in 1907 a solution was found 
when Free St John’s Church in Johnston Terrace, which 
had been allocated as an Assembly Hall for the Free 
Church, was also placed at the disposal of the Free 
Church congregation of St Columba’s. The congregation 
took with them the name of their former building, and 
Free St John’s became henceforth Free St Columba’s.

Property
In more recent times, the division in the Free Church 
in 2000 resulted in the majority of the St Columba’s 
congregation siding with the Free Church (Continuing). 
After worshipping in temporary premises for some 
years, the congregation took possession of their own 
building in Arthur Street, off Leith Walk, in April 2011. 
The building originated in 1923 as a Brethren meeting 
house and was used thereafter as a mission hall, so 
that it has a continuous history of Gospel witness for 
almost 100 years. The congregation has reason to be 
thankful to the Lord for his dealings with it over recent 
years. Since entering its new building, the congregation 
has moved from a position of having no fixed assets to 
possessing its own church and manse, both fully paid 
up and free of debt.

Services and Activities
The present minister, Rev. James Gracie, was inducted 
on 14th March 2003, and the congregation has two 
elders and two deacons. Sabbath services are at 
11.00am and 6.30pm, with a prayer meeting on 
Thursdays at 7.30pm. There are Communion seasons 
in May and November. The congregation also has 
a work in Galashiels. There are congregational 
fellowships in the 
winter months, 
with ladies’ 
lunches and men’s 
prayer breakfasts 
also organised. A 
congregational bus 
has recently been 
purchased and 
has proved useful 
in conveying the 
elderly to and from 
church, as well as 
providing transport 
for congregational 
outings and to 
meetings in Glasgow 
and other places.

Outreach
The area around the church is thickly populated and 
provides a ready field for outreach and evangelism. 
Several of our members are engaged in outreach 
on a regular basis and also assist the Home Mission 
Worker in his periodic visits. Over the years, the 
congregation has been pleased to provide a spiritual 
home for young people from other congregations 
who have come to the city for work or study, and it 
is good to see them taking an active part in the life of 
the congregation.

Prayer
The congregation recognises that it has been 
placed in circumstances of particular challenge and 
responsibility, and it commends its needs to the 
prayers of the church as it continues its work and 
witness in Scotland’s capital city.

AROUND THE CHURCH

EDINBURGH
REV. JAMES GRACIE

Rev. James Gracie
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NATIONAL SILENCE

No substitute for a day of prayer

On 9 March the First Minister announced 
plans by the Scottish Government to hold a 
‘national silence’ to mark the anniversary of 

the beginning of the first Covid-19 lockdown and in 
memory of those who have lost their lives during 
the pandemic. At midday on 23 March there was a 
minute’s silence at the Scottish Parliament led by 
the Presiding Officer, who was joined by the leaders 
of the parties represented at Holyrood. The Marie 
Curie charity, which provides care and support to the 
terminally ill and their families, organised a UK-wide 
‘National Day of Reflection’ on the same day.

While it is appropriate to remember those who 
have died because of Covid-19, and particularly those 
who contracted it when caring for people sick with 
it, the willingness of the Scottish Government to hold 
this ‘silence’ stands in marked contrast to its refusal 
(matched by governments elsewhere in the UK) to 
grant something far more urgent and relevant at the 
present time: a national day of prayer. There have been 
several calls for one, but they seem to have fallen on 
deaf ears.

To hold a day of prayer requires the nation and its 
government to acknowledge three things: first, that 
there are situations in life which are beyond man’s 
collective ability to remedy; second, that events in this 
world do not occur by chance, but are directed by divine 
providence; third, that prayer is an effectual means of 
obtaining God’s help. Our nation is so backslidden that 
many deny at least one of these truths, and some all 
three. If we think we can control even our climate, then 
we are probably not going to call upon God when there 
is a plague in the land.

A day of prayer must also recognise something 
else: that national calamities often flow from national 
sins, which are visited by divine chastisement. Seven 
separate days of prayer were held during World War 
2, called by King and Parliament, and significantly 
the first was termed a ‘National Day of Prayer for 
Repentance and Petition for Deliverance’. It was held 
when 350,000 men of the British Army were trapped 
at Dunkirk, and the outcome was their remarkable 
evacuation.

The threat we face today does not come from a 
foreign power, but from our own abominable iniquity. 
The Lord is saying to us: “Wash you, make you clean; 
put away the evil of your doings from before mine eyes; 
cease to do evil; learn to do well” (Isa. 1:16,17). Unless 
we heed that, further judgements will come.

SOME GOOD NEWS ON ABORTION

An encouraging vote at Stormont

Shortly after the Covid-19 pandemic began, the 
Westminster Parliament imposed upon Northern 
Ireland the most draconian abortion regulations 

in the UK. They allow abortion up to 12 weeks in any 
circumstance, up to 24 weeks when there is a risk to 
the woman’s physical or mental health, and up to birth 
in cases of serious nonfatal disabilities, such as Down’s 
syndrome, club foot and cleft lip. Despite overwhelming 
opposition from within the Province, Westminster 
refused to listen. In June 2020, the Northern Ireland 
Assembly at Stormont rejected the imposition, but the 
vote could not change the law.

In February this year Paul Givan, a Democratic 
Unionist Party MLA, introduced the Severe Fetal 
Impairment Abortion (Amendment) Bill at Stormont, 
which would amend the Westminster regulations to 
remove the ground for an abortion in cases of severe 
fetal impairment, which represent about 1% of all 
abortions. In a vote on 15 March the Bill passed its 
second stage by 48 votes to 12, with 27 abstentions, 
and now goes to the Health Committee for scrutiny. 
The chief opponents were Sinn Féin and the Alliance 
Party – which is no surprise, as they were to the fore 
in getting Westminster to introduce abortion into 
Northern Ireland in the first place.

While some anti-abortion groups opposed Givan’s 
Bill because they (rightly) want a total ban on abortion, 
this first step has effectively driven a stake through the 
pro-abortion plans. Every MLA voted in the knowledge 
that if the Bill failed there would be no hope of further 
amendments. There is always the danger of stopping 
at this point, but it is now clear that a desire exists 
to continue this approach with the ultimate aim of 
neutralising the Westminster regulations altogether. 
The pro-abortionists, who until now have been 
effective in their propaganda, have been put in the 
dock. The logical conclusions of their position were 
exposed: it normalises disdain for the disabled.

We applaud Mr Givan’s effort, and encourage further 
action to stymie the barbaric and atheistic abortion 
agenda. The Bill has some way to go to become law, 
and shamefully the UK Government has now published 
regulations to allow the Secretary of State for Northern 
Ireland to compel Stormont to implement abortion 
laws. How sad that the innocent in the womb pay the 
penalty for the sins of others! Doing nothing in this 
matter is not an option, for silence and acquiescence 
are taken as approval. We pray that the Province will 
soon be a safe place for the unborn once again.

COMMENT
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April 2021 marks the 500th anniversary of one 
of the most significant moments in the history 
of the Christian Church. Five hundred years ago, 

the Imperial Diet (or council) gathered in the South 
German city of Worms. A new Emperor had just been 
enthroned, Charles V (1500-58). He was one of the 
greatest monarchs in the known world, already ruler 
of Spain, Southern Italy, Austria and the Low Countries, 
and now as ‘Holy Roman Emperor’ recognised as 
overlord of all greater Germany and Switzerland.

But the situation was one of crisis. The Ottoman 
Turks were assaulting the Empire from the East, 
steadily conquering Hungary, and the Emperor was 
also readying his forces for war with France. Internal 
dissension must be crushed, and the whole attention 
of the Imperial Diet was therefore directed against 
the monk Martin Luther (1483-1546) of Wittenberg. 
Luther had been excommunicated for heresy by the 
Pope the previous year, yet defied the Papal censure, 
and continued to teach his supposedly heretical 
doctrine of justification by faith alone.

Luther Summoned
Luther was summoned to the Diet, and arrived 
in Worms on 16th April, to great sensation. Many 
wondered if they were watching a man going to his 
death – for a century before the Council of Constance, in 
similar circumstances, had condemned the Bohemian 
(Czech) reformer John Huss (c.1372-1415) to be burnt 
for his doctrines. Luther had received a document of 
safe-conduct from the Emperor, but Rome taught that 
a safe-conduct given to a heretic could be voided; Huss 
had also received a safe-conduct from the Emperor 
Sigismund, and it had not saved his life.

J.H. Merle d’Aubigné (1794-1872), the Swiss 
Protestant minister and historian of the Reformation, 
describes the scene:

“At length the doors of the hall being opened, 
Luther entered, and many persons not belonging 
to the Diet made their way in along with him. 
Never had man appeared before an assembly so 

august. The emperor Charles V, whose dominions 
embraced the old and the new world; his brother, 
the Archduke Ferdinand; six electors of the empire, 
whose descendants are now almost all wearing 
the crown of kings; twenty-four dukes, the greater 
part of them reigning over territories of greater or 
less extent, and among whom are some bearing a 
name which will afterwards become formidable 
to the Reformation (the Duke of Alva, and his 
two sons); eight margraves [the hereditary titles 
of some princes of the Holy Roman Empire]; 
thirty archbishops, bishops, or prelates; seven 
ambassadors, among them those of the kings of 
France and England; the deputies of ten free towns; 
a great number of princes, counts, and sovereign 
barons; the nuncios of the pope; in all, two hundred 
and four personages. Such was the court before 
which Martin Luther appeared.

This appearance was in itself a signal victory 
gained over the papacy. The pope had condemned 
the man; yet here he stood before a tribunal which 
thus far placed itself above the pope. The pope 
had put him under his ban, debarring him from 
all human society, and yet here he was convened 
in honourable terms, and admitted before the 
most august assembly in the world. The pope had 
ordered that his mouth should be for ever mute, 
and he was going to open it before an audience of 
thousands, assembled from the remotest quarters 
of Christendom.” (History of the Reformation of the 
Sixteenth Century, Bk.viii, ch.8). 

Two Questions Asked
As Luther stood before Charles V, the Imperial 
Chancellor put two questions to him: were these his 
books that lay upon the table before them, and would 
he recant them? The first was easily answered when 
the titles were read, they were indeed his works; for 
the second, Luther requested time to consider. A day’s 
grace was granted, and Luther wrestled before God, 
in an extraordinary prayer, recorded presumably by 
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his friends, which has been preserved amongst the 
manuscripts of the Diet. The following day, 18th April 
1521, he appeared again before the Emperor.

Again the second question was put, but now Luther 
was ready to answer. He acknowledged that he could 
have erred:

“I do not regard myself as a saint; but no more can 
I retract these books: because, by so doing, I should 
sanction the impiety of my opponents, and give 
them occasion to oppress the people of God with 
still greater cruelty.

Still I am a mere man and not God; and I will 
defend myself as Jesus Christ did. He said, ‘If I have 
spoken evil, bear witness of the evil’ (John 18:23). 
How much more should I, who am but dust and 
ashes and so apt to err, desire every one to state 
what he can against my doctrine?

Wherefore, I implore you, by the mercies of God, 
you, most serene Emperor, and you, most illustrious 
princes, and all others of high or low degree, to 
prove to me by the writings of the prophets and the 
apostles that I am mistaken. As soon as this shall 
have been proved, I will forthwith retract all my 
errors, and be the first to seize my writings and cast 
them into the flames.”

A Famous Reply
Again the Chancellor put the question, would he 
retract? The whole Assembly craned to hear the 
answer.

“Luther then replied, without hesitation, ‘Since your 
most serene Majesty, and your high Mightinesses, 
call upon me for a simple, clear, and definite answer, 
I will give it; and it is this: I cannot subject my faith 
either to the pope or to councils, because it is 
clear as day that they have often fallen into error, 
and even into great self-contradiction. If, then, I 
am not disproved by passages of Scripture, or by 
clear arguments; if I am not convinced by the very 
passages which I have quoted, and so bound in 
conscience to submit to the word of God, I neither 
can nor will retract any thing, for it is not safe for 
a Christian to speak against his conscience.’ Then, 
looking around on the assembly before which he 
was standing, and which held his life in its hands, 

‘Here I am’, says he, ‘I cannot do otherwise: God help 
me. Amen.’

Thus Luther, constrained to obey his faith, led 
by his conscience to death, impelled by the noblest 
necessity, the slave of what he believes, but in this 
slavery supremely free, like to the ship tossed by a 
fearful tempest, which, in order to save something 
more precious than itself, is voluntarily allowed 
to dash itself to pieces against a rock, pronounces 
these sublime words, which have not lost their 
thrilling effect after the lapse of three centuries; 
thus speaks a monk before the emperor and the 
magnates of the empire, and this poor and feeble 
individual standing alone, but leaning on the grace 
of the Most High, seems greater and stronger than 
them all. His word has a power against which all 
these mighty men can do nothing. The empire and 
the Church, on the one side, the obscure individual, 
on the other, have been confronted. God had 
assembled these kings and prelates that he might 
publicly bring their wisdom to nought. They have 
lost the battle, and the consequences of their defeat 
will be felt in all nations, and during all future ages.” 
(ch.8).

Luther Spared
Luther remained some days longer in Wittenberg, 
while great pressure was brought to bear upon him 
to recant, but he would not. But neither would the 
Emperor consent to the urgings of Rome to void the 
safe conduct and arrest Luther for heresy. Eventually, 
the reformer was dismissed safely, and Charles V 
issued a proclamation condemning him as a heretic. 
Luther was an outlaw in Germany; but he was alive. 
Says Merle d’Aubigné:

“So ended these negotiations. The whole Empire 
had assailed this man with the most urgent 
entreaties and the most fearful menaces, and this 
man had never flinched. His refusal to bend under 
the iron arm of the Pope emancipated the church, 
and commenced a new era. The intervention of 
Providence was evident, and the whole presents 
one of those grand historical scenes in which the 
majestic form of the Divinity appears conspicuously 
displayed.” (ch.10)
On his way home, his protector Frederick, Elector 

of Saxony, arranged a staged kidnap, and Luther was 
carried off for his own safekeeping to the Wartburg, 
a remote castle in the forests of central Germany. 
There he embarked on his translation of the Bible into 
German, which would carry the Gospel to the whole 
nation. The rest is history.

“The whole 
Assembly craned to 
hear the answer.”
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A timely book indeed for days that call for 
humiliation, prayer and close self-examination. To this 
end, the text has been modernised. An unspecified 
version of the Scriptures seems to have been used, 
rather than the Authorised Version with which Owen 
would have been familiar, and was no doubt used in 
the original.

Highly recommended.
Ewan W.M. Wilson

Reformed Systematic Theology: Volume 2: 
Man and Christ
Joel R. Beeke & Paul M. Smalley, Crossway, hbk, 
1360pp, £32.00

The first volume of 
this projected four-
book series was 

favourably reviewed in the 
February 2020 issue. This 
second volume maintains 
the same high standard. The 
subjects are the doctrines 
of man (anthropology) 
and of Christ (Christology). 
This grants harmony to 
this volume; the solemn 
truths of the fall, sin and 
corruption giving way to 
the good news of the human and Divine natures united 
in the Person of Christ, and His achievement in His 
work as mediator. Covenant theology is a particular 
focus, with the covenant of works considered under 
‘Man’, and the covenant of grace under ‘Christ’.

It is commendable to see a modern systematic 
theology defending creation in six days (pp.91-122), 
defining homosexuality as a symptom of original 
sin (pp.207-228), and following the confessional 
description of the offices of Christ (prophet, priest 
and king) in the definition of His work (pp.869-
892). A particular strength of the volume is the 
devotional tone throughout, with both richly 
experimental application and portions of psalms 
or hymns concluding each chapter. How precious 
to find a modern theology, that after discussing 
Christ’s priestly work urges its readers: “Embrace 
Jesus Christ as your only righteousness, your perfect 
righteousness, your unchanging righteousness, your 
heavenly righteousness, your eternal righteousness, 
and your effective righteousness to bring you to glory.” 
The authors then offer wise pastoral counsel to the 
believer: “Reject perfectionism....God is pleased with 

(Books for review should be sent to: Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod, 
25c Swordale, Point, Isle of Lewis, HS2 0BP)

Searching Our Hearts in Difficult Times
John Owen, Banner of Truth Trust, pbk, 144pp, 
£5.00

If ever a book seemed 
published specifically 
for these times of 

unprecedented calamity, it 
must be this one. However, 
the publishers actually had 
it prepared for the press 
and put forth in 2019, a 
short while before the 
pandemic hit. The book 
consists of a number of 
sermons preached by the 
greatest English theologian 
of the 17th century over a 
period from 1672 to 1680.

Though Owen was a scholar of the highest erudition 
who was famously said to have even thought in Latin, his 
great aim was always practical, punctilious holy living. 
These sermons are far more direct than his theological 
discourses and they advance from a section on self-
examination through a piece surveying the particular 
perils of his own time and their universal significance, 
to a final section on the need for Covenantal, common 
confession of our national guilt. 

The brief Preface by the publisher notes “the 
relevance of Owen’s words to believers at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century.” Given these comments 
were made before any of us could have imagined the 
global shaking that has engulfed us they take on an 
added providential poignancy! 

Owen’s penultimate piece is on the threat of a 
resurgent Roman Catholicism and its superstitions, 
especially in the midst of complacent, slumbering 
Protestantism and spiritual declension. The smug 
state of modern man who has discounted the very 
real menace of plagues, diseases and an  opportunistic 
Romanism is captured in these sermons and challenged. 
We are reminded of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, where 
Christian passes the cave of Giant Pope, an aged and 
attenuated cripple no longer able to capture Christians 
who ventured past. 

These sermons are a wake-up call not to imagine our 
sophisticated generation is beyond the judgements of 
natural disaster or the lure of a degenerate Christianity 
and personal spiritual shipwreck. 

BOOK 
REVIEWS
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you because of Christ, and he takes pleasure in your 
sincere but imperfect works.” They then offer solemn 
exhortation: “God treasures obedience because he 
treasures his glory as God....Make the doing of your 
Father’s will to be your meat and drink.” (p.1055)

In concluding this review, I would reiterate 
my commendation of the first volume: “This is a 
magnificent achievement, in itself a volume to treasure, 
and promises, once the set is complete, to take the 
place of Berkhof as the standard work of Reformed 
theology for the next generation.”
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

Select Practical Writings of Robert Traill
Banner of Truth Trust, pbk, 282pp, £6.25

Robert Traill 
(1642-1716) was 
born in Fife and 

ministered in Presbyterian 
congregations in Kent 
and London. This volume 
is a little goldmine for 
spiritual Christians. 
Pages 1-100 comprise an 
excellent discourse on 
Galatians 2:21, showing 
in a comforting manner 
that justification is not 
conditional upon any 
works; an excellent remedy against ‘legalism’, fully 
pointing us away from ourselves to the finished work 
of Christ.

Pages 101-122 comprise a sermon which every 
Minister should read, on 1 Timothy 4:16. “A minister 
must be a preacher. An unpreaching minister is a sort 
of contradiction....The arm of Jehovah only can do the 
work of winning souls....Ministers must pray much.”

Pages 123-139 comprise a sermon on Hebrews 
12:29, preached on the ‘fast day’ of the Communion 
season – these Covenanter preachers were bold at 
Communion services!

Pages 140-282 have several other highly profitable 
discourses, and  this review is but a brief sample from 
the riches contained in these writings.

Originally published in 1845 by the original Free 
Church of Scotland, this is a book which everyone 
should go out and buy. The reason for this enthusiastic 
recommendation is contained in a quote from Traill on 
the back cover: “Strive for the knowledge of Him. It is the 
ignorance of God that is the most universal cause of all 
the sin and misery in the world, and in the church.” 
Rev. James Clark

The Confessional Presbyterian Volume 16 (2020)
Chris Coldwell (General Editor & Publisher), pbk, 
280pp, £19.95. Available from James A. Dickson 
Books (jamesdicksonbooks.com)

As Presbyterians, it 
is good to be able 
to recommend a 

journal that we can all 
read, enjoy and learn 
from. Since it is an 
annual publication, The 
Confessional Presbyterian 
can be read at a leisurely 
pace. This issue begins with 
the famous James Ussher 
and his significance for 
confessional Presbyterians. 
How much we owe to 
Ussher, yet how little we know and appreciate. It 
is followed by a study of Ussher’s sermons on the 
Mysteries of Christ. While it is to be granted that there is 
some technical language used, it is all explained for us, 
thus making the reading easier.

However, if for no other reason, the Introduction to 
David Dickson’s sermons on Lamentations is a ‘must 
read’. For the first time in history, these sermons have 
been published. What is special about these sermons? 
Essentially the following – they were preached in a 
time of persecution; in a time of revival; in a time of 
fasting; in a time of war; in a time of famine; in a time of 
decline. The sermons are highly recommended.

We often think our age is unique in its theological 
confusion. The Westminster Assembly and 17th 
century radicalism reminds us that the Church has 
always had to face the same issues. Equally important 
in our history is the Marrow controversy. The account 
by Thomas M’Crie is both fascinating and helpful.

Thomas Peck is sadly unknown to many, but he was 
a Presbyterian stalwart who studied under Thornwell 
and became pastor of Second Presbyterian Church, 
Baltimore. His sermon on Mark 16:14-20 was preached 
to the General Assembly in Louisville, in 1879. As Peck 
makes abundantly clear, ours is a religion of facts 
which establish the authenticity of the gospel itself. It 
is a rousing call to assert and maintain the preaching 
of the gospel.  

Following the sermon by Peck is a study on “the 
Church’s spiritual mission”. Let us not forget the real 
mission and purpose for the church in the world.

There is enough here for everyone of any age and 
knowledge to profit.
Rev. Trevor Kirkland
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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. 
April         May     June
4    Ayr, Bracadale, Duthil-Dores  2    Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s  6    Tarbat
11  North Uist & Grimsay, St Louis  9    Glasgow–Shettleston, Kilmorack &  13  Poolewe & Aultbea
18  Ballyclare & Doagh, Greenville        Strathglass, Kilmuir & Stenscholl  20  Bracadale, Brora
25  Aberdeen, Atlanta, Glasgow–Partick,        27  Kiltearn
       Knock & Point, Lochalsh & Strath                   (All dates subject to change due to COVID-19)



“For I am with thee, and no man shall set on thee to hurt thee: for I 
have much people in this city.”

Acts 18:10
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