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Twice in the Bible, the Church is spoken of as 
“an army with banners” (Song of Sol. 6:4; 6:10). 
This is the Church on earth, engaged in a war 

that must be waged until the Lord returns. It is a 
striking image, yet it is not always reflected by today’s 
churches. Instead of a holy zeal, a lukewarm, worldly 
spirit is apparent among many who claim the name 
Christian. We should put that to ourselves first of all. 
We must hear the challenge that was given to Israel 
when she forsook God’s way and worshipped the 
golden calf: “Who is on the Lord’s side?” (Exod. 32:26)

An army is known by its banners or standards. 
When they are unfurled and lifted high, the troops rally 
to them. As they see the banners, they are reminded of 
their cause. Their courage is bolstered, their resolve 
is stiffened, and they take on the enemy. It is similar 
with the Church while she is on the battlefield of this 
world. Her members need encouragement, especially 
in the cloudy and dark day in which we live. It will be 
helpful to consider the Church’s banners, under which 
believers fight “the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12) 
against their spiritual foes. What are these banners, 
and how should the Church show them?

The Covenant God
The great banner which the Church is bound to raise 
is that of the Lord Himself. This is evident from Israel’s 
first major battle, at Rephidim. On the hilltop, Moses 
held aloft the rod of God, while down below Joshua 
and the men of Israel contended with the Amalekites. 
When Moses raised his hand, Israel had the advantage, 
but when he let it down, the Amalekites gained the 
ascendancy. As the day wore on Moses grew weary, 
so Aaron and Hur brought a boulder for him to sit on, 
and held his arms aloft. Israel then rallied, and the 
Amalekites were overcome. After the victory, Moses 
built an altar and called it “Jehovah-nissi”, meaning 
“the Lord my banner” (Exod. 17:15).

Earlier, when Pharaoh and his forces had pursued 
Israel to the Red sea, and the people were afraid for 

their lives, Moses had told them, “The Lord shall 
fight for you” (Exod. 14:14). God’s servant had then 
stretched out his hand over the sea, the waters had 
parted, and the children of Israel had crossed on dry 
ground. Stretching out his hand again, the waters 
returned, and the Egyptians were drowned in the 
depths. God had intervened miraculously to deliver 
His people, and in celebration they sang, “The Lord is 
a man of war” (Exod. 15:3). The Lord would remain on 
Israel’s side in all their battles, and bring them to the 
land of Canaan.

This God is the Almighty God of the covenant, the 
triune Jehovah! He promised Israel, “I will take you to 
me for a people, and I will be to you a God” (Exod. 6:7), 
and He makes the same pledge to His own today. God 
is everything to His Church, and in all their struggles 
for His cause, believers must depend upon Him. When 
Asa confronted the Ethiopians, his confidence was in 
the Lord: “for we rest on thee, and in thy name we 
go against this multitude” (2 Chron. 14:11). Likewise 
David when he entered into combat with Goliath: “I 
come to thee in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God 
of the armies of Israel” (1 Sam. 17:45). Paul assured 
the Corinthians that “the weapons of our warfare...
are mighty through God to the pulling down of strong 
holds” (2 Cor. 10:4).

Gracious Salvation
Alongside this great banner, the Church must lift up the 
banner of salvation. Praising God, the Church declares: 
“We will rejoice in thy salvation, and in the name of 
our God we will set up our banners” (Ps. 20:5). She is 
exalting the Son of God and Captain of her salvation, 
who came into the world to live and die for her sake. 
What a victory Jesus Christ won for the Church by His 
obedience and suffering, even to the cross of Calvary! 
He utterly vanquished all His and her enemies, such 
that through Him we are “more than conquerors” (Rom. 
8:37). Truly, Christ is “the Lord mighty in battle” (Ps. 
24:8), and we raise our personal banner of salvation, 
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giving Him all the glory for our ultimate triumph over 
sin, Satan, the world, death and hell.

Salvation is a deliverance from guilt and 
condemnation, and a passing from death to life. We 
began in the grave of our sin, but God shined in our 
hearts by the gospel and “quickened us together with 
Christ” (Eph. 2:5). Pardoned and reconciled, we are 
separated more and more from the world, though we 
have to acknowledge that our holiness is imperfect. 
As any sincere Christian will confess, the flesh is very 
active: Christ the day star has not yet risen fully in 
us, and the perfect day of glory is still to come. The 
believer is aware of a change – “by the grace of God I 
am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10) – but he does not rest in 
that. As John Kennedy said, the more a believer grows 
in grace, “the more conscious will he be of his need of 
‘more grace’.” Does your life reveal this banner?

Gospel Truth
The Church must also hold up the banner of truth. 
“Thou hast given a banner to them that fear thee, that 
it may be displayed because of the truth.” (Ps. 60:4) 
These words tell us something about the Church’s work 
and witness. The Church must be clear as to her calling 
in the world. She is not just another agency for social 
work: she is God’s unique agency for the gathering and 
perfecting of His saints (Eph. 4:11-13). This great work 
can only be done in one way – God’s way, which is by 
the preaching of the gospel. “The Lord gave the word: 
great was the company [army] of those that published 
it.” (Ps. 68:11) The Church is an army with preachers 
at the battlefront, and praying people behind them. Yet 
how easily the Church can be distracted from her task! 
This is something we must guard against, in the spirit 
of George Lawson: “God forbid that we should cease to 
glory in the cross and in the life of our Redeemer!”

The Church must have a concern for what is 
taught and practised. It has been well said that if a 
thief wants to get into a house, then the first thing 
he must do is silence the watchdog. Ministers have 
a special responsibility to uphold the truth in their 

preaching and teaching, and elders alongside them. 
Our generation needs to hear the pure gospel of grace, 
but it also needs to know how God is to be worshipped 
and Christ’s Church governed. Our rulers need to be 
reminded of their obligations to the Lord, and our 
nation needs to be warned of the dangers of Islam, and 
especially Rome and the papacy. The Reformation in 
Scotland has left us with a precious legacy: may we 
never be ashamed of our distinctive beliefs.

Redeeming Love
The final banner the Church must unfold is the banner 
of love. “He brought me to the banqueting house, and 
his banner over me was love.” (Song of Sol. 2:4) There 
is a mutual love between Christ and His Church, as 
between a bridegroom and his bride, but there is no 
doubt that He loved us first – in eternity when the 
Father chose us in Him. And there is no doubt either 
that His love was and is for His people only: Christ 
“loved the church, and gave himself for it” (Eph. 5:25). 
Christ’s laying down of His life is, as Jonathan Edwards 
wrote, “the greatest testimony of divine love that can 
be conceived”, and it is this sacrificial love that the 
Church is called to proclaim, and which conquers the 
hearts of sinners.

The beauty of this special bride is derived wholly 
from her heavenly Husband. From Christ the Church 
receives saving and sanctifying grace, so that she 
mirrors His image. He is making her into His likeness, 
lovingly cleansing her by His gracious word and 
removing all the spots and wrinkles of sin (Eph. 
5:26,27). He is ever making intercession for her, and 
His desire to have her with Him will be fulfilled when 
all of His redeemed people sit down with Him at “the 
marriage supper of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9), wearing the 
wedding garment of His own perfect righteousness. It 
is a day believers ought to be looking for and longing 
for.

Divine Blessing
The Church is called upon by God to display these 
banners in her faith and life. But when the One who 
walks in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks 
observes the churches of today, including our Church, 
what does He see? Does He see the things which are 
a delight to His heart? The Church only has an impact 
upon this sinful world when she is obedient to her Lord 
and enjoys the blessing of His Spirit upon her labours. 
Then sinners will be saying, “We will go with you: for 
we have heard that God is with you.” (Zech. 8:23) Oh, 
for such a time to arrive! May the Lord be pleased to 
grant it.
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(Colquhoun [1748-1827] was minister at Leith. This 
piece, which has been lightly edited, is taken from an 
edition of his ‘A Treatise on Spiritual Comfort’ published 
in 1822, and is the fourth of eighteen “means which 
believers are to employ in order to attain increasing 
comfort.”)

If the believer would retain his comfort, and rise to 
higher degrees of it, it will be requisite also that he 
daily advance in love to the Lord Jesus, and to God 

in Him.

Supreme Love
The Christian’s love to Christ is the immediate principle 
of his delighting or joying in Him. To advance therefore 
in supreme love to Christ is the way to increase in holy 
joy. The apostle Paul, in describing the fruit of the Spirit, 
mentions joy and peace, in immediate connection with 
love (Gal. 5:22). And the Lord Jesus Himself, when He 
was comforting His disciples, said, “If a man love me, 
he will keep my words: and my Father will love him, 
and we will come unto him, and make our abode with 
him.” (John 14:23)

Love is a pleasant, a cheering affection. Those 
believers, therefore, who excel others in love to Christ 
Jesus, do commonly surpass others also, in spiritual 
comfort. The exercise of supreme love to Him, and 
to God in Him, diffuses a sacred sweetness over the 
soul. Whether it be a love of desire to Him, when He is 
absent, or of delight in Him, when He is present; still, 
in proportion to the strength, and the exercise of it, it 
sweetly refreshes and invigorates the soul.

Ardent Love
“There is no fear in love”, says the apostle John; “but 
perfect love casteth out fear” (1 John 4:18). Although 
it is always attended with a holy and filial fear of 
displeasing God, yet, in proportion to the degree and 
exercise of it in the soul, it banishes all slavish, diffident, 
and disquieting fear of Him. Indeed, when the ardour of 
love decays, and the exercise of it fails, distressing fear 
usually arises; but when love is revived, and is vigorous 

in its exercise upon its transcendently glorious, and 
amiable Object, such fear usually vanishes, and gives 
place to holy consolation in the soul.

The vigorous exercise of ardent love to his dear 
Redeemer, excited by believing views of His infinite 
loveliness in Himself, and of His immense love to him, 
tends, through grace, to fill the mind of the believer 
with a pleasing tranquillity. If loving any object has in 
its nature a tendency to make the person who loves 
take pleasure in the company of the object beloved, 
notwithstanding all the infirmities which cleave to 
that object, what inexpressible pleasure must a saint 
experience, in loving Him who “is altogether lovely” 
(Song of Sol. 5:16)! All the delights of worldly men are 
but like the toys of children, in comparison with the 
pleasure of supreme love to the Lord Jesus, and to a 
God of love in Him.

Dwelling in Love
The apostle Paul informs us that love “thinketh no 
evil” (1 Cor. 13:5). Love of God doth, in proportion to 
the degree of it, think no evil of Him: it feareth no evil 
from Him. It indulgeth not evil surmises, or groundless 
jealousies of him; “he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in 
God, and God in him.” (1 John 4:16) He counts it his 
highest pleasure to please Him, and his greatest joy 
to have intimate communion with Him. He delighteth 
in Him, as his Friend, his Father, and his God, as his 
only portion, and his exceeding joy: and the more he 
delights in the Lord, the more of holy consolation does 
he experience.

Believer, see that thou advance daily, in supreme 
and ardent affection, to God in Christ, to all of God, 
and all of Christ: love especially the holiness, the will, 
and the glory of Christ. Let thy soul cleave continually 
to Him; and it will comfort thee greatly, to think of 
Him, and of His immense, and amazing love to thee. 
To advance in supreme love to thy dear Redeemer, 
will, notwithstanding all the afflictions which may 
henceforth befall thee in thy lot, render thee capable of 
increasing in heavenly consolation. Difficult things will, 
for His sake, seem easy, and bitter things, sweet.

DEVOTIONAL

ADVANCING IN LOVE
JOHN COLQUHOUN
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“And they brought unto him also infants, that he would 
touch them: but when his disciples saw it, they rebuked 
them. But Jesus called them unto him, and said, Suffer 
little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for 
of such is the kingdom of God.” (Luke 18:15,16)

In our first study in March, we considered the 
great theme of God’s love. In our second (April), 
we looked at the revelation of God in Scripture: 

where else can we go for our knowledge of God and 
his love but to his written word? In the May edition we 
considered the doctrine of election, which is an act of 
God’s love.

A very practical problem confronts us as a result. 
God’s ordinary way of saving sinners is to call them 
effectually to himself through the preaching of the 
gospel; only in and through the Lord Jesus Christ is 
there salvation. What then of those who die as infants 
and those who have a learning impairment? These are 
two of the most difficult issues that we face, yet the 
Westminster Confession of Faith helpfully addresses 
both. Accepting that there are different shades of 
opinion on these subjects, we can make a number of 
points.

1. The Confession
Our Confession states: “Elect infants, dying in infancy, 
are regenerated and saved by Christ through the Spirit, 
who worketh when, and where, and how he pleaseth. 
So also are all other elect persons, who are incapable 
of being outwardly called by the ministry of the word.” 
(WCF 10:3)

Two groups of people are in view: infants who do 
not survive beyond early childhood and people who 
have a learning disability. The Confession says that 
both groups stand in need of the same gracious work 
of God as the rest of mankind, namely regeneration. 
It adds that Christ and His Spirit work sovereignly in 
both infants and people with learning impairments.

The Church father Irenaeus (c. 130-202 A.D.) makes 
the pertinent point that since the Saviour was born a 

baby and grew into adulthood, and since he came to 
save sinners, then by implication children as well as 
adults are included in his saving work. Scripture gives 
a glimpse of infant salvation in John the Baptist, who 
leaped for joy in his mother’s womb when Mary the 
mother of Christ visited (Luke 1:41-44).

2. Election
The Confession says that election is the governing 
principle in both situations. This is important, since 
too often sentiment governs our thinking in these 
difficult circumstances. People who are orthodox 
in their beliefs may be tempted to adopt a different 
stance when it comes to the salvation of infants and 
the mentally impaired. 

The Westminster Divines acknowledged the 
difficulty, but in a pastoral way they directed us to the 
truth of election. We must retain this doctrine, and for 
this reason: the fact that children of believers have 
died in infancy, not growing up to reject the covenant 
in which they were baptised, indicates to their parents 
that their departed children are in heaven. 

3. Covenant Baptism
It is our position that God’s covenant of grace continues 
in the line of generations. Because of that, the sign 
of the covenant (baptism) is to be administered to 
the children of believers. Regarding this covenant 
baptism, our Confession declares: “The efficacy of 
baptism is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is 
administered; yet notwithstanding, by the right use of 
this ordinance, the grace promised is not only offered, 
but really exhibited and conferred by the Holy Ghost, to 
such (whether of age or infants) as that grace belongeth 
unto, according to the counsel of God’s own will, in his 
appointed time.” (WCF 28:6).

What this means is that, in relation to the infants of 
believers dying in infancy and the mentally impaired, 
we may have every confidence that the covenant will 
be realised in them, as signified in their baptism. In 
that light, parents should value the promise embedded 

DOCTRINE

THE SALVATION OF INFANTS AND OTHERS
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June 20216



DOCTRINE / THE SALVATION OF INFANTS AND OTHERS

husbands, fathers, servants and masters – but also 
children (3:18-4:1).

6. Avoiding Speculation 
The American theologian B.B. Warfield (1851-1921) 
stated: “The most serious peril which the orderly 
development of the Christian doctrine of the salvation 
of infants has had to encounter...has arisen from the 
intrusion into Christian thought of...the unchristian 
conception of man’s natural innocence.” Our Standards 
teach plainly that we are sinners by nature, descending 
as we do from Adam in his fallen state.

Warfield points out that the Remonstrants at Dort 
had a distinctly semi-Pelagian view of man. In other 
words they believed, much as in Roman Catholicism, 
that fallen man has the ability to take the first steps 
towards God and salvation. The tendency to attribute 
a power to the will of the unregenerate to do good has 
resurfaced on several occasions since Dort.

7. Pastoral Guidance 
In the course of Christian ministerial duties, the 
two issues we have been considering confront us on 
occasion. Ministers must not fall into the trap of either 
sentiment or universalism. In both the Westminster 
Confession and the Canons of Dort, there is pastoral 
help.

First, with respect to those believers whose children 
die in infancy, they can expect to hear from their 
minister the twin doctrines of election and covenant 
presented in a Trinitarian manner, to the effect that 
such children are loved by the Father, redeemed by the 
Son and regenerated by the Spirit. 

Second, in congregations where there are those 
who fall into the second group – outwardly incapable 
of being called by the word – believing parents must 
likewise receive this Trinitarian blessing, that the Holy 
Spirit, who works when, where and how he pleases 
(John 3:8), is likewise able to regenerate and effectually 
call their children. Though they are incapable of 
comprehending God’s word, the mentally impaired are 
saved by the same Christ as we are, through the same 
Spirit.

within baptism in relation to any of their children who 
fall into these categories.

4. Assurance
The Canons of Dort (1618) addressed the death of 
infants specifically in its First Head and in Article 17. 
It states: “Since we are to judge of the will of God from 
his Word, which testifies that the children of believers 
are holy, not by nature, but in virtue of the covenant of 
grace, in which they, together with their parents, are 
comprehended, godly parents have no reason to doubt 
of the election and salvation of their children, whom it 
pleaseth God to call out of this life in their infancy.”

The language is positive: “godly parents have no 
reason to doubt”. Because of the covenant, we are 
assured that the children of believers who die as infants 
are indeed saved. While Dort does not give all the 
detail we have in our Confession, the central principle 
is the same. In Dort the focus was on the assurance 
belonging to the parents, not on the particularities of 
infant salvation. 

The Calvinist majority at Dort were responding to 
the allegation of the Arminians, or ‘Remonstrants’ as 
they were known, which was that election meant that 
many children of believers were damned. It was against 
that false charge that Dort formulated its answer by 
asserting two doctrines: explicitly, the doctrine of 
election, and implicitly the doctrine of the covenant, 
which refers to the children of believers. 

What Dort did was to place the assurance of parents 
upon the firm basis of divine election and covenant 
promise. Significantly, those who reject infant baptism 
and the covenant leave themselves without the 
assurance belonging to Reformed doctrine, and cling 
instead to David’s words concerning his departed child, 
“I shall go to him, but he shall not return to me.” (2 
Sam. 12:21-23) They do not have the clear, warranted 
assurance of the covenant, in which God promises to 
be a God unto us and to our children.

5. Children and the Kingdom
Matthew records Christ saying regarding the children 
who were brought to him, “of such is the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matt. 19:14); Mark tells us that the Lord 
“took them up in his arms, put his hands upon them, 
and blessed them.” (Mark 10:16) Astonishingly, it is 
the view of some that although children may be “in the 
kingdom”, they are never to be considered as being “in 
the Church”.

By contrast, we assert that if children are in the 
kingdom, they are also in the Church. When Paul 
writes to the Church at Colosse, he addresses his letter 
to “the saints and faithful brethren in Christ which are 
at Colosse” (Col. 1:2); among them are not only wives, 
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(A Puritan with Presbyterian views, Watson [c.1620-86] 
ministered in London. This piece is abridged from the 
section on Adoption in his ‘A Body of Divinity’.)

Our sonship differs from Christ’s. He was the Son 
of God by eternal generation, a son before time, 
but our sonship is: (i) by creation – “We are also 

his offspring” (Acts 17:28). This is no privilege, for men 
may have God for their Father by creation, and yet have 
the devil for their father; (ii) by adoption – “to them 
gave he power to become the sons of God” (John 1:12).

Adoption is an act of pure grace. “Having predestinated 
us unto the adoption of children...according to the 
good pleasure of his will” (Eph. 1:5). All by nature are 
strangers, and therefore have no right to sonship; God 
is pleased to adopt one, and not another, to make one a 
vessel of glory, another a vessel of wrath.

What Adoption is
Adoption is taking a stranger into the relation of a son 
and heir. God adopts us into the family of heaven, and 
does two things:

1. He ennobles us with his name. He who is adopted, 
bears his name who adopts him. “I will write upon him 
the name of my God” (Rev. 3:12).

2. He consecrates us with his Spirit. Whom he adopts, 
he anoints; whom he makes sons, he makes saints. When 
a man adopts another for his son and heir, he may put 
his name upon him, but he cannot put his disposition into 
him. Whom God adopts, he not only gives a new name but 
a new nature (2 Pet. 1:4). God turns the wolf into a lamb; 
he makes the heart humble and gracious; he works such 
a change as if another soul did dwell in the same body.

To What We are Adopted
God adopts us to two things:

1. He adopts us to a state of excellence. It were much 
for God to take a clod of dust, and make it a star; it is 
more for him to take a piece of clay and sin, and adopt 
it for his heir.

2. He adopts us to a state of liberty. Adoption is a 
state of freedom; a slave being adopted is a free man: 
“thou art no more a servant, but a son” (Gal. 4:7).

Faith and Adoption
Faith interests us in the privilege of adoption: “ye 
are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.” 
(Gal. 3:26) Before faith is wrought, we are spiritually 
illegitimate, we have no relation to God as a father. An 

unbeliever may call God judge, but not father. Faith 
is the affiliating grace; it confers upon us the title of 
sonship, and gives us right to inherit.

God’s Love in Adoption
See the amazing love of God, in making us his sons (1 
John 3:1). Consider:

1. That God should adopt us when he had a Son of his 
own. Men adopt because they lack children, and desire 
to have some to bear their name: but God adopted us 
when he had a Son. Christ is called God’s “dear Son” 
(Col. 1:13), a Son more worthy than the angels (Heb. 
1:4). We needed a Father, but he did not need sons.

2. That before God adopted us we were very deformed. 
A man will scarce adopt him for his heir that is crooked 
and ill-favoured, but that hath some beauty. But we 
were in our blood, and then God adopted us (Ezek. 
16:6). God did not adopt us when we were bespangled 
with the jewels of holiness, and had the angels’ glory 
upon us; but when we were black as Ethiopians (Jer. 
13:23), diseased as lepers, then it was the time of love.

3. That God should be at so great expense in adopting 
us. When men adopt, they have only some deed sealed, 
and the thing is effected; but when God adopts, it sets 
his wisdom a-work to find out a way to adopt us. It was 
no easy thing to make the heirs of wrath, heirs of the 
promise. Our adoption was purchased at a dear rate; 
when God was about to make us sons and heirs, he 
could not seal the deed but by the blood of his own Son.

4. That God should adopt his enemies. If a man adopts 
another for his heir, he will not adopt his mortal enemy, 
but God adopted us when we were not only strangers, 
but enemies. For God to have pardoned his enemies 
had been much, but to adopt them for his heirs, this 
sets the angels in heaven a wondering.

5. That God should take great numbers out of the devil’s 
family, and adopt them into the family of heaven. Christ is 
said to bring many sons to glory (Heb. 2:10). Men adopt 
usually but one heir, but God is resolved to increase 
his family. God’s adopting millions, is the wonder of 
love. Had but one been adopted, all of us might have 
despaired, but this opens a door of hope to us.

6. That God should confer so great honour upon us in 
adopting us. David thought it no small honour that he 
should be a king’s son-in-law (1 Sam. 18:18), but what 
honour to be the sons of the high God! What honour 
that God hath made us so near in alliance to him – sons 
of God the Father – members of God the Son – temples 
of God the Holy Ghost!

DOCTRINE

ADOPTION
THOMAS WATSON
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“And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season 
we shall reap, if we faint not.” (Galatians 6:9)

It was with great enthusiasm that the visible church 
left Egypt, but soon the discontent began and 
thoughts of going back to security arose. They acted 

as if they were to soon cross the border after starting 
out, but the journey was lasting longer and was harder 
than they expected, and they began to lose heart, and 
many hearts drifted away from ‘the cause’.

This is a familiar pattern for the church. There 
is much vocal and physical activity, even joy, at the 
beginning of some enterprise. But the swift results 
planned do not happen. There are disappointments 
and ‘loss of face’, and many want to go back to where 
they came from. And it is not just the young who want 
to live on religious excitement.

Loss of Morale
The Galatian Church also suffered from an internal 
division, between the sound and the unsound, 
especially among those who taught and had positions 
of leadership. There was a loss of morale. “For the 
divisions of Reuben there were great searchings of 
heart” (Judg. 5:16). Prejudice held many back from 
following Barak and Deborah, and tradition held back 
a number from following the clear, honest leadership 
of Paul at Galatia.

Matthew Henry wrote: “we are very apt to flag and 
tire in duty, yea to fall off from it, particularly...doing 
good to others.” It is easy to ‘lose heart’ because we are 
so susceptible to looking at ‘things seen’ in the present, 
forgetting that we live by hope. Hope is the evidence of 
spiritual life, and keeps us going when all else fails us. 
We have hope in Christ (1 Tim. 1:1) when everything 
and everyone else disappoints.

Our Example
The Lord Jesus “went about doing good” (Acts 10:38). 
He is our example in well doing. He is also our power 
and motivation. We ought to encourage others to 
persevere in following Him and not discourage them by 
our ‘quitting’. There are too many who start something 
and do not finish it – this is a bad habit in the visible 
church. “It is to no purpose that we begin to do good, 
if we do not press forward to the goal.” (John Calvin)

Congregations have to be aware of sluggishness, 
contentment with past attainments and reluctance 
to change for the better. Progress is not by great 
spectacular advances, as some misguidedly think and 
teach, but “by tiny pushes”. Sometimes a man-made 
splash can have destructive ripples!

Sphere of Usefulness
We must not think lightly of our small sphere of labour. 
To say that “the world is my parish” is to spread the 
labour very thinly indeed. There should be aims and 
objectives each year, but reasonable and attainable – not 
magnificent and ill-defined. Dr Thomas Chalmers well 
said: “There is an appetite for designs of magnificence. 
There is impatience of everything short of a universal 
scheme, landing in a universal result. Nothing will 
serve but a mighty organization, with the promise of 
mighty consequences.” We seem to have forgotten the 
importance of a small sphere of usefulness.

A Church of England pamphlet in the nineteenth 
century advised: “Adopt a program for activity and be 
patient...you will be surprised to find that God is in 
men’s thoughts, but do not do things in a hurry.” If we 
adapt our focus we shall find openings, instead of using 
loudspeaking battering rams against closed doors. We 
must adapt (without compromise) to opportunities, 
not dismiss them.

Perseverance
Prayer meetings are important. Energy requires 
food – think of that spiritually regarding the Word of 
God. Remember also that growing needs more than a 
constant diet of “milk” (Heb. 5:12-14). The Apostolic 
counsel is that if you faint, you cannot reap. Where 
would be the harvest if the farm labourers downed 
tools?

The exhortation is to perseverance, not a quick walk 
and then turn aside or turn back. Our encouragement 
is that “though we be not presently rewarded, yet in 
God’s season [we] shall as certainly reap as he doth.” 
(Matthew Poole) Where then are the many who started 
out, running well (Gal. 5:7) with us? What hindered 
them? The cause was not in their circumstances 
but in themselves. May we cry with Mr Feeble-mind 
in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, “Hold out, faith and 
patience”!

NOT WEARY IN WELL DOING
REV. JAMES CLARK

PRACTICAL RELIGION
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“And Simon’s wife’s mother was taken with a great fever; 
and they besought him for her.” (Luke 4:38)

There are experiences in life which show us what 
weak creatures we are, and how we are wholly 
dependent upon God for His aid. In our heart 

of hearts we know that our flesh is frail, yet we are 
reluctant to admit this, and to live our lives accordingly.

Mortality
The Bible declares man’s mortality and the reason for 
it. Death is “the wages of sin” (Rom. 6:23), and after it 
there is “the judgment” (Heb. 9:27). In the light of this 
David was right to pray: “Lord, make me to know mine 
end, and the measure of my days, what it is; that I may 
know how frail I am.” (Ps. 39:4) And Moses likewise: 
“So teach us to number our days, that we may apply 
our hearts unto wisdom.” (Ps. 90:12)

The Lord sometimes has to bring our frailty home 
to us, for our lasting good. Illness is a providence He 
often uses to spur people to serious thought about their 
souls. We can learn lessons from the occasion when 
Christ was in the house of Simon Peter (Luke 4:38,39). 
With His tender heart, the thing Christ noticed when 
He entered this home was Simon’s mother-in-law lying 
sick with a fever. It is a comfort to know that His heart 
has not changed.

Submission
The family pled with Jesus to help their loved one. It 
is right that we pray for the sick, especially for those 
near and dear to us. While we pray earnestly for their 
recovery, we should do so in submission to God’s 
perfect, sovereign will. We should seek His grace, so 
that we are able to praise Him, whether He is pleased 
to grant healing or not. Job certainly revealed God’s 
grace, when after his grievous loss he worshipped God 
and said: “the Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; 
blessed be the name of the Lord.” (Job 1:21) Christ is 
the great Physician: He knows our physical and mental 
frame and what is best for us.

We can imagine this woman’s condition: a high 
temperature, a racing pulse and a burning skin. Yet 
what might have been fatal to her was nothing to Christ. 
He stood over the woman and rebuked the fever, much 
as He did the devils, and the wind and the waves; she 
no doubt felt a great calm in her soul as a result. At the 
same time Christ touched her hand (Matt. 8:15), taking 
hold of her and lifting her up (Mark 1:31).

Sanctification
We should never doubt our Lord’s power and His 
fellow-feeling with us. Christ’s nearness may be 
enjoyed when we are laid aside on a sickbed. The Lord 
works the bodily ills of His people for their spiritual 
good – a consoling thought when we are brought low. 
We should therefore pray that God would sanctify to us 
His dealings. And when others are sick, let us remember 
that, though unlike the Lord we cannot heal them, yet 
like the Lord we can show them our sympathy.

Immediately the woman was healed, she rose from 
her bed and attended to Christ and all who were in the 
house. She was so thankful to the Lord for what He had 
done for her. She wanted to show Him her gratitude, 
and if we have received a blessing from the Lord then 
we should be of the same spirit. It was no doubt a 
modest home, but, like another, she did what she could 
for Christ (Mark 14:8), which is all that He asks of us.

Question
It is important that we ask ourselves the question, Why 
do I desire good health? For some people it is simply 
so that they can continue to enjoy the good things of 
this life; that is selfish and sinful. For others it is so that 
they can help their family or make a contribution to 
society; that is much better, but it still misses the mark.

The right reason for wanting to be well is so that we 
may “walk before the Lord in the land of the living” (Ps. 
116:9). If we are to walk in the light of the glorified Christ 
in the heavenly city (Rev. 21:23,24) then we must follow 
Him here. The time to trust in the Saviour and serve Him 
is now – while we have our health and strength.

PRACTICAL RELIGION

WHEN ILLNESS COMES
REV. DAVID M. BLUNT
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“For thus saith the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel; In 
returning and rest shall ye be saved; in quietness and 
in confidence shall be your strength: and ye would not.” 
(Isaiah 30:15)

One thing we meet with when we visit our cities, 
towns and villages during the daytime is noise! 
Covid-19 may have reduced the hustle and 

bustle for a while, but it will soon return. Our nocturnal 
experience can be such a contrast.

Quietness
There is a special blessing which may be enjoyed in 
waking up through the night. When we slip into the 
living room we are met with quietness. The darkness 
has caused a great hush; the traffic has stopped and 
other distractions have been dumbed. Such peace 
ought to bring with it meditation. The Lord says to 
His own, “in quietness and in confidence shall be 
your strength”. C.H. Spurgeon wrote: “Peace and rest 
belong not to the unregenerate, they are the peculiar 
possession of the Lord’s people, and of them only.” 
(Morning and Evening, 9 December)

The busy Christian must make time to be quiet.  If 
our lives are full of business, travel and other activity, 
then seeking a quiet corner is imperative. Many 
believers of the past took themselves to the fields or 
the woods to pray, and generally speaking they lived in 
a quieter age! The Lord says to us, “Be still, and know 
that I am God” (Ps. 46:10).

Confidence
Our confidence is not in self; it is in Christ and in 
Him alone. He will never ever let us down. Yes, we let 
ourselves down. We may let our friends down too, but 
Christ shall never leave us nor forsake us. Yes, there are 
times when we do not feel His presence as we would 
like to, but at these times it is our duty to seek Him in 
the word and in prayer, looking for our Beloved. Our 
confidence is in Christ, that He would come to us in 
our situation, and the darker that situation may be, the 
warmer His embrace of us will be, and ours of Him. He 
will draw close in a very special way.

When in the mountains, I have often seen the dark 
clouds gather, and then a gap suddenly open and a 
shaft of light shine through. It is a reminder from 
nature that the Lord watches over us. “Behold, he that 
keepeth Israel shall neither slumber nor sleep.” (Ps. 

121:4) We can be sure that in our difficult providences, 
God’s grace will also be revealed to us. How blessed to 
have confidence in our wonderful Saviour!

Strength
As our confidence is in the Lord, so our strength is also 
through Him alone. Sin has so affected us that there 
are times when we try to lean on an arm of flesh. When 
Peter took his eyes off Christ he began to sink, as he 
was now walking on the water in his own strength 
(Matt. 14:30). If we look to our own resources we 
will suffer a fall. “God is our refuge and our strength, 
in straits a present aid” (Ps. 46:1, metrical). We must 
never neglect prayer, looking to the Lord for help and 
guidance. A driver who takes his eyes off the road will 
soon find he is heading into the ditch, and the repair 
bill may be costly!

We were reminded recently in a sermon that the 
athlete must build up his muscles slowly, gradually 
taking on extra weights. We too must take our spiritual 
duties seriously – private prayer, scripture reading, 
family worship, attendance at the sabbath services 
and the prayer meeting.  We do not advocate a works 
righteousness, but the Lord’s people are known by their 
fruits: the milk we took in our early years should give 
way to stronger meat, as we grow in grace. That meat 
may require much chewing. May we receive strength 
from the One who is able to sustain us in those times 
when all we can do is lean upon Him. He is our “strong 
hold in the day of trouble” (Nah. 1:7).

Lesson
What can we learn from this verse? We must press on 
in quiet, confident strength, looking to our Saviour and  
sticking to the narrow path, like Bunyan’s pilgrim. We 
must note the word of warning at the end of the text: 
“and ye would not.” As Bunyan’s pilgrim often turned 
aside on his journey, so we stumble and fall on our way 
to the celestial city. While God’s children may fall, they 
will not fall away finally. They may stumble and suffer 
injury, but the loving Saviour as the Good Samaritan 
binds up the cuts and bruises and pours in His healing 
oil.

What consolation there is in that dear Friend! 
Christ’s love, patience and kindness to His blood-
bought people is so great that we are struck dumb. 
We stand on this mighty, solid Rock. Now there is 
something to rejoice in!

QUIETNESS, CONFIDENCE, STRENGTH
TIM NIXON (INVERNESS)

PRACTICAL RELIGION
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The Bible is God’s Word, and every part of it is 
relevant for us, but some parts are particularly 
helpful at different points in our lives. The 

opening chapters of the Book of Daniel give us a glimpse 
into the lives and struggles of a group of young lads 
growing up in Babylon. The practices of Babylon were 
entirely at odds with all they believed, and this made 
life very hard for them at times. Our own society has 
become so ungodly that you too find yourselves caught 
between your Christian background and a culture that 
sneers at and hates all of these Christian values; you too 
are growing up in Babylon! I suggest that Daniel and his 
friends teach us three simple lessons:

1. Know the Lord for Yourself
There is a terrible danger that those who grow up in a 
Christian environment take it all for granted and neglect 
to seek the Lord for themselves. We can admire the faith 
of others and attach ourselves in an outward way to the 
Gospel, without ever repenting of our sin and coming 
to saving faith in Christ. Such people are extremely 
vulnerable when they leave home and go out into the 
world of work or further education. Because they are 
not firmly rooted in Christ, they are liable to be swept 
away by the sheer pressures they face from an ungodly 
and hostile society. They are like the seed which falls 
upon stony places. They hear the Word but “have no 
root in themselves” (Mark 4:17). We need to receive the 
Lord Jesus Christ in order that we may be “rooted and 
built up in him, and stablished in the faith” (Col. 2:7).

Daniel and his friends were not the only young 
Jews who were deported to Babylon. Many others 
made the same journey but, at best, they had only a 
head knowledge of the Truth, and were ‘bowled over’ 
by the attractions and practices of Babylon. Soon they 
would abandon the things of God and become like the 
Babylonians. What kept Daniel and the small group 
around him was that firm rooting in the Lord Himself.

2. Know what you Believe and Stick to it
It is not enough for us to know the Lord. Perhaps you 
are surprised that I said that! Surely if we have been 
converted the Lord will care for us and all will be well? 
Well, if we have put our trust in Christ as Saviour, the 
Lord will certainly be our God and guide, “even unto 
death” (Ps. 48:14), but many a Christian has ended 

up in difficulty through not knowing, as well as they 
should, what it is we are to believe. Daniel and his 
friends not only knew the Lord; they also knew what 
they believed, and that saved them from confusion and 
potential disaster. They knew that sharing in idolatrous 
food and bowing to idols were sinful.

Take every opportunity to become familiar with 
the Word of God, and this knowledge will stand you 
in good stead when you are faced with choices and 
challenges. The Westminster Shorter Catechism teaches 
us in Question 2, “The word of God, which is contained 
in the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the 
only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy 
him”, and in Question 3, “The scriptures principally 
teach what man is to believe concerning God, and what 
duty God requires of man.” The better we know our 
Bibles, the better we will survive in Babylon.

Of course, all the knowledge in the world is of little 
use if we go on to abandon our principles. Daniel and 
his friends came under immense pressure to put to 
one side what they believed, and, even temporarily, to 
adapt to the ways of the Babylonians. By God’s grace 
they were enabled to resist the temptation. Had they 
gone along the path of compromise they would have 
discovered that it is a slippery slope, and that it is far 
harder to get back onto the right path than it is to slip 
away from it in the first place. “But Daniel purposed 
in his heart that he would not defile himself with the 
portion of the king’s meat, nor with the wine which he 
drank” (Dan. 1:8).

3. Know that you are Dependent on the Lord
One of the attractive features about Daniel and his 
companions is their constant dependence on the 
Lord. They were firm in their commitment to His 
ways, but they were not at all proud or self-sufficient. 
Furthermore, their early triumphs did not cause them 
to think they could manage to navigate the problems 
by their own cleverness. In chapter three, when 
Shadrach and his two friends faced the fiery furnace, 
they made it clear to Nebuchadnezzar that they were 
totally dependent on the Lord (Dan. 3:17). “As for these 
four children, God gave them knowledge and skill in all 
learning and wisdom” (Dan. 1:17). The Lord is able to 
do the same for us, if we look to Him in dependence 
and faith.

YOUTH FOCUS

GROWING UP IN BABYLON
REV. MURDO A.N. MACLEOD
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The Persecuted Church

Covid-19 continues to curtail some public activities 
of the Church, including our own, but it has by 
no means halted the activities of the Church’s 

enemies. The following examples are taken from the 
Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin for 26 May, which 
encourages prayer for the persecuted Church. Let us 
remember at the throne of grace fellow believers who 
are suffering for the Lord’s sake.

Finland: Biblical Morality is Hate Speech?
In 2004, the Luther Foundation Finland – the legal 
entity behind the Evangelical Lutheran Mission 
Diocese of Finland (ELMDF) – published a booklet 
entitled ‘Male and Female He Created Them: 
Homosexual Relationships Challenge the Christian 
Concept of Humanity’, authored by Dr Päivi Rasanen. 
A medical doctor, Ms Rasanen served as chair of the 
Christian Democratic Party from 2004 to 2015 and as 
Finland’s Interior Minister between 2011 and 2015. In 
June 2019, after her church, the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of Finland, announced its partnership with 
the LGBT event ‘Pride 2019’, she took to social media 
to ask the question: “How can the church’s doctrinal 
foundation, the Bible, be compatible with the lifting up 
of shame and sin as a subject of pride?” To her dismay, 
the police launched an investigation against her.

On 29 April, after a two-year long investigation, 
Finland’s Prosecutor-General Ms Raija Toiviainen 
charged Rasanen with three counts of incitements 
against a minority group, a crime punishable by a fine or 
up to two years of imprisonment. The charge relates to 
the 2004 booklet and two other more recent occasions 
where she presented the case for Biblical morality. 
As editor-in-chief of Luther Foundation Finland’s 
publications, the Rev. Dr Juhana Pohjola, diocesan dean 
and bishop-elect of the Evangelical Lutheran Mission 
Diocese of Finland (ELMDF), has been charged with 
the same offence. At stake is whether a belief based on 
the traditional teachings of the Bible and the Christian 
churches can still be expressed in Finland.

 
Indonesia: Supreme Court Overrules on Religious Freedom
On Monday 10 May Indonesia’s Supreme Court ruled 
that a joint ministerial decree that banned schools from 
mandating religious attire, be declared null and void. 
The ministerial decree – which was issued to protect 
the individual freedom of students to wear or not to 
wear Islamic religious attire – had been jointly issued 
by the education ministry, home affairs ministry and 
religious affairs ministry and signed on 3 February. The 
decree was enthusiastically welcomed by human rights 

CHURCH NEWS
activists who had highlighted cases of gross intolerance 
in schools that mandated the use of hijabs or jilbabs 
for all female students. The decree was a response to a 
controversy which arose in January after a state school 
in Padang, West Sumatra, made hijabs mandatory for 
all female students, including Christians. Jakarta Post 
notes that the decree was in line with a provision in the 
2003 law on the education system that mandates that 
education be carried out in a non-discriminatory manner 
by upholding religious values and national diversity. 
Despite this, the Supreme Court overruled and struck it 
down. The decision is a major setback for human rights 
and religious freedom in increasingly Islamic Indonesia.

Uganda: Pastor Brutally Slaughtered
Pallisa town is in a rural region of Pallisa District, Eastern 
Uganda. It functions as the main centre of education in 
the region. On Monday 3 May Pastor Thomas Chikooma, 
a resident of Komolo village, Pallisa town, participated 
in a Muslim-Christian debate at a taxi park in the town. 
Area Muslims, who had been holding public discussions 
there for about a month, had invited the pastor – a well-
known evangelist who led St Martin Church in Ngalwe 
Village – to offer a defence of Christianity. Armed with 
the Bible, the Quran and an abundance of grace, Pastor 
Chikooma spoke convincingly and, in the process, led 14 
people, including six Muslims, to faith in Jesus Christ. As 
would be expected, some Muslims were furious. When 
angry Muslims started shouting ‘Allah Akbar’ he and his 
son got on their motorbike and fled away. When they 
overtook him, Pastor Chikooma parked his motorcycle, 
left his son, and walked ahead to talk with the Muslims. 
But the Muslims were not interested in talking. Pastor 
Chikooma’s son ran home and got his mother, Jessica 
Naikomba who, along with neighbours, went in search 
of her husband. Eventually they found him, and the sight 
will leave them traumatised for life. Jessica Naikomba told 
Morning Star News (MSN) that “we found my husband 
in a pool of blood, beheaded and his tongue removed”. 
Pastor Chikooma had planted 50 churches in eastern 
Uganda and was father to 11 children. As Salvation 
Ministries International bishop Denis Akora explained 
to MSN, “The family needs prayers, financial support and 
trauma counselling at this trying moment.”

Quote

“The faithful and constant Christian will be 
bold to walk contrary to the course of this 
world; outfacing the scorn of men; valiant 

for despised truth; glorying in a persecuted name. 
Fearless is he of men.”
Charles Bridges

Free Church Witness 13



June 202114

MISSIONS

(Taken from Spurgeon’s book ‘The Soul-Winner’, 
published in 1895. This is the opening part of a sermon 
entitled ‘The Soul-Winner’s Life and Work’. It reminds 
us of the role believers have in the extension of Christ’s 
kingdom.)

“The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; and he that 
winneth souls is wise.” (Proverbs 11:30)

It seems to me that there is a higher joy in looking 
at a body of believers than that which arises from 
merely regarding them as saved. Not but what 

there is a great joy in salvation, a joy worthy to stir 
the angelic harps. Think of the Saviour’s agony in the 
ransom of every one of His redeemed, think of the 
work of the Holy Spirit in every renewed heart, think 
of the love of the Father as resting upon every one of 
the regenerate: I could not, if I took up my parable for a 
month, set forth all the mass of joy that is to be seen in 
a multitude of believers if we only look at what God has 
done for them, and promised to them, and will fulfil in 
them.

But there is yet a wider field of thought, and my 
mind has been traversing it all this day – the thought 
of the capacities of service contained in a numerous 
band of believers, the possibilities of blessing others 
which lie within the bosoms of regenerate persons. We 
must not think so much of what we already are as to 
forget what the Lord may accomplish by us for others. 
Here are the coals of fire, but who shall describe the 
conflagration which they may cause?

Wheat in the Granary
We ought to regard the Christian Church, not as a 
luxurious hostelry where Christian gentlemen may 
each one dwell at his ease in his own inn, but as a 
barracks in which soldiers are gathered together to 
be drilled and trained for war. We should regard the 
Christian Church, not as an association for mutual 
admiration and comfort, but as an army with banners, 
marching to the fray, to achieve victories for Christ, to 
storm the strongholds of the foe, and to add province 
after province to the Redeemer’s kingdom.

We may view converted persons gathered into 
church membership as so much wheat in the granary. 
God be thanked that it is there, and that so far the 

harvest has rewarded the sower; but far more soul-
inspiring is the view when we regard those believers 
as each one likely to be made a living centre for the 
extension of the kingdom of Jesus, for then we see them 
sowing the fertile valleys of our land, and promising 
ere long to bring forth some thirty, some forty, some 
fifty, and some a hundredfold.

The Lord’s Seed Corn
The capacities of life are enormous – one becomes a 
thousand in a marvellously brief space. Within a short 
time a few grains of wheat would suffice to seed the 
whole world, and a few true saints might suffice for the 
conversion of all nations. Only take that which comes 
of one year, store it well, sow it all, again store it next 
year, and then sow it all again, and the multiplication 
almost exceeds the power of computation. Oh, that 
every Christian were thus year by year the Lord’s seed 
corn!

If all the wheat in the world had perished except a 
single grain, it would not take many years to replenish 
all the earth, and sow her fields and plains; but in a far 
shorter time, in the power of the Holy Spirit, one Paul 
or one Peter would have evangelised all lands. View 
yourselves as grains of wheat predestinated to seed 
the world. That man lives grandly who is as earnest 
as if the very existence of Christianity depended upon 
himself, and is determined that to all men within his 
reach shall be made known the unsearchable riches of 
Christ.

Scattered and Sown
If we whom Christ is pleased to use as His seed corn 
were only all scattered and sown as we ought to be, 
and were all to sprout and bring forth the green blade 
and the corn in the ear, what a harvest there would be! 
Again would it be fulfilled, “There shall be an handful 
of corn in the earth upon the top of the mountains” – a 
very bad position for it – “the fruit thereof shall shake 
like Lebanon: and they of the city shall flourish like 
grass of the earth.” (Ps. 72:16)

May God grant us to feel some degree of the Holy 
Spirit’s quickening power while we talk together, not 
so much about what God has done for us as about what 
God may do by us, and how far we may put ourselves 
into a right position to be used by Him!

WHAT GOD MAY DO BY US
C.H. SPURGEON
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DAWKINS AND DOWN’S SYNDROME

Where atheism leads

In an interview broadcast on an Irish radio station 
on 9th May, the well-known evolutionary biologist 
and atheist Richard Dawkins was challenged 

about a 2014 tweet in which he said it would be 
“immoral” to bring a baby with Down’s syndrome 
into the world if given the choice. He backtracked a 
little, acknowledging that the tweet “was probably 
putting it a bit too strongly”, but said that it seemed 
“plausible” to him that aborting babies with 
disabilities would “probably increase the amount of 
happiness in the world”. He added: “I think it would 
be wise and sensible to abort a child which had a 
serious disability”. In his view, this would include 
being deaf or blind.

Dawkins is a more consistent atheist than many, 
yet he is not a wholly consistent one, for that is 
impossible. The Psalmist’s words on the subject are 
interesting: it is in his heart that the fool says, “there 
is no God” (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). Atheism is far from being 
the inevitable conclusion of the rational mind after 
consideration of the evidence presented by the works 
of creation and providence; rather it is the wish or 
hope of man’s sinful, corrupt nature that God does 
not exist.

It could be argued that Dawkins himself is an 
evidence of the existence of God. An absolute atheist, 
if there could be such an individual, would be amoral 
in his thinking; he would not speak, like Dawkins, of an 
action being ‘immoral’. Without the existence of God, 
and the fixed standard of right and wrong which He has 
given mankind in His moral law, the concept of morality 
really has no basis. It is a great mercy that, whether 
it stems from a fear of offending public opinion, from 
the workings of conscience, or from some other factor, 
atheists do not always do all the evil things which their 
professed lack of religious belief would logically allow 
them to do.

Without these restraints, the philosophy of atheism 
leads to gross evils, of which abortion is certainly one. 
Perversely, the Abortion Act of 1967, while no doubt 
supported by atheists generally, was introduced by 
a minister’s son and Church of Scotland elder, David 
Steel MP (now Lord Steel of Aikwood). Its use has been 
extended far beyond what Steel had in mind, however. 
Today 90% of children prenatally diagnosed with 
Down’s syndrome are killed in the womb. This is the 
inevitable result when human beings are no longer 
viewed as created by God in His image, and after His 
likeness (Gen. 1:26).

ST PAUL’S CATHEDRAL

What happens when the gospel goes

St Paul’s Cathedral, the Church of England’s 
premier building, is facing closure to tourists 
as a result of Covid-19. Currently it costs £8 

million annually to sustain the property; £3 million 
of this comes from the Government, but due to the 
lockdown other income has fallen by some 90%. The 
fabric surveyor of St Paul’s has said that the building 
is rotting, and the Dean, Dr David Ison, has said that 
“big decisions” have to be made. Despite the furlough 
scheme, some 25% of staff have been made redundant. 

Other troubling things are going on within the 
Church of England. In an article in the Spectator of 15th 
May, entitled ‘The CoE’s misguided obsession with 
statues’, Daniel French, an Anglican minister in Devon, 
commented critically on guidance recently published 
by the Church. In French’s words, the guidance “urges 
the country’s 12,500 parishes and 42 cathedrals to 
address, search out, assess and remove its offensive 
artefacts of so-called ‘contested heritage’.” The same 
month, retired Bishop Michael Nazir-Ali posted a 
piece on his website accusing the Church of embracing 
marxist ‘critical race theory’, which “conflates slavery 
and the slave trade with colonialism and the British 
empire.”

What do we learn from all this? First, a building 
erected for the worship of God and gospel preaching 
loses its purpose when these things cease to be the 
reasons for its existence; when the gospel goes, it is 
no longer the things which really matter which are 
attracting people to church buildings. Second, to 
build a future on the basis of stored icons, memorials 
and architecture turns a church building into the 
equivalent of a museum; any income is merely for the 
upkeep of the building and preserving the ‘priceless 
collections’ of the nation. Third, tourists come to 
‘worship’ a different god, namely the artefacts, and 
to take photographs, since they are unlikely ever to 
return; they have ‘seen it’, and moved on.

Fourth, when the worship of God becomes a 
liturgical event purely for the members, any sense of 
the reality of judgement disappears; a concern for the 
salvation of sinners and evangelistic effort have ceased. 
Fifth, when a progressive ideology predominates, over 
and against the ‘old paths’ for which men like Thomas 
Cranmer were burnt at the stake, the ‘writing is on 
the wall’ as evidence against them. The futile pursuit 
of relevance by change is a final warning to the entire 
Church across the UK. When “the glory is departed” (1 
Sam. 4:22), the calamity facing St Paul’s is the fruit.

COMMENT
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Robert Murray M’Cheyne was born on May 21st 
1813 in Edinburgh. From his earliest years he 
showed academic ability. He entered Edinburgh 

University in 1827 and in 1831 began to study Theology 
under Thomas Chalmers (1780-1847). His soul was 
awakened through the death of his eldest brother 
David, who had prayed fervently for him. Robert was 
about eighteen at this time. Some years later he wrote 
of the experience: “I lost my loved and loving brother, 
and began to seek a brother who cannot die.”

Licensed to Preach
As a student Robert made good progress in Hebrew 
and could eventually read it with ease. He had an 
excellent, clear mind. He saw that it is most important 
that ministers of the gospel should be truly converted. 
He was licensed to preach by the Presbytery of Annan 
in 1835 and preached first in Ruthwell Church, near 
Dumfries.

For a year M’Cheyne assisted Rev. John Bonar in 
Larbert and Dunipace, a parish of six thousand souls 
near Falkirk. It was here that he began to study the 
writings of the great American theologian, Jonathan 
Edwards (1703-1758). M’Cheyne’s concern was 
to grow in grace and in obedience to Christ. As he 
preached to the people he sometimes wept, and he 
sought always to preach “as a dying man to dying 
men”.

Ministry in Dundee
In November 1836 M’Cheyne became minister of a 
new church, St Peter’s in Dundee. He prayed much 
before he entered the pulpit each Sabbath. There was a 
rapid growth in his soul: each morning it was his habit 
to sing a Psalm and read three chapters of the Bible, 
and he aimed to enjoy God all the day. He kept a diary 
in which he recorded his soul’s experiences.

 When visiting his people M’Cheyne sought their 
spiritual good. He showed great care to the children, 
to the sick and to the dying. He would go from door to 
door. He taught the children from the Bible and from the 
Shorter Catechism. On the Lord’s Day large numbers 
came to hear his preaching, which he delivered with 
a clear voice. At the heart of his preaching was Christ, 
the glorious Saviour of sinners, and sometimes he was 
very greatly helped. About 1,100 people attended the 
services of worship. He commonly spent about six 
hours a day visiting his people and then held a meeting 
at night when he would preach to them.

Visit to Israel
At the end of 1838 M’Cheyne’s health broke down. 
He was troubled by violent beating of the heart. For a 
time he had to rest and to leave Dundee. It was at this 
point that he received the opportunity to go to Israel, 
with the Mission of Inquiry set up by the Church of 
Scotland. He had a love for the Jews and an excellent 
grasp of their language. In March 1839 M’Cheyne set 
off for Israel with Rev. Andrew Bonar, Dr Alexander 
Black and Dr Alexander Keith. They spent ten days at 
Jerusalem, and the whole area was in heaps.

While these men were abroad God blessed Scotland 
with revival in Kilsyth and Dundee. During M’Cheyne’s 
absence the Dundee congregation was supplied by the 
evangelist William Chalmers Burns (1815-68). When 
he arrived home crowds of old and young welcomed 
him. After his return a ministerial prayer meeting was 
formed, and M’Cheyne went to Ireland to plead the 
cause of the Jews. How he would rejoice to know that 
the Jews came back to their own land in 1948, and are 
now coming to faith in Christ in great numbers!

 
Final Years
In 1842 M’Cheyne suffered several attacks of ill health. 
That year a Convocation of ministers consulted on the 
situation facing the national Church. The civil power 
was altering the terms on which the Church of Scotland 
was established. On November 17th 1842, five hundred 
ministers met in Edinburgh to try and protect the 
Church from the courts, and M’Cheyne attended.

 Towards the end of his life M’Cheyne wrote “Personal 
Reformation” and “Reformation in Secret Prayer”; they 
are contained in the Memoir & Remains of Robert Murray 
M’Cheyne by Andrew Bonar, which every minister and 
Christian should read. The Personal Reformation begins: 
“I am persuaded that I shall obtain the highest amount 
of present happiness, I shall do most for God’s glory and 
the good of man, and I shall have the fullest reward in 
eternity, by maintaining a conscience always washed in 
Christ’s blood, by being filled with the Holy Spirit at all 
times, and by attaining the most entire likeness to Christ 
in mind, will, and heart, that is possible for a redeemed 
sinner to attain to in this world.”

M’Cheyne died on March 25th 1843, and was buried 
in the north-west corner of St Peter’s burial ground. The 
great lesson of his life is: “Lord, thou knowest all things: 
thou knowest that I love thee.” (John 21:17) Happy are 
those Christians who live to glorify God, and with the 
hope that they will enjoy Him in heaven forever.
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men and women, is that “understanding the times 
is a precondition of responding appropriately to the 
times”.

A new morality
Oversimplification 
is a danger, and 
the statement that 
today’s society is 
a moral vacuum 
is both wrong and 
unhelpful; the 
reality is far more 
problematic. Our 
society holds very 
firmly to a distorted 
and twisted 
morality that has 
no reference to 
Biblical morality, 
other than to 
disallow it. This 
new morality 
is not concisely 
codified, but driven rather by a conviction that ‘it’s 
nice to be nice’, and that it is best to avoid being 
hurtful by disagreeing with other people, no matter 
how strange a person’s assertions might be. Because 
“identity requires recognition by another”, to question 
anybody’s chosen identity is to do violence to the very 
essence of that person. Essentially everyone is to be 
permitted to do what is right in their own eyes, and 
all disapproval is disallowed.

Battle against Biblical ethics
It is the artist, not the philosopher, who is able to 
stir the sentiments and emotions, popularising 
these ideas within the wider society. Few have 
read the writings of Sigmund Freud, the founder 
of psychoanalysis, yet his message, that individual 
sexual satisfaction is central to who one actually 
is, has appeal to many when conveyed by means of 
movies and soap operas. When the romantic poets 
idealised the purity of rural life, as contrasted to the 
pollution and poverty and degradation of the sinister 
industrialised city, what was articulated was the 
notion that human authenticity means transcending 
the demands of society and returning to the pure and 
honest impulses of nature.

It is the development of this ideal, expressed so 
captivatingly by the poet and artist, that portrays 
Biblical sexual ethics as a positive evil and sinister 

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

The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural 
Amnesia, Expressive Individualism, and the Road 
to Sexual Revolution
Carl R. Trueman, Crossway Books, hbk, 432pp, 
£17.99

(How have we come to the point as a society where the 
statement “I am a woman trapped in a man’s body” 
can be regarded, as it is by many today, as coherent 
and meaningful? How has the promotion of LGBT+ 
interests become mainstream? Carl Trueman, a British-
born author based in the USA, has made his name as a 
church historian of the Reformation, but he is also an 
incisive critic of modern culture, as this important new 
book demonstrates. The subtitle indicates its focus, and 
given the tragic relevance of this subject, we devote an 
extended review to the book.)

In this new work Trueman argues, convincingly, 
that LGBTQ+ is only one current expression of a far 
greater phenomenon, which is the development in 

how individuals perceive themselves – a development 
which, as he is able to show, is not necessarily negative 
in every application. It has impacted upon the whole 
of society, including the church.

He explains that the origin of this phenomenon is 
not found in the sexual revolution of the 1960s, which 
cannot be understood properly in isolation: “the 
1960s are symptomatic of deeper changes in how we 
think of the purpose of life, the meaning of happiness, 
and what actually constitutes people’s sense of who 
they are and what they are for”.

God forgotten
The writer of the foreword quotes the Russian 
novelist and dissident Aleksander Solzhenitsyn’s 
comment, “men have forgotten God; that’s why all 
this has happened”, and while affirming the truth of 
this statement, explains that it is appropriate to think 
precisely about the ways that men have forgotten 
God. The book then proceeds to take us on a journey, 
beginning with the enlightenment and the romantic 
poets of the industrial age; it then introduces various 
thinkers, including some familiar names like Darwin, 
Nietzsche, Freud and Marx, and brings us ultimately 
to our own disturbingly familiar day. The reason for 
examining the development of ideas now informing 
both the conscious thinking, and, perhaps more 
significantly, the instinctive intuitions of Western 

BOOK 
REVIEWS



BOOK REVIEWS

June 202118

imposition to be battled against. The logical 
inconsistency in a pluralistic, tolerant society being 
intolerant of the Biblical ethic can be dismissed, 
because there isn’t any consistency. Christianity must 
be excluded because it is deemed to be immoral. This 
is why opposition to the church is increasingly vocal 
and aggressive. What is good is called evil, while what 
is evil is called good (Isa. 5:20).

No place for original sin
Trueman makes many interesting observations, 
such as: “technology plays a role in cultivating an 
attitude that sees the past as inferior to the present, 
and the present as inferior to that which is to come.” 
Technology has negated many traditional physical 
constraints, allowing greater control and outcomes 
in agriculture, in minimising the importance of 
physical strength in industry, and in separating sexual 
intercourse from procreation, so that the ‘authority’ 
of the natural world has been weakened and human 
beings are able “to take the place of God as self-
creators and the inventors, not the discoverers, of 
meaning.”

There is no place in modern thinking for original 
sin and the depravity of the heart, rather, “the 
authenticity of youthful innocence has become one 
of the unacknowledged assumptions of this present 
age.” Through Darwinian evolution the world has 
been stripped of intrinsic meaning, while in Freudian 
thought any purpose in life is discovered only in 
personal sexual fulfilment. That the ideas of both 
are expressed in a scientific idiom is compelling to 
the modern mind that grants science an intuitive 
authority. “The end [purpose] of human life is no 
longer something set in the future; rather it is 
enclosed within the present.”

Sacred order rejected
Trueman writes: “Society now intuitively associates 
sexual freedom with political freedom because the 
notion that, in a very deep sense, we are defined by 
our sexual desires is something that has penetrated 
all levels of our culture.” There is discussion of the 
part played by surrealist art in its emphasis upon the 
erotic, and its influence upon popular movies, and 
the normalising of pornography, particularly through 
magazines that combined pornography with serious 
interviews with cultural and political figures.

Trueman demonstrates that this “normalization 
of pornography in mainstream culture is deeply 
connected to the mainstream culture’s rejection 
of any kind of sacred order....The triumph of 
pornography is both evidence of the death of God 
[in public consciousness] and one means by which 

he is killed.” This redefining of standards means 
that “modesty is immoral, and modest people are 
repressed, incomplete, and less fulfilled that they 
could or should be.”

Society in confusion
The book is divided into four parts: Architecture 
of the Revolution; Foundations of the Revolution; 
Sexualisation of the Revolution; and Triumphs of the 
Revolution. A concluding chapter is ‘The Triumph of 
the T’ (referring to the ‘T’ in LGBTQ+, which stands 
for ‘transgender’). The transgender movement is not 
as unified as is commonly portrayed. There is also the 
interesting observation that because transgenderism 
involves renouncing what had previously been 
asserted by both mother and father, namely ‘it’s a boy’ 
/ ‘it’s a girl’, “transgenderism involves the exorcism, 
or erasure, of parents...for they play no role in the 
identity of the transgender person at his or her most 
fundamental level of being beyond actualizing his or 
her mere existence.”

In many ways this is a very disturbing book, 
because it describes something of the deeply 
ingrained complexities of modern thought that find 
expression in the confusion of today’s society. But 
while the problem is great, we can be confident that 
the grace of God is greater. As with the church at 
Corinth, we can look around the church today and 
say, “and such were some of you: but ye are washed, 
but ye are sanctified, but ye are justified in the name 
of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God.” (1 Cor. 
6:11)

The gospel is the answer
This book is a wide-ranging sociological study 
introducing texts and writers that most of us are 
unlikely to ever encounter, despite the influence of 
such thinking upon our society. Much as I looked 
forward to starting, as I read I began with equal, if 
not greater enthusiasm to anticipate concluding 
the book – not because I disagreed with what was 
said, but because I found it heavy going. This is 
despite Trueman, as an accomplished teacher and 
writer, beginning each chapter with an introduction 
explaining what will follow, and concluding with a 
helpful summary of the pertinent points.

The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self provides 
an insightful narrative of how society has shifted 
from ‘there’ to ‘here’, and while it is the preaching of 
the gospel that is the answer, the study and analysis 
provided here will assist in our engagement with 
what seems to be alien, and yet is the increasingly 
familiar thought of our society.
Rev. James MacInnes
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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. 
June      July     August
6    Tarbat     4    Snizort    1    Harris
13  Poolewe & Aultbea    11  St Louis    15  Duirinish
20  Bracadale, Brora    25  Atlanta    29  Stornoway
27  Kiltearn
                      (All dates subject to change due to COVID-19)



Published by the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing)

“Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:10

The Covenanters Memorial, Grassmarket, Edinburgh. Over a hundred were executed at this site between 1661
and 1688. The wording reads: ‘Many Martyrs and Covenanters died for the Protestant Faith on this spot’.


